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Introduction to Master Dogen’s Thought

    
Nishijima: Dogen’s logic of three philosophies and one reality may help synthesise religion and science






  Gudo Wafu Nishijima
May 1987 — Gudo Wafu Nishijima, standalone talk.
Venue: Japan.

  
  Source: audio transcript.





  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Nishijima says that Master Dogen's Shobogenzo has a very special logic, in which one subject is explained in a first phase on the basis of idealism, in the next on the basis of materialism, and in a third on the basis of reality, so that in it we can find three kinds of philosophies and one reality.4 He suggests that this logic can help to find a new religion that synthesizes idealism and materialism, that is religion and science, whose contradiction, he says, the world today suffers from. To synthesize the mental and the physical side, Dogen used human action, on which his Buddhist philosophy is based and which Nishijima describes as the synthesis of human mind and human body7 and as a fact at the moment of the present and at this place.

Before this, Nishijima outlines Dogen's life: Dogen was born in Kyoto in 1200, lost both parents in childhood, and wanted to become a priest at a time when Japanese society was very confused. He says that Dogen's doubt was why human beings should study Buddhism if they have a pure nature, that no priest in his temple could answer it, and that Dogen then stayed at Kenninji and studied in China before establishing Eihei Temple. Nishijima then sketches Western philosophy, in which Plato's idealism joined Christianity and governed medieval Europe, until the Renaissance found that human beings have physical bodies and the modern ages became ages of science. He says that this materialistic tendency culminated in the nineteenth century and that people have since been working for a new philosophy or religion that can synthesize religion and science. He thinks that Dogen's attitude of giving two completely contradictory images of one subject is very important for thinking about the problem in reality, and he adds that religion and science are completely contradictory, a fact we can never shut our eyes from.

Asked why Dogen left so many writings if his theory was to experience things for himself through meditation, Nishijima answers that reality can never be grasped by thinking,8 so to realize it we must practice zazen, which he calls an experience, a kind of state and a kind of action rather than a way to understand something. He says that philosophy is made of words and sentences and that scientific knowledge is knowledge about reality, so both explain reality but are different from reality itself. Matter, he says, is a concept that human beings made for what they perceive through their sense organs, so it is different from reality itself, and it is completely impossible to express reality in words, which is why we practice zazen. He adds that sense perception is sometimes true and sometimes not, as when we are drunk, and that it changes with our physical state, for example with the balance of the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. With colored glass and a desk as examples, he says that matter is what we see, while reality includes many contents, such as the desk's usefulness for writing a letter. Asked about an enlightened person, he describes an awakened man as a person who recognized reality, so that enlightenment is not so dramatic a change in daily life but living in reality, which is splendid and which we should follow. Asked how to connect mind and body through human action, he says that action is a fact at the present moment and at this place, which cannot be explained directly with words, so we explain it with both idealistic and materialistic philosophy, from the subjective mental side and from the objective side of the physical body and circumstances. When a participant says that the lecture does not show how important zazen is, Nishijima replies that it is an introductory explanation, which is also very important. Asked whether other ways than zazen can give the same sense of reality, he answers that zazen is a kind of action, that sports and walking are actions too and can also be the basis of Buddhism, and that all behaviors in our day-to-day life can be Buddhist practice.15








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

According to Buddhist custom, at the beginning of a Buddhist lecture we recite a short poem called Kaikyoge. So please listen to the recitation for a while.

[recitation, 00:01:19–00:02:16]

The meaning of the poem is that Buddhist thought is the supreme and profound teaching, and it is very difficult for us to meet this teaching. But now we have met it, so we would like to study it. This is the meaning of the poem.

Today I would like to give an introductory explanation of Master Dogen's thought, because his thought is what we are studying in this seminar. I think Master Dogen was the most excellent Buddhist master in Japan, and therefore in the world. His thought is rather difficult to understand, but at the same time his idea is very important to people in the world today. So today I would like to explain the outline of his thought and the relation between his thought and the history of world philosophy. First, I would like to explain his career in short.

He was born in Kyoto in 1200. He was a son of a very high-ranking aristocrat called Michichika Kuga. Michichika Kuga was a minister of the royal court at that time, but he died when Master Dogen was only two years old, and Master Dogen's mother also died when he was seven years old. Therefore, Master Dogen had a rather sad childhood. But he was a very intelligent boy; it is said that he read difficult Chinese poems when he was three years old.


When he was twelve years old, he wanted to become a Buddhist priest, because at the time when he lived, the Japanese government changed drastically. About eight years before his birth, a Marshal General got the political power of Japan. Before that time, people thought that Japan should be governed by the emperor, or tenno. But a Marshal General called Yoritomo Minamoto got the power to govern all of Japan at that time. Therefore, Japanese society at that time was very confused.

Master Dogen had his childhood in that time, so he wanted to get a strong standard for living as a human being. But his family refused to let him become a Buddhist priest. Therefore, one night he stole out of his house and went to Enryaku Temple in Kyoto, and the next year he became a Buddhist priest. He was very diligent in studying Buddhist sutras. But the following year he had one doubt. According to Buddhist theory, it is said that we human beings originally have an excellent nature; our human body is pure. But he thought: if human beings have this pure natural nature, why should human beings study Buddhism? This is a very simple doubt, but a very important doubt.


So he asked many Buddhist priests in the temple that question. But strangely, there was no one who could answer his question, because at that time the priests in the temple were studying Buddhism only as a theory. But Master Dogen's doubt was related to the practice of daily life, the reality of daily life. Therefore, none of the priests could answer the question asked by a little young priest. Then Master Dogen visited another temple to find the answer to his question. In Kenninji Temple in Kyoto, he met a master called Eisai. Eisai was the founder of the Rinzai sect in Japan. When Master Dogen asked the question, Master Rinzai said, I don't know whether Buddhas in the past, present and future exist or not. But I know cat and white ox are living there. And this concrete answer struck Master Dogen's mind.

Then he stayed in Kenninji Temple for nine years. After that, he went to China to study Buddhism, and he met his master Tendo Nyojo in the temple called Keitokuji on Tendo Mountain. He studied Buddhism in China for four years, and after getting the truth, he came back to Japan and established his first temple near Kyoto. About fifteen years later, because he had become rather popular in Kyoto, the priests of the Tendai sect disliked his presence in the city, so it is said that they burnt his temple. So he went to a district north of Kyoto, today's Fukui Prefecture, and established a temple called Eihei. When he was 52 years old, he became sick. Then he came back to Kyoto and died when he was 53 years old. This is an outline of his life.


He wrote a book called Shobogenzo. I met Shobogenzo when I was 17 years old, and when I read it, I was very surprised. At that time I was a high school student, and so I thought that there was no book in Japanese which I could not read. But when I read Shobogenzo, it was impossible for me to understand it. But at the same time, I found some very beautiful sentences in Shobogenzo. Therefore, I read Shobogenzo again and again, many times.

After understanding the meaning of Shobogenzo, I found a very special logic in it. In Shobogenzo, Master Dogen explained one subject in the first phase on the basis of idealism; he explained it theoretically, philosophically, spiritually. But in the very next phase, he explained the same subject on the basis of objectivism, or materialism. And in the third phase, he explained the same subject on the basis of reality. Therefore, we can find three kinds of explanations of one problem in Shobogenzo. This structure of Master Dogen's special logic is the reason why we find very contradictory assertions in the book.

Even though he explained the three kinds of philosophies, in the ultimate phase he suggests reality itself, because according to his theory, philosophies are completely different from reality. Therefore, we can find in his book three kinds of philosophies and one reality. When we use this logic, we can explain all philosophical problems on the basis of reality. And I found that Gautama Buddha's teachings, that is Buddhism, are a religion which is based on reality.


After finding this fact, I thought about the history of Western philosophies. In the Greek age, we can find a very famous philosopher, Plato. He established his idealistic philosophy. According to his theory, reality is idea itself. According to our common sense, we usually think that reality is matter, but he thought that idea is reality. This viewpoint is usually called idealism. This idealistic philosophy met with Christianity at the end of the Roman Empire, and the combination of Christianity and Platonic idealism governed European societies in the medieval ages. So we can think that ancient times and the medieval ages in Europe belong to the ages of idealism.

But at the beginning of the modern age, human beings found another world, that is, the world of matter. In the Renaissance, human beings found that we human beings have physical bodies. This fact is rather strange, but in the medieval ages human beings could not recognize that they had physical bodies, because according to Christianity, physical bodies should be denied. Therefore, in the Renaissance, human beings found that we had physical bodies, and so in that period we can find many beautiful pictures and sculptures which represent naked human bodies. In the Reformation, Luther and Calvin made Christianity into a human religion. So even in the religious area, human beings found new religions which are suitable for human beings who have physical bodies.


In the French Revolution, people overthrew their governments, which were based on a right given by God. Before the French Revolution, people thought that the power of a king or emperor derived from God. But in the French Revolution, this belief was destroyed. Therefore, we can think that the modern ages belong to the philosophy of matter; in other words, the modern ages belong to the ages of science. So in the modern ages, Newton's physics and Darwin's theory of evolution were very powerful.

But this materialistic tendency had its culmination in the middle of the 19th century. After that time, human beings have been working to get a new philosophy, because they could not be satisfied with materialistic philosophy alone. Therefore, we are working to get a new philosophy or a new religion. The new religion should have the power to synthesize idealism and materialism, in other words, to synthesize religion and science. Thinking about this problem, I usually remember the special logic of Master Dogen. In his logic, he first explained a subject on the basis of idealistic thought. Then he explained the same issue on the basis of materialistic thought. Therefore, we can have two completely contradictory images of one subject. This attitude is very important for thinking about the problem in reality.


Some people have a tendency toward religion; some people have a tendency toward science. But nowadays it is very important for us to have an understanding of both religion and science. But at the same time, religion and science are completely contradictory. We can never shut our eyes to this fact. Therefore, we should synthesize religion and science in the third phase. To synthesize our mental side and physical side, Master Dogen used human action. Human action is the synthesis of human mind and human body. Therefore, by using human action as the basis of philosophy, we can have a new philosophy which can synthesize mind and body, in other words, which can synthesize idealism and materialism. Nowadays the world in which we are living is suffering from the contradiction between idealism and materialism.

Therefore, if it is possible for us to synthesize religion and science, we can get only one religion, which can make the world completely peaceful. To find this religion, I think it is very useful for us to utilize Master Dogen's logic. In his logic, he explained the problem on the basis of idealism first, but he explained the same problem on the basis of materialism. And he recognized precisely that idealistic thought and materialistic thought are completely contradictory. Therefore, to synthesize the two fundamental philosophies, he utilized human action. Action is the synthesis of mind and body. And he insisted that action is a fact at the moment of the present, and action is a fact at this place. So in his philosophy, the moment of the present and this place are very important concepts.


Even though he explained a Buddhist philosophy which is based on action, in the ultimate phase he recognized that the three kinds of philosophies are very useful, but at the same time all philosophies are different from reality. Philosophies can explain reality, but reality can never be the same thing as philosophies. Therefore, his logic is constructed of mind, body, action, and reality, in other words, idealism, materialism, Buddhism, and reality. So we can think that his idea is based on reality. To synthesize the contradictory situation between idealism and materialism in the world, I think we can utilize Master Dogen's logic, and by using it, we can find the ultimate religion. I think this problem is very interesting. I heard that Professor Huntley is a scholar of the comparative study of religions. So I would like to cooperate with him and his class and to pursue the ultimate religion, which can help the world today in its confusion.

This is the reason why I am studying Master Dogen's thought and preaching it. Now I would like to stop my lecture here and have questions and answers about these problems. Are there any questions? Yes.

Question: I was wondering: if Dogen's theory was not to study things that were written, but to experience it for himself through meditation, why are there so many writings by him?

Nishijima: According to his theory, reality can never be grasped by thinking. Therefore, to realize reality, it is necessary for us to practice zazen. Practicing zazen is the method to realize reality, to experience reality. This is the reason why he recommended that we practice zazen. By practicing zazen, we can experience reality, and then we can understand Buddhist philosophy, materialistic philosophy and idealistic philosophy in the real area.

Question: So zazen is to understand something.

Nishijima: Zazen is not a practice to understand something. Zazen is experience. Zazen is a kind of state. Zazen is a kind of action. By practicing zazen, we can get something intuitively. We can never explain it with words. But something which we can experience in zazen is the basis of our life. Yes?


Question: You said philosophy can explain reality, but reality can never be the same as philosophy. Why not?

Nishijima: Philosophy is constructed of words and sentences, but reality is different from words, sentences, human thought. Therefore, we should recognize that reality is completely different from human thought, philosophy, theory, words, sentences.

Question: Physical things... And there can definitely be a concrete relationship between your words and your actions.

Nishijima: Yes. Philosophical explanation is an explanation of reality, but it is not reality itself. And scientific knowledge is knowledge about reality, but scientific knowledge is different from reality itself.

Question: In your lecture, you said that according to common sense, reality is matter, but you haven't given us any idea of how reality is different from matter. Can you break our common-sense idea of what reality is?

Nishijima: According to our common sense, we usually think that reality is matter. But in reality, matter is a kind of concept which human beings made. In other words, human beings think that what we perceive through our sense organs is matter. Therefore, matter is not reality itself. Matter is a concept which means what we can perceive through our sense organs; this is the definition of matter. Therefore, we can think that matter is different from reality itself.

Question: Could you say something to suggest reality itself?

Nishijima: No, it is completely impossible to express reality itself. Therefore, we practice zazen. There is no way to explain reality with words.


Question: I think that when you answered the earlier question, it would be helpful to explain what you once said, that we shouldn't always trust our sense perception. If we trust our sense perception to be completely true, then matter must be reality. Could you explain that a bit more?

Nishijima: Sometimes our sense perception is reliable, but sometimes our sense perception is not reliable. For example, when we are drunk, our sense perception is not reliable. So if we think that our sense perception is always right, that idea is wrong. Our sense perception is sometimes true, sometimes not true.

Question: In reality, from what you say, our ideas and matter are the same thing, because both matter and ideas are people's perceptions of them. When you get to the reality that you can't explain, are they both of the same nature?

Nishijima: When I explain that problem, I usually use colored glass. If we wear red glasses, the whole world looks red. With sense perception, we always have that problem. Therefore, if we believe that our sense perception is always right, we can rely upon what we see, which is called matter. But our sense perception is not so right. Therefore, we should recognize the difference between matter and reality. Matter is what we see, but reality is different from what we see.

Question: How is it different?

Nishijima: Matter is...

Question: Can you show us an example?

Nishijima: We can look at a desk, and the desk is brown with a black spot. That is matter. But that form does not explain that this desk is useful for writing a letter. Therefore, reality includes many contents. Matter is only what we see, or what is seen. That is the difference between matter and reality.


Question: If sometimes present perceptions are right and sometimes they are wrong, how do we know when they are right?

Nishijima: We cannot recognize the wrongness of sense perception by ourselves. A drunken man usually says, I haven't been drunk. I haven't been drunk. That is a fact, so we should recognize that fact. We usually believe that our sense perception is always right, but this idea is sometimes wrong.

Question: When you're enlightened, then can you tell when your sense perceptions are wrong and when they're right?

Nishijima: Excuse me?

Question: If you are enlightened, like Dogen Zenji, can you tell when it is?

Nishijima: Gautama Buddha: a man who recognized reality. Etymologically speaking, it means an awakened man, and an awakened man means a person who has awakened to the whole of reality. So in his definition, enlightenment is not such a dramatic, drastic change in his daily life. When he recognized that, he is living in reality. Reality is splendid, and we should follow reality. This recognition is his enlightenment. Yes?


Question: From what you just said, if we cannot trust our sense perception, and even though we know that it may be wrong we can't always tell if it's wrong, then we have to be in a state of some doubt.

Nishijima: The problem is related to the state of our physical body, and sense perception changes according to our physical state. So in Buddhist theory, we should think about the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems in the autonomic nervous system. When the sympathetic nervous system is stronger than the parasympathetic, we are usually spiritual, tense. When the parasympathetic nervous system is stronger than the sympathetic, we are relaxed, lazy, not so diligent. These differences of human states are very important for thinking about religions, philosophies and thoughts.

When we are in a tense state, we usually perceive all things in tension. When our parasympathetic nervous system is stronger than the sympathetic, we feel lazy, so we do not like to be diligent. We like to eat a lot, we love others. Therefore, sense perception also relies upon the state of our autonomic nervous system. When we feel ice, sometimes it is impossible for us to touch ice.

For example, in a very cold northern country, touching ice is not good. But in a hot southern country, touching ice is rather comfortable. Therefore, sense perception relies upon our condition and the condition of our circumstances.


Question: How should we, in modern times, connect or synthesize our mind and body through human action?

Nishijima: Then we should realize what action is. Action is a fact at the moment of the present, and action is at this place. Action cannot be explained directly with words. Therefore, to explain action, we utilize both idealistic thought and materialistic thought. In the area of philosophy, we cannot find any philosophy other than idealism and materialism, but it is necessary for us to explain action itself. Therefore, when we explain action, we usually use the two fundamental philosophies: idealistic philosophy and materialistic philosophy.

In other words, action should be explained from our subjective mental situation, and at the same time it should be explained from the objective side, that is, our physical body and circumstances. So it is strange that we cannot have a simple philosophy which can explain action itself. We have to utilize both philosophies, subjective philosophy and objective philosophy.


Question: I just want to mention a fact from my own daily life over the last five years. Thinking about the situation of the students at the university listening to your lecture, I think about my own situation five years ago, and your ideas are very impressive. When I heard those ideas, it kind of changed my mind. I became very, very sincere. I wanted to know all these ideas, and I practice zazen as well. But listening to Sensei's lectures today, you don't get a feeling of how important zazen is in Buddhism. Sensei's own real idea is that zazen is the whole of Buddhism. But he hasn't said it today because maybe he doesn't think it's suitable for this particular audience. But I wish he had said it, because I wish someone would say it to me more clearly: that zazen is all that's necessary in Buddhism. To study the ideas is not necessary—it's Sensei's idea—but today he's not saying it for some reason.

Nishijima: Yes, this is an introductory explanation, so what he says is right. But at the same time, an introductory explanation is also very important.


Question: Do you believe that in other ways, other than zazen, you can achieve the same sort of sense of yourself, sense of reality? I understand that for you, zazen is Buddhism, the important thing. Do you believe that for other people or for other things, there might be another way to achieve that importance for their understanding?

Nishijima: We can say that zazen is a kind of action. Therefore, in our day-to-day life, there are many kinds of action, for example, playing sports and taking a walk, and those actions can also be the basis of Buddhism. Therefore, we can say that zazen is not the only practice of Buddhism. In short, all behaviors in our day-to-day life can be Buddhist practice. So we can say that our daily life is just Buddhist practice. That is how it is with zazen and other behaviors in our day-to-day life. Does my answer fit your question or not?

So, may I stop the lecture now?

Participant: Yes. Thank you for allowing me to bring these people here today to listen to you. I think this will be a special memory in our class. Your comments had a kind of clarity.

Nishijima: Thank you very much, Professor Huntley, for bringing so many of your students to our seminar. Thank you very much. So let us recite the Fueko at the end of the lecture.

[recitation, 01:00:02–01:01:30]
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Why Master Dogen

Today I would like to give an introductory explanation of Master Dogen's thought. I think Master Dogen was the most excellent Buddhist master in Japan, and therefore in the world. His thought is rather difficult to understand, but his idea is very important to people in the world today.1

Dogen's life

He was born in Kyoto in 1200. His father died when Master Dogen was only two years old, and his mother when he was seven. When he was twelve years old, he wanted to become a Buddhist priest, because Japanese society at that time was very confused; he wanted to get a strong standard for living as a human being.1 2

He became a Buddhist priest, and the following year he had one doubt. According to Buddhist theory, it is said that we human beings originally have an excellent nature; our human body is pure. But he thought: if human beings have this pure nature, why should human beings study Buddhism? This is a very simple doubt, but a very important doubt. No priest in the temple could answer it, because they were studying Buddhism only as a theory, but his doubt was related to the practice of daily life, the reality of daily life.2 3

In Kenninji Temple in Kyoto he met a master called Eisai. Eisai was the founder of the Rinzai sect in Japan. When Master Dogen asked the question, Master Rinzai said, I don't know whether Buddhas in the past, present and future exist or not. But I know cat and white ox are living there. And this concrete answer struck Master Dogen's mind. He stayed in Kenninji Temple for nine years, studied Buddhism in China for four years, and later established Eihei Temple.3

Dogen's special logic

In his book Shobogenzo I found a very special logic. Master Dogen explained one subject in the first phase on the basis of idealism, theoretically, philosophically, spiritually. In the very next phase, he explained the same subject on the basis of materialism, and in the third phase on the basis of reality. This structure is the reason why we find very contradictory assertions in the book. In the ultimate phase he suggests reality itself, because according to his theory, philosophies are completely different from reality. Therefore, we can find in his book three kinds of philosophies and one reality. When we use this logic, we can explain all philosophical problems on the basis of reality. And I found that Buddhism is a religion which is based on reality.4

From idealism to materialism

Then I thought about the history of Western philosophies. Plato thought that idea is reality; this viewpoint is usually called idealism. The combination of Christianity and Platonic idealism governed European societies in the medieval ages. So we can think that ancient times and the medieval ages in Europe belong to the ages of idealism. But at the beginning of the modern age, human beings found another world, that is, the world of matter. In the Renaissance, human beings found that we human beings have physical bodies. So we can think that the modern ages belong to the philosophy of matter, the ages of science. But this materialistic tendency had its culmination in the middle of the 19th century. After that time, human beings have been working to get a new philosophy or a new religion, because they could not be satisfied with materialistic philosophy alone. The new religion should have the power to synthesize idealism and materialism, in other words, religion and science.5 6

Action as the synthesis

Thinking about this problem, I usually remember the special logic of Master Dogen: he explained a subject first on the basis of idealistic thought, then on the basis of materialistic thought, so we can have two completely contradictory images of one subject. This attitude is very important for thinking about the problem in reality. Nowadays it is very important for us to understand both religion and science, but at the same time religion and science are completely contradictory. We can never shut our eyes to this fact. Therefore, we should synthesize religion and science in the third phase.6 7

To synthesize our mental side and physical side, Master Dogen used human action. Human action is the synthesis of human mind and human body. And he insisted that action is a fact at the moment of the present, and a fact at this place. By using human action as the basis of philosophy, we can have a new philosophy which can synthesize idealism and materialism. Nowadays the world is suffering from the contradiction between idealism and materialism. If it is possible for us to synthesize religion and science, we can get only one religion, which can make the world completely peaceful.7

Even though he explained a Buddhist philosophy which is based on action, in the ultimate phase he recognized that the three kinds of philosophies are very useful, but at the same time all philosophies are different from reality. Philosophies can explain reality, but reality can never be the same thing as philosophies. So his logic is constructed of mind, body, action, and reality, in other words, idealism, materialism, Buddhism, and reality. I think that by using Master Dogen's logic, we can find the ultimate religion. This is the reason why I am studying Master Dogen's thought and preaching it.8

Reality and zazen

Question: If Dogen's theory was to experience things for himself through meditation, why are there so many writings by him?

According to his theory, reality can never be grasped by thinking. Therefore, to realize reality, it is necessary for us to practice zazen. By practicing zazen, we can experience reality, and then we can understand Buddhist philosophy, materialistic philosophy and idealistic philosophy in the real area.8

Question: So zazen is to understand something.

Zazen is not a practice to understand something. Zazen is experience. Zazen is a kind of state. Zazen is a kind of action. By practicing zazen, we can get something intuitively. We can never explain it with words. But something which we can experience in zazen is the basis of our life.8

Question: Why can reality never be the same as philosophy?

Philosophy is constructed of words and sentences, but reality is different from words, sentences, human thought. Philosophical explanation is an explanation of reality, but it is not reality itself, and scientific knowledge is knowledge about reality, but it is different from reality itself.9

Question: Could you say something to suggest reality itself?

No, it is completely impossible to express reality itself. Therefore, we practice zazen.9

Matter and sense perception

Question: How is reality different from matter?

According to our common sense, we usually think that reality is matter. But matter is a kind of concept which human beings made: it means what we can perceive through our sense organs. Therefore, matter is not reality itself.9

Question: Could you explain why we shouldn't always trust our sense perception?

Sometimes our sense perception is reliable, but sometimes it is not; for example, when we are drunk. So if we think that our sense perception is always right, that idea is wrong. I usually use colored glass: if we wear red glasses, the whole world looks red. With sense perception, we always have that problem. If we believe that our sense perception is always right, we can rely upon what we see, which is called matter. But our sense perception is not so right. Matter is what we see, but reality is different from what we see. We can look at a desk, and the desk is brown with a black spot. That is matter. But that form does not explain that this desk is useful for writing a letter. Reality includes many contents.10

Question: How do we know when our perceptions are right?

We cannot recognize the wrongness of sense perception by ourselves. A drunken man usually says, I haven't been drunk.11

Question: Then we have to be in a state of some doubt.

The problem is related to the state of our physical body, and sense perception changes according to our physical state. So in Buddhist theory, we should think about the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. When the sympathetic nervous system is stronger, we are usually spiritual, tense, and we perceive all things in tension. When the parasympathetic nervous system is stronger, we are relaxed, lazy. When we feel ice, sometimes it is impossible for us to touch ice. For example, in a very cold northern country, touching ice is not good. But in a hot southern country, touching ice is rather comfortable. So sense perception relies upon our condition and the condition of our circumstances.12

Enlightenment

Question: When you're enlightened, like Dogen Zenji, can you tell when your sense perceptions are wrong?

Gautama Buddha: a man who recognized reality. Etymologically speaking, it means an awakened man, a person who has awakened to the whole of reality. So in his definition, enlightenment is not such a dramatic, drastic change in his daily life. When he recognized that, he is living in reality. Reality is splendid, and we should follow reality. This recognition is his enlightenment.11

Explaining action

Question: How should we connect our mind and body through human action?

Action is a fact at the moment of the present, and action is at this place. Action cannot be explained directly with words. In the area of philosophy, we cannot find any philosophy other than idealism and materialism, so to explain action, we utilize both. Action should be explained from our subjective mental situation, and at the same time from the objective side, that is, our physical body and circumstances.13

Zazen and daily life

Question: Listening to Sensei's lectures today, you don't get a feeling of how important zazen is in Buddhism. Sensei's own real idea is that zazen is the whole of Buddhism, but he hasn't said it today.

Yes, this is an introductory explanation, so what he says is right. But at the same time, an introductory explanation is also very important.14

Question: Do you believe that in other ways than zazen you can achieve the same sense of reality?

We can say that zazen is a kind of action. In our day-to-day life, there are many kinds of action, for example, playing sports and taking a walk, and those actions can also be the basis of Buddhism. Therefore, we can say that zazen is not the only practice of Buddhism. In short, all behaviors in our day-to-day life can be Buddhist practice.15
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Nishijima says that the conflict between religion and science, which makes many modern people suffer, can be solved by believing in the existence of reality,4 and that this is the reason why we practice zazen. He traces the conflict back to the Renaissance, when people began to believe in what they perceive and so began to have science, in confrontation with a medieval religion based on its leaders' subjective ideas. He sees the same confrontation in ancient India, between Brahmanism and new materialistic thinkers, and says that Gautama Buddha solved it by believing in the existence of reality, so that he could see spiritual religion as one face of reality and scientific or materialistic idea as its other face.3 4

He says that when we practice zazen we can realize reality, and that from there we can interpret religion and science as two faces of it. Asked what suffering Gautama Buddha felt, he answers with the scripture story of a bird picking up an earthworm and with the young Buddha's pleasurable life, and describes his motive for becoming a priest as the contradiction between a spiritual attitude and physical desire. When a participant says that the conflict between religion and science seems to exist in the library rather than in daily life, Nishijima replies that religious precepts are hard to follow without knowledge of cause and effect, while scientific knowledge cannot give us a standard for ethics or morals. He then explains the situation as subjectivism against objectivism: the religious attitude is subjective, the scientific attitude is objective,10 and both always exist in human societies. People who are not interested in this contradiction, he says, have no need to study Buddhism. He also sees a recent tendency to consider science and religion on the basis of reality, which gives a possibility of solving the conflict in the near future and of one harmonized civilization.

To a participant who suggests that Japanese people do not have so many abstractions, he gives two reasons: Japanese life is soaked with Buddhist philosophy, so that people have no need to worry about the contradictory situations of the spiritual and the scientific world, and Japanese ability to think is not so strong. He adds that his own poor English makes it difficult for him to explain concrete facts, and when participants say that they want more concrete links to their own lives, he agrees that he must explain Buddhist theory on the basis of more concrete facts. A teacher describes the pull between children's hearts and parents who want grades, and Nishijima answers that parents shaped by wartime scarcity are materialistic while children are naturally religious. Using the example of a meal, he says that meaning is the subjective side and the volume of calories the objective side, and that according to Buddhist theory the two should be synthesized into one reality. Asked how both can be revered, he says that intellectual thinking keeps the two parts separate, so we should transcend it and enter reality by practicing zazen,18 where we are reality itself and the two faces are not all of reality. Asked whether the conflict then disappears, he says that in reality we can perceive the conflict directly and accept it without emotional disturbance, and, asked whether one could say a peaceful state instead of no emotional state, that the peaceful state is a balance between love and hate, which he calls the unemotional state.








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Now recite Kaikyoge first.

[recitation, 00:00:24–00:01:30]

Good afternoon. Today we have some newcomers, so first I would like to give a talk about the reason why we practice zazen. Today we have very fundamental facts in our human society: one is religion, and the other is science. Usually we think that religion and science are completely contradictory. When we think about human history, we can find several ages, for example, the ancient age, the medieval age and the modern age. In the medieval age, religions were very powerful. At that time, there were many strong religious leaders, and they taught their own religious opinions. Their religious opinions were based on the leaders' experience, for example, what they thought or what they believed in. Therefore, in the medieval age, people were dominated by some leaders' religious opinions. So the basis of medieval thought is somewhat subjective, because religious thought was based on religious leaders' subjective ideas.


But in the modern age, the situation changed. In the 14th century, some Italian cities became very rich because of their trade with the East. Each of those cities had its monarch, and those monarchs were diligent in helping men of literature, artists, scholars and thinkers. So, with the monarchs' help, a kind of new civilization appeared at that time.

That is called the time of the Renaissance. In the Renaissance, human beings found the very important fact that they had physical bodies. Before that time, that is, in the medieval age, religious thought suppressed the fact that human beings had physical bodies. But in the time of the Renaissance, people found that human beings had their own physical bodies. This fact is very important. For example, the sculptures and paintings of the Renaissance had many images of naked human bodies. This fact shows that at that time human beings found that they had physical bodies, and this tendency increased more and more.


Then people began to recognize a world different from the religious world: that is, the human world. They revered human sense perception. From that time, human beings began to believe in what they perceived, and they called what they perceived matter. They were diligent in researching what matter was, and to research what matter is is usually called science. Therefore, we can say that in the modern age people began to have science, and scientific research has developed more and more in this age. According to scientific conclusions, there were many facts which cannot be derived from religious scriptures.

Therefore, in the modern age, we have a confrontation between religion and science, and many people suffer from this confrontation. But in the middle of the 19th century, or at the end of the 19th century, scientific research arrived at its culmination. At that time, people could not be satisfied by scientific research alone. They felt that something was lacking. They could not recognize what was lacking, but they felt that there was something lacking. Then, in the 20th century, people have been diligent in discovering what was lacking in the 19th century.

In other words, people are looking for something which is different from scientific conclusions. At the same time, we cannot deny the value of science. Therefore, we are wandering between science and what we are looking for. In our time, we can find a situation similar to that in ancient India at the time when Gautama Buddha lived. In ancient India in Gautama Buddha's time, there was the same confrontation between an old spiritual religion and new thinkers who were called the six non-Buddhist teachers. At that time, there was a very famous, powerful religion called Brahmanism.


In Brahmanism, they believed in the creator who created the universe, and in a spiritual soul in each individual. They believed that we have to deny our physical bodies and that it is necessary for us to identify our soul with Brahman, or the essence of the universe. So we can think that Brahmanism was a kind of very spiritual religion. But when Gautama Buddha lived, there were new thinkers who were called the six non-Buddhist teachers. They criticized the old spiritual religion, Brahmanism. They insisted on materialistic ideas, and they denied the value of ethics and morals.

Gautama Buddha suffered from this contradictory situation between the old spiritual religion and the new materialistic ideas. To solve this contradictory situation, Gautama Buddha recognized that we are living in reality. He believed in the existence of reality. He believed in the existence of the world, the existence of the universe. When he believed in reality, he could understand that spiritual religion is one face of reality. Scientific or materialistic idea is the other face of reality. Therefore, by believing in reality, he could solve the contradictory situation between spiritual religion and materialistic ideas.

The situation in ancient times is similar to the situation in the modern age. So, when we want to solve the contradictory situation between religion and science, we can rely upon Buddhist theory. When we are practicing zazen, we can realize reality. And when we can believe in the existence of reality, we can interpret spiritual religion as one face of reality and scientific knowledge as the other face of reality. By believing in reality, we can solve the contradictory situation between spiritual religion and science. This is the reason why we practice zazen. This is the reason why we study Buddhism.


Now, we would like to have some questions and answers about this problem. Yes.

Question: You said that Gautama Buddha suffered from the conflict between religion and science, or as it was then. But what kind of suffering did he feel? What concrete physical situation did he have? What suffering was it?

Nishijima: He was a very sensitive and clever boy when he was young. A Buddhist scripture says that when he was in a field, a bird came down to the ground and picked up an earthworm. Looking at the scene, Gautama Buddha became very sad. He recognized the fact that all living beings can live by killing others. But at the same time, when he was a teenager, he got married and enjoyed sensuous pleasures. It is said that he had two women other than his wife. He was a very strong young man; therefore he enjoyed his pleasurable life.

But in that pleasurable life, he could not be satisfied. He always had some kind of sadness, and he wanted to get rid of that sad situation. So he became a priest. Therefore, the motivation which made Gautama Buddha become a priest was the contradictory situation between his spiritual attitude and his physical desire.


Question: Your explanation there sounds very easy to understand and very real. But when you talk about the conflict between religion and science, to me religion is something sort of abstract, and science is some kind of knowledge. The conflict between religion and science, to me, seems to exist in the library, not in people's daily life. Really, the conflict is between what we think things should be and how we perceive things. But that doesn't seem to me to be the same as religion and science.

Nishijima: Yes. When we believe in some spiritual religion, we want to be sincere in our day-to-day life. We want to follow religious precepts, but at the same time, we sometimes fail to follow them. On the other hand, when we think about scientific knowledge, scientific knowledge teaches us the rule of cause and effect. Scientific knowledge always explains facts themselves, so we can get knowledge about facts. But knowledge about facts cannot teach us the direction in which we should go. Therefore, in scientific knowledge, we cannot find the value of ethics or morals.

Therefore, when we live in the modern age and follow scientific knowledge, we cannot find any standard for following morals or ethics. And when we follow religious precepts, it is rather difficult for us to follow them, because we do not have sufficient knowledge about cause and effect. Modern people usually find themselves in those contradictory situations. So I think that the contradictory situation between religion and science is related to Gautama Buddha's suffering in his youth.


Question: Religion and science are kind of products. If you put a human being on a desert island without any contact with cultural things like religion and science, they still have some basic conflict between two parts. But these are not related to religion and science. They're something more fundamental in human beings, because religion and science are products of human culture.

Nishijima: Yes. If we can live on an isolated island like Robinson Crusoe, we can suppose that situation. But we are living in the modern age, where scientific knowledge and religious ideas really exist. So we should consider our problems in reality. In reality, there is scientific knowledge and at the same time religious belief, and they are completely contradictory.


Question: You say they're completely contradictory, but the fact is that people don't usually think so. I was talking to a person who was studying acupuncture at the conference, and I spoke about the conflict between religion and science, and he said, Oh no, there's no conflict. The conflict has been resolved, because scientists now believe that the theory of small particles is similar to Hindu ideas, and so on. So would you comment on the idea in the modern world that there is no conflict, because people think there is no conflict?

Nishijima: Yes, it's true. In Western thought, they think that religion and scientific knowledge are contradictory. But when we utilize...

Question: They very often think they are not contradictory. People think that religion and science are not contradictory.

Nishijima: But at the same time, when we read religious scriptures, for example the Bible, we can find many descriptions which cannot be true according to scientific knowledge.


Question: What is it that people like the man who was studying acupuncture, or the writing in the book by Fritz, a book about religion and science which we studied some years ago, Tao of Physics... People say, Oh no, there's no conflict now. We resolved the conflict.

Nishijima: Yes, it's true.

Question: What do they mean?

Nishijima: Such tendencies have occurred recently. We can find a kind of tendency to consider scientific knowledge and religious ideas on the basis of reality. Therefore, we can find the possibility of solving the contradictory situation between religion and science in the near future. That is the new tendency, and that is what we are pursuing. And that is the reason why we practice zazen. So we are entering into a new age of civilization. In that civilization, we can solve the contradictory situation between religion and science so that one harmonized civilization emerges. That is the task which we are pursuing.


Question: I still find some disturbance when you talk about religion and science, because your explanation of Gautama Buddha's life, to me, hits the target very nicely. I can understand that. But then he saw an earthworm and felt very sensitive, and then he had a lot of sensual pleasure with these women. That doesn't seem to me to be related to religion and science. I can't see how religion and science fit into those experiences.

Nishijima: We can explain the situation by the concepts of subjectivism and objectivism. In religious ideas, almost all assertions are based on subjective ideas. In other words: because they believe such and such, this is true; or because they think such and such, therefore this is true. This is the religious attitude. But in science, we think about facts. We use experiments, and we look at facts. We perceive by an objective method. Therefore we can say that the religious attitude is subjective, the scientific attitude is objective. These two fundamental attitudes, subjective and objective, always exist in human societies.

So even in ancient India, there might have been such a contradictory situation between subjectivism and objectivism. In the modern age, we are suffering from the contradictory situation of subjectivism and objectivism.


Question: Religion is like the most abstract, removed manifestation of the subjective tendency, and science is the most kind of intellectual, abstract manifestation of the objective tendency. So if you describe the conflict as a conflict of religion and science, I think the people I know in England will just say, Well, okay then. Go away and solve that conflict. They aren't interested in that, because ordinary people don't live in the realm of conflictive abstract things. But if you're explaining it as practicing zazen to solve the conflict that all human beings have within themselves, of subjective tendency and objective tendency, then the explanation seems more widely applicable to all people.

Nishijima: Yes. If people do not have any interest in the contradictory situations between subjectivism and objectivism, it is not necessary for them to study Buddhism. People who have an interest in the contradictory situations between objectivism and subjectivism can have an interest in studying Buddhism. So Gautama Buddha distinguished between ordinary people and Buddhist people. All people have an original tendency to have an interest in the contradictory situations, but some people cannot have any interest in studying Buddhism throughout their lives. This is a very sad situation, but it is a dear situation. So Gautama Buddha said, People who do not have any circumstances to have interest in Buddhism cannot be saved. This is a rather strong expression, but it is true, I think.


Question: I have a very strong interest in studying Buddhism, but when I came to Japan, I never studied religion. I never went to church, and at school I avoided scientific subjects. So if you talk about the conflict between religion and science, I can't find that it applies to my own life. If you talk in the kind of explanation you gave of Gautama Buddha's life, then I can really understand it. But when you talk about the conflict between religion and science, to me it just seems to be somewhere out there, based on a kind of history lesson, not on my own lived experience.

Nishijima: Yes, it's true. The time in which I can explain the problem is not so long, so my explanation was cut short. That is the reason. Should we continue directly with the lecture on Kokyo, or are there any questions?


Question: I think I find a similar problem to what was being asked. I am a scientist, and as a scientist I can find the conflict between somebody who is very religious or somebody who is very subjective, because I always say that the fact is how I can see it or observe it, but the other person says the fact is how I feel or think about it. And I can feel that conflict. But at the same time, I don't know if it's only English, but certainly in English, the words religion and science themselves don't seem to be very real. They don't seem to be very much part of our real existence. They seem to be kind of thoughts divorced, taken away from daily life.

Nishijima: Yes, it's true.

Question: But in Japanese, I don't think you have that problem. And I wonder whether it's because Japanese society, Japanese people, don't have so many abstractions. I noticed that the Japanese people I talk to have a kind of simple philosophy of daily life, and they don't think that their philosophy is some very spiritual thing. They have a very practical philosophy. So many times I've heard people in Japan talk about which is the best way to live, or say, I'm thinking about how I should live. That way of thinking is rather strange to me. I'm used to thinking either very theoretically, and I call it philosophy, or very practically, and I don't call it philosophy, and I don't call it science, and I don't call it religion.

Nishijima: Yes. About that problem, I can find two reasons. One is that Japanese life is soaked with Buddhist philosophy. Therefore, we are not conscious of living in Buddhist ideas or Buddhist habits. Actually, we are living in Buddhist habits. Therefore, it is not necessary for us to worry about the contradictory situations of the spiritual world and the scientific world. In our day-to-day life, the two worlds are mixed into one vague situation. This is one reason. The other reason is that the Japanese ability to think is not so strong. This is the second reason.


Question: So sometimes when you use particular words in English, they point us into a very theoretical area, but in fact I don't think you mean to point us into a theoretical area. I think it has some connection with the value of words in different languages.

Nishijima: Yes. So I have to study English more diligently. One reason is my poor English. I would like to explain Buddhist theory and concrete facts, but sometimes it is rather difficult for me to express those situations in English.

Question: Can you express it in Japanese?

Nishijima: In Japanese, it is easy for me to explain Buddhist theory and real situations.


Question: I think we feel some frustration because it's difficult for us to find that very concrete, real link between your ideas and our experience. Week after week, we hear about religion and science and very abstract things. Sometimes we get a hint that this big situation is related to our private life, but I think we want more. And so sometimes, when I or someone else seems to criticize your way of teaching, it's that kind of hunger that we have for more concrete or real explanations.

Nishijima: Yes, it's true. So I have to study more concrete English words and get the ability to explain Buddhist theory on the basis of more concrete facts. At the same time, I expect that my students will explain Buddhist theory on the basis of concrete facts in English.


Question: I think a lot of what I've been experiencing lately in my life is a lot of this contradiction. I don't understand the confusion these people are facing, and maybe if I shared an experience, that might help to make it more concrete. I'm a school teacher. I teach children; in the schools, I teach young children. And in the schools, the parents and the administration, everybody wants the facts. They want the information: what he knows, what he's learned, what his grades are, testing, testing. Japan is very, I would say, scientific this way in its schools. My feeling in the schools, working with little children, is that maybe they need more religion. Maybe they need more love, more... Maybe it's the age of the children I'm working with. They have very big hearts. And there, I'm the teacher, so I have a very strong contradiction. Who am I teaching, the children? Do I work with their hearts, or do I make the parents happy and show them the grades that we require? And I was thinking, in every situation we have, even if we're eating something: Oh, I like the taste of it, but then, you know, that's the feeling part, the religion part. Oh, I like this. The logical part, the science part: is it good for me? How many calories is it? What vitamins? And maybe there's a contradiction there. Maybe, you know, maybe there's...

Nishijima: Yes, it is true. Fathers and mothers in Japan today were brought up in the time of war, or just after the war, which was a very miserable situation, for example, a scarcity of food and a scarcity of clothes and so forth. Therefore, those parents are usually materialistic in their lives, and therefore they are very competitive in bringing up their sons and daughters. That is one reason for the parents' attitude.


But at the same time, children are naturally religious. In other words, children are natural; therefore, they can believe in something sacred in the universe. Therefore, you can find contradictory situations between parents and children. This is the situation of schools in Japan today, I think. At the same time, we have the experience of contradiction in our day-to-day life. When we eat meals, we feel the taste, and tasty food cannot be denied, should not be denied. But at the same time, we take meals in order to work.

To work is the aim of our life, and the tastiness of food is a kind of means to promote our appetite. Therefore, in such a simple fact, we can recognize two factors. One is meaning; the other is fact. The meaning is food which is useful for our work, and at the same time, it is not bad if it is tasty. Therefore, even in such a small fact, we can always find meaning. That is the subjective side. And the other side is the volume of calories. This is an objective fact. According to Buddhist theory, we should synthesize the two factors into one reality. That is the attitude of Buddhism.

So even though our life is usually separated into two parts, we should synthesize those two parts into reality. This is the Buddhist idea. So we should find the real situation in the parents' competitive attitude, and at the same time, we should revere the children's religious attitude too. That combination is reality. We should not throw away either of the two. We should revere objective fact and subjective meaning. This is the Buddhist attitude.


Question: When the conflict between those two disturbs us, how can we revere both of them?

Nishijima: When we consider that situation through intellectual thinking, the two parts are separate and can never be synthesized. Therefore, we should transcend our intellectual thinking. We should enter into reality. Therefore, we practice zazen. By practicing zazen, we enter into reality. And in reality, there cannot be any different factors in our day-to-day life. There is only one reality. It has two faces, but the faces are not all of reality. We are reality itself. We are living in reality itself.

In such a situation, we can transcend the contradictory situation between subjective and objective. So the Buddhist attitude is very simple, but at the same time it is rather difficult to enter it. So we practice zazen.


Question: So if we practice zazen and we are able to transcend conflict in our lives, does that mean the conflict disappears, or does it mean that we just accept the conflict?

Nishijima: When we recognize that we are living in reality, we can perceive the conflict directly, and looking at the contradictory situations does not have any emotional effects on us. We can accept the contradictory situations without any emotional disturbance. Sometimes the contradictory situation is an emotional disturbance itself. I don't think so. In Buddhism, we usually think about sunyata. Sunyata is feeling as if it is nothing.

When we have sunyata, or in the situation where we can feel as if it is nothing, we can be unemotional about every fact. This is a Buddhist fact.

Question: So if we're sick, then it seems like an emotional disturbance. It seems like a parasympathetic nerve is very strong. So does that mean our consciousness?

Nishijima: When we are sick, it is not the Buddhist state. So to cure our sickness is an important Buddhist effort.


Question: When you talk about a non-emotional state, in English that sounds like a very cold, unfeeling state.

Nishijima: Yes.

Question: But you don't mean that, do you?

Nishijima: Yes. Sometimes Buddhists are thought to be cold, and usually people think that we have to be emotional, we should be emotional, we should have love for others. But having love sometimes brings about a different situation, that is, hate. So according to Buddhist theory, love and hate are balanced in the real situation. So if we insist only on the value of love, there is a kind of danger in that. That is my idea. That is the Buddhist idea.

Question: I wonder, is it possible to say a peaceful state instead of no emotional state?

Nishijima: Yes, I think so. The peaceful state is a balance between love and hate. This is a very important point. Many people insist that we should have love, but love sometimes has a dangerous character. So the balance between love and hate is the peaceful state. That is called the unemotional state. This theory sounds strange to some people, but this is the Buddhist idea.

Question: Sometimes, though, we feel that very emotional state, love and hate going to extremes, but...
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Religion and science

Today I would like to give a talk about the reason why we practice zazen. We have very fundamental facts in our human society: one is religion, and the other is science. Usually we think that religion and science are completely contradictory. In the medieval age, religions were very powerful, and people were dominated by some leaders’ religious opinions. So the basis of medieval thought is somewhat subjective, because religious thought was based on religious leaders’ subjective ideas.1

In the Renaissance, human beings found the very important fact that they had physical bodies. Before that time, religious thought suppressed the fact that human beings had physical bodies. They revered human sense perception and began to believe in what they perceived. They called it matter, and to research what matter is is usually called science. According to scientific conclusions, there were many facts which cannot be derived from religious scriptures. Therefore, in the modern age, we have a confrontation between religion and science, and many people suffer from this confrontation. But in the 19th century, when scientific research arrived at its culmination, people could not be satisfied by scientific research alone; they felt that something was lacking. In the 20th century, people have been diligent in discovering what was lacking. In other words, people are looking for something which is different from scientific conclusions. At the same time, we cannot deny the value of science. Therefore, we are wandering between science and what we are looking for.2 3

Ancient India and our time

In ancient India in Gautama Buddha's time, there was the same confrontation between an old spiritual religion, Brahmanism, and new thinkers, the six non-Buddhist teachers, who insisted on materialistic ideas and denied the value of ethics and morals. Gautama Buddha suffered from this contradictory situation. To solve it, he recognized that we are living in reality. He believed in the existence of reality. When he believed in reality, he could understand that spiritual religion is one face of reality. Scientific or materialistic idea is the other face of reality. Therefore, by believing in reality, he could solve the contradictory situation.3 4

The situation in ancient times is similar to the situation in the modern age. When we are practicing zazen, we can realize reality. And when we can believe in the existence of reality, we can interpret spiritual religion as one face of reality and scientific knowledge as the other face. By believing in reality, we can solve the contradictory situation between spiritual religion and science. This is the reason why we practice zazen.4

Gautama Buddha’s suffering

Question: What kind of suffering did Gautama Buddha feel?

A Buddhist scripture says that when he was in a field, a bird came down to the ground and picked up an earthworm. Looking at the scene, Gautama Buddha became very sad. He recognized the fact that all living beings can live by killing others. But at the same time, when he was a teenager, he got married and enjoyed sensuous pleasures. In that pleasurable life, he could not be satisfied. He always had some kind of sadness. So he became a priest. The motivation was the contradictory situation between his spiritual attitude and his physical desire.5

The conflict in daily life

Question: To me the conflict between religion and science seems to exist in the library, not in daily life.

When we believe in some spiritual religion, we want to follow religious precepts, but it is rather difficult, because we do not have sufficient knowledge about cause and effect. Scientific knowledge teaches us the rule of cause and effect, but knowledge about facts cannot teach us the direction in which we should go. So when we follow scientific knowledge, we cannot find any standard for following morals or ethics. Modern people usually find themselves in those contradictory situations. So I think that the contradictory situation between religion and science is related to Gautama Buddha’s suffering in his youth.6

Question: Religion and science are products of human culture. On a desert island, a human being would still have some basic conflict between two parts.

If we can live on an isolated island like Robinson Crusoe, we can suppose that situation. But we are living in the modern age, where scientific knowledge and religious ideas really exist. So we should consider our problems in reality, and in reality scientific knowledge and religious ideas are completely contradictory.7

Question: People don’t usually think they are contradictory.

But at the same time, when we read religious scriptures, for example the Bible, we can find many descriptions which cannot be true according to scientific knowledge.8

Question: People say there’s no conflict now. What do they mean?

Such tendencies have occurred recently: we can find a kind of tendency to consider scientific knowledge and religious ideas on the basis of reality. Therefore, we can find the possibility of solving the contradictory situation between religion and science in the near future. That is the new tendency, and that is what we are pursuing, and that is the reason why we practice zazen. So we are entering into a new age of civilization, in which we can solve the contradictory situation so that one harmonized civilization emerges.9

Two fundamental attitudes

Question: The earthworm and the sensual pleasures don’t seem to me to be related to religion and science.

We can explain the situation by the concepts of subjectivism and objectivism. In religious ideas, almost all assertions are based on subjective ideas: because they believe such and such, this is true. But in science, we use experiments, and we look at facts. Therefore we can say that the religious attitude is subjective, the scientific attitude is objective. These two fundamental attitudes always exist in human societies. So even in ancient India, there might have been such a contradictory situation, and in the modern age we are suffering from it.10

Question: If you describe the conflict as a conflict of religion and science, the people I know in England aren’t interested in that, because ordinary people don’t live in the realm of conflictive abstract things. Explained as a conflict of subjective and objective tendencies that all human beings have within themselves, it seems more widely applicable.

If people do not have any interest in the contradictory situations between subjectivism and objectivism, it is not necessary for them to study Buddhism. All people have an original tendency to have an interest in them, but some people cannot have any interest in studying Buddhism throughout their lives. This is a very sad situation, but it is a dear situation. Gautama Buddha said, People who do not have any circumstances to have interest in Buddhism cannot be saved. This is a rather strong expression, but it is true, I think.11

Japan, English and concrete facts

Question: In English, the words religion and science don’t seem very real. In Japanese, I don’t think you have that problem; I wonder whether it’s because Japanese people don’t have so many abstractions.

I can find two reasons. One is that Japanese life is soaked with Buddhist philosophy. Therefore, we are not conscious of living in Buddhist ideas or Buddhist habits. Actually, we are living in Buddhist habits. Therefore, it is not necessary for us to worry about the contradictory situations of the spiritual world and the scientific world. The other reason is that the Japanese ability to think is not so strong.13

Question: It’s difficult for us to find a very concrete, real link between your ideas and our experience.

Yes, it’s true. One reason is my poor English; in Japanese, it is easy for me to explain Buddhist theory and real situations. So I have to study more concrete English words and get the ability to explain Buddhist theory on the basis of more concrete facts.14 15

One reality

Question: I’m a school teacher. The parents want the grades, but the children have very big hearts. Do I work with their hearts, or do I make the parents happy?

Yes, it is true. Fathers and mothers in Japan today were brought up in the time of war, or just after the war, with a scarcity of food and clothes. Therefore, those parents are usually materialistic, and therefore they are very competitive in bringing up their sons and daughters. But at the same time, children are naturally religious; they can believe in something sacred in the universe. This is the situation of schools in Japan today, I think.16 17

At the same time, we have the experience of contradiction in our day-to-day life. When we eat meals, we feel the taste, and tasty food cannot be denied, should not be denied. But at the same time, we take meals in order to work. So in such a simple fact, we can recognize two factors. One is meaning; the other is fact. The meaning is food which is useful for our work, and at the same time, it is not bad if it is tasty. That is the subjective side. The other side is the volume of calories; this is an objective fact. According to Buddhist theory, we should synthesize the two factors into one reality. We should find the real situation in the parents’ competitive attitude, and at the same time, we should revere the children’s religious attitude too. That combination is reality. We should not throw away either of the two. We should revere objective fact and subjective meaning.17

How to revere both

Question: When the conflict between those two disturbs us, how can we revere both of them?

When we consider that situation through intellectual thinking, the two parts are separate and can never be synthesized. Therefore, we should transcend our intellectual thinking. We should enter into reality. Therefore, we practice zazen. By practicing zazen, we enter into reality. And in reality, there cannot be any different factors in our day-to-day life. There is only one reality. It has two faces, but the faces are not all of reality. We are reality itself. In such a situation, we can transcend the contradictory situation between subjective and objective. So the Buddhist attitude is very simple, but at the same time it is rather difficult to enter it. So we practice zazen.18

The unemotional state

Question: If we practice zazen, does the conflict disappear, or do we just accept the conflict?

When we recognize that we are living in reality, we can perceive the conflict directly, and we can accept the contradictory situations without any emotional disturbance. In Buddhism, we usually think about sunyata. Sunyata is feeling as if it is nothing. When we have sunyata, we can be unemotional about every fact.19

Question: If we’re sick, then it seems like an emotional disturbance.

When we are sick, it is not the Buddhist state. So to cure our sickness is an important Buddhist effort.19

Question: When you talk about a non-emotional state, in English that sounds very cold. But you don’t mean that, do you?

Yes. Sometimes Buddhists are thought to be cold, and usually people think that we should be emotional, we should have love for others. But having love sometimes brings about a different situation, that is, hate. So according to Buddhist theory, love and hate are balanced in the real situation. So if we insist only on the value of love, there is a kind of danger in that. That is my idea. That is the Buddhist idea.20

Question: Is it possible to say a peaceful state instead of no emotional state?

Yes, I think so. The peaceful state is a balance between love and hate. That is called the unemotional state. This theory sounds strange to some people, but this is the Buddhist idea.20
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Nishijima, who had recently translated Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamakakarika from Sanskrit into Japanese, reads its opening verses as saying that the fundamental basis of Buddhist thought is to accept this world as it is.1 2 From the first verse of the first chapter he draws the denial of subjectivity and objectivity: what we think and what we perceive are not reality but only superficial images on the surface of Dharma.3 4 What Nagarjuna finds more real is action at the present moment, and Nishijima says that for Nagarjuna action and Dharma may be the same.4 5

Nishijima sets this against Plato's view that ideas are reality and against materialism, and calls Nagarjuna's idea a strong criticism of a civilization built on what we think and what we perceive. In Nishijima's reading, Nagarjuna lists four things he cannot doubt, namely reason, the external world, the present moment and reality, as contents of belief, probably because their existence cannot be verified. Although the Mulamadhyamakakarika does not describe zazen, Nishijima thinks that without the experience of zazen Nagarjuna could not have reached this idea. Because our life is already in Dharma, we know Dharma not intellectually or through the senses but through action and experience, and so this philosophy suggests the necessity of practicing zazen.5 6 He then links it to morals: in an age of atomic bombs the criterion of how to behave is the most important matter, and a philosophy based on action lets us esteem virtue. He names four bases of Buddhist philosophy: reality, morals, action and human physical conditions.

In the discussion he says that Nagarjuna, like Dogen in Shobogenzo, denies soul or spirit as real existence; spirit and matter are human concepts, while Dharma exists. Asked about the everyday word spirit, he answers that Nagarjuna does not deny the value of concepts, but we should not think that a concept is real existence. He explains reason as the mental function, risei in Japanese or usually kokoro, and says that Nagarjuna's view of time is very similar to Dogen's. Finding no religious attitude in the book, he calls Buddhism a philosophy and hopes that a realistic philosophy will let people reach common conclusions, so that fighting is not necessary. Turning to Japanese society, he says that morals are not considered important and cites proverbs such as the one that an honest person is stupid. To a listener who wants to push through approaching groups on the street, he advises following the rules of the country, and concludes that explaining morals theoretically needs a philosophy based on action.13








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

I'd like to give a kind of general theory of Buddhism at the beginning of the lecture, especially relying upon an Indian Buddhist book called Mulamadhyamakakarika, because I recently translated Mulamadhyamakakarika from Sanskrit into Japanese and published it with a publishing house. In the translation, I noticed the fundamental basis of the author Nagarjuna's Buddhist thought. So I think it is rather interesting for you to know its philosophical system. At the beginning of the book, we can find four lines of verse.

These four lines of verse suggest the fundamental view of Gautama Buddha, who was the founder of Buddhist philosophy. The four lines describe this world. He described this world as not concealed. This world has not appeared just now; in other words, this world has been in front of us. He also described this world as not so instantaneous, but not eternal. He said that this world does not serve any other aim; therefore, it exists for itself. And he said that this world does not come, this world does not leave.

These words suggest that this world exists at the present moment. And the author Nagarjuna said that Gautama Buddha preached to us these quiet, excellent words. So reading this poem, we can notice that the Buddhist idea of the author, Master Nagarjuna, is to accept this world as it is. So to accept this world as it is, the fundamental basis of Buddhist thought. And he said that there is neither subjectivity nor objectivity. So I would like to explain this idea on the board. We Buddhists believe in the existence of Dharma.


Nagarjuna said at the beginning of the book: to accept this world as it is. Then, in the first verse of the first chapter, he denied the existence of subjectivity and objectivity. So I have to explain the meaning of subjectivity and objectivity. Subjectivity is what we think, and objectivity means what we perceive. Usually people think about this world with their intellectual ability. They usually think about it from outside this universe, or Dharma, and so we can get an idea of this world.

Nagarjuna says that an idea, or what we think, is only a superficial description of Dharma, or this world. So Nagarjuna insists that what we think does not exist inside Dharma. He also insists that objectivity does not exist. That means that when we look at this world through our sense organs, we can get many kinds of sense stimuli, but sense stimuli are also an image on the surface of Dharma.


So Nagarjuna insists that such objectivity, or what we perceive, does not exist in Dharma. When we listen to this idea, we usually feel it is very strange, because we have an excellent civilization, and in our civilization, what we think is very important. What we think is called thoughts, and some philosophers insist that thoughts are just real existence. For example, in Greece there was a famous philosopher called Plato, and he insisted that what we think, or ideas, are just reality. Ideas are existence. So, thinking about such a situation, Nagarjuna's idea is completely the opposite. At the same time, he denied the existence of sense stimuli.

Sense stimuli exist only in our senses. So it is difficult for us to think that such sense stimuli are just the world. So Nagarjuna denied the existence of sense stimuli as reality. But in our area of philosophy, there is another famous school, which is called materialism. Materialism insists that what we perceive is just matter, and that is just the real existence. So Nagarjuna's idea is different from such materialistic philosophy too. Thinking about this, we can think that Nagarjuna's idea is a strong criticism of our civilization, which we are enjoying now.

Our civilization is based on idealistic philosophy, or what we think. And our civilization is based on what we perceive. But Nagarjuna insisted that what we think is not reality and what we perceive is not reality. So he insisted on the existence of Dharma, which is different from what we think or what we perceive. When we think about Buddhism, this understanding is very important. We usually think that what we think is just the truth, or that what we perceive is just matter, and matter is another name for truth. But Nagarjuna's idea is different.


There is something called Dharma, and what we think is a superficial image of Dharma. What we perceive is a superficial surface of Dharma. Relying upon this idea, his thought goes ahead. In the second verse of the chapter, he listed four things which cannot be doubted by him. Of the four, the first is reason, the second is the external world, the third is the present moment, and the fourth is reality. He quoted those four and described them as contents of belief.

He described that there are four contents of belief. So I guess the reason why he used the word belief is that the existence of those four cannot be testified. He believed in the existence of those four, but it is impossible for him to testify to it. Verify... certify. So he believed in those four, but he noticed that to certify the existence of those four is beyond human ability. So he used the word belief. And then he stated that, other than those, there is something more real, and what is more real is action. So he noticed the existence of action in our daily life. And the present moment is the time when action exists. And Nagarjuna suggested that action and Dharma may be the same.


So according to his idea, this world exists at the present moment as action, and action is just Dharma. This is the fundamental philosophical system of Nagarjuna. This idea sounds a little strange, or very strange, to us. But relying upon this idea, he described a philosophy which is based on action. The Mulamadhyamakakarika, or Songs of Middle Way, does not have any description of zazen. But at the same time, I notice that without the experience of zazen he would never have arrived at this idea, because his other works described zazen so much.

So I think that, as his conclusion of Buddhist thought, he wrote Madhyamaka-karika as the fundamental theoretical structure of Buddhism. Therefore he does not describe practice. But at the same time, I think this idea could never have appeared in his mind without practice, because he insists that when we are acting, we are in this place, or in Dharma. Many thoughts are based on our thinking about Dharma, and many materialistic philosophies were established when we were looking at Dharma from the outside. But our life is just in Dharma. Therefore, if we want to know Dharma, we have to enter into Dharma itself.

When we are thinking about Dharma from outside Dharma, we can have thoughts about Dharma. But thoughts about Dharma are different from Dharma itself. When we are looking at Dharma from outside the world, we can get sense stimuli from the surface of Dharma. But such sensory stimuli do not mean the real feeling when we are living in Dharma.


So Buddhism insists that we should recognize that we are living in Dharma. Relying upon such experience, we can notice Dharma really, not intellectually, not sensually; we can actually know Dharma by relying upon action, relying upon experience. Therefore, this philosophical system suggests the necessity of practicing zazen. Relying upon this theory, we can understand the necessity of practicing zazen. And relying upon this philosophy, Buddhism reveres action so enormously. Buddhism is a philosophy which is based on action, or Dharma, or Reality. And relying upon this philosophy, we can have a very strong reverence for morals.

Now we are living at the end of the modern age, and we have very developed, excellent sciences. Relying upon such scientific methods, we can have very strong destructive power; one example is atomic bombs. So if we use such powerful arms, it is possible for us to destroy human civilization completely. In such a situation, what we need is morals themselves. The criterion of how to behave is the most important matter in the world today. And thinking about this situation, I esteem the value of a philosophy which is based on action.

Relying upon such a philosophy, we can esteem the value of virtues so highly. And relying upon such virtues, we can survive in the future. Without such moral criteria, whether we can survive in the future or not is questionable. So in this sense, we have to think about the meaning of Buddhist philosophy. Buddhist philosophy is based on reality. Buddhist philosophy is based on morals. Buddhist philosophy is based on action. And Buddhist philosophy is based on human physical conditions. Those four factors make Buddhism exist.


So, thinking about this situation and about Nagarjuna's intention in describing Buddhism, I notice that the existence of Buddhism in the world today is very important for human existence in the future. My talk today is rather too abstract, so I think it is not so interesting. But to think about such theoretical matters is also important for studying Buddhism. Now I would like to stop my talk and have a time for questions and answers.

Question: 17 years ago, when I first came to your seminar, you once said very strongly, You can teach us the whole of Buddhism in English. And for many years I had a doubt, because although you explained the four philosophies, something was missing. But with your explanation today, I feel completely satisfied.

Nishijima: Thank you very much.

Question: So I'm very happy. Something in the explanation, reason, external world, present moment, reality, and your four views of action, matches my experience exactly, at last. (laughter) So thank you very much. It took you a long time.

Nishijima: In Madhyamaka Karika, the sayings of the middle way, he denied the existence of soul, spirit. It has one chapter on this. In the chapter, he denied the existence of soul or spirit completely, and reading it I was rather surprised. Before that time, I had doubts about whether spirit exists or not. And in Shobogenzo, Master Dogen also described the non-existence of spirit. But many religions usually believe in the existence of soul or spirit. Therefore, I was wobbling between the two: spirit exists, or spirit does not exist.

But according to Master Dogen's idea in Shobogenzo, I have to think that spirit does not exist. And in Madhyamaka Karika, Nagarjuna also insists on the non-existence of soul or spirit. So, at the fundamental basis of Buddhism, such an idea may be true. So according to this idea, I came to some kind of rather clear decision about the soul or spirit. And according to the Buddhist idea, Dharma is something which includes both spirit and matter. Spirit and matter do not exist independently. Spirit is a human concept. Matter is also a human concept. Dharma exists, and spirit does not exist. That is the Buddhist idea about spirit.


In Madhyamaka Karika, he wrote about nirvana, and he said, Nirvana is just our daily life. In Shobogenzo, Master Dogen also said, Our daily life is nirvana. Nirvana is just our daily life. So the Buddhist idea is always realistic, not idealistic and not materialistic.

Relying upon such a realistic philosophy, we can open a new age in which we can live relying upon reality. This philosophy is very important when I think about the situation in Eastern Asia, where they have wars. I think that if both sides rely upon reality itself, there is no difference. It is impossible for them to have a different basis. And in such a situation, they notice that it is not necessary to fight. It is not necessary to pull the trigger of the guns.


So to rely upon reality itself is a very important attitude for human beings, I think. And the Buddhist idea suggests such contents. Reading Mulamadhyamaka-karika, I think that Buddhism is not a religion, but philosophy itself, because the contents of Mulamadhyamaka-karika are just philosophy, just theory, and I cannot find any kind of religious attitude in the book. In ancient India, some people relied upon such a philosophy and regulated their life. So I guess that in the 21st century or later, human beings will arrive at the realistic philosophy.

With realistic philosophy, we can feel that it is not necessary to fight. Relying upon reality, we can have common conclusions on many problems. So I hope we can meet such an age in the future. Of course, at that time I will not be living. But I have such a hope for the future of human society. Are there any questions?

Question: A very concrete question. You say that spirit doesn't exist. Sometimes we use spirit in a kind of everyday way. For example, this week I have a cold, so physically I don't feel so good. But in my spirit, somewhere, I feel quite happy. So I call that somewhere spirit. Is that the same spirit which Nagarjuna denies?

Nishijima: In that sense, spirit is a word. The word spirit suggests something. Something exists, but spirit does not exist. That is his idea. So Dharma exists, but human thoughts and sense stimuli are not real existence.

Question: But he doesn't deny our feelings which we group together under a word called spirit.

Nishijima: Yes. He does not deny the value of concepts. But we should not think that a concept is real existence.


Question: What does Master Nagarjuna mean by reason?

Nishijima: Reason is the mental ability: the ability to think, the ability to perceive. The mental function is called reason. That is my interpretation.

Question: He believes that he denies subjectivity, objectivity, thinking about. And reason is part of the thinking function.

Nishijima: So his idea is different. When he denied subjectivity and objectivity, I guess he found something which cannot be doubted. So there is something which he has to believe in, and those objects are four. That is his idea. So he does not affirm the existence of subjectivity. He affirmed the existence of Dharma, but he does not affirm the existence of subjectivity. But in another area, he thought of something which cannot be doubted, and those are four.

Question: Reason, in a way, is something which cannot be categorized, which is, I guess, like our objective nature, but it transcends objectivity, I mean our thoughts.

Nishijima: So the four are his own real feeling.

Question: And the external world is our subjective feeling.

Question: Reason? No, what you said.

Question: No.

Question: Otherwise we can't have any discussion about the word. Reason means a way of using thought to explain, doesn't it? Reason.

Nishijima: So I used reason as the mental function.

Question: What is it in Japanese?

Nishijima: Risei. Risei is a rather philosophical word in Japanese, so usually we use kokoro.

Question: Kokoro. The working of the mind.

Nishijima: Yes, that is my idea.


Question: So we can believe in the working of the mind, but he denies that what the mind sees is reality.

Nishijima: Yes, that is his idea.

Question: But the process of the mind working is called reason.

Nishijima: So he could not deny it.

Question: You can't deny it.

Question: Just like the external world: you can't deny that something exists, but our concepts of it are our... There was also one more thing he said, that Nagarjuna denies the instantaneousness of this world.

Nishijima: He described time in one chapter, and in that chapter he suggests that time is related to existence, and existence is related to time. Such an idea is very similar to, or the same as, Master Dogen's idea in Shobogenzo. So we can find many similarities between Master Dogen's thoughts and Madhyamaka.

Question: I think that Nagarjuna denied instantaneousness and eternity as well, the two together.

Nishijima: It is not a philosophical description, but looking at this world, it does not seem instant, but it does not seem eternal.

Question: So both together.

Nishijima: Yes. Relying upon this philosophy, when I think about human society, nowadays people who are intelligent are revered, and people who have a sharp sense are also revered. But I think that people who do no wrong are not so revered. Especially in Japanese society, especially after World War II, Japanese people do not believe people who do no wrong. Therefore, I think that the criteria of morals are not so important in the society where we are living.


Question: It means society doesn't think that it's important.

Nishijima: So people in the society do not revere the value of morals. According to a Japanese proverb, an honest person is stupid. This proverb is very strong, a kind of philosophy, and it is very popular in Japanese society. And another proverb: a red sign on the street does not make us afraid when we cross the street with many people. In this idea too, whether to follow the rule or not is not so important. The power of many people is strong. So this is also a denial of moral value.

Question: It's also true in Tokyo, for example.

Nishijima: Yes.

Question: It's quite interesting. In the West, if there is a group of people and one person passing, then people imagine some kind of equal right for each individual. But in Japan, the group which is walking this way has much more power than the individual walking this way, so the individual has to step to one side.

Nishijima: Yes. Such conditions in Japanese society have not always been so. Before the war, the situation was a little different. So I think the Japanese situation today should be changed, and so I am making an effort.


Question: When I see a group of Japanese people walking towards me as a group, I always want to push right through the middle. It's a very rude feeling, but I always want to do it. What do you advise me to do?

Nishijima: To follow the rules of the country is rather important. When the country has decided that we should walk on the right side, we should walk on the right side. If the country has decided that we should walk on the left side, we should walk on the left side. And it is rather strange that in Japan such rules are not so clear today. Some people walk on the right side, and some people walk on the left side. So some people think that following rules is not so adequate. To follow the real situation without rules is one attitude and one kind of philosophy.

So to recover morals is a very important point in Japanese society, I think. And to recover morals, we have to rely upon Buddhist philosophy, which is based on action itself. Relying upon this philosophy, we can explain theoretically why we should follow morals. So to explain it theoretically, we need a philosophy which is based on action. Okay? So at the end of the lecture, let us recite Fueko.

[recitation, 00:51:29–00:53:04]
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The opening verses

I'd like to give a kind of general theory of Buddhism, relying upon an Indian Buddhist book called Mulamadhyamakakarika, because I recently translated it from Sanskrit into Japanese.1

At the beginning of the book, we can find four lines of verse. They suggest the fundamental view of Gautama Buddha. He described this world as not concealed. This world has not appeared just now; in other words, this world has been in front of us. He also described this world as not so instantaneous, but not eternal; as not serving any other aim, therefore existing for itself; and as not coming and not leaving. These words suggest that this world exists at the present moment. So reading this poem, we can notice that the Buddhist idea of the author, Master Nagarjuna, is to accept this world as it is. So to accept this world as it is, the fundamental basis of Buddhist thought. Then, in the first verse of the first chapter, he denied the existence of subjectivity and objectivity.1 2

What we think and what we perceive

We Buddhists believe in the existence of Dharma. Subjectivity is what we think, and objectivity means what we perceive. Nagarjuna says that an idea, or what we think, is only a superficial description of Dharma. So Nagarjuna insists that what we think does not exist inside Dharma. When we look at this world through our sense organs, we can get many kinds of sense stimuli, but sense stimuli are also an image on the surface of Dharma. So Nagarjuna insists that such objectivity, or what we perceive, does not exist in Dharma.1 2 3

We usually feel this idea is very strange, because in our civilization, what we think is very important. Plato insisted that ideas are just reality; Nagarjuna's idea is completely the opposite. Materialism insists that what we perceive is just matter, the real existence; Nagarjuna's idea is different from such materialistic philosophy too. Thinking about this, we can think that Nagarjuna's idea is a strong criticism of our civilization, which is based on what we think and on what we perceive. But Nagarjuna's idea is different. There is something called Dharma, and what we think is a superficial image of Dharma. What we perceive is a superficial surface of Dharma.3 4

Belief and action

In the second verse of the chapter, he listed four things which cannot be doubted by him: reason, the external world, the present moment, and reality. He described them as contents of belief. I guess he used the word belief because the existence of those four cannot be testified: he believed in those four, but he noticed that to certify their existence is beyond human ability.4

And then he stated that, other than those, there is something more real, and what is more real is action. The present moment is the time when action exists. And Nagarjuna suggested that action and Dharma may be the same. So according to his idea, this world exists at the present moment as action, and action is just Dharma. This is the fundamental philosophical system of Nagarjuna. This idea sounds a little strange, or very strange, to us. But relying upon this idea, he described a philosophy which is based on action.4 5

Zazen

The Mulamadhyamakakarika does not have any description of zazen. But I notice that without the experience of zazen he would never have arrived at this idea, because his other works described zazen so much. So I think that, as his conclusion of Buddhist thought, he wrote it as the fundamental theoretical structure of Buddhism; therefore he does not describe practice. But I think this idea could never have appeared in his mind without practice, because he insists that when we are acting, we are in this place, or in Dharma.5

Many materialistic philosophies were established when we were looking at Dharma from the outside. But our life is just in Dharma. Therefore, if we want to know Dharma, we have to enter into Dharma itself. When we are thinking about Dharma from outside Dharma, we can have thoughts about Dharma, but thoughts about Dharma are different from Dharma itself. And sense stimuli from the surface of Dharma do not mean the real feeling when we are living in Dharma. So Buddhism insists that we should recognize that we are living in Dharma. Relying upon such experience, we can notice Dharma really, not intellectually, not sensually; we can actually know Dharma by relying upon action, relying upon experience. Therefore, this philosophical system suggests the necessity of practicing zazen.5 6

Action and morals

Relying upon this philosophy, Buddhism reveres action so enormously, and we can have a very strong reverence for morals. Now we are living at the end of the modern age. Relying upon scientific methods, we can have very strong destructive power, for example atomic bombs. If we use such powerful arms, it is possible for us to destroy human civilization completely. In such a situation, what we need is morals themselves. The criterion of how to behave is the most important matter in the world today. And thinking about this situation, I esteem the value of a philosophy which is based on action. Relying upon such a philosophy, we can esteem the value of virtues so highly, and relying upon such virtues, we can survive in the future.6

Buddhist philosophy is based on reality, on morals, on action, and on human physical conditions. Those four factors make Buddhism exist. So, thinking about Nagarjuna's intention in describing Buddhism, I notice that the existence of Buddhism in the world today is very important for human existence in the future.6 7

Spirit

In Madhyamaka Karika, he denied the existence of soul or spirit completely in one chapter, and reading it I was rather surprised. Before that time, I had doubts about whether spirit exists or not. Master Dogen in Shobogenzo also described the non-existence of spirit, but many religions usually believe in the existence of soul or spirit; therefore, I was wobbling between the two. But according to Master Dogen's idea, I have to think that spirit does not exist, and Nagarjuna also insists on the non-existence of soul or spirit. So, at the fundamental basis of Buddhism, such an idea may be true. So according to this idea, I came to some kind of rather clear decision. According to the Buddhist idea, Dharma is something which includes both spirit and matter. Spirit and matter do not exist independently. Spirit is a human concept. Matter is also a human concept. Dharma exists, and spirit does not exist.7

Question: Sometimes we use spirit in a kind of everyday way. This week I have a cold, so physically I don't feel so good, but in my spirit, somewhere, I feel quite happy. Is that the same spirit which Nagarjuna denies?

In that sense, spirit is a word. The word spirit suggests something. Something exists, but spirit does not exist. That is his idea. So Dharma exists, but human thoughts and sense stimuli are not real existence.9

Question: But he doesn't deny our feelings which we group together under a word called spirit.

Yes. He does not deny the value of concepts. But we should not think that a concept is real existence.9

A realistic philosophy

In Madhyamaka Karika, he said, Nirvana is just our daily life. In Shobogenzo, Master Dogen also said, Our daily life is nirvana. Nirvana is just our daily life. So the Buddhist idea is always realistic, not idealistic and not materialistic. This philosophy is very important when I think about the situation in Eastern Asia, where they have wars. I think that if both sides rely upon reality itself, there is no difference, and in such a situation, they notice that it is not necessary to fight.8

Reading Mulamadhyamaka-karika, I think that Buddhism is not a religion, but philosophy itself, because its contents are just philosophy, just theory, and I cannot find any kind of religious attitude in the book. I guess that in the 21st century or later, human beings will arrive at the realistic philosophy. Relying upon reality, we can have common conclusions on many problems. So I hope we can meet such an age in the future.9

Reason and time

Question: What does Master Nagarjuna mean by reason?

Reason is the mental ability: the ability to think, the ability to perceive. The mental function is called reason. That is my interpretation.10

Question: He denies subjectivity and objectivity, and reason is part of the thinking function.

So his idea is different. When he denied subjectivity and objectivity, I guess he found something which cannot be doubted, something which he has to believe in. He affirmed the existence of Dharma, but he does not affirm the existence of subjectivity. But in another area, he thought of something which cannot be doubted, and those are four.10

Question: Reason means a way of using thought to explain, doesn't it?

So I used reason as the mental function.10

Question: What is it in Japanese?

Risei. Risei is a rather philosophical word in Japanese, so usually we use kokoro.10

Question: Kokoro. The working of the mind.

Yes, that is my idea.10

Question: So we can believe in the working of the mind, but he denies that what the mind sees is reality.

Yes, that is his idea.11

Question: But the process of the mind working is called reason.

So he could not deny it.11

Question: There was also one more thing he said, that Nagarjuna denies the instantaneousness of this world.

He described time in one chapter, and in that chapter he suggests that time is related to existence, and existence is related to time. Such an idea is very similar to, or the same as, Master Dogen's idea in Shobogenzo.11

Question: I think that Nagarjuna denied instantaneousness and eternity as well, the two together.

It is not a philosophical description, but looking at this world, it does not seem instant, but it does not seem eternal.11

Morals in Japanese society

Relying upon this philosophy, when I think about human society, nowadays people who are intelligent are revered, and people who have a sharp sense are also revered. But I think that people who do no wrong are not so revered. Especially in Japanese society after World War II, Japanese people do not believe people who do no wrong. Therefore, I think that the criteria of morals are not so important in the society where we are living. According to a Japanese proverb, an honest person is stupid. Another proverb: a red sign on the street does not make us afraid when we cross the street with many people. In this idea too, whether to follow the rule or not is not so important. The power of many people is strong. So this is also a denial of moral value.11 12

Question: When I see a group of Japanese people walking towards me, I always want to push right through the middle. It's a very rude feeling. What do you advise me to do?

To follow the rules of the country is rather important. When the country has decided that we should walk on the right side, we should walk on the right side. And it is rather strange that in Japan such rules are not so clear today. So some people think that following rules is not so adequate. To follow the real situation without rules is one attitude and one kind of philosophy.13

So to recover morals is a very important point in Japanese society, I think. And to recover morals, we have to rely upon Buddhist philosophy, which is based on action itself. Relying upon this philosophy, we can explain theoretically why we should follow morals. So to explain it theoretically, we need a philosophy which is based on action.13
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  What the series says (short overview)


  
Across these five talks on Genjo-koan, Mike treats written understanding as a window onto the lifetime of effort behind it, so that the effort to understand matters more than reaching a quick understanding.1.3 1.4 He approaches the chapter through theoretical, concrete or material, action, and poetic or symbolic viewpoints, but returns to action as their recurring centre. There body and mind are one in an actual present action,1.5 not a theory applied from outside, and realisation is neither a special spiritual condition nor a possession the intellect can secure. Rather, it may be present amid delusion: noticing and admitting delusion may allow someone to begin again, while clarity can also develop through years of practice and study.

Present action does not waive moral judgment: Mike calls murder terrible and says the man should be punished, even though the next moment is the only moment in which one can act rightly. Nor does its presentness erase ordinary planning or history, which he distinguishes as humanly useful from the reality of the act now being done. Focused perception can leave a person blind to another side, whereas whole action gives no room to stand apart and reflect on a separate perception. His account of firewood and ash holds each real in its present place while retaining that each can be spoken of as having a past and a future, and he connects it to rejecting rebirth as the continuation of a separate mental essence after death. The moon in water and the whole sky in a dewdrop describe realisation as wholeness: no inner or outer interface remains, yet description cannot capture the state. The ocean and the myriad dharmas show that human perception reaches only as far as learning and practice, while acting and practising zazen are ways to experience things as they are. Accordingly, every action is valuable in itself, although society still requires people to order their tasks. Fish need water and birds need sky, so human action cannot be separated from circumstances and freedom is complete expression within the limits of this moment.5.3 5.4 People still need strategy, but cannot wait for a completely clear picture before acting; they must find a way as they move and correct their picture of reality. Goals can draw them forward, although a goal is an idea while the place reached is real, without guaranteeing a fixed comfort or a perfect self-image. In another way, realisation is not something a definition or a discussion can deliver: teaching has to enter practice, and sitting in zazen matters more than successfully grasping it in words. In zazen, ideas of how to sit can fall away so that one finds oneself just sitting, without a need to measure the result. That sitting can hold happiness and disappointment, and its contentment is not a clear mental possession.










  Talks in this series



  Genjo-koan 1: Four Viewpoints

  Mike reads Dogen’s paragraph: balanced action of body and mind is no licence for anything and cannot be forced

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 1

  
  



  Genjo-koan 2: Delusion and Self-Image

  Mike reads the lines on delusion against a perfect self-image: noticing it can be a way to begin again

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 2

  
  



  Genjo-koan 3: Action Only Here and Now

  Mike: real action is only here and now, and in whole action there is no separate self at the centre

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 3

  
  



  Genjo-koan 4: Realisation as Wholeness

  Mike reads the moon in water as wholeness without an interface between person and world, beyond description

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 4

  
  



  Genjo-koan 5: Freedom Within Limits

  Mike reads fish and birds as action tied to circumstances: we find our way by moving, a goal is an idea

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 5
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




A window onto a lifetime of effort

Genjo-koan is a nice compact chapter, but it’s quite difficult to know what Master Dogen really means. I watched a programme on TV about a little frog in the far north which freezes and comes alive again when it thaws, and we feel, “Oh, it’s wonderful, I know that now.” But this little capsule of information is actually the result of lifetimes of effort.1.1 1.2

We grasp knowledge and think we know it, without noticing that it’s a very superficial picture of very great effort over lifetimes. Genjo-koan is a kind of mirror of Master Dogen’s life; if we think we can digest it within five minutes, five days, five years, we’re expecting a lot. The writing is a window into somebody’s lifetime of effort, and what Buddhism says is that the lifetime of effort is more important than the window. That doesn’t mean knowledge isn’t important; it’s very important. But our effort to understand is more important than whether or not we understand. So let’s make an effort.1.3 1.4

Four viewpoints

The chapter is structured around Master Dogen’s four viewpoints, and even the sentences change viewpoints: a philosophical or theoretical view; an objective, concrete view based on the external world; the view of action, a rather bizarre way to describe it, because how can action be a viewpoint?; and a fourth, in which he tries to catch reality in words, which is impossible, so he uses poetry, a story or a symbol.1.5


When all dharmas are seen as the Buddha-Dharma, then there is delusion and realisation … When the myriad dharmas are each not of the self, there is no delusion and no realisation … The Buddha’s truth is originally transcendent over abundance and scarcity …1.6



This first paragraph has all four views in it. From the religious view we discriminate: “He’s wearing a rakusu, he must be a Buddhist.” From the scientific view, “It’s only cotton, like that bloke’s t-shirt; they’re both human beings,” and delusion and realisation are only patterns in our brain. The third sentence transcends both: I don’t care whether you call me a Buddhist or not; what matters, for me, is that I’m wearing it. Just wear it.1.7 1.8 1.9

Both views are based on concepts, and we transcend concepts. Scientists and religious people can discuss whether there’s another life, and the Buddhist says, “You can carry on talking all day, but I’m alive now, so I’ll have a cup of tea.” We don’t deny that we’re going to die, but “two sugars please” — in my case. So action transcends thinking.1.10 1.11

We come to the third viewpoint by bouncing around between the first two, as when we debate between two sides of ourselves until one morning we think, “Oh, bugger it,” and feel happy; if we don’t transcend our conflict, we can sometimes become ill. The physical correlate is zazen: if we concentrate neither on the mental nor on the physical, but just let them come and go, we’re sitting in the interface between mind and body. That is the balanced state, and from it we get the view of action. Like a tightrope walker: if he doesn’t wobble, he can’t find his balance.1.12

At the end of the paragraph Master Dogen points to the fact: flowers die, and weeds grow though we don’t want them to. That fact exists now, and we call it reality; but when we try and grasp it, it falls through our fingers. And this whole paragraph is itself in the first view: it’s all theory.1.13 1.17

Action is only here and now

The view of action is the centre of Buddhism. In a way it’s no viewpoint, because when we’re acting we stop analysing; we can’t reflect on what we’re doing while we’re doing it. Master Dogen talks about body and mind being one in action, and about the present moment being real, and the past and the future not being real in that sense.1.5

When we involve ourselves fully in our action, we’re here, in the present place and time, and there is an experience of something whole, not centred around self. Action can only ever be now; actions in the past, of other people or in the future are stories about action. So Master Dogen’s definition of “real” is very narrow: real means something here, now. That’s very difficult to accept, because we live in a largely virtual world: we make our picture of the world into a huge continuum and don’t notice that some of it is real and some of it is virtual. There isn’t a reality for this stick I’m holding yesterday. That doesn’t mean it didn’t exist yesterday, but my holding it yesterday is a memory. And because no subject is separate from object, we can say I’m acting, or the Universe is acting. Of course it doesn’t seem to make much sense to say the Universe is acting, but in a real sense, at the instant, action pervades the Universe.3.5 3.7 3.17

Usually our mind is running over simple action: while we’re cleaning our teeth, we’re thinking about the day. Yet these unnoticed, instantaneous actions maintain our lives; if we don’t act, we die, and if we’re imprisoned, we usually find it very difficult to keep our mental balance.3.6 3.7

Question: What is action, in your use of the word?

When we act in the present moment, we and the world become something which is one. In sport or an emergency, what’s crucial is that at that moment we stopped being aware of ourselves as a person. But we’re acting all of the time, and whenever we act, we stop thinking. In the modern world we tend to think too much, and when we think about what we’re doing, our action is incomplete.4.15

All actions have equal value: wiping round the toilet bowl and transferring funds between accounts are the same action. Of course we have to order our actions to live in society; but we can pour a cup of tea as whole-heartedly as we do something we consider important. Every action is valuable to itself, sacred and ordinary at the same time. Buddhism gives us two things, the teachings to remind us intellectually and zazen to ground us in what we’re doing now; it doesn’t give us a life or a job. I can’t do it, so I keep studying and trying every day.4.15 4.16

I was a very intellectual young man. Hanging on a rope when I started rock climbing, I had to act, otherwise I’d fall, and I felt ever so happy without noticing why; puzzling later over what Nishijima Roshi said, I realised, “Ah, that’s action.” But you don’t have to be a rock climber. Just picking up the teapot is very important, but because it’s so ordinary, we give it no value at all. Everything is action, but we have a brain which abstracts us from what we’re doing; that’s our human condition.4.17

Right action is in this moment

Buddhism says that to act without thinking, without intention, is right action. It sounds strange and seemingly irresponsible: when we throw ourselves into action, we become balanced, and when we’re balanced, our action is right. But real action is different from thinking about action. If we’re angry, we could say there are poisons in our blood, and if we wait until they’ve gone, we never act; there’s no other time to act. To think about right and wrong is not the same as to do right and wrong. We’re taught “think before you act”, but Buddhism says act!1.14

Question: Someone might, in the moment, commit murder, like the man who killed those two girls. But maybe he wasn’t thinking; he was fairly focussed. Was it right action?

He was unbalanced. That man who murdered those girls did something terrible, and he should be punished. But action is not what he did in the past; action is always here and now, and our punishment takes place now. Master Dogen always talks about real action, not theoretical action. The only place where we can do anything right is now, but if our body and mind is wrong now, then our action will be wrong now. But even if we act wrong now, the next moment is the only moment when we can act right. Like a tennis player after a lost point, we have to return ourselves to balance at every moment.1.15

Of course it would be foolish to say that what goes on in our head doesn’t affect our actions, but that’s from a certain point of view, so we need four points of view. If I’m in a terrible mental state, what I do is terrible; somebody whose mind is unbalanced will act badly. But the only time we can act is now, with our own body and mind, so we can’t take theory about somebody else’s action and apply it to ourselves.1.18

Driving ourselves, realising delusion

On this retreat we’re balancing ourselves, then forgetting about whether or not we’re balanced; if we start thinking about it, we lose our balance. Every time we peer at ourselves, we split ourselves into two. Then we act, and we become one again.1.19


Driving ourselves to practice and experience the myriad dharmas is delusion. When the myriad dharmas actively practice and experience ourselves, that is the state of realisation.1.20



Especially when we start zazen, we want a peaceful state, and we’re disappointed when we can’t get it. It’s like a pendulum: every attempt to stop the wobbling keeps it going, but if I take my finger away, it stops. Trying to stop ourselves intentionally is not the way, but to stop stopping ourselves is a very effective way to stop ourselves. “I must stop thinking” doesn’t work; but when we just keep sitting and correcting our posture, sometimes, quite suddenly, everything clears and we’re sitting quite peacefully. So Master Dogen says that when we drive ourselves to get what we want, it’s a kind of delusion. Striking the pendulum is trying to look at ourselves; that’s why Master Dogen says, “to realise the self is to forget the self”.1.20 5.11


Those who greatly realise delusion are buddhas.2.1



It doesn’t say that buddhas are not deluded. If we think never to be deluded is to be a buddha, we’re creating a perfect picture; but if we think that a buddha notices what delusion is, we may be nearer the real situation. If we notice and admit it, we can move on. “Oh dear, I’m not what I thought I was, now I can start again”: noticing that we’re deluded is itself a kind of moving on. And the sentence says that to be a buddha, you don’t need to know you’re a buddha.2.1 2.2

Question: So is there some kind of realisation to be attained?

Master Dogen says there are two kinds of realisation: the one we have in the moment, and one due to our efforts over years of zazen and study, when we become clear about what Buddhism is. So he doesn’t deny that there is progress, but he denies there is progress: progress is in our minds, because we’re only living now, but we do feel there is something called progress.2.2

The state of buddha is a state, not the result of intentional effort, so we don’t need to recognise it, just do it. In zazen it’s difficult to find a reason, or to see whether we’re peaceful now, but we can continue. It’s better to stop trying to be perfect all the time; the question is how.2.3

One side, and the whole


When we use the whole body-and-mind to look at forms, and when we use the whole body-and-mind to listen to sounds, even though we are sensing them directly, it is not like a mirror’s reflection of an image, and not like water and the moon. While we are experiencing one side, we are blind to the other side.2.4



Our senses are one-sided. While I’m talking, I can’t listen to somebody else, and it’s a very rare person who can read the newspaper while having a conversation; on a mobile phone in the car, we don’t notice the traffic. Studies suggest that we actually see a very small area, and the rest is filled in from memory. Modern science can contribute far more to our understanding, but in paragraph three Master Dogen is pointing out something simple, nothing more or less. That’s not to say there isn’t more intuitive perception: a tennis player can hit the ball just as he sees it, without focusing.2.4 2.6 2.7 2.9 2.12

Acting is different: when we’re acting, we lose our feeling of reflection and we’re totally involved in what we’re doing, and in that total involvement there is also a wider involvement, as a footballer can still retain an awareness of everything around him, though there might be a few things missing. Moving and listening to music at the same time we call dance: one whole thing. But our perceptions are partial.2.8 2.13

I realised what the problem was with that paragraph yesterday: “the mirror’s reflection of an image”. Master Dogen uses it in paragraph six for realisation, which means to be whole. So when we look and listen, we’re completely involved, but it’s not like realisation: we’re blind to the other side.3.1


To learn the Buddha’s truth is to learn ourselves. To learn ourselves is to forget ourselves. To forget ourselves is to be experienced by the myriad dharmas. To be experienced by the myriad dharmas is to let our own body-and-mind, and the body-and-mind of the external world, fall away. There is a state in which the traces of realisation are forgotten; and it manifests the traces of forgotten realisation for a long, long time.2.5



When we forget who we are, there is no “we”, a kind of egoless state, and it’s very familiar to us: every time we act, picking up a cup of tea or jumping off a cliff, at the instant of acting there is no room to reflect and no room to perceive; although we can’t say there’s no reflection or perception, our experience is whole. To be experienced by the whole of the Universe is the opposite of “I am experiencing the Universe”, and that suggests action.2.13

No permanent self

Richard Feynman says that the phosphorus atoms in a rat’s brain, and in ours, are not the same atoms which were there two weeks ago. So what is it I call “my brain”? Our concept of ourselves is quite strong, but whether there is an enduring something called “myself” or not is very difficult to know.2.5

Because we think body and mind exist separately, we come back to the assumption, I think Descartes made it, that my mind is the only thing that’s constant. Master Dogen says that’s a misapprehension: there is no permanent mind or essence or self. That’s not to say we don’t feel permanent, because we do. And when we look for our mind, we always find it: in zazen, every time we notice we’re thinking, we’re thinking. But it’s not permanent.3.4


Similarly, human beings, after death, do not live again.3.10



Master Dogen didn’t believe that human beings had a mental essence or soul which becomes a human being again, and Master Nagarjuna says the same. Buddhism has always said that body and mind are two sides of one thing; how can something go on to the next life without a body? That’s not to say there’s no mental or spiritual side of things. But there is no abstract part of us which can live again after death.3.10

Question: So why does it say in so many Buddhist sutras that reincarnation is true?

It was Brahmanism, already in India in the Buddha’s time, and it remained where people studied without practising. The whole of Buddhism is centred on the practice of dhyāna, zazen. If we practise, the experience of the immediate present kind of fills us, and we can tie the words of the masters back to something real; in the abstract realm all we can do is argue and discuss.3.11

Question: So there is no rebirth?

Well, I can’t tell you. But I don’t believe in rebirth, and Master Dogen didn’t believe in rebirth. Saying whether there is or not is almost impossible, I think.3.12

Firewood is firewood now


Firewood becomes ash … It has a past and it has a future. Although it has a past and a future, the past and the future are cut off.3.8



Of course we have a past and a future, but real firewood is firewood now, real ash is ash now. We can never go into the future: the future comes to the present, and the present goes into the past. Our real mind in the present creates a past and a future.3.8 3.10

We can’t deny the value of human effort in building society, of history and of planning for tomorrow. But the Middle Way adds a very simple view: there is a quality about now-ness and here-ness, and that quality is real. When I’m stacked up with things to do, I can say, “The only thing I can do is now, so I’d better start,” and directly I start the first job, the others disappear for a bit. To be in the present with a simple act is the way out of illness. I don’t mean it will cure cancer, but it’s the way to ground ourselves and to redeem ourselves.3.9 3.13

Sometimes in kinhin, walking very simply, we can get a feeling that we’re just here. When it doesn’t hurt, there is no pain; when it hurts, the pain fills the Universe. “No appearance, no disappearance”: reality doesn’t come from anywhere or go anywhere; it’s always here. I’ve never found any part of my life where I’m not in reality.3.14


Life is an instantaneous situation, and death is also an instantaneous situation.3.15



When we’re living we’re alive, and when we’re dead we’re dead; we can talk about death, but that’s not real death. “We do not think that winter becomes spring” — of course we do; it’ll be autumn soon. But this is the third view, the view of instantaneousness, and we can’t live in this world with this view alone, nor with the spiritual or the scientific view alone; we need all three. The turning of the Dharma-wheel is a symbol of movement: daily life, samsara, the seasons, our minds go round; sometimes we feel we’re pushing reality, sometimes it’s pushing us, sometimes we and it are moving together.3.15 3.16

Realisation is wholeness

In zazen, when body-and-mind fall away, we have no separate consciousness of our own body-and-mind or of the world’s. Something is sitting, somewhere. We think, “My zazen isn’t like that,” but zazen is like that. We pass through two fundamental states, of thinking and of perception, and when we wobble between them there is a state in the middle, the interface, where we forget any trace of realisation; we don’t know if we realise. And this state of traceless realisation continues endlessly. Is that right, Yoko?2.13

Yoko: Hmm? I wasn’t listening.

She was reading, so she wasn’t listening! That’s what Master Dogen is saying!2.14

When we sit in zazen, we’re sitting in eternity. We have an idea of eternity as stretching into the future, but we can experience eternity in the present moment, and it’s different from the eternity we think about.2.14

Question: I like what Yoko said once — that eternal experience is momentary.2.14

Yoko: Yes, that’s what I said.2.14

Satori has come to mean breaking through into a special state called enlightenment. But if we think of it as everything becoming clear, like somebody turning the light on, we might get a little bit closer to the meaning. In zazen there is a state where we’re not trapped by our thoughts or by our feelings. If our mind is going round and round, it’s usually because that’s what we habitually do; in that sense zazen shows us what we’re habitually like. If we don’t expect our thoughts suddenly to disappear, sometimes, just for a moment, we find ourself just sitting and the sun coming through the window. In that moment we have realisation; we’re clear. Other states are dreams about other worlds; so Master Dogen says there’s no realisation outside of zazen, or outside of action. To focus on the present and act in the present is realisation, or awake, or buddha, and we are awake, for split seconds. All that Buddhism says is, notice the value of coming back to this moment, and when we notice it, it expands.3.17 4.17


A person getting realisation is like the moon being reflected in water: the moon does not get wet, and the water is not broken.4.1



In Master Dogen’s time the moon in water represented something whole, the great inside the small. When we’re whole in the Universe, we don’t disturb the Universe and it doesn’t disturb us; realisation does not break the individual. I can’t describe it, but we experience it. Think of a balloon of water immersed in water: as an engineer I think of equal pressure on both sides, and the interface disappears. In zazen we wobble in the interface between ourselves and the world, and just as we enter it, the interface itself disappears; we melt into where we are.4.1 4.4

The whole moon and the whole sky in a dew-drop: the infinite in the infinitely small. People have said realisation is some special spiritual state, and it’s so far from that as to be laughable. Master Dogen says the state is balance between inside and outside. So we just look normal; it’s nothing special. In being normal we’re special, but not because that bloke can levitate himself.4.2 4.3 4.6

Only as far as our eyes can reach


When the Dharma fills the body-and-mind we feel one side to be lacking.4.7



If we think we’ve got it, we’re a long way from it; when we’ve got it, it feels like something is missing, and so we make our effort in daily life. Looking itself is the Buddhist state. In the koan, a monk who had understood “a child of fire comes looking for fire” intellectually was told he was very far from Buddhism; coming back to ask, “What is it?”, he heard the same words and understood that his sincere attitude was the truth itself.4.8

Right out at sea the horizon is a circle, but Master Dogen says the ocean is not round and not square. So what he seems to be saying is that because reality is formless, when we experience it we feel something is missing, a “What is it? Where is it?” feeling, because we like to have things defined. To fish the ocean is a palace, to gods a string of pearls; the ocean itself doesn’t have only the qualities that we see.4.9 4.10

Master Dogen says that we see and understand only as far as our eyes of learning and practice are able to reach: we understand as much as we experience, but there’s more in the world. We can’t see the world from outside our own viewpoint; but being one with the Universe, when we act, when we practise zazen, we experience everything as it is. Besides the qualities we give to things, there are millions of others which fish might give them, or gods. Even a single drop of water, beyond our interpretations, we can’t grasp; but it’s there, as it is. It sounds spiritual, but it’s not.4.11 4.12 4.13 4.14

Walking in kinhin, I have a picture of a ghostly me going from there to here, and we call that movement; but it’s a complete illusion. The arc of a kicked football exists only in our consciousness. Modern research on perception is finding that some of the bizarre things Masters Dogen and Nagarjuna say are valid: we have an interpreted picture of reality, and our whole society is founded on it. That’s not about throwing away society or our watches. Of course we move; but what we call movement is not what movement really is.4.18 4.19 4.20

Fish never leave the water


At the same time, fish and birds have never, since antiquity, left the water or the sky.5.2



There are no limits to our action: the fish carries on swimming throughout its life. But a fish needs water for there to be swimming, and we can only act when there are circumstances in front of us. In reality, action can never exist separately from “me” and the circumstances; they’re welded together.5.1 5.2

So to think about what is good action and what is bad action is only a thought, and it’s utterly different from acting. The good or bad is in the action itself; Master Dogen says in another chapter that we think good exists somewhere waiting for someone to do it, but that’s wrong. In Buddhism, morals are not abstract; morals are inseparable from action.5.2

When we act, we’re limited to this moment and this place, but in that limitation we’re completely free. We can shout anything stupid, so that’s a kind of freedom; but I can’t make a noise like a rhinoceros, only like a stupid human being. We think freedom means doing what we want, but we can be free in this moment to be in this moment; we can’t be in another moment. The limitations are obvious to us; the freedom we only experience in action.5.3 5.4

“If a bird leaves the sky it will die at once”: we can interpret this to mean that if we leave our daily life, getting up, washing our faces, eating, going to bed, we will die at once. We go around looking for the kind of life we want, but the life that we have is the interface between “me” and my surroundings. This place is us. The “me” I’m thinking about in Paris next week is not real; it’s an idea.5.5 5.6

Finding our way as we move

A bird that checks every branch before it decides which way to fly could never find its way. In England I was brought up to think before I act; in Japan, while I was explaining why we couldn’t do something, my colleagues were already half finished. Another way is just to start, with other people, not stupidly, and find our way as we move. Strategy has its value, but we have to move. After ten years I could do it a bit.5.6 5.7

On a mountain you plot your course at each corner, though without an overall strategy you might be in trouble. A 100 percent clear picture must be wrong; we take a step and notice that reality is not quite like our picture. We can’t stop making plans, but if our plan turns out to be different from reality, we should go with reality. Goals are a kind of carrot: our goal is an idea, and the place at which we arrive is real. It may not be so different.5.7 5.8

In a huge hot tub with hotter and cooler places and higher and lower seats, some sit half out of the water or in the hottest part and say they’re fine; others move till they find a place that suits them, and there they’re contented. We think, “I talk too much,” and try to be something that we’re not. But in zazen we’re looking not for the strong, confident me that I want to become, but for the me that I already am. Effort is very important, but we shouldn’t sit in boiling water saying, “It’s fine.” We should move, and to keep moving means to drop our idea of how we feel; so it’s related to being honest.5.9

Don’t think, “I’m a person who is too hot”; just move. My hot tub is only a picture, and there is no picture of reality; we have to just joggle along together, like pebbles at the bottom of a stream, as Nishijima Roshi says.5.10 5.11


When we find this place, this action is inevitably realised as the Universe.5.8



“The realised Universe”, a translation of the chapter title Genjo-koan, means everything made real; realised not in the sense of understood, but made real. Our thoughts are real, but they’re about the world, not the world; when we act, what we’re doing is real, so acting realises the Universe. The Universe is just here; we can’t understand reality, but we experience it.5.12 5.13 5.14

Not in the words

Authentically transmitted means from one real person who practises zazen to another. We can start from a book, but in the end we need somebody who practises zazen to show us, just as craftsmen taught their apprentices.3.2

Question: Can you experience realisation?

We can only experience it, we can’t define it. You can think, “That was it just now,” but when you’re thinking that, it’s not. Trying to understand the state so that we can get it is not Buddhism; Buddhism is not understanding the experience in zazen, but sitting in zazen. I don’t like the word mindfulness, because it suggests me watching myself. We can never grasp with our minds what realisation means, but we’re all doing it. So to do it is more important than to discuss it.3.18 3.20

Master Dogen often ends a paragraph by saying we should investigate in experience: go out and live. What he’s talking about is not in the words. In the West we find it almost impossible to believe that the meaning of a sentence is not in the sentence; in mathematics it is, but not in his description of reality. Read a book on skiing by all means, but then close the book and go and do it.4.7 5.16 5.17

Just sitting

In the balanced state, like sitting in water at body temperature, we don’t feel the need to discriminate, better or worse, mine or yours; we just do the one thing in front of us completely. We’re here, fully here, but we don’t quite know where here is. Not only do we want to find our place, but we want to know clearly that we’re in it; but it’s not an intellectual recognition.5.18 5.19


Realisation is the state of ambiguity itself.5.20



Towards the end of a sesshin, if we’re lucky, we’ve given up all our ideas of how to sit, and we find ourself just sitting. There’s some kind of satisfaction, but it contains disappointment with ourselves: “Ah, it doesn’t matter.” In that sitting, containing happiness and disappointment, there’s some kind of contentment. We think, “Oh well, this is me and I’m doing it.” That’s the real me sitting, with my real body.5.20
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike opens by warning that written understanding of Genjo-koan is only a window onto Dogen's lifetime of effort. Knowledge can be exciting, but it can conceal the long work that made it possible; therefore the effort to understand matters more than quick understanding. He says the chapter moves through four viewpoints: theoretical, concrete or material, action, and a poetic or symbolic view of reality. The first paragraph contains these views, he says, rather than offering an easily grasped single doctrine.

The first two viewpoints allow conceptual or religious distinctions and concrete or scientific analysis, but both remain conceptual. His viewpoint of action is not a theory applied from outside: body and mind are one in an actual present action. This does not mean that anything immediately done is right; in the audience example, Mike calls the killing terrible and says the man should be punished. Instead, right action is here and now, and a wrong action does not remove the next moment's chance to return to balance. Zazen illustrates the relation: concentrating on ideas or physical sensations will not find the interface, while letting both come and go places one between mind and body. Like a tightrope walker who has to wobble to find balance, one cannot obtain balance by freezing it into an object of judgment. His final paragraph turns to intention itself: forcing oneself toward reality or peace perpetuates the wobble, as holding a pendulum does. Stopping the effort to stop, while continuing to sit and correct one's posture, can allow peaceful sitting to appear. Mike ends by reading Dogen as saying that driving ourselves to get what we want is a kind of delusion, while realisation is when the myriad dharmas practise and experience us.









Complete English transcript


I've decided to talk about Genjo-koan over the next three days, because it's a nice compact chapter of the Shobogenzo, Master Dogen's work, but at the same time it's quite difficult to know what he really means. So I've attempted to write a more easily understandable version which you should have in your set of notes; also you'll find our original, direct translation of the Japanese translation of the chapter. So this is my attempt to make it easier to read; and it's only an attempt, because I can't do it, but I've tried. So if you browse the interpretation which I wrote, I hope it gives you a kind of feeling for what the chapter is about. What I'd like to do is to go through the actual chapter, the original one; if we can get through a couple of paragraphs in each talk, we'll get through the lot. If we don't manage it, it doesn't matter.


First of all, I'd like to say something about... knowledge, I suppose. I watched a programme on the TV about animals which live in extreme environments; anybody else see it? They had polar bears and marmots, but one curious creature is a frog that lives in the far north. Usually frogs, which are cold blooded animals, can't live where the temperature drops below zero because they freeze. But this little frog has adapted — absolutely amazing; when the temperature drops below zero, the frog freezes, but just before that, the drop in temperature stimulates its metabolism to inject very high levels of glucose into the cells. Now glucose is an anti-freeze, so it's got lots of little cells which are all packed with anti-freeze. When it freezes, its heart freezes, its blood freezes, its lungs freeze, so it's dead, but all the little cells, as individual self-contained items, are all alive. So the frog disseminates if you like — this is really strange. And then it stays like that all through the winter and when it thaws out, all its cells remain unfrozen, the frog itself is covered with ice and is frozen, it melts, then its heart of course is frozen so it's still dead.

So these cells generate between them in some miraculous way, a kind of electrical charge. As the charge builds up it suddenly discharges and kick-starts the heart, rather like how they resuscitate in hospitals with a defibrillator. So this is defibrillation in the frog's heart, then it's eyes start blinking and it's alive again (laughs). What's that got to do with Genjo-koan? Well the thing that struck me was that, I was watching this, and I've just told you about it, and we feel that — “oh it's wonderful, I've kind of grasped that, yes I know that now”, so it's become knowledge, and it's very stimulating. But how did we get to know about it, and how did human beings notice this little frog and notice it long enough to see what was happening to it, and study it long enough to see how it manages to freeze? And do you realise that this little capsule of information which I've just spewed out to you is actually the result of lifetimes of effort; somebody devoted the whole of their life to studying this. I don't know the detailed history but it must have been like that, otherwise how could human beings have noticed a little, inconspicuous frog down a hole somewhere in Alaska, freezing and then thawing out.


So I noticed that because we're such a knowledge-based society, we kind of grasp knowledge, then we think we know it, and it's exciting and stimulating, and that's as it should be. But sometimes we don't notice that this knowledge is a kind of very superficial picture of very great effort over lifetimes. And we don't often connect the knowledge that we grasp with the actual work that it is the result of. And this is particularly true when we try to understand Buddhist theory; we want to read something, read a few sentences and understand it — we want somebody to explain it to us so that once it's been explained to us we can say “oh yes I understand that now”, and we can go off and tell somebody else. And if we can't tell someone else we feel we don't understand it yet. But actually, for instance, Master Dogen wrote Genjo-koan in the 13th century; this is not just Master Dogen's writing translated into English, it's a kind of mirror of his life. So it took him the whole of his life up to that point to produce that. So if we think we can sit down and understand it and digest it, or realise it just within the space of 5 minutes, 5 days, 5 years, we're expecting a lot. So if we can notice that what we're actually doing is... in a way, the writing is a window into somebody's lifetime of effort.


And what Buddhism says is, that it's the lifetime of effort that's important, more important than the window; the window is important because we can see what Master Dogen's effort was, and we can understand it if we study. But we shouldn't miss the fact that it's the lifetime of effort that's the important thing. Master Dogen found his path which was to spend his life explaining Buddhism, and we're just looking through a little window onto that. So from that point of view, our current society, which is very much information and knowledge based, is quite superficial. But at the same time it doesn't mean it's not important, it's very important. So we can't expect to understand in a short time. We can say that our effort to understand is more important than whether or not we understand, which is a strange thing to say, but it's true. So let's make an effort.


I won't talk about the interpretive version that I have passed out to you, I'll leave that for you to browse at your leisure. The Genjo-koan chapter has a structure to it, and that structure is based around, as some of you will have heard, Master Dogen's four viewpoints. And I'm not going to talk about that so much, but we can notice as we go along, that the paragraphs and even the sentences change viewpoints. The four viewpoints, which are fundamental to Master Dogen's writing right through the Shobogenzo, can be roughly categorised as first, a kind of philosophical or theoretical viewpoint, with which we're very familiar. In fact his first paragraph numbered 1, is his statement of something he wants to communicate with us, from a theoretical or philosophical viewpoint, or from a matter of principle. Then his second viewpoint is objective, concrete, based on nature; the external world, real concrete examples of things. So it's taking the theory and putting it into the world. And we can find examples of that in this chapter. His third viewpoint we call the view of action, which is a rather strange, bizarre way to describe it, because we're used to thinking of action as something we do, so how can it be a viewpoint? But actually, this viewpoint of action which is so bizarre, is the centre of Buddhism. We can say in a way that the viewpoint of action is no viewpoint, because when we're acting we stop analysing, and when we stop analysing we can't see what it is we're doing, we're doing something, but we can't reflect on it while we're doing it. So it needs quite a lot of explanation, but we can say that the viewpoint of action in Master Dogen's writing... he talks about body and mind being one in action — mind and matter being one in action. He talks about the present moment being real, and the past and the future not being real in that sense. So that's his third viewpoint which we can find in this chapter. And then the fourth viewpoint is very difficult to write about, he tries to catch reality in words, which is impossible. So he tries with poetry often, or sometimes with a story, or a symbolic expression. So these four different viewpoints; the theoretical viewpoint; the more concrete or material viewpoint; the viewpoint based on action, or oneness, or the present moment; and the viewpoint based on reality, poetic, symbolic. This chapter contains all of those in quite a regular structure. So let's have a look at the first paragraph.



When all dharmas are seen as the Buddha-Dharma, then there is delusion and realisation, there is practice, there is life and there is death, there are buddhas and there are ordinary beings. When the myriad dharmas are each not of the self, there is no delusion and no realisation, no buddhas and no ordinary beings, no life and no death. The Buddha's truth is originally transcendent over abundance and scarcity, and so there is life and death, there is delusion and realization, there are beings and buddhas. And though it is like this, it is only that flowers, while loved, fall; and weeds while hated, flourish.




Now in this paragraph there are these four views, though it takes a bit if digging out as he writes in a very beautiful and poetic way in medieval Japanese, and this is an attempt to put that into English. The word Dharma has a range of meanings; it's probably one of the most difficult Sanskrit words to put into English. It means a thing or an object, so it was used in the way that we use the word “thing”, and it's also used to mean conduct or behaviour. It's used also to mean universal law, and we use it in Buddhism to refer to the universal itself — the Dharma; something we can't grasp, but something that we follow. But in this sentence, dharmas means things. But then Buddha-Dharma means the Buddhist teaching or the Buddhist universal law. So the same word is used in two different ways in the same sentence. So when all dharmas are seen as the Buddhist universal law, “then there is delusion and realization, there is practice, there is life and there is death, there are buddhas and there are ordinary beings”. Now what he means here is that when we see everything from the spiritual or abstract or philosophical or religious view, then we can discriminate — “oh, he's wearing a robe, he's a Buddhist”, “he must be a Buddhist — he's wearing a rakusu”, “he's not wearing anything, he's not a Buddhist” and so on. And we can say that the viewpoint which discriminates on the basis of religious or spiritual knowledge is Master Dogen's first view.


But somebody might come along and say “yes, I know this bloke's wearing a robe, but it's only cotton, and that bloke over there is wearing a t-shirt and that's cotton, so what really is the difference between them; they're both human beings, they've both got two arms and two legs, two eyes, one's wearing cotton of this shape and the other is wearing cotton of that shape — so there's no real difference between them”. And we'd probably call that something of a materialistic or scientific view. So in the first sentence, he's saying that from the spiritual or philosophical or religious view we can things called realization, things called delusion, practice, life, death, buddhas, ordinary beings - categories. And those categories only have meaning because we share them. So if we don't share the category, if we only have a personal category, it's very difficult for it to have any value. So how do we share categories? It must be some kind of mental process, has anybody read Susan Blackmore? She has this theory that our mental constructs and ideas are like little viruses which travel from one person to another, so if we all for instance go to Buddhist lectures, we get these little viruses about Buddhist ideas which sit in our brain. So then we all have the same view, and they replicate.


So the first sentence is a statement on the spread of ideas and concepts and categories which we can then share — “that's delusion, that's realisation, that's life, that's death” and so on. The second sentence, which contradicts the first, begins “when the myriad dharmas are each not of the self”, myriad dharmas just means all things, so all things of the world are not of the self suggests not a subjective, but an objective view, so a scientific view if you like. So from the scientific view what's the difference between delusion and realisation, they're only patterns in our brain? What's the difference between a Buddha and an ordinary being? Well we'll have to take them apart and have a look at the brainwaves, then compare them. So the second sentence is that view. Then the third sentence says “the Buddha's truth is originally transcendent over abundance and scarcity, and so there is life and death, there is delusion and realisation, there are beings and buddhas”. So now we are back to saying that they do exist. Now what this sentence means is that separate from the subjective or spiritual view, and from the material or scientific view, there is another, more simple or basic view which transcends analysis. And the best way to illustrate that view might be to say “well, I'm wearing the Buddhist robe, so from the first view I'm a Buddhist. From the second viewpoint, I'm only wearing cotton, and everybody else wears cotton so I'm the same as everybody else. From the third view I say that I don't care whether you call me a Buddhist or not, I'm wearing this robe, and if you call me a Buddhist it doesn't matter. What matters, for me, is that I'm wearing it; I don't care what you call me”. So in that sense we transcend thinking about, or analysing, either subjectively or objectively. Just wear it.


Question: I don't understand why the second sentence isn't the view of action.

Mike: The second sentence says that when we look at everything not from the view of the self.

Question: So when you act, the subject and object fall away, isn't that a description of that?

Mike: No. When we view things objectively, we deny abstract, spiritual or religious concepts — so science denies religious concepts.

Question: I can't see the difference between one kind of concept and the other kind [inaudible].

Mike: It is, that's right. So we can say that both the religious view, and the materialistic view are based on concepts. So we transcend concepts, and where Master Dogen says “transcendent over abundance and scarcity”, abundance and scarcity suggest discrimination — a lot and a little. So we don't care whether there's a lot or a little, we just transcend it.


Question: So why is there life and death if we transcend it?

Mike: Are you going to live forever? We can ask if there's life or death, or is there another life after this, or is ere a death before this? We can discuss it, and scientists will say, “no, when we're dead and our body changes, all the cells die so there's nothing there.” And the religious person will say “yes, but there's something else which goes on to another life”, and the Buddhist will say “you can carry on talking all day, but I'm alive now, so I'll have a cup of tea”. That's the attitude, that means to transcend. So when we think about it, that third view is rather simple, and it doesn't sound right to call it a view; this is why it's so difficult to explain to people. So just because we say “I'm alive now, give me a cup of tea”, we don't deny that we're going to die, but we know that we'll die some day and we were born sometime, but “two sugars please” — in my case. So action transcends thinking.


We can say that we come to the third viewpoint by bouncing around between the first and second viewpoints, which we get very tired of doing; we do inside our minds, when we have a conflict inside ourselves we are often debating between two sides of ourselves, and when we get tired and disturbed and fed up, after a while we wake up one morning and think “oh bugger it”, and we feel happy. So that's nice if it happens. If we don't reach the stage where we transcend our conflict, we can sometimes become ill. So we can say that finding the middle between these two is very important, and the physical correlate of this is practicing Zazen. In Zazen, we sometimes concentrate on the spiritual or abstract — we're thinking, sometimes we concentrate on the physical — our legs and back is hurting, someone's making a noise outside. But Master Dogen taught that transcending both is the middle, and the middle way that the Buddha taught is transcending both these two. So we come to the middle, or the view of action by, in a way, wobbling between the other two, and in Zazen that's obviously physical because we're trying to keep in balance, and when we sit in physical balance with all our weight acting down through our spine, we hover between our thoughts and our feelings. If we concentrate on the mental, we'll never find that interface, if we concentrate on the physical, for instance our breathing, we'll never find that interface. If we concentrate on neither, but just let them come and go, there is a state in Zazen where we're sitting in the interface between the abstract and the concrete, between mind and body. And that state is called the balanced state. And this is the state that Master Dogen teaches, and from this state we get the view of action. So in Zazen we concentrate neither on the mental nor on the physical, they come and go, we wobble between them just like a tightrope walker wobbles on the tightrope — if he doesn't wobble he can't find his balance.


Then at the end of the paragraph, Master Dogen tries to capture the real situation, and the real situation is beyond anything we can say. So he says beautiful flowers die, and weeds grow though we don't want them to — this is the fact of our life. So in that simple poetic statement, he wants just to say “this is the fact, this is the fact”. I'm here and my back hurts, or I'm here and I'm happy. So beyond everything there is a fact and that fact exists now, and we call that reality. But when we try and grasp reality it falls through our fingers; when we try and talk about it, we can't.


If we talk about it in the abstract, we can never catch it. When we act, we're actually doing something, which is not thinking about what we're doing, and Buddhism says that to act without thinking, without intention, is all right action. So right action is to throw ourselves into action. So in that sense we say something very strange and seemingly irresponsible; that when we throw ourselves into action, we become balanced, and when we become balanced our action is right. So when we think about it — “that means I can never be wrong, so what about... that..” so we're thinking, but real action is different from thinking about action. So when we immerse ourself in action, there is a wholeness about it, and we can feel something, which we can call “right”.

We act in the moment, in this moment, with our body and mind as it is. If we're angry now, then that anger we could say is a physiological state; there are certain poisons in our blood. So they'll be there when we act. However, if we try and wait until those poisons have gone before we act, we never act. So if we stop ourselves and say “oh I'm angry now I shouldn't act, I'm a Buddhist”, or you know, “there's a snake in front of me but Buddhists don't kill so I won't do anything”, then it's pointless, we can't live like that, we need to act now, there's no other time to act. So to think about right and wrong is not the same as to do right and wrong, and this is the fundamental point which we find very difficult. Because we're taught “think before you act” — but Buddhism says act!


Question: Action could be.....someone might, in the moment, commit murder.

Mike: Are you going to now?

Question: I don't know, but I assume, in the case where the two girls were murdered, the man whole killed them was....

Mike: Unbalanced.

Question: But maybe he wasn't thinking, he was fairly focussed.

Mike: Yes, yes, but there is a reality, my reality is here, your reality is here, that man who murdered those girls did something terrible and he should be punished.

Question: But was it right action?

Mike: No, action is not what he did in the past; action is always here and now. So we can't change his past action, it's gone, we can punish him, but our punishment takes place now.

Question: That's the action.

Mike: That's the action. So what you want to talk about is theoretical action, and what Master Dogen talks about is always real action. So real action is different from talking about action. So the only place where we can do anything right is now, but if our body and mind is wrong now, then our action will be wrong now. But even if we act wrong now, the next moment is the only moment when we can act right. So we're constantly trying again if you like. And I always like to use the illustration of tennis. Although I can't play tennis, I notice that in the game, professional players, you can see this very clearly, are always tying to get rid of what just happened to them and concentrate on the next moment; they're trying again at every moment. Either they've lost a point so they have to get themselves back into balance to hit the ball, or they've won a point and they're thinking “oh I'm on the right course now” so they have to get rid of that thought. So that's one example where we can see that the only thing we can do is to act right now. So we have to try and return ourselves to balance at every moment. But how to do that is the question.


Question: When it says there is life and there is death, in the first sentence “life” and “death” are in inverted commas, so they're concepts, and then in the third sentence they're not.

Mike: Yes, you know that phrase in Sansuigyo — “mountains are not mountains, mountains are mountains”, well we can read this in the same way. So the first “life and death” we can say are the concepts of life and death; I know there is death, and yet I'm not dead, so all I know about death, all I know about my own death is a concept — I have not experienced my own death.


I very much hope that we can improve how to put what Master Dogen wrote in a very different language using characters that have a visual quality, how to put that into English. So we really need constantly to improve the text that is in front of us.

Question: So the first sentence is not a description of the state of action, from within the state of action?

Mike: No. So all this paragraph is doing is talking about it.

Question: That's my problem, so it's conceptualising it, from outside it.

Mike: Yes. So this whole paragraph that goes through the four views is itself in the first view, it's all theory; it's theory about theory, theory about practice, theory about action and theory about reality, it's true.


Question: So a view of action is a contention of action.

Mike: If we think about the man who murdered the little girls, then what we're doing is analysing a situation in the past which is not the same as talking about real action, even when we're talking about real action, it's still in the abstract. But at least, for instance I can say “the only place where I can act is here, now”, what I'm saying is abstract, but it's pointing towards what real action is. I can't act in the future, it hasn't come yet, and I can't act in the past. Of course it would be foolish to say that what goes on in our head doesn't affect our actions, but that's from a certain point of view, so we need four points of view, or at least four points of view, in order to capture everything we need to take into account if you like. We need to say yes, that if I'm in a terrible mental state then what I do is terrible, it's true. And if I'm in a peaceful mental state then what I do is peaceful. But that's not the same as actually acting.

Question: So our action can be unbalanced?

Mike: We can act in an unbalanced way, yes. People with short legs are poor at high jump, why? Because they've got short legs. Somebody whose mind is unbalanced will act badly, why? Because their mind is unbalanced. So there are facts, and somebody might say that we can change our intention in order to change our action, but the only place we can act is now. So if we're discussing theory about action, or about somebody else's action, we can't then take that and apply it to ourselves, because the only time we can act is now, and the only body and mind we can act with is ours. So we should practice action, not practice thinking about other people's action in order to then put that onto ourselves; that's a long way around.


Question: So the idea is to put ourselves into balance?

Mike: Yes, that's right, and that's what we're doing on this retreat, we're balancing ourselves, then forgetting about whether or not our action is balanced; if we start thinking about whether or not our action is balanced, we lose our balance. So then hopefully we can get back in the zendo and find it again. Then having got it again we want to look at it to see what it's like, then it goes again. So we're constantly peering at ourselves, and every time we peer at ourselves we split ourselves into two. Then we go off and do something, act, and we become one again, and human beings do this all the time.

Let's read the next paragraph and make a start, then we can continue this afternoon. The second paragraph talks about intention actually.



Driving ourselves to practice and experience the myriad dharmas is delusion. When the myriad dharmas actively practice and experience ourselves, that is the state of realisation. Those who greatly realise delusion are buddhas. Those who are greatly deluded about realisation are ordinary beings.



“Driving ourselves to practice and experience the myriad dharmas” suggests intentionally trying to put ourselves into reality, or as we often feel, intentionally trying to get something peaceful. And we often feel, especially when we first start to practice Zazen, that we want to get a peaceful state and we're disappointed when we can't get it. I like to explain it using the example of a pendulum; if we imagine in the course of our ordinary life, we're wobbling and swinging. Then we think that we don't like this wobbling, it's disturbing, so we want to stop ourselves wobbling, so every time I try and stop myself, my attempt to stop in fact keeps the wobbling going. (Mike illustrates this with hand gestures.) So I'll stop it here, no I'll stop it here — you get the idea, it's not a perfect demonstration! But if I take my finger away then naturally I stop wobbling. So we can say that trying to stop ourselves intentionally is not the way to stop ourselves, but to stop stopping ourselves is a very effective way to stop ourselves. So especially when we're practicing Zazen, when we give up thinking, you know, “I must stop thinking.....I must stop thinking (sighs)”, we can't do it. But when we get tired of that and just keep sitting and correcting our posture, we find sometimes quite suddenly that everything clears and we're sitting quite peacefully. So Master Dogen says that when we drive ourselves to get what we want, it's a kind of delusion. Then he switches it around and says that the state of realisation is when everything practices and experiences us.

We'll stop there, thank you.
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Mike reads the lines on delusion against a perfect self-image: noticing it can be a way to begin again
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike opens by reading the claim that those who greatly realise delusion are buddhas, rather than beings who have ceased to be deluded. He uses it to resist a perfect self-image: noticing and admitting delusion can be a way to begin again. He also holds together two apparently contradictory senses of realisation, the one present now and the clarity that years of practice and study can develop. A buddha, he says, does not need to recognise itself as a buddha.

The next lines let Mike distinguish a state of buddha from an achievement produced by intentional effort. Zazen need not yield a reason or a measurable peace in order for practice to continue. He reads the passage on body-and-mind, forms, and sounds as a plain claim about focused perception: while attending to one side, a person is blind to another. His examples of driving, reading, talking, sport, and mirrors are meant to clarify that limited focus, not to establish a scientific theory. A person acting wholly, however, can be involved more widely than someone trying to reflect on a separate perception. Mike then turns to the next paragraph’s movement from learning oneself to forgetting oneself and being experienced by the myriad dharmas. He takes this as action in which there is no room to stand apart and reflect. In zazen, he says, body-and-mind and the external world can fall away without a separate consciousness that measures the result. Rather than leave it as an image of “something sitting somewhere”, he says zazen passes through two fundamental states of thinking and perception, whose interface is where the traces of realisation are forgotten. The closing joke that Yoko was reading rather than listening returns the teaching to the immediate situation. Mike finally distinguishes eternity imagined as future extension from eternity experienced in the present moment, while Yoko calls eternal experience momentary.









Complete English transcript



Those who greatly realise delusion are buddhas. Those who are greatly deluded about realisation are ordinary beings.



It doesn’t say that buddhas are not deluded, it says that “those who greatly realise delusion are buddhas”. So that suggests that if we think that to never be deluded is to be a buddha, then we’re creating some kind of perfect picture. But if we think that a buddha notices what delusion is, then we may be nearer the real situation.


There are people who further attain realisation on the basis of realisation. There are people who increase their delusion in the midst of delusion.



So sometimes if we don’t notice that we’re deluded, we become more and more deluded, but if we notice and admit it, then we can move on. “There are people who further attain realisation on the basis of realisation”, suggests that we can make some kind of progress in realisation. “There are people who increase their delusion in the midst of delusion”, suggests that we can make some kind of progress in becoming more and more deluded.


When buddhas are really buddhas, they do not need to recognise themselves as buddhas.



This is a very nice sentence, because we’re constantly looking to see how we are; not only do we want to be perfect, but we want to see ourselves as being perfect. And of course we can’t, though sometimes we can catch a glimpse of ourselves, but the sentence says that to be a buddha, you don’t need to know you’re a buddha, you don’t need to notice you’re a buddha.


Question: So doesn’t this sentence suggest that there is some kind of realisation to be attained?

Mike: Yes he says that there are two kinds of realisation; one is the one we have in the moment, and one is due to our efforts over the years. If we practice Zazen and study Buddhist philosophy over a number of years, we can become clear about what Buddhism is, and that’s a kind of second stage of realisation. So he doesn’t deny that there is progress, but he denies there is progress. So he makes a contradictory statement. So we can say that progress is in our minds, because we’re only living now, but at the same time we do feel that there is something called progress.

Question: [inaudible]. (Questioner refers to a book by Jack Cornfield — “After the Ecstasy, the Laundry”.)

Mike: Yes, so without the ecstasy, there’s no laundry to do.

Question: Yes so I think what he’s saying is that even after you’ve achieved realisation, this doesn’t mean that....you’re a buddha.....[inaudible].

Mike: Yes, and some people who think they’re perfect and open a school to teach the right way, inadvertently, while doing that, in the middle of their delusion, teach themselves. So we don’t need to worry about if we think we’re perfect or not, we can just do it. And even if we do something as a mistake, if we do it sincerely, we can sometimes learn from it. So we might think we’re the biggest thing since sliced bread, and when we find out that we’re not, we can still carry on. So we always get a chance to try again, so to realise delusion means that — “now I realise I’m not what I thought I was, oh dear, now I can start again”. So realising that is a constant thing, but it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t start, we keep realising we’re deluded, and noticing that we’re deluded is itself a kind of moving on.



Nevertheless, they are buddhas in the state of experience, and they go on experiencing the state of buddha.



So because the state of buddha is a state, not the result of some intentional effort, it’s just doing or practice, then we don’t need to recognise it, we just need to do it. So when we practice Zazen, if we try and see why we’re doing this, it’s difficult to find a reason. And if we look to see if we’re peaceful now, it’s difficult to see whether we are or not. But we can continue practicing.

Question: Isn’t it better to stop trying to be perfect all the time?

Mike: Yes, it’s better to stop trying to perfect all the time, the question is — how do we stop trying to be perfect all the time. Next paragraph. This paragraph describes the function of perception, the last paragraph which we’ve just done, describes really the function of intention — the intellect; that we don’t need it. But paragraph three talks about perception, or the senses.



When we use the whole body-and-mind to look at forms, and when we use the whole body-and-mind to listen to sounds, even though we are sensing them directly, it is not like a mirror’s reflection of an image, and not like water and the moon. While we are experiencing one side, we are blind to the other side.



So using “the whole body-and-mind to look at forms” suggests sight, and “the whole body-and-mind to listen to sounds” suggests hearing. But Master Dogen says that these senses are one-sided, so for instance, while I’m talking to you I can’t listen to somebody else saying something, and while I’m looking this side, I can’t see what’s going on behind me. So when we focus ourselves directly into our perceptive functions we become one-sided. That’s not to say that there isn’t a state where we have perception that is more intuitive, and we can notice this in may different sports, where for instance a football player or tennis player can kick or hit the ball without consciously seeing it, or just at the moment that they see it they also hit it. So there’s no focusing, in the sense that I might focus on the tape recorder for instance.

So our senses are one-sided, when we focus on our senses then we are blind to the other side. Paragraph four:



To learn the Buddha’s truth is to learn ourselves. To learn ourselves is to forget ourselves. To forget ourselves is to be experienced by the myriad dharmas. To be experienced by the myriad dharmas is to let our own body-and-mind, and the body-and-mind of the external world, fall away. There is a state in which the traces of realisation are forgotten; and it manifests the traces of forgotten realisation for a long, long time.



It’s a famous paragraph. Yet it is a contradiction — “to learn the Buddha’s truth is to learn ourselves, to learn ourselves is to forget ourselves”. We think that there’s an enduring person called “myself”; I was reading a book by Richard Feynman the other day, and there’s an example in the book about the meaning of science. He talks about a paper which describes that in the brains of rats, phosphorous, which forms a large part of the basis of the brain, decays with a half life of two weeks. That statement sounds rather scientific and undecipherable, then he goes on to say that what this means is that the phosphorous atoms in the brain of a rat, and indeed in the human brain, are not the same atoms which were there two weeks ago. So the atoms in my brain now are not the same atoms which were in my brain two weeks ago. So what is it I call “my brain”? And it’s rather a nice comment — I think that I am “me”, and I’ve been “me”, the same “me” that I was two weeks ago. But according to Richard Feynman, it may be that all the atoms in my brain have disappeared and other atoms have come to take their place. So our concept of ourselves is quite strong, but whether there is an enduring something called “myself” or not is very difficult to know.


Question: Can I come back to the phrase “while we are experiencing one side, we are blind to the other”?

Mike: Yes, I think this phase refers to the focusing characteristic of our senses. So actually it’s true; when we focus on one thing, we can’t see another. So for instance, if we’re using a mobile phone while we’re in the car, so listening and talking, we don’t notice the traffic coming from the right. So when we focus on one sensual input, we’re blind to the others.

Question: Sensual input?

Mike: Yes.

Question: So like the Gestalt thing?

Mike: I don’t know enough about that, the inkblot thing?

Question: The image of the vase or the two faces, if you look at it one way you don’t see the other.

Mike: Yes, that’s certainly true, yes that’s the kind of example, yes. I think Master Dogen here is saying something which is basically very simple. Some recent studies on sight have suggested that though we think, we feel, that all of the time we see all around us, in fact the latest experiments have suggested that we actually see, up to date, now, a very small area; the rest we fill in, or is filled in from our brain’s activity, from memory.

Question: Or made up.

Mike: Or made up, yes, I’m making it all up. So I think it means something very simple; simply that our perceptual ability has to be focused, and when we focus it, it can only be focused on one place. So when I’m looking in front, I can’t see behind.

Question: That seems obvious.

Mike: Yes, it’s obvious, but someone wrote to me in an email, she said that some people are very quick to understand, but they need explanation many times. And I feel that’s true for most of us. Yes, it’s obvious, but although it’s obvious, you see people with one hand on the steering wheel having a conversation whilst driving a car. And so although it’s obvious that while they’re having a conversation they can’t concentrate on the traffic, they do it. So we need to have it repeated many times — the obvious.


Question: Are you saying you can only see one thing at one time?

Mike: No, I don’t mean that, I mean you can only focus on... what can I say? An area?

Question: One side.

Question: Direction.

Mike: OK, one side, direction, sound.

Question: But that doesn’t say it....

Mike: So what should we say about all of it then? We’ve got sound, vision etc. How about “when we see one side, we are blind to the other”? It’s not bad for the 13th century is it?

Question: Mike, what does “whole body-and-mind” mean?

Mike: The whole body-and-mind means that we’re completely focused on something. So completely concentrating. Anybody got any better examples? I think when we’re completely concentrating on some kind of perceptual input, we find it difficult to notice anything else.

Yoko: So when you talk, you can’t hear.

Question: But you can see though.

Mike: You can’t read a book while you’re talking very easily.

Question: Can I think while reading?

Mike: You’ll have to answer that. But it’s a very rare person who can read the newspaper while having a conversation with somebody else. So in a very simple sense what Master Dogen is saying makes sense in our real experience.


(Long, largely inaudible commentary from group member.)

Mike: Well, there’s room between paragraphs 3 and 4 to insert an extra paragraph. I don’t think that’s what Master Dogen is saying. The strange thing is, when we focus intently on one thing, we can grasp everything. So for instance, if we’re in the middle of an activity, so a footballer playing for example, we can still retain an awareness of everything around us.

Question: Around us?

Mike: So there might be a few things missing.

Question: But actually at that point, that is everything, a footballer about to kick a ball, that is everything...

Mike: Yes, that’s right. So there’s a difference between that and perception; when we’re acting, we lose our feeling of reflection and we’re totally involved in what we’re doing. And in that total involvement, there is also some kind of wider involvement. Talking about actual perception, such as looking at forms, and listening to sounds, when we do that, we can’t do the two together. So when we listen intently, we can’t look intently at something different, or when we look forward, we can’t see what’s behind us, or when we’re intently reading a book, we can’t have a conversation, or when somebody is talking to us, it’s difficult for us to talk to somebody else — this kind of thing. So he says clearly that looking at forms and listening to sounds, “while we are experiencing one side, we are blind to the other side”.


(Inaudible discussion among group members.)

Mike: Any more comment?

(More inaudible comment.)

Mike: Yes, so that’s what he’s saying — when we’re totally involved in one perception, we can’t be involved in another.

(Inaudible commentary.)

Mike: Hmmm, it seems quite straightforward to me. When we intently look at something, or when we intently listen to something, our looking and listening is a direct experience; it’s not as if we’re reflecting on something, but it’s a direct input. And in that state we can’t do two things at once. So if we’re intently talking, we totally involved in talking; we not thinking about talking, we’re talking talking. Or if we’re listening; we’re not thinking about listening, we listening listening. And we can’t do both at once. So I don’t see any contradiction in what you say.....

(Inaudible comment.)

Mike: I don’t know enough about it, and certainly Master Dogen is not talking at that level, but if you read a book by Daniel Dennett, called Consciousness Explained, he suggests that actually when you analyse our sensory inputs in terms of time, there’s not enough time for it all to work. So he suggests that our whole body processes sensory input. But this is getting rather complicated, and of course modern science can contribute far more to our understanding. However, it’s not our understanding that Master Dogen is trying to increase, but rather just to point out to us something rather simple; that when we concentrate on one thing, we can’t concentrate on another.


(Inaudible discussion.)

Mike: First of all “water in the moon” is a metaphor, it’s used quite a lot in the Shobogenzo; people couldn’t get to the moon, and yet they could see the moon in the water. When we look at things, or when we listen to sounds, it’s a direct experience, and if we do it completely we’re completely absorbed in it. And when we’re doing that we can’t do something else. So for instance, as Yoko says, if I’m talking now I can’t hear other things as they are going on, and if I listen to a tape of myself later, I can hear other things which I didn’t hear.

(Inaudible.)

Mike: I don’t understand that. What Yoko said is that if we look in a mirror, we can see things behind us and things in front of us.


Question: And also if we’re looking in the mirror, I can see you in it, and at the same time you can see me in it.

Question: This is not an example of a mirror with a person looking in the mirror, the whole point is that it’s a mirror which is just reflecting, the mirror just reflects.

Question: But the people can see each other at the same time.

Question: But without the people, forget the people, the mirror’s just reflecting, nobody is involved.

Yoko: We are talking about human beings — us, we. So if we look at a mirror in just one side, we cannot see another. So that’s our condition as a human being.

(Inaudible, confused discussion goes on for some time.)

Mike: Anybody got a timetable?

(Laughter.)

(More confused argument and discussion.)

Question: When he’s talking about the image in the water, he’s talking about the individual mind reflecting totality, Buddha mind. So he’s using terminology which was common currency at that time....

Mike: To do what?

Question: You used mobile phones, we all know what mobile phones are about....

Mike: What does he use it to do?

Question: He’s talking about the last line in paragraph four, “there is a state in which the traces of realisation”....

Mike: I see, so we’re on to a different part now.....


Question: I thought that the two paragraphs were interrelated, they clone to each other. I didn’t say what you said was wrong, I think it’s absolutely right.....when it talks about the hidden and the obscure.......the realisation of Buddha-nature.

Mike: No. In paragraph three, he means when we focus, with our perception, whatever perception it is, on one thing, we can’t perceive another. That’s what he means in the paragraph. Nothing more or less.

Question: If you stand something in front of the mirror.......

Mike: Nothing about mirrors! Just, you can’t see behind you, can you?

Question: No.

Mike: No! Anybody here can see behind them, put their hands up! Can anybody...

(People talking at the same time.)


Question: People can listen to music and move at the same time.

Mike: People moving and listening to music at the same time, we have a name for — dance. So dance is a whole thing, one thing. But he says that our perceptions are in a way partial, although we have them with our whole body-and-mind, our perceptions are partial. And that’s what he’s pointing out in that paragraph. The in the next paragraph, number four, he says that in order to find out who we are, the best way is to forget who we are. And in order to forget who we are, it’s best to be experienced by the myriad dharmas. So when we forget who we are, there is no “we”, so this suggests a kind of ego less state. And this state is very familiar to us, because every time we act, whether that’s picking up a cup of tea, or walking down the corridor, or jumping off a cliff, at the instant of acting there is no room to reflect, and there is no room to perceive. So although we can’t say there’s no reflection or perception, our experience is whole. And he describes that as “to be experienced by the myriad dharmas” — to be experienced by the whole of the Universe. So to be experienced by the whole of the Universe is the opposite to “I am experiencing the Universe”. So to learn the truth about ourselves he suggests, is to put ourselves in the state where we are being experienced by the world. And that suggests action — doing something. To be experienced by the world is to let our own body-and-mind and the body-and-mind of the external world fall away. And as many of you know, to let our body-and-mind fall away is a description he uses in other places in the Shobogenzo to describe the state in Zazen. And to let our body-and-mind fall away suggests a simple, whole, state where we don’t discriminate on the basis of physical and mental body-and-mind. So the state he’s talking about here is the state we experience in Zazen. And in Zazen we can say that we forget ourselves, and in forgetting ourselves we can say that the world experiences us, and in the world experiencing us, we can say that we have no separate consciousness of our own body-and-mind or the body-and-mind of the world. So we’re sitting... something is sitting, somewhere. And of course we now get this image in our minds of this “something sitting somewhere” state, and we think, “my Zazen isn’t like that”, but Zazen is like that, but we pass through two fundamental states of thinking and perception in Zazen. And when we wobble between these two states, there is a state in the middle, and that state in the middle, or the interface between the two, is the state which Master Dogen describes in this paragraph. And in this state in the middle, we forget any trace of realisation, so we don’t know if we realise. And this state of traceless realisation continues endlessly. Is that right, Yoko?


Yoko: Hmmm? I wasn’t listening.

Mike: Yes, she was reading so wasn’t listening! That’s what Master Dogen is saying!

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes that’s right — eternal. So when we sit in Zazen we’re sitting in eternity. But we have an idea of eternity as stretching from this time into the future. But we can think of eternity in the present moment, and we can experience eternity in the present moment. But it’s different from the eternity we think about.

Question: I like what Yoko said once — that eternal experience is momentary.

Yoko: Yes, that’s what I said.

(Laughter.)

End of talk.
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Genjo-koan 3: Action Only Here and Now

    
Mike: real action is only here and now, and in whole action there is no separate self at the centre
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads this part of Genjo-koan as a practical account of reality: real action is only here and now, rather than a story about a past or future action. In a whole action, he says, there is no separate self at the centre that can stand aside and observe it. This is why he treats the myriad dharmas as not-self and questions a permanent mind, essence, or soul. He does not use the present to deny ordinary planning or history, but distinguishes their human usefulness from the reality of the act now being done.

The firewood and ash passage lets Mike explain that each is real in its present place, although each can be spoken of as having a past and a future. He attributes to Dogen, and states for himself, a rejection of rebirth as the continuation of a separate mental essence after death. His account instead holds body and mind together as two inseparable sides of one thing, without a separate abstract part that travels on. He says that beginning a concrete task can interrupt the mind’s crowd of future worries and calls simple action a way out of illness, though he explicitly does not claim it will cure cancer. Kinhin gives him another example: simple walking between periods of zazen can make the repeated fact of being here apparent. He reads “no appearance” and “no disappearance” as a Buddhist view in which reality neither arrives from elsewhere nor departs, while life and death are each instantaneous situations. This view of action is not meant to replace spiritual or scientific views; Mike says people need all three. The turning Dharma-wheel is a symbolic image of movement in daily life, samsara, seasons, minds, and the world. He calls realisation or satori a state in zazen where a person is not trapped by thoughts or feelings and things are clear, rather than a special achievement outside action. The closing questions return to the limit of definition: one can only experience realisation, and sitting in zazen matters more than successfully grasping it in discussion.









Complete English transcript


Back to Genjo-koan. I realized what the problem was with that paragraph yesterday, it was “the mirror’s reflection of an image”. People don’t know what that’s connected with. It took me a long time to realise this, sorry. He uses it in paragraph six to talk about realisation, and realisation means to be whole. So although it sounds rather as if he’s talking about subject and object, for him, the mirror’s reflection of an image and the water and the moon, suggests the state of realisation. So what he’s saying is that when we look and when we listen, although we’re sensing directly and we’re doing it with our whole body-and-mind, so when we intently concentrate on something, we’re completely involved in it, at the same time it’s not like the state of realisation, when we’re experiencing one side, we’re blind to the other. So we can start on paragraph four. Sometimes it’s difficult for me to understand people’s questions, so I realise it must be difficult sometimes for people to understand what I’m saying, so we’ll have to puzzle our way through. Everything I say is perfectly clear to me! I remember my Maths teacher saying at High School “I don’t know why you boys can’t understand what I’m saying, I keep telling you the same thing”. So at last I understand what the problem is – we understand exactly what we want to say, and that’s where it ends.



When people first seek the Dharma, we are far removed from the borders of Dharma. [But] as soon as the Dharma is authentically transmitted to us, we are a human being in [our] original element.



“When people first seek the Dharma, we are far removed from the borders of Dharma” suggests that when we’re first looking for what reality is, or what the truth is or whatever, we approach it rather intellectually. And this is natural. So we don’t know where it is, we don’t know where it is, what we’re looking for. And lots of people give us words and images where it might be, and we look and look, but it doesn’t seem to be there. So we’re far removed from the Dharma. “But as soon as the Dharma is authentically transmitted to us” sounds very… it has a kind of mystical ring to it. But authentically means from one person who knows to another person who knows. So, for instance, it’s very difficult to learn to practice Zazen from a book. We can start from a book, but what we need in the end is somebody who practices Zazen to tell us how to practice Zazen. And not only Zazen: this is true of, for instance, craftsmen who teach their craft. There used to be an apprentice system: the master craftsmen taught his apprentices not by giving them a book and telling them to read it, but by showing them how to do it. And authentically transmitted means from one real person to another real person. So the Dharma being authentically transmitted means one real person who practices Zazen showing another real person how to practice Zazen. So it’s quite practical. In that case we become “a human being in our original element”. This suggests that we return to our normal state, and when we return to our normal state we’re in our original element; we feel comfortable in the world. Now Master Dogen then goes on to give a metaphor for the kind of feeling that we have that we’re the centre of the world. And he does it using the analogy of sailing along in a boat.



When a man is sailing along in a boat and he moves his eyes to the shore,



We should make that “when a person is sailing along in a boat, and they move their eyes to the shore”…


he misapprehends that the shore is moving. If he keeps his eyes fixed on the boat, he knows that it is the boat which is moving forward.



So that metaphor is… where is the centre? Is everything revolving around us? Or what? Master Dogen uses it to talk about what he goes on to discuss in the next sentence.



Similarly, when we try to understand the myriad dharmas on the basis of confused assumptions about body and mind, we misapprehend that our own mind or our own essence may be permanent.



So because we think that there is something called a “body” and something called a “mind” and that they exist separately, our picture of the world has some confusions within it. And if we try to understand all things and phenomena based on those assumptions, we come back to the assumption that I think Descartes made: that I have to start with my mind, because my mind is the only thing that’s constant. But Master Dogen says that’s a misapprehension, that there is no permanent mind or essence or self. That’s not to say we don’t feel permanent, because we do. In the chapter called Bendowa, Chapter 1 in the Shobogenzo, there is a question towards the end of the chapter which talks about the non-Buddhist Senika, who spread the belief which was very common in India in the Buddha’s time, of an eternal essence or soul which carries on after the body dies, and presumably goes into the next body. So it’s a kind of permanence or self-essence. And this belief in the permanence or self-essence, which in Brahmanism, I think, is called “atman”, was very strong in the Buddha’s time, and is still very strong now. But Master Dogen said that it was a misapprehension. And maybe what we were talking about yesterday — Richard Feynman’s example of the atoms in the brain of a rat replacing themselves every two weeks — is quite a nice physical correlate to that. And the other thing is, when we look for our mind, we can always find it. So the problem is to investigate the mind is almost impossible. When we’re practicing Zazen, every time we notice we’re thinking, we’re thinking, and every time we might be doing something else, there’s no “us” to notice it. So I’d like to suggest that the mind is always here when we look for it. So every time we look for it, we find it. But it’s not permanent. Now from that statement that there is no permanent essence or mind, or soul, Master Dogen goes on to talk about what is real. And he starts by saying:



If we become familiar with action and come back to this concrete place, the truth is evident that the myriad dharmas are not self.



So to “become familiar with action and come back to this concrete place” means simply: when we involve ourselves fully in our action, we’re here, we’re acting here; the stage for our action is always the present place and the present time. And when we’re acting in this place, at this time, there is an experience of something whole. And that something whole is not centred around self, but is… the opposite — un-centred around self. So he’s saying that action brings us back to this place, because action can only ever be now. All the other actions that we can talk about are stories about action; we can talk about action in the past, actions of other people, actions in the future, but they’re not real. So Master Dogen’s definition of “real” is very narrow: real means something here, now. When we don’t notice what we’re doing, we’re acting. But usually we act over a period of time, and it includes us stopping acting and reflecting, thinking what we’re going to do and so on, and it’s difficult for us to see action at the immediate present. But we can sometimes, for instance in a very severe emergency, find that there is action, but who’s doing it we don’t know. It’s funny: “I just put my hand out, and caught it, as if I didn’t know I was doing it.” And this experience is very real to us. So in some situations we can notice the nature of action, but normally we don’t notice the nature of action although we’re doing it, because our minds are running over it.


Question: Is it like action gets trapped in the past or future?

Mike: No, action is always here, always now. But we think about action, and we talk about action, and we think that the action we think about and talk about is real, but it’s not. So we might say, “Oh, balanced action — so what about a person who goes out and shoots somebody?” But that’s not action, that’s talking about someone else’s action, which is not the same as real action.

Question: So the description of catching a ball is different to catching it.

Mike: Yes, the actual experience is something ineffable. It’s so short, and our mind is moving over the top — filling in over the top — that we don’t notice the nature of simple action. And yet if we don’t act, we die. And so these simple unnoticed instantaneous actions which we are all involved in at every moment maintain our lives. And if we don’t act, we die. So if we are imprisoned, we usually find it very difficult to keep our mental balance. And if we don’t have freedom to act, we usually get rather disturbed mentally. Or if we are busy at work, and doing concentrated mental work, every now and again we need to move — to get up, get a cup of coffee, or go out. And those simple actions are crucial, because if we don’t do them, we can’t maintain ourselves. So action is always happening, everybody’s acting, but we don’t notice it. And we don’t notice that simple action is important.


Question: What do you mean when you say that the mind runs over our action?

Mike: Well, for instance, sometimes in the morning when we’re cleaning our teeth, we’re thinking about what we’re doing that day; we’re not fully involved in the action, so our mind is running over it. And that story that’s going through our mind is not what we’re doing. I don’t mean that we shouldn’t do this, or that it’s wrong or anything like that; simply, that’s the fact. But what maintains our life is the cleaning of the teeth, but we don’t notice that. So we might feel we’re too busy to clean our teeth this morning — the “too busy” is our busy mind. But it’s very difficult to explain in words, I don’t feel my explanations are very good. But action is always here, action is always now, and that’s real. So anything that’s not here and now is not real. And this is very difficult to accept, because we live in a largely virtual world. So we could say that we have our immediate range of perception, and out from that, in an ever-expanding disc, we know that Bristol is 50 miles away, and I know that Yoko’s going to Japan which is over there. So we build up this huge picture of our world, which is real and virtual, but we don’t notice that some of it’s real and some of it is virtual; we make it into a huge continuum. But Buddhism says that there is something real, and what’s not real is virtual. And that’s the way it is.

Question: What do you mean by “real”?

Mike: Something which is here and now is real. So this is real. Its’ here. So people think that things have essences, and we say that they have essences, but in Buddhist terms, reality is always in the present, so there isn’t a reality for this stick yesterday. It doesn’t mean it didn’t exist yesterday, simply that this is real, this is real now. Yesterday I was holding this, I think. Was I holding this yesterday? But we can’t go back and see my holding it yesterday, so it’s a memory. I don’t mean that it wasn’t really here yesterday, but simply there’s a quality of realness of something which is here, which is different from what I was doing with it yesterday.


Question: Are you saying yesterday’s gone?

Mike: Yes, it’s gone. This is a very difficult point, it seems bizarre. So Master Dogen goes on to explain it in terms of the Buddhist view of time. And he says this:


Firewood becomes ash; it can never go back to being firewood. Nevertheless, we should not take the view that ash is its future and firewood is its past. Remember, firewood abides in the place of firewood in the Dharma. It has a past and it has a future. Although it has a past and a future, the past and the future are cut off.



Now in those sentences, what he wants to say is that of course we have a past and a future, but real firewood is firewood here and now. Yesterday’s firewood becomes tomorrow’s ash — OK, but real firewood is firewood now, real ash is ash now. So something now is the meaning of real. And he says its future and past are cut off; that means we can never go into the future, it’s impossible. We think that we go into the future, but what actually happens is mysterious: the future actually comes to the present, so it’s not the future any more. And the present goes into the past and it’s not the present any more. So the past and the future are cut off from the present. This is a very strange thing to say, and the Buddhist view of time is strange.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, that’s right. If we let go we can’t possibly investigate reality, because, for instance, science can’t function unless we look at process. So we can’t deny the value of human effort in building society and building a future and looking at the past, history, and planning for tomorrow. This is very important, but the Buddhist middle view, the Middle Way, transcends that. It says: as well as all those views which have created human society, and which will create human society, and with which we analyse the world, there is another view, and this is based on something very simple and primitive, which is that there is a quality about now-ness and here-ness which is different to then-ness, or the past and the future. And that quality is real. And the only actions we can take are in the present, and the only effects we can have on other people, things and ourselves are in the present. It’s quite difficult to get a grasp of it. So he goes on to use the example of ash:


Ash exists in the place of ash in the Dharma. It has a past and it has a future.



So everything, everybody, and every object or phenomenon, is real in the present, and every present has its past and its future, but real means in the present.


Question: So he’s saying that it’s our minds which are describing these qualities?

Mike: Yes, but our minds are real in the present. It’s very difficult for us to understand, but our real mind in the present creates a past and a future. So we can’t see the ash that the firewood might become, and we can’t see the firewood that the ash used to be, but we know it existed, but it’s not real. So the Buddhist view of action, or the present moment, or existence-time, is very strange, bizarre. Now he goes on from this to talk about human beings.


The firewood, after becoming ash, does not again become firewood.



So we can’t go back from the present to the past.


Similarly, human beings, after death, do not live again.



So Master Dogen didn’t believe that human beings had some mental essence or soul, and that after being human beings they became human beings again in another form. And Master Nagarjuna nearly one thousand years before says exactly the same thing, in the Mulamadhyamakakarika, that it’s impossible for human beings to die and then to live again. And this is because Buddhism has always said that body and mind are one — one thing. And if body and mind are one thing, it’s impossible to have a mind without a body; this is what Nagarjuna says. If something goes on from this life into the next life, it’s without a body, but how can something go from this life to the next life without a body? So Buddhism has always, since and before the time of Master Nagarjuna, denied that soul, spirit, or mental essence exists separate from a body, or physical essence. They are two sides of one thing; they don’t exist separately, they have no separate reality. That’s not to say there’s not a mental or spiritual side of things, just the same as there’s a physical side. But those two sides are the way we view something, and the something in itself is the combination of those two sides, or a combination of subject and object, or a combination of body and mind, however we like to put it. So because of that fact, there is no abstract part of us which can go on and live again after death.


Question: So why does it say in so many Buddhist sutras that reincarnation is true?

Mike: It was already in India at Gautama Buddha’s time, it was Brahmanism. So it was quite natural for it to remain in Buddhism where people studied without practicing. So we can suppose that many people in the hundreds of years after Gautama Buddha’s death studied Buddhism and listened to people talking, but didn’t practice Zazen, or Dhyāna. And the whole of Buddhism is centred on the practice of Dhyāna, or Zazen. And that’s why all the statues of buddhas are sitting in Zazen; it’s not some kind of decorative Indian custom to sit like that — they’re doing Zazen, though you don’t need to call it Zazen, they’re doing Dhyāna. So those masters who practiced Dhyāna taught that Dhyāna was the centre of Buddhism. And those masters who stopped practicing Dhyāna taught an understanding of Buddhism which people didn’t have any place or experience to refer back to. So masters like Master Nagarjuna, who taught Buddhism based on the practice of Dhyāna, their students were able to say, “Well, I’ve heard what he’s said, so in my practice, does it sound reasonable that reality is just here and now, and the past and the future are not real?” If we practice Zazen, we have the simple experience of the immediate present, and if we continue practicing Zazen that experience kind of fills us; it becomes a kind of belief, or realisation, that what is real is just here and now. So from this experience we can tie the words of the teachings of the master back to something real. But if we don’t practice Zazen then we try to analyse and tie up the words of the masters with something abstract, the we’re in the shit — when we get in the abstract realm, all we can do is argue and discuss.


Question: So you made the statement that the physical and the mental are whole, so the physical dies and the mental dies. So there is no rebirth?

Mike: Well I can’t tell you. But I don’t believe in rebirth. And Master Dogen didn’t believe in rebirth. So saying whether there is or not is almost impossible, I think.

Question: There’s the bit in the Pali canon where the Buddha is asked various questions…

Question: There is reference to rebirth in the very old sutras, which talk about rebirth, [inaudible]

Mike: Right, well, however, those thousands of lives that those monks saw, they saw in their present, they never saw them in the past or future. So even if we sit in Zazen and imagine the whole of the Universe from the beginning to the end, our imagining it is all in the present, so THERE IS NO FUTURE! IT’S HERE! JUST OUR MIND IS GOING ROUND, IN THE PRESENT, WE IMAGINE OUR BIRTH, IN THE PRESENT, we can’t get out of the present, it’s absolutely impossible!…



At the same time, it is an established custom in the Buddha-Dharma not to say that life turns into death.



So that means that in Buddhism, we speak of life being now, death being now, so a kind of denial of process or continuum. It doesn’t mean that we should go around at work saying, “Oh, I don’t have to plan anything, because tomorrow doesn’t exist. I made a mistake yesterday? I don’t give a damn.” We have to live in the real world, and the whole of human society is founded on a time continuum and process, so that’s what we all share. But at the same time, we can add another viewpoint to it, which says, “Oh, I’ve got so much to do, I’m stacked up with things to do, but the only thing I can do is now, so I’d better start.” So we can have the Buddhist view and the other view at the same time. Then when we start on the first of our list of tasks which are filling our mind, we find that things change completely — directly we start the first job, the other jobs which are towering over us, and worrying us, disappear for a bit. So to be in the present with a simple act is the way out of illness. I don’t mean it will cure cancer, but it’s the way to ground ourselves and to redeem ourselves.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, and Master Nagarjuna has a chapter in the Mulamadhyamakakarika about movement, or walking. It’s almost impossible to put it into words, but sometimes when we’re practicing kinhin, because we’re maintaining the posture of Zazen and we’re walking very simply, we can get a kind of feeling that although we’re walking round, we’re just here, we’re just here, just here. So kinhin’s a very nice practice to do between Zazen, and we can notice that we’re always just here.

Question: And it doesn’t hurt.

Mike: When it doesn’t hurt, there is no pain; when it hurts, the pain fills the Universe. Does it hurt now?

Question: No.

Mike: OK then.


That is why we speak of no appearance. And it is the Buddha’s preaching established in [the turning of] the Dharma-wheel that death does not turn into life. This is why we speak of no disappearance.



Now these two phrases — “no appearance” and “no disappearance” — were very common in Buddhism right through from the earliest writings. There were many theories; one school, called the Abhidharmin, said that all things in the world appear, then stay in the world, then disappear — a kind of atomic theory. So all the dharmas in the world arise, stay, then decay; this is a kind of primitive science. But the Buddhist view is different; it says that reality doesn’t come from anywhere, or go to anywhere, it’s always here. So we’ve got this very strange situation where we’re always here, we don’t stop being here, there’s no end to the present moment, or a beginning to the present moment. So although we think that the present moment comes from the past and disappears into the future, even that doesn’t hold water because the present is always here, it never disappears. And because it’s always here, it never appears. So the nature of reality is very peculiar; it’s always here, it’s cut off from the past, it’s cut off from the future, so it seems to be something that’s here, here, here. But even that doesn’t make sense because it’s never not here, I’ve never found any part of my life where I’m not in reality. So no appearance, no disappearance.



Life is an instantaneous situation, and death is also an instantaneous situation.



That means that when we’re living we’re alive, and when we’re dead we’re dead. So we can talk about death, but that’s not real death.


It is the same, for example, with winter and spring. We do not think that winter becomes spring, and we do not say that winter becomes summer.



Of course we do, it’s becoming autumn now, it’ll be autumn soon, But what Master Dogen is talking about is a particular view, and that view is known as the third view, or the view of action, or the middle view, or the truth if the middle, or the Buddhist view. Though actually we can’t live in this world with this view alone, we can’t live in this view with the spiritual view alone, and we can’t live in this world with the scientific view alone. So we need all three. But what Master Dogen is explaining in this paragraph is this Buddhist view — the view of instantaneousness. He says a lot more about time in the chapter called Uji, later in Book One, where his explains the Buddhist view of time as being existence here and now. So just to recap, he’s looking at different aspects of the Buddhist experience and this last paragraph that we’ve just read is in the third view, the view of action. And these paragraphs are always the most difficult to grasp, what he’s trying to say. Because he can’t say what he wants to say in words. And I can’t explain what he’s saying in words. So we can just try. The in paragraph six, he goes on to talk about the state of realisation, or as some people say “enlightenment”. So the next paragraph is about the state of enlightenment.


Question: What the meaning of “the turning of the Dharma-wheel”?

Mike: It’s symbolic. In Tibetan Buddhism they have prayer wheels, and that’s another physical symbol of the Dharma going round. So we can say samsara, or daily life, or the fact that we wake up every morning, every morning, every morning, so there’s a kind of turning. The idea of turning is symbolically used in Buddhism in many ways. So the turning of the Dharma-wheel suggests that the truth is moving, or the world is moving. And we know that all our experience…

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Dharma-chakra, yes. In Sanskrit, Dharma-wheel is Dharma-chakra. And there was a Sanskrit Buddhist deity called Chakravatiraja — the Wheel Rolling King. So the idea of going round and round is quite strong, and of course it’s part of our lives — today is going round and tomorrow will, and the seasons go round, our minds go round. And in another chapter in Book One, Hokke-ten-hokke, The Universe turns the Universe, Master Dogen talks about this: reality has a direction, or a movement. Sometimes we feel we’re pushing it, sometimes it’s pushing us, sometimes we and it are moving together. So it’s a symbolic reference to this aspect of reality. It’s quite a natural kind of symbol.


Question: Master Dogen mentions the holding up of the flower.

Mike: The twirling of the flower, yes, when Gautama Buddha twirled the flower and Mahakasyapa smiled, so that means the Dharma moves forward. So when we act in the present moment, because there is no subject separate from object, because we don’t know who is acting, we can say I’m acting, or we can say the Universe is acting. Of course it doesn’t seem to make much sense to say the Universe is acting, but in a real sense, at the instant, action pervades the Universe. And Master Dogen says this at the beginning of Bendowa. He describing the state in Zazen, he says very strange things like, when we act in this place, our action pervades the Universe. But we find that difficult to believe. I’ll carry on. The next paragraph is about realisation. This is a puzzle to us, because it’s the word “satori” in Japanese, and satori has come to mean some kind of breaking through into a special state called enlightenment. But if we think of the word enlightenment as meaning everything becomes clear, like somebody turns the light on, then we might get a little bit closer to the meaning. When we’re living in the world of our thoughts, we don’t notice what’s in front of us. And when we’re trapped in the physical world and swamped by our feelings, it’s difficult to see the world clearly. But there is a state where we’re not trapped either by our thoughts or by our feelings, but we’re free, and that state is the state in Zazen. So we sit in Zazen, free in that position, and if we notice that our head is rigid, then we wobble it a bit and it becomes free. So for all our body to feel free in Zazen, even though it might hurt, there’s some kind of freedom from our thoughts and at the same time from our perception. And in that state, everything is clear. Of course, even though we’re sitting with our head free, sometimes we feel our mind is going round and round, but if our mind is going round and round, it’s usually because that’s what we habitually do. So in that sense Zazen shows us what we’re habitually like. And if we habitually live a life that’s very concentrated on intellectual matters, and we put a lot of energy into thinking, and never leave that area, then even when we practice Zazen, that continues. So if we sit in Zazen in the state of freedom, our busy mind will slowly settle, but if we expect all our thoughts to suddenly disappear, they usually don’t. But if we don’t expect this, sometimes, just for a moment, we find ourself just sitting and the sun coming through the window. And in that moment we have realisation, or satori, or we’re clear. And separate from that state; all the other states that are talked and written about are kind of dreams about other worlds. So for that reason Master Dogen says there’s no enlightenment outside of Zazen, there’s no realisation outside of Zazen, or outside of action. But Nishijima Roshi doesn’t like the word enlightenment because it’s so value-laden, so we usually use the word realisation. Or we can even say being awake, or being clear. So he tries to describe this state, and he uses this “moon being reflected in water” metaphor to describe the state of everything is as it is. When we sit in Zazen and just, we feel settled, everything is as it is.


Question: What about being unaware, does “dropping off body-and-mind” mean realisation as well?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Because you said you’re aware of the sun shining, didn’t you?

Mike: I didn’t mean to be aware of it, just that it’s shining on you. I can’t describe it. Did you have a state like that?

Question: Can you experience realisation?

[inaudible discussion]

Mike: We can only experience it, we can’t define it, so I’ll shut up.

Question: Can you consciously experience it or…

Mike: You can think that, that was it just now, but when you’re thinking “that was it”, it’s not.

Question: It’s gone.

Mike: Yes.

Question: I can’t sit in the present.

Mike: You can’t? We’re always sitting in the present.

Question: Can I experience enlightenment?

Mike: We can’t answer that question, we have to keep looking at our own experience. Sometimes, sometimes, we get up in the morning and we clean our teeth. Usually when we’re cleaning our teeth, we’re thinking. It’s quite a common habit, to get up in the morning and while we’re cleaning our teeth the day starts in our mind, not always. But sometimes, we’re just doing it. We can say that about eating; often we’re talking while we’re eating, but sometimes we just sit and we eat. Sometimes we sit and we don’t talk, and we feel we should be talking. But when we just sit down sometimes and just eat, we just eat. So it’s a state of wholeness.


Question: But in terms of awareness and not awareness, is it… for instance, thinking about not thinking, you’re sitting Zazen and you see that there’s no dialogue going on inside your head, but you’re seeing the floor in front of you, and there’s some kind of awareness, vision. Then sometimes afterwards you think, yes you’re aware of the floor in front of you, but before, there wasn’t anything really. So both those — awareness and non-awareness — can both come under realisation?

Mike: You mean awareness of the floor?

Question: Just some kind of awareness.

Mike: Yes, of course we have some kind of awareness.

Question: But sometimes in Zazen it seems like also there isn’t any awareness.

Question: For me it’s an awareness of something that’s just gone.

Mike: That’s nice.

Question: It’s just dropped out of the moment again.


Question: Is it like John [inaudible] saying, “eureka! I’ve found it” and then he ends up saying “eureka” until he dies?

Mike: Could be. What we’re doing now is trying to understand what the state is, so that when we understand what the state is, we can get it. But that’s not Buddhism, and for that reason, Master Dogen says that when we are buddhas, we don’t need to be aware that we’re buddhas. So the point is that this is the way that things are, so when we sit in Zazen, all these experiences are there. But Buddhism is not understanding the experience in Zazen, but sitting in Zazen. And we talk about Buddhism in order to get stuck up a track with all the gates shut. So what Master Dogen is trying to describe is impossible, but in trying to describe its impossibility, we at least get pointed in the right direction.

Question: So is that like [inaudible] mindfulness?

Mike: I don’t like the word mindfulness, because is suggests me watching myself.

[inaudible]

However much now we want to understand and grasp with our minds what realisation means, we can never do it, but we’re all doing it. So to do it is important. So to do it is more important than to discuss it. So we’d better stop discussing it.

End of talk.
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Genjo-koan 4: Realisation as Wholeness

    
Mike reads the moon in water as wholeness without an interface between person and world, beyond description







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Summer 2002 — Genjo-koan, Session 4.
Venue: Earth Spirit.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads Dogen’s image of the moon in water as an attempt to speak of realisation as wholeness, not a special spiritual condition. The moon neither gets wet nor breaks water; likewise, he says, realisation neither breaks nor obstructs the individual. When the inner and outer sides are equal, he uses the balloon image to say that no inner or outer interface remains. The whole moon and sky in a dewdrop lets him name the infinite in the infinitely small, while insisting that the state can be experienced but not captured by description.

In the next passage, he contrasts an intellectual sense of having the Dharma with the sincerity of sensing something lacking. The child-of-fire story turns intellectual “I know” into the sincere “What is it?” that he says is itself the truth. He then uses the ocean, which appears round to human eyes but is neither round nor square, to show that a view reaches only as far as its learning and practice. The ocean’s qualities therefore cannot be exhausted by one human perspective, just as the myriad dharmas are more than the qualities people give them. He says people cannot see the world from outside their own viewpoint, but in acting and practising zazen they experience everything as it is. He observes that formless reality can feel like something missing because people prefer clear definitions. When a question turns to action, he describes present action as a moment in which person and world become one and self-awareness stops. From cleaning toilets to transferring funds, every action is valuable in itself, although society still requires people to order their tasks. He says teachings can remind people intellectually and zazen can ground them in what they are doing, while Buddhism gives practice and study rather than a life or job. The final discussion treats the apparent trace in a walking person or kicked football as an interpretation: what we call movement is not movement itself, even though people plainly move.









Complete English transcript


We’re on paragraph six.


A person getting realisation is like the moon being reflected in water: the moon does not get wet, and the water is not broken.



So if we think of a picture of the moon being reflected in water, it seems to represent to us two things; the moon and the reflection of the moon. But in Master Dogen’s time, the simile of the moon being reflected in water was used to represent something whole, or the great inside the small. And it’s quite difficult to grasp how they might have felt about that simile, because when we put it into English it divides itself into two sides. The simile is meant to represent wholeness, but at the same time he’s using it also with the two sides. In a strange way, this suggests something which is almost impossible to gasp, and that is, that when we’re in the truth, when we’re in the Universe, whole, then we don’t disturb the Universe and the Universe doesn’t disturb us. So…… I can’t think of a way to describe it, but we experience it. I suppose if you think of a balloon filled with water, the water inside the membrane and the air outside of it are different, if the membrane were to burst, the water would rush out. But if you immerse this balloon in water, then there’s water inside and outside, so it’s an image of an interface between two things, where there’s no difference between the two sides. I can’t do any better than that. So for instance, when we sit in Zazen, and in the state of wholeness, nothing changes in us, and nothing changes outside, we melt into where we are. So Master Dogen uses the simile of the moon and water: the moon doesn’t get wet, and the water is not broken by the moon. And he goes further with this simile to say:



Though the light [of the moon] is wide and great, it is reflected in a foot or an inch of water. The whole moon and the whole sky are reflected in a dew-drop on a blade of grass and are reflected in a single drop of water.



So this represents the infinite in the infinitely small. And Wordsworth wrote something like this….

Question: It was Blake.

Mike: Yes right, Blake, Wordsworth Blake. It’s better if Blake said it, I’m happier. Can anybody quote it?

Question: To see a world in a grain of sand and a heaven in a wild flower, Hold infinity in the palm of your hand and eternity in an hour.

Mike: Thank you. So that’s exactly it. And Master Dogen’s poetry is in front of us:



The whole moon and the whole sky are reflected in a dew-drop on a blade of grass and are reflected in a single drop of water.



It was necessary, and is necessary, to describe, to try to describe the state of realisation, or the state of wholeness or oneness, even though it’s impossible to describe it, because people have said that the state of realisation, or the state of enlightenment is some kind of special spiritual state. And it’s so far from a special spiritual state as to be laughable. So it’s necessary to try and describe it, but the descriptions can’t catch the state where the moon is in the puddle.



Realisation does not break the individual, just as the moon does not pierce the water.



So there’s something… as I’m an engineer I keep thinking of equal pressure on both sides, that kind of thing. That’s why I thought of the balloon filled with water underwater. So something equal on both sides, the interface disappears. So when we sit in Zazen, we sit, we wobble in the interface between ourselves and the world. But just in that moment, when we enter the interface, the interface itself disappears, and:


The individual does not obstruct the state of realisation, just as a dew-drop does not hinder the sky and moon.



So nothing changes, because everything is equal on both sides. Then he goes on to try and say more about realisation, about the depth of realisation, its profundity. So he wants to say something about the profound nature of just being here, completely. And he says it may be as deep as the moon is high, because the height of the moon in the 13th century was just incalculable, unknowable. So he means that realisation is incalculably deep.



The depth [of realisation] may be as the concrete height [of the moon].



And how long does it last?


The longness and shortness of its moment should be investigated in large [bodies of] water and small [bodies of] water, and observed in the width and narrowness of the sky and moon.



So he says we should test it concretely, how long does it last? And that’s what we were discussing at the end of the last talk, when somebody said that they felt they could almost just catch it. Master Dogen says we should go out and look in small bodies of water and large bodies of water. So we should go and experience.


Question: Why does he say realisation does not break the individual?

Mike: He’s using the word break, out of the simile of the moon and the water – breaking the surface, but bringing the individual. So he’s mixing his metaphors, splitting them up. I think it’s more effective in the Japanese. So the moon does not break the surface of the water, realisation does not break the individual. So the whole Universe is reflected in us, but in being reflected in us it doesn’t disturb one molecule of is. So because this paragraph is written about realisation, it’s not an analytical paragraph, it’s more trying to catch something which is fleeting. So people say that somebody who gets the truth, or somebody who gets enlightenment, somebody who is a master, or you know, they have some special state which we don’t have, but we want it. So we want to follow them to get it. But what Master Dogen says is that the state is equality, balance between inside and outside. So we just look normal, so it’s nothing special. Of course, in being normal we’re special. But it’s not specialness in terms of, oh that bloke can levitate himself, or he has special secret knowledge that other people have. So we may think we’re a little group that is special, but we’re just members of a group of little insects living on the surface of a large round ball. Mildew on the surface of a ball, who said that?

Yoko: Master Kodo Sawaki.

Mike: Or scum.

(laughter)


Question: I don’t quite get the last sentence.

Mike: Good. Well, “the longness and shortness of its moment” means how long it lasts for. And of course we don’t know how long it lasts. So he’s saying that in order to find out how long or short realisation lasts for, in terms of time, go out and look, and he’s using his simile of water and the moon, he says go out and look at water and the moon. In other words, go out and live. But he’s mixing his metaphors from the concrete and poetic description. And that’s because we can’t answer how long or short it is. There’s lots of question like that which we can’t answer. He often ends a paragraph rather like that, saying we should study and investigate in experience. He says in Bendowa somewhere, or is it Uji, something like “is there any piece of time which has slipped away from the present moment? We should go out and investigate this in great detail”. All those not here, raise their hands! In paragraph seven he continues talking about realisation, but rather than in a poetic or philosophical way, he talks more concretely.


When the Dharma has not yet satisfied the body-and-mind we feel already replete with Dharma. When the Dharma fills the body-and-mind we feel one side to be lacking.




So what he’s saying there is, if we think we’ve got it, we’re a long way from it, if we think we haven’t got it we may be there. Or when we’ve got it, it feels like there’s something missing. And because we feel something missing, we make our effort in daily life. So even when we’re in the state of balance, we make an effort to get the state of balance. So human beings are always making their effort,. So this suggests that rather than a kind of intellectual self-satisfaction, “ah, I understand it all now”, making us feel high, somebody who is very sincere but a little puzzled, and trying to make sense of everything, may be closer to the state of the Dharma satisfying the body-and-mind. Or in terms of science, the diligent enquiring scientist who spends his whole life peering at things to understand them, is closer than somebody who publishes his results and says, “look what I’ve found, I’ve discovered this”. So to look itself, looking itself, is the Buddhist state. And there’s a koan story quoted in one chapter about a child of fire coming looking for fire. A monk asks his master “what is the truth?” And his master says, “a child of fire comes looking for fire”. The monk understands that to mean that he’s looking for something he’s already got, and he understands it intellectually, so for some years after that, he feels he’s got it. Then he goes off to study with another master, and for some years he doesn’t say anything, then the master says “you’ve been here three years now and you don’t ask me any questions, why is that?” And the monk replies, “well actually, to be honest with you, when I was with my previous master, I got the truth”. So the master says, “tell me, how did you get it?” The monk says, “it was when my master told me ‘a child of fie comes looking for fire’, and I understood that to be myself.” So the master replies, “now that you’ve said that, I can see that you’re very far from understanding Buddhism”. So the monk gets a bit annoyed, turns around and walks off, but as he’s walking off he thinks that this man is a great master so he might have something after all. He thinks he should swallow his pride and go back. So he turns around, and as he turns around he changes his attitude, and as he goes back, his attitude changes from one of “I know”, to one of, “what is it?” So he says to the master, “what is the truth?” And the master says exactly the same words that his first master had said, “the child of fire comes looking for fire”. But on hearing it this time, he understood that his simple sincere attitude to come and ask was the truth itself. So it says he had a realisation. That’s a very nice little koan story. So it illustrates that sentence rather well. Then he gives an example of “when the Dharma fills the body-and-mind, we feel one side to be lacking”.



For example, sailing out beyond the mountains and into the ocean, when we look around in the four directions, [the ocean] appears only to be round; it does not appear to have any other form at all. Nevertheless, this great ocean is not round, and it is not square.



He had sailed to China, with his master Myozen, to search for true Buddhism, and to sail from Japan to China in the 13th century must have been quite an undertaking, they would have been far enough out at sea to lose sight of land. So I suppose his example comes from his experience, that when you’re right out at sea, the horizon is a circle, but he says that really it’s not – it’s not a circle and it’s not a square. So what he seems to be saying is that because reality is formless, when we experience reality, the formlessness, we see it as something missing, because we like to have something defined. So when we have something clear and defined we think we’ve got it. But when we can’t see clearly what shape reality is, although we may be in it, we feel…. a “what is it? Where is it?” kind of feeling.



Other qualities of the ocean are inexhaustibly many: [to fishes] it is like a palace, and [to gods] it is like a string of pearls.



So these two quotes about the ocean seeming to be to fish, a palace, and to gods, a string of pearls, come from a traditional Buddhist teaching, I don’t know exactly from where, maybe from an old sutra somewhere. It describes different beings viewing the ocean in different ways. So the perception of different beings is different – we can’t live in the ocean but fish can’t live out of the ocean. So he’s saying that the ocean seems to us to be round, and we see the ocean as something full of water, and if we get in the water we get wet, but its true nature is different from that. Only its nature relative to us, we see it as the ocean, and we see it as round from horizon to horizon. So he’s making the point that the ocean itself as it is doesn’t have only the qualities that we see, and so lack of definition makes us feel that something is missing, and it’s the same with reality.



But as far as our eyes can see, it just seems to be round. As it is for [the ocean], so it is for the myriad dharmas. In dust and out of the frame, [the myriad dharmas] encompass numerous situations, but we see and understand only as far as our eyes of learning in practice are able to reach.



“Myriad dharmas” just means all things and phenomena in the Universe. “In dust” suggests the secular world, and “out of the frame” suggests the world of action. In English we say “out of the frame of reference”.


Question: Thinking out of the box.

Mike: Not thinking out of the box but jumping out of the box, or leaping out. So “we see and understand only as far as our eyes of learning and practice are able to reach”, so we understand as much as we experience, but there’s more in the world, in the Universe, that we experience.



If we wish to hear how the myriad dharmas naturally are, we should remember that besides their appearance of squareness or roundness, the qualities of the oceans and qualities of the mountains are numerous and endless; and that there are worlds in the four directions.



So he wants to say that we see the world from our own viewpoint. If we want to see the world of outside our viewpoint, we can’t, but being one with the Universe we experience everything. So when we’re acting, when we practice Zazen, we experience everything as it is, but when we look out at the Universe we see things as we’re used to interpreting them, and as we’ve experienced them. So if we want to see the Universe naturally as it is, we have to remember that besides all the qualities and characteristics we give to things, there are millions and millions of other qualities which we don’t give to things, but which fish might, or gods might or animals might.



Not only the periphery is like this: remember, the immediate present, and a single drop [of water] are also like this.



So the periphery suggests his metaphor of looking round the edge of the Universe, the edge of the ocean. But not only the edge, but here and now, and a single drop of water are also like this. So we say “a single drop of water”, which means we know what is a drop, what is water, and what single means, we see this and interpret it in our understanding and through our experience, but the actual drop of water itself, what it is, beyond our interpretations, is impossible for us to grasp. But although it’s impossible for us to grasp, it’s there, as it is, and when we sit in Zazen, or when we act, everything is here as it is. And in being here as it is, there is something which is beyond our categorisations and interpretations. To be experienced by the myriad dharmas. So it’s very difficult to put it into words, but he did it. So a lot of this is very puzzling, and the reason it’s puzzling is because we’re used to looking at the world in a certain way, and even when we try to be unusual, or we come up with a different way of looking, we’re still usually within the range of socially accepted points of view. But occasionally someone comes up with a new way of looking at the world, or something. And often their new way of looking is so far-fetched that people don’t accept it, for a few years, or hundreds of years. We can see that perhaps in great scientific discoveries – often in their time they sounded so strange that they were not accepted. So the way Master Dogen talks about things seemed in his time and now, very strange. To talk about the Universe having lots of qualities that we don’t see, sounds like he’s talking about something spiritual, but he’s not. And in paragraph eight and nine, he goes on to talk about action itself – action in the moment. This is very strange because nobody talks about action, we do it, but we don’t try and talk about it. If we do, we talk about it as a process stretching over time.


Question: May I ask, what is action in your use of the word?

Mike: When we act, in the present moment, there is a state where we and the world become something which is one. And we can see this in some situations, for instance in sport, and in situations where something happens to us suddenly, in emergencies, where we actually act, but we notice afterwards that we weren’t conscious of what we were doing, and yet what we were doing worked. What’s crucial is the fact that, at that moment, we stopped being aware of ourselves as a person.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: No that’s when we’re distracted, when we’re daydreaming.

Question: [inaudible discussion]

Mike: So the difficulty is, that we give examples, and the examples we give are kind of extremes; but we’re acting all of the time. So whenever we act, we stop thinking, but people can’t believe that. So there’s nothing wrong with our action, however, in the modern world, we tend to think too much, so when we think about what we’re doing, our action is incomplete, or partial. So if we learn that action itself is complete, then we can stop worrying about acting and just act, or we can give value to any action. We tend always to be thinking about what we’re doing, and giving different values to it; “I don’t need to clean the windows, they’re not dirty”, or “I’ll leave the washing up til later because I’ve got more important things to do”. But all actions have equal value. So wiping round the bowl of the toilet, or transferring funds from one account to another, are the same action; we press the computer key or we wipe the bowl. And in stressing that action itself is valuable for itself, Buddhism tries to tell us to just keep acting. But what we try to do is to order our actions and give them value. Of course we have to do that to live in society, we can’t go in to the office and clean the toilets because it’s as important….. But we ourselves can notice that when we pour a cup of tea, we can take the same whole-hearted action as when we do something we consider important. So it’s just a teaching of a kind of fullness of action.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, it’s the opposite to that. So every action is valuable to itself, every action is sacred and ordinary at the same time. So because we’re thinking human beings and we’re living in a sophisticated society, we need to have something to remind of that intellectually – what I’m doing now is important, what I’m doing now is important. We also need a practice to bring us back to that. So Buddhism gives us a way of reminding ourselves intellectually via the teachings, and a way of grounding ourselves in what we’re doing now, which is Zazen. That’s the only thing that it gives us; it doesn’t give us a life, or a job, Buddhism gives us those two things – practice and study. And the practice and the study both teach us that this moment, this act is the most important.

Yoko: [inaudible]

Mike: So I can’t do that, so I like to keep studying Buddhism, to remind myself, I can’t do it, so I keep trying every day.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: That is realisation, yes. So when we focus on the present and act in the present, that is the meaning of realisation, or awake, or buddha. Buddha is the participle of the verb bud – to awaken. So to be awake, which suggests not being in our minds, and not in our senses, but just being simply awake. And we are, for split seconds. All that Buddhism says is, notice the value of coming back to this moment, and when we notice it, it expands. Buddhism points us in the right direction, it confuses us. I’ve spent a long time puzzling over the word action, for years, and I have the same question – what is action. But slowly I began to, actually for me, I did lots of rock climbing, I was a very intellectual young man, I mean very – my brain was very busy. The I started rock climbing when I was about sixteen, I didn’t notice consciously but what this did was stop me thinking, when I was hanging on a rope, I had to act, otherwise I’d fall. So I forced myself into the present moment again and again, I felt ever so happy, but I didn’t notice that this was what was making me happy. Then I met Nishijima Roshi who talked about action, and I puzzled and puzzled, then I realised “ah that’s action, it did make me happy, and it does make me happy”. But it took me a long time to catch what he was talking about, for me, my experiences in rock climbing of forcing myself to act were very valuable. But you don’t have to be a rock climber. It’s just moving forward in the present, no thinking or intention, just raw brute moving, moving. And that very simple thing which we all do, all of the time, when we just reach out and pick up the teapot is very important, but because it’s so ordinary and almost hidden by our thoughts, we give it no value at all. Everything is action, but we have a brain which abstracts us from what we’re doing. So we have this peculiar way of taking ourselves out of where we are, although we don’t move from it, we take ourselves out from it, which is really strange, but that’s our human condition.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: It’s very difficult, and the chapter is very difficult, and what it’s saying is very difficult, and we puzzle over it and puzzle over it. And it says some very strange things. For instance, when we were doing kinhin there, for some reason I was…not thinking but Master Nagarjuna’s chapter Two of his book came into my mind suddenly, and I walked from there, round to here, and in my mind there’s this picture of a kind of ghostly me, right? And I guess we all think, oh yes I walked from there to here. So somewhere in our consciousness we have this kind of feeling that there is a “me”, a trace of me going from there to here. And that’s so natural to us that we call it movement. But it’s a complete illusion, it’s not real at all, but it’s so deeply imbedded in us that we can’t see what the real situation is. So Buddhism says some very bizarre things.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Well I don’t understand it either.

Question: Like when you kick a football.

Mike: Yes, the arc, we say it went through the air, so there’s somewhere in our consciousness this trace of a football going through the air, but it only exists in our consciousness. There’s an experiment now where you stimulate the arm here, here, and here, and the person experiences something running up their arm, and yet there’s nothing running up their arm. So the exciting thing is that modern investigation of perception and intelligence and so on, is realising that some of these bizarre things that masters Dogen and Nagarjuna say, are valid pictures of reality. So we become clearer that we interpret; we have an interpreted picture of reality which is not exactly the same as the way things are. Our whole society is founded on this picture. It’s nothing to do with throwing away current society, or casting away our watches, or anything like that, just that Buddhism wants to see how things are, simply how they are. And then we can give value to things that we thought were not so important.


Question: I still don’t understand the football.

Mike: Well there’s not a football here. What Mark said about flashing lights seeming to be movement.

[inaudible discussion]

Mike: Yes, it definitely moves, but what we call movement, is not what movement is. And so Master Dogen says almost exactly that in a chapter in the Shobogenzo; what we call movement is not what movement really is, that’s all. But yes of course we move, you’re moving now. So it’s time to stop. Thank you.

End of talk.
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Genjo-koan 5: Freedom Within Limits

    
Mike reads fish and birds as action tied to circumstances: we find our way by moving, a goal is an idea







  Michael Eido Luetchford
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Venue: Earth Spirit.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike begins with Dogen’s fish and birds to describe action as something in which action and circumstances cannot be separated. Fish need water and birds need sky, just as human action occurs only where a person and the circumstances meet. For him, freedom exists in this moment, not as an escape from its limits but as complete expression within them. Abstract judgments about good and bad therefore differ from the concrete action in which they arise.

The same point changes how he speaks about planning: people need some strategy, but cannot wait for a completely clear picture before they act; they have to start and find a way as they move, correcting their picture of reality as they go. Goals can draw people forward, yet a goal is an idea, while the place reached is real. His hot-tub image asks people to find the place that suits them rather than force themselves into an imagined identity, while remaining able to move when conditions change. He calls this place and way the “realised Universe”: acting makes what is being done real, rather than merely thinking about the world. The example does not promise a fixed comfort or a perfect self-image; he calls it only a picture and says people must somehow joggle along together. When questions press him for a verbal explanation, he says that Dogen’s meaning is not contained in words as the meaning of an abstract mathematical statement is. Like a book about skiing, the teaching has to be taken into actual practice rather than exhaustively settled on a sofa. In the balanced state, he says, one dharma is penetrated and one act performed by doing the one thing in front of us completely. Perfect realisation need not become self-conscious or be recognised by the intellect, because realisation is the state of ambiguity itself. His final example is zazen: as ideas about how to sit fall away, we find ourselves just sitting, and that sitting can hold both happiness and disappointment, with a contentment that is not a clear mental possession.









Complete English transcript


We’re on paragraph eight. Paragraphs eight and nine are one paragraph in the original, but they naturally split. They’re about action itself. Master Dogen describes action using the examples of birds flying and fish swimming, and he wants to describe the ineffable, or unlimited nature of action in this place. When we act in this place, we don’t notice the unlimited or ineffable nature of our action, usually. But Master Dogen puts it into words:


When fish move through water, however they move, there is no end to the water. When birds fly through the sky. However they fly, there is no end to the sky.



He means that when we act, we can keep on acting, there are no limits to our action. He doesn’t mean that the fish can swim in a straight line and never reach the edge of the ocean, but simply that the fish carries on swimming throughout the whole of its life, and the same for birds. In the second sentence he says:



At the same time, fish and birds have never, since antiquity, left the water or the sky.



What he means here is, that a fish needs water in order for there to be swimming, a bird needs sky in order for there to be flying. And we can only act when there are circumstances or situations in front of us. In our minds, we can think about “me”, we can think about me doing something, and we can think about a situation. But that’s only in our minds, in reality, action can never exist separately from “me” and the circumstances. So me doing something, is action. And in that action, me, the something, or me and the circumstances are welded together, or one. But although this is a very simple fact, we don’t notice it because of the way we think. So we think – “I can do an action”, then we think abstractly that this action exists somewhere waiting for me to do it, then I can think what it should be like, what should I do for it to be good? And what kind of actions are bad? But actions don’t exist separately from me and the circumstances. So without a subject and an object there is no such thing as action. So to think about what is good action and what is bad action, is only a thought, and it’s utterly different to acting. In the interface between me and the doing, me and the object, in that interface itself is the action. And in that action itself is the good or bad, it doesn’t exist separately. So Master Dogen says in another chapter of the Shobogenzo that we usually think that good exists somewhere waiting for someone to do it, but that’s wrong. So in Buddhism, morals are not abstract, morals are inseparable from action. So in this sentence he wants to imply that birds have never left the sky, and fish have never left the water, human beings have never left circumstances, or in other words, the way that we think about things separately, is only thinking, and real action can’t exist without exist without a bird and the sky – real swimming can’t exist without fish and water. So “fish have never since antiquity left the water”. And the next sentences expresses the fact that our action fills the moment:



Simply, when activity is great, and when necessity is small, usage is small.



We think of action, in our mind, as being concentrated or spread out. For instance, we’ve been acting here in this centre, we haven’t gone very far, all our actions over the past two or three days have been here in this limited area. But in our normal life our action may be spread out – driving up to Manchester. Flying to Brussels or whatever. So we think of action as being spread out or limited. But although we think of it like that, our real action is always in one place, this place. So talking about fish and birds – “when their need is great, their range is great”, they can act over a large range. “When their need is small, their range is small”, they can act in a narrow range. I’ve changed the text a bit from the book, I think it’s clearer. But:


Acting in this state, none fails to realise its limitations at every moment, and none fails to somersault freely at every place;



This rather poetic expression means that when we act, we’re limited to this moment and this place, but in the limitation of this moment and this place, we’re completely free. So there’s a paradox, that action is both limited and unlimited, or both bound and free, or both finite and infinite.


Question: How is there freedom?

Mike: The freedom is in the moment itself, (Mike shouts loudly), that’s a kind of freedom to shout anything stupid, or ring a bell which is even more stupid, on and on. But we can do it, so that’s a kind of freedom. So to express ourselves now, has a freedom, but at the same time we’re limited – I can’t shout any louder that I did, and I can’t make a noise like a rhinoceros, I can only make a noise like a stupid human being. So we’re always limited, but we’re always free. And this is a paradox in the nature of human existence. We think of freedom as meaning we can do what we want or go where we want, but the true meaning of freedom is a little bit different to that – we can be free in this moment to be in this moment, but we can’t be in another moment. So freedom has its limitations, but in its limitation, it’s completely free.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, but if we actually act freely we can feel the freedom, if we think about it, we can think about the limitation. But if we do something we can express ourselves completely freely just for a moment. And lots of people do it by going dancing.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: So the limitations are obvious to us, the freedom we only experience in action. So he means acting in this state, we all have limitations at every moment, we all “somersault freely at every place”. But again he emphasises:



but if a bird leaves the sky it will die at once, and if a fish leaves the water it will die at once.



So if we try and separate ourselves from the circumstances, then we can’t act. So we always think around ourselves – “I’m going to do this, I’m going to do that”, but action is when the “I” and the “this”, meet. And if there’s no “I” or no “this”, there can’t be any action. S he expresses it this way, “if a brid leaves the sky it will die at once”, we can interpret this to mean that if we leave our daily life we will die at once. A bird needs the sky to fly around, and we need our daily life – getting up, washing our faces, having something to eat, doing something, going to bed, that’s our life. So he goes on to say:



So we can understand that water is life and can understand that sky is life.



So for a human being our everyday existence is life, but we tend to think “I want this kind of life”, and then go around looking for it. But the life that we have is the interface between “me” and my surroundings. So my surroundings are my life, this place is our life. For a fish water is life, for a bird sky is life. And then he turns it around and says that a bird is life, a fish is life. So because he’s expressing the fact that life, real action at the present moment is our life here and now, is the subject and the object meeting, or “me” and circumstances meeting, he wants to put it from one side and its opposite side too, So he says life is a bird, life is a fish. This is just his technique of looking at things from one side and then switching and looking from the other side. So we are here, this place is us; we don’t exist separate from tjhis place at this moment. But we can think about ourselves separate from this place at this moment, so we think “next week I’m going to be in Paris”, but we don’t actually exist without surroundings, so we’re real, here, and the “me” I’m thinking about next week is not real, it’s an idea. Then he goes on further.


Birds are life and fish are life. It may be that life is birds and that life is fish. And beyond this, there may still be further progress. The existence of [their] practice-and-experience, and the existence of their lifetime and their life, are like this. This being so, a bird or fish that aimed to move through the water or the sky [only] after getting to the bottom of water or utterly penetrating the sky, could never find its way or find its place in the water or in the sky




“Like this” means as in the previous paragraph, so this is how the birds and the fish actually live, in the water or in the sky. And here, he’s referring to the fact that we want to know what we’re going to do before we do it. So he’s using the simile of a bird and of a fish to say that if the bird wants to work out now which way it’s going to fly, over there or over there, and it checks to see if there are any branches in the way and so on, that’s ridiculous. He’s saying that we can never find our way or place in that way. So as human beings we tend to very much have this attitude, we want to make sure everything is safe and ok and to know what we want to do before we start acting, but Master Dogen says that we can’t find our way or place if we only think like this. And it reminds me of when I first went to Japan; in England I was brought up to believe that we should think before we act. I didn’t notice that I had been brought up to think like that, but when I went to Japan, I noticed that people did things without discussing them so much or working things out so much. I found this very frustrating – stupid. Where I was working, I would be there saying “well we can’t do that because this will happen” and so on, and my Japanese colleagues were already half finished. And it took me quite a long time to realise that another way is just to start. And to start in co-operation with other people, not stupidly, but as we go along we see a problem then find a way round it. But what I was trying to do as was my habit, and it still is to some extent, was to think my way through. And of course that has its value, and strategy is based on that to some extent, but we have to move. So to start moving and then find our way as we move is also a very realistic way to proceed. So after ten years I could do it a bit. So if we aim to move through the water or sky only after working everything out, we can’t find a way or place in the water or sky. So it also suggests some kind of intuitive move. This reminds me of mountaineering, because if you look up at a mountain and try and plot your route up, when you get there it’s not like that. But if you keep moving forward, each time you go round a corner, you can get a new picture, and you can plot your course as you go. But at the same time, if you don’t have an overall strategy, then you might be in trouble. But it’s essential that we move forward in life without having a 100 percent clear picture; if we do have a 100 percent clear picture, then that picture must be wrong. So we can get a 50 percent picture, then take a step, then notice that reality is not quite like our picture. We often find this if we get something planned, our plan is exciting, and we think we know exactly what’s going to happen. We take one step forward and everything’s changed. Even coming to a retreat, we think “yes I’m going to have a really nice time, I’m going to really enjoy myself”, and at the end of the first day we think “if I creep out in the night will anyone miss me?” And of course the opposite happens too, we feel tired and think we might not go, but we do go and everything turns out nicely.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Well we can make plans, and we can’t stop making plans. And if our plan turns out to be different to reality, we should go with reality, not with our plan, this is the point.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, but the strange thing is, we make a goal and move towards it, but when we reach it, it’s not the place we were aiming for. So we do need goals, but the goals are a kind of carrot, which move us forward, but we don’t actually go towards that goal, or we think we do, but where we arrive at may not be the same as our goal – our goal is an idea, and the place at which we arrive is real. It may not be so different.

Yoko: If people are quite balanced, our goal is near.

Mike: Yes. So today’s goal for me is to get through today. Now the next sentence is very important:


When we find this place, this action is inevitably realised as the Universe. When we find this way, this action is inevitably the realised Universe itself.



We can take that as a single sentence.


This way and this place are neither great nor small; they are neither subjective nor objective; neither have they existed since the past nor do they appear in the present; and so they are present like this.




Now I thought of an example to explain this, I don’t know whether it will be helpful or not, but the example I though of is like, we’re all in a huge hot tub, and this hot tub has different temperatures in different places, and around the edge are seats, and some of the seats are high and some are low. We jump into the hot tub, and we’re trying to find a place which is comfortable for us. Human beings have different ways of doing this – some people who are short, find a seat which is deep so they sit with the water almost up to there, and some of them say “I’m ok really, this is fine, this seat just suits me”. And some who are tall find a seat where half their body is out of the water, and they say “no, I’m quite warm, it’s almost up to my shoulders”. And others sit in the very hottest part and say, “oh it’s not too hot”, and others sit in the cool part and they say “it’s warm enough”. Some people keep moving til they find a temperature that suits them. And they feel quite contented, and when they sit in the hot tub feeling contented, the temperature is just right. So they can’t tell whether they’re hot or cold, they’re just sitting there happily. Then a few more people jump into the hot tub, and the people who were sitting half out saying “I’m alright” don’t like these new people coming – “get out, you’re disturbing me, I’m in just the right place”. But the person who is sitting in the place which suits them is quite happy just to move to one side and let the new people in. So that rather strange example helps me to understand what it means to find this place, and this way. We’re all different, short and tall, some of us like talking a lot and some of us like saying nothing, and some of like eating a lot and some a little, and so on. And we’ve all got our place. But what we tend to do is think “oh I talk too much, I should be quite”, or “I should say something”, or “I’m rather weak, I should make myself stronger”. Those ideas really disturb us, because we try to be something that we’re not. So when we practice zazen and follow the Buddhist path, what we’re looking for is not the strong, confident me that I want to become, but the me that I already am, and that’s the same as finding the right seat at the right temperature, and co-operating when other people come in. But we find that very difficult, to be who we are, to find our own place, our own path, is not so difficult, so we find it very difficult. We’re trained, and society expects and encourages us to be something that we’re not, we think who we are is not really good enough. Of course it’s very important to make an effort, but at the same time we should find our own place in the hot tub, we shouldn’t sit in boiling hot water saying “this is fine, it’s fine” We should move. So we have to keep moving, and to keep moving means to drop our idea of how we feel, and so it’s related to being honest. So we often feel cold but feel that we should be able to put up with it. So that’s the best I can do to explain that with my little example of the hot tub. So we each have to find our own place, what suits us, how life suits us. And we all have our own talents, whether we’re big or small, strong or weak, talkative or silent, those have their own merits.


Question: How do you distinguish between.. say you’re sitting in a place which is too hot, so you think “oh, I’m a person who is too hot”…

Mike: Stop thinking, just move around. So don’t think “I’m a person who is too hot”, just “phew” and move, so act. And this is what we find so difficult. So even sitting in the hot tub, we say “oh, this is too hot, I must…..” No, don’t say – move.

Question: But at the same time, sometimes we have to accept this, we can’t always…

Mike: Yes, so my example of the hot tub really is useless, because it’s only a picture.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, we can usually find some compromise.

Question: With your example Mike, when you feel too hot, do you need some idea that there may be a cooler place to find?

Mike: No, just move. This is where talking about it is so different. Just move around. So people who lead an active life find their own place quite quickly. But for example, we’re trapped by our image of ourselves, if somebody were to appoint me as a manager of a very large company, I’d be absolutely useless because I don’t have that kind of character. And if somebody was to take a manager of a large company and put them in a small office doing photocopying, they would be useless. But we tend to try and put ourselves where we imagine we should be.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: So striking the pendulum is trying to look at ourselves, so stop looking at ourselves, that’s why Master Dogen says in the previous paragraph, “to realise the self is to forget the self”. Stop looking at ourselves.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes so we can see all kinds of things in the hot tub. But I wanted to suggest that the person Master Dogen is talking about is rather flexible. But in talking about it we’re creating a perfect picture. But unfortunately there is no picture of reality, we have to just joggle along together. Nishijima Roshi says we’re all like pebbles at the bottom of the stream; the water pushes us around and we bump up against each other, sometimes we just settle where we are. So we’re here.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Last night I was in there too long, I was too hot, It was only because Colin moved that I did. So we do that – we put up with things, but we can notice that. So the hot tub analogy is too much of an analogy really. But anyway, “when we find this place, this action is inevitably realised as the Universe, when we find this way, this action is inevitably the realised Universe itself”. The realised Universe is a rather unusual translation of the chapter title – Genjo-koan, and it’s a difficult….the realised Universe, or realised as the Universe, it’s hard to understand. But when we act, we make everything real, because the present moment is real, and acting is reality. So the realised Universe means everything made real, realised not in the sense of understood, but made real. So “this action is inevitably realised as the Universe”, we can also say this action is made real as everything. And “this action is inevitably the realised Universe itself”, we can say, this action is inevitably everything made real. So when we’re sitting thinking, of course our thoughts are real, but they’re thoughts about the world, they’re not the world. When we act, what we’re doing is real, so acting realises the Universe.


Question: Why the Universe, I kind of understand….

Mike: Well the world then.

Question: But when it says “this way and this place are neither great nor small” the Universe or the world, that seems like a great place. If you talk about our pain in zazen filling the whole Universe, it seems to be making our pain a lot more that it is.

Mike: Yes it does seem to, if we think the Universe means from here to the edges of the solar system and beyond, then it seems strange. But if we think of the Universe in the palm of our hand, as Blake said….

Question: You don’t mean the Universe in the scientific sense?

Mike: Not only the scientific sense, but in the real sense, the Universe is just here. And we can’t grasp that.


Question: But why does it say the Universe rather than reality?

Mike: We can say reality, but then we have to say “realised reality”. So maybe the choice of words can be improved on. Science says you know, you can peer at the atoms and the bits of the atoms, and the bits of the bits of the atoms, and as Richard Feynman said every time they smash a particle into pieces they find more particles. This is the way atomic physics is going. So the closer we look at reality, the more parts reality has, so in a very real sense, we can say there’s a Universe inside the atom, but it’s the same Universe that we’re inside. So we can’t understand it, science can’t understand reality, and we can’t understand reality, but we experience it. So it is strange to say “to make the Universe real”, yes.


Question: is this something similar with Hinduism, by dancing the god creates the Universe. So for me I understand that as that I make the world with my action.

Mike: The dance of Shiva. So the mythical gods, when they dance create the world, it’s a difficult picture.

Yoko: No, you yourself.


Question: So the pain in zazen fills the Universe….

Mike: “Well it didn’t feel my Universe, so my Universe must be different, ah yes, there’s lots of different Universes”….then we get more and more complicated, so it’s very difficult to understand when we say “zazen fills the Universe” for example, as Master Dogen says. So he’s creating pictures, so we need to look at lots of these pictures to see what the story is, that’s the first thing. If we read lots of the Shobogenzo we can see these pictures that he creates. But the most essential thing is, what Master Dogen is talking about is not in the words, this is something that we’re very poor at in the west – we find it almost impossible to believe that the meaning of a sentence is not in the sentence. We’re sure that the meaning of the sentence must be in it, so we look for it in the sentence, and we look and look for it, and we hang on to that sentence, we peer at it, we turn it round and compare it with other sentences. But the strange thing is that the meaning of the sentence is not in the sentence.


Question: Two plus two equals four.

Mike: The meaning of mathematics is in the sentence, yes I mean the meaning of what Master Dogen is saying. So if he’s talking about mathematics, then we can find the meaning yes. So anything abstract the meaning is in the abstract. So philosophers normally discuss abstract things, and their meaning is within the bounds of abstract discussion. But in Master Dogen’s description of reality, he’s talking about something that’s not in the words. So he says in one paragraph in Bendowa, “how can the words in this paragraph be relevant?” But we’re not used to that, but we can see for instance if someone writes a book on skiing, we can see quite clearly that someone who sits on the sofa reading it saying, “well, where it says put your skis pointing slightly inwards there, how far inwards would you point them?” Someone who skis would laugh and say, “no, no, it’s only a book about skiing, go out and try it, read the book by all means, but then close the book and go and do it. But when it comes to reality, people don’t white so much about it, so we want to lean about it here and get it completely clear, then go out and find it. So this is difficult for us.



This way and this place are neither great nor small; they are neither subjective nor objective; neither have they existed since the past nor do they appear in the present; and so they are present like this.



This describes the person who is sitting in a perfect temperature, the person who is hot feels hot, the person who sits in the cold bit feels cold, but the person who is sitting just right feels not hot or cold, just happy. So in the balanced state, we don’t feel the need to discriminate – this is better this is worse, this is right, this is wrong, this is great this is small, this is mine this is yours. So the state which Master Dogen is describing is sitting in body temperature water.


When a human being is practicing and experiencing the Buddha’s truth in this state, to get one dharma is to penetrate one dharma, and to meet one act is to perform one act.



So in this state that Master Dogen is describing, we just do one thing. So because our mind is not full of lots of different things, we can just do what’s in front of us. And to do one thing is to penetrate it completely. So we know that if we think and remember some kind of physical or sporting activity, when we do something completely, that we penetrate it, or we fill it. So I think that somewhere in the Bible or in Christian teaching, somewhere it say purity of heart is to do one thing. So that seems to me quite similar, so we just do what we’re doing completely.



In this state the place exists and the way is mastered, and therefore the area to be known is not conspicuous.



So in this state, “the place exists”, means we’re acting here and now, “the way is mastered” means we find our place, we find our path, “and therefore the area to be know is not conspicuous” means that it’s not always intellectually clear, so it’s an experiential feeling of being, and not an explicit intellectuall knowledge, or we don’t quite know where it is; we’re here, and we’re fully here, bit we don’t quite know where here is.


The reason it is so is that this knowing and the perfect realisation of the Buddha-Dharma appear together and are experienced together.



So there’s no separation between perfect realisation of the Buddha-Dharma or perfect making real of reality, and the knowing that we’re in our place, are not separate. So when we sit in the hot tub, in the place that’s just right, we can’t feel anything, because everything is just as it is so we feel content or happy.


Do not assume that what is attained will inevitably become self-conscious and be recognised by the intellect.



This is a sticking point for us, because not only do we want to find our place but we want to know clearly that we’re in it. So it’s not an intellectual recognition.



The experience of the ultimate state is realised at once.



It’s a momentary state, here and now.


At the same time, its mysterious existence is not necessarily a manifest realisation.



So it’s not explicit, it’s not something clear “oh I realise that I’m in the right place, I’m doing the right thing”


Realisation is the state of ambiguity itself.



Ambiguity suggests that it’s not something clear in our minds. And that’s the end of that paragraph. In talking like this, we kind of create an image, so we’d better stop.

Question: What does “at the same time, its mysterious existence is not necessarily a manifest realisation.” mean?

Mike: It’s a bit difficult to catch the original meaning of the Japanese, but the footnote says that manifest realisation and realisation are both the genjo out of Genjo-koan. So it’s a little bit of a play on words in the Japanese. The mysterious existence of the state of balance, or the state of being in our place, following our way, is not necessarily manifest – it doesn’t actually appear to us.

Yoko: [inaudible]

Mike: We can see that in zazen itself – we start off on a sesshin thinking that we will sit a certain way, with our legs like this, and so on, and we can a kind of slight idea, but then in sitting itself, our body adjusts itself and towards the end of the sesshin if we’re lucky, we’ve given up all those ideas, and in giving up the ideas, we find ourself just sitting. And in just sitting, we find some kind of satisfaction, but that satisfaction contains that disappointment with ourselves. We say “ah it doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter…” So then we sit, and in that sitting containing happiness and disappointment, there’s some kind of contentment. So it’s quite a subtle experience which transcends whether we’re thinking or not, whether our feet are aching or not, whether we’re sitting in the full lotus or not, it transcends all those, and we think “oh well, this is me and I’m doing it”. And that’s the state, because that’s the real me sitting, with my real body.

End of talk.
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these five talks, Mike introduces chapters of the Shobogenzo as different views of a reality people already meet in practice, not as a doctrine that could replace that meeting. He says that what Master Dogen does in the Shobogenzo is to describe, across all 97 chapters, one ungraspable something from different viewpoints, and that people experience it all the time; these talks introduce only some of those viewpoints. We are in what is, he says, and we act in what is. Precepts remain, yet a rule followed without its reason can make action rigid, and a changing circumstance cannot always be met by holding an abstract rule. In the reading of Bendowa he gives, Master Dogen’s truth is something in the practice of zazen, not something that one simply knows. The clear explanation he describes as the work of Dogen Sangha helps people see that practice and settle into simple zazen; it does not turn Buddhism into therapy or into a mystery apart from what is actually passed on.

In his account of Genjo-koan, being whole in the action is how we make everything real, and the perfect of One Bright Pearl, as he reads it, is the real situation in which good and bad are mixed, not an ideal in which everything is good. Judged from now, he says, the Soto school did things in the war that were terrible, and he does not mean that therefore nothing was wrong; a book or a retrospective view is not the whole lived situation, the past cannot be changed, and the ethical decisions we can make are here and now. Zazen, and kinhin with it, he presents as a middle without intention: no intention to get anything and no intention to stop getting anything. Real zazen, he says, is always passing through the middle, and we have to try not to try. He holds the Buddhist state to ordinary balance in this moment, not to a euphoric high and not to a picture of the right act held in advance; right and wrong are inside that action, freedom does not mean throwing the rules away to grab the jewels, and life itself cannot be made into zazen. He also says it is absolutely impossible to practice zazen outside zazen and absolutely impossible not to carry its bodily effect into ordinary life, though that effect can be kept or thrown away.

On Uji he reports Master Dogen as not denying the ordinary view of past, present, and future, while saying that in Buddhism time is just this moment; to live that way is almost impossible, he says, but we can move a little towards it. When he is asked whether nature is the face of the truth or one of the faces, he says one of the faces, because reality cannot be held as an image, and he says he has no idea whether he himself is teaching nature. Transmission, as he explains it, is one person teaching another to practice zazen until the practice is their own, not something mysterious. He says Master Dogen says there is no reincarnation; to the suggestion that we are reborn in every moment he answers only “yes in a sense”, and says he has no evidence of it, while reading Gautama Buddha’s “not eternal, not cut off, but in the middle” as denying both an eternal soul and the view that death is simply the end of a body. Sitting remains each person’s choice, a few minutes can become a routine if we can sit at all, and he calls Buddhism itself trial and error, because we do not know where reality is.
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  Introductions 1: Rules and Reality

  Mike: action follows the situation, not a rule without its reason; Shobogenzo offers many views of one reality

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 1

  
  



  Introductions 2: Reality in Ordinary Moments

  Mike: perfect is no ideal but the real situation, mixed good and bad; ethical decisions are made here and now

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 2

  
  



  Introductions 3: A Middle Without Intention

  Mike: zazen and kinhin have no intention to get or stop anything; the middle comes by passing through balance
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Introductions 1: Rules and Reality

    
Mike: action follows the situation, not a rule without its reason; Shobogenzo offers many views of one reality







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Summer 2003 — Introductions to Shobogenzo Chapters, Session 1.
Venue: Earth Spirit.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike opens the session by arguing that Buddhist traditions and rules need their reasons kept visible, because a rule followed without its reason can make us rigid. In the story of Master Kiso Chijo cutting a dangerous snake, he reads the point not as a licence for carelessness but as being free to act according to the situation. He says precepts remain there, yet an actual changing circumstance cannot always be met by holding an abstract rule. He then introduces the printed chapter summaries as a difficult but useful way into a book whose talks approach Buddhism from many sides.

In his account of Bendowa, truth is something in the practice of zazen, not an abstract object that can simply be known. He says Dogen’s reversals of subject and object in the zafu example disrupt a constructed viewpoint rather than supply a final description. Mike also presents Bendowa as a response to questions about how to live, teaching and the common religious accounts of a permanent soul or lives before and after this one. In the discussion, he distinguishes what he calls simple truth from either a merely subjective or an allegedly absolute objective doctrine. His examples of a hot cup of tea, scientific models and Russell’s imagined elephant support a claim that a model or belief should not be confused with what is present. When the questions press this issue, he says, we are in what is, and we act in what is, even though conceptual accounts of truth are subjective and partial. He calls Dharma a word with several senses, but uses it here for the undeniable way things are here. The later questions pursue whether reality is personal experience, a net of different viewpoints, or something beyond experience; Mike answers that reality cannot be escaped, although thinking gives only a partial view. He relates non-thinking in zazen to a state without a train of thought or a separate “we”, and says it is a relief not to require an answer about whether that state is the same for everyone. In closing, Mike reads Bendowa, the following chapter and Genjo-koan as different approaches to one recurring concern: all 97 chapters describe the same ungraspable something from different viewpoints, while people experience it all the time.








Complete English transcript


I thought that in the six talks we have between now and Sunday, we could go through the chapters of the Shobogenzo in a rather general fashion. But before that, one of the koan stories came into my mind this morning, so I wanted to just talk about that.

I think it’s very important that we have a sense of what is worth preserving and what is not worth preserving in Buddhism. Nearly all schools of Buddhism have come from ancient origins, and many of the traditions and habits are very old, and frankly we don’t know the origin of many of them, but some of them make sense to us, some of them we just do. But one difficulty is, as Buddhism moves between different cultures, we don’t….. it’s not very easy to see what is a tradition from another culture, and what is from Buddhism, and this is quite a problem. If we want to find out what’s worth preserving and what can disappear, this is a problem. And that’s all connected really with how we obey rules in Buddhism. Gautama Buddha himself made precepts and rules which people tried to follow. And the reason they tried to follow them is because it made their lives less disturbed, or undisturbed. But whenever there are rules which we follow for a reason, after a while we forget what the clear reason was and just follow the rule.


This story is about that kind of situation. The story is number 43 in Book One of the Shinji Shobogenzo, and it’s about Master Kiso Chijo, who was a Buddhist master in China in about the 9th or 10th century. Master Chijo was cutting grass outside the temple. The master of another temple arrived, so you can imagine it; he is out cutting grass like we were this morning; he looks up and there’s a master from another temple there, who comes up to him and greets him. Just then, Master Chijo notices a snake nearby, and without hesitating, Master Chijo who is holding a sickle to cut the grass, cuts the snake in half. The master of the other temple then says to him, “I’ve heard about you, you’ve got quite a reputation, but now I just see that you’re a very rough Buddhist monk”. So that was a kind of criticism; the master felt that Master Chijo’s behaviour was rough or uncouth or violating the rules of Buddhism which say you shouldn’t kill. But Master Chijo says back to him, “am I the one who is rough or is it you?” So this made the other master think a bit, so he says, “Oh, what do you mean by rough then?” Or, “What does the word ‘rough’ mean?”

So to demonstrate Master Chijo’s own understanding of the word “rough”, he takes hold of the sickle and sticks it in the ground handle first. Now that’s a stupid thing to do, so he was demonstrating by sticking the sickle in the ground handle first, something which was purposeless or stupid, or not practical. And the other master says, “Ok, if that’s what you mean by rough, what’s not rough?” And Master Chijo pretended to kill the snake again. So then the other master said to him, “Hmmm, maybe you’re right, I’ll follow your example”. And Master Chijo replied to him, “I’ll let you follow my example for a while if you like, but do you understand why I killed the snake?” And the other master didn’t say anything. That’s the end of this simple story. It demonstrates something very important, and that is, that even Buddhist rules — we can’t hold to them in real situations all the time; we have to be free to act according to the situation.


So although there is a Buddhist precept which says refrain from taking life, Master Chijo, without any hesitation, cut a snake in half. The other monk was thinking the master had broken a precept but didn’t notice the reason why he had done it — the snake was coming up to them and was dangerous. So he acted intuitively without thinking, in a dangerous situation. And in doing so he broke a precept. And although he explained this to the other master, the master didn’t really click — he kind of agreed and said, “Well ok, if you say so”. He didn’t see that there was a real, vital situation there which needed some kind of action. Of course, this is a somewhat extreme example, but what it illustrates is that if we just keep thinking, you know, “I must be balanced”, or “I must obey Buddhist precepts” or, “I must be mindful” or something like that, this actually makes us stuff or rigid, and unable to respond to reality. And reality is always changing, and we never know what it is before it happens. So we have to be prepared to throw away even the Buddhist precepts in the real situation. And there are other examples in the Shobogenzo which illustrate the same point.


The reason there are so many examples and stories, is because we have a tendency, once we have a set of rules or traditions, to follow them very carefully, and we don’t want to let go of them. But this makes us stiff and a little rigid. So we shouldn’t be afraid to simply act — not to worry about rules. But at the same time, the rules are there. So there’s a Buddhist precept which says don’t get angry, but sometimes we can’t avoid getting angry. There’s a Buddhist precept which says don’t take life unnecessarily, but sometimes we can’t avoid it. So to act in accordance with the situation in Buddhist behaviour, and breaking the precepts is not such a huge thing compared with our freedom to act in the circumstances.

I just remembered that story, and somehow I wanted to talk about it.


If anyone wants to say something, or join in, as most of you know, it’s better to say it when you want to say it; if you wait till the end you’ve usually forgotten what you want to say. This document I have given to you is a printout of the introductions to all of the chapters of the Shobogenzo. The document can be found on our website. That’s why it says “return to TOC” — this is not some mystical instruction, it means return to the Table Of Contents. The reason we study the Shobogenzo is because at the moment it’s one of the very few books which set out the whole of Buddhism in all its facets. For example, what the difference is between the precepts and reality and so on. But unfortunately it’s not so easy to read. And those of you who have studied it a bit, or a lot, can realise that even our translation into English is quite difficult to understand. However, if we persevere for a few months or a few years, we can find a kind of pattern in the rather quaint English translation of the medieval Japanese, and it becomes much easier. So for a while it’s very difficult and seems like a load of rubbish sometimes, but if you persevere, it becomes easier, because there is a pattern in the way that Master Dogen writes. He didn’t write these as chapters, though they are chapters in our translation, they were written, or given, as talks. So each one is on a different subject. They are in chronological order, so as far as historians can find out, the first chapter, which is called Bendowa, was the first written talk which survives from Master Dogen’s time, and the last in the book is the last one he wrote before he died.


The difficulty with the Shobogenzo is to extract from it the simple realistic subject that Master Dogen is talking about. Bendowa is one of the more straightforward chapters and is a very nice start to the book. If we just read the introduction, which was written by Nishijima Roshi, who translated the Shobogenzo into modern Japanese, and with the help of his students, into English. First of all he always explains the meaning of the title of the chapter, because just translating the titles is quite difficult sometimes:


Ben means “to make an effort” or “to pursue”, do means “the truth” and wa means “a talk” or “story”. Master Dogen usually used the word bendo to indicate the practice of zazen, so Bendowa means a talk about pursuing the truth, or a talk about the practice of zazen.



So to Master Dogen, pursuing the truth is the practice of zazen. Then we have a bit of historical information:


This volume was not included in the first edition of the Shobogenzo. It was found in Kyoto in the Kanbun era (1661 – 1673), and added to the Shobogenzo when the 95 volume edition was edited by Master Hangyo Kozen in the Genroku era (1688 – 1704).



That information suggests that in fact all of Master Dogen’s talks weren’t collected together in one lump. First of all they compiled a few, and as the centuries passed, more and more were added. The 97-chapter version of the Shobogenzo that we have contains all of the formal lectures which survive. We can’t possibly know whether there are others out there, but it seems we have all of them which have survived. So there are various different editions. Bendowa, the chapter itself, is rather nice because Master Dogen came back from studying in China when he was 27, then soon afterwards he wrote this chapter. The chapter explains what he found in China, and what he wanted to do next. He explains that he found in China something that he’d been looking for for many years, which he calls the truth. He found it by studying with his Chinese master whom he met there, a man called Tendo Nyojo. He learned from Master Tendo Nyojo something that was very different from what he’d studied in Japan before he went to China. The monks with whom he had studied in Japan didn’t have a clear understanding of what Buddhism was; he had lots of questions which they couldn’t answer. And also, they were pursuing some kind of spiritual meaning of Buddhism. Master Dogen wasn’t satisfied with something that was only spiritual, he wanted something real. And he found it. And he found it in the practice of zazen.


So when he says truth — do in Bendowa, he doesn’t mean something abstract. We use the word in English to mean something….almost something in our mind, we want to know what the truth is. But Master Dogen’s truth is not something that you know, it’s something in the practice of zazen. So in a way, to understand what he means, we have to redefine the meaning of the words. So instead of thinking, “ok I know what truth means, so what is there that matches my meaning, in zazen?”, it’s more helpful to say, “well I know what zazen is because I’ve been practicing it for so many months or years, and that’s what he means by truth.” Truth is not an abstract concept in master Dogen’s writing, it’s something real. It’s the way things are, or the way the universe is.

So already, even in the first chapter, we run into difficulties with the way we normally use language to refer to abstract concepts, and the way Master Dogen uses it to refer to real states.


So then, after describing how he’s found the truth in China, he then says that he’s now back in Japan, he’s a young man, he’s very enthusiastic and has a lot of energy, and he’s wondering what he should do. Should he just sit around and wait for something to happen that matches what he feels, or should he go and do something? So he decides, and he records in this chapter that if he just sits down and waits for something to happen, there may be lots of people in Japan who are misunderstanding what Buddhism is. So he feels he should start to explain what he has learned.

Question: Didn’t the Buddha do the same — he decided to share the truth rather than keep it to himself?

Mike: It says in the writings of early Buddhism, that he was worried that when he explained the truth to his five old friends, Ananda and the others, whether they’d be able to understand him, but that he wanted to try to explain anyway. And I think in that, we might see our own states, we might learn a bit about Buddhism and then we might think, “if I meet someone who wants to know, what should I say to them?” Well if we start speaking, then something happens. So we can start to explain Buddhism to people, if there’s an opportunity, and if we want to. Master Dogen says in another part of the Shobogenzo, that if we wait until we understand something completely before we teach it, we never start, and anybody who is a teacher knows that. I taught Maths for nearly ten years, and I taught myself the whole of Mathematics for ten years; I don’t know what my students thought about it. Teaching is learning. So Master Dogen says in Bendowa, that he’s going to do something, that he’s going to let people know what he’s learned.


Then he goes on to try to explain what zazen is. And to explain what zazen is, is difficult, because we can’t quite describe it in words. So he uses a peculiar technique, which he employs all the way through the Shobogenzo, which is much easier to do in Chinese and in Japanese than it is in English, and that is, to reverse the subject and the object in his language. So normally I would say that I’m sitting on this zafu. And with that phrase, already we’ve constructed a particular way of looking at the world — subject (me), is sitting on object (zafu). So we’ve separated the situation into two parts — there’s me (I, ego) and zafu. So Master Dogen wants to shake us out of that one specific viewpoint. And he does it by saying the opposite to what we’d normally say. He would say the zafu is sitting on me, or under me. Then he’d say both of these are true, that the zafu is sitting on me and I am sitting on the zafu. Then he’d say, well that’s two viewpoints, and those two viewpoints are kind of opposed, so to get us out of that opposition, he would also say the zafu is sitting on itself, and he ends up by saying that I’m sitting on myself. And the reason he uses this peculiar technique is that he wants to, in language, to posit something that is free from our construction. Of course this is impossible, but he can approach that with his technique. So in the Shobogenzo we find many peculiar statements which sound backwards, and in Bendowa he uses this technique for the first time to try and describe zazen.


Then after that, he goes on to pose a series of questions that people tend to ask about Buddhism, then gives his answer. These questions include for example; “some people say that we all have a soul, and that our soul lasts forever. Even when we die, our soul goes on and then comes back into another body, what do you think of that?” And he answers — “that’s rubbish, that’s only the teachings of the Brahman priests before Gautama Buddha”. Then he poses another question — “some people say that we live many lives before this one”, and attacks this view also. So they are very useful questions, because they are the common questions that people who are studying have. His answers are a little different to many of the answers you can read in books on Buddhism around today. He denies for example that there’s any life before this one, and he denies that there’s any life after this one. He says “this is it, this is our life, so we’d better get on with it”. And so on.

So it’s a very nice chapter, and it sets out Master Dogen’s feelings about what he found in China, his view on how he would proceed now he’s back in Japan, a little explanation of the experience of zazen, and then answers to a lot of questions from people who want to know about Buddhism. That’s Bendowa.


Anybody got any questions?

Question: Do we know anything about who received these lectures?

Mike: We can only find out who they were given to by looking at what was written at the end of the talk, it usually says it was written in so-and-so temple, and the date. And from that, there are some records which suggest what kind of people were in that temple. When he came back from China, he set up a temple in Kyoto, he was there for some years, and a group of monks came to study with him from another sect — I guess they weren’t very happy with the Buddhism they were following. So certainly, some of his audience would have been Buddhist monks who had come from slightly different schools of Buddhism and maybe had slightly different ideas, and he wanted to put them straight. But also, there would have been lay people coming in from the neighbourhood, just people coming onto the temple. More than that I don’t know, it’s not so clear. There’s a certain amount of discussion between scholars as to whether a particular chapter was written for lay people or especially for his closest disciples etc. But I don’t know how they can reach a conclusion.


Question: Did he respect different schools of Buddhism?

Mike: He knew that he understood Buddhism, because Buddhism is the truth. That sounds a very arrogant statement. But if we understand what Master Dogen means by truth, then we can understand why he had this confidence. If we think, “oh, I want to find out what the truth is” in normal speech, it sounds like we want to find out some kind of secret which somebody else has and we don’t. But Master Dogen doesn’t mean it like that, what he wanted to find out was how to live. We all want to find out how to live, everybody on this Earth is trying to find out how to live. Some people think the way to live is to earn a great deal of money, then they’ll be happy and be able to control people with the power that money gives them. So they go after that. And on the way there, they feel they are getting there. But when they get there, sometimes they’re very unhappy. Some people think the way to live is to go off and live in a little cottage out in the hills and live a very peaceful and isolated life. So they go there and some of them are happy, but some who do this miss the city. So as we search for our way to live, we find out whether it works for us or not. So if we find something works for us, we know that it works for us don’t we? If you meet somebody that you like, and you have a relationship with them for some time, you know intuitively if it’s working or not, we can tell without having to think about it.


Question: That’s rather a subjective view….

Mike: We call it subjective, because we have an idea that there are two kinds of things; subjective things and objective things. So subjective things being those which we almost make up from our own point of view, and objective things being things like scientific laws.

Question: Or the universal.

Mike: Or the universal. But in Buddhism, subjective things can be wrong, and objective things can be wrong. So what Buddhism says is for instance what the philosopher Karl Popper says — that objective discoveries of science can never be proved absolutely, but that we can try and disprove them. So Buddhist truth is not something that we need to call subjective or objective….

Question: It’s not a conceptual truth….

Mike: Exactly, it’s something we find out and we know that it’s true. How do we know? Well, we know. If you stick your finger in a cup of hot tea, it burns you — you don’t need to discuss it. There’s a story in a book about Wittgenstein I was reading the other day, about a furious argument that he had with the philosopher Bertrand Russell. The argument was about whether there could be an elephant in the room in which they were having their discussion. Wittgenstein said that there was a possibility that there could be an elephant behind the settee, and Russell said that there was no elephant there — go and look! So we have to choose sometimes to believe something, and if I say there’s an elephant behind the settee, we don’t need to discuss it, you feel the truth of that don’t you? So Buddhism says that if we get angry we disturb ourselves, that’s absolutely true for me, I know it’s true. It says, if we go to bed late, we can’t get up in the morning. It says if we use harsh words to somebody, they’re not so friendly to us, yes that’s true. It says if we act, we can get rid of our mental disturbance. So all of that collection of simple intuitive truths that we don’t need to deny to ourselves, all that put together, is Buddhism. We don’t need the word Buddhism, we could call it “spiritual-scientific-philosophical-truth” or something, or we can call it nothing. But when we find something that’s true, we recognise it immediately. So everything that he found out, he recognised as true, not only for him, but true. So in that sense it’s a belief, but the feeling is not one of belief. For instance we can believe that there may be a god in heaven, or a life after this one, but we don’t see it in front of us. But there are things I can see in front of me which are true. So the simple order of truth, not the abstract order of truth.


Question: But isn’t abstract scientific truth even more a matter of faith, because we can’t see, if you’re not a scientist and don’t look through a microscope at molecules, you’re taking it as a matter of faith from the scientist that this is the truth, because that is what fits in with the world when you break something or set fire to it or….

Mike: Well the structure of the atom is a good example. The atom was never put forward as an actual description of reality, but as a model to understand the structure of very small particles. But it very quickly became a belief. So we all kind of believe that there are these very small things called atoms, and that there are electrons going around them, and the atom has a nucleus, and we even see pictures in scientific books. But the man who made this theory didn’t intend to describe actual little particles, it was a model, or a way to understand something. And if we move more towards the frontiers of science, with relativity and the probability and quantum theories which came later, that simple model of the atom doesn’t work. So we have to make a more sophisticated model.


Question: So that’s a greater leap of faith, than it is to believe in our simple truths that fit us, so called subjective truths.

Mike: They’re not always subjective. If I believe I’m always right, that may be subjective, if I believe I’m always wrong, that may be subjective. But if I believe that I’m sometimes right and sometimes wrong; sometimes I’m right and I believe I’m wrong; sometimes I’m wrong and I believe I’m right; sometimes I’m right and I believe I’m right; sometimes I’m wrong and I believe I’m wrong; sometimes I don’t know, then we can say, yes that’s true!

So that long and complicated explanation describes something very simple, it’s a lot simpler than saying I’m always right, but we can’t put it into words, it says I’m complicated, or it says I’m a human being, or it says I’m this way and that way….


Question: So it includes all possibilities?

Mike: Of course, but not only does it include all possibilities, it describes the real situation, and the real situation is different to all possibilities. There are theories now about parallel universes, so we can say that there is a possibility that there are lots of universes and we are only in one of them. But I don’t believe that, I think we’re all in this room.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, It’s true, how do we know? And if someone says, “well I know”, we think — hmmm right. But if you feel you know and you don’t say you know, that’s not so helpful. If you feel you know and you say you know, people might feel you’re being a bit arrogant or insistent. So in the end, to insist on the Buddhist truth is kind of dogmatic. So if I don’t say what I believe, or what I think Master Dogen meant by truth, there’s no possibility for anybody else to evaluate it. So I just say it, then people can make up their own minds. And Master Dogen does the same thing, he says what is true, from his mouth, then we can decide. And that’s all that science does, and that’s all that philosophy does. If you read a book about philosophy, there are many different philosophies through the centuries. Which one is right? Are they all right? Are none of them right? Who decides? Me. How do I decide? Well unfortunately, I just have to decide.

Question: So in the end truths are subjective, we can’t know, I mean….

Mike: All ideas in our mind which we call truths are subjective, but there is something which we can call true, and that is the situation which exists now. So the situation which exists now, we can call true or real. And because there’s a problem with words here, Buddhism uses the Sanskrit word Dharma, Dharma means; truth; law; custom; it has lots of meanings even in Sanskrit, but it means the way things are here, is definitely the way things are here. We can’t deny that. The way things are here is no different from the way things are here is it?


Question: No but Bertrand Russell and Wittgenstein can argue about them can’t they?

Mike: But Wittgenstein was saying that they could be different. Buddhism says that everything could be different, but what about, what is? Not “what could be”, but WHAT IS.

Question: But we can’t know what is.

Mike: We can’t know what is, but we’re in what is, and we act in what is.

Question: It’s a kind of faith.

Mike: It has a faith-component, yes.

Question: So I suppose that’s the religious bit?

Mike: You can say so.

Question: A belief in Dharma isn’t the same as our experience now.

Mike: Yes, but we can’t grasp our experience now intellectually.

Question: Is it [inaudible] who said we have the blind spot in our minds?

Mike: Did he?

Question: When you say, what is experienced now, do you mean what is now?

Mike: What is now.

Question: So is that the experience of Mike Luetchford, or is it the experience of Toby Morgan, or Andrew Deakin? They’re all different experiences aren’t they?

Mike: So “what is” is very complex, and it’s called in the chapter in the Shobogenzo, The Complicated. And another chapter in the Shobogenzo calls it The Ineffable, because, you’re right. But all of those, what you see; what I see; what Toby sees; what Toby doesn’t see; what you don’t see; what I see of you; what you don’t see of me, all of those together is “what is”.

Question: Like intertwined in a net?

Mike: Yes. So if we try and grasp it, we get into very complex descriptions, because our mind is being here and there, and we construct our net. But there is no net. There’s just something. The net we construct exists in order to look at what is, but whether we look at it or not, it’s here.


Question: So would you go as far to say that it’s beyond our experience? Your conscious experience at this very moment is very different from everybody else’s….

Mike: Is it?

Question: I can’t see my face….

Question: Is that the division between reality and the truth isn’t it?

Mike: Is it?

Question: If we can’t experience reality….

Mike: It’s impossible not to experience reality. We’re all stuck in it. Even if we want to step out of reality, we can never do it. But, we can think……

Question: I was talking about reality not being channelled through our own personal experience….

Mike: If we look for reality through our thinking about our experience, our thoughts about our experience, then we can’t see it wholly, because our thoughts about experience are partial. So if we think about reality, our view is always partial. But we can be in, we can act in reality, so when we do something we are experiencing reality.

Question: But what about my non-thinking, and Peter’s non-thinking?

Mike: When you’re not thinking, there’s no thinking. So what’s the problem?

Question: So our experience will be different.

Mike: When you’re not thinking, there’s no words, there’s no concept of experience, there’s just something. And when we sit in zazen, sometimes we’re thinking, and we may be thinking about what experience is, and sometimes we’re concentrating on our body, the pain distracts us or the fly distracts us, or the sun through the window. But separate from those two states, there’s another state, and in that state we don’t have a train of thought in our minds, we're not caught by our physical perceptions — where are we? And the problem is that because we’re not thinking, we can’t say where we are, because there’s no “we”.


Question: And we can’t say whether it’s the same for everyone or whether it isn’t?

Mike: We don’t need to. So when we’re practicing zazen we don’t need to have this conversation. So it’s a kind of relief!

So although our conversation now seems to have got away from Bendowa, if we go on to the next chapter and the one after that, we come back to our conversation now, because for example, Chapter Two is Master Dogen’s explanation of the sutra which we chanted this morning. This sutra is about real wisdom, or intuitive reflection. But if we read the description or the translation, it’s still talking about the same thing that we’re talking about, which is a state where we’re not analysing, where we’re not thinking, where we’re not dividing the world. So that experience, which we’re always entering and leaving, is described by Master Dogen as the universe made real, or the realised universe, or Genjo-koan, which is the title of Chapter Three of the Shobogenzo. So when he writes Genjo-koan — the realised universe, he doesn’t mean, “oh yes, I realised what the universe is”, not that at all. It means to make everything real. And to make everything real means to be in everything, or part of everything, or unseparated from everything. And that describes again, the same simple state of acting, or doing something fully; not thinking about it but doing it. Chapter Three is a particularly nice chapter because it’s very short, and yet it lays out Master Dogen’s four viewpoints, which he uses to try and describe the truth or reality. And last year at this retreat, we went through Genjo-koan in our talks.


So just to finish, we’ve looked at three chapters, and it’s very difficult I guess, just looking at the summaries, but if we go through the chapters, we can find a common theme, and this common theme is, “There Is Something Real and I’m Trying To Describe It Here”. So every chapter looks at it from a slightly different angle. So it’s as if the something real is this cup here, and we’re all looking at it from different angles, and all our viewpoints on the cup have something to add. All viewpoints on this cup, put together, give some kind of picture of the cup itself. And this is what Master Dogen does in the Shobogenzo, all 97 chapters describing the same thing from a different point of view. So in that way, we can read the chapters of the Shobogenzo in any order — chapter 1 then chapter 76, as we like. And all the chapters describe the same something. But that something is ungraspable. But although it’s ungraspable, we experience it all the time.

So I’ll stop now. We practice zazen in seven minutes.

End of talk.
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Introductions 2: Reality in Ordinary Moments

    
Mike: perfect is no ideal but the real situation, mixed good and bad; ethical decisions are made here and now
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike presents these chapters as ways of recognising reality in unremarkable moments rather than as an intellectual possession. In his account of Genjo-koan, the “realised universe” is the state in which we make everything real by being whole in what we are doing, without separating ourselves from it. His introduction to One Bright Pearl similarly says that perfect is not an ideal imposed on the world, but the real situation in which good and bad are mixed. He relates this recognition to small moments of acceptance, such as Nick seeing that the robes he had made were already just as they should be.

The discussion of the Soto Sect in wartime Japan does not make wrongdoing disappear: Mike explicitly says that it did wrong, while resisting the claim that reading or retrospective judgment supplies the whole lived situation. He says that ethical decisions are made here and now, within the limited sphere of one’s own conduct, while the past cannot be changed. He also distinguishes “right” and “wrong” as attunement or lack of attunement from “good” and “bad” as idealistic concepts. The next chapters make this ordinary rather than abstract: rules for the zazen hall concern stability, one’s own conduct, not harming others, and everyday hygiene. In discussing “mind here and now is buddha”, he notes that shin is broader than an intellectual mind and explains full presence as doing something fully, not following thoughts or physical perceptions. Raihai-Tokuzui extends reverence to anything that teaches the truth, not merely superior people, and Mike links that view to the equality of women and men in Buddhism. A bow or gassho is consequently a sincere ordinary act, not a projection toward something spiritually separate. He says that zazen cannot be practised outside zazen, yet its physical effect may remain when a person returns from retreat. Finally, he warns that a smoother translation can lose a strange or subtle point, even while hoping for clearer future summaries of the complete English Shobogenzo.








Complete English transcript


This morning we finished talking about Genjo-koan, or the The Realised Universe [sic]. This phrase sounds like it might mean something intellectual — “oh, I realise”, but it doesn’t. What Master Dogen means by “the realised universe” is the state in which we make everything real, which is the state which is different from thinking about things. So it can be the instant that we pick up a cup of tea to drink, it can be cycling happily along the road, or playing a game of tennis. It’s a state in which we’re whole, and when we’re whole, we don’t separate ourselves from what we’re doing, whether that’s in sport, in daily life, playing a musical instrument or whatever. In that state of wholeness we make the universe real. It sounds a strange thing to say but that’s what Master Dogen says. So everything is here.

Question: Is that the same as Nagarjuna’s pratitya samutpada?

Mike: Yes.


Question: It means it’s real for you doesn’t it?

It means it’s real. We say habitually “my reality must be different to yours”, and then we create a separate idea of reality. But what Buddhism says is that there is one reality, and that one reality encompasses all our subjective views and all our objective views. So it’s not subjective or objective, but real. When we think about it, we can’t get our minds around it, because surely, as Peter was saying this morning, I can’t see my own face but I can see his face, so we’re all looking out of our little windows. And that’s true, but at the same time there is a state where we’re not looking out of our window, us and the window are both part of something. And we experience that state all the time. If we don’t experience it, we die. We enter and leave that state all through our lives, but momentarily. So we might be working hard on the computer, thinking and moving and so on, and our brain gets very active, so we get up, walk down the corridor, have a cup of tea. And in doing that, we enter a state of wholeness or oneness, just momentarily. And that state sustains us or maintains us. So the reason that sport is so popular in modern times is because it’s a wonderful antidote to our very intellectual civilisation. We get tense and irritated and exasperated sometimes with intellectual work so we need something to balance it. So Buddhist theory doesn’t teach about something out of the ordinary, it teaches about that simple state which we all experience momentarily, and it says that when we practice zazen, we can ground ourselves in that state, so that we notice its value. Whereas in everyday life, we pull ourselves to one side or the other; we pull ourselves out of the simple state of wholeness into a state where we’re very worried, or where we’re trapped by our feelings or our sense perceptions.


So this is what Master Dogen teaches, and zazen is the standard. zazen is the standard of the state which is everywhere, not the standard of the state which is special, which only special people get and after long special practices, they get it and then they keep it, but the fleeting state which we enter and leave all the time. And that’s the state he describes as Genjo-koan, or as Master Nagarjuna does, pratitya samutpada.

Then in the next chapter, Master Dogen talks about the words of an ancient Buddhist master in China called Gensa Shibi. There are lots of stories about him in the Shobogenzo. The chapter title, One Bright Pearl, is a quotation from Master Gensa Shibi. The story is that the master says one day, “the whole universe is one bright pearl”. Master Dogen picks up those words and tries to explain what they mean, what Gensa Shibi was trying to express with these words. Nick gave a good comment on this a few weeks ago; you were sewing your kesa, and after concentrating on a lot of sewing…


Nick: Do you want me to tell the story? Ok, well I’d been sewing, I’ve made now five robes, and I was trying to make each one better than the one before. Anyway, it occurred to me just before I’d finished the fourth one, that the perfect robe was only in my head, and in fact all the robes I’d made were perfect anyway, they were just as they should be. So it occurred to me that everything was in fact just as it should be, just because my mind might now approve of how it is, or wanted it to be different, it made no difference, it is how it is. And that’s life.

So that’s a simple experience, which we all have from time to time, but very important. And it’s exactly the meaning of “one bright pearl”. Sometimes we notice the world is not as we think it is, but just as it is, and we get a kind of acceptance of it, acceptance of the fact. This acceptance might only last a few minutes or a few seconds, but it’s something real. So lots of people when they sew their rakusus, they say, “oh my stitching is not so good”, you said it this morning John. But what you made is perfect, it’s just that our idea of perfect is different to real perfect. Sometimes we let go of our idea of perfection, and just notice something real. And Master Gensa expresses it as one bright pearl. He means the whole universe is bright and perfect, but not ideally perfect, not the kind of perfection of a spiritual religion which says that everything is good and there’s no bad. Because in reality, good and bad are mixed together.


Question: [inaudible] (about the actions of the Soto Sect in Japan in the Second World War)

Did you read about it in Daizen Victoria’s book?

Question: Yes.

Have you any experience of it other than in his book? I have spoken to lots of people who have read his book, and they all express a view similar to yours, and all I would like to say is that reading a book is different to experiencing something. And it does seem that the Soto Sect during the war did certain things which judged from now, were terrible, but living in Japan during the war, was a very different experience from being a westerner looking at Japan in retrospect. And I don’t mean that therefore there was nothing wrong, at all, just simply that fact.

Question: [inaudible]

Yes but we can’t make ethical decisions about the Second World War because it’s been finished for 50 years. The only ethical decisions we can make now are in this room, about our own conduct. And unfortunately, although we would like to go back into all those situations which we’ve thought about and put our own ethical decisions on to them, it’s absolutely impossible. So Buddhism says yes, ethical decisions are the most important thing, but we make them here and now. The ones that have been made in the past can never be changed. The ones that we make now create the future. And we only have a limited sphere of action which is here and now. But we can make historical judgments and so on, but even our historical judgments are sometimes quite far from the real situation.


Question: [inaudible]

No, not that kind of perfect… not being able to do what we like here and now, is perfect. Being able to do what we like here and now is perfect. Things as they are, the world as it is, the things which limit us, and the things that free us, are all encompassed in the Buddhist meaning, or Master Gensa’s meaning of the word perfect. So it’s really a re-definition of the word perfect, not saying that there’s something called perfect then fitting the world into it, but saying that us agreeing, disagreeing, getting hot, getting sleepy, that situation is real, everything else is just a memory from the past or an idea of the future. This alone is real, and that’s what the meaning of perfect is; the only thing that is real is here. So it feels rather narrow and simple, even stupid, but that’s the view that Master Dogen expresses, and which Master Gensa Shibi expresses. I know there’s a tremendous amount of discussion about the Soto Sect and the war.

Question: [inaudible]

Question: But morality seems to be so extremely relative, I don’t think we can generalise…

Well, we can. We can generalise and argue, and agree and disagree, but we can’t change the past.

Question: [inaudible]

That’s right, that’s the problem, perfect is not ideal in the sense that’s expressed here. So Master Dogen says in a later chapter that wrong is perfect as it is, right is perfect as it is. And that means what happened just happened, and whether we love it or hate it, it did happen, and it’s gone. And our sphere of action, our sphere or whether we can act right or wrong, is right now — we can’t act in the future or in the past, we can only act now. So it’s a very simple view in that sense.


Question: Emily said to me the other day that she wasn’t clear about the difference between right and wrong and good and bad.

Me neither. You mean between “right and wrong” as a pair, and “good and bad”?

Emily: No, between wrong and bad, and good and right.

Ok. I can say in that in the way that Buddhist writings use the words, Master Dogen wrote a chapter, which we’ll come to fairly soon which is about right and wrong — Chapter Ten. And he uses “right” to mean doing something which obeys the laws of how things are — the law of the universe.

Question: It could be bad couldn’t it?

It could be judged as bad or good, but it goes with the flow. Now what do we mean by that? Well, it’s difficult to know, we can’t possibly know before we do it. But when we do some things, we get a feeling that they’re out of tune, and we get the result of that. And sometimes we feel things we do are in tune, and we get the result of that. So it’s quite an important subject, and Master Dogen uses right and wrong to indicate what’s in tune with the universe if you like — it sounds a bit grand, and out of tune with the universe. Then good and bad he says, are idealistic concepts.


Question: As Shakespeare said — “nothing is good or bad, but thinking makes it so”

Yes that’s right yes. And Master Dogen says, if we think there’s something called “good” existing somewhere and waiting for us to go and do it, then we’re wrong. So good exists in what we’re doing and not separately from it. We tend to imagine something called good, then try and make that real; to create our idea in reality.

Question: I haven’t read this book about the Soto Sect; I can imagine what it has. It’s almost like wanting to belong to an idealised perfect tradition that’s never done anything disagreed with, or in retrospect would not agree with. And that’s an idea that’s not real. It would be… well I don’t know…

If you don’t know, just…

Question: I mean Catholic people have to look back at what the Pope did in the last war, Jewish people have to look at what Zionism is doing now, and Germans have to think about…

No. The comments I made to Harriett were… as I’ve lived in Japan for 25 years, I have some kind of feeling for something about Japanese society, which is very different from western society, which caused the situation in the war, and which they never express. They don’t verbalise it or express it so well. And I don’t mean it’s good or bad, but it’s something different. So I’ve read the book, and that side is missing from the book, I feel. So that’s all I meant to say.


Question: Still I guess, if we’re looking for a truth or a right that’s never done any wrong, then we’re not looking for Buddhism, because Buddhism is right and wrong, it’s everything.

No, they did wrong. It’s quite clear they did wrong. But there’s something unexpressed in that book, and about that situation I feel. So I want to say to people if you’ve read the book, there’s something that’s not in the book. And I can’t really express it very well, but I feel it from living in Japan.

Question: But don’t we just say that something is wrong from our contemporary agenda, I mean 1000 years ago, looking back on societies now, we would think they were brutal and totalitarian or whatever. Whereas, you know, they were doing what they thought was right. Can we judge?

Well we can judge.

Question: Well we can, but I think it’s kind of meaningless. I don’t think it makes sense.

Question: Well I thought it was a very boring book, it wasn’t gruesome as I’d been led to believe and I was a bit disappointed!

(laughter)

Question: Societies now are just as bad as they were 1000 years ago.

They may well be.


Question: And there may have been some really good societies…

They didn’t have cameras, or computers. But anyway, coming back to Master Dogen’s chapters, One Bright Pearl, to express the fact that things are as they are, just from our discussions now we can see it’s a very complicated subject if we think about it, because to say things are OK as they are suggests that it doesn’t matter — but it doesn’t mean that. It doesn’t mean that things don’t matter, it doesn’t mean that there’s no right behaviour and no wrong behaviour. It just means there is an experience which we have, where we notice what reality is, and when we notice what reality is, we can’t… we don’t refuse it. And it happens to us in little moments; we might go for a hike, sit down and unwrap our sandwiches at lunch time, not “oh, look at this lovely view”, not that, but something more simple and inclusive. Just a feeling of satisfaction or completeness. And that feeling of completeness is what he’s writing about.


Then the next chapter is just a set of rules which Master Dogen wrote for his zazen hall. He built a zazen hall for his temple, and it was the first one in Japan. Although Buddhism had been in Japan since something like the 9th century, and he lived in the 13th, these were esoteric forms of Buddhism which were rather spiritual and which didn’t involve the practice of zazen. So Master Dogen built a zazen hall as part of his temple, and he and his students practiced zazen. He built it exactly as the hall which he’d visited in China, and he wrote the rules about the practice down. So they are simple rules, they say for example, “we should whole-heartedly promote each other’s practice of the truth”, that means zazen. He says, “we should not be fond of going out, if it’s absolutely necessary, once a month is permissible”. He’s talking about a small community a long way from the big cities in the 13th century, and the fact that to go out is very often for them, to lose their stability. So to stay in the temple and to practice was for him the most important thing. He says we shouldn’t read texts, even Zen texts when we’re in the zazen hall. He says that if we’re going out we should tell the leader of the hall where we’re going. We shouldn’t hit other people when they make mistakes. These are very important rules for a community of people living together; there are often frustrations and little things that boil up between people. So don’t hit someone if they’ve made a mistake. They are very practical rules.


Question: [inaudible]

I think this is quite specific about someone who wants to discipline another adult. “We should practice our own virtue”. In other words, we should look after our own conduct, not the conduct of others. “We should not hold counting beads”. “We shouldn’t blow our nose loudly, or hack and spit”. “We shouldn’t come into the hall drunk” and so on. So here are some very practical rules for his zazen hall, to make it run smoothly. And that’s what the chapter is, just a list of these rules, with his comments on each of them.

Question: A lot of those rules have been incorporated into society.

Yes, and in a further chapter, Master Dogen gives what are instructions for washing. And we do this now of course, we clean our teeth. But in those days people didn’t as a rule. So they are rules of hygiene, but he introduced them as Buddhist rules which he’d learned in China in a Buddhist temple. Now we think it’s normal.


Chapter Six is quite a difficult chapter. It’s commenting on a Chinese phrase which had been very common in the Buddhist societies which Master Dogen had been associated with. People said, “mind here and now is Buddha”. This was a kind of catch phase [sic] to describe what buddha means. And people interpreted it to mean something like, when our mind is present then we’re buddha, or when we’re fully conscious of what we’re doing then we’re buddha. But he explained it in a very different way. There’s a problem in translating this into English; in Japanese and Chinese, shin doesn’t mean exactly the same as mind, it’s something between mind and heart. We tend to use the word mind in rather an intellectual sense, but the word shin in Japanese and Chinese, doesn’t have such a narrow meaning. So although we’ve translated it as “mind here and now is buddha”, it may be clearer to translate this as “total consciousness here and now is buddha”, or something like that. And Master Dogen comments that we shouldn’t’ [sic] understand this from an intellectual point of view. So we shouldn’t think that it’s something to do with our mind which makes us into a buddha, but we should interpret it to mean that being fully in the present moment is buddha. And being fully in the present moment is not to be abstracted, not to be following our thoughts, and not to be following our physical perceptions, but to be doing something fully. In fact we can say it’s the same state that he’s describing in Chapter Three. So all these chapters are describing some kind of indescribable state, and because it’s indescribable we tend to think that it must be something special or spiritual. But he doesn’t mean that, he means something real and simple.

So the chapter itself is quite difficult, because he writes in a very complicated way, criticising wrong interpretations of the phrase, and trying to explain the simplicity of it — that when we’re fully involved in what we’re doing, that state is buddha. And we say that when we sit in zazen we don’t have an intention to do anything else but what we’re doing. We don’t have an intention to think, or to concentrate on our breathing, or anything physical. We just are sitting. And of course we wander off into the mental and physical realms, but sometimes we come back to a simple state where we’re just sitting or fully sitting. And that is Master Dogen’s standard of the meaning of buddha.


Then Chapter Seven goes on to a very practical subject — washing. And he describes, as I’ve just said, lots of practices which we now take as basic hygiene. But he also describes simple rules for washing and going to the toilet for his monks. So he says we should take the rakusu or kesa off before using the toilet and fold it up, and he even gives instructions for folding it up and where to hang it. And when you’re in the toilet don’t talk to the person in the cubicle next door, and don’t write your name on the walls. And he means these things seriously. And of course they didn’t have toilet paper, so he gives instructions on how to clean yourself, then how to wash the face. And they didn’t have soap, so he gives instructions on how to use the kind of purified ash which they had in those days. And he describes how to chew the end of a willow twig to make a kind of brush to clean the teeth. So in very great detail he describes personal hygiene, and it’s very relevant, though we do all that now. So his writing is sometimes very practical and sometimes quite complicated, talking about difficult Buddhist concepts which have been misunderstood in his opinion.


The next chapter is called Raihai-Tokuzui, which translates as “prostrating to attainment of the marrow”, which is a very peculiar expression. The marrow, is used in the sense of the centre or essence of everything. And he uses it to mean that somebody who has attained or realised the essence of something, we should revere them or prostrate to them. He doesn’t just mean a person, he says anything that teaches us the truth, we should revere, whether it’s a cat or a tree, or child, or a woman, or whatever. So he has a view that life is always teaching us; we run up against life, and it teaches us. Things in our life teach us, and when they do, or when somebody teaches us, we should revere them. We shouldn’t think that only our great teachers can teach us, and that we can’t learn from anybody who’s not as good as we are. So he denies that there is any kind of hierarchy. Also in this chapter he talks about equality between monks and nuns in his day. There was then in Japan, and still is now, gender discrimination between monks and nuns; monks can get good temples, and nuns can get the second rate temples. Some Buddhist sects would not admit women and so on. So he says this is all wrong, in Buddhism, men and women are equal, and he gives examples of great Buddhist masters who are women, and who had reputations, and who were great teachers. So the chapter is quite interesting, and even in the 13th century you can see he has quite an open view.


Question: Does he say you should literally prostrate yourself.

No he doesn’t say that. But in Japan today people bow to show some kind of respect. And a prostration is a kind of full ceremonial bow if you like.

Question: So why aren’t we bowing down to you, if you teach us the truth?

Well why aren’t I bowing down to you if you teach me the truth?

Question: [inaudible]

When you take the precepts you bow to the person you take the precepts from. And the person you take the precepts from bows back to you.

Question: But we don’t do it as a sort of prostration…

Well there’s no need is there? Although I’m describing Buddhism to you in words, it’s very difficult for me to keep the words that I say. So one reason I like to teach Buddhism is that it teaches me. So if I teach you something which is valuable and which you think is true, you respect me, and if I learn something from you which is valuable and true, I respect you. So it’s nothing to do with… you are the teacher or you are the student, it’s to do with whether the person or thing in front of you teaches you something that you notice. And when you do, there’s a natural feeling of reverence, which he expresses as prostration, but we don’t have to go down on our knees, I mean, people wouldn’t understand. Children teach us, if we’re parents we know how much you lean [sic] from your children. But if you prostrated to your child every time you learned something, your knees would be sore.


Question: The Japanese welcome [inaudible] always bow to each other? (talking about putting the hands in gassho)

I wonder, do you know Tony? They do this in India too. Not generally in Japan, but in Buddhist societies they do this. But this is called in Sanskrit anjali, and I think it has some connection with balance between opposites; it’s a meeting. (Mike puts his hands together in gassho.) So that kind of greeting was around in ancient India and was adopted by Buddhists, I don’t think it was invented by Buddhists. It’s a kind of equal pressure. When we put our hands together and bow in Buddhism, Master Dogen explains that we’re not expressing a reverence for something separate from us, we’re just acting. So to simply act makes us whole and in that moment of being whole, we express something sacred. So “sacred” is expressed in ordinary acts.

Question: So when we bow to the Buddha, it’s not prostrating to…

Well, we say bowing to the Buddha, as if we kind of project something forward. But we don’t, what we do is we act sincerely in a traditional form. And when we act sincerely there’s no need for us to try and project something spiritual in front of us — just do it. And in doing it, we express our sacredness as human beings. So for instance, in high church in Christianity, there’s a kind of bowing that’s somehow projecting something spiritual to God. But we don’t do it like that with that intention, it’s just a simple act. It’s not focused outside of ourselves, we bow to the Buddha image, but we bow to ourselves at the same time — both. So this is the prostrating that Master Dogen means.


Question: Historically prostrating in western culture is implying submission isn’t it?

Maybe yes. So not that.

Question: [inaudible]

Yes, so we can say exactly that, we’re expressing gratitude, but to what? We just express it, we don’t direct it outside to something, we just express it.

Question: Is it more than just the practice, is that ritual more than just the practice?

No we don’t continue a ritual outside of a ritual, and we don’t practice zazen outside of zazen. People often ask how can they take zazen into their lives, it’s absolutely impossible to do it, and it’s absolutely impossible not to. The reason it’s impossible to do it is that we can’t practice zazen while we’re riding a bike. The reason that we can’t avoid taking zazen into our life is because when we sit like this for 30 minutes, the fact that we’re sitting straight changes our physiological state. So when we return home after a retreat, we have the benefit of zazen whether we want it or not. We can then choose to keep it or throw it away. We can say “oh thank god that’s over” and go down the pub and get drunk and lose it quite quickly; maybe in a day and a half. But if we don’t do that it stays with us. So we feel something more settled or balanced. But we can’t actually do zazen at any other time other than when we are doing zazen.

Maybe I didn’t catch your question properly, my answer was different to your question.


Question: I think I meant, what I was referring to more was the kind of overall way of looking at zazen, you know, oh it doesn’t matter…

Ok. So in Chapter Eight Master Dogen talks about prostrating and we can say yes, we can do it physically, or we can do it mentally, it can express gratitude, it can express respect, it can express lots of things. And all of this is included in his meaning, as some kind of expression to something which has the essence, and so has attained the marrow. And this might be anything, it doesn’t mean somebody who is better than you or someone who is lower than you. It can be anything or anybody in the world.


Now I hope my explanations are sounding reasonably clear, but when you actually read the chapters you might feel, “it’s nothing like what he was saying” — the chapters themselves can be complicated. But the only reason I can give a summary like this is because I keep reading them again and again. They do have a kind of essential meaning, which is sometimes difficult to extract from the quaint English translation from medieval Japanese. But if we make an effort, we can see what Master Dogen is talking about in a simpler way. And that’s what I’m trying to do.

But hopefully in the future, we can write what Master Dogen has written here in simpler English. These books are the first time that the Shobogenzo has been translated into English completely, it’s not the first translation, but it’s the first complete one. And it’s not easy to read, it’s not perfect, and hopefully in future years, we can write more simple summaries and commentaries and reach the essence of what he’s trying to say.

Question: Can I just ask you about that? Some of the other translations which are available at the moment, bits of them maybe read better. Do you think that by trying to make it read better there is a less accurate proximity to what it is actually saying?

Sometimes, there are different situations; sometimes it sounds better, but it’s not what he said, he said something more subtle or something stranger. Often Master Dogen says something which is quite strange. And if you make it un-strange then you miss the point. Sometimes though we can put it in smoother English. I have seen recently some nice translations of chapters, but there’s no complete translation other than ours, and ours needs lots more work. So hopefully in future years we’ll produce easier versions. Shall we stop there? Thank you.

End of talk.
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Introductions 3: A Middle Without Intention

    
Mike: zazen and kinhin have no intention to get or stop anything; the middle comes by passing through balance
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike presents zazen, and then kinhin, as a middle state without intention, not as a way of getting something or of deliberately stopping something. Using mu in the sense of “without”, he calls this mu i: in zazen there is no intention to get anything and no intention to stop getting anything. In his account, noticing a thought and stopping it are the same moment, and the same refusal of focus applies to pain, sound, and mental concentration. The difficulty is that talking about this easily becomes a new intention, so zazen is not the purposeful stopping of concentration either.

He likens the balanced posture to a pile of stones: effort pulls the body back toward the middle, but once there, no effort is needed, and the picture of that balance is not the same as real zazen. Real zazen, he says, only wobbles through the middle; the settled feeling after a few days comes from passing through that point even when the sitting seems full of thinking. Master Dogen’s “dropping off”, as Mike reads it here, names stopping getting and stopping doing, while muscular habits may take months or years to loosen. The same middle shows in the eyes, the shoulders, and attention: slumped or over-straight, tense or slack, staring or unfocused, and found only when intention is given up. Mike therefore says that we have to try not to try. He distinguishes being fully in an action from mindfulness taken as watching oneself, and he treats an out-of-body experience as the opposite of zazen because it separates a mental self from a physical one. Posture stays inside that balance: sit with the body one actually has, neither forcing the full lotus as the real thing nor refusing to move toward the crossed-leg form the descriptions give. He will not call kneeling zazen, because he has never seen a description that puts it that way, and he says he does not know whether the same state can occur. Seiza, he says, is a different position and, for the back, a poor way to sit for a long time. Kinhin follows the same mu i: a simple walking form tries to keep the state of zazen, without an intention to tread or breathe in a special way, only a rough rule for staying with the person in front. He adds that walking can sometimes be noticed instant by instant rather than as a process we invent, a shift he also met in rock climbing, where thinking would have meant falling. When a wandering mind seems to have achieved nothing, he says that not feeling one has achieved something is the right direction, and that the effect can still accumulate.






Complete English transcript


Someone asked me to talk about posture in zazen, this morning, and Nick asked me to talk about Kinhin. We’ve just chanted the Hannya-shingyo, and although we might not understand it as it’s written in old Chinese and Japanese script transliterated into English, the most obvious thing is that there’s lots of “mu’s” in it. Yesterday I talked about mu shin, so there are lots of words or phrases in Japanese Buddhist terminology which begin with mu. Mu means not, or no, or without, or other than, or separate from. So it has rather a wide meaning. In the Hannya-shingyo, mu means not or without. The sutra says that we are without our senses, our thoughts, our perceptions and our sense organs. If you want a translation, Chapter Two in the Shobogenzo gives one. I also have a translation I made directly from the original Sanskrit, the other is translated from Sanskrit into Chinese around about the 6th century. So mu comes up so much in Buddhism that it must have a rather important meaning.


Yesterday I said that zazen is without intention – mu i, and this is very important. When we sit in zazen, we have no intention to get anything, and we have no intention to stop getting anything. This is a little bit difficult for us to think about, it’s easy to do, or relatively easy to do. When we sit in zazen, we sit in a straight posture, and when we notice that we’re thinking, we stop thinking. But that’s just talking about it, actually, what happens with me, is more like the moment I notice that I’m thinking, I’ve stopped – it’s the same thing. So I might be following a train of thought in my mind, and I suddenly notice that I’m thinking about going to Japan next week or something, and at that moment of noticing what I’m doing, I’m back in the room again. So we stop thinking, or when we notice that we’re thinking then we stop. And also we’re aware of sounds; other people beside us; pain; all the kind of sensual and perceptual inputs of our body, and we try not to concentrate on the physical specifically. We know that if we concentrate on our pain in the knee, it becomes more intense, if we concentrate on the person next to us breathing, it irritates us more, and so on. So we don’t focus concentration in the physical, and we don’t focus concentration on the mental, we don’t focus concentration on anything. But then there is a problem with talking about zazen; after this talk we might go into the zendo thinking, “I’m not going to focus my concentration on anything”. But zazen is not purposely stopping focusing concentration on anything; it’s mu everything. It’s not thinking intentionally, and it’s not stopping yourself thinking intentionally. It’s not focusing on pain and noise, and it’s not intentionally stopping yourself focusing on pain and noise. So it’s a very peculiar situation, because it’s mu everything, or mu i, without intentionally doing anything. And this is a very difficult state to describe, but a very pleasant state to be in.


Question: Can you talk about effort and knowing?

Mike: So without making an effort, we can’t sit straight. Without having an intention to sit, we don’t get on the zafu. Without having an intention to adjust our posture, we won’t do it. However, when we find the balanced posture, where the weight of our head is balanced over the neck, and the weight of the upper body is balanced over the pelvis, when we’re in that position of balance, there’s no effort needed. The effort is needed to pull us back to that. So physically, when we sway one way, our muscles need to pull us back. But when we’re in the middle, and this is only an idea of course, we’re like a pile of bricks or stones – very subtly and delicately balanced. And in that balance no effort is needed; we can take our hands away from the pile of stones and they stay there. But when we describe it we create an ideal picture, then when we go in and sit, it’s nothing like that. So we have a problem; we have a picture or an ideal image of zazen, then we have our real zazen. It’s quite a difficult problem for us, we want to go in and sit properly, but we don’t know what properly is. So someone says “properly” is to not intentionally do anything, so then how do I get rid of my intention to not intentionally do anything? We’re always trapped, and that very complicated mental situation is the other half of our very subtle physical situation. Our physical situation is that all of our muscles and bones are wobbling around this balance point, we go one way then pull ourselves back, then we go another way and we pull ourselves back. Lots of those movements come from the autonomic nervous system, or from the reflexes in the spine. We are self-righting in a way, we sense gravity and we find the position of least effort, which is when we’re straight. So we have this very subtle machine – our body, adjusting itself to find the point where we can take our hands away from the stones. And mentally we have this very subtle process where we are thinking about not thinking, and we’re thinking about not feeling our pain, and then we’re not thinking then thinking again – wobbling about. So this is the state of zazen.


We can see that if we talk about it, that zazen is not rigid, not fixed in the same way that you can’t balance a pile of stones by putting a ruler against them and lining them up, then taking the ruler away, you’ve got to balance them by balancing them, really. And when you balance them really, you have to adjust each stone as you place it. When we sit in zazen, it’s very important that we have some kind of awareness, but not a separate awareness. If we create a separate mental awareness of what we’re doing which is a kind of thought, that’s a counterpart of something physical, a tension. When we find the middle point, we don’t need to do anything. But actually in our real zazen the middle point is only an image; we just wobble around and enter it and leave it. We are always passing through the middle. That’s our real zazen. When we think about it, we don’t realise that we are passing through that still point, we get that benefit, because after practicing zazen for three days we feel settled and a little more peaceful. But we don’t realise that this comes from our zazen. We might say to ourselves that our zazen isn’t very good, we’re thinking all the time, but actually we’re getting the benefit from trying to sit in balance, or trying to stop everything – mu everything.


Master Dogen talks about zazen as “dropping off”, not getting something, not doing something, but stopping getting something, stopping doing something. However, we all have different bodies and different habits, and habits are ingrained in our muscles to some extent. So it’s necessary for us to practice in order to drop off our habits. Our body has habits and we don’t notice them, we might put our head on one side when we talk, our muscles get used to it and it feels comfortable like that. And when we sit straight and we’re trying to balance our pile of stones, something tells us that it doesn’t feel right. So we have to give ourselves time to settle, and for the habits and tensions in our muscles to drop away. That might take months or years, we’re all different.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, so if you remember mu everything. We can usually find two positions, a position when we’re slumped and a position which we feel is too straight. The balance is between those two. And if we hold our hands like this, we might find our shoulders are too tense, and if we let them go like this we feel it’s too relaxed. And the same with the eyes; if we look at the wall are we’re [sic] consciously looking at an object or shape on the wall, that’s one extreme, to let the eyes go out of focus as if we’re looking inside ourselves is the other extreme. Zazen is between the two. We can’t though intentionally put ourselves between the two, intentionally we can only look at the wall or let the eyes go out of focus. When we give up our intention then our eyes settle somewhere in the middle, and that’s true of everything in zazen. But we can only get to that state when we stop trying. And that’s the difficulty, because we’re all trying. So we have to try not to try, it’s a bit of a puzzle. But sitting we can find that state, it may take a few days if we have a busy, mentally active job, it often takes two or three days of practicing zazen for us to start to settle, and feel settled. That’s why coming on a retreat is very helpful. Even though we might notice that we’re more settled after two or three days, just practicing zazen at home in the evening or morning also has the same effect, though we may not notice it. If we do it every day, that effect accumulates in our body because we lose our muscular habits.


Question: So even if one feels that the mind is wandering, and at the end of the session you feel that you haven’t achieved anything, it still has a cumulative affect [sic].

Mike: Yes, if you didn’t feel you achieved something, that’s the right way. If you feel you’ve got something, I wonder what that is.

Question: If you feel negative about it.

Mike: Well if we feel negative we can’t do anything about it really, just to carry on. It’s a kind of training, and our body does need this training, and also our minds are very busy in modern society – our jobs create mental activity which is a kind of habit. If I feel negative about my zazen I just forget about it.

Question: You mean you don’t do it?

Mike: I do it, and then I forget about it. Get on with the rest of the day. And sometimes, although my zazen felt heavy, later in the day I start feeling cheerful, and I always think – Oh that’s nice, I did zazen.


Question: What about making the effort to sit every day, I can’t seem to do it [inaudible]

Mike: Zazen is the state without intention, and yet it has an effect. And the effect we get from zazen is when we practice zazen. But it also changes our physiological state, it changes the way the two halves of our autonomic nervous system work. The parasympathetic and the sympathetic nerves control all of our organs and make them more passive or active and so on. That changes us, so zazen stays with us. And besides that we don’t need to do anything, if we try to make ourselves aware of what we’re doing, that’s a kind of mental activity. And lots of Buddhist schools teach mindfulness, but Nishijima Roshi doesn’t like this word, he says that to do something fully is not to be mindful of it, but to be full of it…self. Maybe a word like activity-fullness, or consciousness-fullness, or everything-fullness, but not mindfulness. And I wonder, I don’t know, whether the word mindfulness has the same problem in English as the word mind that we find in the Shobogenzo; that the concept of shin for example, is not the same as our concept of mind. So for instance, people say you should do things mindfully, so when you’re cutting the vegetables you should….but if you’re aware of yourself, you’ve created two selves – the one that’s chopping and the one that’s watching. But Buddhism quite clearly says that the Buddhist state is the state where there’s not two, where there’s only one, a state of wholeness. If we interpret mindfulness to mean being fully involved in what we’re doing then it agrees with Master Dogen’s teaching. But if we interpret it to mean somehow watching ourselves, then it’s different to what he teaches. And if we practice zazen, we practice becoming whole. We don’t need to try and practice becoming whole outside of zazen.


Question: Is an out of body experience an example of zazen?

Mike: No. An out of body experience is the opposite. Extreme separation of our mental self from the physical self is not Buddhist. Buddhism says to make ourselves one.

Question: So the out of body is two separate things?

Mike: Two separate things, so it’s a kind of illusory state, or some kind of spiritual state.

Question: But you do stop to chat while you’re chopping the vegetables though, so you can move towards some kind of action outside of zazen.

Mike: But, we have to be a little careful in talking about it, if we choose not to chat, and we translate that into action, what we do is intentionally keep quiet. And that creates a kind of tension, both in us cutting, and in the person who wants to talk to us. Not that. We have to always find the middle ground. To intentionally say “I’m not going to chat, I’m going to be mindful” is not being mindful at all, it’s concentrating on a very strong intention. So how to find the middle is always the right way. If you’re chopping you can concentrate on that, and if someone says to you, is there enough yet? You say “perhaps a bit more” then go back to chopping. Flexibility. We all have a tendency to make a rule and to want to keep to it, and we think that this is the right way.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Well, physically, we have to keep moving around to find the middle, when we’re riding a bike, if the handle bars are welded straight then you can’t keep your balance. Or to walk on a tightrope you need to wobble to stay on. The same with the eyes, if we imagine that we can find some kind of middle state that Mike talked about, if we try and intentionally find it we never will, because we can only find it by wobbling between the two. The only way to find balance is between two opposites. We can notice those states, for instance our eyes do become dark, though we haven’t got them shut, but they don’t stay dark, it comes and goes. I suppose in future years science, physiological study may be able to explain all these human states.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Who is between those two? Is the person who is between those two, two or one?

Question: A balance between two beings.

Mike: Not a balance between two imaginary things but a balance between two actual states. We have always roughly speaking two extremes; our language is full of opposites, - love hate; good bad; up down; big small; and the Buddhist state is between these, so it’s called the middle way. But not between two imaginary things.


Question: In the Fukan Zazengi, it recommends sitting in the lotus, but for those who can’t sit in the lotus, it recommends the half lotus, and I’ve noticed that a lot of people put their foot on the calf.

Mike: Well they would put it on the thigh if they could do it comfortably, they can’t so…

Question: The reason I mention this is that in some sanghas they say push the knees down. Going back to the position of the feet, Master Dogen says put the hands on the feet…

Mike: Over the feet.

Question: If you hold them hard, then you get a strain.

Mike: I hold my hands like that because Nishijima Roshi taught me to. And I don’t feel any strain at all here. I’ve been doing it for more than 25 years and I never get any strain in my shoulders or anything, I just feel it’s natural to do that. The way I explain it is, because zazen is very subtle balance, if we think of our pile of pebbles, you have to adjust very finely. If we touch our legs with our hands we lose that very subtle sensitivity, the balance.

Question: It changes your centre of gravity as well.

Mike: Everybody is different, the gap between here and here is different for everybody. For instance, most Japanese people have short legs and long bodies. I’ve sat on the train next to people who look taller than me sitting down, but much shorter than me standing up. If they sit, their hands seem to be very high. For instance when you saw Nishijima Roshi sitting in Brussels his hands were up here somewhere because his navel is up here, his body is much longer. If we rest our hands it’s nice and comfortable, but we lose something subtle, that’s all. If it’s painful to do that then we can’t do it, but in my case I don’t feel any strain. Zazen is not a relaxed state, and it’s not a tense state, but somewhere between the two. Our muscles have tonus don’t they?

Question: They work in opposition don’t they?


Question: When playing an instrument, you’re holding a violin like that, it’s not a natural position but it becomes natural. So it is practice getting muscles to relax into an unusual position.

Mike: Relax into an unusual position, that’s very good yes.

Question: When you’re playing you can’t be too relaxed or too tense…..

Question: A lot of musicians use the Alexander technique….

Mike: Yes, Mike Cross who is from our sangha, who did a lot of the basic translation work on the Shobogenzo, is an Alexander teacher. He likes to use the Alexander technique to help people in practicing zazen, and to explain zazen. That’s what he likes to do and I think it must be very helpful. There are many ways we can teach our body and mind where the middle is. Zazen is only a standard way, we do it with sport, you do it when playing your cello; you’re teaching yourself balance. We do it when we go for a walk, we’re always teaching ourself [sic] balance, but we’re always pulling ourselves off again. So we teach ourselves balance, then we come home, crack open a bottle of beer and slump on the sofa…

Question: But you don’t drink.

Mike: That was the royal “we” – me and my brother Graham. I leave that side to him.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: If we sit one-sided and our muscles, knees and hips are not flexible, it turns us a little. If we alternate it gives some kind of opposite effect. But if we alternate too much, for instance if we change in the middle of zazen, then sometimes we don’t settle so well. We think we get rid of pain in one knee but it comes into the other. I think it’s better to stay in the same posture if you can for one sitting. If it’s too painful then you can rest for thirty seconds or so then start again. Long term I think it’s good to change yes. But everybody is different. We can only do what we can do, so if we never try to sit half lotus we’ll never do it, that’s for sure. But if we force ourselves, and I’ve seen some people forcing themselves into the lotus position, and they’re so tensed that their posture is pulled over to one side and hunched up. It’s much better to sit in the half lotus or five eighths lotus and to be free and balanced.


Question: On some retreats I’ve sat in the kneeling position, I wondered if that was alright?

Mike: It’s not zazen, but you can sit like that if it’s less painful.

Question: If it’s less painful then I’m much more relaxed….

Mike: Not completely relaxed, there’s always an effort.

Question: Why is it not zazen, just because of the posture?

Mike: No, because I’ve never seen an explanation written anywhere which describes it like that.

Question: But you’re not saying it can’t be or…..?

Mike: If I come out with a pair of tennis shoes on and a beach ball and start kicking it around, it’s not tennis is it?

Question: But you can be in the same state?

Mike: I don’t actually know. Physiology is not so advanced in explaining how the body works, subtly, but I think Mike Cross has delved into this area with his Alexander studies; when you sit with your legs in the lotus, or how ever much you can manage, it activates some kind of deep reflexes in the spine which are called the cross-postural reflexes. And these are unconscious reflexes, they don’t receive signals from the brain. The signals which come out of these reflexes tell the deep muscles in the spine to relax, so your spine lengthens. So that’s all I can say, but it seems to be medically acceptable as an explanation, that if we sit with our legs crossed like that to the best of our ability, then it somehow releases our back.

Comment: It opens up the big arteries in the hip as well – the value of this is appreciated in Yoga.

Mike: Right, well the zazen posture came from Yoga originally, Gautama Buddha practiced with yogins in the forest for eight years, and that’s why he adopted this posture.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: If people can get their knees on the ground they will. If they can’t they must sit as best they can. We can only….we’ve got our own bodies and we have to sit with our own bodies. But sitting like this, in some way activates these reflexes. I can’t tell you in medical detail, but all the descriptions about zazen tell you to sit with the legs crossed. So we do – blindly.

Question: Is there nothing special about sitting in seiza? In martial arts they sit like that.

Mike: Well yes but, for instance tea ceremony masters sit in seiza. My friend’s mother is a tea ceremony master and she has chronic back problems from sitting in seiza. It’s quite well known actually that seiza is very poor as a way of sitting long term, for your back. I can’t say any more than that. Seiza is just sitting on your heels, that’s the formal position in Japan, the respectful position. Or if you’re a samurai you would bend your toes under, so you could leap up. Everything is different if it’s different. So if you sit with your legs under, it’s different to sitting with them crossed. If you stand up it’s different to sitting down. And the fact that it looks different mean [sic] there’s some difference.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: I teach zazen, and I say if you can, sit like that, if you can’t, you might sit otherwise. One important thing is if you can sit in full lotus, it ceases to matter so much how high your cushion is, because the position rotates your pelvis forward so your centre of gravity is further in, so you can sit straight more easily. If you sit like that, your centre of gravity comes back. As your knees come up your centre of gravity goes back. You should compensate for that by raising your cushion. If you can’t get your knees down then put two cushions there to bring your keens [sic] back up so that your back is straight. You can feel it.


Question: Does the full lotus work without a cushion?

Mike: No it doesn’t work with no cushion at all, because it pushes you back, so your spine has to curve in order to keep your centre of gravity balanced. So we sit on a cushion. All descriptions available tell us to sit on a zafu, so we sit on a zafu. The most important thing is, if we have a strong intention to do the full lotus because we think it’s the real thing, that’s not good. We should look at our own bodies realistically and find a way to sit realistically that is reasonably comfortable. And at the same time, if we never try to move our legs towards the posture, we will never be able to do it. There are two requirements there and we have to balance them. But if we can sit like this then let’s sit like this. And maybe after a few years we’ll find our knees have dropped. I couldn’t sit in full lotus for many years, I gave up trying. And then suddenly I found my legs are more flexible, I’ve no idea why. Whether it’s age or whether my muscles are thinner as I’m older.


So kinhin: the same rule to kinhin, kinhin is walking round the dojo between zazen sessions in order to stretch our legs, but trying to keep the state of zazen. So mu i, or mu everything. We don’t have an intention to do anything. However, if we walk around with no intention we’ll keep bumping into each other. We have a kind of formal way of doing it, and this is to put our left thumb inside the fist, place the right hand on top and hold it level, put the shoulders relaxed, keep the head in the same position as in zazen and the back straight, let the gaze fall downwards, and we walk half a step at a time. Roughly speaking one half step corresponds to one breath. But I say roughly speaking because everybody breathes at different speeds, so if we actually try to time our step to a breath, we will end up bumping into each other.


I’ve been doing kinhin for about 25 years, and I’ve noticed that when I’m doing it, I’m not actually going anywhere; just round and round in circles. If the person in front of me doesn’t feel like they are going fast enough, or they’re going too fast, if they go faster I walk a little bit faster, if they don’t move I move my legs on the spot. So I get what I want – I am walking, though not moving forward. So it’s a bit of a stupid solution, but there again it’s a bit of a stupid activity really. If the person in front is too slow then I just mark time. People can think that kinhin is some kind of special and particular exercise, and they teach a special way of treading and breathing, but in our group kinhin is the same as zazen, so we don’t intend to walk in a special way; we have a posture but no intention to walk in a particular way or to breathe in a special way. However, we follow a kind of simple rule, that is, roughly speaking our step corresponds to one breathing cycle. And if the person in front is going faster then we speed up, if the person in front is going slower then we slow down. Following that simple rule we can usually harmonise in the dojo, keeping our state of zazen and not being trapped by the intention to do it properly, or not to do it properly, or to faster or slower [sic], but to be free of any intention. To walk like a duck.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Master Nagarjuna wrote a chapter about walking which is very difficult, because he tried to describe walking as an instantaneous action, but we can’t ever see it like that. Sometime when we’re doing kinhin, we kind of wonder what we’re doing. That may be a kind of clear picture. If we have an image of walking, we impose that image on what we’re doing, and make it into a process. But Buddhism says that there’s another way of looking at things besides the process view, but it’s rather bizarre. The other way is – “now I’m on my left leg, now I’m on my right leg, now I’m in between. So instant-instant-instant, and sometimes we catch that feeling in kinhin. But we cover that up in our lives with process. We live our lives by process, but we invent process, we can’t live without it – the watch is moving, and now it’s time to stop. Instantaneous action is something bizarrely different from the way we view the world, and we experience it sometimes in very simple things. I used to experience it in rock climbing, in climbing I was forced into a state of wholeness; if I think, I fall off. You can find lots of sports and activities like that. But when climbing up the rock, “I’m here, I’m here, how did I get from here to here?” That was a kind of flash. You can experience that. We say that it’s subjective, you know, that it felt like that, but Buddhism says that this is another view, it’s a valid view. We need more than one view to understand reality.

End of talk.






  

[image: ]
Introductions 4: Ordinary Balance

    
Mike ties the Buddhist state to the balance of this moment; right action and time belong to the same moment
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike holds the Buddhist state to ordinary balance in this moment, not to a special high and not to an abstract picture of how to act. Zazen, as he describes it, is very simple balance: we sway from side to side, and if we do not wobble we crash. Feeling sure that we have grasped everything, or feeling euphoric because we have forced ourselves, is not what he calls the Buddhist state. Zazen, he says, is a steadying influence in ordinary life, but life itself cannot be turned into zazen. On the sentence he reads from Master Dogen, feeling already replete with the truth is what happens when the truth has not yet satisfied body-and-mind. When we wonder whether we have it, he leaves it at “maybe”.

He then reads the introduction to chapter 9, Keisei-sanshiki. In the passage he reads, nature is a face of the truth, and Mike then says that rivers and mountains are this world doing what it does, not another reality. Chapter 10, whose title he reads as “Not Doing Wrong” rather than “Doing Right”, puts right and wrong inside the action of this moment. Holding an image of the right act, or holding the precepts on purpose, takes away the freedom to meet a situation that will not match the picture. Acting freely, without a strong intention, or acting in balance, is the definition of right action he gives here. He agrees that one can do anything, but not that society’s rules are useless or that freedom means grabbing what one wants. Real right and wrong, in his account, are in the situation, and he says he cannot see his own conditioning, so getting rid of it is not a method he knows.

The last chapter is Uji, existence-time. Mike says the characters make one concept, which English can show only with a hyphen, not by inserting “is”, “and”, or “or”. Master Dogen, as Mike reports him, does not deny ordinary past and future, but says that in Buddhism time is just this moment, so what is here now and time now are the same thing. The past is gone and the future has not come; waiting and fear happen now, and a plan for the future is still made now. Living that way is almost impossible, he says, but we can move a little toward it.








Complete English transcript


We are always balanced; the thing is, we sway from side to side. We do things which pull us to one side or the other, and zazen is just practicing very simple balance. Practicing simple walking in the middle is the basis of everything else – we are always on the road.

Question: Is it possible to get along by not wobbling?

Mike: If we don’t wobble we’ll crash.


Question: To quit the metaphor, one way to express these things is to be stuck in ku.

Mike: Stuck in ku? (Ku means emptiness).

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Did other people say you were nuts?

Question: Yes

Mike: And did you feel nuts?

Question: Well there was great clarity, but what I was saying to people wasn’t making much sense. And it came and went.

Mike: Right, well if we say things that people don’t understand for a few days then they’ll say we’re a bit nuts. So it depends what you were practicing.

Question: Zazen, it was after sitting.

Mike: So what kind of sesshin was it?

Question: It was an AZI one.

Mike: Well I’ve heard people in the AZI say that if you practice a sesshin, at the end you get this special state, and I heard a leader of an AZI sesshin say that you should be careful when you go off home because you’ll be really high, things like that. I think that that is nothing like the Buddhist state. So they may get some state, but it’s not the Buddhist state; it’s a kind of euphoric state, not a normal state. A normal state when we leave a sesshin – we feel quite peaceful, perhaps a little frightened to see the world again, because we’ve been away from it. And we just think “oh I’ve got to get back to things now”. So not a euphoric state at all.

Question: But it’s the same practice.

Mike: I wonder. I wonder, because we practice, so we create our state, so if the state we create is different, then what we are doing must be different. Certainly I create my own state, so I think there must be something different.


Question: Couldn’t we be affected in different ways by zazen?

Mike: Yes that’s true, but a state where we feel very sure and clear, and we feel that we’ve grasped everything, Master Dogen says that we are very far from the truth.


When the truth has not yet satisfied the body-and-mind we feel already replete with the truth. When the truth fills the body-and-mind we feel one side to be lacking.



So what he’s saying in that sentence is, when we feel like, “yes, I’ve got it all, it’s all clear”, then actually we are far from what he’s talking about. And when we say “I wonder if I’ve got it, I wonder whether this is right or not”, then maybe….

Comment: [inaudible]

Mike: So on some retreats, people like to get kind of higher and higher, and one way to do it is to have very strict rules about zazen. So people force themselves and if we force ourselves it creates a spiritual state – this is called asceticism, and it’s very well known. So many spiritual people in the past have done very painful things, and they achieved a spiritual state, in all religions. If you take that approach to zazen, you’ll create a nice spiritual state and you’ll feel wonderful. But that’s not the Buddhist state.

Question: It’s an intoxicated state – your body is putting out extra endorphins.

Mike: OK.


Question: [inaudible] …is it the moment that you realize it that you’ve actually lost it anyway?

Mike: It can be, but I mean, we have a simple natural state when we feel clear, but we’re not clear about anything, we’re just clear. But there’s another clear, where we’re just kind of hyper, we feel we’ve got something, and that’s a spiritual state of clearness. The simple more stupid state of clearness is the one I’m talking about – where there’s nothing really bothering us. We become bothered again, we’re walking along the tightrope and a gust of wind comes and makes us less stable, that’s life yes. So if we look for a life which matches zazen, we’ll never find it, zazen is part of our life, a steadying influence. But we can’t make our life into zazen, that’s only an idea. So to make a perfect clear balanced enlightened life is only an idea in our brain. Our real life is like it is. But we can learn, we can practice how to walk slowly on the rope, in a quite [sic] room, then we can go out and dance around on Monday morning, but because we’ve practiced how to walk, we can do that.


Shall we go on? Chapter 9 of the Shobogenzo is a very famous chapter which is called Keisei-sanshiki – The Voices of the River-Valley and the Form of the Mountains. The title suggests nature, the natural environment. And as the introduction explains:


In Buddhism, this world is the truth, so nature is a face of the truth. Nature is the material side of the real world, so it’s always speaking the truth, and manifesting the law of the Universe every day. This is why it has been said since ancient times that sounds of rivers are the preaching of Gautama Buddha and forms of mountains are the body of Gautama Buddha. In this chapter, Master Dogen preaches to us the meaning of nature in Buddhism.



So when we hear a river flowing, we feel something grounded and stable, peaceful, because the river never lies, it’s just doing what it’s doing, the water finds its way naturally. And the forms of the mountains are always showing us the real world. There are many stories of Buddhist monks who were striving to understand what Buddhism is, sometimes very intellectually or spiritually, and then they get frustrated and go off into the mountains and feel “wow, all that’s stopped now, my mind is quiet”, then they realize that this is what it’s talking about. If we go into nature we can experience the truth simply; it preaches the truth to us, the sounds of the rivers and the shapes of the mountains are teaching us that this is reality, not another world, not another reality, not a parallel universe, just this. Just this here. And Master Dogen quotes some of these stories in this chapter.


Then we move onto Chapter 10 which is a very important chapter, but somewhat difficult because it deals with Buddhist morals. The Buddhist idea of morals is rather different from that of a spiritual religion, not completely different, but there is something importantly different. The chapter begins with a very ancient poem which was originally written in Pali, I don’t think the origin is known clearly, but was written by one of the ancient buddhas. The poem goes:


Not to produce wrongs 

To practice the many kinds of right, 

Naturally purifies the mind 

This is the teaching of the buddhas.




Master Dogen stresses that not doing wrong, which is the title of the chapter, doing right, is important. Not what is right, then do it, or what is wrong, and then don’t do it, but just don’t do wrong. It’s in a different dimension from spiritual religions, which have a more abstract set of morals which we then try and follow. Buddhism says that there is right, and there is wrong, and right is part of our action at this moment, it’s not separate from it. And wrong is part of our action at this moment, it’s not separate from it. So if we have a very rigid set of abstract morals, we lose our freedom to act in the present moment. And if we have no freedom to act in the present moment, since human beings cannot possibly imagine what every situation will involve, we can’t follow the right action in that moment, we can only follow what we thought might be the right action in what we thought might be the situation. And human beings are not capable of seeing exactly what something is going to be like. Everything that we imagine actually turns out a little different. So we need freedom in the present to act. In the present, Buddhism throws away the precepts, if we hold on to the precepts which tell us not to kill, get angry, get drunk and so on, if we hold on to them intentionally we lose our freedom. In the story I quoted about the master killing the snake, if the master is about to kill the snake and he thinks “don’t kill”, he might get bitten. Buddhism insists that we need freedom to act. And acting freely without a strong intention is the definition of right action, or acting in a balanced way is the definition of right action in Buddhism. In that way it sounds like you can do anything, well you can, yes, but we seem to have some kind of common desire to do things that work, we all want to do what works and to avoid what doesn’t.


Question: So what is the definition of doing wrong? Purposely setting out to do what doesn’t work?

Mike: In the story yesterday, the master demonstrated by taking his sickle and sticking in the ground handle first. That’s something nonsensical. Or if you go over and pick up that pint of milk and start pouring it over the carpet…….


Question: A lot of people think that George Bush liberating Iraq was wrong [inaudible]…what the situation calls for…..

Mike: What does it call for?

Question: If he hadn’t invaded Iraq………….he would have liked that analogy of the snake.

Mike: Buddhism says that this conversation can’t get anywhere, I’ve never been to Iraq, and what would have happened if we hadn’t invaded it is hypothetical because we did. We can talk about it all day, but what is important is to act right now. Who can act right now? Only me – I can’t influence somebody else’s action so much, and usually my influence is of a nature which is unknown to me. And we know this because if we try to please somebody intentionally, we can upset them. It’s very difficult for us to know the influence of our actions on others, but we can try to act right now. And the discussion about morality is important, because without discussing morality society can’t form its laws. But the Buddhist concept of right is much narrower – just what we can do now will create the next moment, or this moment, and what has happened in the past we can’t change. Sounds very narrow minded, but that’s the view it is.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: I’m not aware of my conditioning, I know I have it, but I can’t see where it is.

Question: Even when you choose to act in the situation which….

Mike: No time. There’s never any time for me to look at anything when acting, just I’ve got to do something.


Question: So what it’s saying is……freedom….

Mike: The title of the chapter is interesting, it says Not Doing Wrong, not Doing Right. “Not doing wrong” suggests avoiding a state where we’re not acting fully. It doesn’t suggest how we should act, but it suggest [sic] we shouldn’t to do [sic] wrong. So if we don’t know what wrong is, it’s impossible to avoid it. And if we don’t know what right is, it’s impossible to do it. And if we create an image of what is right, then try to do that image, if we’re very clever we may be able to create the right image to suit a situation, but it’s almost impossible. In small ways, for instance, I’m going for an interview for a job next week, so I make all this preparation to present myself in the right way. I can spend hours and hours on it, but when I get in there the situation is completely different, the people are not like I imagined, they might be similar but they are never the same. I need to throw away my plan and present myself, if I only present my plan, then I’m not going to be so successful.


Question: Presenting yourself, we never do (consciously?) we do it somehow else, it’s not something we are aware of when we do it…….

Mike: No, and in fact sometimes we do it and afterwards we feel a bit embarrassed. I know someone who went for an interview and felt afterwards that it was terrible and that he’d made a terrible mess of it, but they accepted him. And that’s very common.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Mike Cross’s explanation is nice, and I understand that the Alexander Technique says that in order to act naturally we need to stop our habits. I think consciously in Alexander, you inhibit yourself. And Mike used to do this. And it’s right what he says. But it doesn’t always work, we can’t go through life not doing anything, waiting for the right thing to happen, it doesn’t work like that. Zazen is sitting in balance, we can call it not doing or we can call it doing, it doesn’t really matter, it’s sitting in balance. Whether it’s doing or not doing, it’s difficult to know.


Question: If you’re sitting stiffly and you’re ordering yourself all of the time – push your knees down to the ground, stretch the back of your neck, pull in the chin, and someone is talking to you all of the time whilst you’re sitting…

Mike: You mean in kusen, yes it creates tension doesn’t it?

Question: So when you leave the sesshin it’s a release of that tension.

Mike: Yes, that’s asceticism, stand under a waterfall for 12 hours and you come out and you feel that you’ve entered heaven.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: We do get the results of our action without any gap, so we always receive the results of our actions and we always will. If we do something wrong we get the result of it, and if we do right we get the result of that. There is something called wrong and right, it exists in reality. And of course society has to make its rules so we have laws to live by, but those rules are abstracted. They are like our precepts, our precepts are rules, that’s fine, that makes sense. So we shouldn’t say that society’s rules are no good – “I’m a Buddhist, I find out what’s right in the moment”, but when we act in the moment we are free to act. Now that doesn’t mean chuck away the rules and grab the jewels, it simply means that acting in this moment we need freedom. To find what’s right we need freedom, without freedom we can’t find what’s right, and so we act, throwing away the precepts.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, but it’s a very complicated chapter, it’s a very complicated subject. So in the moment we’re always choosing, intuitively, subliminally, we choose to continue what we’re doing or to stop it. We do this based on some kind of feedback or intuition, we’re always doing that. You might be talking to someone and suddenly feel something strange, and want to walk away, or you cross the road and stop, so we’re always choosing in the moment. But some people have a very strong set of abstract rules in their head which they want to impose on reality. And those people lose their intuition because they want to impose their abstract view. So very spiritual people try to impose abstract reality on reality, which is always fluid and changing. The Buddhist way is to let our intuition be free so that we can choose. But it doesn’t mean to disobey the rules of society, it simply means to notice the difference between abstract right and wrong and real right and wrong. And real right and wrong exists in the situation at every moment. We can follow it only intuitively if you like.


Question: Isn’t that the basis of conditioning, we’ve been conditioned throughout history to look for someone to tell us what to do, what is right and what is wrong, but Buddhism is saying find out for yourself [inaudible].

Mike: Yes, it’s a celebration of humanity, that in fact if people are free they will do the right thing, I’m sure some philosopher talked about this though I can’t remember who, was it Locke? Rousseau? OK we’ll settle for Rousseau.

Comment: [inaudible]

Mike: But if we think about or discuss right and wrong, we say, you know, that we need to avoid our conditioning. But actually this is impossible; we don’t know what our conditioning is. My conditioning may be to try and get rid of my conditioning; I don’t know how to get rid of my conditioning. I spent 20 years in Japan, and I realized that I’m this tall lanky English person, I’ll always be English, I can’t get rid of it. How do I get rid of my conditioning? I’ve no idea.


Question: That’s what we are really isn’t it? [inaudible]

Comment: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes but Buddhist right is not to stretch out on the cushion, Buddhist right is what you do, yourself, at that moment. So you didn’t, because that’s not you.

Question: So that’s right for her?

Mike: Is it right for you too? Who knows? We’re always trying to decide what’s right and what’s wrong. And we do it on a mental level, because of our conditioning and our religious background, but we can also do it on a simpler level which is intuitive. If we hold on to abstract morals too strongly, we lose the freedom to follow the situation. And in following the situation, we can avoid wrong and do right.

Question: And part of the situation is what’s in you?

Mike: Yes it is, yes.

Comment: [inaudible]

Mike: There are lots of different aspects to this, we can approach it from the aspect which Peter talked about, and we can approach it from the aspect of spiritual religions. But what the chapter is about is not doing wrong, but doing right. And that’s what we all want to do. And we know there’s something right and something wrong because when we do something wrong, we get the result of it, and we intuitively feel that what we did, somehow didn’t go in the right direction or with the flow, or something.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: We all try to do right and not to do wrong, the question is, what is the most successful way of doing this? And Buddhism says if we do right and don’t do wrong then our mind becomes pure and peaceful. We should avoid doing wrong and do right. But Master Dogen explains that right doesn’t exist somewhere else waiting for us to do it, or in other words abstract right is not the same as real right, and abstract wrong is not the same as real wrong. Any other questions? Right let’s move on to the next one.


The next chapter is also quite difficult, because it deals with the Buddhist view of time and existence. Uji is two Chinese characters sitting together, so written in Chinese or Japanese it’s a single image – existence-time. But if we put it in English we have a tendency to want to put something in between it like “existence is time” or “existence and time”, or “existence or time”. But in Japanese in [sic] creates one concept which is existence-time, and the only way we can represent that in English is to put a hyphen between the two words. So the hyphen between existence and time suggests something which is both put together; the identity of existence and time. It sounds a bit similar to Heidegger, and it is similar except that Heidegger didn’t identify the two as one in quite the same way that Buddhism does. In Buddhism we say that although human beings live in time, and we think of time in terms of past, present and future, and this way of viewing the world is so important to us that we believe it’s the way things are, there is another view which says that time is just the present moment. To say that time is just the present moment is rather difficult to grasp, we can say it, but it doesn’t really make sense, because we feel time passing, we feel that the past is back there and the future is before us. And Master Dogen doesn’t deny that normal view of time, but he says that in Buddhism we say that time is just this moment now, so it’s instantaneous or immediate. And just this moment now and what is here now, are therefore inseparable, so what is here now is existence, and now is time now. He says that the two things are the same, so what is here and now, and time here and now, are pointing to the same thing, which is all this. And he puts the view that reality is always now, always now, always now. And as I said this morning, sometimes when we’re walking around in kinhin we might get just a flash of, “oh, hmm, uh” – because we’re doing something very simple and we notice the very simple nature of what we’re doing is just now, just now. He explains those two views in this chapter, but philosophically speaking it’s quite complicated.


Question: [inaudible]….time and infinity…

Mike: Yes it is infinity and it’s infinitely short. If we read something like the chapter Uji, it’s easy to say “well, so what? It’s all very philosophical about time being here and now and so on, but what’s the point?” And I think that one very important product of this Buddhist view is that we can realize that the past has disappeared. How ever [sic] much we may want it back or regret it, we can never go back into the past; it’s gone forever. And the future, how ever [sic] much we’re waiting for it or fearing it, hasn’t come yet. So waiting for it or fearing it is just happening in the present. If we understand the Buddhist view of time, we can in some way be more comfortable in the present, because human beings live in a kind of process view of society where we’re always thinking about yesterday and tomorrow, we worry or get excited and so on. And in Buddhism we say that what’s gone is gone, and what hasn’t come yet hasn’t come. And of course we can say it, but to actually live it is almost impossible. But although it’s almost impossible, we can move a little but [sic] towards it.


There’s the story which I’m sure I’ve told before, of the monk who is running through the jungle being pursued by a tiger. So he’s running for his life, and suddenly the trees end and he’s at the edge of a cliff, so he jumps over. Half way down he gets caught in a tree or a bush, and as he’s hanging there he sees these lovely berries in front of him. He pops one in his mouth – delicious. It’s just a story, but it suggests that even in the most severe situations when our life is about to disappear, we can find something in this moment. And I think, I don’t know but I feel that many people who are terminally ill realize that fact. People who know that they’re not going to live for very long have an ability to enjoy where they are a little bit more. Of course my explanation is too simple – some terminally ill people have a great deal of pain and so on. But even in that terrible situation, some people seem to live more easily in the present, than me who thinks he’s going to live for another thirty years, and is worrying about his pension.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: May well be yes. Even in a practical sense, I foolishly made a telephone call yesterday to check whether a laptop computer is going to arrive before I leave for Japan, and if it doesn’t arrive I don’t know what I can do about it. I got very annoyed, and that annoyance I created myself because I’m thinking about next week. But after practicing zazen a few times yesterday, I’ve come back to this place and in this place next week hasn’t come yet. So my annoyance has disappeared and I don’t have to think about it. I can’t do anything about it anyway. In a very practical sense, coming back to here and now does help us. That’s because Buddhism has a view of time being here and now.

Question: Here and now doesn’t mean to say that you can’t plan for the future?

Mike: No we can plan for the future yes, but your plans are being made now.

Thank you very much

End of talk.
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Introductions 5: Clear Explanation for Zazen

    
Mike: this talk’s Buddhism is an explanation for simple zazen, not therapy or a mystery apart from practice







  Michael Eido Luetchford
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike holds this talk’s Buddhism to a clear explanation that lets people settle into simple zazen, not to therapy and not to a mystery handed on apart from practice. Dogen Sangha, as he tells it, is Nishijima Roshi’s response, after fifty years of study and fifty years of practice, to finding that the Shobogenzo teaches true Buddhism, and the group’s work is to say that clearly in modern words. He says Buddhism is not an intellectual pursuit, but a clear explanation helps them see what zazen is and settle into simple practice with confidence. If someone keeps finding excuses not to sit, he will not supply a method: the choice is theirs, a few minutes can become a routine, and if they cannot sit, they cannot sit. He does not think Buddhism solves personal or social problems as counseling does; to someone depressed he says keep practicing, and that if they do they can cure themselves, and he says it takes years, though a clinically depressed person will not be helped merely by being told to sit. Uncertainty about helping is allowed, and he calls Buddhism itself trial and error, because we do not know where reality is.

On the robe, he reads that Buddhism esteems real conduct in daily life, and he says ordinary and sacred are two sides of one thing. He says Master Dogen explains a merit in the kasaya that we do not usually grant to clothing, and that in Dogen Sangha the robe marks no rank: anyone who wants one can make it and wear it, while Mike himself only says that putting it on he feels something he cannot put into words. Asked about transmission in the next robe chapter, he says it is not something abstract or spiritual: you wear a rakusu, and if you want you make a robe, because the others and the teacher did.

Chapter 14, Sansuigyo, he presents as mountains and waters teaching like a book what reality is, and the sentence he reads, that the blue mountains are constantly walking, he takes in two ways: the mountains going past the walker, and the land changing over time. Asked whether nature is the face of the truth or one face, he says one of the faces, because reality cannot be held as an image, and words such as reality, truth, peace, happiness, and balance are views of one thing, or one not-thing. Nature just as it is teaches by being recognized, not by instructing; the two-way relation he means is only that we walk on the field and the field lets us, and he denies a separate self, since if there is no world there is no me. Asked whether he is teaching nature, he says he has no idea. The chapter he calls Busso is Master Dogen’s list of patriarchs back to Gautama Buddha and beyond him to legendary buddhas, whom Mike says were not real people, included so the truth would not look invented by Gautama. Transmission, as he explains it on that list, is one person teaching another to practice zazen until the practice is their own, as a skill is taught, and he says it is not something mysterious. He says Master Dogen says there is no reincarnation; when someone suggests that we are reborn in every moment, he answers only “yes in a sense,” and says he has no evidence of reincarnation and no experience of it. He reads Gautama’s “not eternal, not cut off, but in the middle” as denying both an eternal soul and the view that death is only the end of a body, and so as denying rebirth. Giving primary value to spirit, he says, leads people to imagine existences that are not here, including past lives; a feeling that the dead are still there he treats as a feeling and says we can ignore it, the wild-fox story he uses to show that cause and effect can never be avoided, though he says he does not know why that story was chosen, and he ends by stopping the talk to practice zazen.






Complete English transcript


“Dogen Sangha” is a Japanese and Sanskrit word put together. Dogen, the name of the founder of the Buddhism that we follow, is made up of two Chinese characters; Do means way or truth, and gen means origin or source. So Dogen means origin of the truth, or source of the way, or any combinations you’d like to make. Sangha is a Sanskrit word, in Sanskrit an n with a dot underneath is pronounced mid-way between an n and an m, so it’s like saying n with your mouth closed. Sangha means community, association or group. So Dogen Sangha means the community of the origin of the truth. And Nishijima Roshi established Dogen Sangha, because after studying the Shobogenzo for 50 years and practicing zazen for 50 years, he realized that the Shobogenzo teaches true Buddhism. He couldn’t find true Buddhism anywhere else in his search in Japan, he found that the temples in Japan were largely full of monks who didn’t really want to be there so much, they were carrying on the family tradition, and who often didn’t practice zazen. And he found that the main school of Buddhism that he was associated with was quite political and the people were fighting each other for power. He stayed on the edge. He became a monk in the Soto School, because the master from whom he received the monk’s precepts was a master in that school, but he’s always remained on the edge. In a sense Dogen Sangha is a new school, but in another sense it’s the original school from Master Dogen’s teachings. And although that sounds rather a surprising thing, to establish a new Buddhist school, because there are so many powerful Buddhist groups in the world, I think it’s true – we’re establishing a new Buddhist school, and the teachings are not the same as many of the other teachings, although sometimes they are similar. But one thing that our group has, is an interest and an ability to explain Buddhism clearly in modern terms. And that explanation, although Buddhism is not intellectual pursuit [sic], to have a clear explanation helps us to see what zazen is. And helping us to see what zazen is allows us to settle into a very simple practice with confidence. It’s important that we maintain it.


Question: I have a problem sitting regularly, I keep finding excuses why I shouldn’t sit, I don’t know what to do about it.

Mike: Nor do I. It’s completely up to you. If you keep making excuses you’ll never sit regularly, that’s a fact. We have to make our own choice, and sometimes it’s not so easy, but it’s never impossible, even if our life is very busy we can sit for five minutes, or two minutes. And if we start sitting for five minutes, if we establish a daily routine for five minutes, then we’ve got something to work on, five minutes can become six or ten minutes. But if we can’t sit then we can’t sit.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: I think that we can’t deal with people’s personal problems. They could get help by going to a counseling service, we can worry or be concerned, and wonder what to do, and if we can find something to do we can do it. But I don’t think Buddhism can solve people’s social problems in that way. If somebody is depressed, all we can really say is keep practicing. And they will probably think that’s not enough, but actually if they do keep practicing, they can cure themselves. That’s all we can say in the end – just keep practicing zazen.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: There are lots of Buddhist groups in the States which integrate therapy with Buddhist teaching, but I don’t think so, I don’t think we should do that. There are many therapeutic counseling based services and techniques which are really helpful for people to solve their own social and personal problems. But the Buddhist way is very simple; it’s just to practice zazen. But it’s very difficult for people to believe that just practicing zazen will solve their problems, but it does. However, it takes 2,3,4,5, years. If somebody has a pressing problem it’s difficult to find a way to help them. If someone is really clinically depressed, just to say practice zazen is not going to help them, because they won’t be able to sit still.


Question: Maybe we can help by creating an atmosphere where we can help to do that.

Mike: Yes, you can say honestly what you’re doing, then they can see what you’re doing, and just be honest really, and to be unsure as to whether you can help or not. Sometimes we’re sure we can give good advice and sometimes we’re unsure. If we’re unsure, we can be unsure.

Question: Try to be welcoming.

Mike: Your group is very welcoming, I know, I’ve been there a few times. So trial and error. Buddhism itself is trial and error, because we don’t know where reality is. At every moment we’re looking for it, to move forward like that is the most practical way, step by step.


Chapter 12 – Kesa-kudoku, or The Merit of the Kasaya. Kasaya is a Sanskrit word for the Buddhist robe, which in Japanese is kesa. And Chapter 12 is quite a practical chapter, Master Dogen explains the different kinds of kasaya, and explains the merit of the kasaya. We don’t usually think that an item of clothing has merit, but he says that it does. So as it says in the introduction:


Buddhism reveres our real life. In other words Buddhism esteems our real conduct in daily life



Because Buddhism values practical real action, then this action is in a sense sacred. Our ordinary actions are sacred, but they are also ordinary. In Buddhism, ordinary and sacred have the same meaning; they are two sides of one thing. And the wearing of the Buddhist robe is an important part of Buddhist life. How can we explain it? Well we can’t, but if you wear a Buddhist robe and sit in zazen, after a while it feels something safe. And yesterday I was joking, because when Nick puts his robe on he spreads it like a fishing net, so when you spread it round your shoulders it’s as if you were catching yourself in the net. That sounds a bit strange but in a way it’s true – when you put it on you catch yourself in it. And all sports and activities have a uniform, so the kasaya is the Buddhist uniform. I don’t know why I keep putting this on but I do, it has a practical value as a uniform, but it also has some kind of other value which is difficult to put into words. But when I put it on I feel something. This is the kind of thing that Master Dogen explains in this chapter, and he also explains the different kinds of robe; how many stripes they have; what kind of material you can use to make them; what colours you should and shouldn’t use; how to fold it up; how to wash it – a thorough explanation. In Dogen Sangha, we say that anybody who wants to make and wear a robe can make one, it doesn’t signify rank, just if you want to make one, make one, and having made it, wear it, that’s all.


Chapter 13 is again about the robe, but is worded a little differently. And it’s possible that this chapter was a kind of draft which Master Dogen wrote for his lecture, but when he gave his lecture it came out differently. Chapters 12 and 13 are so closely linked it seems that one is a preliminary version of the other. But because they both exist as separate writings, they are both included. And they are a little different.

Question: The title of Chapter 13 is The Transmission of the Robe (Den-E), is this discussing the transmission also?

Mike: Yes, talking about the merit of the kasaya suggests some kind of value which the robe has, and the transmission suggests something passed on. But this doesn’t mean something abstract or spiritual, just simply when you join a Buddhist group and you become a Buddhist, you wear a rakusu, then if you want to you can make and wear a robe. Why? Because the other people did, and your teacher does. So it’s transmitted or passed on. That’s all it means.

Chapter 14 – Sansuigyo, or The Sutra of Mountains and Water. It’s rather a poetic chapter. In some ways it’s quite similar to Chapter 9 – Keisei-sanshiki, in that it’s about natural scenery or nature. Gyo means sutra, so it’s the Sutra of Mountains and Waters, Master Dogen is suggesting that mountains and waters are like a book which is teaching us something. In this chapter, he concentrates on explaining that nature is teaching us like a book what reality is, and what the Buddhist truth is. It’s a nice chapter. Everything is teaching us.


Question: Is this the chapter where he says that mountains are walking past us?

Mike: Yes, and he says other curious things:


Master Kai of Taiyo-zan mountain preaches to the assembly, “The Blue Mountains are constantly walking. The Stone Woman bears children by night.”



That sounds very poetic but doesn’t seem to have any clear meaning. “The blue mountains are constantly walking” suggests two things, one, that everything is relative, and when we walk through mountains, there is a state where you seem to be moving your legs but everything is going back past you, rather than you passing it. We normally feel that the mountains stand still and we walk through them, and I guess swimming is the same, when you settle down into swimming, you are moving in space, and the water is going past you. That’s one way to understand the phrase “mountains are walking”. The other way is that they’re changing over time – rocks fall and slide, the shape of the land changes. And we know that’s a fact now, though I guess Master Kai didn’t know that for a fact, he wanted to suggest that things that are still may not be still; it’s relative. And Einstein agreed with him.

Question: Einstein said when he was in a train, he asked his fellow passenger, “when does the next station stop at this train?”

Mike: That’s exactly it. And I did a lot of mountaineering and you do actually often feel that the mountains are moving past you. And cycling is the same. We usually feel that this is just our imagination, but Master Kai suggests it as a view of reality, real experience.


Question: I was thinking about what you said the other night, that nature is a face of the truth. Does that mean that nature is the face of the truth? Or is it just one of the faces?

Mike: One of the faces. In Buddhism we say that reality, or Dharma, or the Truth, or the way things actually are….it’s impossible for us to grasp an image in our minds. We can only grasp one view of it. So it’s like a huge diamond and there are lots of facets, or faces, so we look at one face, then we look at another. And what usually happens is that one person looks at this face, another looks at that face, and they disagree. Do you know the story of the elephant, three blind men, one grabs the trunk and says it’s a snake, another grabs the ear and says it’s like a leaf, and another grabs the leg and says it’s a tree. What normally happens is that we argue about the different faces, but Buddhism says we need many faces to look at reality, because we can’t hold reality as an image. Nature, the external world as we see it and experience it, is one face.


Question: But everything that we do and think is a part of nature anyway…

Mike: If you spend all your week in London, then you go out for a cycle ride in Somerset you experience something welcoming or peaceful or warm in nature which you can’t find in a city don’t you? We can say that there’s the natural world and the world that we construct, and of course in the end, even concrete is nature. It’s true.

Question: So it depends on your definition of nature?

Mike: Yes, there are many definitions of nature. What’s natural?

Question: When you use the word truth, is reality a different word?

Mike: It’s a different word yes, but this is the problem with Buddhist theory, and with all theory; the word is not what it points to. If we stay in the area of language and the area of thought, we can only get the word. If what the word refers to is outside the area of thought, even if we keep thinking until we die, we can’t understand any more than what the word tells us. So we say that reality is different from truth, because there are two words, but actually there is only one thing, reality is one way to look at it, truth is another way to look at it, peace is another way to look at it, happiness is another way, balance is another and so on. Master Dogen in the Shobogenzo is explaining one thing, or one not-thing, or something. And all the words are views on it. But different words have different nuances, and they suggest different things to us.


Question: I am not sure what you mean by nature is teaching us, isn’t nature just itself, just as it is.

Mike: Yes, so something that is just as it is teaches us. For instance if we’re a bit stressed and we visit a friend with a new baby, and the baby is sitting being very natural, we feel calmed. Or if we go for a walk through the fields when we’re a bit up tight, the fields somehow calm us. You can say the fields are teaching us. So not teaching in the sense of instructing, but that we recognize something, so recognizing something you can say is being taught. That’s the way he uses it, a two way thing.

Question: So aren’t you teaching nature?

Mike: I can’t ask nature whether I am or not. I’ve no idea.

Question: So why is it a two way thing?

Mike: In the sense of, when we walk across a field, we’re walking on the field, and the field is letting us walk on it, only in that sense. Anything we do, me, as a subject, and the other, as an object, interact. We are always interacting. Because we think separately, we imagine, I always imagine that I exist separate from anything else, but if there’s no world, there’s certainly no me. I’m never without the world, I have never been isolated from the rest of the Universe. Whether I exist if the rest of the Universe is not there, or not, is a completely useless question. We think of ourselves as separate, as if we’re self contained.

Comment: [inaudible]


The Next [sic] chapter, Busso, is interesting. It’s a list of all the Buddhist patriarchs from Gautama Buddha right up to Master Dogen’s master. It’s quite surprising because it means that Master Dogen had a list of all the people going right back to Gautama Buddha, so it’s sometimes referred to as the lineage.

Question: Do you have such a list?

Mike: Yes I have a list of the patriarchs right back to Master Dogen and right back to the Buddha. Historians might say “ah yes but we can’t prove that person existed”, but to me it’s just a simple fact.

Question: Is this the transmission?

Mike: Yes, but the transmission is a little bit misunderstood; what transmission means is that I meet somebody and teach them how to practice zazen, and they make their practice their own, then later they meet someone and teach them how to practice zazen etc. And in that way all skills are transmitted, so there used to be apprenticeships, you’d learn for example how to make cabinets from your master, and after fifteen years or so you’d become a cabinet maker and then teach the skill. That’s the meaning of transmission. And of course in that transmission there’s an abstract or spiritual part, and a physical practical part. So it’s not something mysterious, it just means that Buddhism is taught from one person to another. You get a line, of course you gets [sic] lots of lines – trees. But going back from me, there’s one line back, from Gautama Buddha there are many of lines [sic]. This is Master Dogen’s list of the Buddhist patriarchs back from him to Gautama Buddha. In fact he goes back further than Gautama Buddha to the seven legendary buddhas. These are: Vipyasin Buddha, Sikhin Buddha, Visvabhu Buddha, Krakucchanda Buddha, Kanakamuni Buddha and Kasyapa Buddha. And the reason we have these is that early Buddhism wanted to explain that the truth wasn’t invented by Gautama Buddha, it existed, and exists in all times. Reality is always here, even before Gautama Buddha, it was here. So it’s a kind of legend.


Question: So were they real people?

Mike: No. But they are part of Buddhist tradition so he includes them. Then we go on through all the buddhas, all the masters in India, with Indian, Sanskrit sounding names. Master Nagarjuna is one of them. Then on into China, including Bodhidharma, and it stops with Master Tendo Nyojo, who is the master from whom Master Dogen learned Buddhism. It’s a kind of historical list and we have notes about these. We can’t find details about some of the masters, exactly where and when they lived and so on, but for most we have this information.

Question: Is there any tradition of reincarnation in this lineage?

Mike: No, none at all.


Question: What did Master Dogen say about reincarnation?

Mike: Master Dogen says there’s no such thing. And Gautama Buddha said not eternal, not cut off, but in the middle. And by that statement he meant that we don’t believe in an eternal soul, that is the Brahman belief that existed in India before him, that the soul is separate from the body and will carry on forever into another body. Not that, and not cut off means, when we die, that’s it – finish, so we’re just a physical body and nothing else. Not that, but in the middle between those, the Middle Way, the Doctrine of the Middle. In that statement he actually denies rebirth, because if have [sic] no soul separate from the body and which is eternal, then it’s impossible for anything to be reborn. And Master Nagarjuna also says, if there’s no soul separate from the body as the Buddha says, then what is there which carries on after the body dies to get into another body? So he denies it too. And Master Dogen denies it in several places.

Question: There are bits in the Pali Canon…..[inaudible]

Question: We are reborn in every moment aren’t we?

Mike: Yes in a sense. All the masters in Master Dogen’s lineage who have written, deny reincarnation. I have no evidence of it and no experience of it.


Question: Why do you think so many of us have this interest. Why is this misconception there?

Mike: If we give primary value to the spirit, that is the part of us which is not body, immediately we do that, we can imagine or posit kinds of existences which aren’t actually here. We can’t prove their existence but we can believe in them. It comes automatically from believing in spirit. Anybody that believes in spirit as being the centre of things, can believe that the spirit goes on. Where does it come from? Well, past lives – you can see how this comes quite naturally into our minds, we can invent then believe all sorts of things then look for evidence. People say something like, “that child could write when he was three years old – must have learned it in a past life.”

Question: When someone has died the bereaved want to believe that the departed is still there.

Mike: Yes, we feel it don’t we? We feel spiritual things, so we have a subjective side. But what Buddhism says is, we all feel it but if we come back to reality, we notice that it’s a feeling or a spiritual thing. We can ignore it really.

Question: So why use the story of the fox?

Mike: To illustrate cause and effect, which is absolute. Why he chose that story I don’t know.

[inaudible]

Mike: The chapter in the Shobogenzo about cause and effect has a story about a master who when he was giving a talk, someone used to sit at the back who was a ghost of a wild fox, it’s quite complicated. But he uses it to suggest that cause and effect can never be avoided. That’s the point of him using the story.

Comment: [inaudible]


Question: People did believe in spirits and things in the middle ages didn’t they? But there’s no reason why they should have looked at the world with our eyes.

Mike: No, they couldn’t.

Question: We use mythology, particularly Greek mythology to illustrate states, and people don’t question us about it or assume that we believe they are literally true.

Mike: Yes, and even though I’m teaching Buddhism, sometimes something happens to me and I find myself saying, “what have I done to….”, as if it’s some kind of spiritual retribution. But of course it’s more simple than that. We all have that part, and Buddhism says, ok we have that part, but let’s put our feet on the ground, where are we? We’re here. When you have a bad night and you have a strange or ghostly dream, something forms in the psyche, and you wake up feeling like there’s something in the room or something, then you get up in the morning and you realize it’s just a dream and that feeling goes away.

Question: But I have had many experiences….

Mike: It’s true we do have those, but if we try and follow them, we can’t get anywhere.

Question: So you have just used a term from Greek mythology, Psyche – the last goddess to be created, and no-one is asking you now if you actually believe in the Pantheon because you used the term.

Mike: Right, let’s stop talking and practice zazen.

End of talk.
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  What the series says (short overview)


  
Across these five talks, Mike presents Uji as his modern interpretation of a difficult Dogen chapter, using “time-present” for an existential account of being here at this time. He begins from the claim that time is the present and the present time,1.6 while maintaining that neither clock time nor the felt speed of time is an absolute. The series therefore does not replace ordinary temporal language with a better theory: it adds a view in which every person and thing has its own time-present and the one real moment and place is here and now.1.9 1.10 This present is neither a private mental state nor a promised pure condition, because disappointment, anger, sleepiness, thought, and the effort to become buddha also belong to it.

That claim carries a deliberate tension: causes, memory, plans, and scientific processes remain workable, yet Mike repeats that there is process and there is not,2.6 and refuses to treat reality as a continuous process. What matters is not winning that tension as an explanation but noticing how mental images, a constructed self, and expectations of future attainment can pull us away from the condition we already inhabit. For this reason he treats zazen as a changing balance rather than a fixed achievement; posture and whole activity can help us return to reality, but neither enforce a perfect state nor make thinking valueless. His reading insists on action: time-present is experienced in doing rather than only in thinking, and a person lost in thought remains visibly in the shared room. The connection of person, world, and time is accordingly practical rather than merely metaphysical: in action, the Universe makes itself real and ordinary activities can bring people back to reality.

Language helps us communicate and inquire, but descriptions restrict their objects and are not the things themselves, so no formula — including Mike’s own — finally possesses what it names. He accordingly calls his account an interpretation, not a scientific claim or final explanation, and lets the ordinary statements that a day was fast and that it lasted twenty-four hours stand together. Accounts of a past or future are still spoken from the present, but that does not cancel past events, causation, a shared constructed world, or ordinary work within it. In its final movement, the series asks readers to notice how they are, make what they do real through sincere activity, and return to the present, which no one can escape.5.11 5.12










  Talks in this series



  Uji 1: Time Is the Present

  Mike reads time-present as the real here and now that relativises clock time and shows itself in action

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 1

  
  



  Uji 2: An Alternative to Linear Time

  Mike keeps the present as the only real time, grants ordinary process, and leaves the contradiction open

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 2

  
  



  Uji 3: The Changing State of Zazen

  Mike reads time-present as zazen’s actual condition, with irritation and sleepiness, not a pure goal

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 3

  
  



  Uji 4: Contradictory Explanations

  Mike: reality is not contradictory, but our explanations must contradict each other to try to grasp it

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 4

  
  



  Uji 5: Words and Reality

  Mike closing this Uji sesshin: a description restricts its object; ordinary action can return us to reality

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 5
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  Michael Eido Luetchford
Winter 2004 — Uji.
Venue: Rowardennan.

  


Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




A difficult chapter about time

Uji is one of the three or four particularly important chapters of Master Dogen’s Shobogenzo, and the important ones tend to be quite hard to understand. But the principle he’s talking about here is rather important: the principle of time in Buddhism. “U” means is, exists, even yes; “ji” simply means ordinary time. We can say existence-time, being-time, is-time, or even right-here-and-now. What “uji” points to is something about being here at this time.1.3 1.4

What he is trying to do is to describe what reality is like. He bases his view on zazen, but he only has words, and even his words are not enough; to understand the chapter, we can refer to our own zazen and our own action. All of his philosophy is trying to point us to the place before we started thinking about it. But it’s impossible; he tried the whole of his life, and he said that it was impossible. He creates bizarre images and switches around his language: instead of saying I’m sitting in the zafu, he’ll say the zafu is sitting under me.1.20 2.6 2.7

In a way, pulling the chapter apart makes it more difficult. I couldn’t understand the Shobogenzo the first time I read it, or the second or the third, and Nishijima Roshi said the same thing. Coming back to it again and again we can slowly get something. And this is only my interpretation; the original may create clearer images for you.4.1 5.6

Question: Why is it expressed so strongly? What was it over against?

It was against traditional Buddhism. Master Dogen wanted to strip away all the misinterpretations and establish something very simple, realistic. He wanted to say Buddhism is about reality, not about burning incense.2.19 2.20

Question: Which team did he support?

Fukui Rovers.2.20

Time is the present


A buddha of old said,

Time-present is standing on the mountain heights
Time-present is sinking to the depths of the ocean
Time-present is an angry demon
Time-present is a buddha
…1.5



I’ve chosen the phrase time-present, because it’s the nearest thing for me to what I feel Master Dogen is trying to say. We can read the poem as snapshots of a monk’s life: sometimes angry, sometimes sad, sometimes elated. But Master Dogen has a much more strict interpretation than “sometimes”.1.5


Time-present means that time is the present, and that the present is time.1.6



He says that time is actually the present. The present is the only real existing time, so everything that exists must be in the present; there is no other place that it can be.1.6 2.2

He often says “illuminated by the light of the present”. When we’re lost in our thoughts, our images are hazy; the real world in front of us is clear. To be awake, to be buddha, means to see what’s around us, now, at this place. It’s a poetic image, but not only that: when we’re not caught up in the images in our brain, the present is brightest.1.6 4.17

In his first statement, we could say, he’s almost denying that time has any kind of process: throw away your watch, time is only now. But then he says we must also study time as 24-hour time, and that 24 hours is relative. And he says that although we never doubt our ability to clearly trace the passage of time, we cannot be sure that we know clearly what time is. Of course I know what time is: it’s sixteen minutes and 15 seconds before 12 o’clock! But he’s suggesting that this objective statement is not complete: our actual experience, an hour that passes just like that or time that drags, doesn’t fit completely with the objective fact. He doesn’t reject our subjective feeling in favour of objective absolute time; he doesn’t reject either of those.1.7 1.8

He’s trying to break up our belief that time goes on and we’re in it: everything, everywhere has its time-present. I have my time-present; that plant on the window sill has its time-present. He denies that the objective view is true, and he denies that the subjective view is true. He doesn’t deny that the hands going round are a valid way of looking at reality, but he denies that this objective time is absolute. Our views of time conflict, and Master Dogen always resolves conflicting views in the present. He says in the end there’s only one moment that’s real and only one place that’s real, and that’s here and now. But our brains can’t work without process, so we have to spread things out into a process.1.9 1.10

The past is here, now

We’re all taught that time is a process, so we think that we experience time as a process; actually we don’t. Master Dogen describes our normal view as a journey: we cross a river or a mountain pass, and we feel they are still back there. But he says that when we are crossing the mountain pass, we are present there, and so time is present there. Where is the past? Can you point to it? The only place I can find the past is here, now. That doesn’t mean that there wasn’t a past; it doesn’t deny that past events affect the present, and it doesn’t negate cause and effect.1.14 1.15 1.16

Question: But the future doesn’t exist yet.

Think of an event in the future: where is it? He says the future is an idea, and the idea exists now. The past that we have exists now too: my memory, the scar on my hand from when I fell over as a child. Besides that, there is nothing else. But he doesn’t mean that I didn’t have breakfast.1.18 2.3

Our real experience isn’t like the frames of a film, with a gap between this moment and the next: the present is always here, but at the same time it’s moving on. So it’s a contradiction. He’s suggesting that the present contains the past, and that the past contained the present. He paints a landscape of peaks of time that we look out over; he doesn’t mean that when I went to the cinema last week, that event is still hanging around here somewhere.2.1 2.2

We can’t understand that the present is contained in the future precisely because we have this very strong linear view: the future hasn’t come yet. He’s saying ditch the linear view and everything is now: in the future it will be a now, in the past was a now, and all nows are at the same place. But what we experience in the moment is infinity: we experience it, but we don’t grasp it. He wants to break the linear view, not to deny it, not to say it’s wrong, but to introduce something else that’s missing.2.4 2.19

I don’t think Master Dogen is suggesting parallel Universes with pasts in. All of the past that exists exists now. We can’t conceive it.3.9

Question: Is it impossible to conceive, or is it just difficult?

I don’t know, I haven’t stopped trying yet.3.9

Our actual experience is that the future never arrives, and the past never leaves.3.14

There is process and there isn’t

Once you take away process, science collapses: without a process view you can’t separate causes from their effects. And science is a valid way of looking at reality; it has created our civilisation, and we need it. But Master Dogen wants to suggest another view, outside of science and also outside of religion: the middle view. It’s not based on a process view, nor on a spiritual or eternal view; it’s based on real experience in the present.2.4

Language is process too. Process is real, but it’s not real. It’s real because we all agree that it explains the way reality works. It’s not real because only this moment is real: there’s no next moment yet, and the last moment has gone already. So we can say there is process and there isn’t process. That contradiction is at the heart of the problem of describing reality.2.6


… The whole Universe is progressing from one moment to the next, not static but also not continuous process.3.20



He doesn’t deny process, but the times don’t pile up, neither do they extend out in a continuous line. In Einstein’s space-time continuum we still have process; in Master Dogen’s existence-time there’s no continuum: there’s just this, just this.2.8 2.9 3.9

His example is Spring. We call a process Spring, but actual Spring is just now: Spring is made real at every time-present. We need to come back to this again and again: the difference between what is real here and now and what we call Spring, or a process, or a person. There is nothing real and unchanging that passes from moment to moment called time; it’s a parallel with what he says about a permanent unchanging self. Our concept of time has something real about it, but it doesn’t really exist. But although it doesn’t really exist, it is really useful.4.2 4.3 4.4

His sentences are contradictory; this is the big problem with reading the Shobogenzo. Making sense of that is not so easy until we notice that reality is not contradictory, but our explanations of it have to contradict each other to try and grasp it. We say today went very quickly; we say today was exactly 24 hours. We usually call one objective and right, the other subjective and wrong. He gives them equal value.4.5

I am seeing things moving, and yet of course that’s always in the moment. From an article about vision, which I can’t remember so clearly, it seems that what we see as a continuum is filled in by our brain or our memory. There’s no doubt that there’s some process which we track with our consciousness, but it contradicts the instantaneous view in our brain. Buddhism says: think about it, you’ll tie yourself up in knots; stop thinking, then the knots will disappear.4.15–17

Question: So even just on the mundane level, we’re building a picture.

Yes, a kind of constructed world. This doesn’t mean it’s not real: we all construct it, then we all agree on it so we can share it. But it’s not shared by beings that don’t have our way of communicating. The plant doesn’t share it; the dog shares it partly.4.19

Question: So we have to try and unlearn all that?

No, just we can notice how we are.4.19

Time is a survival tool: we learn to plant at a certain time of year, depending on the position of the sun. It’s a puzzle … what is time?4.20

Time is us


This person I think of as myself is a “person” that I put together at one time-present.1.12



The “me” that was here this morning doesn’t exist, and the “me” that’s going to eat beans and beef burgers later doesn’t exist either. I create “Michael” at this moment; we spread ourselves out through time, but Master Dogen says that this all happens at one time-present. We create a life, a personality, ourselves; not that they are not real, but they are real creations that we make at the present. I wake up one morning feeling depressed, and I create a depressed “me”: my life has been terrible and it’s going to be terrible. Another morning I create a happy “me”.1.12 1.18

We can’t help constructing a self, and we can’t live without process; but process we create at this moment. And I can’t get rid of myself: I love myself too much, and hate myself sometimes. We create ourselves at every moment. So in that way we’re illusions, but we are real illusions.1.19 2.5

Not a pine tree is in a time-present, but a pine tree is a time-present. We say “I am in the here and now”, but he says “I am the here and now”. Not that time is flowing through us: time is us. Without us, there is no time. Which implies, among other things, that time is a human construction.2.7 2.8

He says living beings are time-present, buddhas are time-present: there’s time and there’s me, and it’s all one. Even our being angry here and now is the Universe. The words have already separated them, and he wants to stick the words back together: buddhatime-present, persontime-present. We can imagine this room without us sitting in it, but at this moment there’s just roomus.2.17 3.7

Doing makes us real

Master Dogen describes a person who has clarified their real state and lets go of understanding the nature of each thing. That sounds like a special kind of person, but it’s a common, everyday state, and we can call it action: picking up a cup and drinking the tea. When we act fully, we let go of understanding; it’s impossible to think about what we’re doing and do it fully at the same time. If you think about hitting the ball, you miss it. After a while jogging you’re just jogging; in zazen we can settle down sometimes to a state where we are just sitting: shikan-taza.1.12 1.13

In order to experience time-present in the sense that Master Dogen is trying to describe it, we need to act; we can’t experience it by thinking about it. If we think while we do something, we split ourselves; in ancient Buddhism that was described as having two moons. When we just throw ourselves into what we’re doing, we are one moon: we are whole.1.13

We can’t grasp the present, but Buddhism says we have a way to experience it. If we talk about it as far as we’re able, and if we practice it, it grasps us: we can’t grasp it but it grasps us, and in grasping us it gives us a focus. This is all Tim Henman wants to do: forget about the point you just lost and hit the ball, now. That’s what musicians want to do, isn’t it?2.10

Asked about Bodhidharma’s purpose in coming from India to China, Master Baso answered that at one time-present he was moved to raise his eyebrow and wink, and at another he was not. Master Baso is trying to say that Bodhidharma just went: there’s something natural in his actions. We expect results from our efforts, but Buddhism teaches that things unfold naturally. Bodhidharma didn’t have a strong intention such as, “I’m going to China to spread Buddhism!” Just that’s what happened. Some replies in the koan stories sound so strange that people think there’s some mystical secret there, but I always work from the point of view that they must have been saying something sensible and down to earth.4.7 4.9 4.10 4.11

Master Dogen comments that the mountains and the oceans and Bodhidharma’s eyebrows and eyes are one whole, and that the mountains, the oceans, even the bright star that appeared to Gautama Buddha are time-present. He’s running round and round Master Baso’s words to reinforce that time-present is just what’s here and now, and what is here and now is not separate. That’s the most I can say about that.4.12–14

If I get up and run around the room, in my action I’m making the Universe real. The Universe making the Universe real suggests there’s no separation between me and the Universe. In zazen we share space with the whole Universe. In the moment of acting, especially in zazen, there’s an equality, a balance between me and the world. That’s what we feel when we sit by the side of the lake and become one with the scenery; in that moment the Universe is making itself real, and we experience that perfection just for a moment. Just to share the Universe with everything is enough.2.12 2.18 3.8

Sometimes we actively want to make ourselves balanced; sometimes the situation drags us in. Master Dogen says there’s another case: suddenly, spontaneously, we feel contented. We can become real just out of nowhere. That’s the Universe making the Universe real: there’s not an intention from the inside, or something imposed from the outside, but the two things meet. It’s difficult to explain, but we do experience things like that.5.20

When we put all our effort into what we’re doing, we can say that we become one with everything. When we become one with everything, we stop thinking about becoming one with everything. He’s saying that our efforts in the moment create the world, and it sounds very unlikely. I’d like somebody to show me a moment in which they’re not making an effort. Doing something makes us real. When we do something we make ourselves and the Universe real.3.17 3.18 3.20

The state we are in

Many people think that buddhas are something you become after very strenuous effort: then you’ve hit the jackpot. But if we think of buddha as someone who is awake, it’s quite straightforward. If you’re awake here and you see everything around you, you’re a buddha; if half of you is missing and thinking something, you’re not. We’re all buddhas, but we don’t like to accept it, because we create an image of somebody better than ourselves, and that somebody is only an image.2.14 3.1

When we practise zazen, we sit in our state, whatever it is. And that state is buddha. If we expect it to be pure, calm and peaceful, we may be disappointed, but the state of being disappointed in zazen is the state of buddha.3.1

I like to say zazen is sitting in balance. The posture is rock solid, but it’s dynamic: to keep balance you have to wobble a little. And because Buddhism says that body and mind are two sides of one whole, if we balance our body we balance our mind. Sometimes we’re thinking, sometimes we’re stopping ourselves thinking, sometimes we move beyond thinking; all of those are part of zazen. State is the wrong word really: we wobble around, and that wobbling around is buddha.1.1 3.2

At the point of balance there is no effort, but we can’t keep that exact position, so we make an effort to come back. You can’t intentionally stop yourself thinking, because the intention is a thought; noticing that you’re thinking, stopping yourself and correcting your posture are all the same thing. When we describe it, we split ourselves into two: a “me” and the other part that I do things to. So zazen is self-regulating, providing we make some effort to reach the point where there’s no effort. So it’s a contradiction.3.3 3.5

When we feel irritated or sleepy, we might feel this isn’t proper zazen, but that’s who we are at that moment. Master Dogen says time-present is always made real without ridding ourselves of hindrances and delusions. To be present is not to realise you’re angry and stop being angry; it’s simply to realise that you’re angry.3.2 3.16

Even the times when we seem to be blundering along heedlessly are time-present, Master Dogen says. In his sense, perfection is the present moment: not something better than what is here, but what is here is perfection. Heedlessly blundering along is just heedlessly blundering along; it’s time-present, it’s real. And he says we shouldn’t force it into being present. To force something into being present is to say, “Yes, I’m present, I can see I’m present.” Then we’re thinking about being present. But when we pick up a cup of tea and drink it, we don’t need to think whether we’re present or not: we’re completely here.2.18 3.12 3.13

Wanting to find the truth, realising it and practising all happen at a time-present. Even the moment in which people make efforts and reject the state of buddha, Master Dogen says, is time-present. And he says that the state of buddha which wants to search for the truth, practise zazen, attain the truth and enter the balanced state exists at time-present. That sentence suggests that our sincere effort itself is being a buddha: buddhas making buddha — he’s turning things on their head a little.1.11 2.14 2.17 3.8

It’s like learning to ski or to row: at first there’s a very fine knife-edge; if you keep doing it, one day it becomes a plateau. If we practise zazen regularly every day, the balance point spreads. But that plateau is still a knife-edge.3.6 3.18

Sometimes in zazen we keep thinking, “five minutes to go, my legs are hurting, I’ve got to do this tomorrow”. All these worries come from our view of time, and all those things spread us out again. But in the posture of zazen, even when our mind is really busy, we settle, whether we like it or not. It may only be a small amount; we may just settle enough not to get up and run out. The posture itself in zazen gets us.1.16 1.19 2.11

Question: With this house buying, my whole existence was over on that side. I couldn’t do my normal 25 minutes.

People imagine that a Zen master doesn’t have those kinds of experiences, but that’s a load of rubbish: all human beings are affected by what goes on in their lives. But we can notice, hopefully, that we are being dragged into the future by a house purchase, and just that noticing itself is a kind of solution to the problem. That is noticing who we are. Even if we can only make ourselves sit for 5 minutes, it’s a very powerful way to calm ourselves down.2.15 2.16

Will and words


Master Kisho from the Sho region … preaches to the assembly:

At one time-present will is present but words are absent.
At one time-present words are present but will is absent.
…5.1



Sometimes we want to say something but it doesn’t come out; sometimes it comes out before we want to say it. The poem describes a situation which we experience in our normal lives. There is a state in which things happen naturally, and Master Dogen says, it’s OK, all of those situations happen at time-present. In the original, he illustrates “before the moment of absence has ended, the moment of presence has come” with a donkey and a horse: the donkey hasn’t left yet but the horse has come. It doesn’t have any kind of mystical significance; donkeys and horses were like the trucks of medieval China. The way I have translated it suggests the moment where we just spontaneously speak.5.2 5.3


Before the will has left, the words arrive. To be present does not mean that something has arrived. To be absent does not mean that something has left.5.3



Just now we are quiet, just now we speak; the time to speak doesn’t arrive from somewhere. It’s like his Spring: not a process of Spring coming and leaving, but just Spring here and now.5.4

I’m lost for words. When we describe something with a word, that word doesn’t exactly fit the object; in some way it restricts the object. When I say “Mike”, I limit you, and in doing that, I don’t describe you. As he says, a description of a thing is never the thing itself. Then he gives an example of a meeting: when I meet a person, a “person” meets another “person”; that’s an objective picture. But when I meet myself, he says, a manifestation meets a manifestation; we can’t objectify meeting ourselves.5.4 5.5

When he says half a buddha, or will and words half-present, it’s his way of denying that words can match reality, of breaking our perfect picture.3.11 5.5

Scientists haven’t yet found a model for how human beings speak. We plan what we’re going to say, but it’s a kind of guideline. Buddhism doesn’t preempt what science is discovering, but it says that our real experience is often that nothing comes out, or something different to what we thought.5.2 5.7 5.8

Question: Isn’t there something apart from time: what we say comes out of nothing? So it’s impossible for a scientist…

Yes, that’s the point. But scientists can’t say that it’s impossible; they will look at it more closely and see a more detailed picture. What Master Dogen says is, understanding is great, we should try to understand, but don’t forget we’re doing it. We’re doing it while we’re thinking about it, and doing it is a kind of miracle. We can say it comes out of nothing; we can’t say that scientifically, but we can say it.5.9 5.10

Master Dogen says that even those who see time as present now can’t express clearly what they have already got, and even those who have long been asserting that they have it already can’t stop trying to find out who they already are. We look for who we are, and if we find who we are, then say that we’ve found who we are, we’ve lost who we are. I can’t express any more than that.3.15

Question: Why are you still trying to grasp it intellectually?

I don’t know, but I like it. Human beings have this kind of curiosity; in Buddhism it’s called the will to the truth.3.10

Question: Surely conceptualising the experience of zazen is an impediment to experiencing time as it is?

Yes, I agree. Let’s throw it away! But after a bit we start thinking again, don’t we? We need both to throw it away, and to discuss and to write and to think about it – both. But we don’t need to hang on to one or the other.1.20

We can’t escape the present

There’s something in which everything exists, and Buddhism calls that something Dharma, or reality. We don’t know what it is. But whether we work it out or not, we’re always in it. Master Dogen says whatever we do we can’t get out of the present. Nobody has ever done anything in any other place than in time-present.2.13

If we’re sitting in zazen and go off into a long train of thought, we may believe that we’re in that thought and not notice the room at all. But somebody looking at us will just see us quietly sitting where we are. The one who drifted off can say, “I wasn’t there,” but the person sitting next to them can say, “Yes, you were.” Which is reality? We can talk about different realities, parallel Universes, but all of those hypotheses are made by people who are always in this reality. Whether we’re confused or enlightened or angry or buddhas, we can’t escape from time-present.3.19

Question: What do scientists say about the big bang?

Gautama Buddha said, according to Master Nagarjuna, the world has no beginning and no end. We may have to revise him. What he means by that is that the present is always here: time-present never disappears, so time-present continues for ever. I think that scientific achievement is absolutely amazing, but many of the theories started because a little line on a spectrogram moved one millimetre to the right. Not that the theories are wrong, but we should notice the basis of the theory. In terms of Master Dogen’s philosophy, the time line going back to the beginning of the Universe only exists as a creation in all of our minds at this moment. But because it exists in all of our minds, it has tremendous power. People who think about previous lives, the past of the Universe or the future have all, without any exception, done it from the present. We can never escape the present is what Dogen is saying. That’s all he’s saying.5.11 5.12

Question: Why does he explain such a simple statement in such a massive tangle of knots?

The only reason that I can say this simple sentence is because I looked at everything he said. Some people are stupid, and they’re very lucky, because they often see things very simply and straightforwardly. Us poor people who are clever have to go through the tangle, until we can see something which points us out of the tangle into this place here and now.5.13

Coming back to the ground

You can’t escape: all the ideas that human-kind have ever had have been from people in the present. It’s not a view that explains the whole of science and society, it’s just a view that explains something very fundamental. And something that we need, because we’re all moving forward somewhere in a shared constructed world, and that puts a lot of pressure on us. Buddhism says that we’re making the pressure up, but let’s not forget that we’re just sitting here making it up; so let’s return to this ground where we are and take the pressure off. Then we go back in again. The constructed world is vital. But there’s a more fundamental basis: to notice where we are and what we’re doing, in a very simple way.5.14

We shouldn’t say thinking has no value: if Ella hadn’t thought through the breakfast this morning, we wouldn’t have got it moving through so smoothly. But there’s something other than thinking which maintains us; if we only think and never stop, we go mad. The instances when we think are the basis of society, but the instances in which we act and stop thinking, hoovering or making a cup of tea, are the basis of our life.3.4

We don’t notice that this action of getting up and making a cup of tea saves us; our action through the day saves us and brings us back to reality. Buddhism says hammering away at the computer is important, but just as important is to go to the toilet. Having lunch rather than working through saves us. If we don’t, we’re on the conveyor belt which sweeps us away from the present.5.14

Press the key, press the key, push the broom: Buddhism says it’s the same thing. All of our simple actions are the grounds of our lives. We can say that little children, as long as they haven’t been disturbed too much, are buddhas, and parents who look after them are very realistic, because their children hold them in the present.5.15

Self-regulation is another word for zazen, I think. If we practise zazen every day, if only for a short time, it acts as a regulating mechanism. Sport and yoga do too, but zazen is stripped of all the extras; for me it is the essence of all activity.5.17

Question: Can you get into that same state with something intellectual?

No, I don’t think you can: it’s very difficult to be balanced just by using our intellect, so we need something to counter-balance it. I can’t give you a complete answer. But we ground ourselves in thousands of different ways. Master Dogen says that zazen is not the only way to become balanced, but it’s the standard traditional way of Buddhists. We can say people who pursue their own field in a balanced way, very sincerely, are buddhas, but they don’t know they’re buddhas.5.18

Dogen says dropping off body and mind: whenever we drop off body and mind we’re in the balanced state, whether we wipe the toilet bowl or leap over the high jump. In Master Dogen’s writing, realised means to act, to make real. To realise yourself means to make yourself real, and to make yourself real means to do something. We could say do something means enter the state where we drop off body and mind: anything where, when we do it, we’re not separating mind and body.5.19 5.20

Question: Which is anything, sincerely?

Yes.5.20
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Mike reads time-present as the real here and now that relativises clock time and shows itself in action
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike introduces Uji through his own modern interpretation of a difficult but important chapter about time. At its centre, he reads Dogen’s opening statement: Time-present means that time is the present, and that the present is time.6 This does not simply discard ordinary twenty-four-hour time, because the chapter also studies that time while calling it relative. Mike says neither a subjective feeling of time nor an objective clock supplies an absolute account.

He says every person and thing has its own time-present, rather than merely occupying a single moving flow. For Mike, the chapter resolves the conflict of time-views in the present: there’s only one moment that’s real and only one place that’s real, and that’s here and now.10 He therefore treats Dogen’s mountain pass and river not as places left behind on a journey but as real time-presents when they are crossed. The account does not deny memory, causation, past events, or the practical need for process. It instead asks where the past can be encountered, and Mike answers: The only place I can find the past is here, now.16 He connects this account of time with a constructed sense of self, which we spread across past and future in the present.

For Mike, this is not a special state reserved for enlightened people. In order to experience time-present in the sense that Master Dogen is trying to describe it, we need to act, we can’t experience it by thinking about it.13 He uses ordinary action, sport, jogging, and just sitting to describe a release of analytical thought into complete activity. zazen can show this experience, but counting minutes and worrying about tomorrow spread us out again. At the end, he accepts the participant’s objection that writing and conceptualising can impede this experience, while insisting: We need both to throw it away, and to discuss and to write and to think about it – both. But we don’t need to hang on to one or the other.20










Complete English transcript


We're doing the chapter Uji today. I've made an interpretive translation for us to read from. Before we start does anyone have any questions about zazen or kinhin?

Question: How to you define zazen?

I like to say sitting in balance, because to me it’s a balanced posture, and it’s the same balance at the centre of sport. So this balance gives you a kind of still point. But the posture itself is not rock still, it’s rock solid, but it’s dynamic, so to keep balance you have to wobble a little, and so we sit and find the position where our weight is over the shoulders, the head is over the shoulders, and the body is balanced about the pelvis. And just to do that, so just to sit in balance. And because Buddhism says that body and mind are two sides of one whole, if we balance our body we balance our mind. It’s a total balance. That’s the best I can do.

Question: Are we going too slowly in kinhin?

Well kinhin is quite interesting; lots of groups do kinhin almost as a kind of yogic exercise. But in Japan I was taught to do kinhin as a simple walking, just transferring the weight – one foot, then the other foot. So rather like, as I said, a duck, I heard that Master Kodo Sawaki described it as walking like a duck. And if you do that, you actually massage your pelvis, rather like doing something like this (Mike demonstrates) as you might do in Tai Chi or something, just simply transfer your weight and then just simply repeat, and doing that actually exercises your legs quite well. Roughly speaking one step is one breath cycle, but this can only be rough because everyone breathes at different speeds; if we try and breathe so that our walking fits exactly with our breathing, then we get jammed. There is someone doing Yoga breathing, hardly moving, there’s someone else waiting behind, so just roughly, and we keep moving.


Question: Is it better to be close to the wall when sitting zazen or not?

Try both.

Question: I mean is the point of sitting close to the wall to not have much distraction, or…?

Well it’s tradition in a way. In temples in Japan, the places where you sit are along the edges of the zendo, so you’re facing a wall. If you face inwards, everybody faces inwards, we have very sensitive eyes which catch things which disturb our zazen. Providing we face someone’s back, or the wall, then we can settle down without being disturbed. And if there’s a wall somewhere here, it’s quite comfortable, but you can also get used to sitting somewhere away from the wall, but whichever you prefer is alright. You have to get in early to grab a place by the wall, or sit behind someone’s back. You can find your own place, as long as our gaze falls down at about 45 degrees onto the wall or floor or someone’s back, it’s fine. But if we find that we prefer one or the other, we can choose.


OK, so this chapter is called Uji in Japanese, there are three or four of Master Dogen’s essays or chapters in the Shobogenzo which are particularly important, and this is one of them. Unfortunately the important ones tend to be quite hard to understand, and this is one that it typically difficult. However, the principle he’s talking about here is rather important, it’s the principle of time in Buddhism. I thought I’d give it a go, and if after a couple of talks everybody is confused, then we can change and sing songs or something else. But let’s start. The version with the Japanese title above the word Uji is the fairly literal translation which is in the Shobogenzo books that Windbell published, and the other version is my modern interpretation. Sometimes it’s quite close to the original and sometimes it’s quite different. We’re going to go through my interpretation, so you don’t necessarily need to refer to the original, but if you’re very quick you can move between the two and see the differences.


The title of the chapter – Uji, was a kind of Buddhist phrase which existed before Master Dogen’s time, there were lots of these Buddhist stock phrases, we have them even now. And Master Dogen was something of a revisionist, he took all of these traditional phrases which had come down through Buddhism in China, and re-interpreted them, and some of these re-interpretations were radically different to the received understanding of the words. The two characters in Japanese – “u”, and “ji”, can be translated in a variety of ways, and Mike will appreciate this as a Japanese translator. U, or it can be pronounced “aru”, has a very wide range of meanings. You know in Buddhism, we have the word “mu” – as in “mugen”, and it comes up a lot in the Heart Sutra which we chant, well we can say that “u” is the opposite of that – the antonym. So “mu” means, no, nothing, isn’t, or something like that, and “u” means is, exists, even yes, you could say, so a wide range of meaning affirming something. Is that right Mike? Then “ji” simply means time, so in modern Japanese, “jikan”; “kan” means gap, so “ji” can literally mean time-gap, but it means ordinary time, so if you want to ask the time in Japanese, the word is “jikan”. How to translate “u” and “ji” is quite difficult, some people say existence-time, which is what we’ve used in the original version of the Shobogenzo, but we can also translate it as being-time, and there are some translations of this chapter with that title. Or we could say is-time, or we could even go way out in the direction of interpretation and say something like right-here-and-now, and all of those are somehow contained in the meaning of “uji”. What “uji” points to is something about being here at this time. And this is what Master Dogen explains in the chapter, and he does it by discussing a poem written by an old Buddhist master, I don’t know who was the composer, and then going on to give some practical examples about walking in mountains and things like that, and then later on he comes up with another story of a conversation between a master and his disciple, and discusses that. Then right at the end he makes his own poem up. It’s quite a short chapter, but his interpretation of time is existential – it’s existentially existential, so it’s sometimes quite fuzzy. If we go through the chapter bit by bit and if you want to ask questions, don’t wait until you’ve forgotten them, or decided they’re not important, come out with them there and then. He starts off with this poem:



A buddha of old said,

Time-present is standing on the mountain heights
Time-present is sinking to the depths of the ocean
Time-present is an angry demon
Time-present is a buddha
Time-present is a formal ceremony
Time-present is the temple compound
Time-present is an everyday person
Time-present is pervading the whole Universe.



And I’ve chosen the phrase time-present, because it’s the nearest thing for me to what I feel Master Dogen is trying to say. And in this poem, the phrases in the poem are creating kind of snapshots, and the snapshots are of different events in somebody’s life. So we could say – right now standing on the top of a mountain, right now sinking to the depths, and we can interpret that, not literally sinking to the bottom of the ocean, but rather being depressed. We can interpret the first line to mean being elated. And the third line we can interpret as being very angry, then being very calm and peaceful. The fourth line we can interpret as doing something formal, for instance, we were just chanting a sutra. Being in the temple compound - which is an everyday activity for a monk. Time-present is an everyday person, time-present is pervading the whole universe, when do we pervade the whole Universe? Well we could say it’s a kind of feeling or sensation we get when we’re practicing zazen; we feel no edges to ourselves. We can say that the poem is just snapshots of different states in the life of a monk; sometimes angry, sometimes sad, sometimes happy, sometimes elated, sometimes in the middle of a ceremony, and so on. But I use the word “sometimes”, but if we look at Master Dogen’s commentary on the poem, we find that he has a much more strict interpretation than “sometimes”.



Time-present means that time is the present, and that the present is time.



In Master Dogen’s thought, he equates here and now with this time. And more than that, he says that time is actually the present. And as we’ll see later in the chapter, he goes on to discuss the process of time as something rather different. His first statement says that time and present are the same thing.


The state of buddha is always made real at a time, and because of this, the state is illuminated by the light of the present.



He often uses this phrase – illuminated by the light of the present, and we can imagine it as something quite real; when we’re lost in our thoughts, we may have quite strong images in front of us, but they are hazy. But the real world in front of us is clear. So to be illuminated by the light of the present means simply to be clearly aware of what’s around us, not caught up in our thoughts or caught up with images. So the state of buddha is always made real at a time. We can only be buddha at a real moment, and when we’re buddha at a real moment, we’re illuminated by the light of the present. As most of you know I guess, buddha, in Sanskrit means to be awake, or an awakened person. To be awake means to see what’s around us, now, at this place. We’re illuminated. If we’re caught up in thoughts, images, hopes, fears, then they’re not illuminated by the present, there’s something hazy about them compared with the real cup in front of me.


His statement in the first paragraph is very existential, we could say that he’s almost denying that time has any kind of process – throw away your watch, time is only now. But then in the second paragraph, he changes his view, and says:


But we must also study time as 24-hour time, this day. Anger has its time, and so it is 24-hour time.



But then he goes on to say:


24 hours is relative, although we can’t be sure if one 24 hours is longer or shorter or faster or slower than another, we still say that a day lasts for 24 hours.



And it’s true, sometimes we feel that an hour passes just like that, or that zazen passes in a very short time. Sometimes we feel that time drags and we say so. But although we feel that, we usually think that this is our subjective feeling, and time is really ticking on objectively, and a day is exactly 24 hours long. But in this second paragraph, Master Dogen says that 24-hour time is relative. He doesn’t reject our subjective feeling of time being relative in favour of objective absolute time; he doesn’t reject either of those. In the original by the way, the medieval Japanese method of counting time was 12 hours in the day, and each hour had the name of an animal, so you had the hour of the sheep and the hour of the tiger and the hour of the horse and so on. In the original you’ll find that it talks about 12 hours and it identifies them as sheep and goats and so on. Now in the next paragraph, Master Dogen touches on our doubt about time, and we do have doubt about time, because sometimes we feel time flies and sometimes we feel that time drags, and yet we have these things on our wrists that go round and round regularly. Our subjective experience and our objective information have some kind of contradiction. But of course we usually just ignore it, we’re taught to ignore and we habitually ignore it. But Master Dogen says:



Although we never doubt our ability to clearly trace the passage of time, we cannot be sure that we know clearly what time is.



Of course I know what time is! - It’s sixteen minutes and 15 seconds before 12 o’clock! But he’s suggesting that this objective statement about time is not complete – our actual experience doesn’t fit in completely with the objective fact. So “although we never doubt our ability to clearly trace the passage of time, we cannot be sure that we clearly know what time is”.

Question: What is it?


As ordinary people we have many doubts about many things, but our doubt are not always the same, they’re always changing. But although this is true, every one of those changing doubts is time-present.



This is an interesting paragraph, first he talks about some kind of doubt that comes out of the very simple contradiction between our objective view of time and our subjective experience of time. Then he says that we have this kind of doubt, that doubts come and go, sometimes we doubt things, sometimes we don’t, then he says but even when we’re doubting, that doubt is always the time now - we can’t doubt in the future, we can’t doubt in the past, our doubt is now. He brings us back to time-present. Then in the next paragraph he goes on to look at time and events, and time and things:



We understand that the Universe consists of all the things contained in this world. We must also understand that all the people and the things in the Universe have their time-present. Just as individual things are independent of each other, so individual time-presents are independent of each other. This means that many people can want to find the truth at the same time, and there can be many times at which a single person wants to find the truth.



He’s explaining that time and existence, time-presents, are independent of each other, so in a way he’s trying to break up our process view of time. We all have a very strong belief that time moves, so we feel that time goes on and that somehow time goes on and we’re in it, so things and objects are in this kind of flow, and that this flow goes on just like the hands of my watch go round. But he’s trying to break this up and say that everything, everywhere has its time-present. And this is certainly true for me, because I have my time-present – I’m here at this time. Are you here at this time? You have your time-present. Are you here at this time? You have your time present. Is that plant on the window sill here at this time? It has its time-present. Everything in the Universe has its own time-present.


Question: There’s a lot of powerful evidence to suggest that time is a process – memory, and cause and effect, if I knock over my cup of coffee, the carpet will get wet.

Yes, it’s true. He doesn’t deny it. He says we have to think of time as a period of 24 hours. But he denies that the objective view is true, and he denies that the subjective view is true. What we tend to do is that we have our own experience which is very powerful, our experience of things happening quickly, things happening slowly, in all kinds of circumstances. Then we have objective time that we learn about – the candle burning down, or water running round the wheel, or the clock, or the watch, or the atomic clock, but he denies that any of those are absolutes, which is rather an unusual view. He doesn’t deny that this is a valid way of looking at reality, for example in terms of hands going round, but he denies that this objective time is absolute.

Question: So we have to synthesise both views of time, we have to be able to understand time in both ways?

He suggests that to have more than one view of time is better than to have only one view of time. But the problem is that these views of time conflict, so we have conflicting views that we have to resolve. And Master Dogen always resolves conflicting views in the present. He says in the end there’s only one moment that’s real and only one place that’s real, and that’s here and now. Although we imagine and think about time as a process, or we can imagine or feel time as fast or slow, the only real moment that exists is here, and the only place that the real moment exists at is this place. But our brains can’t work without process, so we have to spread things out into a process. And this is the basis of his continuing discussion.

Question: T.S. Eliot in “The Four Quartets” is dealing with the same thing.

Almost exactly, yes.


Question: In “Burnt Norton”, where he says – at the still point of the turning world, there the dance is, and there’s only the dance.

That’s right. It’s almost identical, so I think that the start of Burnt Norton is…..it’s amazingly close to Master Dogen’s writings.

Question: So it’s time-present.

Right, and Nagarjuna’s chapter on time in his Mulamadhyamakakarika is even closer to Eliot’s verses than this – it’s quite uncanny. From a Buddhist point of view, T.S. Eliot grasped the nature of time completely.

Question: He would have ripped it off.

You think so?

Question: Yes, “The Wasteland” is full of quotes from…..

Really? Great, if only he were here today. But you’re quite right it’s uncannily, almost identical.

He’s established in that 4th paragraph that time-presence is something that everything has; I have it, everything in the Universe has its time-present. And he goes on to say that:


This is true, not only of wanting to find the truth, but also of actually realizing the truth, and actually practicing a Buddhist life.



He wants to say that although we think of Buddhist practice – “I’ve been practicing for three years”, or “I’ve been practicing for nine years”, “I want to find the truth”, “I’ve found the truth”, “I did find the truth”, actually it’s all at one moment. Wanting to find the truth happens at a time-present, and realising the truth happens at a time-present, and practicing a Buddhist life happens at a time-present. Just this time-present, there is no other time-present. And then he goes on to say:



This person I think of as myself is a “person” that I put together at one time-present.



And it’s true, I think of myself this morning, getting up, but that’s only a memory. The “me” that was here this morning doesn’t exist, and the “me” that’s going to eat beans and beef burgers later doesn’t exist either. I put myself together, so I create “Michael” at this moment, and I can talk to you about myself, but that construction I make is made at this moment. We put ourselves together at this moment into some kind of constructed self… we spread ourselves out through time, but Master Dogen says that this all happens at one time-present.


We can apply this thinking to everything in the Universe. This kind of intellectual analysis is the starting point of Buddhist practice.



This means that from Master Dogen’s point of view, understanding the Buddhist view of time is very important. Now the next paragraph is interesting; he describes a person who has clarified their real state.


But a person who has clarified their real state sees only each thing, each thing, each thing, and lets go of understanding the nature of each thing. And at that moment, time-present contains the whole of time, and that time contains all things. Thus the whole of existence, the whole Universe is present at each moment of time. Have a quick look to see if you can find any part of the Universe that has escaped from this present moment.




Question: What does, “lets go of understanding the nature of each thing” mean?

What he’s describing here sounds like – “oh, it must be – a person who has clarified their real state must be a special kind of person”; we can translate that as an enlightened person if we like, then we start thinking that there are these people who have clarified the real state, and they let go of understanding and so on, but it doesn’t mean that at all. It means there is a state in which we clarify ourselves, and in that state we only see one thing, one thing, one thing, and we don’t bother understanding that thing. And that state is a common, everyday state that we all experience. And we can call it action. And by action, we can mean picking up a cup and drinking the tea, or getting up and walking through the door – when we act, we clarify our real state, because when we act fully, we let go of understanding; it’s impossible for us to think about what we’re doing and do it fully at the same time. And anybody who is a sportsperson will know that’s true; if you think about hitting the ball, you miss it. To hit the ball you just hit the ball fully, and stop thinking about it. What Master Dogen is describing here is not some kind of process towards a special state, but something momentary which he calls “clarifying the real state”. He’s describing here simple action in the present moment; when we act in the present moment we let go of understanding things and we just see event, event, event. And it’s true, if you go running, you go out jogging, and in the first 20 minutes or so you might be thinking about the day, then you notice that you’ve passed some building that you didn’t see, then your mind quietens down, and after a while you’re just jogging. And when you’re jogging like that without your mind being active, just there are flashes of moments – just now, just now, just now. And we get the same experience in zazen; directly our intellectual mind quietens down and we stop being disturbed by thoughts of yesterday and thoughts of tomorrow, we can settle down sometimes to a state where we are just sitting, just sitting, just sitting.

In Master Dogen’s teaching, he calls that “shikan-taza” – just sitting. He’s describing that state. In other words, in order to experience time-present in the sense that Master Dogen is trying to describe it, we need to act, we can’t experience it by thinking about it; we create a thought about time-present which is not the same as time-present. To come back to your question, to let go of understanding of each thing is what we do when we put our energy into complete action, doing something. Of course we can try and think while we do something, in which case we split ourselves, and in ancient Buddhism that was described as having two moons; they had this image of when we try and do something and think about it at the same time, there are two moons. And when we just throw ourself into what we’re doing we are one moon – we are whole. Then we let go of understanding the nature of each thing.


Question: Is that OK so far?

Now from the next paragraph he talks about our common view of time, and our common view of time we can say is as a kind of process. We’re all taught that time is a process, so we think that we experience time as a process; actually we don’t, but we think we do. If we talk about our experience of time, we overlay it with our learned picture of a process.



Until we study the Buddhist view, it is normal to think that “time-present” means at one particular time we become angry, and at another particular time we become a buddha. We imagine events as part of a journey, as though we were crossing a river or walking over a mountain pass. And although we feel fairly sure that the mountain pass or the river are still present back there where we crossed them, we have already passed them and moved on to be illuminated by the present, leaving them behind in the far distance.



In that paragraph he’s trying to describe our imagined time, the time that we create in our brain. And that is our normal view. And he does it by describing time as a journey, so the things that we pass on our journey, we think they are still there, and we’ve moved on to the present and they are still back there. But then he says in the next paragraph that:



This is not the only way to think about it. And the time when we are crossing the mountain pass, or crossing the river, we are present there, and so time is present there. Time cannot elude the present. Accepting that time does not appear and disappear, the time when we are crossing the mountain pass is also a real time-present. And even if time were to appear and disappear, the time when time is actually present is also time-present. Then how can the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river not be swallowed up in the time when we are illuminated by the light of the present. How can we say that the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river does not spew out this present brightness?



Here he’s suggesting something even stranger. He’s trying to break up our normal view of time as a journey, and that the events are somehow still back there, that we have passed them by and that they are still back there, and he’s suggesting that the events are all here. In an analytical way, he’s suggesting that the present contains everything. And it’s not such a crazy suggestion, because the past… where is the past? Can you point to it? We think it’s back there, somehow, but where is it? The only place I can find the past is here, now. That doesn’t mean that there wasn’t a past, it doesn’t deny that past events affect the present, it doesn’t negate the cause and effect relationship between things, but he’s suggesting that time-present exists in everything, so if time-present existed when we were crossing the mountain, and time-present exists now, then both are in time-present, and there’s only one time-present and that’s time-present.

He’s chipping away at the very, very strongly-held view that we all have, and which we find almost impossible to drop. And because we find it impossible to drop our view of time, sometimes when we practice zazen, we keep thinking, “oh, another five minutes, I wonder when he’s going to ring the bell”, and “how long have I been sitting, it feels like hours…..come on….oh, I’ve got to do this tomorrow….”, and all these worries that we bring into our zazen come from our view of time, and our view of time is hard-wired into our brain, because we’re taught it since we were little. But we can’t find animals with that view of time, you don’t find a cat, stopping eating half way through to think about something it has to do. Or a dog – “ooh, I’ve just remembered, I’ll come back to this”.


Question: But you could say it had an instinctive measure of time, so my blasted cat starts whining about five o’clock in the morning for its food at six.

You’ve been teaching it you see, you’ve been teaching it to be human. Animals can learn to be worried and to have intention like us. And particularly cats and dogs, I guess we can train them quite well, so we give them the view of time.


Question: What does Dogen say about the future? Does he feel the future has already happened?

Well the future, he says that the future is an idea, and the idea exists now, if the idea doesn’t exist now, then I can’t possibly imagine the future now.

Question: But the past is more than an idea, the past is a……

He says the past has gone already, but the past that we have exists now, so the past we’re talking about now, exists now, that’s why we’re talking about it now. He says the past is now.

Question: In our thoughts now?

There is no other past now, but the past in our thoughts now. And these are rather startling things to say, especially in the 13th century. If we think what was happening in Europe in the 13th century, people were talking about, probably how to get up to Heaven and so on, so Dogen’s views on this are really quite startling.

He’s saying, as there is no other time but now, and no other place but here, everything must be here and now. Where else can it be? That’s why he asks whether anything could have escaped from the here and now, where else can the past be but now? But he doesn’t mean that there wasn’t a past, that I didn’t have breakfast, he’s simply pointing to something rather subtle, and that is, since we only exist here and now, then everything about the past and future are here and now, and anything that’s not here and now doesn’t exist. But we imagine and create in our mind a kind of time-line. We create a life, a personality; we create ourselves, our day, and our life. And not that they are not real, but that they are real creations that we make at the present. And we do, because I wake up one morning feeling depressed, and I create a depressed “me”, my life has been terrible and it’s going to be terrible. I wake up another morning feeling happy, and I create a happy “me” – yesterday was great and tomorrow will be great. But it all happens in the present.

Question: Our experience of time then is connected to our experience of self as well?

Yes.


Question: We need to construct a self otherwise, we will find it almost impossible to only…..

Yes we can’t help it, that’s right. That’s why he doesn’t deny our 24 hour time, and he doesn’t deny, he says ordinary people think about time in this way, but it’s not the only way to think about it. He’s not saying that it’s not the correct way to think about it, because we can’t live without process. But process we create at this moment, because this moment is all there is, and we somehow, with our consciousness stretch ourselves out between past and future. And we all do it, all the time, and we can never stop. But Master Dogen is suggesting another view, and that other view is the experience that we have in, for instance, zazen. When we practice zazen, that’s what we experience, time here and now, time here and now, time here and now. But we fight against being dragged out of here and now, when we’re practicing zazen, by thinking, “five minutes to go, three minutes to go, my legs are hurting”, and all those things spread us out again. But sometimes when we sit, we can just be here and now, and this is what he’s trying to explain in this chapter. Even though I’ve tried to write it in a modern way, it’s not the kind of imagery we would use now necessarily, but the year 1240 was a long time ago, and he’s using the images of his own life – temples in the mountains, crossing rivers, and so on, to describe something very subtle about the nature of reality.

I’ll stop talking there, and if anybody wants to continue we have another seven minutes.

Question: I think in “The hitch Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy”, Douglas Adams describes the past as our explanation of the difference between our current experience and our state of mind.

That’s nice. Was that a television series?

Question: I think it’s in the books.

Nice.

Question: I think Dogen’s easier!

The weather is getting a bit worse isn’t it?


Anyway, we can continue this chapter until we’re absolutely boggled. It’s difficult because what Master Dogen is trying to do, in all the chapters of the Shobogenzo is to describe what reality is like. And we all think we know what reality is like, because society has taught us, but it’s only taught us in a particular view. And he is giving us another view, and he calls it the Buddhist view. He bases his view on the practice of zazen, so everything he says comes from his practice of zazen, and in practicing zazen he notices the true nature of our experience here and now. And then because he’s a genius with words, he writes it down. The way we think about reality is not the way reality is, and this is what he’s trying to point out. But he only has words to use and even his words in this chapter are not enough, so we practice zazen. And when we practice zazen, we experience time-present in the sense in which he’s trying to describe it, so if we want to understand the chapter, we can refer to our own zazen, that’s our own real experience. And our own action.

Question: Surely the writing down, the conceptualising of the experience of zazen, is an active impediment to experiencing time as it is?

Yes, I agree. Let’s throw it away! But then after throwing it away, we sit for a bit and we start thinking again don’t we? Then we think and think, then write something, then we talk, then we think “oh this is too much”, then we throw it away. Then after a bit it comes back again. Unfortunately, we can’t do without thinking about it, and writing about it, and discussing, and we can’t do with too much of it. We need both to throw it away, and to discuss and to write and to think about it – both. But we don’t need to hang on to one or the other. We can stop now.

Thank you.
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




Sitting in balance

Question: How to you define zazen?

I like to say sitting in balance, because to me it’s a balanced posture, and it’s the same balance at the centre of sport. But the posture itself is not rock still, it’s rock solid, but it’s dynamic. And because Buddhism says that body and mind are two sides of one whole, if we balance our body we balance our mind. It’s a total balance. That’s the best I can do.1

A difficult chapter about time

Uji is one of the three or four particularly important chapters of Master Dogen’s Shobogenzo, and the important ones tend to be quite hard to understand. But the principle he’s talking about here is rather important: the principle of time in Buddhism. We’re going through my modern interpretation; sometimes it’s quite close to the original and sometimes quite different.3

“U” means is, exists, even yes, you could say; “ji” simply means ordinary time. We can say existence-time, being-time, is-time, or we could even say something like right-here-and-now. What “uji” points to is something about being here at this time.4

Time is the present


A buddha of old said,

Time-present is standing on the mountain heights
Time-present is sinking to the depths of the ocean
…5



I’ve chosen the phrase time-present, because it’s the nearest thing for me to what I feel Master Dogen is trying to say. We can say that the poem is just snapshots of different states in the life of a monk: sometimes angry, sometimes sad, sometimes elated. But Master Dogen has a much more strict interpretation than “sometimes”.5


Time-present means that time is the present, and that the present is time.6



He equates here and now with this time; he says that time is actually the present. When we’re lost in our thoughts, we may have quite strong images in front of us, but they are hazy. But the real world in front of us is clear. So to be “illuminated by the light of the present” means simply to be clearly aware of what’s around us, not caught up in our thoughts or caught up with images. Buddha means to be awake, and to be awake means to see what’s around us, now, at this place.6

Twenty-four-hour time is relative

His statement in the first paragraph is very existential; we could say that he’s almost denying that time has any kind of process: throw away your watch, time is only now. But then he changes his view and says that we must also study time as 24-hour time, and that 24-hour time is relative. Sometimes we feel that time flies and sometimes that it drags, and we usually think that this is our subjective feeling, and time is really ticking on objectively; we habitually ignore this contradiction. He doesn’t reject our subjective feeling of time being relative in favour of objective absolute time; he doesn’t reject either of those.7

He says, “although we never doubt our ability to clearly trace the passage of time, we cannot be sure that we clearly know what time is”. Of course I know what time is! It’s sixteen minutes and 15 seconds before 12 o’clock! But he’s suggesting that this objective statement about time is not complete. Then he says that even when we’re doubting, that doubt is always the time now; he brings us back to time-present.8

Everything has its time-present


We must also understand that all the people and the things in the Universe have their time-present. Just as individual things are independent of each other, so individual time-presents are independent of each other.9



In a way he’s trying to break up our process view of time, our very strong belief that time goes on and we’re in it, and say that everything, everywhere has its time-present. And this is certainly true for me: I have my time-present. You have your time-present. That plant on the window sill has its time-present.9

Question: There’s a lot of powerful evidence to suggest that time is a process: memory, and cause and effect.

Yes, it’s true. He doesn’t deny it. But he denies that the objective view is true, and he denies that the subjective view is true. We have objective time that we learn about – the clock, or the watch, or the atomic clock – but he denies that any of those are absolutes. He doesn’t deny that this is a valid way of looking at reality, for example in terms of hands going round, but he denies that this objective time is absolute.10

Question: So we have to synthesise both views of time?

He suggests that to have more than one view of time is better than to have only one. But these views conflict, and Master Dogen always resolves conflicting views in the present. He says in the end there’s only one moment that’s real and only one place that’s real, and that’s here and now. But our brains can’t work without process, so we have to spread things out into a process.10

Practice and the self

He wants to say that although we think of Buddhist practice, “I’ve been practicing for three years”, actually it’s all at one moment: wanting to find the truth, realising the truth and practicing a Buddhist life each happen at a time-present. Just this time-present, there is no other time-present.11


This person I think of as myself is a “person” that I put together at one time-present.12



The “me” that was here this morning doesn’t exist, and the “me” that’s going to eat beans and beef burgers later doesn’t exist either. I create “Michael” at this moment. We spread ourselves out through time, but Master Dogen says that this all happens at one time-present.12


We can apply this thinking to everything in the Universe. This kind of intellectual analysis is the starting point of Buddhist practice.12



This means that from Master Dogen’s point of view, understanding the Buddhist view of time is very important.12

Acting, not thinking


But a person who has clarified their real state sees only each thing, each thing, each thing, and lets go of understanding the nature of each thing.12



Question: What does “lets go of understanding the nature of each thing” mean?

It sounds like a person who has clarified their real state must be a special kind of person, an enlightened person if we like, but it doesn’t mean that at all. It’s a common, everyday state that we all experience, and we can call it action: picking up a cup and drinking the tea. When we act fully, we let go of understanding; it’s impossible for us to think about what we’re doing and do it fully at the same time. What Master Dogen is describing here is not some kind of process towards a special state, but something momentary: simple action in the present moment. If you think about hitting the ball, you miss it. When you’re jogging, after a while there are just flashes of moments: just now, just now. And in zazen we can settle down sometimes to a state where we are just sitting, just sitting; Master Dogen calls that “shikan-taza”.13

In other words, in order to experience time-present in the sense that Master Dogen is trying to describe it, we need to act, we can’t experience it by thinking about it. If we try and think while we do something, we split ourselves; in ancient Buddhism that was described as having two moons. When we just throw ourself into what we’re doing we are one moon – we are whole.13

The past is here, now

We’re all taught that time is a process, so we think that we experience time as a process; actually we don’t, but we think we do. Master Dogen describes this normal view as a journey: we cross a river or a mountain pass, and we think they are still back there. But then he says:14 15


This is not the only way to think about it. And the time when we are crossing the mountain pass, or crossing the river, we are present there, and so time is present there.16



He’s suggesting that the events are all here. And it’s not such a crazy suggestion, because where is the past? Can you point to it? The only place I can find the past is here, now. That doesn’t mean that there wasn’t a past, it doesn’t deny that past events affect the present, it doesn’t negate cause and effect. He’s chipping away at the very, very strongly-held view that we all have, and which we find almost impossible to drop. So sometimes in zazen we keep thinking, “oh, I’ve got to do this tomorrow”, and all these worries come from our view of time; our view of time is hard-wired into our brain, because we’re taught it since we were little.16

Question: What does Dogen say about the future?

He says that the future is an idea, and the idea exists now. And he says the past has gone already, but the past we’re talking about now exists now. There is no other past now but the past in our thoughts now.18

He’s saying, as there is no other time but now, and no other place but here, everything must be here and now. But we imagine a kind of time-line; we create a life, a personality, ourselves. Not that they are not real, but they are real creations that we make at the present. I wake up one morning feeling depressed, and I create a depressed “me”. But it all happens in the present.18

We can’t live without process

Question: We need to construct a self…

Yes, we can’t help it. That’s why he doesn’t deny our 24-hour time; he says ordinary people think about time in this way, but it’s not the only way to think about it. He’s not saying that it’s not the correct way, because we can’t live without process. But process we create at this moment, because this moment is all there is, and we somehow, with our consciousness, stretch ourselves out between past and future. We all do it, and we can never stop.19

But Master Dogen is suggesting another view, the experience that we have in, for instance, zazen: time here and now, time here and now. Thinking “five minutes to go, my legs are hurting” spreads us out again. But sometimes when we sit, we can just be here and now, and this is what he’s trying to explain in this chapter.19

Words and zazen

In all the chapters of the Shobogenzo, Master Dogen is trying to describe what reality is like. Society has taught us a particular view; he is giving us another view, the Buddhist view, based on the practice of zazen; in practicing zazen he notices the true nature of our experience here and now. The way we think about reality is not the way reality is. But even his words in this chapter are not enough, so we practice zazen, and in zazen we experience time-present in the sense in which he’s trying to describe it. So to understand the chapter, we can refer to our own zazen. And our own action.20

Question: Surely the writing down, the conceptualising of the experience of zazen, is an active impediment to experiencing time as it is?

Yes, I agree. Let’s throw it away! But then we sit for a bit and we start thinking again, don’t we? Unfortunately, we can’t do without thinking about it, and writing about it, and discussing, and we can’t do with too much of it. We need both to throw it away, and to discuss and to write and to think about it – both. But we don’t need to hang on to one or the other.20
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike continues his reading of Uji by setting Dogen’s time-present against the ordinary picture of time as a linear journey. His central claim is that the present is the only real existing time.1 2 This is an alternative view, not a dismissal of the ordinary language in which people speak of past, future, causes, and plans.

In reply to the question about the future, he says that memory, a scar, and every result of the past exist only here, while a future event is presently a thought or projection. He does not say that science is false: science needs process to distinguish causes and effects. Rather, he calls Dogen’s account a middle view, outside both scientific process and an eternal or spiritual explanation. This produces a contradiction he leaves intact: there is process and there isn’t process.6 For Mike, the contradiction shows why words and linear thought cannot finally capture the experience they describe.

He says Dogen’s startling images and reversals of language point toward experience before discriminating thought. A pine tree is not merely in time-present; it is time-present. The same reversal reaches the self: time is us. Without us, there is no time.8 Mike connects this to whole activity, sport, music, and zazen, where thinking can loosen without making the person disappear. He says of the present that we can’t grasp it but it grasps us.10 The discussion of a house purchase keeps the claim concrete: noticing how one is pulled into the future can itself be a return toward the present. Mike finally reads the Universe making itself real as the non-separation of person, time, and world: the Universe making itself real.18 In the closing historical exchange, he presents Dogen as cutting through inherited Buddhist views in favour of reality here, and ends with the joke that Dogen supported Fukui Rovers.










Complete English transcript


So we got to the second paragraph on the second column. And in that paragraph, Master Dogen says we normally think that events are part of a journey, as though we are crossing a river or walking over a mountain pass. And we think that these events are “back there”, and we are “here”, so they are behind us in the far distance. But in the following paragraphs he puts his alternative view:


But this is not the only way to think about it. At the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river, we are present there, and so time is present there. Time cannot elude the present. Accepting that time does not appear and disappear, the time when we are crossing the mountain pass is also a real time-present.



“Accepting that time does not appear and disappear” is Master Dogen’s statement that the present is always present, and sometimes we try to explain time in terms of the frames of a film, so this moment and then the next moment, but actually our real experience isn’t like that. If we had this moment then the next moment, there would be some kind of gap, and time would disappear in this gap then come back again. But our real experience is much stranger than that, because the present is always here, so something is always here, but at the same time it’s moving on. So it’s a contradiction. He says if we accept that time does not appear, the time when we are crossing the mountain pass is also a real time-present. In other words, when we crossed the mountain pass was a time-present, now is a time-present, there’s no gap between time-present and time-present, so the mountain pass is also time-present. And that sounds very peculiar. He says:


Even if time were to appear and disappear, the time when time is actually present is actually time-present. Then how can the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river not be swallowed up in the time when we are illuminated by the present?



So he’s suggesting in a rather unusual way that the present contains the past.



And how can we say that the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river does not spew out this present brightness?



So there he’s suggesting that the past contained the present, or if you like, the present contains the future. And this view is very strange. If we look at the next paragraph, he continues the argument:


Although the angry person is an event in the past, and the buddha is here today,



This is referring back to the lines of the poem which the chapter opened with.


we can also think of time as if going up into the mountains and looking out over thousands of peaks, rather than seeing time as passing. The time-peak when we become angry is then a time-present, even though it seems to have receded into the past. And the time-peak when we become buddha is also a time-present, even though it seems to be back there.



So he’s suggesting a rather strange landscape, in which we’re present here, and all the past and future is present here, and we can see the peaks of past and future around. He doesn’t mean literally that, for example, when I went to the cinema last week, that event is still hanging around here somewhere. He means that the present is the only real existing time. So everything that exists must be in the present; there is no other place that it can be. So again he’s trying to destroy our very strong linear view of time, or rather break it up, and try to suggest another way of looking at things. So the landscape he paints in these two paragraphs of peaks of time over which we can look out is an alternative view.


Question: But the future doesn’t exist yet.

What does exist about the future now?

Question: Nothing.

So why do we use the word?

Question: Because we’re projecting the fact that there will be events following this time.

Right, and where are those events? Think of an event in the future, where is it?

Question: I see. But we’re talking about the concept of the future is in the present.

Yes, we can say so.

Question: The events of the future don’t exist yet so they can’t be contained within the present. I can understand how the past is, but the future…

In his sentences, the “time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river is swallowed up by the time when we are illuminated by the light of the present”. So he says when we are in the present, it’s the only time when anything about the past can exist. So that something might be the scar on my hand, when I fell over as a child, or some kind of mental result of the past. But the only time when any of that can exist—my memory of the past, my images of the past, the results of the past—all exist here. So besides my memory, the results of the past, the cut on my hand, there is nothing else. The past exists here. So turning that around, he says that the past must have contained now in it. But we can’t understand that, you’re right. He’s trying to create an image which is almost impossible for us to grasp in our minds, and that is of something here. So something of now, now, now, everything in one point. Eternity in a grain of sand… Blake.


Question: So because what we have now is the residue of a past present, then we can say that now contains what will become the residue.

Yes. But the reason we can’t understand that the present is contained in the future is precisely because we have this very strong linear view. So how can the present contain the future? The future hasn’t come yet—that’s a linear view. He’s saying ditch the linear view and everything is now. Because there is only now, and in the future it will be a now. And in the past was a now, and all nows are at the same place. Now we’ve never heard that before, nobody says all nows are at the same place. We have a very, very strong belief that everybody has their individual view, everything has its individual place, and time is stretched out past to present to future, and we can hardly break that. But he wants to break it, not to deny it, not to say it’s wrong, but to suggest another view where everything is here. And that’s what Blake suggested in his poetry, and other poets as well. But we can’t grasp it, even when Master Dogen writes it, we can’t grasp it, because we’re saying that the future hasn’t come yet, but that’s why we can’t grasp it, because we have a linear track.

Question: But even if we do grasp it intellectually we have to use a linear system to explain it.

Yes, that’s right. But what we experience in the moment is infinity. You can’t grasp infinity; we experience it but we don’t grasp it.

Question: Did Einstein say something about time, infinity as well?

He said a lot about time and infinity, yes.

Question: Did he say anything similar to Master Dogen about it?

I don’t think so, no. Though the relative view is very similar, he didn’t posit an eternal now, if you like, or an eternity in the now. Science can’t say that, because once you take away process, science collapses. And science is a valid way of looking at reality, so the scientific view is valid. It must be based on process; without a process view you can’t separate causes from their effects. And therefore you can’t work out what causes anything, so there’s no science. So we can’t ditch that. The scientific view of the world has created our civilisation, and we need it and we believe it. But Master Dogen wants to suggest another view, outside of science and also outside of religion, and that view is called the middle view. You can say it’s the middle between science and religion. It’s not based on a process view, and it’s not based on a spiritual or eternal view; it’s based on real experience in the present. But this is so new to us, even in the 21st century, that it sounds very strange, weird, bizarre.


Question: My understanding of infinity… we divide time into [inaudible].

One example I remember from my electronics days was that you get time pulses. If you analyse mathematically what frequencies there are in a time pulse, if you get a big pulse, it doesn’t have many frequencies. The narrower you make the pulse, the more frequencies there are, and an infinitely thin pulse has all the frequencies in the Universe in it. And I always remember that, because it somehow says that something infinitely small can have infinity in it.

Question: Given that in the process view the self would collapse, or our idea of the self would collapse, is the self just a kind of personalization of process?

Yes, but I can’t get rid of myself. I love myself too much, and hate myself sometimes, but I can’t get rid of myself. So people who say that to get rid of the self is the aim of Buddhism, for example, or there is no self, to some extent there’s a validity to that, but it’s impossible to pursue it—we are people, we are selves, we create ourselves at every moment. So in that way we’re illusions, but we are real illusions.


Question: The process view seems to be like a kind of skewer, the self going through time.

It’s very weird, isn’t it? The other problem is that of course language is process, and this is something which Wittgenstein analysed in great detail. But unless we get rid of language we can’t get rid of process—even the way we’re talking now. Process is real, but it’s not real. It’s real because we all agree that it explains the way reality works. It’s not real because only this time, this moment is real, and there’s no next moment yet, and the last moment has gone already, so there is no process. So we can say there is process and there isn’t process. And that contradiction is at the heart of the problem of describing reality; it’s the same contradiction actually as freedom and determinism in a different guise.

Question: Where does our discriminating mind come in? Is Dogen saying that time is like this, but it’s when we start discriminating that past and present and future come into the picture? Before our self comes on to the scene, time just exists as it is.

Yes, that’s called time-present. But he wants to use his discriminating mind to describe the situation before he started discriminating. All of Dogen’s philosophy is trying to point us to the place before we started thinking about it. But it’s impossible, but he tried, and the whole of his life he tried, and he said that it was impossible. He points us out of the area of the intellect again and again. So if someone points us out of the intellectual area we don’t know what we should think. If we practice zazen, we have a practice which is outside of the area of thinking, and all these sentences that he writes are referring to that essential experience in zazen or in pure activity. We split ourselves when we do things—we do this a lot. We do something and we talk while we’re doing it, and this is very common and everybody does it, but we also have activities which demand the whole of us, and the feeling is different; it’s a whole and more full feeling. So in that kind of activity we can let go of thinking, and that’s why we have these activities. And we can find it in all sports and we can find it in yoga etc. zazen is the essence. What Master Dogen is trying to do is to describe that essential experience before we start thinking. But because he uses words to do it, we’re in a kind of trap in a way. So he creates these strange images.


Question: The way he constructs his chapters, …what you call the pivot of zazen, is that right? He uses linear language, and then…

He uses four viewpoints. He looks at things from a linear point of view. Well, he looks at things from a theoretical intellectual point of view, then from a more practical point of view, then he tries to describe them from a more realistic point of view, which is what we’re talking about now. He does it by creating bizarre images, and also by switching around his language and perspective. So instead of saying I’m sitting in the zafu, he’ll say the zafu is sitting under me. So he has various devices in the way he writes to try and break up our traditional way of thinking. Then he uses poetry—other masters’ poetry and his own—to try and capture what Blake meant, when he was talking about eternity in a grain of sand. That is, reality which is outside of our words but inside of our experience.


Then a pine tree is time-present, and a bamboo thicket is a time-present.



Not a pine tree is in a time-present, but a pine tree is a time-present—he’s making an identity between the here and now, and what is in the here and now; we tend to separate these. We say “I am in the here and now”, but he says “I am the here and now”.


Question: We tend to think of time as a landscape that we pass through, but it can also feel like time passes through us.

He wants to go even further than that and say, not that time is flowing through you, but that time is you. First we say that we flow through time, and most people agree on that, then someone says that time is flowing through me, and people are a bit perplexed, but he wants to say that time is us. Without us, there is no time. Which implies a lot of things, one of which is that time is a human construction. Next paragraph:


Seeing time simply as flowing away is not enough.



He’s coming back to breaking up our process view.


Thinking that the only property time has is the ability to flow is not enough. If we think of time only as flowing away, then there must be gaps between the instants of time-present as they pass. Ordinary people only see time as something that flows away, and this is why they do not experience time-present, and have not heard it explained. In actual fact, all the things in the whole Universe are time-presents that are both continuous and separate. Real time is always time-present, and so it is always this time-present.



He touches on a number of things in talking about time. He’s also saying that his definition of something being real is something which is present here, and if it’s not present here, it’s not real in his sense. People then say, well Glasgow is real, but we can’t see it right now, and Bristol is also real, but in Master Dogen’s terms, we can’t use the word “real” about them, in the sense that he means here. But we can say they are “time-peaks” somewhere—time-peaks in his landscape. It’s quite complicated, the landscape that he paints, and quite bizarre.

But he comes back here now to make sure that we don’t think he’s denying process:



But time-present can also be though of as a process. Time proceeds from today to tomorrow. Today proceeds back to yesterday. Yesterday proceeds on to today. Today proceeds on through today. Tomorrow proceeds on through tomorrow. Although time can be seen as a process like this, times arriving do not pile up on time past, neither do they extend out in a continuous line.



If we try and imagine lots of times in the past and lots of times in the future, we can either imagine them as coming one after the other like a strip of film, or we can think of them as coming down on top of each other—piling up. But he says we can’t grasp the true nature of time with either of those images.


And for this reason we see that Master Seigen’s life was made up of moments of time-present, and so were the lives of Master Obaku, Master Baso, and Master Sekito.



These four men were famous Chinese masters in Master Dogen’s line of teaching, and he’s saying that their lives were made up of moments of time-present. But those moments didn’t pile up on top of each other, neither did they stretch out in a row. Although we do think of time in that way, that’s not the way it actually is.


Both I and the external world exist in time-present, and so practice and realisation of the truth exist at time-present. All our daily struggles are also at time-present.



Now he’s just reinforcing the point that everything takes place now. There is no other time for anything to take place other than at this time.


People have their own views today, and they think those views are produced by their own causes and circumstances. Although they think their views form the basis of, and are based on, their experiences, they are not the basis of their reality. They themselves are only reality presenting its result at this time-present as causes and circumstances.



That’s a really strange couple of sentences. He’s trying to get us to turn around our view completely and see us and our circumstances, and the things that cause our lives and the circumstances which affect us, not from our side, but from the other side. But we can’t do it. We can only see the world outwards from where we are, but he says we are just… the basis of us is the Universe creating us through causes and circumstances. But it’s a strange view.


Question: You can’t actually identify or define time-present, as soon as you attempt it, it’s gone. So in that life it appears that Dogen is saying that time is now, but if you ask him what is now, he can’t actually say what is now. As soon as you start to say it, it’s gone, the now becomes… it is just part of a wave of whatever, and we’re all in that wave, and coming together… [inaudible]

Yes, it’s strange, isn’t it, that we’re in the middle of the 21st century, civilisation has been going for thousands of years, but we don’t actually know what reality is yet. We are moving towards it; as we move towards it we find very simple things. For example, that we are masters of our own fate, we’re not dancing on strings held by God above the clouds. Or diseases aren’t caused by bad behaviour, they’re caused by viruses. Slowly we find that if people are happy when they’re working, the company is more efficient, and so on. All these are factors of reality, so human civilisation is very slowly moving towards it. Science is moving towards it, everything is moving towards it, but we don’t know where it is. We can’t grasp the present, but what Buddhism says is that we can’t grasp it, but we have a way to experience it. And if we experience it and try to talk about it, we kind of… we can’t grasp it but it grasps us. And in grasping us, it gives us a focus. In modern life, we don’t know where our focus is and often our focus is in the next five minutes, the next half an hour, because there is pressure on us. So we’re always thinking about what we’ve got to do next, or we worry about what we’ve done, so we’re on this kind of process-conveyor, which society needs to function, but it also pulls us out of being in the present. What Buddhism says, and it says it in a very ancient way, what Master Dogen says comes from the 13th century, is that we can experience time-present, we can experience reality, and if we talk about it as far as we’re able, and if we practice it, it grasps us. And in grasping us we focus ourselves into reality. This is all Tim Henman wants to do, this is all Paula Radcliffe wants to do—to focus into the here and now, forget about the point you just lost and hit the ball, now. That’s what all sportspeople want to do, that’s what musicians want to do, isn’t it?


Question: Yes, I think maybe making music and sitting doing nothing are the same thing, but it’s harder to do nothing. I mean sitting in zazen, it’s harder to experience the non-intellectual…

Really? Well it would be harder for me to play the cello. Yes it is harder, isn’t it? What’s harder about it?

Question: Well the actual, the activity of making music, as you said earlier, you lose yourself, and it’s very hard to lose yourself in doing nothing. I don’t know why it’s harder but…

Why is it hard? I agree it’s hard… If we just sit down in an armchair and decide that we’re going to do nothing, it’s very difficult. But if we sit in the posture of zazen, the posture itself helps us to do nothing. It’s not only mental effort, it’s something physical too. Even when our mind is really busy, if we sit in the posture of zazen, we actually settle, whether we like it or not. It may only be a small amount; we may settle into a very nice peaceful state, or we may just settle enough not to get up and run out. The posture itself in zazen gets us.


Question: Does it get us more than sitting on a sofa or relaxing?

Well it does for me. I’d rather sit in zazen than sit on a sofa. Because it gets me, and the person I learned zazen from said that it got him. I hope that it will get other people.

Question: But do you think that if we took sitting on a sofa and relaxing seriously, then…

I don’t think it would, because there’s a physiological side to zazen. Sitting with the spine in a balanced posture has an effect on the autonomic nervous system. And although the physiology of zazen has not been clarified, it’s possible that in a few years’ time… My Dad used to tell us to sit up straight, and he was right. When you sit up straight somehow you feel, somehow lighter or something, you feel different, don’t you?

Question: Sofas are a really bad design.

Question: [Inaudible]… zazen as you said it just sitting. In terms of… time-present contains all things. And that seems to me the other part of the experience, that in sitting in zazen, you’re aware of all things. And the question is what do you do with all things that can appear…?

What do you do with them?

Question: Well, yes, I mean in zazen…

Are they your property to do anything with? They’re there. They’re there. So if you go and sit by the lake, you can see the trees and the water, but you don’t need to do anything with them, you don’t need to twiddle that tree or lift the island out of the water. They’re just there, aren’t they? And you and they share the space. In zazen we share space with the whole Universe. It doesn’t mean that we imagine everything in the Universe going through our minds. But because we’re sitting in the Universe, we share it with everything. But normally we have a kind of priority on ourselves, we separate ourselves from the world, but in action, especially in zazen, but also in every other kind of action, in the moment of acting, there’s an equality, a balance between me and the world. And that’s what we feel when we sit by the side of the lake and become one with the scenery. That’s enough. Just to share the Universe with everything is enough, there’s nothing that needs to be done. There are other things that need to be done, but we can wait until we’ve finished zazen then get up and do them.


Question: Can the words space and time be interchanged?

Phew!

Question: It’s easier to conceive time if you think of it as a space. I suddenly thought that our whole existence from the beginning until the infinity of time, to the end of time which is also infinity is space rather than time, then it’s much easier to understand time, because it’s just all there all of the time.

It’s a big space though, isn’t it? Yes, we can do that.

Question: But is that time or is that not time?

Well there’s something in which everything exists, and Buddhism calls that something Dharma, or reality. We don’t know what it is, but everything exists in it. Is it a time? Is it a space? Is it a place? Is it a collection of objects? Is it a collection of nothing? Is it a collection of waves? Is it a huge mass of unbroken something? We don’t know, so we have to look at it from different viewpoints. Because we’re in it, we can’t stop trying to work out what it is that we’re in. But whether we work it out or not, we’re always in it. Master Dogen says whatever wdo we can’t get out of the present. We’re always in it, whether we understand it, whether we don’t, whether we are puzzled by it, angry, sad, we’re in the present. Whether we’re thinking about other worlds, whether we’re thinking about previous lives, this all happens in the present. Nobody has ever done anything in any other place than in time-present.

Question: Space-present.

Space-present, time-space-present. That’s what he wants to say, but it’s a bizarre view actually. He wants to add that view to the other views which we have of life, because for him it describes real experience, pre-conceptual experience.



People do not see reality itself as being this time-present—what exists at this moment—and so they feel that the state of a buddha is not time-present, but a state that they must make efforts to attain. But even the moment in which they make their efforts and reject the state of buddha because they cannot see that it is their state is also time-present—it is the time-present of a person who has not realised who they are.



Many people think that buddhas are something you can become after you make very strenuous effort, and when you become a buddha then all your problems are solved, then whatever you do you can’t lose it—you’ve hit the jackpot. And one reason they feel like that is because they can’t see that they may be a buddha in the present. And the reason they can’t see that is because the word itself has so many connotations. But if we think of the word buddha as meaning someone who is awake, and awake means not asleep, then it’s quite straightforward. If you’re awake here and you see everything around you, you’re a buddha. If you’re half here, and half of you is missing and thinking something then you’re not. The time when you are simply here, you’re a buddha. And the reason you’re a buddha is because you are simply here in time-present. But if you don’t believe that, then you must think that buddha is something else that you haven’t got to yet, so you want to make an effort to get to it. You might want to practice more zazen, “I’ll practice really hard tomorrow, then the day after that I might be enlightened”.


Question: Is Dogen’s emphasis on how [inaudible]… time-present in terms of containing everything, partly to express the view that you don’t actually need to look elsewhere for stuff? Very often we spend time trying to have part of our lives outside of time.

Well we have to actually, to function in society, don’t we? I mean you couldn’t do much research if you were sitting there just saying to yourself “I’m here”.

Question: It’s kind of tricky because… for example if you’re writing for a grant, a grant is getting money to do research later for example, then when you’re writing for the grant, you can be very much in the present, so it’s not…

You’re right, I agree. But there’s some kind of difference in attitude, isn’t there? We can have something like an intention out of the present, but we can do a lot of things which appear to be future orientated, but we’re actually doing them now and we know that we’re doing them now. That’s a very efficient way to work actually.

Question: It can make you very unbalanced though, in my experience with this house buying, when I wasn’t certain that I wasn’t going to get this house that I really wanted, my whole existence was over on that side, it took over my life, even though I was thinking about the future.

No, because you were thinking about the future. Because you wanted something that was in the future and hadn’t come yet to be here.

Question: I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t exist properly. I couldn’t be in the present at all.

Right.

Question: Even when you were meditating?

Question: Yes, I couldn’t do my normal 25 minutes, I just couldn’t do it.

Question: Did you get the house?

Question: I’m still going through it, Graham!

This is why people imagine that there’s something called a buddha who doesn’t have those kind of experiences. Or there’s something called a Zen master who doesn’t have these experiences, and everything they do has some kind of mysterious perfection about it, but that’s a load of rubbish, because all human beings are affected by what goes on in their lives. But we can notice, hopefully, that we are, for example, being dragged into the future by a house purchase and we’re not able to sit in zazen. We can notice how it affects us, and just that noticing itself is a kind of solution to the problem. To realise, “oh, I’m being pushed into a very paranoid state by this situation”, this is noticing who we are. Master Dogen says that even the moment in which people make their efforts and reject accepting that they are buddhas because they can’t see that it’s their state, also happens in time-present. He’s saying that we can’t escape it.


Question: So actually when you are able to be in zazen, in the time-present, if you sit in zazen and you notice that your thoughts don’t focus any more on what you were preoccupied by—the house purchase—then you can also realise that this is some sign of your coming back to…

Yes, we can feel ourselves coming back to the present, after we’ve been angry, for example, or excited, or disturbed, we feel ourselves coming back to normal.

Question: Would you say that trying to sit zazen, even if you’re thinking about getting a house, and trying to focus on the way is also a way of healing?

Yes, I think it’s the most efficient way of healing. But sometimes it’s almost impossible for us to sit, especially if we’re very angry, for example, it’s very difficult. But even if we can only make ourselves sit for 5 minutes, it’s a very powerful way to calm ourselves down.



It is time-present that causes the hour of twelve o’clock and the hour of 2 o’clock arranged as they are today as they rise up and drop away at their place in the Universe. Two o’clock is a time-present; six o’clock is a time-present; living beings are time-present; buddhas are time-present. The concrete time-present of being angry makes the whole Universe real. The concrete time-present of being a buddha makes the whole Universe real. The time-present in which the Universe makes itself real is called perfectly real.



Now these are very strange images. First he says that events are all in the present, so two o’clock is time-present, six o’clock is time-present, means all events are in the present, when they happen. “Living beings are time-present” means that in the present there is nothing separate from what is here, that we call time; there’s time and there’s me, and it’s all one. Not living beings are in time-present, but that they are time-present. And buddhas are time-present. And “the concrete time-present of being angry makes the whole Universe real” means even when we’re angry; the fact that we’re angry here and now is the Universe. Without us being angry here and now in this moment, there’s nothing. Or, “the time-present of being a buddha makes the whole Universe real”: when we’re awake and in the present, at the time when we’re awake and in the present, the whole Universe is real. He’s suggesting some kind of complete identity between the whole Universe, time, and me. So they are inseparable, and they are real. Then he adds, “time-present in which the Universe makes itself real is called perfectly real”.


The state of buddha which wants to search for the truth, practice zazen, attain the truth, and enter the balanced state to make the state of buddha real, exists at time-present.



That sentence suggests our effort to search for the truth, practice zazen, attain the truth and enter the balanced state, that sincere effort itself is being a buddha, so it’s time-present.


It is making perfectly real that the whole of time is the whole of existence, with nothing left over. But since something left over is just left over, even making the whole of time-present only half real is making half of time-present wholly real.



We get so caught up in concepts and objectification, he’s trying to shake us out of it by saying that you can’t have half-real, you can’t have whole-real; something that’s real is real. He says it in a rather amusing way.



Even the times when we seem to be blundering along heedlessly are at time-present. To leave those heedlessly blundering time-presents as they are is to see that they have their own place as time-present.



When you felt yourself to be very disturbed, to recognise that you were very disturbed, and to leave them as they are, is to be in reality.


The vivid state of being in our own place in the Universe is time-present. We should neither confuse it with not being present, nor force it into being present.



“Force it into being present” suggests some kind of intellectual interpretation of what’s happening. These sentences, you can see, are quite difficult, and they kind of shake you around, but if you read them again and again, there’s some kind of taste, or some kind of flavour, of some kind of simple experience. And that experience is that here and now is real. And so if we want to look for reality, it’s here already. Or as Wittgenstein said, the place that we’re trying to get to must be the place that we’re already at.

I’ll stop there.

Question: [Inaudible].

If I make the Universe real, if I get up and run around the room, in my action I’m making the Universe real. If I sit here, I’m making the Universe real. The Universe making the Universe real suggests there’s no me. It suggests a situation where there’s not separation between me and the Universe, so the Universe is making itself real. He says that’s kind of better, it’s perfect.


Question: Mike, could you tell us in a sentence the context? These things appeared in a context, a historical context, a philosophical context. You said this is a very central part of the teaching, why is it expressed so strongly, what was it over against…?

It was against traditional Buddhism. Master Dogen wanted to strip away all the misinterpretations and strange beliefs that were around in Japan at the time. Buddhism had been in Japan since the 6th century, and it was then the 13th century. There were all kinds of things around at that time: there were Buddhist sects where monks stood under waterfalls and in that ascetic practice attained pure states, and there were other sects who made strange signs with their hands and chanted the name of Buddha and so on. And he wanted to establish something very simple, realistic, which he had learned in China. He wanted to strip away all the misinterpretations. He took these particular phrases, and in his own brilliant way, tried to sweep away, cut through wrong views. He only had a small group up in the mountains.

Question: The orthodoxy Dogen was speaking against must have been a linear view of time then?

Well, we all have a linear view, we live in a world which we think is linear, time-linear. What he’s trying to do is to introduce something else that’s missing.

Question: Do you think it’s become more difficult for the Universe to make itself real through human beings…

No, it’s become easier. Because for instance we’ve stopped… the crusades have stopped, parts of the world have slowed down in trying to convert other parts of the world to spiritual religions, and instead everybody plays football. And football has a much more powerful effect in making the Universe real than converting someone to another religion. The growth of sport and the growth of human activity in that way has had a huge beneficial effect on the Universe making itself real. We have time to do yoga and we have time to do zazen, we have time to do Qi Gong and we have time to make rakusus and so on.


Question: Were these Buddhists in the 6th century more like how Dogen saw it?

No, the first Buddhists who came from China to Japan brought esoteric Buddhism. Written sutras and spiritual practices, not zazen. Same thing happened from India.

Question: So Dogen stripped all of these wrong Buddhist practices from his mind?

Yes. He wanted to say Buddhism is about reality, not about burning incense. You can burn incense if you like, but it’s about something called reality, and reality in Buddhism doesn’t mean reality in here, or reality in here, it means reality—reality here.

Question: What about the first Buddhist person who had a thought…

He was called Gautama Buddha, and he was brought up in a palace, and he got sick of all the rich material, it was too much for him. So he went off and tried living in a forest with some yogins who didn’t eat very much, and who said you could attain the highest level of consciousness where you could see little atoms popping in and out of existence. He tried that, and it didn’t work. So he went out of the forest and this girl handed him a drink of milk which he drank and he felt the milk was real. Then he sat under this tree for some time and saw that it’s not in material pursuit, it’s not in spiritual pursuit, it’s right here. And he sat right where he was and realised, this is it, this is real, this is where the truth is. And he’d been searching for many years.

Question: So Dogen approved of that, but not the stuff that came in between?

Yes, he wanted to sweep away what he calls wrong views by dogs in the street and other phrases he uses. But he only had a small group, they were only maybe a hundred at the very most and they had a remote temple. He wrote all this stuff and then people locked it in boxes and didn’t read it for hundreds of years.

Question: And there was a lineage as well, a transmission of the right understanding.

Yes there was, yes. We have to stop.

Question: Which team did he support?

Fukui Rovers.
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The only real existing time

Master Dogen says we normally think that events are part of a journey, and that these events are “back there”, and we are “here”. But he puts his alternative view:1


At the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river, we are present there, and so time is present there. Time cannot elude the present.1



Our real experience isn’t like the frames of a film: the present is always here, but at the same time it’s moving on. So it’s a contradiction.1


Then how can the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river not be swallowed up in the time when we are illuminated by the present?1



So he’s suggesting in a rather unusual way that the present contains the past, and that the past contained the present, or if you like, the present contains the future. And this view is very strange. He doesn’t mean literally that when I went to the cinema last week, that event is still hanging around here somewhere. He means that the present is the only real existing time. So everything that exists must be in the present; there is no other place that it can be. He’s trying to destroy our very strong linear view of time, or rather break it up, and suggest another way of looking at things.1 2

Question: But the future doesn’t exist yet.

Think of an event in the future: where is it?3

Question: But we’re talking about the concept of the future is in the present.

Yes, we can say so.3

Question: I can understand how the past is, but the future…

He says when we are in the present, it’s the only time when anything about the past can exist. That something might be the scar on my hand, or some kind of mental result of the past. My memory of the past, the results of the past all exist here. The past exists here. So turning that around, he says that the past must have contained now in it. But we can’t understand that, you’re right. He’s trying to create an image which is almost impossible for us to grasp in our minds.3

Ditch the linear view

We can’t understand that the present is contained in the future precisely because we have this very strong linear view. He’s saying ditch the linear view and everything is now. Because there is only now, and in the future it will be a now, and in the past was a now, and all nows are at the same place. He wants to break the linear view, not to deny it, not to say it’s wrong, but to suggest another view where everything is here.4

Process and the middle view

Question: Did Einstein say anything similar to Master Dogen?

I don’t think so, no. Though the relative view is very similar, he didn’t posit an eternal now, if you like. Science can’t say that, because once you take away process, science collapses: without a process view you can’t separate causes from their effects. And science is a valid way of looking at reality. But Master Dogen wants to suggest another view, outside of science and also outside of religion, called the middle view. It’s not based on a process view, and it’s not based on a spiritual or eternal view; it’s based on real experience in the present.4

Question: Is the self just a kind of personalization of process?

Yes, but I can’t get rid of myself. People who say that to get rid of the self is the aim of Buddhism, or there is no self: to some extent there’s a validity to that, but it’s impossible to pursue it. We are people, we are selves, we create ourselves at every moment. So in that way we’re illusions, but we are real illusions.5

Process is real, but it’s not real. It’s real because we all agree that it explains the way reality works. It’s not real because only this moment is real: there’s no next moment yet, and the last moment has gone already. So we can say there is process and there isn’t process. And that contradiction is at the heart of the problem of describing reality.6

But Master Dogen comes back to make sure that we don’t think he’s denying process:8 9


… Although time can be seen as a process like this, times arriving do not pile up on time past, neither do they extend out in a continuous line.9



Before we start thinking

Question: Is Dogen saying that before our self comes on to the scene, time just exists as it is?

Yes, that’s called time-present. But he wants to use his discriminating mind to describe the situation before he started discriminating. All of Dogen’s philosophy is trying to point us to the place before we started thinking about it. But it’s impossible; he tried the whole of his life, and he said that it was impossible.6

If we practice zazen, we have a practice which is outside of the area of thinking, and all these sentences that he writes are referring to that essential experience in zazen or in pure activity. We have activities which demand the whole of us, and in that kind of activity we can let go of thinking. We can find it in all sports and in yoga; zazen is the essence. But because he uses words, we’re in a kind of trap in a way. So he creates these strange images.6


Then a pine tree is time-present, and a bamboo thicket is a time-present.7



Not a pine tree is in a time-present, but a pine tree is a time-present. We say “I am in the here and now”, but he says “I am the here and now”.7

Question: It can also feel like time passes through us.

He wants to go even further than that and say, not that time is flowing through you, but that time is you: time is us. Without us, there is no time. Which implies a lot of things, one of which is that time is a human construction.8

It grasps us

Question: You can’t actually identify or define time-present; as soon as you attempt it, it’s gone.

What Buddhism says is that we can’t grasp it, but we have a way to experience it. And if we experience it and try to talk about it, we kind of… we can’t grasp it but it grasps us. And in grasping us, it gives us a focus. In modern life, often our focus is in the next five minutes, because there is pressure on us. We’re on this kind of process-conveyor, which society needs to function, but it also pulls us out of being in the present. If we talk about it as far as we’re able, and if we practice it, it grasps us. This is all Tim Henman wants to do: to focus into the here and now, forget about the point you just lost and hit the ball, now. That’s what all sportspeople want to do, that’s what musicians want to do, isn’t it?10

Question: I think maybe making music and sitting doing nothing are the same thing, but it’s harder to do nothing.

I agree it’s hard. If we just sit down in an armchair and decide that we’re going to do nothing, it’s very difficult. But if we sit in the posture of zazen, the posture itself helps us to do nothing. It’s not only mental effort, it’s something physical too. Even when our mind is really busy, we actually settle, whether we like it or not. It may only be a small amount. The posture itself in zazen gets us.11

Question: In zazen, you’re aware of all things. What do you do with all things that can appear…?

Are they your property to do anything with? They’re there. In zazen we share space with the whole Universe. It doesn’t mean that we imagine everything in the Universe going through our minds. But because we’re sitting in the Universe, we share it with everything. Normally we separate ourselves from the world, but in action, especially in zazen, but also in every other kind of action, in the moment of acting, there’s an equality, a balance between me and the world. Just to share the Universe with everything is enough.12

Simply here

Many people think that buddhas are something you can become after you make very strenuous effort, and then all your problems are solved. One reason they feel like that is because they can’t see that they may be a buddha in the present. But if we think of the word buddha as meaning someone who is awake, then it’s quite straightforward. If you’re awake here and you see everything around you, you’re a buddha. If you’re half here, and half of you is missing and thinking something, then you’re not. The time when you are simply here, you’re a buddha. And the reason you’re a buddha is because you are simply here in time-present. But if you don’t believe that, then you must think that buddha is something else that you haven’t got to yet: “I’ll practice really hard tomorrow, then the day after that I might be enlightened”.14


The state of buddha which wants to search for the truth, practice zazen, attain the truth, and enter the balanced state to make the state of buddha real, exists at time-present.17



That sentence suggests that sincere effort itself is being a buddha, so it’s time-present.17

Question: Very often we spend time trying to have part of our lives outside of time.

Well we have to actually, to function in society, don’t we?15

Question: … when you’re writing for the grant, you can be very much in the present, so it’s not…

You’re right, I agree. But there’s some kind of difference in attitude, isn’t there? We can do a lot of things which appear to be future orientated, but we’re actually doing them now and we know that we’re doing them now.15

Question: In my experience with this house buying, … it took over my life, even though I was thinking about the future.

No, because you were thinking about the future. Because you wanted something that was in the future and hadn’t come yet to be here.15

This is why people imagine that there’s something called a buddha, or a Zen master, who doesn’t have those kind of experiences. But that’s a load of rubbish, because all human beings are affected by what goes on in their lives. But we can notice, hopefully, that we are being dragged into the future by a house purchase. Just that noticing itself is a kind of solution to the problem. Master Dogen says that even the moment in which people make their efforts and reject accepting that they are buddhas because they can’t see that it’s their state, also happens in time-present. He’s saying that we can’t escape it.15

Question: If you sit in zazen and notice that your thoughts don’t focus any more on the house purchase, that is some sign of your coming back to…

Yes, we can feel ourselves coming back to the present, after we’ve been angry, or excited, or disturbed.16

The Universe making itself real


… living beings are time-present; buddhas are time-present. The concrete time-present of being angry makes the whole Universe real. … The time-present in which the Universe makes itself real is called perfectly real.17



“Living beings are time-present” means that there’s time and there’s me, and it’s all one. He’s suggesting some kind of complete identity between the whole Universe, time, and me. So they are inseparable, and they are real.17


Even the times when we seem to be blundering along heedlessly are at time-present. To leave those heedlessly blundering time-presents as they are is to see that they have their own place as time-present.18



When you felt yourself to be very disturbed, to recognise that you were very disturbed, and to leave them as they are, is to be in reality. These sentences kind of shake you around, but if you read them again and again, there’s some kind of taste of some kind of simple experience: that here and now is real. So if we want to look for reality, it’s here already. Or as Wittgenstein said, the place that we’re trying to get to must be the place that we’re already at.18

If I get up and run around the room, in my action I’m making the Universe real. If I sit here, I’m making the Universe real. The Universe making the Universe real suggests there’s no me: there’s not separation between me and the Universe, so the Universe is making itself real.18

Against traditional Buddhism

Question: Why is it expressed so strongly, what was it over against?

It was against traditional Buddhism. Master Dogen wanted to strip away all the misinterpretations and strange beliefs that were around in Japan at the time: sects where monks stood under waterfalls, and other sects who made strange signs with their hands and chanted the name of Buddha. He wanted to establish something very simple, realistic, which he had learned in China.19

He wanted to say Buddhism is about reality, not about burning incense. You can burn incense if you like, but it’s about something called reality, and reality in Buddhism means reality—reality here.20

Question: Which team did he support?

Fukui Rovers.20
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Mike reads time-present as zazen’s actual condition, with irritation and sleepiness, not a pure goal
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike reads Dogen’s time-present as the actual condition of zazen, not a pure or future state to attain. The state of buddha includes the changing state we actually inhabit,1 including disappointment, irritation, sleepiness, and thought. He says the ideal person we try to become is an image in the mind, whereas recognising the state we are in is already the point at issue.

His physical image for this is balance: zazen wobbles between effort and no effort rather than becoming a fixed perfect state.2 Straightening posture, noticing thought, and stopping are not separate inner agents acting on one another, he says; describing them as separate splits us in two. Thinking is not valueless — it makes breakfast and society possible — but activity that is not only thinking also maintains life. Mike compares regular practice to learning to ski or row: a knife-edge can come to feel like a plateau, but it remains a knife-edge.

He then follows Dogen’s word-joining images to say that living beings, buddhas, objects, and time are not separate things. The account is not an Einsteinian continuum, nor an argument that past universes exist in parallel; for Mike, time-present is reality we cannot escape, even though it is not a continuous process.19 He keeps the intellectual difficulty in view: people may seek or claim truth, but cannot finally state what they already have, and Mike still finds himself trying to understand it. He reads Dogen’s refusal to remove hindrances first as recognition of anger or sleepiness rather than a demand to erase them. Wholehearted effort may sound unlikely or poetic, but he presents it as becoming one with what one is doing rather than thinking about becoming one. In the final discussion, a person lost in thought may feel absent while another still sees them sitting in the room. Mike uses that contrast against a collection of private realities: doing something makes us and the Universe real moment by moment.20 He ends by retaining Dogen’s contradiction that reality progresses from moment to moment without being either static or a continuous process.










Complete English transcript


Shall we carry on with the chapter?

Question: Can we have another look at the last paragraph?

Mike: The last long one? Sure.


People do not see reality itself as being time-present — what exists at this moment — and so they feel that the state of a buddha is not time-present, but a state that they must make efforts to attain.



That’s a very common view: that in order to be a buddha, you have to somehow attain something in the future. People find it difficult to understand that practising zazen is sitting in the state of buddha. We’re all buddhas, but we don’t like to accept it, because we can create an image in our mind of somebody better than ourselves, and that somebody is who we’d like to be. But the somebody we’d like to be that we create in our minds is only an image.

When we practise zazen, we sit in our state, whatever it is. And that state is buddha. If we expect the state to be pure, calm and peaceful, we may be disappointed, but the state of being disappointed in zazen is that stet [sic] of buddha. To accept ourselves as we are in zazen is the state of buddha. We shouldn’t search for some perfect state, because the perfect state only exists in our mind.

Question: If we’re split, if we’re thinking in the state of zazen …

Mike: If we’re split, we should straighten our posture; we should stop thinking.


Question: Given a hypothetical moment when we’re sitting and we’re dividing all over the place, thinking all over the place, is that still the state of buddha simply because we’re practising zazen?

Mike: The state of buddha is not something hypothetical but something real. There’s a real person sitting in zazen, and that real person moves in and out of the state of beyond thinking. Sometimes we’re thinking, sometimes we’re not thinking, sometimes we’re stopping ourselves thinking, and sometimes we move beyond the state of thinking. All of those are part of zazen. There’s no other state.

We look for a perfect state. State is the wrong word really; it comes from status, which means stationery, but our state in zazen isn’t stationery, it’s always changing. So we should call it dyn? What could you call it, kinis? State is misleading: we don’t have a state in zazen, we wobble around. And that wobbling around is buddha. Because balance in our mind is something perfect, but balance, if you stand on one leg, is wobbling, and if you don’t wobble you can’t balance. But we’ve got firmly fixed in our mind an image of something pure and perfect.

Question: Flow?

Mike: No, not flow; it suggests something continuous.

[inaudible]

So Master Dogen says time-present.


But even the moment in which they make their efforts and reject the state of buddha because they cannot see that it is their state is also time-present — it is the time-present of a person who has not realised who they are.



Master Dogen says that if we reject the state of buddha, we’re somebody who hasn’t realised who they are. To realise who we are doesn’t mean to realise that perfect “who” that we want to be, but to realise who we are at this moment. When we sit in zazen and notice that we feel irritated or sleepy, we might feel this isn’t proper zazen and should get rid of this state. But actually it’s the state that we’re in, so that’s who we are at that moment. So it’s a time-present.


Question: [inaudible] sitting without intention, in this balance between …

Mike: If we think of it in physical terms it’s not so difficult. To sit straight we need to make an effort, but when we’re just in the middle and all of our weight is through the centre of gravity of our body, there’s no effort. But we can’t keep in that exact position, so we move to one side and make an effort to come back. In that theoretical point of balance — like a pile of bricks one on top of the other — if you get them exactly balanced, there is no effort. That’s true both physically and mentally.

We have to stop ourselves thinking if we notice that we’re thinking, and it usually means our posture has changed too. If we’re really wandering off on a train of thought, we might suddenly notice we’re drooping forward, for example. Coming back to the point in the middle is to lose our train of thought and to lose the effort to come back: it’s a balance point.


Question: Why do we stop thinking then?

Mike: Why?

Question: Yes, if Buddha’s state is also thinking.

Mike: Why do you usually stop thinking, when you do?

Question: I find it quite peaceful.

Mike: Yes, we get tired of thinking, don’t we? So that’s one reason.

Question: But it’s also very difficult.

Mike: It’s not difficult, but we have a habit to think, and we live in a society which needs us to think; we can’t live without thinking. If Ella hadn’t thought through the breakfast this morning, we wouldn’t have got it moving through so smoothly. We ate the results of her thinking. We shouldn’t say thinking has no value, but there’s something other than thinking which maintains us. If we only think and never stop, we go mad; we become psychotic.

We have times when we stop, and zazen is a way of stopping. Other activities do it too: hoovering, taking out the rubbish, making a cup of tea. But we don’t normally give them the value they deserve. We think that when we’re thinking, we’re doing something very important; when we get up and make a cup of tea, we give that a lesser value. But it’s not actually, because the instances in which we act and stop thinking are the basis of our life. The instances when we think are the basis of society, but society isn’t the basis of our life in that sense.


Question: One of the problems in zazen is this notion, I think, that a lot of people have: that you should be stopping yourself thinking. In fact, the posture is kind of self-regulating, isn’t it? It was a great relief when you said to me that it’s not necessary to intentionally stop yourself thinking.

Mike: Well, you can’t actually, because the intention is a thought. When we describe it, we say, “Oh, I was thinking and I stopped myself,” but what actually happens is noticing that you’re thinking, stopping yourself, and correcting your posture are all the same thing. You don’t notice … there’s nobody to notice that I’m thinking, then I stop myself, at all, because I am in my thought — there’s only me, and there’s only my thinking, and when I stop, then I stop.

But when we describe it, we split ourselves into two. There’s a “me” and the other part that I do things to: I’m going to stop myself from thinking next time. That suggests that there’s someone who’s not thinking who stops someone from thinking, but that’s not true. And that’s not our experience; our experience is … “oh!” …

So zazen is self-regulating, providing we make some effort to reach the point where there’s no effort. So it’s a contradiction. That means just pulling ourselves back into the middle, where our weight acts down through the centre of gravity.

Question: It’s much easier to accept and understand these things when we’re talking about it, I find, but the act of doing it is much harder.

Mike: Much harder. Yes, it’s true, completely true. But the act of doing it has an effect, and talking about it doesn’t have such a big effect.


Question: I find that the longer I sit, I get moments … it seems to be just thinking all of the time, then moments of realising that I’m still, then as soon as I realise it, it goes.

Mike: It’s like balancing; it’s like all the sports which require balance, skiing. When you start learning to ski, there’s a very fine knife-edge where you can stand upright. It’s the same if you try rowing in those scull-boats: there’s a fine point in the middle. When you start, you think, how can I possibly hold myself on that knife-edge? You wobble about and fall over. But if you keep doing it, keep doing it, keep doing it, one day that knife-edge suddenly disappears and there’s a plateau that you’re on. It’s rather strange. When you can ski, you stop thinking about that knife-edge of balance and you can keep your balance. That’s the fact.

That’s true of zazen too. If we practise regularly every day, we find there is a balance point and it spreads. If we practise zazen only now and again, we find that the balance point is just a little moment which we flash through. On with the paragraph.


It is time-present that causes the hour of twelve o’clock and the hour of two o’clock, arranged as they are today, as they rise up and drop away at their place in the Universe.



Many of his phrases are poetic. He simply means that although we think of twelve o’clock as being there, two o’clock as being there, four o’clock there, they all have their place. Twelve o’clock has a time-present in the Universe, and here it is. Two o’clock has a time-present in the Universe, and here it is. It’s a poetic image.



Two o’clock is a time-present; six o’clock is a time-present; living beings are time-present; buddhas are time-present.



In Master Dogen’s thinking, what is here and now and time are the same thing. So the cup is time-present, the table is time-present, we are time-present. He’s making an identity between the real facts at the present moment and this time — an absolute identity. But of course the words have already separated them; he wants to stick the words back together again.

In Japanese and Chinese you can do that more successfully than in English or other European languages. In Chinese you can stick kanji next to each other; you don’t have to put “ands” and other conjunctions in there. You can join words together in a slightly more seamless way. If you want to say “body and mind” in English, we have to put an “and” in the middle. If we say bodymind, it’s not so acceptable, though we can get used to it. In Japanese you can just write body-mind — shinjin — and there’s no “and”. He wants to say buddhatime-present, persontime-present, twelveo’clocktime-present.

Question: He even said that matter and the infinite were the same.

Mike: Yes, that’s what it says in the Hannya Shingyo, in another way.


The concrete time-present of being angry makes the whole Universe real. The concrete time-present of being a buddha makes the whole Universe real.



Master Dogen’s concept of making something real is quite interesting. In his philosophy, making something real is to act in the present moment, or to be in the present moment. Without the present moment, he says, there’s nothing; there’s no reality. To be what we are in the present moment is creating the Universe or being the Universe.

The Universe and us, the Universe and the angry person, the Universe and the buddha exist here and now as something whole. We can’t have one without the other. We can’t have this room without us sitting in it. We can imagine this room without us sitting in it, but at this moment we’ve got the room and us; we can’t get rid of either. There’s just roomus. If you extend that, Master Dogen is saying there’s just angryUniverse, there’s just buddhaUniverse. In our minds we can separate reality, take one part away or move it around, but in reality the situation or circumstances and the subject or person are … we’re here, we’re stuck together. That’s what he wants to say.



The time-present in which the Universe makes itself real is called perfectly real.



With that, he’s suggesting a situation where everything is realising everything: in other words, a non-subject-centred view of the world. We could say that if we wander down to the lakeside, sit in a nice posture and disappear into the surroundings, then there’s no surroundings and me separate. In that moment the Universe is making itself real, and we experience that perfection just for a moment.


The state of buddha which wants to search for the truth, practise zazen, attain the truth, and enter the balanced state to make the state of buddha real, exists at time-present.



He’s suggesting that we are already buddha and we’re looking for buddha, if you like. We have the state of buddha, and it’s the state of buddha which drives us to search for the truth, practise zazen, attain the truth and enter the balanced state to make the state of buddha real. Buddhas making buddha — he’s turning things on their head a little. And that exists at time-present.



It is making perfectly real that the whole of time is the whole of existence, with nothing left over.



He wants to exactly identify time and existence, or time and being, or time and being present: nothing left over. Chas was talking about space-time yesterday, Einstein’s idea of space-time. In a way we can say the whole of existence is the whole of time; that has some kind of taste of a space-time continuum. But in Einstein’s space-time continuum, we still have process. In Master Dogen’s space-time, or existence-time, there no continuum [sic]: there’s just this, just this. In Master Dogen’s philosophy, we cannot escape from reality, and reality is just here now. Everything else happens in our brain. We find that very difficult to accept. Fortunately we don’t have to accept it all of the time.

Question: Weren’t you saying that the past was now as well? This time-space thing …

Mike: All of the past that exists exists now, because now is the only time that can exist. But I don’t mean to suggest — I don’t think that Master Dogen is suggesting — that there are parallel Universes with pasts in, that somewhere are present now, but simply that now is the only existence.

Question: So all the now is put together now.

Mike: Yes. And we can’t conceive of it, so he painted that landscape of nows, peaks, and we’re looking out over the nows. But that’s only a poetic, very beautiful image; we can’t conceive it. He says that they’re not piled up on top of each other, and they’re not lined up in a row. It’s like looking out over mountains, but it’s not even that really, is it?

Question: You say that he says we can’t conceive it. Is it impossible to conceive, or is it just difficult to conceive?

Mike: I don’t know, I haven’t stopped trying yet.

Question: What about moments of conceiving then?

Mike: Moments of conceiving it? There’s only this one. I’m still trying now. We experience it. What Master Dogen is talking about is our real experience. We usually think that experience means something that happened to us which we can remember. But he means it in a much more direct sense: what’s going on now is our experience.

He uses practice and experience, two kanji which he puts together — shusho, practice and experience. He glues them together. Practice: what we’re doing now, or doing an experience. What we’re doing and what we experience are one thing. Always he’s collapsing things into themselves: he collapses his sentences into themselves, collapses his concepts into themselves.


Question: Mike, when you say that you’re still trying to understand it, do you mean you’re still trying to grasp it intellectually?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Why?

Mike: I don’t know, but I like it.

Question: Because we can all experience it, can’t we?

Mike: Yes.

Question: But we don’t have to conceive of it.

Mike: Yes, but I can’t stop it. If I could stop it, I guess I could go and do something else. My whole life has been like that. I spent nearly twenty years mountaineering; I don’t know why, something drove me to it. Now I’m spending time studying Buddhism; I don’t know why, something drives me to it. What do you do?

Question: Well, right now I’m trying to understand Buddhism.

Mike: Why? Why are you doing it?

Question: I don’t know.

Mike: We have lots of reasons, of course, but human beings have this kind of curiosity. In Buddhism it’s called the will to the truth — or that’s our translation of it. The will to the truth is something we have, and it manifests itself in children’s kind of curiosity, a desire to eat the world. We have it. Sometimes it’s weaker, sometimes it’s stronger, sometimes we can cover it up completely. In the last five minutes, every time I’ve found the next sentence to read, just as I’m about to start somebody asks another question.



It is making perfectly real that the whole of time is the whole of existence, with nothing left over. But since something left over is just left over, even making the whole of time-present only half real is making half of time-present wholly real.



He wants to exactly identify time and existence, or time and being, or time and being present. Nothing left over. This next sentence is making fun of our ability to intellectualise everything. He often talks about half realising things, or half a person, and it’s his way of denying that words can match reality. If we say a buddha, we immediately think of this perfect thing. So he says half a buddha, which breaks our perfection.

In some ancient Chinese koan stories, they talk about things like a broken wooden dipper to describe a buddha. A wooden dipper is like a bamboo handle with a cup on the end that you use to scoop water with. The idea of a broken wooden dipper suggests something that’s really existing, not something that’s ideally perfect: it’s broken. Master Dogen uses half in the same way, often. We can’t make something half real; something can’t be half real.


Question: Heidegger uses a similar idea, with his use of broken tools.

Mike: That’s nice, that’s similar. I brought his Being and Time, and I looked on my bookshelf to read before I came here, but I must have lent it to someone. Is it in there?


Even the times when we seem to be blundering along heedlessly are at time-present. To leave those heedlessly blundering time-presents as they are is to see that they have their own place as time-present.



Again, he’s trying to take us away from perfection and see that, in Master Dogen’s sense, perfection is the present moment: not something better than what is here, but what is here is perfection. Heedlessly blundering along is just heedlessly blundering along; it’s time-present, it’s real.


The vivid state of being in our own place in the Universe is time-present.



The vivid state of being in our own state in the Universe we experience when we’re contented where we are. Often we don’t want to be exactly where we are at this moment, but when we do want to be exactly where we are at this moment, our state is vivid.

Question: The word which comes to mind is acceptance.

Mike: Yes, but not a passive acceptance: something which is beyond being passive or active. There are lots of words used — to realise, realisation, acceptance — and we can’t quite find the one. Everyone has their own favourite word.



We should neither confuse it with not being present, nor force it into being present.



He’s got two opposites there, not being present and being present, and they are both concepts. He says we shouldn’t go one way or the other; we should leave it as it is. To force something into being present is to say, “Yes, I’m present. Oh, I know I’m present, I can see I’m present.” Then we’re thinking about being present. But when we pick up a cup of tea and drink it, at the moment we drink the tea we don’t need to think whether we’re present or not: we’re completely here.

Question: Is it right to say that he is saying … I mean, I’m sitting here looking at you and this fantastic scenery, it’s all very wonderful. Is he saying that the world is like that, and there’s time too, so for me looking across there through these trees, there are those trees and there’s time, and it’s all there?

Mike: You mean those tree-times. It’s all here.

Question: Because we’re talking about time and the Universe and it’s all one thing.

Mike: It’s all one thing, yes, that’s right. But if we just say, “Oh, it’s all one thing,” it’s not enough for us, so he takes all the possible ways he can look at it and all the possible concepts that were introduced into Buddhism through the centuries, of which Uji was one, and redefines them as “the one”. The one is called Dharma. So everything is Dharma, so we can go around and say that, but it’s not enough, is it?

Question: What’s the Sanskrit word for Uji? Did they discuss this in China and India in the sutras?

Mike: I don’t know. Nagarjuna has a chapter on time, and as I said to Bryce, his chapter on time is even closer to T. S. Eliot’s writings than is Dogen’s. In Nagarjuna’s chapter on time, he doesn’t talk about time-present; he means it, but he doesn’t use the same kind of words. He uses the phrase present, future, past, but he doesn’t identify time and existence in the same way, but he means the same thing.



We suppose that time just passes away, and do not understand that time never arrives.



When we try to understand time, we can think of it as a line. Then someone might say, no, it’s not a line, it’s lots of flashes. It’s almost impossible for us to see that time doesn’t arrive. We think that it’s twelve o’clock, so ten past twelve will arrive, ten past twelve will come, but in fact our actual experience is we’re just here, we’re just here, all the time. Our actual experience is that the future doesn’t arrive from anywhere. The future never arrives, and the past never leaves. There’s just the present. We can’t find a crack where suddenly it changes from this moment to the next. It’s always this moment.


Although our understanding itself is time-present, our understanding of time does not influence circumstances.



He means that however we understand time, it doesn’t make any difference to circumstances.


People see time as coming and going, and there are few people who see it clearly as time-present here and now. Then how can it be easy for them to get the time to attain the truth?



We have an idea that attaining the truth might be something that we do in a process. Master Dogen wants to point out that it’s something that happens at a moment, at a time-present.



Even among those who see time as what is present now in the Universe, who can express clearly what the ineffable something is that they have already got? And even among those who have long been asserting that they have it already, none of them have stopped groping around trying to find out who they already are.



We can find in another chapter, Genjo-koan, that Master Dogen says Buddhist study is to find the self, and to find the self is to forget the self. This has some similar kind of meaning. He says there are some people who say they see time as what is present now in the Universe, but none of them can express clearly what it is they’ve already got. Even people who have been asserting that they’ve already got something can’t stop trying to find out who they are.


But leaving these people to their time-present, even attaining the truth and the balanced state are just time-presents that appear to come and go.



Time-presents that appear to come and go. In those sentences, he’s talking about the difficulty we have with our own intellectual search. We look for who we are, and if we find who we are, then say that we’ve found who we are, we’ve lost who we are. When we lose who we are, we can’t express who we are. I can’t express any more than that.

Now in the next paragraph he goes on to talk about our understanding that we have to get rid of things that hinder us before we can get to some special state.



In short, time-present is always made real without ridding ourselves of hindrances and delusions.



We commonly think that we have hindrances and delusions that we have to get rid of in order to make ourselves real. This was a common theme in Buddhism right through Master Dogen’s time: that we need to get rid of hindrances and delusions in order to attain the truth. But Master Dogen is pointing out that time-present is always made real without ridding ourselves of hindrances and delusions. In a way it’s coming back to what you were saying about acceptance: to be present is not to realise you’re angry and stop being angry, it’s simply to realise that you’re angry. To be present is not to realise that you’re sleepy and stop being sleepy, but simply to realise you’re sleepy.


The benevolent forces that appear to the right and left of us are the time-present of our whole-hearted efforts in this moment.



Benevolent forces in the original were gods and angels, and he uses phrases like “the gods of Buddhism” and so on to suggest some kind of benevolence of the Universe. I translated it in my version as benevolent forces. We can think of the forces that appear to the left and right of us as those times when we feel things are going our way — something is helping us. Of course we also have times when we think things aren’t going our way, everything is going against us. He’s suggesting that these forces are the time-present of our wholehearted effort in this moment. Wholehearted efforts in this moment create some kind of benevolent forces. If we throw ourselves into what we’re doing, the world goes with us.



All the living beings of the lands and oceans are also the time-present of our wholehearted efforts in this moment.



Again he’s suggesting that when we make wholehearted effort in this moment, all the living beings of the Universe are with us. Or we could say that we’re going with the flow, or something like that. He’s suggesting that to act fully in the present moment is to be in tune with the Universe, and when we’re in tune with the Universe, it’s all going in our direction, we’re all going together.


All the beings in this world and other worlds are also the time-present of our moment-by-moment wholehearted efforts.



In our wholehearted efforts we are helped by all the beings in the Universe. This sounds rather poetic, and if we think about it, it sounds rather unlikely. But when we put all our effort into what we’re doing at one moment, we can say that we become one with everything, and that’s what he’s trying to say. When we become one with everything, we stop thinking about becoming one with everything.



Our practice teaches us that without our own moment-by-moment effort in time-present, nothing could ever be made real, or continue from one moment to the next.



That sounds very unlikely. He’s saying that our efforts in the moment create the world, and it sounds very unlikely. I’d like somebody to show me a moment in which they’re not making an effort, and then we can all look to see if the world is here or not. Actually there isn’t a moment in which we’re not making an effort. We can’t find a moment in which we’re not making an effort.

Question: Except for dying, killing yourself.

Mike: Well, we’ll have to wait and see. Killing yourself is making an effort. People who kill themselves are very sincere, usually.

Question: But there’s lots of time during the day when I’m making no effort at all, when I get lost in thinking or in imagination. I’m not there, like in a fog or a dream.

Mike: Where are you in those times?

Question: I’m not there.

Mike: So where’s the world?

Question: It’s not really there either.

Mike: Right, there you are then.

Question: Yes, it’s like, no effort, I just become a ghost. That’s my experience anyway. During that time I guess the room has disappeared; my eyes are open but …

Mike: When you come back to where you are, what happens then?

Question: Well, I’m back in the room with everybody in it.

Mike: That’s what he means.

Question: Yes, but I believe so, that’s the suggestion. Of course it’s nice if you could stay in time-present without making an effort. But you were suggesting earlier that through the process of the practice, the balance point is stabilised, in terms of becoming a plateau.

Mike: But that plateau is only a knife-edge. The words we use to describe it are confusing in themselves. When we’re trying to balance on a knife-edge, if we keep practising it becomes a plateau. But it’s still a knife-edge.

Question: Yes, that’s right, you can fall off your bike at any time.


Question: I’m a bit confused. Didn’t you say that not making an effort is also an effort? You can’t not make an effort; that’s what you said, isn’t it?

Mike: Yes.

Question: So when he’s dreaming he’s still making an effort?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Yes, I’d prefer to accept that at some other level, [inaudible].

Mike: Are we all confused now? Are we still here though? Have we gone anywhere else?

In that last paragraph, when it says wholehearted effort, it suggests some kind of whole effort. There is a difference between whole effort and partial effort, and there’s a difference between mental and physical effort together as one and just mental effort on its own. But if we say in general, we can’t stop making an effort — if we stop making an effort we die. There are different kinds of effort. If we make only mental effort, then we can seemingly disappear from where we are and inhabit another area which we call the mind or the virtual world. We can believe that we’re in that virtual world, but all the time we’re believing that, we actually still where we are [sic].

If we’re sitting in zazen and go off into a long train of thought, we may believe that we’re in that thought and not notice the room at all. But somebody looking at us will just see us quietly sitting where we are; we haven’t moved at all. From the point of view of the person sitting in zazen who has drifted off into another place, they can say, “I wasn’t there,” but the person sitting next to them can say, “Yes, you were.” Which is reality? Does reality belong to me or does it belong to you?

We can end up saying, “Well, I have mine and you have yours.” Then we can suggest that everybody has different realities, and there may even be lots of different realities around. We can talk about parallel Universes or other realities in this one. But all of those hypotheses are made by people who are always in this reality. So reality seems to be that from which we cannot escape. Sometimes we can’t see what it is. But although we can’t see what it is, we can’t escape from it. Whether we’re confused or enlightened or angry or buddhas, we can’t escape from reality. We can’t escape from time-present.


Time-present is the Universe. Because we can’t escape from the Universe, we’re always in it. Our efforts moment by moment are in time-present, and because our efforts are in time-present, they are time-present; because time-present is the Universe, our efforts are the Universe. Doing something makes us real. When we do something we make ourselves and the Universe real. When we continue to do something moment by moment, we make ourselves and the Universe continue. That’s what he says in that paragraph. But then in the next paragraph he says:


But we shouldn’t understand that this momentary continuance is like the rain sweeping from east to west. The whole Universe is progressing from one moment to the next, not static but also not continuous process.



I’ll stop just there, because he then goes on to talk about Spring. He’s creating in us lots of contradictions and images, but they are all pointing to the same thing: that it’s impossible to be anywhere else but in reality, and reality at this moment is just as it is.

Thank you.
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




The state we are in is buddha


People … feel that the state of a buddha is not time-present, but a state that they must make efforts to attain.1



We’re all buddhas, but we don’t like to accept it, because we can create an image in our mind of somebody better than ourselves. But that somebody is only an image. When we practise zazen, we sit in our state, whatever it is. And that state is buddha. If we expect the state to be pure, calm and peaceful, we may be disappointed, but the state of being disappointed in zazen is the state of buddha.1

Sometimes we’re thinking, sometimes we’re not thinking, sometimes we’re stopping ourselves thinking, and sometimes we move beyond the state of thinking. All of those are part of zazen. There’s no other state.2

Master Dogen says that if we reject the state of buddha, we’re somebody who hasn’t realised who they are. To realise who we are doesn’t mean to realise that perfect “who” that we want to be, but who we are at this moment. When we sit in zazen and notice that we feel irritated or sleepy, we might feel this isn’t proper zazen. But actually it’s the state that we’re in, so that’s who we are at that moment. So it’s a time-present.2

Master Dogen often talks about half realising things, or half a person, and it’s his way of denying that words can match reality. If we say a buddha, we immediately think of this perfect thing, so he says half a buddha, which breaks our perfection. He’s trying to take us away from perfection: in his sense, perfection is the present moment, not something better than what is here.11 12

Effort and no effort

State is the wrong word really: our state in zazen isn’t stationary, it’s always changing. We don’t have a state in zazen, we wobble around. And that wobbling around is buddha. Balance, if you stand on one leg, is wobbling, and if you don’t wobble you can’t balance.2

In physical terms, to sit straight we need to make an effort, but when we’re just in the middle and all of our weight is through the centre of gravity, there’s no effort. We can’t keep in that exact position, so we move to one side and make an effort to come back. In that theoretical point of balance there is no effort. That’s true both physically and mentally. If we’re wandering off on a train of thought, we might suddenly notice we’re drooping forward. Coming back to the point in the middle is to lose our train of thought and to lose the effort to come back: it’s a balance point.3

Question: I get moments of realising that I’m still, then as soon as I realise it, it goes.

It’s like skiing, or rowing a scull-boat: when you start, there’s a very fine knife-edge, and you wobble about and fall over. If you keep doing it, one day that knife-edge suddenly disappears and there’s a plateau that you’re on. If we practise zazen regularly every day, the balance point spreads; if we practise zazen only now and again, the balance point is just a little moment which we flash through. But that plateau is only a knife-edge. The words we use to describe it are confusing in themselves.6 18

Thinking and stopping thinking

Question: Why do we stop thinking then, if Buddha’s state is also thinking? … But it’s also very difficult.

We get tired of thinking, don’t we? It’s not difficult, but we have a habit to think, and we live in a society which needs us to think. We ate the results of Ella’s thinking at breakfast this morning. We shouldn’t say thinking has no value, but there’s something other than thinking which maintains us. If we only think and never stop, we go mad. Zazen is a way of stopping; making a cup of tea does it too, but we don’t normally give them the value they deserve. The instances in which we act and stop thinking are the basis of our life; the instances when we think are the basis of society, but society isn’t the basis of our life in that sense.4

Question: The posture is kind of self-regulating, isn’t it? You said it’s not necessary to intentionally stop yourself thinking.

Well, you can’t actually, because the intention is a thought. Noticing that you’re thinking, stopping yourself, and correcting your posture are all the same thing. When we describe it, we split ourselves into two. That suggests that there’s someone who’s not thinking who stops someone from thinking, but that’s not true. So zazen is self-regulating, providing we make some effort to reach the point where there’s no effort. So it’s a contradiction.5

Buddhatime-present


… living beings are time-present; buddhas are time-present.7



In Master Dogen’s thinking, what is here and now and time are the same thing: the cup is time-present, we are time-present. The words have already separated them; he wants to stick the words back together again: buddhatime-present, persontime-present.7


The concrete time-present of being angry makes the whole Universe real. The concrete time-present of being a buddha makes the whole Universe real.7



In his philosophy, making something real is to act in the present moment, or to be in the present moment. To be what we are in the present moment is creating the Universe or being the Universe. We can’t have this room without us sitting in it. We can imagine this room without us sitting in it, but at this moment we’ve got the room and us; we can’t get rid of either. There’s just roomus. If you extend that, Master Dogen is saying there’s just angryUniverse, there’s just buddhaUniverse.7

We could say that if we sit by the lakeside and disappear into the surroundings, there’s no surroundings and me separate. In that moment the Universe is making itself real, and we experience that perfection just for a moment.8


It is making perfectly real that the whole of time is the whole of existence, with nothing left over.9



He wants to exactly identify time and existence. That has some kind of taste of Einstein’s space-time continuum, but there we still have process. In Master Dogen’s existence-time there’s no continuum: there’s just this, just this. In his philosophy, we cannot escape from reality, and reality is just here now. We find that very difficult to accept. Fortunately we don’t have to accept it all of the time. All of the past that exists exists now, because now is the only time that can exist. But I don’t think Master Dogen is suggesting that there are parallel Universes with pasts in.9


We suppose that time just passes away, and do not understand that time never arrives.14



Our actual experience is that we’re just here, all the time. The future never arrives, and the past never leaves. We have an idea that attaining the truth might be something we do in a process; Master Dogen wants to point out that it happens at a moment, at a time-present.14

Who we already are

Master Dogen is suggesting that we are already buddha and we’re looking for buddha, if you like: it’s the state of buddha which drives us to search for the truth and practise zazen. Buddhas making buddha: he’s turning things on their head a little.8

Question: You say that he says we can’t conceive it. Is it impossible to conceive, or is it just difficult to conceive?

I don’t know, I haven’t stopped trying yet. We experience it. What Master Dogen is talking about is our real experience: not something that happened to us which we can remember, but what’s going on now.9

Question: Do you mean you’re still trying to grasp it intellectually? Why?

Yes. I don’t know, but I like it. I can’t stop it. I spent nearly twenty years mountaineering; I don’t know why, something drove me to it. Now I’m studying Buddhism; I don’t know why, something drives me to it. We have lots of reasons, of course, but human beings have this kind of curiosity. In Buddhism it’s called the will to the truth, or that’s our translation of it.10


… who can express clearly what the ineffable something is that they have already got? … none of them have stopped groping around trying to find out who they already are.15



He’s talking about the difficulty we have with our own intellectual search. We look for who we are, and if we find who we are, then say that we’ve found who we are, we’ve lost who we are. When we lose who we are, we can’t express who we are. I can’t express any more than that.15

Being present

The vivid state of being in our own state in the Universe we experience when we’re contented where we are.12

Question: The word which comes to mind is acceptance.

Yes, but not a passive acceptance: something which is beyond being passive or active.12


In short, time-present is always made real without ridding ourselves of hindrances and delusions.16



We commonly think that we have hindrances and delusions that we have to get rid of in order to make ourselves real. In a way it’s coming back to what you were saying about acceptance: to be present is not to realise you’re angry and stop being angry, it’s simply to realise that you’re angry; not to realise that you’re sleepy and stop being sleepy, but simply to realise you’re sleepy.16


We should neither confuse it with not being present, nor force it into being present.13



Not being present and being present are both concepts. He says we should leave it as it is. To force something into being present is to say, “Oh, I know I’m present.” Then we’re thinking about being present. But when we pick up a cup of tea and drink it, we don’t need to think whether we’re present or not: we’re completely here.13

Wholehearted effort

Master Dogen is suggesting that when we make wholehearted effort in this moment, all the living beings of the Universe are with us. This sounds rather poetic, and if we think about it, it sounds rather unlikely. But when we put all our effort into what we’re doing at one moment, we can say that we become one with everything, and that’s what he’s trying to say. When we become one with everything, we stop thinking about becoming one with everything.17


Our practice teaches us that without our own moment-by-moment effort in time-present, nothing could ever be made real, or continue from one moment to the next.18



That sounds very unlikely. I’d like somebody to show me a moment in which they’re not making an effort, and then we can all look to see if the world is here or not. Actually there isn’t a moment in which we’re not making an effort. There’s a difference between whole effort and partial effort, and between mental and physical effort together and just mental effort. But if we say in general, we can’t stop making an effort; if we stop we die. If we make only mental effort, we can seemingly disappear from where we are into the mind or the virtual world, but all the time we’re actually still where we are.18 19

The reality we are in

If we go off into a long train of thought in zazen, we can say, “I wasn’t there,” but the person sitting next to us can say, “Yes, you were.” Which is reality? We can end up saying, “I have mine and you have yours,” and suggest that everybody has different realities. But all of those hypotheses are made by people who are always in this reality. So reality seems to be that from which we cannot escape. Sometimes we can’t see what it is, but we can’t escape from it. Whether we’re confused or enlightened or angry or buddhas, we can’t escape from reality. We can’t escape from time-present.19

Time-present is the Universe. Our efforts moment by moment are in time-present, and because our efforts are in time-present, they are time-present; because time-present is the Universe, our efforts are the Universe. Doing something makes us real. When we do something we make ourselves and the Universe real. When we continue to do something moment by moment, we make ourselves and the Universe continue. But then in the next paragraph he says:20


… The whole Universe is progressing from one moment to the next, not static but also not continuous process.20



He’s creating in us lots of contradictions and images, but they are all pointing to the same thing: that it’s impossible to be anywhere else but in reality, and reality at this moment is just as it is.20
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike approaches Dogen’s time-present as something that must be returned to, not mastered by taking the text apart once. Spring is made real at every time-present,2 he says, and the same distinction separates what is here now from the names we give to processes and persons. His reading keeps the claim that time is neither static nor a continuous process, even though that makes ordinary explanation difficult.

The discussion tests the claim against clocks, a supposedly lasting self, and the thought of an entity moving through all times and worlds. Mike gives everyday statements such as “today went very quickly” and “today was exactly 24 hours” equal value: reality is not contradictory, but our explanations must contradict each other to try and grasp it.5 He then reads the Bodhidharma koan without treating its strange answer as a mystical secret or a promised result of effort. For him, Baso’s raised eyebrow and wink point to action that happens naturally rather than through a strong prior intention. Dogen’s ensuing images identify eyebrows, eyes, mountains, oceans, buddhas, and the bright star as time-present, so what is here and now is not separate.13 14 Mike treats this as an interpretation, not a final explanation, and says no more than the text lets him say.

In the later conversation, change appears both undeniable and hard to reconcile with the instantaneous view: movement is seen, yet it is always seen in this moment. Accounts of visual perception let him suggest that memory and the mind fill in much of the continuity we experience. Mike explicitly says that he cannot remember the vision experiment clearly enough to explain it in detail. He calls light in time-present both a poetic image and a description of the brightness of being fresh and not caught in mental images. The constructed shared world is real for humans, though it is neither the whole world nor a possession shared in the same way by plants and dogs. We do not have to unlearn this construction; we can notice how we are.19 The session ends by retaining time as a useful survival tool and leaving its puzzle open rather than forcing a final theory.










Complete English transcript


Something occurred to me between this morning and now, that when Master Dogen gave his lecture, he just gave it, and it’s quite short. But we’re pulling it apart, and in a way that makes it more difficult; if you go and see a film you just see the film and that’s it, but if you pull the film apart and discuss it, it becomes something else. It’s quite difficult, and another thing is we expect to be able to understand what we read, but I couldn’t understand the Shobogenzo the first time I read it, or the second or the third. And Nishijima Roshi said the same thing, he couldn’t understand any of it at the beginning. And he said that he looks at it rather like a huge canvas. We normally expect to pick up a book and understand the sentences as we go from the beginning to the end, but if we think of it more as a canvas we can see a bit there or a bit there. We can understand a little bit, or it does something for us, there’s some which we can’t quite make out and so on. And I think he’s right. Coming back to it again and again we can slowly get something, even if we can’t understand some of the sentences they leave some kind of an impression, in my experience. Although I’ve tried to interpret it, I wonder whether my interpretation is clearer or less clear than the original in some places. But it’s an interpretation.


We just got to the part on page 2, in the middle of the third paragraph. He was saying that the whole Universe is progressing from one moment to the next. And he says it’s not static, but it’s also not a continuous process, so that’s difficult for us to understand, something that’s progressing but is not a continuous process.


An example of this momentary passing is Spring. It has many different aspects, the passing of which we call the progress of Spring. But our practice teaches us that the passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object.



He’s saying that we can look at Spring as an example of progression, which he goes on to discuss in the coming paragraph. But the passing of time doesn’t involve anything external. What we feel is time passing doesn’t involve anything external. The he discusses [sic] Spring in more detail now:


For example, momentary Spring passes through a process that we call Spring. But the passing is not Spring itself; we just think of Spring as the movement of momentary Spring through the process Spring. But Spring is made real at every time-present in the process of Spring.




We’ve got a process which we call Spring — “Spring is coming”, “Spring is here”, “it’s Spring”, and in that he’s saying that although we think of that period as Spring, actual Spring is just now in the Spring time. So Spring, Spring, Spring, Spring, Spring. Spring is made real at every time-present in the process of Spring.

We need to come back to this again and again.

What he wants us to come back to is the difference between what is real here and now in this time-present and what we call Spring, or what we call a process, or what we call a person.


In discussing the momentary passing of time, if we think that there are only individual things that change on the outside, but that there is some real unchanging entity that passes from moment to moment moving through all worlds and all times, we are becoming lax in studying Buddhism in our practice.



He’s saying in discussing the momentary passing of time, if we think that there’s something that’s existing through all times and all worlds that passes from moment to moment, then that’s not right. There is nothing real and unchanging that passes from moment to moment called time. But we do call it time.


Question: How is that different from all the nows are in the past or future?

Mike: If we think that there’s something actually real passing through those called time, then he says we’re becoming lax in studying Buddhism. This is a kind of parallel with what he says about the self, in earlier chapters. He says that to believe in a permanent unchanging self that goes on while we’re living and after we die and so on, unchanging, then that’s not right. He’s saying the same about this. Although we hold in our mind a concept of time, and that concept has something real about it, because it corresponds to something real for us, it doesn’t really exist. But although it doesn’t really exist, it is really useful.

Question: Then time is the external object that doesn’t exist.

Mike: Where’s the external object. In the paragraph, the “passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object”? It means that you can sit without doing anything, and you can imagine time passing, it doesn’t mean anything else, it doesn’t mean anything external. It’s the opposite.

Question: The externalisation of time is a necessary consequence of imagining things as persistent?

Mike: Yes, so he’s saying contradictory things all the way through.


Question: A clock is external isn’t it but it’s not time?

Mike: No, we just keep looking at it and it’s different to the last time we looked at it. And so we say it’s moved, time has moved. But the sentences are contradictory, and this is the big problem with reading the Shobogenzo — he says one thing then the opposite. Making sense of that is not so easy until we notice that reality is not contradictory, but our explanations of it have to contradict each other to try and grasp it. We say today went very quickly, that’s one statement, but today was exactly 24 hours, that’s another statement. They contradict each other. We usually say that one is right and one is wrong, one is objective, that’s right, and the other is subjective, that’s wrong. But he gives them equal vale [sic]. He makes contradictory statements and gives them equal value.

Question: What’s he contradicting there?

Mike: That sentence at the end of the previous paragraph, “the passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object”, so there’s nothing external, just time passing, then the sentence at the end of this paragraph, “if we think there is some changing entity that passes from moment to moment”.


Question: Isn’t he saying the same thing? Because doesn’t no external object mean there’s no object outside of time?

Mike: Is he saying the same thing?

Question: He talks about, earlier in the first … the second paragraph on page 1, “we imagine events as part of a journey”. In that kind of picture wouldn’t the external object be whoever is actually traversing that journey, so they are from outside time?

Mike: If you picture it like that.

Question: Then that would be the external, it isn’t actually necessary to have time passing …

Mike: OK. I can’t quite … In that paragraph on page 1, he’s talking about time as a journey.

Question: So in that don’t you have some kind of separation between the world where the journey is, and yourself?

Mike: That’s one way to look at it, another way is to look at it is that there’s the world then there’s time passing through it.

Question: I think we’ve taken that last paragraph in the previous sentence out of context anyway. It says before that, “this momentary progression in Spring”.

Question: Can you see that it’s darker now, it’s been getting darker through the afternoon?

Mike: Yes but we don’t need night to know that. We don’t need the concept of night to know that it’s dark.

Question: That’s right yes.

(Hubbub of general conversation)


Let’s move on without any external object. There’s a story that begins in the next paragraph, it’s one of the koan stories, and it’s a discussion between a master and his disciple, although they all have the title of Master, they were master and disciple.


One day, at the suggestion of Master Sekito Kisen Master Yakusan Igen asked Master Baso Doitsu a question: “I have more or less understood the meaning of Buddhist theory and its classifications.



By classifications he mean [sic] the many different classifications we can find in traditional Buddhism — The Three Worlds, The Four Levels, The Eight Consciousnesses, The Three Poisons, The Four This and the Six That. So he’s learned all those.


But I want to ask you what was Master Bodhidharma’s purpose in coming from India to China?



This was a kind of traditional question, Bodhidharma came from India to China in the 6th century and brought the practice of Zazen with him. And from that time, Buddhism as the practice of Zazen spread in China, but before that time it was largely esoteric Buddhism. This was brought home to me quite surprisingly a couple of years ago. Yoko and I went to an exhibition of Buddhist statues at the Royal Academy. They were from China, from the earliest date of Buddhism in China right through to about the 10th century. They were arranged in chronological order through four galleries. Where it started all the buddhas were very god-like with lots of ornaments and necklaces and headdresses and things, all standing with their hands in special positions. And as you went through the centuries, when you got to the 6th century suddenly all these statues changed to seated buddhas in the meditation position wearing robes. It was quite striking — “ah, that’s when Bodhidharma came”, it was almost there in the museum.


Question: Mike, can I just ask you something slightly off the subject but it’s to do with Bodhidharma. He also apparently brought with him a sutra, but we don’t study it at all. Why?

Mike: You can study it if you want to.

Question: Is there a reason, is it more Rinzai Sect?

Mike: I’ve no idea. Isn’t that the sutra which no-one know [sic] whether it was written in China or in India?

Question: I think so, it was purported to have been brought by Bodhidharma.

Mike: Was it? I’ve not read it.

Question: It’s supposed to be the fundamental sutra of Zen, of Ch’an.

Mike: Is it? I don’t know anything about it. And Nishijima Roshi never mentioned it. I mean I know its existence and I’ve heard that there’s some controversy over hundreds of years whether it was written in China or India. But other than that I don’t know. Have a look at it and see.

Question: I’ve got it.

Mike: What do you think?

Question: Well I’m not going to read it if you say not to.

Mike: You’ve got it but you’re not going to read it? If I say?

Question: It’s translated by Suzuki and with commentary.

Mike: Right off you go then. His question was what was Master Bodhidharma’s purpose in coming from India to China? And many students asked their masters this, and it was in a way a kind of set question. It meant when somebody goes to spread Buddhism somewhere, what is it that makes them do it? What is their intention, what are they trying to do, who sends them? And:



On hearing this question, Master Baso Doitsu replied, “At one time-present he was moved to raise his eyebrow and wink, at another time-present he was not moved to raise his eyebrow and wink. And one time-present to raise his eyebrow and wink was right, and at another time-present, to raise his eyebrow and wink was wrong”.



Which sounds a very strange answer. But the answer that Master Baso Doitsu gave is trying to say that he just went. In other words there’s something natural in his actions. Sometimes to raise your eyebrow and wink is … you do it, and it’s ok to do it. Sometimes you do it and it’s not ok to do it, sometimes you don’t do it and it’s ok to do it. He’s trying to say that, so it just happened.


When Master Yakusan heard these words, the whole of Buddhism became clear to him and he said to Master Baso, “When I studied with Master Sekito, I was just a mosquito sitting on the back of a giant ox!”




I think in everything we do, we have a tendency to want or expect things to happen, as a result of our efforts now we expect to see a result. And if we’re practicing something, I suppose when you’re practicing Yoga you do the exercises and you expect to get more flexible, then if you don’t you feel you must be doing something wrong. And in all kinds of training I think that’s a very common human tendency. But Buddhism teaches that things unfold naturally, and I think lots of teachers realise that and say so. In other words don’t hurry, do your practice and it’ll happen. But we tend to be impatient. Master Yakusan had been studying Buddhist theory and classifications and thought that the more he got the more he would understand. Then he asked this question to Master Baso Doitsu, who says, “wink? Don’t wink? Sometimes it’s ok sometimes it’s not ok?” In other words there’s some kind of natural process, not the result of some kind of intention. Master Bodhidharma didn’t have a strong intention such as, “I’m going to China to spread Buddhism!” Just that’s what happened.


Question: Is it also because we expect some kind of deep meaning to the answer, rather than a straightforward and simple one? Actually I was reminded, I went to a lecture of a Zen archer who studied in Kamakura. When he went there he was expecting that he would revere all these wonderful masters, and to be mystified by the whole thing, and all he was told to do was just aim and fire. They said there’s nothing to it, that’s all you do.

Mike: Just keep doing it.

Question: Just keep doing it yes. It was a very interesting lecture because he kind of demystified the whole thing.

Mike: Yes, you can say Master Baso is demystifying the whole thing with that kind of down to earth answer.

Question: Is that a 13th century way of saying what happens happens, would that have been a current contemporary way of saying it?

Mike: Well I don’t know. But I can guess he said it in some kind of simple and direct way. And that it made sense to Master Yakusan. But I don’t know how they actually spoke to each other in that time. But certainly there were very large differences in the way that people conceived things and spoke to each other. But there are also very large similarities too, because they were human beings. Some of these replies that the masters give to their disciples in the koan stories sound so strange that people think that there’s some mystical secret there, but I think all of them are strange only because of the way people spoke, and also the translation is sometimes not clear enough. I always work from the point of view that they must have been saying something sensible and down to earth. Master Dogen then comments in the following paragraph, and Master Dogen’s commentary is again creating image upon image:



No-one else could have uttered these words of Master Baso’s. The eyebrow Master Bodhidharma raised or the eye he winked may indicate a mountain or an ocean,



Now we can suppose he means he’s connecting the eye with the external world, so to wink an eye, raise an eyebrow, Master Dogen’s creating an image of that eye looking at something, and the something could be mountains or oceans.


because the mountains and the oceans and his eyebrows and eyes are one whole.



When we look at something, we separate the person who is looking from the object, and we feel that it’s an active process — light is going out from our eye, but it’s not really like that.

Question: It’s coming into the eye.

Mike: Yes, for a start.


Being moved to raise an eyebrow he sees the mountain. Being moved to wink, he rules the ocean. Being right has become part of him and pulls him in. Being wrong is not always not doing, and not doing is always wrong.




He’s taking the words in the answer of Master Baso, and commenting on each of the words. So when we say it was right for him to raise his eyebrow, he’s saying that Master Bodhidharma had right as part of him. So right pulls him in. Then he says, at one time it was wrong to raise an eyebrow and wink an eye, Master Dogen comments that being wrong is not always not doing. Not winking an eyebrow and raising an eye is not always wrong, he’s turned it around and said that wrong is not always not raising an eyebrow and not raising an eye. He’s playing with the sentences.


All these are time-present. The mountains are time-present and the oceans are time-present. Without time-present the mountains and the oceans would not exist. We cannot deny that time-present is the mountains and the oceans here and now. If time-present decays, so do the mountains and the oceans. If time does not decay, nor do the mountains and the oceans.



Again, he’s identifying time-present with the external scenery. And he goes on to say:



It is from this truth that the bright star appeared to Gautama Buddha, the state of buddha appeared, his ability to see the truth appeared, and his acknowledgment of Mahakasyapa appeared. All are time-present. Without time-present nothing could be here and now.



And in the original, the acknowledgment of Mahakasyapa is a reference to the story of Gautama Buddha holding up a flower and twirling it, and Mahakasyapa smiling. And in the old sutras, it’s a kind of illustration of Mahakasyapa understanding what Gautama Buddha is transmitting, or receiving what he’s transmitting.

So in that paragraph he’s running round and round Master Baso Doitsu’s words, to reinforce that time-present is just what’s here and now. And what is here and now is not separate. That’s the most I can say about that. Shall we go on to the next one, or shall we stop and talk about something else and do the next one tomorrow? Hands up all those that agree! Hands up those that don’t agree!


Question: I’d like to talk about, even briefly, about change. This is popping up in my mind whilst we’ve been talking today. I could see very clearly earlier, when we were talking about Spring, that Spring is just … I’m tempted to say a succession, but there’s just this moment Spring, this moment Spring. And the memory will eventually kick in and tell you it’s a progression, but it is just this moment Spring, this moment Spring. But some moments seem to have a slight thickness, because you can see things changing, apparently. Yesterday I was thinking an alternative to talking about time-present, is that somehow there is change but no change.

Mike: Yes.

Question: I can’t go any further than that at the moment.

Question: Sounds a bit like light, is it a particle or is it a wave. That’s what I struggle with, we’re told it’s both.

Mike: I am seeing things moving, I am conscious of things moving, so it’s tempting to say that this is evidence of the succession of moments, and yet of course that’s always in the moment.

I read an article which I can’t remember so clearly about experiments which psychologists were carrying out with vision. And this involves some kind of complicated computer tracking system, Mark might know about this, where someone looks at a word and then they are reading a sentence, but while they’re reading it, the computer changes the other parts of the sentence, and I can’t remember it clearly enough to tell you about it in detail. But the outcome seems to be that what we see as a continuum is filled in by our brain or our memory, so huge parts of what we see around us are filled in by ourselves, and there are just small areas in our visual field which are actually operative at that moment.


Question: There’s a very pernicious disease [inaudible] where your eyes if you jump back the things corrects [sic] the back bit of text.

Mike: Fascinating.

Question: We’re all looking at each other now, but it seems that whole parts of the vista are being filled in by our minds. We don’t know which parts — is it you maybe?

Mike: I’m operating on a concept that I’m in a room, I think maybe at an unconscious or subconscious level, I’ve got an active concept right now that I’m in a room with people, and I don’t have to look at each of you closely to see the person there. So it’s like the mind on the strength of that very strong custom or concept can sketch in the bits that I do bother to notice.

Question: Is it like when you see colours, so you see a very dark red right up to a very light red, and there’s, right in the middle there’s one missing, you know exactly what it looks like, because you see the gradation.


Question: Can I ask you a question about a phrase that seems to keep repeating — “illuminating the light of time-present”. Is that just a turn of phrase, or do you think that Dogen perceives some kind of relationship between light and time and the present?

Mike: Both. Also it’s a kind of poetic image. But we imagine, and our imagination is pictorial in some way, but it doesn’t have the brilliance of what we actually see. If you’re practicing Zazen, sometimes you’re there and you eyes [sic] are half-closed, and you’re not sure whether you’re asleep or awake, and you sit in that state and it’s quite peaceful, but it has some kind of … surreal is too strong a word … but not bright. Then sometimes you kind of wake up, and you sit there and everything around you is just there, the wall or whatever, and it’s brighter. The present is brighter than anything else. And when we’re not caught up in the images in or [sic] brain, the present is brightest — it’s kind of illuminated. It’s not only a poetic image, he’s trying to describe something that’s real too. When we feel fresh, fit, and in this place, everything has a kind of brightness to it, a freshness to it, a something to it. When we’re tired, or when we’re thinking, or when we’re hungry, or when we’re pulled out of where we are, things around us lose their brightness or freshness. I think he’s using an image to touch on that too. But of course it also has just a poetic quality about it. But this strange situation, yes we do see movement, I’m talking, my lips are moving, and Stuart’s leg is moving over there. And of course we can’t deny that. We’ve got a problem if we want to talk about change in terms of Buddhist theory, because there’s no doubt that there’s some process in existence which we track with our consciousness. But there’s also another view which Master Dogen has put in this chapter which is the instantaneous view, and these two views don’t fit together. The assertion that reality is only here and now in this instant and the evidence that we see of change and process contradict each other in our brain. Nothing contradicts itself in front of us, there’s nothing in front of me that’s contradicting, you know? There’s nothing that doesn’t make sense in front of us but in our brain it contradicts. To resolve that contradiction, Buddhism insists that we have to get out of the area of thinking. It says “yes, think about it, you’ll tie yourself up in knots, stop thinking, then the knots will disappear”. And in that way, Master Dogen’s writing is rather cruel, because it ties us up in knots, then we can put it under the table and go out for a walk. The point is that reality itself is not contradictory, but our ways of conceiving it have to be. Well at least they seem to have to be, maybe in 150,000 years time science will have explained the whole of existence. But this seems unlikely because science is coming across contradictions.


Question: Can I just make a point about … if we just saw what the eye saw, and the cones at the back of our eye saw, you would see basically a fuzzy grey, and a small bit of very sharp colour. So we’re constantly building up a picture, likewise when we hear, apparently get in tune with language, and we use sounds because we don’t hear sounds. In another person’s language we have to re-learn the sounds. Likewise in painting, Turner was the first painter to paint lilac in the rainbow.

Mike: That’s true, poets and artists see often things that haven’t been noticed, and they teach us how to see them.


Question: So even just on the mundane level, we’re building a picture.

Mike: Yes, so that picture we build is a kind of constructed world, this doesn’t mean it’s not real, but we all construct it, then we all agree on it so we can share it. Loads of our consciousness is occupied with that shared constructed world, but it’s not shared by other beings that don’t have our way of communicating. The plant doesn’t share it, the dog doesn’t share it, though the dog shares it partly. In Master Nagarjuna’s writings he talks about the constructed world as that world. We learn how to fill in, I suppose, then we hare [sic] how to learn how to fill in. Then we all seem to fill it in in the same way, I guess.

Question: So we have to try and unlearn all that?

Mike: No, just we can notice how we are. Any other comments?


Question: So time is like a management tool, we create it to allow ourselves to achieve things?

Mike: It’s a survival tool, we learn how to plant drops [sic] at a certain time of year, depending on the position of the sun.

It’s a puzzle … what it time? [sic] Hmmm. Well I haven’t got anything more to say, so if nobody else has anything more to say we could finish. But if you want to say something please do.

Question: The Japanese character for time, is it exactly the same as our conception of time?

Mike: Ji?

Question: Does it have any other connotations?

Mike: I don’t know of any other connotations. Do you?

Question: The character itself is made up of two components, one meaning the sun, and the other meaning a temple, so the sun beside a temple.

Right let’s finish then, thank you very much.
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Talk digest
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




Coming back to the text

Master Dogen just gave his lecture, and it’s quite short. But we’re pulling it apart, and in a way that makes it more difficult. I couldn’t understand the Shobogenzo the first time I read it, or the second or the third. Nishijima Roshi said that he looks at it rather like a huge canvas: if we think of it more as a canvas we can see a bit there or a bit there. And I think he’s right. Coming back to it again and again we can slowly get something; even if we can’t understand some of the sentences they leave some kind of an impression, in my experience. Although I’ve tried to interpret it, I wonder whether my interpretation is clearer or less clear than the original in some places. But it’s an interpretation.1

The example of Spring

He says the whole Universe is progressing from one moment to the next, and it’s not static, but it’s also not a continuous process, so that’s difficult for us to understand. His example is Spring. But the passing of time doesn’t involve anything external.2


… the passing is not Spring itself … But Spring is made real at every time-present in the process of Spring.2



We’ve got a process which we call Spring, and he’s saying that although we think of that period as Spring, actual Spring is just now. We need to come back to this again and again. What he wants us to come back to is the difference between what is real here and now in this time-present and what we call Spring, or what we call a process, or what we call a person.3

Time doesn’t really exist, but it is really useful

He’s saying that if we think there’s something existing through all times and all worlds that passes from moment to moment, then that’s not right. There is nothing real and unchanging that passes from moment to moment called time. But we do call it time. It’s a kind of parallel with what he says about a permanent unchanging self. Our concept of time has something real about it, because it corresponds to something real for us, but it doesn’t really exist. But although it doesn’t really exist, it is really useful. And “the passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object” means that you can sit without doing anything, and you can imagine time passing; it doesn’t mean anything external.3 4

Sentences that contradict each other

Question: A clock is external isn’t it but it’s not time?

No, we just keep looking at it and it’s different, and so we say time has moved. But the sentences are contradictory; this is the big problem with reading the Shobogenzo: he says one thing then the opposite. Making sense of that is not so easy until we notice that reality is not contradictory, but our explanations of it have to contradict each other to try and grasp it. We say today went very quickly; but today was exactly 24 hours. We usually call one objective and right, the other subjective and wrong. But he makes contradictory statements and gives them equal value.5

Question: What’s he contradicting there?

That sentence at the end of the previous paragraph, “the passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object”, so there’s nothing external, just time passing, then the sentence at the end of this paragraph, “if we think there is some changing entity that passes from moment to moment”.5

Baso’s answer

In the koan story, Master Yakusan, who has learned all the classifications of Buddhist theory, asks Master Baso what was Master Bodhidharma’s purpose in coming from India to China. It was in a way a kind of set question. It meant: when somebody goes to spread Buddhism somewhere, what is it that makes them do it? What is their intention?7 8


On hearing this question, Master Baso Doitsu replied, “At one time-present he was moved to raise his eyebrow and wink, at another time-present he was not moved to raise his eyebrow and wink. …”9



Master Baso is trying to say that he just went: there’s something natural in his actions.9


When Master Yakusan heard these words, the whole of Buddhism became clear to him and he said to Master Baso, “When I studied with Master Sekito, I was just a mosquito sitting on the back of a giant ox!”9



I think in everything we do, we have a tendency to expect things to happen: as a result of our efforts now we expect to see a result. I suppose when you’re practising Yoga you expect to get more flexible, and if you don’t, you feel you must be doing something wrong. But Buddhism teaches that things unfold naturally: don’t hurry, do your practice and it’ll happen. But we tend to be impatient. Master Yakusan had been studying Buddhist theory and classifications and thought that the more he got the more he would understand. Then Master Baso says, “Wink? Don’t wink?” In other words there’s some kind of natural process, not the result of some kind of intention. Master Bodhidharma didn’t have a strong intention such as, “I’m going to China to spread Buddhism!” Just that’s what happened.10

Some replies in the koan stories sound so strange that people think there’s some mystical secret there, but I think all of them are strange only because of the way people spoke, and also the translation is sometimes not clear enough. I always work from the point of view that they must have been saying something sensible and down to earth.11

Mountains and oceans are time-present


… The eyebrow Master Bodhidharma raised or the eye he winked may indicate a mountain or an ocean, … because the mountains and the oceans and his eyebrows and eyes are one whole.12



We can suppose he’s connecting the eye with the external world. When we look at something, we separate the person who is looking from the object, and we feel that it’s an active process, light going out from our eye; but it’s not really like that.12


All these are time-present. The mountains are time-present and the oceans are time-present. … It is from this truth that the bright star appeared to Gautama Buddha, the state of buddha appeared … All are time-present. Without time-present nothing could be here and now.13 14



He’s identifying time-present with the external scenery, running round and round Master Baso’s words to reinforce that time-present is just what’s here and now. And what is here and now is not separate. That’s the most I can say about that.13 14

Change, seen in the moment

I am seeing things moving, so it’s tempting to say that this is evidence of the succession of moments, and yet of course that’s always in the moment. I read an article about experiments with vision, which I can’t remember clearly enough to tell you about in detail. But the outcome seems to be that what we see as a continuum is filled in by our brain or our memory.15

But we do see movement: my lips are moving, Stuart’s leg is moving. We’ve got a problem if we want to talk about change in terms of Buddhist theory, because there’s no doubt that there’s some process in existence which we track with our consciousness. But Master Dogen has also put in this chapter the instantaneous view, and these two views don’t fit together. Nothing contradicts itself in front of us, but in our brain it contradicts. To resolve that contradiction, Buddhism insists that we have to get out of the area of thinking. It says, “yes, think about it, you’ll tie yourself up in knots, stop thinking, then the knots will disappear”. And in that way, Master Dogen’s writing is rather cruel, because it ties us up in knots, then we can put it under the table and go out for a walk. Reality itself is not contradictory, but our ways of conceiving it have to be. Well, at least they seem to have to be.17

The brightness of the present

Question: Is “illuminating the light of time-present” just a turn of phrase, or does Dogen perceive some relationship between light and time and the present?

Both. Also it’s a kind of poetic image. Our imagination doesn’t have the brilliance of what we actually see. If you’re practising Zazen, sometimes you’re not sure whether you’re asleep or awake; it’s quite peaceful, but not bright. Then sometimes you kind of wake up, and everything around you is just there, and it’s brighter. When we’re not caught up in the images in our brain, the present is brightest; it’s kind of illuminated. It’s not only a poetic image, he’s trying to describe something that’s real too. When we feel fresh, everything has a kind of brightness to it; when we’re tired, or thinking, things lose their brightness. I think he’s using an image to touch on that too.17

A constructed world

Question: So even just on the mundane level, we’re building a picture.

Yes, that picture we build is a kind of constructed world. This doesn’t mean it’s not real, but we all construct it, then we all agree on it so we can share it. It’s not shared by other beings that don’t have our way of communicating: the plant doesn’t share it; the dog shares it partly. We all seem to fill it in in the same way, I guess.19

Question: So we have to try and unlearn all that?

No, just we can notice how we are.19

Question: So time is like a management tool?

It’s a survival tool: we learn how to plant at a certain time of year, depending on the position of the sun. It’s a puzzle … what is time?20
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike closes his reading of Uji with Master Kisho’s poem about will and words, and with Dogen’s own variation on it. He says will and words may be present or absent without a process of arrival or departure, so speech or silence can happen naturally instead of following a prior inner plan. The donkey, horse, and Spring images let him explain this as an ordinary time-present situation, not as a mystical event.

Mike then follows Dogen’s concern with the way language makes objects. Descriptions restrict their objects; no description is the thing itself, he says, even when the word seems to name a real will, person, or meeting. This is why a meeting with oneself cannot be reduced to an objective picture, but is described as one manifestation meeting another. He calls his own reading an interpretation and says the original may make clearer images for another reader. The ensuing conversation tests the account against speech, consciousness, and scientific research. Mike does not make a scientific claim for Buddhism: he says inquiry may form more detailed models while human experience still includes words that do not come as expected. He allows that people may call this “coming out of nothing,” but says that phrase is not a scientific explanation. His comments on the big bang likewise praise scientific achievement while asking listeners to notice the limited observations from which theories grow.

For Mike, we cannot escape the present,12 because every claim about earlier lives, the history of the Universe, or a future comes from someone speaking now. But this does not discard the shared constructed world or ordinary work; he calls them vital while asking people to notice the pressure they create. Ordinary actions can bring us back to reality,14 whether walking for tea, taking lunch, using the toilet, caring for children, or doing another necessary task. He calls zazen a regulating practice with something distinctive about it, but not the only way people can become balanced. At the close, he reads “realised” as making real through action and allows that sincere activity need not separate mind from body.










Complete English transcript


I love very stubborn people, because without very stubborn people Buddhism could never have survived for two and a half thousand years. And when very stubborn people meet the truth, they never let go of it. One description of Buddhists, is that they are like pebbles on the bottom of the stream banging against each other as the water flows over the top. That’s all.

Then Master Dogen said in his rules for the temple that we should blend as milk and water. When you mix milk and water together, they become something which you can’t separate again.

Shall we finish off the chapter? There’s just one more story, then Master Dogen’s own poem.


Master Kisho from the Sho region is a descendant of Master Rinzai and the successor to Master Shuzan Shonen.



If you want the details on these masters you can find them in the original text, in the footnotes.


On one occasion he preaches to the assembly:

At one time-present will is present but words are absent.
At one time-present words are present but will is absent.
At on e [sic] time-present both will and words are present.
At one time-present both will and words are absent.




Sometimes we want to say something but it doesn’t come out. Sometimes we say something and it comes out before we want to say it. And sometimes we don’t say anything even though we don’t want to. And sometimes we want to say something and we say it. Is that right? So the poem describes a situation which we experience in our normal lives. Will is present means we have the will, we want to, we have something pushing us to. And words are absent means we don’t say anything. Words are present suggests that the words are somewhere in our mind, but will is absent suggests that whatever it is that makes us speak isn’t there. And the third line — when both will and words are present we speak. And when both will and words are absent we don’t. Then Master Dogen makes his own commentary on this poem.


Both will and words are time-present. Both presence and absence are time-present. Before the moment of absence has ended, the moment of presence has come.



We can find in this descriptions of our real situations. For instance, sometimes we have something floating around our consciousness that we want to say, and we kind of think that we’ll wait for a time to say it then it says itself. And it’s quite interesting, in the vast amount of research into human consciousness that’s been going on in the last few years, that it’s very difficult for scientists to come up with a model for how we produce speech, how we actually form what we want to say. Because although sometimes we think up a sentence in our mind then we put it into words, there are many situations which don’t fit into that category and it seems to be a bit of a puzzle for these scientists. They haven’t yet found a model or a mechanism for how human beings speak. There are all kinds of different theories. We feel ourselves sometimes we want to say something and we kind of have it floating around, and we look for a time to speak then we speak. But at other times just we speak, it comes out. There is a kind of state in which things happen naturally, and there is a state in which sometimes we feel things are forced. Sometimes we feel forced to be quiet even though we want to say something, and sometimes we feel forced to speak even though we want to keep quiet. But there is a situation where things happen naturally. And we can find that kind of situation in the words of the poem. And Master Dogen says, it’s OK, all of those situations happen at time-present.



Before the moment of absence has ended, the moment of presence has come.



In the original, he illustrates that with a story about a donkey and a horse. Donkey and horses were used in medieval China for conveying goods, so they were like cars, vans and trucks. And he says in the original that the donkey hasn’t left yet but the horse has come. If we put that into modern language we could say that this truck hasn’t gone yet but the next one is waiting to come in, something like that. It doesn’t have any kind of mystical significance, just donkeys and horses are beasts of burden. If we translate it the way I have, “before the moment of absence has ended the moment of presence has come”, this suggests that moment where we just spontaneously speak the words, we’re not quite ready, but we’ve done it.


Before the will has left, the words arrive. To be present does not mean that something has arrived. To be absent does not mean that something has left.




Again he’s denying the process view that we hold. We can think in the process view — “I have words in my head, I want to speak them, so now I speak them”. But in fact he’s suggesting that another way to look at it is just now we are quiet, just now we speak, the time to speak doesn’t arrive from somewhere, just now spontaneously we start to speak, just now spontaneously we stop speaking. That’s the image he’s creating.


Time-present is like this. Presence is just being present, it is not being absent. Absence is just being absent, it is not being present.



This is a similar kind of description to his description about Spring — just today it’s Spring, not a process of Spring coming and leaving, but just Spring here and now.


The word “will” describes will itself, and depicts will as an object. The word “words” describes words themselves, and depicts words as an object. The word “description” describes description itself and depicts description as an object in time-present.



Here he’s…… I’m lost for words. When we describe something we use a word, and when we describe something with a word, that word doesn’t exactly fit that object, in some way it restricts the object. And the original chapter uses the Japanese word for restrict. When we describe something — “Mike”, I restrict or limit you. And in doing that, I don’t describe you. So, “’Will’ describes will itself”, in other words, the concept “will” describes something which is real, and it also makes it into an object — will. So then it’s separate. This is what words do. The word “words” we use to describe words, but when we describe words we somehow restrict, because our definition only goes to a certain limit, it has an edge to it, we restrict what words are, and that makes them into an object. And he says that the same thing is true of the word “describes” and description itself.



Descriptions describe things, but a description of a thing is never the thing itself.



Then he gives an example of a meeting:


When I meet a person, a “person” meets another “person”.



That’s an objective picture or image — an objective person meets an objective person.


When I meet myself, a manifestation meets a manifestation.



We can’t objectify meeting ourselves, just something meets something.


If there were no time-present none of this could happen. In summary, will is one time-present that makes the Universe real. Words are one time-present in the balanced state. Being present is just the time when everything is just here and now. Being absent is just the time when everything when a fact is not here and now. This is how we should understand and make ourselves real.



And then, at the end of the chapter, he adds his own poem:


Although this poem is how one master of the past expressed himself, I feel moved to express my own understanding:



And his own poem is based on Master Kisho’s poem:


Will and words half-present is also at time-present.
Will and words being half absent is also at time-present.



By using “half” here he wants to break our perfect picture.


We can study the situation like this:




Then he puts his own version of Master Baso Doitsu’s poem which he quoted in the middle of the chapter, using words which break our images:


He was moved



That means Master Bodhidharma.


to raise an eyebrow and wink in half of time-present.
He was moved to raise his eyebrow and wink in the jumble that is time-present.
He was moved not to raise his eyebrow and wink in half of time-present.
He was moved not to raise his eyebrow and wink in the jumble that is time-present.



Very similar to Master Baso’s original poem, but somehow he wants to break the perfection of our thoughts and images. Then his last sentence:


To experience arriving and leaving like this is to experience time-present. To experience being present and being absent like this is to experience time-present.




Shobogenzo Uji

Dogen wrote this chapter at Kosho-horin Temple on the first day of winter in 1240.
Ejo copied this chapter during the summer sesshin in 1243.
Eido wrote this interpretation for the winter sesshin 2004.
Jikido transcribed this talk on January 16, 2005.



He wrote the chapter in 1240, when he was 40 years old.

The end.

If you read the original, you might find that it creates clearer images for you, I don’t know, this is only my interpretation. When I wrote the interpretation, it’s clearer to me, but the original may somehow create clearer images.


Question: This idea we have of thinking of something, then we speak it, that is intimately connected with this process view that we’ve been talking about. My real experience isn’t that at all. There’s a kind of speaking that goes on internally, and there’s something else there. But that actual speaking isn’t following from…..

Mike: From your internal conversation?

Question: Yes, there’s not a cause and an effect, there’s just two separate things. And often in court, they write the whole thing out, describing what happens, and that behaviour is entirely different, it’s two different things. So it’s kind of like…..just kind of speaking is ineffable.

Mike: Yes, I think actors know that you don’t just learn your lines, you learn them then you make the character your own. If you just recite what you’ve learned it doesn’t work, it doesn’t become vital. But we do plan, and we write down and think what we’re going to say but it doesn’t actually come out like that, it’s a kind of guideline. My experience is the same. We think that we think about what to say and then say it.

Question: It’s just not true.

Question: I think we do sometimes. Particularly in that moment where you think you could have wished you could have said something……

Mike: If it’s true that we construct what we say while we say it, we’re much cleverer than we thought. It means there’s somebody shaping the sentences and somebody else shaping the words, but it does seem like that.

Question: But if we’re thinking and typing [inaudible] we’re think [sic] and our fingers are moving and putting the words on the screen.

Mike: It would seem like that, and that’s the way we describe it, but there are several books around now, one of which I have read by Daniel Dennett who is a professor of artificial intelligence in the States, he’s done a lot of research into this, and he says that it doesn’t…..that they can’t find a model that works if they calculate the time that nerve transmission take to get from brain to mouth and those kind of things. They can’t make a model that fits the way that we think.


Question: Does that mean it’s too quick?

Mike: Yes. So as people study more and more these very simple things that we do, and a lot of the research comes out of efforts to make automata, or to make computers that speak. One of the spin-offs from that research is that human beings are looking very closely at very simple things, and they find that these very simple things aren’t quite what they thought they were. We can hope that in ten or twenty years, thirty years, that all of this will be much clearer. We were talking yesterday about vision, we think we know what vision is, but as it turns out it’s little bit different. We think we know what thinking then speaking is, but we haven’t worked out how it works just yet. Buddhism doesn’t preempt what science is discovering, but it says that actually our real experience is often……..nothing come out, or something comes out, or something comes out that was different to what we thought, and so it’s a much more unusual, surprising situation than the way that we’re taught to think about it.

Question: It’s just that we think conscious experience is the boss, rather than the consequence.

Mike: Yes.

Question: That’s why we’re confused.

Mike: Yes. If we think that we have to think what we say before we say it, we sometimes don’t say things. If we just let the words come if they are there, and not come if they’re not there then it’s a simpler situation.


Question: If they can’t work out a model of human speech because of the time, you know, dinosaurs we’re told, you could whack them on the tail and two years later the signal would reach the head. Meanwhile they go on feeding somewhere else as something is eating their tail. It’s like turning supertankers isn’t it? To think that humans work like that is quite easy to conceive of.

Question: But is it only time that makes it difficult for us to understand? Isn’t there something else apart from time, what we say comes out of nothing rather than…?

Mike: Yes that’s the point, yes.

Question: So it’s impossible for a scientist to read that…..

Mike: To read it? Yes, that’s really the direction that Daniel Dennett’s research is going in, but scientists can’t say that it’s impossible. They will look at it more closely and see a more detailed picture. If we say that it’s impossible for science then progress stops. They are still looking at it.

Question: So are they looking at it as a theory that it’s coming from nothing?

Mike: No, they want to find out where it comes from.

Question: But maybe something which comes out of nothing could still be looked at scientifically?

Mike: If they could.

Question: It doesn’t look as though it’s from the point of view of scientific measurement, that there is something recordable phenomenologically, it’s nothing. [inaudible]


Question: Isn’t like what David Bohm was getting at here, his model of the Universe?

Mike: Is it?

Question: I think so, he was looking scientifically at something coming out of nothing.

Mike: No, something which comes out of nothing we don’t need to worry about at all. If it just comes out of nothing, it can just come out of nothing. And this is Master Dogen’s point, that although we have a process view and human beings want to understand what they’re doing, actually, now I’m speaking.

Question: What would be your…..I understand that recently the theory is that children don’t learn [inaudible], it’s genetic…..

Mike: Really?

Question: Some people say that. That’s Chomsky’s theory.

Question: Do you not agree with it?

Mike: No.

Question: Well I was going to ask, suppose for a minute that it is the case, that it’s possible that we as human beings have a genetic ability to do zazen, in the sense that…..

Mike: Yes, all of these things are possible, so as we make sincere efforts to understand life, we do understand it. But it seems an endless journey. And what Master Dogen says is, understanding is great, we should try to understand, but don’t forget we’re doing it, so let’s do it. We can think about talking or not talking or where the words come from, but we’re doing it while we’re thinking about it, and doing it is a kind of miracle. We can say it comes out of nothing, we can’t say that scientifically, but we can say it.


Question: What do scientists say about the big bang, because that came out of nothing?

Question: Don’t get him going!

Mike: Gautama Buddha said, according to Master Nagarjuna, the world has no beginning and no end. We may have to revise him.

Question: Is that the Universe or….

Mike: The Universe. And what he means by that is that the present is always here. To posit a time when there isn’t a present is to somehow deny time-present. If time-present is always time-present, time-present is always time-present; it’s infinite. Time-present never disappears; time-present is never not here, so time-present continues for ever.

Question: They haven’t been able to make the Universe disappear into the big bang, they can’t account for the point where there’s nothing, they can only get it down to like a billionth of a second of something.

Mike: I think that scientific achievement is absolutely amazing, but we should always remember that many of the theories, especially these days, which are huge and detailed, started because a little line on a spectrogram moved one millimetre to the right, and some scientist said, “right, that means……..that the Universe is getting bigger”, but all we’ve actually seen is a line moving one millimetre to the right. I don’t mean that this is wrong, but that we should notice the basis of the theories. Not that the theories are wrong but that we should notice the basis of the theory.


Question: I think that in the big bang theory for example, science has come up against its own limitations, it can’t explain everything, it’s only a certain way of looking at things.

Question: So what can’t it explain then?

Question: It can’t explain the start of the Universe. It can’t account for the physical Universe, the start of the physical Universe. That’s a metaphysical notion, not for modern Physics.

Question: Except that in Physics it doesn’t actually start in the sense that [inaudible]

Question: So they posit the idea of the big bang in order to try and map that, but it’s out of their grasp because it’s in the realm of Metaphysics.

Mike: In terms of Master Dogen’s philosophy, it’s an inappropriate pursuit, because he says just here, time is just present. The Universe is here, this is reality. And what we create as the time line going back the beginning of the Universe only exists as a creation in all of our minds at this moment. However, because it exists in all of our minds at this moment it has tremendous power. We create a whole history, as if it’s there. And he says it’s not, it’s all here, it’s all here, and shared. But that’s not a very popular thing to say.

Question: But even if time-present doesn’t exist then it’s still another time-present.

Mike: You could say so yes.

Question: So it’s not to do with it not happening?

Mike: Well fortunately, whether we can find the answer or not, we’re all here. And this is what Master Dogen wants to say, people who think about previous lives or the past of the Universe, people who think about where humanity is going, the future of the Universe, what they want to become, people who think about other worlds, other universes, all of these have always, without any exception, done it from the present. If someone tells you that they have absolute proof that they have lived before, what they are telling you is coming out of this time now. We can never escape the present is what Dogen is saying. That’s all he’s saying.


Question: So if that’s the case, the motivating force of the Universe is me getting up and sitting down again?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Mike, why does he explain what you’ve said, which is quite a simple statement in such a massive tangle of knots? Is it because it would be wasted if he just said “you can’t escape the present”?

Mike: Well the only reason that I can say this simple sentence is because I looked at everything he said.

Question: So you have to go through this massive tangle of knots before you really….

Mike: It seems like that’s what we’re kind of stuck with. Some people are stupid, and they’re very lucky, because they often see things very simply and straightforwardly. But us poor people who are clever have to go through the tangle, on and on, until we can see something which points us out of the tangle into this place here and now.


Question: And the essence is what you’ve just said, you can’t escape….

Mike: You can’t escape. All the ideas that human-kind have ever had, have been from people in the present. It’s not a view that explains the whole of science and society, it’s just a view that explains something very fundamental. And something that we need because we have such a strong society, civilization, technology, we’re all moving forward somewhere in a shared constructed world, that puts a lot of pressure on us. Buddhism comes in and says that we’re making the pressure up, and we can continue to make all that pressure up, but let’s not forget that we’re just sitting here making up all this pressure, so let’s return to this ground where we are and take the pressure off. Then we go back in again. The constructed world is vital, we can’t live in youth hostels without a shared, constructed world. But Buddhism says there’s a more fundamental basis, and that is to notice where we are and what we’re doing, in a very simple way. And we do, all the time through our lives. But we don’t notice it, so we keep returning to the ground right through our day. We spend hours on the computer or whatever in realms of thought, then we get up and walk down the corridor, make a cup of tea and come back. We don’t notice that this action of getting up and making a cup of tea saves us, our action through the day saves us and brings us back to reality. We don’t notice it, and society tends to devalue it. Society says the most important thing is to hammer away at the computer and get the thing done. Buddhism says, yes that’s important, but just as important is to go to the toilet.

Mike: That in a way supports workers’ rights, and it’s true, it is important to have a tea break, not just because we should by rights, but it’s more fundamental than that. Those actions save us, having lunch in the middle of the day rather than working through saves us. If we don’t, we’re on the conveyor belt which sweeps us away from the present.


Question: Do you think there’s a relationship between the amount of depression, and the general sense that people have in our society of not knowing who they are or if they belong, and between the fact that we live in a world that tells us that the next thing is going to be the good thing, we’re surrounded by this……

Mike: Surrounded by it, yes.

Question: So actually the last thing we’re encouraged to do is to think about whether we are here now and valued…..

Mike: To be what we are, and to value what we’re doing. And society has this hierarchy of values, so the guy in the big office typing numbers in is far more valuable than the person sweeping out the toilets. But Buddhism says no, it’s the same thing — press the key, press the key, push the broom. Buddhism supports total equality. All of our simple actions are the grounds of our lives and we should notice that fact and give value to all the things we do, within the constraints of society.

Question: It seems to me that children seem to be much more in the present.

Mike: Yes, we can say that little children, as long as they haven’t been disturbed by their parents and people around them too much, are buddhas. And therefore parents who look after little children are very realistic, because their children hold them in the present.


Question: Why when we get older, at what point does it change?

Mike: I don’t know. When we grow up? Well society needs us to share its values, so everybody teaches us. Like the little girl at the front desk was drawing circles, the warden’s daughter, Megan — she was drawing little circles happily and showing me, and I’m saying, you know, “is that an eye, is that a pair of glasses?” — I’m teaching her to interpret in a certain way, and we do it all the time. Then we’re socialised, and without being socialised we can’t fit in. But there’s a price to pay for fitting in, and we all pay that price. Some people have a lot to drink at the weekends to get rid of the stress of fitting in, some people do sports, we all find a way. But no-one fits in perfectly, because we’re taught to interpret little circles with dots in to be eyes, what? Or is it a fried egg? It could be a fried egg.

Mike: Any more questions or answers?


Question: There’s an advert is the underground which really illustrates this business of not respecting resting, or stopping work, I think it’s for Anadin or something, it says you must take it with you when you’re ill, because work never stops.

Question: There’s one for Pro Plus, and it’s got a picture of a woman or a man with bags under the eyes, and it says you know, take this. Because life never stops, you know.

Mike: Yes, and there’s one for…. Lemsip, that you can rip the top off when you’re coming out of your business meeting and whack it down. Keep going on the conveyor belt.

Mike: But there’s another way, actually if we feel ill, or if we notice that sometimes although we feel ill doing something might make us feel better, than [sic] we don’t shut ourselves away so much. But it doesn’t always work. We can regulate our lives, some people can go without a break morning tonight until they drive themselves into the ground and have to have six months off for a heart attack. And we’re free to do it, really. But there is some kind of…….tendency for human beings to regulate themselves so that they can keep going. And this is one of the biggest tasks in our lives — how to regulate ourselves so we don’t do too much. When we do too much we get ill and tired, and we don’t do enough we don’t feel satisfied either. What is it, how much can we do? We spend our whole lives trying to do that in one way.

Mike: Self-regulation is another word for zazen I think. If we practice zazen every day, if only for a short time it acts as a regulating mechanism.

Question: If you are doing sport to the extent that you are in the zone, it has a regulating effect.

Mike: Yes sport does yes, all the activities — Yoga. But there’s something different about zazen because it’s stripped of all the extras, that’s why lots of people think it’s not interesting. It’s the kind of essential sport, the essence of activity. Most people can’t make any sense of that, but if you do it and continue to do it, then for me that makes complete sense. For me it is the essence of all activity.

Question: You could, presumably that could apply to anything.

Mike: Yes.


Question: Can you get into that same state with something intellectual?

Mike: No I don’t think you can, because we have such developed brains, and we can create so much from our intellect, but it’s very difficult to be balanced just by using our intellect, so we need something to counter-balance it. Lots of very intellectual people also do something to counter-balance it, and those that don’t sometimes become rather unbalanced. I think it’s very difficult to just do intellectual pursuit to stay grounded. But I can’t give you a complete answer. There might be lots of grounded people who just sit and think, but I don’t think so, because we’re more than just thinking.

Mike: But we ground ourselves in thousands of different ways, Master Dogen says in the first chapter of the Shobogenzo, that zazen is not the only way to become balanced but it’s the standard traditional way of Buddhists. We can say people who pursue their own field in a balanced way, very sincerely, are buddhas, but they don’t know they’re buddhas and they don’t have any way to find out or explanation. What Buddhism has is a way of teaching what it is that we’re doing.


Question: This is when you are so absorbed in whatever it is that you are no longer constructing this personality as the most primary thing, and you could….

Mike: Yes, or Dogen says dropping off body and mind, so whenever we drop off body and mind we’re in the balanced state. It doesn’t matter whether we drop off body and mind when we wipe the toilet bowl, or whether we drop off body and mind when we leap over the high jump, or whatever it is, dropping off body and mind is dropping off body and mind. Zazen has something special about it I believe, since I started doing it. People who do zazen and learn about what Buddhism says can decide to follow that way, or if they don’t like sitting they can go off and do something else, we’re all free to choose. We can only decide on our experience.

Question: What’s the difference between that and a realised buddha, or is it the same thing?

Mike: The same thing. Realised in English means something different to the way it was meant in medieval…….. well certainly in Master Dogen’s writings. I usually translate it, or change it to “made real”. Realised to us means something in our minds usually — “oh I suddenly realised”. But in Master Dogen’s writing it means to act, to make real. To realise yourself means to make yourself real, to make yourself real means to do something.


Question: Yet is there not a priority in that in the (main part of Fukan-zazengi? Can’t hear) [inaudible] remain perfectly real, isn’t that a priority. There’s something else he says, about….[inaudible]

Mike: Well no, it’s trying to describe a situation, sometimes we really want to make ourselves balanced, we feel tense or uptight and we really want to do something to make ourselves feel contented, where we are. And at other times we don’t particularly want to, but we’re in a situation that does it to us. For instance we might not want particularly to practice zazen, but now it’s time to sit for 2 ½ hours again so we feel dragged to do it. Of course it’s us who is doing it but it feels like the situation is dragging us in. In the first case we actively want to, and in the second case the situation wants us to, Master Dogen says there’s another case, and that’s suddenly spontaneously, we suddenly feel contented, and it’s true. We can become real just out of nowhere. We can wander down to the lakeside and sit and be completely contented, sometimes. That’s the Universe making the Universe real, there’s not an intention from the inside, or something imposed from the outside, but the two things meet. It’s difficult to explain, but we do experience things like that.

Question: So the nowhere comes from when things drop away?

Mike: Yes, things drop away sometimes, they just drop away.

Question: Then what you experience you could say….it comes from nowhere or you could say….is nothing, but in a way…”nothing” implies something materialistic, or what you are describing is a kind of primal state for which there isn’t a ready vocabulary.

Mike: Yes.

Question: When you say do something, I could do many things couldn’t I? Do you mean do something intellectual like reading, or something simple like making tea?

Mike: Yes it’s very difficult, yes you’re right. And the problem is language. We could say do something means enter the state where we drop off body and mind. Anything where when we do it, we’re not separating mind and body, is what is meant.

Question: Which is anything, sincerely?

Mike: Yes. Shall we stop there.

Thank you.
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Will and words


Master Kisho … preaches to the assembly:

At one time-present will is present but words are absent.
At one time-present words are present but will is absent.
…1



Sometimes we want to say something but it doesn’t come out; sometimes it comes out before we want to say it. So the poem describes a situation which we experience in our normal lives. Then Master Dogen makes his own commentary on this poem.2


Both will and words are time-present. Both presence and absence are time-present. …2



There is a state in which things happen naturally, and there is a state in which we feel forced to be quiet, or forced to speak. And Master Dogen says, it’s OK, all of those situations happen at time-present.2


Before the moment of absence has ended, the moment of presence has come.3



In the original, he illustrates that with a donkey and a horse: the donkey hasn’t left yet but the horse has come. It doesn’t have any kind of mystical significance. The way I have translated it suggests that moment where we just spontaneously speak the words: we’re not quite ready, but we’ve done it.3


Before the will has left, the words arrive. To be present does not mean that something has arrived. To be absent does not mean that something has left.3



Again he’s denying the process view: “I have words in my head, I want to speak them, so now I speak them”. But in fact he’s suggesting that another way to look at it is: just now we are quiet, just now we speak; the time to speak doesn’t arrive from somewhere. It’s like his description of Spring: just today it’s Spring, not a process of Spring coming and leaving.4

Words restrict


The word “will” describes will itself, and depicts will as an object. …4



When we describe something with a word, that word doesn’t exactly fit that object; in some way it restricts the object. When we describe something — “Mike” — I restrict or limit you, and in doing that, I don’t describe you. The concept “will” describes something real, and it also makes it into an object. This is what words do.4


Descriptions describe things, but a description of a thing is never the thing itself.5



Then he gives an example of a meeting:5


When I meet a person, a “person” meets another “person”.5



That’s an objective picture.5


When I meet myself, a manifestation meets a manifestation.5



We can’t objectify meeting ourselves, just something meets something.5

The end of the chapter

At the end of the chapter he adds his own poem, based on Master Kisho’s poem:5


Will and words half-present is also at time-present.5



By using “half” here he wants to break our perfect picture.5

The end. If you read the original, you might find that it creates clearer images for you, I don’t know; this is only my interpretation.6

How speech comes out

Question: This idea of thinking of something, then we speak it, is connected with the process view. My real experience isn’t that at all.

I think actors know that if you just recite what you’ve learned, it doesn’t become vital. We do plan what we’re going to say, but it doesn’t actually come out like that; it’s a kind of guideline. My experience is the same. Daniel Dennett says that they can’t find a model that works if they calculate the time that nerve transmission takes to get from brain to mouth. They can’t make a model that fits the way that we think.7

Buddhism doesn’t preempt what science is discovering, but it says that actually our real experience is often… nothing comes out, or something comes out that was different to what we thought. It’s a much more unusual, surprising situation than the way that we’re taught to think about it. If we think that we have to think what we say before we say it, we sometimes don’t say things. If we just let the words come if they are there, and not come if they’re not there, then it’s a simpler situation.8

Out of nothing

Question: Isn’t there something else apart from time: what we say comes out of nothing?

Yes, that’s the point.9

Question: So it’s impossible for a scientist to read that…

Yes, that’s really the direction that Daniel Dennett’s research is going in, but scientists can’t say that it’s impossible. They will look at it more closely and see a more detailed picture.9

Something which comes out of nothing we don’t need to worry about at all. And this is Master Dogen’s point: although we have a process view, and human beings want to understand what they’re doing, actually, now I’m speaking. What Master Dogen says is, understanding is great, we should try to understand, but don’t forget we’re doing it. We’re doing it while we’re thinking about it, and doing it is a kind of miracle. We can say it comes out of nothing; we can’t say that scientifically, but we can say it.10

No escape from the present

Question: What do scientists say about the big bang, because that came out of nothing?

Gautama Buddha said, according to Master Nagarjuna, the world has no beginning and no end. We may have to revise him. What he means by that is that the present is always here. To posit a time when there isn’t a present is to somehow deny time-present. Time-present never disappears, so time-present continues for ever.11

I think that scientific achievement is absolutely amazing, but many of the theories started because a little line on a spectrogram moved one millimetre to the right. Not that the theories are wrong, but we should notice the basis of the theory.11

In terms of Master Dogen’s philosophy, it’s an inappropriate pursuit, because he says just here, time is just present. The Universe is here, this is reality. And what we create as the time line going back to the beginning of the Universe only exists as a creation in all of our minds at this moment. However, because it exists in all of our minds, it has tremendous power. We create a whole history, as if it’s there. And he says it’s not, it’s all here, and shared. But that’s not a very popular thing to say.12

Fortunately, whether we can find the answer or not, we’re all here. And this is what Master Dogen wants to say: people who think about previous lives or the past of the Universe, about the future, about other worlds, have always, without any exception, done it from the present. We can never escape the present is what Dogen is saying. That’s all he’s saying.12

Question: Why does he explain what you’ve said, which is quite a simple statement, in such a massive tangle of knots?

The only reason that I can say this simple sentence is because I looked at everything he said. Some people are stupid, and they’re very lucky, because they often see things very simply and straightforwardly. But us poor people who are clever have to go through the tangle, on and on, until we can see something which points us out of the tangle into this place here and now.13

Back to the ground

You can’t escape. It’s not a view that explains the whole of science and society, it’s just a view that explains something very fundamental. And it’s something that we need, because we’re all moving forward somewhere in a shared constructed world, and that puts a lot of pressure on us. Buddhism says that we’re making the pressure up, and we can continue to make it up, but let’s not forget that we’re just sitting here making it up; so let’s return to this ground where we are and take the pressure off. Then we go back in again. The constructed world is vital. But Buddhism says there’s a more fundamental basis: to notice where we are and what we’re doing, in a very simple way.14

We don’t notice that this action of getting up and making a cup of tea saves us, our action through the day saves us and brings us back to reality. Society says the most important thing is to hammer away at the computer. Buddhism says, yes that’s important, but just as important is to go to the toilet. Having lunch rather than working through saves us. If we don’t, we’re on the conveyor belt which sweeps us away from the present.14

Society has this hierarchy of values, so the guy in the big office typing numbers in is far more valuable than the person sweeping out the toilets. But Buddhism says no, it’s the same thing: press the key, press the key, push the broom. All of our simple actions are the grounds of our lives. We can say that little children, as long as they haven’t been disturbed too much, are buddhas, and parents who look after them are very realistic, because their children hold them in the present.15

Question: When we get older, at what point does it change?

I don’t know. Society needs us to share its values, so everybody teaches us. Like the little girl at the front desk drawing little circles: I’m saying, “is that an eye, is that a pair of glasses?” I’m teaching her to interpret in a certain way, and we do it all the time. Without being socialised we can’t fit in. But there’s a price to pay for fitting in, and we all pay that price. No-one fits in perfectly.16

Zazen and balance

One of the biggest tasks in our lives is how to regulate ourselves so we don’t do too much. Self-regulation is another word for zazen, I think. If we practise zazen every day, if only for a short time, it acts as a regulating mechanism.17

Question: If you are doing sport to the extent that you are in the zone, it has a regulating effect.

Yes, sport does. But there’s something different about zazen, because it’s stripped of all the extras. For me it is the essence of all activity.17

Question: Can you get into that same state with something intellectual?

No, I don’t think you can: it’s very difficult to be balanced just by using our intellect, so we need something to counter-balance it. But I can’t give you a complete answer. We ground ourselves in thousands of different ways. Master Dogen says in the first chapter of the Shobogenzo that zazen is not the only way to become balanced, but it’s the standard traditional way of Buddhists. We can say people who pursue their own field in a balanced way, very sincerely, are buddhas, but they don’t know they’re buddhas and they don’t have any way to find out. What Buddhism has is a way of teaching what it is that we’re doing.18

Dogen says dropping off body and mind, so whenever we drop off body and mind we’re in the balanced state, whether we wipe the toilet bowl or leap over the high jump. Zazen has something special about it, I believe, since I started doing it. If people don’t like sitting, they can do something else; we’re all free to choose. We can only decide on our experience.19

Making ourselves real

Question: What’s the difference between that and a realised buddha, or is it the same thing?

The same thing. Realised to us means something in our minds usually: “oh, I suddenly realised”. But in Master Dogen’s writing it means to act, to make real. To realise yourself means to make yourself real, and to make yourself real means to do something.19

Sometimes we really want to make ourselves balanced. At other times we don’t particularly want to, but we’re in a situation that does it to us. Master Dogen says there’s another case: suddenly, spontaneously, we feel contented, and it’s true. We can become real just out of nowhere. We can wander down to the lakeside and sit and be completely contented, sometimes. That’s the Universe making the Universe real: there’s not an intention from the inside, or something imposed from the outside, but the two things meet. It’s difficult to explain, but we do experience things like that.20

Question: When you say do something, do you mean something intellectual like reading, or something simple like making tea?

Yes, it’s very difficult; yes, you’re right. And the problem is language. We could say do something means enter the state where we drop off body and mind: anything where, when we do it, we’re not separating mind and body.20

Question: Which is anything, sincerely?

Yes.20
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  What the series says (short overview)


  
Across these talks Mike reads Master Dogen’s Bussho through an unfinished modern phrase, “fully manifesting existence”: buddha-nature is living and acting as we are in this moment, not a quality gained by moving up through the ranks, by ability accumulated day by day, or by practice aimed at a result. He keeps the denials that follow in the chapter: it is not Senika’s enduring self, not a return to a lost state, not a future attainment, and, in the commentary he reads on the next poem, not a nature that will reveal itself later. He says buddha-nature and Uji are one fact, total expression in the present,3.18 and he reads the poem’s buddha-nature as real present time together with what is happening.

What carries that fact, as he describes it, is action in which the division between a self-centred world and the external world drops, if only for an instant, as when someone picks up a cup of tea; he agrees that zazen is such an action, and that doing, not the talk about doing, is the basis of life.1.20 In that instant, he says, there is no place from which to look at ourselves,2.6 and he keeps the stronger wording that drinking a glass of water is the present itself; the thought “oh, I’m a buddha now” comes only afterwards, so he says we cannot know we are buddha. He does not make this a ban on thinking: the mind is always busy, and when it is not busy there is no mind; we cannot stop thinking, yet a thought can point toward the basis, which stays outside the thought. He reads Dogen as denying another world outside this Universe and another me at this present moment, and he says that “we are as we are” does not mean we cannot change. It is not wrong, he says, to think that we train in order to become a buddha, and we have to talk about practice as a process, while fully manifesting existence is not the result of that training; asked to reverse the sentence so that reality manifests us, he keeps both viewpoints, because either one can send people looking for a something or a me.

He reads the present as including both the eternal past and the eternal present. He treats the picture of a seed that grows into a buddha as romantic thinking: seeds, flowers, and fruit exist as they are. His gloss “freedom in this moment” is the phrase he has put for the heart of the matter, and he says he does not know whether it is the best one. Where the passage says that at the very time of doubt buddha-nature is just coming back, he says the doubting itself is buddha-nature, and that there is no separate “it” which runs away. He does not say the process view of life should be dropped; without that view, he says, there would be no civilisation. He does not mean, as a criticism, that thinking and talking take us from the present; taking the separate area for reality is, he says, the source of a lot of our suffering, or of our problems. He takes Master Kodo Sawaki’s warning not to take the temperature of zazen to mean that we should not compare: the person sitting now is the only me there is,4.19 and every other zazen is imaginary. When the chapter’s explanation is finished, he says he wants to rely on zazen and not work out how the chapter can help him. Asked why we keep explaining instead of only sitting, he answers only for himself: after twenty-five years the only thing he has to teach is how to practice and what he learned from Nishijima Roshi about Dogen.
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




An experimental phrase

I’ve chosen to talk about Bussho, buddha-nature; I haven’t finished my modern interpretation yet. The chapter starts with a poem from Gautama Buddha:1.1 1.2


All living beings fully manifest buddha-nature in their existence: 

Buddha is always present and does not change.1.2



“Fully manifesting existence” is not in the original. It’s a bit of an experiment, to catch something of the Chinese/Japanese meaning; if I can find a better phrase I’m quite happy to change it.1.2

Master Dogen is asserting that what the poem says is something fundamental to Buddhism, maintained by practicing Zazen.1.3 1.4

He says these words mean a person who cannot be captured in words arrives from somewhere we cannot describe exactly. With our conscious mind we give people a history: I am Michael, I come from Bristol. But the real situation at this moment is beyond description; we can suppose a lion in front of another lion doesn’t think, “seen you before”. It has something to do with just being who we are at the present, beyond interpretation, beyond name. “Living”, “sentient”, “life-form”, “creature” are alternative terms: to live is to fully manifest existence, and that, he says, is the nature of buddha.1.5 1.6

For hundreds, even thousands of years buddha-nature has been discussed as a quality that you get after doing this and doing that, going up through the ranks. Master Dogen is destroying that misconception.1.14

What it is not

Master Dogen denies that Bodhidharma’s skin, flesh, bones and marrow are an order of value: we all fully manifest our own characters, so to say so-and-so is better is inappropriate. Fully manifesting existence is not a concept like “existence” or “non-existence” either.1.7 1.8


… “living beings fully manifesting their existence” is me-and-the-world-unseparated, which does not depend on ability accumulated day by day, does not come from random circumstances, does not depend on following the rule of the Universe, and does not depend on having mystical powers or on practicing to get a result.1.10 1.11



We picture oneness as two things welded together, a body and a mind, but Buddhism insists there’s only one thing; the two is what we make of the one. Nor is it some reward for our conduct. We can’t understand what he’s talking about unless we practice Zazen; the real experience that fits those words comes from Zazen.1.10 1.12

Question: Does Zazen make you more likely to just slice bread wholly?

We usually think that to become a good buddha we train, and that’s not wrong; Zazen is training ourselves to slice bread. But Master Dogen is saying that fully manifesting existence is not the result of training; it’s a state in the present moment. We need more than one viewpoint, and we have to talk about practice as a process. But the actual experience doesn’t come from anywhere. We’re training to un-train ourselves: dropping it off, then dropping off the habit of dropping it off.1.17 1.18 1.19


“Fully manifesting existence” is not to return to an original state of existence that once we had and have now lost, because the present moment includes both the eternal past and the eternal present.3.1



Nor is it, he says, something in the future that we’re not good enough to get, a series of moments, beginningless, or new. These are contradictory, the same argument as in Uji and in Master Nagarjuna.3.1 3.2

He says buddha-nature is not an enduring “self” like Senika’s eternal soul, nor knowledge built up until we’re enlightened. My “movement of molecules in our brains” is Dogen’s “movement of wind and fire”. A stupid person can be as much of a great buddha as a clever person. For him, realising and knowing are manifested just at the present moment, “beyond movement through time”.3.3 3.4 3.5 3.6

Some people think we have to wait until some future time for buddha-nature to manifest itself; he says this kind of person is not a Buddhist.4.6 4.7

He calls the metaphor of a seed watered by the rain of Dharma just the romantic thinking of ordinary people: seeds, flowers and fruit all exist as they are at the moment of the present. That seems to deny scientific explanation, and he means to; elsewhere he affirms it. A seed is a seed, is a seed; that’s what he means by fully manifesting existence.3.16 3.17

One world, one me

Master Dogen denies another Universe outside this Universe, and another him at the present moment. We talk as though there were two of us, and split ourselves. But there’s only one of me; when I am one, I fully manifest me. We are as we are. That doesn’t mean we can’t change. He says we can’t recognise this intellectually, because our mind is always busy interpreting reality from past experience.1.13 2.1

Question: A girl came in with a load of labels; playing Monopoly, it all disappeared.

So we assert ourselves beyond labels, not only in Zazen, but Zazen is our standard. Whenever we act wholly, without a second person, we fully manifest who we are.1.14

We can be whole even when we’re ill or unhappy, but if we think we shouldn’t be unhappy, we split ourselves.1.15

To fully manifest existence is just to be as we are here and now. He says it is not the objective material world, nor a Universe centred around me. When we don’t make any division between our self-centred world and the external world, we fully manifest existence. When we act, we throw away that division, if only for a second; when we pick up a cup of tea it disappears.2.1 2.2

He says it is not easy to see this fact. We want to be a spectator on our lives as well as living. For the heart of the matter I’ve put “freedom in this moment”; I don’t know if that’s the best phrase.3.2 3.3

The instant of action

Question: Might we describe Zazen itself as a simple form of action?

Yes.2.2

Question: Is it the being? The looking?

We can’t recognise it; this is why Buddhism is so difficult to explain in words. In Zazen we’re sometimes aware of the room, sometimes inward looking, sometimes there’s a balance.2.2

To balance you must wobble, and in that movement there’s an instantaneous middle position where we’re not thinking. The same happens whenever we act. We can’t grasp it or properly describe it, but these instants of action are our ground, the basis of our life.2.3

Question: If we’re not aware of them, what’s the point?

There isn’t a point to anything; it’s the doing. When we do things with all our effort, there’s no place to notice, to look at ourselves; we just do. Then the busy mind comes back: “should I have done that?” But the instant of action comes billions of times through our day.2.6

We can’t imagine mind not conceptualising, but every time we act we drop it all away. We think listening to me talk about Buddhism will teach us Buddhism, but doing or acting is the basis of our life. Master Dogen writes about that, but never managed to finish what he wanted to say.1.20

Buddha-nature is clear when there is no division in our mind between things that happen and the time they happen; doing something fully, we have the nature of a buddha.4.7 4.8

Question: Can we ever know we’re buddha?

No. “Oh, I’m a buddha now” is a thought, different to the nature of a buddha. You put the spoon in the bowl… We can think back, “I was a buddha then”, but that’s only a thought; if we think “this is the present moment”, that’s a fraction of a billionth of a moment after. When we’re involved in being ourselves in this moment, that’s all there is; we call that “action” in Buddhism. Of course we’re not numb, but there’s no second person.4.9 4.10

Question: Is working it out afterwards completely useless?

No. But it’s useless in the sense that understanding what’s gone into the past can’t act in the present; if we look for buddha in the past, it isn’t there. I give up.4.10 4.11

Real present time


The Buddha said:

If we want to know the meaning of buddha-nature, 

It is just real present time, causes, and circumstances.4.2



Master Dogen says wanting to know it is not only intellectual knowing; it also means wanting to practice it, experience it, explain it, and be unaware of it. Each is a present fact. He goes further: drinking the glass of water is the present, explaining buddha-nature is the present.4.2 4.3

He creates an image: what is happening and present time are like two mirrors facing each other, with no room to call this moment perfect or imperfect. Then he says this mirroring is not divided into two. This, he says, is real buddha-nature, free of the concept “buddha-nature”, Buddha just being Buddha. “Things as they is.”4.4 4.5

Question: This is not unique to buddha-nature; it’s true for eating, laughing, shouting.

Everything, yes.4.5

He echoes Uji: viewed from the present moment, there is no process. That sounds bizarre, because we know there’s process, but when we act fully, past and future collapse into the present. That’s the third of the four viewpoints; I find it useful to notice them, not to mark them out.3.3 3.9

Question: Is buddha-nature a way of throwing away Uji?

Buddha-nature is Uji. Buddha-nature, Uji, buddha, nirvana are total expression in the present; there is only one fact that he’s trying to explain.3.18

Thinking, words and doubt

The mind is always busy; when the mind is not busy, there is no mind. “Intellectually” is maybe superfluous, maybe a carry-over from Nishijima Roshi; I mean thought.2.4

To me, saying you had one of those moments five minutes ago is pointless; it’s gone. Maybe that’s just my character; the important thing is to act now. We cannot stop thinking, so we should have thoughts which point us towards the basis of our life. These words are a kind of delusion, but better than “there is a happy land far away”. The basis of our life is outside of these thoughts, which is a real pain!2.4

A master who told his students not to read sutras was found reading one: “I’m just shading my eyes”. We need to look in the drawer; that’s to be human. The idea that we should somehow be perfect is idealism. Buddhas open drawers.2.5

Question: Doesn’t “grasp real knowing” suggest a buddha knowing it’s a buddha?

No, by grasping he means throwing it away, stop thinking. But we can’t get past the words: “you said grasp!”3.13

Question: Could you reverse it, so that reality manifests us?

Yes, however, we need both viewpoints. Say something is manifesting me, and lots of people look for the “something”; say “me manifesting something”, and they look for the “me”. So Master Dogen says forget about both; but in words, we can’t.1.19


At the very time which I doubt, buddha-nature is just coming back to me.4.11



Just my doubting in the present moment is buddha-nature. There’s no “it” to run away.4.13 4.14

Thinking and talking most take us away from the present; I don’t mean it as a criticism, I mean it as a fact. But we can inhabit a separate area to such an extent that we believe it’s real, and that’s the source of lots of our suffering, or our problems.4.11 4.12

Question: But a process view is good too; without it…

We wouldn’t have any civilisation. Master Dogen has never said that we should get rid of this view.4.11

Why we keep explaining

Master Dogen says there wasn’t any Zazen in Japan before him, but there was in China; he introduced pure Zazen, shikantaza, just sitting.3.8

Question: Why did Dogen write so much, not just “sit in Zazen, goodnight”?

Why did you go to India?3.14

Question: I just went.

That’s why he wrote, he just wrote.3.14

Question: Without explanation you’d build weird ideas about Zazen; this knocks them down.

Yes. In Master Dogen’s time people said that chanting the name of Buddha makes you know everything, that standing under a cold waterfall can make you enlightened, that buddhas are superhuman. He denies it all.3.15

Question: Why do we keep explaining Zazen when we could just sit?

I can answer that for myself, not for you. What Nishijima Roshi said made sense to me, sometimes, not always, and that made me value Zazen. After 25 years, the only thing I’ve got to teach is how to practice Zazen and what I learned from him about Dogen. So I just do it. The contradiction is real. But the fact that we ask the question is the answer itself; if you don’t need to ask it, there’s no need to be here.4.15

When we practice Zazen, we sit in reality, and reality seeps into us; we’re not trapped by ideas so much.4.16

I can’t think of any words to write, so I pinch a bit of light off the edge of Master Dogen’s. After this chapter, I want to rely completely on Zazen, not work out how this chapter can work for me. It’s finished; let’s do the next thing.3.19 3.20

Master Dogen says the time here and now is the only time there is. And the retreat we’re having here and now is the only retreat there is. He keeps pulling us back, and in Zazen we pull ourselves back, again and again. It isn’t wrong to fly off, but this is the basis of our existence, it’s here.4.18

Question: Kodo Sawaki says we shouldn’t take the temperature of our Zazen.

He means we shouldn’t compare. The person who is sitting now is the only me there is now; all the other Zazens are imaginary.4.19
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike begins his Bussho session with his unfinished modern interpretation of the chapter, rather than presenting a settled translation. He introduces fully manifesting existence as his experimental rendering of a recurrent Chinese/Japanese phrase and says that it is open to change. The phrase makes buddha-nature concern living as one is, here and now, not a quality gained by doing this and that or by rising through the ranks. It also makes the present person exceed the history, name, and interpretation that the conscious mind adds.

He follows Dogen's poem through claims that buddha-nature is fundamental to Buddhist practice and has been maintained through zazen. “Living”, “sentient”, “life-form”, and “creature” are treated as alternative terms for beings that live and fully manifest their existence. Dogen's language about skin, flesh, bones, and marrow is not, in Mike's reading, a ladder of spiritual value. A real person fully manifests their own character, so comparisons of who is better, cleverer, quicker, or slower are misplaced. This full manifestation is not a concept of existence or non-existence, nor a joining of mind and circumstances into a new one. Mike reads “me-and-the-world-unseparated” as one reality which our human description divides into body and mind. He stresses that it does not depend on ability accumulated day by day, random circumstances, rules of the universe, mystical powers, or practicing for a result. Zazen can make the phrase intelligible in lived experience, but it is not a reward someone acquires. In the questions, Mike says that we assert ourselves beyond labels whenever we act wholly without a second person watching and judging. He keeps that claim connected to ordinary life, illness, unhappiness, a girl playing Monopoly, animals, bread-slicing, and the difficulty of dropping habits and concepts. Practice can be described as a process, yet he says the actual experience is present rather than produced by training. The final exchange holds both ways of speaking — reality manifesting us and us manifesting reality — while warning that either wording can turn into an object for thought. Mike closes by saying that doing or acting is the basis of our life, though the words of a talk cannot finish what Dogen was trying to say.









Complete English transcript


I've chosen to talk about Bussho (Buddha-nature), the first chapter in Book Two of the Shobogenzo. It's a long and difficult chapter, so I'm sure we won't get through it, and in any case I haven't finished my interpretation yet. For those of you who haven't seen them before, I've started doing what I'm calling modern interpretations of the chapters of the Shobogenzo. Either last year or the year before we did Genjo-koan here, and in the Winter Sesshin in Rowardennan we did Uji. Then I've done Bendowa, so this is the fourth of my modern interpretations. Calling these modern interpretations suggests that I'll be using fairly modern English, and also that these are interpretations; that means that if you compare them with the original English translation, you'll find that it doesn't always match. Sometimes that's because I've interpreted what Master Dogen is saying in a modern form, and occasionally it's because the English in our original Shobogenzo books is not accurate enough, it's not understandable. In order to make the interpretations I've used three sources; one is the original English translation that most of you have seen in our four-volume Shobogenzo; the second source is another translation of the Shobogenzo that we did before we did this one, right back in the late seventies and early eighties. I've got a big box at home with all the manuscripts from that translation, and this is a very much more interpretive translation, based on the one which Nishijima Roshi himself did in his rather Japanese-style English in the seventies; and the third source is the original, which I can't really study clearly without Yoko's help, so we always do it together because Yoko has studied the Japanese Shobogenzo for as long as I've studied the English one.


Right, so my modern interpretation, I hope, explains more clearly what Master Dogen is trying to say. What I've given you today is about half of the chapter, which is as far as I've got with it. Perhaps we can continue it at some other time.

Bu means Butsu, which is Buddha, and sho means nature, so it's quite simple — buddha-nature. Buddha-nature as a term in Buddhism was very much discussed in China and Japan, and it was also discussed in India before that. In Sanskrit, Buddha-nature is buddhata; if you put ta on the end of a Sanskrit noun it makes it into a “ness”, so buddhaness if you like, or the essence of buddha. The chapter starts with a poem from Gautama Buddha. We don't have the Sanskrit source for this, but it was written down in Chinese, and it's the Chinese that Master Dogen is quoting.

Gautama Buddha said:


All living beings fully manifest buddha-nature in their existence: 

Buddha is always present and does not change.



Now if you compare this with the original you'll find that I've used a phrase which is not in the original chapter. That phrase is first seen in this poem and occurs all the way through the first part of the chapter, and that is “fully manifesting existence”. It's a bit of a handful of a phrase, but it's a bit of an experiment; I wanted to try and catch something of the original Chinese/Japanese meaning which is difficult to catch in English. You can do things in Japanese and Chinese which you can't do in English. This phrase occurs again and again and, as I say, it's my trial; if I can find a better phrase I'm quite happy to change it. But as we go through I hope you can catch what this phrase means — to fully manifest existence.


So the poem suggests that all living beings somehow have buddha-nature inside them. “Buddha is always present and does not change” suggests something constant about buddha and the state of Buddha. Master Dogen goes on to comment on this poem in the next very long paragraph, which is not broken up at all. So here is his commentary:


This is the resolute teaching (loud assertion) of Buddhism by the great Gautama himself.



I've put “loud assertion” in brackets; the original is “a lion's roar”. A lion's roar suggests something very powerful and very natural. This is the resolute teaching or loud assertion of Buddhism by the great Gautama himself. Master Dogen says that what is said in the poem by Gautama Buddha is an assertion of Buddhism; it's asserting some kind of fundamental truth or essence of Buddhism.



At the same time, this teaching has been the centre of the thoughts and viewpoint of all the buddhas and all our ancestors for a total of 2190 years of study.



2190 years is longer than the time from Gautama Buddha to Master Dogen, and there is no comment on where this number comes from, but we think that it's Master Dogen's calculation of how many years, how many master-years, from Gautama Buddha to his time. A master might live for eighty years, and the next one also eighty years, but their time overlaps; in chronological time it's not 2190 years, but in life or master-years it's longer. So he's saying that the assertion in the poem has been the centre of the thoughts and viewpoint of all the buddhas and ancestors over all the years that Buddhism has been studied and practiced. He goes on:


Barely fifty generations of true successors to the Buddha's truth up to my master Tendo Nyojo, have learned this through their practice of Zazen, including the twenty-eight ancestors in India who lived in this state, and maintained it by their practice of Zazen from one generation to the next, and the twenty-three ancestors in China who lived in this state, and maintained it by their practice of Zazen from one age to the next.



Master Dogen uses lots of very familiar short phrases in the original, phrases like “practice and experience”, or “practice and study”, and by practice he means the practice of Zazen. In English, although it makes the sentences much longer, to me it's much clearer to put down in full “practice of Zazen from one age to the next” — that's how Buddhists maintain their tradition.


All our ancestors have lived in this state and have maintained it by practicing Zazen.



So Master Dogen is asserting that what the Buddha's poem says about buddha-nature is something fundamental to the practice and study of Buddhism in all times by all people.



What do the words of the Buddha mean: “All living beings fully manifest buddha-nature in their existence”? 

And he answers:

These words mean that in reality, a person who cannot be captured in words arrives from somewhere we cannot describe exactly.



That's a puzzling sentence. In the original it's actually a quotation from one of the koan stories from the Shinji Shobogenzo, a conversation between Master Daikan Eno and Master Nangaku Ejo. In this story, Master Nangaku Ejo says to Master Daikan Eno, “you are a person who cannot be described in words and you've come from somewhere which we cannot describe”. It sounds a strange thing to say to somebody, but what he's trying to say is that if we think about the person standing in front of us with our conscious mind we give them history: they've come from somewhere, they have a name, they are doing something. So I am Michael, I come from Bristol, I'm sitting in front of you. But actually, the real situation at this moment is beyond this kind of description. Master Nangaku wanted to point out that reality, standing in front of somebody, meeting somebody, is beyond the way that we interpret reality, beyond the history that we give to ourselves. The history we give to ourselves is a kind of add-on that we keep in our memory and in our brain, and which we use to interrelate with each other. But we can suppose when a lion stands in front of another lion he doesn't think, “ah, seen you before back on that trail, your name is….” So something about the immediacy of the present moment, and he uses a rather strange phrase: “a person who cannot be captured in words arriving from somewhere we can't describe exactly”.


So Master Dogen says that the words “all living beings fully manifest buddha-nature in their existence” have something to do with just being who we are at the present, beyond interpretation, beyond name, beyond where we've come from or where we're going to or what we do — something ineffable, something that can't be captured in words. So this phrase suggests that what we manifest is just real here and now but beyond all of our interpretations. Then he goes on to describe the lines of the poem in more detail:


“Living” or “sentient” or “life-form” or “creature”



He's using alternative terms.


all refer to beings that live, and fully manifest their existence.



He's saying that to live is to fully manifest existence.


In short, to fully manifest existence is the nature of buddha. And all beings that fully manifest existence are living beings. Just at this moment of the present, living beings in balance (inside and outside) fully manifest buddha-nature in their existence.



So here he's describing to us something about the meaning of this phrase. “Just at this moment of the present”, “to fully manifest existence” is to live. This phrase “fully manifest existence” which I've concocted holds a kind of fullness of being in the present: the fullness of being in the present that we recognise in somebody when we don't think about their name, or where they came from or where they're going, something immediate and full and real. This is what Master Dogen is discussing.



This state is more inclusive than the different states (skin, flesh, bones, and marrow) that Bodhidharma said his disciples had attained, because it actually is the person.



There's a story which is in the Shobogenzo and features in some of the koan stories, about Master Bodhidharma meeting his four disciples near the end of his life. He says to one student, “you have got my skin”, which suggests something on the surface; then he says to another, “you have got my flesh”, which suggests something deeper; to the third he says, “you have got my bones”, which suggests something even more fundamental; and to the last one he says, “you have got my marrow”, which suggests something really essential. It's been assumed that the story is implying that he was telling his students in order of value; you know, one is on the surface, the second student is a bit better and the third even better and the fourth really excellent. But Master Dogen denies this interpretation. He says skin, flesh, bones, and marrow are all real things. What he means by that is we all have our own characters, and in all having our own characters we fully manifest our own characters as we are. So to say so-and-so is better than somebody, or so-and-so is not so clever, or quicker, or slower, is inappropriate. And in this sentence Master Dogen says that even those categories in that story are superficial compared with fully manifesting our existence, because fully manifesting our existence is a real person; it's more inclusive.

He makes quite a few references to stories, and he quotes quite a few stories in this chapter.



This full manifesting of existence which is the nature of buddha is not a concept like “existence” or “non-existence”.



If we read some of the early Buddhist writings we can find, even going back to conversations between Gautama Buddha and his disciples, discussions of existence and non-existence. It was a very big topic in early Buddhism. There's a very famous conversation between Gautama Buddha and one of his disciples called Katyayana or Katchana; it's in Pali. The conversation is about whether existence or non-existence is the Middle Way. The Buddha says it's neither existence nor non-existence. So then for hundreds of years after this people were wondering what this could mean; they thought and talked and wrote, to try and work out what it is that is neither existence nor non-existence. In this sentence, Master Dogen means when we fully manifest existence, we are beyond concepts. And existence and non-existence are actually concepts — we can think about something existing and we can think about something non-existing, in our mind, but nobody has ever seen, in the history of the Universe, something that doesn't exist. Although we can say “non-existence”, it's absolutely impossible to find something that doesn't exist, up to the present moment. In the future, people may find things that don't exist.



“Fully manifesting existence” describes real words spoken by the real mouth of the Buddha, it describes our ancestors' looking at reality, it describes me as a living and breathing monk. The phrase “fully manifesting existence” does not describe someone who has just appeared, or someone who has been here for eternity, or someone who can't be described in words. Nor does it describe a being who is created by external circumstances, or a being who is an illusion.



So he's taking different categories and we can find echoes of these categories in different Buddhist writings, and he's saying it's none of these. He is saying is that to fully manifest existence is something real, and something real is beyond our ability to catch in words. What he wants to say is the meaning of the phrase “fully manifesting existence” is a reality, not a thought. It's something that we do, not something that we can catch in our description. So he issues these denials — not me, Michael who used to live in Taunton, and before that lived in London, not the person who has been continuing for a long time, but something at the present moment. He goes on:



What the phrase describes is not a combination of two different things into one, as in “mind combined with circumstances” or “essence combined with form” or similar concepts. For this reason, “living beings fully manifesting their existence” is me-and-the-world-unseparated,



Now here he's referring to something which Master Nagarjuna also writes about in his work, the Mulamadhyamakakarika: when we hear about oneness or something beyond our concepts, we picture it in our mind as things put together into one. So in hearing “oneness of body and mind” people think here's a body, here's a mind, weld them together. But what Master Dogen insists upon here, and what Master Nagarjuna also insists on, is that there aren't two things put into one; there's only one thing. The two things is what we make of the one in order to understand the world as human beings. So some people think, “oh yes I've got it, we've got a body and a mind, and they are very intricately interconnected”, and there are even at the present time lots of books written about the interconnectedness of body and mind. These are very interesting and helpful books, but what Buddhism points out is that there's only one thing. We can call it body, or we can call it mind, and we can write about how the two are woven together, but Buddhism insists that there aren't two; it's not two made into one, it's only one. The phrase “fully manifesting existence” suggests something about this oneness, wholeness, undividedness.


For this reason, “living beings fully manifesting their existence” is me-and-the-world-unseparated,



The hyphens suggest it’s unseparated, but it’s inadequate, even that phrase.


which does not depend on ability accumulated day by day,



In other words it doesn't depend on some kind of skill that we build up, getting better and better until we make ourselves whole.



does not come from random circumstances,



It's not something that occurs from outside, just by things happening to us.


does not depend on following the rule of the Universe,



So it's not some kind of state we get by following some rule, however universal that rule may be.


and does not depend on having mystical powers



Mystical powers have been attributed to Buddhist teachers throughout the ages, right from Gautama Buddha's time.


or on practicing to get a result.



So if I practice Zazen and keep on doing it for a few years I’ll get better and better, then maybe I’ll become a buddha. He says it doesn’t depend on any of these three things. And he goes on to say:



If living beings fully manifesting their existence were based on ability accumulated day by day, on random circumstances, on following the rule of the Universe, and other similar things, then it would be necessary for people who fully experience what is real, buddhas who live in the state of wisdom, and our Buddhist ancestors' ability to see reality all to depend on ability accumulated day by day, random circumstances, and following the rule of the Universe. It is not like that.



So what he's saying, if I summarise it, is that to fully manifest our existence is not something we learn, we get better at, and that we practice to get. It's not some special spiritual or mystical power we have or can attain. If it were, then all the people who see what reality is, the buddhas and our ancestors, would all have to depend on those kinds of things, but they don't. He's slowly suggesting that the phrase “to fully manifest existence” is not conceptual, is not connected with learning, is not something we build up to; it's something immediate. And frankly, we can't understand what he's talking about unless we practice Zazen. But if we practice Zazen, we can catch something about what the phrase “to fully manifest existence” is referring to — in reality. The phrase is words, but it's referring to something real. So we have to make a connection between the phrase and something real to us. If we can't find something real to fit to the phrase, then the phrase doesn't have a real meaning. We can explain it intellectually and analyse it, but we have to look for some real experience that fits with those words for us. And that real experience comes from Zazen. So something in the state of Zazen: we fully manifest ourselves, we're full of ourselves, Zazen manifests us, we manifest Zazen, we're sitting as we are, we are buddhas, we have the nature of buddha. All those point to it, but what it is we can't grasp sitting here talking. This is how Master Dogen works his way around the phrase.


It is not like that.



It is not something that we accumulate, some reward we get for our conduct, or build up by reading, or something that happens to us from the outside.



There can never exist another world outside of this whole Universe. And there can never exist another me at the moment of the present.



Those two sentences again are pointing us towards some whole, completely fully manifested experience. If we think in our minds, we can come up with very excellent and plausible theories for the Universe in which there may be other universes. And in another Universe there may be another me. Or we can analyse ourselves and talk about ourselves as though there were two of us; we do this all of the time, our language makes us do it — “I'm not happy with myself today” — is the you that's not happy with yourself happy? The way we use language is a kind of puzzle but we don't notice it — “I'm going to watch out how I do this next time”, so there's two people there, the person who knows how to watch the other person doing it. And we try and do this, and when we do, we split ourselves. This is not a criticism, it's a fact, we all do it. That splitting in Chinese was referred to as having a second person, or sometimes seeing a second moon. So the expression in the original says there is no second person; that means there is only one me. Although I talk to myself and think about myself, there's only one of me. When I am one, then I fully manifest me.

Question: You say that Zazen is the standard method, but you get those experiences in daily life, don't you?

Mike: In millions of ways, yes.


Question: I recently worked with a girl who was in a secure unit and she had a conviction for football violence, and she came in with a whole load of labels on her head. Then I spent some time with her one to one; then afterwards I created a whole new set of labels. She's an ordinary fifteen-year-old girl, then off I go with that. Then in the middle, we were playing Monopoly, we just, all of that stuff disappeared.

Mike: Yes, so we assert ourselves beyond labels, not only in Zazen, but Zazen is our standard. Whenever we act wholly, without a second person, we fully manifest who we are. And in fully manifesting who we are, we don't notice who we are. We are who we are; we don't think about who we are, we're not thinking about whether we're good enough, or whether we're too good, or if the other person is better, or whether we should or shouldn't be doing this, or whether it's good or bad to do it, or whether we want or don't want to do it; we just do it. And in that doing, that action, we fully manifest ourselves, we are ourselves. And as you say, Keith, that occurs all through our lives. This is the subject of this chapter: buddha-nature is the nature of a buddha, but since Gautama Buddha taught Buddhism all those years ago people have misunderstood, and for hundreds, even thousands of years, buddha-nature has been discussed as some kind of quality, a quality that you get after doing this and doing that, and going up through the ranks or whatever. But Master Dogen is destroying that misconception in many different ways in this chapter.


Question: Mike, sometimes we use the phrase “I'm not myself” or similar. You conceptually think about something that you have to do; you know that it's good to do or bad to do instead of just doing it, whether people like it or don't like it…..

Mike: Yes, it's true. When we say “I don't feel myself today”, we feel, “I should feel myself today”. For instance, when I got up this morning I didn't feel so good, and I felt I should be a bit better than this, what a shame. But what Master Dogen says later in the book is that we are ourselves. Lots of Buddhist stories say we are ourselves when we are not ourselves; we can never escape from ourselves. We're our irritated self, or our ill self, or our happy self. There's a very famous buddha, a Chinese master called Hotei; you can find statues of him with a big round stomach grinning Hotei wrote a little poem which says roughly: “when a clear mind comes I let my mind be clear, when a cloudy mind comes I let my mind be cloudy”. What he wants to say is that we just express ourselves as we are, but when we don't accept ourselves as we are then we lose our wholeness. We can be whole even when we're ill, we can be whole even when we're unhappy, but if we think we shouldn't be unhappy, then we split ourselves.

I think I won't go on any further today, but if there's any more discussion or points to go back over, we'll go on with that.

Question: He says all living beings, but isn't there somewhere in the Shobogenzo where he talks about tiles and bricks and fields etc? Can you make sense of that?

Mike: All beings have buddha-nature, yes, but the poem says all living beings. So is a stone living? In the Mountains and Waters chapter (Chapter 14, Sansuigyo), it says “a stone woman bears children by night”, which is a very strange phrase. And in another chapter it says mountains are moving. In Japan I think gardeners give gender to stones, so there are male stones and female stones, and they have different characters. So what's a living being? Is a plant living? Is it being? I can't answer, can you answer? It really depends on how we look at things, I suppose.


Question: Dogen said that stones have stone-consciousness.

Mike: Right. But yes, the Shobogenzo does say that all things have buddha-nature. We can walk through a forest and feel the trees are somehow alive, living, and giving us some kind of peace.

Question: We can only really know about human beings though, can't we? We can surmise what it was like for the dogs when they came in this morning but it's all ideas.

Mike: Well the dog is in front of us, so if a dog comes up and sniff at us, at least we know it doesn't dislike us too much.

Question: When you say a person who cannot be captured in words arrives from somewhere we cannot describe exactly, how can we imprecisely describe where we've come from?

Mike: Imprecisely?

Question: Yes, it says we can't describe it exactly, which implies we can describe where we've come from inexactly.

Mike: I need to change the words; that's my interpretation of the phrase which in more literal English says, “a person like this comes from an ineffable place”.

Question: [inaudible] Most of our descriptions are imprecise; London is imprecise.

Mike: Yes, but maybe it's more “ineffable”, but this word is quite puzzling for people so I try to make it a bit simpler. But I don't mean to suggest that it's a place we can't quite describe, but rather that the place we come from… where is it, what is it, who are you, coming from where? So it's a kind of denial of the intellectual thought process which creates a picture around somebody. I can probably change it if you can suggest a better way. The quotation in the koan story is much shorter.


Question: Mike, you know where it says “ability accumulated day by day”, you were saying that it's fully manifesting if you're actually doing something. Say you were slicing a loaf of bread, just slicing, you'd be whole; but if you were thinking then you would be split. But do you think that by practicing Zazen you're more likely to be just slicing bread wholly?

Mike: Yes, “ability accumulated day by day” simply means that to fully manifest our existence is not a result of building up our ability. We usually think that to become a good swimmer, for instance, we train; we usually think that to become a good buddha we train, and that's not wrong, but what Master Dogen is saying is fully manifesting our existence is not the result of something we do, it's a state in the present moment. So in that sense it's independent of past and future.


Question: So is it another denial of mental process?

Mike: Yes. But what you were saying about slicing the bread: when we sit in Zazen, we're constantly training ourselves to sit as we are, and to drop off all our thoughts which are crowding in and going again. So we're training ourselves to slice bread, that's what Zazen is, it's slicing bread. To fully slice the bread is what we're training ourselves to do; if we train ourselves to do it, maybe we'll do it. But Master Dogen's description here is beyond that; he's saying it's not the result of training, it's an actual reality in the present moment. But when he denies something, you'll often find in the next paragraph or chapter he affirms it, because we need more than one viewpoint to understand reality. So if we say that reality is a process, the Buddhist state is a process; we train and train and then we get to become a buddha. Well, it's true that if we practice Zazen day by day we becomes skilled at practicing Zazen or we learn how to sit simply. So we can say yes, it is a kind of process; we have to talk about it like that, it's the only way we can make sense of things. However, the actual experience doesn't come from anywhere; it's just how we feel at this moment, or how we experience the situation at this moment. So that's what Master Dogen is talking about here.

Question: Can I just say that we've actually trained to get rid of things rather than training to get things. Dropping it off.

Mike: That's right, dropping it off, so we're training to un-train ourselves, we're un-training.


Question: But it never stops, does it? I mean if you did 25 years of Zazen and got really good at it, if you stopped…

Mike: So when we stop breathing it stops.

Question: So if you stopped your practice, you haven't accumulated something, I guess….

Mike: We've un-accumulated something.

Question: Is he not pointing towards the idea that we've not got something that we can keep without further practice?

Mike: We can't keep it, because we've just got rid of it. So Master Dogen's phrase is to drop it off, not to get it. If we drop it off, how can we keep it? We've just dropped it off.

Question: And it's almost creating a habit of dropping it off?

Mike: Yes, then dropping off the habit. So he's very unusually skilled at trying to pinpoint things that we can't even see, can't even sense, but these things he's trying to describe are aspects of reality beyond our conceptual world. And reality beyond our conceptual world is simple, because it's here and it's now. So it's not beyond, it's here. But we need to get rid of all our concepts to let ourselves be here. And when we let ourselves be here now, we're manifesting fully, life.

Question: Could you also reverse it, in the sense that reality manifests us, buddha-nature manifests or realises us, so it's not me realising something, but reality realising me. So it's not even a two-way process, it's — that's what it is. So stones and pillars, tiles and mountains manifest me or realise me, I'm a part of that.

Mike: Yes, however, we need both viewpoints. If you say that something is manifesting me, lots of people will look for this “something”. If we say “me manifesting something”, lots of people will then look for the “me”. So Master Dogen says forget about the something and forget about the “me”. But in words, we can't do it. Yes, he often turns the viewpoint around and it's a very helpful way to look at things.


Question: I can't imagine mind not conceptualising though.

Mike: No, nor can I, it's impossible.

Question: So we do this and then drop off concepts, but actually, as a human being it seems beyond possibility to do it.

Mike: Absolutely, it's beyond possibility to do it in the mind. But every time we act we do it, every time we act we drop it all away.

Question: I experienced it this morning when I did my exercises.

Mike: That was this morning. So we can't imagine not thinking, it's absolutely impossible.

Question: You can do it for a moment, well we do it [inaudible] becoming a buddha is beyond….

Mike: Yes, beyond our ability to think about. But we can do something which is fully manifesting ourselves. And to fully manifest ourselves, we and the world need to be totally engaged. We do it all the time but we don't notice that this is the basis of our life. We think all the rest is the basis of our life; we think all these words that I'm spouting now, we think that listening to me talk about Buddhism somehow will teach us Buddhism. But doing or acting is the basis of our life, and the doing or acting is what Master Dogen is writing about. But he can't write about it and he never managed to finish off what he wanted to say.

We'll stop there.

Thank you.
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Mike: acting with no self-world division is a wordless balance, the basis of life that thought only points to
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike connects the claim that no other world exists outside this Universe and no other present self exists with his observation that we are as we are, while saying that this does not mean we cannot change. He says intellectual recognition fails because the mind continually interprets reality through past experience. He treats “fully manifesting existence” as being as we are here and now, not an effect of random circumstances. It is neither the external, objective material world nor a universe centred on the individual’s existence.

In Mike’s reading, action leaves no division between self and external world, as when someone picks up a cup of tea. A questioner asks whether zazen itself is such a simple action, and Mike answers yes. He cannot name the action as scene, being, or looking, and says its wordless character makes Buddhism hard to explain. During zazen awareness can incline inward or outward, and he calls their dynamic balance a middle position that lasts only an instant. In that position people are not thinking or conscious of it, yet the same state occurs whenever they act. Mike calls these instants of action the ground and basis of life, though they cannot be grasped or properly described. When asked whether the mind is sometimes not busy, he answers that the mind is always busy and that when it is not busy there is no mind. He calls “intellectually” perhaps superfluous wording inherited from Nishijima Roshi, using it to mean mental images, movements of consciousness, or thought. For Mike, reporting a prior moment of oneness is pointless because it has gone; the important thing is to act now. He does not ask people to stop thinking but says thought can point toward, rather than away from, the basis of life, which remains outside thought. Words are a delusion in that sense, but he prefers words that say so to fantasies of a distant happy land. The koan of the master reading a sutra to “shade my eyes” supports his claim that opening the drawer and looking — not becoming perfect — is ordinary human life. Against the wish to observe action, he says there is no point to anything: when we act with all our effort, there is no place from which to look at ourselves. After the action, the busy mind returns to assess it, but the instant of action occurs billions of times through the day and is the basis of life.









Complete English transcript



There can never exist another world outside of this Universe. And there can never exist another me at this moment of the present.



We can see that this applies very nicely to what we’ve just been talking about — although we can see how things should be, we are as we are. That doesn’t mean we can’t change, but we are as we are, the Universe is as it is. Master Dogen denies that there’s another Universe outside of this Universe, the Universe contains everything, and he denies that there’s another him at the moment of the present.


At the same time, it is not possible to recognise this intellectually, because our mind is always busy interpreting reality based on our past experiences (Master Yoka Genkaku).



So our mind is always busy interpreting reality, we’re always thinking what we should, could, did, do, what we must do, what happened, how it could have been improved and so on. So we always interpret reality based on our past experience. That phrase itself in the original, comes from a story about Master Yoka Genkaku. Master Dogen then comes back to this phrase from the poem by Gautama Buddha.


“Fully manifesting existence” does not mean existence that only comes out of random circumstances, because the whole Universe only shows itself just as it is.



“The whole Universe shows itself just as it is”, is a very well known phrase in Chinese Buddhism, and it’s true everything is just as it is. To fully manifest existence isn’t something that comes out of circumstances in different ways, to fully manifest existence is just to be as we are here and now. He goes on:



But this does not mean that the objective material world is existence fully manifesting itself. And on the other hand, neither do Buddhists believe that the Universe is centred around my existence.



So those two sentences are from opposite points of view. In the first sentence he says that the objective material world, that’s the external world, is not fully manifesting existence, and on the other hand the personal, subjective self-centred world is not fully manifesting existence. But when we don’t make any division between our own self-centred world and the external objective world, we fully manifest existence. We can say it’s a balance between our internal view and the external world. This is something very simple; when we act we always throw away the division between ourselves and the external world, if only for a second, when we pick up a cup of tea the division between me and the world disappears. So the nature of action is a balance or oneness between the self-centre and the external centre.

Question: Might we describe Zazen itself as a simple form of action?

Mike: Yes.

Question: But what is the action in Zazen? Is it the scene?

Mike: The action.

Question: Is it the being? Is it the looking?

We can’t recognise it. And this is why Buddhism is so difficult to explain in words. Because we always try to explain the world in words it’s very difficult for us to notice an experience which we can’t put into words. But during Zazen we sometimes think, we sometimes notice our inner feelings, we sometimes notice the external world, but sometimes there’s a balance between ourselves and the room. The nearest way I can make sense of it is to use the idea of physical balance, and say that sometimes we’re aware of the external room or the pain in our legs or a draught or a bird, sometimes we’re inward looking and are concentrating on our thoughts….


Question: So is all of this the action of Zazen?

Mike: All of it is Zazen.

Question: And for a minute instant, this is somehow the essence of it?

Mike: We can say that it’s a minute instant. In order to balance anything you must wobble, you can’t find a dynamic balance without some very slight movement. So in that movement there’s a middle position which is instantaneous. And in that instantaneous position, we’re not thinking.

Question: So we’re not conscious of it?

Mike: We’re not conscious of it. And the same instantaneous state happens whenever we act, you take your glasses off, and for an instant…, pick up a cup of tea and there’s an instant, but we’re not aware of it so we don’t notice it. What Buddhism says is although we’re not aware of it, we don’t notice it, we can’t grasp it or properly describe it, it’s the basis of our life, because these instants of action are our ground, our balance. Without it, we go off one way — thinking and thinking, or off to the other side, trapped in the material world. So the centre is the ground, the basis of our life, but we can’t recognise it.


Question: In many of the sentences it says it’s not possible to recognise this intellectually because our mind is always busy interpreting reality, does that mean it’s not possible to recognise it intellectually because when we’re thinking intellectually our mind is busy, and what we talk about in Zazen… we’re not talking intellectually, but the mind is not always busy.

Mike: The mind is always busy, when the mind is not busy, there is no mind.

Question: Where does “intellectually” fit into it?

Mike: Maybe it’s a bit superfluous, maybe that’s a carry-over from Nishijima Roshi; he used this word a lot. I mean mental, thinking, some kind of image or movement in our consciousness that we usually call thought or thinking, or intellectual recognition, or something like that.

Question: [inaudible] we become one and recognise it at that time, but can you say that you had one of those five minutes ago?

Mike: To me, to say that is pointless.

Question: Because it’s….

Mike: Because it’s gone. But that might be just my character, I don’t know, it’s gone whether I had it or not, the most important thing is to act now. So we can sit down and talk about last year’s retreat and how everybody acted and so on, but this is this year. But we can say it I suppose. We cannot stop thinking; human beings can’t live without thinking. So because we can’t stop it even if we imagine we should be able to stop it, we can’t, so it’s better to have some kind of thought which guides us towards something realistic than to have some thought which guides us elsewhere. So to me although all these words are a kind of delusion, they tell me, “these words are a kind of delusion” or, “what use are these words”. It’s better than saying “there is a happy land far away”. So because we think, we should have thoughts which point us towards the basis of our life. The basis of our life is outside of these thoughts, which is a real pain!


Question: So are you getting somewhere near that idea of….bits in the balance, the idea of no mind.

Mike: Not the idea of no mind, no mind!

Question: Because you can approach this stuff and think there’s an intellectual mind and the mind that’s outside intellect, but once your outside intellect.

Mike: There is no mind.

Question: I always think there’s going to be a moment when one stops reading books or listening to talks, but it never seems to come. It seems that there’s a kind of hunger for what is really just confirming the same thing again and again.

Mike: Yes that’s right, we need that. There’s a koan story about a master who is continually telling his students that it’s not in sutras, don’t read sutras, you’re wasting your time. Then one of his students finds the master reading a sutra, so he says “you told us not to read sutras, what are you doing?” And the master replies, “I’m just shading my eyes”. We need to shade our eyes, I don’t know why, we need to look in the drawer, and see it saying “no, not in here”, that’s to be human, that’s what we are. So to have an idea that we should get rid of that and somehow be perfect is ideal, idealism. Buddhas open drawers, opening the drawer and looking in is the important thing. That’s our life.


Question: Did you say that in action, I think you said that there is no consciousness.

Mike: No mind.

Question: These little actions we do and we’re not conscious of them, we’re not aware of them and that’s…

Mike: I don’t mean in the sense that we do things that we don’t know we’re doing.

Question: But aren’t you saying that, because if we’re not aware of them then we can’t become aware of them as moments of action, then what’s the point?

Mike: There isn’t a point. There isn’t a point to anything; it’s doing that is…it’s the doing. We are doing things all of the time, all of us, when we do things, at the moment that we do them with all our effort there’s no place to notice, to look at ourselves, there’s no viewpoint from which we can look at what we’re doing, we just do. Then we come back to our normal busy mind and we notice what we’ve done and we think, “should I have done that?” But there’s an instant, billions of times through our day and through our life, there’s the instant of action. So it’s the basis of our life.

(bell rings)

We’ll stop now.

Thank you.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads “fully manifesting existence” as immediate reality that is not a return to a lost state, not a future attainment, and not a row of separate moments. He keeps the claim that the present includes both the eternal past and the eternal present, and he treats those contradictions as the same kind of argument he recalls from Uji and from Master Nagarjuna. Because people want to watch themselves being as well as to live, he says the fact is hard to see; his own gloss is freedom in this moment, and he is not sure that phrase is the best one.

Buddha-nature, in the passage he reads next, is not Senika’s enduring self or soul, and not enlightened knowledge built up as movement in the brain. Mike keeps Dogen’s “movement of wind and fire” visible under his own “movement of molecules,” and he says a stupid person can be as much of a great buddha as a clever person. Realising and knowing, as he reads them, are manifested just at the present moment and lie beyond movement through time, where there is no process to stand outside and watch. He finds it useful to notice Dogen’s four viewpoints rather than to mark every line, and he puts this account of movement in the third viewpoint, the present. He reports Dogen as saying there was no zazen in Japan before him, and he describes the zazen Dogen introduced as shikantaza, just sitting. When “grasp real knowing” sounds like a buddha knowing that they are a buddha, Mike says grasp here means throwing thinking away, while admitting the words will not hold still. Asked why Dogen wrote so much instead of saying “sit, goodnight,” Mike asks why that person went to India, hears “I just went,” and says that is why Dogen wrote: he just wrote. He also agrees that the writing pulls down wrong views people build around zazen: chanting the Buddha’s name is said to make a person who knows everything, standing under a waterfall can bring enlightenment, and buddhas are called superhuman. The seed watered by the rain of Dharma is, in the passage he reads, romantic thinking about a process; seeds, flowers, and fruit exist as they are, and that is what he means by fully manifesting existence. Asked whether buddha-nature throws Uji away, he says buddha-nature is Uji, and that buddha, nirvana, and these phrases are one fact: total expression in the present. He does not offer a vocabulary to replace Dogen; he says he only pinches a bit of light from the edge, and that once the chapter is explained he wants to rely on zazen and go on to the next thing.









Complete English transcript


Master Dogen is explaining what “fully manifesting existence” means, and the difficulty is that it means something which is real. So he’s telling us that it’s something real outside of our ideal world, outside of our intellect. And he continues:


“Fully manifesting existence” is not to return to an original state of existence that once we had and have now lost, because the present moment includes both the eternal past and the eternal present.



“An original state of existence” – some people think that we’re going back to something that we had and have lost, he’s saying it’s not that.


It is not to attain a new state of existence that we aspire to, for it does not include anything that we haven’t already got.



If we think that there’s something in the future that we’re not quite good enough to get, he denies that.


It is not a discrete series of moments of existence, for it includes all moments.



If we imagine that fully manifesting existence is a state in the present, the present here, and then here, then here, that’s a nice way to think about it, as a series of moments. But actually the present is not like that. When we think about it, it feels quite a good way to describe it but actually it’s beyond that, it’s beyond a series of discrete moments of existence.



It is not an existence that is beginningless, because it is me manifesting my ineffable state here and now.



So it’s not something that has always been and always will be because it’s immediate. So these are contradictory, and we can see that same argument in the Uji chapter which we did in January; the contradictory statements about the nature of reality. This same contradictory argument is echoed in Master Nagarjuna’s writings too.


It is not a new existence, because Master Nansen Fugan said that “balanced and constant body-mind is the truth”.



That’s a quotation from Master Nansen. If we think it’s something that we didn’t have which then came into existence now, then it contradicts what Master Nansen said.


Remember, since living beings are in the midst of fully manifesting their existence in the Universe, it is not easy for them to see this fact.



So we want to see it; not only to we want to be, although we already are, we want to see ourselves being. It’s quite ridiculous really but it’s our lot, it’s our fate, to want to see ourselves as we are although we already are. We want to be a spectator on our lives as well as living.

Question: Can we see another person’s?

Mike: It seems like it yes, but I wonder if we really know another person’s life. The nearest person to me is Yoko, and I guess I know Yoko’s life, I suppose. I have a window into Yoko’s life so I believe that I know Yoko’s life. But I don’t know if I really do. But we want to, we desperately want to, and that’s the human condition. So it’s not that we should stop doing it, just that we should notice what we do.



The meaning of “fully manifesting existence” understood in this way is getting to the heart of the matter – freedom in this moment.



I don’t know if that’s the best phrase there, but that’s what I’ve put. If we understand “fully manifesting existence” as something immediate and full in the sense that he’s described it, then we are getting nearer to the heart of the matter. And the heart of the matter is something full in the present. That’s the end of his first block of explanation about the poem in which he’s commenting on the first line, “all living beings fully manifest buddha-nature in their existence”. So he’s been commenting on and about what it is to fully manifest existence.

Question: Have you got examples of the four viewpoints in that?

Mike: Yes we can find them, but not so clearly. Some chapters have it very clearly. We can see them but I don’t find it so useful to mark them out, I find it useful to know what the four viewpoints are, to notice that Master Dogen uses them and then to leave it at that.

In the next passage Master Dogen starts to talk about the term “buddha-nature”, so he’s left “fully manifesting existence” as it is and he goes on:


When some students hear the phrase “buddha-nature” they misunderstand it to be some enduring “self” as described by the non-Buddhist Senika.



If you remember he comments on Senika’s belief in the first chapter of the Shobogenzo, (Bendowa), in which he quotes Senika’s belief in an eternal soul, then slams him for it.


Question: In Soku-shin-ze-Butsu as well – Mind Here and Now is Buddha.

Mike: Yes. He says quite clearly in many places that the idea of an enduring self in the sense of a continuing soul that goes on to some other place is not Buddhism. He says buddha-nature is not that, it’s not some kind of special characteristic or self that exists and goes on. The people who believe that:


This is because they do not really see other people in front of them, they do not really see who they are, and they do not see their teacher in front of them.



So he means that they are thinking about abstract things, not seeing reality as it is. If we think in the abstract we can come up with all kinds of spiritual explanations for the world.


Without really concentrating, they think that mind, will, or consciousness – which is just the movement of molecules in our brains – were the basis of the knowledge and understanding of the enlightened Buddha. No-one has said that buddha-nature is just enlightened knowledge or understanding.



There was a view that buddha-nature is something you can get by building your knowledge and understanding of Buddhism until you reach an enlightened state, and he’s saying it is not that.

Question: Mike, what was Dogen’s expression here, where you’ve put “movement of molecules in our brains”?

Mike: “The movement of wind and fire”.



Although people who realise and know what enlightenment is are buddhas, the nature of a buddha is beyond enlightened knowledge and understanding.



So the nature of a buddha is obviously buddha-nature, and is beyond some kind of special knowledge or understanding.


And when I describe a buddha as someone who realises and knows, I don’t mean the various wrong kinds of realising and knowing described by some people.



He’s referring to abstract knowledge, the kind of knowledge of sutras and of theoretical Buddhism which had been in Japan for hundreds of years prior to Master Dogen’s return from China and his establishing of the practice of Zazen. There were already hundreds of years of Buddhist teachings but they were all abstract or spiritual, based on knowledge or understanding in the brain. He’s saying the nature of a buddha is not that, If it were, very clever scholars would all be buddhas without any doubt. But a stupid person can be as much of a great buddha as a clever person. My master has the name Gudo, which means stupid way.


For instance, I don’t mean that the movement of molecules in our brains is realising and knowing.



So the realising and knowing that he’s talking about is not the realising and knowing of the intellect.


Realising and knowing are manifested correctly by a buddha – as they were by our Buddhist ancestors – just at the present moment.



Master Dogen’s meaning of “realising and knowing” is something we manifest in the present moment. He goes on now to criticise other kinds of realising and knowing; the kind of Buddhism which had been established in Japan prior to him bringing the practice of Zazen:



Over many years, our ancestors have been to China and returned with an understanding of Buddhism to teach to others. They have been as numerous as blades of grass.



Because China was the centre of culture and Japan was an uncivilised place, and Japanese people thought of themselves as uncivilised, they went to China which was the centre of the world, learned literature and all the trappings of civilisation and brought them back to Japan. So lots of monks went from Japan to China and came back with different teachings, and Dogen himself did. By “ancestors” he means Buddhist teachers of all different kinds; they have been “as numerous as blades of grass”.


But many of them simply grasped knowing and understanding buddha-nature on the basis of the movement of molecules in their brains.



In other words they came back with explanations of what buddha-nature was, which they had an idea of, then they taught it to people.


With this understanding they mistakenly moved further and further away from the truth. What a shame! We students of the present should not follow in their footsteps. We learn what realisation and knowing are, beyond movement through time.



That’s a strange phrase, but again it echoes his teachings in Uji, where he concentrates on the present being beyond time.

Question: What does he mean by “students of the present”? Present day students or students that study the present?

Mike: Not our ancestors. We shouldn’t make the same mistakes as those ancestors did, going and studying lots of theoretical Buddhism then coming back and explaining what Buddhism is in theory.


Question: I can’t see how people can study and study and not realise that there understanding is wrong, why don’t they sit Zazen?

Mike: If they’ve never met Zazen then they have no centre, no practice. So lots of the earlier sects didn’t practice Zazen, but they practiced things like chanting, reciting the name of Buddha etc. There are schools around now that recite the name of Buddha, and they believe that when you recite the name of Buddha it gives you some power or merit. So that becomes the centre of their practice. Master Dogen says those teachings are wrong – the theory is wrong and the practice is wrong. He says the centre of Buddhism is Zazen. If we practice Zazen, then it makes sense and we can think how can they possibly do that? But people hadn’t met Zazen, nobody in Japan prior to the introduction of Zazen knew about Zazen.

Question: It seems incredible that you can go from what the Buddha was teaching right off at a tangent and end up in a situation where people haven never heard of sitting, who spend their whole lives studying Buddhism.

Mike: Yes, it’s true, and it’s strange that even now there are lots of statues of the Buddha and they all sit in Zazen, but you very rarely hear people saying that it’s a Buddha sitting in Zazen, or there’s a Buddha sitting in some meaningful posture. People think that the posture is some kind of sacred shape. But if I see a statue of the Buddha sitting in Zazen it speaks to me directly.


Question: Buddhism got mixed up with Daoism as well on its travels.

Mike: The human mind is very good at adding things, we like to add something and it’s a natural tendency.

Question: Weren’t all the patriarchs, Bassho and all these people, weren’t they practicing Zazen?

Mike: Yes.

Question: And they were before Dogen.

Mike: Yes. The ancestors he’s talking about here are specifically those ancestors in Japan who went to China and came back with esoteric theoretical teachings. He doesn’t mean his ancestors.

Question: It sounded like there wasn’t any Zazen in Japan before Dogen.

Mike: Yes he says so, there wasn’t any Zazen in Japan before him but there was in China. People who came from China to Japan according to Dogen, what they brought back wasn’t true Zazen, there was already Rinzai Zazen, but that was different. So Master Dogen practiced with the Rinzai school for nine years or so, then went to China and met a Chinese teacher, and his experience of Zazen changed, something dropped away and he saw for the first time what Zazen is. The he came back and introduced pure Zazen, shikantaza – just sitting, not sitting with chanting, sitting with thinking, sitting with solving koans, sitting with hands in different shapes, sitting thinking about breathing, just sitting, that’s what he introduced.

We’re at the bottom of page two:


We learn what realisation and knowing are, beyond movement through time.



So that’s his teaching of realisation and knowing, not realisation and knowing in an intellectual sense, but realisation and knowing that are beyond the process view.



We learn what movement is, and we grasp that it is not the same as the ineffable state at the present moment.



In this sentence he also echoes his writings in Uji; that we see movement as some process but viewed from the present moment, there is no process. That always sounds like a rather bizarre statement, because we know there’s process. But at the same time when we’re acting fully in the present moment we have no sense of process; the future and the past both collapse into the present.


When we can understand the true nature of movement, then we will also be able to grasp real knowing and understanding.



Again, he’s talking about something immediate in the present. And when we know what true movement is, then we know what true knowing and understanding is, in the sense that he means it.

Question: By movement does he mean the same as process?

Mike: Yes, that’s what he suggests here. So he’s talking in the third viewpoint, in terms of the four philosophies.

Question: I don’t understand what that means.

Mike: Good, because what he’s saying is that in the present moment, there is room to be, to act, but there’s no room to reflect or think. So his “being in the present” is synonymous with “fully existing”, and when we are fully existing there is no room to reflect on ourselves, so there’s no room to understand. His “realisation and knowing” suggests some kind of total intuitive awareness.


Question: And when it says that we can understand the true nature of movement, that implies that somehow you can understand it.

Mike: If you interpret the words like that yes, but when he says “understand”, what else can I put? We’ve got to use words in English, he had to use words in Japanese, so what it’s suggesting is that there’s a realisation and knowing that is something total and is here and now and is not intellectual. So what is it? We can’t put down what it is, but we experience it. So for instance when we meet someone for the first time, in the first instance we meet them something happens which is very complex, we can analyse it by saying that we see the person, the person sees us, and all kinds of things happen, we bring our interpretations to bear, how the person looks, how I feel and so on, but the total immediate situation is beyond our description – we realise and know something. In every moment we realise and know something, but not in normal way of saying it, we are on the limit of what we can really talk about. He’s suggesting something rather delicate, a kind of pre-conceptual state of fullness, and in that he says there’s real realisation, real knowing, real knowledge of movement, real buddha – everything is in there. He piles everything in there, the past and future, the present, everything is poured into this immediate state.


Question: I think that Wittgenstein reaches a similar conclusion

Mike: Yes.

Question: Though he didn’t have Zazen, he reached the conclusion that thought is blind, thought can’t see something right now.

Question: But this sentence seems to be saying the opposite of that, it seems to say when we can understand it we’ll also be able to grasp real understanding.

Question: Does he means realise rather than understand?

Mike: Whatever words we use, its’ not enough, if I say when you can really understand what chocolate tastes like you’ll be able to tell me, you don’t think I mean you have to understand the taste of chocolate, no. We use words loosely sometimes and Master Dogen uses words in a rough way sometimes and in a very focussed way sometimes. When we really know is maybe better than understand.

Question: When we see?

Question: It’s because we all know it that we can see it or understand it, because there isn’t that distance. It’s like trying to look inside your own eyeball, you can’t have distance to look at it because we are it already. So we can sort of understand it somehow because it is us.

Mike: What Master Dogen is talking about is something real that’s here, when we talk about it we say “something real that’s here” and we say “real?, here?” So it’s like I’m pointing at Anne, and saying there’s Anne, and someone says “your finger’s not quite pointing up there, it’s pointing up there isn’t it? So shouldn’t it be pointing at Anne?” And I’m saying, yes, BUT I’M POINTING AT ANNE! CAN’T YOU SEE? Then someone says, “your thumb is pointing downwards”, and I say yes it’s pointing downwards, but don’t you see what I’m trying to tell you, not my thumb, not my finger – THERE IS ANNE! So our intellect focuses on the words, we can change the words, maybe “see” is better or “know”, anything to get us out of looking at the words would be better. What he’s trying to say is not in the words.


Question: But there’s something still bothering me about this sentence.

Mike: Yes!

Question: When, and then, because we’ve been saying there’s a constancy here, there isn’t a great experience or flash. But he seems to be saying that when we’ve achieved this then we’ll be able to…..

Mike: It doesn’t say that to me. He just says….

Question: It’s just an elaboration, the second half of the sentence is throwing more light on the first half….

Question: When you understand the sentence you’ll get it?

Question: Have you understood the sentence?

Question: Completely.

Mike: “When we understand the true nature of movement, then we will also be able to grasp real knowing and understanding.” “We learn what movement is, and we grasp that it is not the same as the ineffable state at the present moment.” He’s saying that what we see as movement is something that we interpret in our consciousness, and that the ineffable present is not the same as interpretation. When work out, when we experience what is really movement, then we’ll be able to put together what I mean by knowing and understanding.


Question: Elsewhere it says that a buddha doesn’t need to know that they are a buddha, this sense of grasping real knowing and understanding seems to suggest that a buddha is knowing that it’s a buddha.

Mike: No, by grasping it he means throwing it away. To grasp real knowing and understanding means to throw everything away, stop thinking, that’s what he means. Unfortunately we can’t get past the words – “you said grasp!” Yes, but throw it away, “yes but you said grasp!” No not grasp! What do we do? He’s just saying when we can really grasp it, when we can really grasp what I’m talking about, then we can see.

Question: But that’s quite difficult to understand, one of those phrases isn’t in there, which is the diametrically opposed one which makes sense of the first, which is by which he means the throwing away of all thinking; ceasing to grasp.

Mike: But he didn’t say throwing away all thinking, so I can’t put it in there, I could do, shall I put it in?

Question: Now it makes sense to me.

Question: Mike, it’s like what we discussing at Rowardennan last time, that you can describe to someone at night time that the sun has gone in and it’s dark so you might bump into things, knowing those words is not going to help you when you’re in the dark.

Mike: That’s right, but we still ask for a list of things we might bump in to.

Question: So being in the dark is real knowing and understanding of the dark?

Mike: Yes.


Question: Going back to movement, in terms of tennis or football, you can see movement in it but when you actually play it you don’t feel that.

Mike: That’s right, our experience is different, and that’s what he means. In real movement we have knowledge and understanding, when the football is kicked then where the ball goes next…comes.

Question: Why did Dogen write so much? Why did he bother, he could have just said “sit in Zazen, goodnight”.

Mike: Why did you go to India?

Question: I just went.

Mike: That’s why he wrote, he just wrote. So we live our lives, some people decide to get a bit of wood with hair on it, and dip it into paint and make marks on things. Some people decide to make funny noises for the whole of their lives, they get wooden or metal shapes and they make noises. Some people open their mouths and make noises on and on, so that’s our life.

Question: But he’s telling us to cut all conceptual thought in the present moment, but he says so much about it.

Mike: Yes, he was a very brilliant man, if you look at his poetry and his writing and his use of language, and how close in the 13th century he got to modern concepts in physics for example, he must have been brilliant. So what does a brilliant person do? What do you expect him to do, just sit and grind rice?


Question: Also, if you just sat Zazen without any explanation or philosophy, you’d develop all sorts of weird ideas about what it was, because it’s natural for us to try and create edifices around us. So this is about knocking them all down.

Mike: Yes, exactly, he’s deconstructing the world. And also in Master Dogen’s time there was an enormous amount of misunderstanding; people were saying things like if you chant the name of Buddha you become a person who knows everything. And if you stand under a cold waterfall for three hours every day, you can become enlightened, and buddhas are superhuman, and after Gautama Buddha died he went on for eternity – on and on. So Master Dogen goes through all of this and denies it, which is exactly what Master Nagarjuna did in the 2nd century, he took all what he saw as wrong understanding and said no, no, no not that, this here. Buddhism is about this, here.

Yoko: Master Dogen must have known how complicated human beings are, in a way, so that’s why he wanted to explain things. Human beings are very complicated.

Mike: Yes aren’t we? The reason he goes on and on in such a complicated way about fully manifesting existence is that he’s trying to say…something about…fully manifesting existence.



Buddha and nature have arrived here... have arrived here… have arrived here… Buddha-nature is fully manifesting existence, and fully manifesting existence is the nature of a buddha. Fully manifesting existence is not as a series of discrete moments of existence, and not as a continuous line of existence. Because it is pure action at this moment, it is beyond description by the discriminating mind. What I am describing here as buddha-nature is not the nature of some superhuman person, and not like the idea of it which we hold in our minds.



That’s what he wants to say. So it’s very strange that he wrote so much.


Some people describe buddha-nature as being like the seed of a plant,



And this particular metaphor is also in Master Nagarjuna’s work.


which sprouts when watered by the rain of Dharma. The twigs, leaves and flowers grow and the plant bears fruit, which in turn produces more seeds. These kinds of metaphors are just the romantic thinking of ordinary people. People who are content with this kind of metaphor should notice that seeds, flowers and fruit all exist as they are at the moment of the present.



So he’s bringing us out of thinking about process and thinking about buddha-nature as a seed inside us which can be watered by practice or chanting, then it can grow and become a buddha, these ideas were prevalent in all the teachings at that time.


Seeds are already present in fruit.



There’s a good statement.



And the leaves and twigs are already present in the seeds even though we cannot see them; they do not obtain them from somewhere else, but still they produce a profusion of twigs, branches, and trunks. These real facts cannot be explained ultimately by looking from the inside or the outside; they are just present facts, and are beyond explanation by a process of growth that moves from the past to the present.



Now that seems to deny scientific explanation. And he means to do that, but you’ll find elsewhere that he affirms scientific explanation. So he’s affirming a particular view; the third viewpoint which is the present. And he says in the viewpoint from the present, fully expressing ourselves in the present, scientific explanation, things developing as a process through time is inappropriate. So we can look at it in the process view but it’s inappropriate to what he’s talking about.


So even using the metaphor that ordinary people use, roots, stalks, branches, and leaves are all buddha-nature; they are born as buddha-nature, and die as buddha-nature. It is just the fact that they fully manifest existence.



So a seed is a seed, is a seed, is a seed, and that’s what Master Dogen means by “fully manifesting existence”, - being what it is. And it would be very nice to use a phrase like “being what it is” but unfortunately it doesn’t fit in with all the ways he uses it. The problem I’ve had is to find a phrase that can fit with the way he uses the expression through the chapter. He plays around with this expression, so if I use something like “being as we are” there’s a “we” in it, but lots of the use in the original are subject-less, so I chose the phrase “fully manifesting existence”, a seed is a seed, is a seed, the fruit is a fruit, I am me, you are you, the Universe is the Universe, but without subjects and objects.


Question: Things as it is.

Mike: “Things as it is” is a very good one – Shunryu Suzuki. Shall we carry on to the next bit or stop?

Question: I’d like to stop.

Mike: Have you had a mind full?

Question: There’s a similar expression elsewhere in the Shobogenzo which is about firewood and ash, is this the same sort of thing?

Mike: Yes, so these viewpoints, these ways of looking, keep repeating. If we read the chapters of the Shobogenzo we will find the same viewpoints repeating, particularly this viewpoint, so strange to us, which denies process or which seems to say, you know, there isn’t any time. And of course we know there is time, because we look at our watch, and it’s ten past... So it’s a puzzle. But if we keep looking at these chapters we notice that Master Dogen has four ways of looking at things and they all contradict each other. So yes, there is time, but there is a state in which time is not something we notice, or something that’s appropriate.

Question: So is buddha-nature a way of throwing away Uji and saying it’s more than that?

Mike: Buddha-nature is Uji. All of Master Dogen’s phrases all mean the same thing. So he’s talking about only one thing all through the Shobogenzo. Buddha-nature is total expression in the present, Uji is total expression in the present, buddha is total expression in the present, nirvana is total expression in the present. There is only one fact that he’s trying to explain. He explains it from many points of view, he shoots his arrows at the target from many different directions.


Question: Why do you continue to study Dogen, when everything is apparent?

Mike: I can’t think of anything else to do. I can’t find anything that fires me up. I used to enjoy mountaineering, but I don’t do that much any more, I like walking. And I do editing work because it pays well but it doesn’t really fire me up to edit a scientific paper so much. The one thing that fires me up is this, so I can’t stop it.

Question: Why don’t you write it in your own words?

Mike: I can’t think of any words to write, so I creep into the edge of Master Dogen’s huge light that he’s shed, I creep and pinch a bit off the edge and gain a little bit of his light. That’s what I’m trying to do here.

Question: When you explain it from your own experience it always means something more to me than when you read what Dogen writes.

Mike: OK, so I’m learning to put it into my own words, but it’s taken me a very long time.

Question: Not these words, not your translation of Dogen but your own experiences.

Mike: Right, well maybe I can get some more….they only come out when I’m talking about this chapter.

Question: So maybe rather than translations, do commentaries.

Mike: This is what this is really I suppose. These books are literal, and the paragraphs can’t be understood without looking back at the original Japanese and seeing exactly what he was doing with the language; just reading the English you can’t understand it. That’s a shame, so my first step is to try and improve that.


Question: Another reason I’m thinking is almost a political one, because you know this is a tiny little group isn’t it, and you’re really implying that many schools of Buddhism are actually going up a blind alley.

Mike: Yes, that’s right, yes.

Question: So it’s quite an important project?

Mike: Yes, it’s quite important, but when Nishijima Roshi teaches, as he gets older, he says more and more openly what he believes, but it’s not easy to go around saying that this school or that school of Buddhism are going up a blind alley.

Question: I was reading a bit of Jiyu Kennett, the reason why I read it is to get some context or comparison. And she was even kind of OK’d by Kodo Sawaki apparently. But the things that she says are incredibly different.

Mike: Yes they are. Yes.

[inaudible]

Are you talking about me or you?

[inaudible]

I prefer myself just to rely on Zazen. So after I’ve done this chapter, explained it all, I just want to forget it all and get on with my life, and practice Zazen. So I want to rely completely on Zazen, so not to work out how Zazen can help me or how what I learned in this chapter can work for me. I never do that, it doesn’t work for me. Just, that’s my effort now, now it’s finished, let’s do the next thing. Shall we?

Thank you very much.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads Master Dogen’s line-by-line discussion of a poem quoted from Gautama Buddha as saying that buddha-nature is real present time together with causes and circumstances, not a nature that arrives later. In the passage he reads, wanting to know its meaning is not only intellectual knowing: it also means wanting to practice it, experience it, explain it, and be unaware of it. He treats each of those as a present fact, and he keeps the stronger wording that explaining buddha-nature, drinking a glass of water, or listening is the present.

He describes the mirroring in the passage as a picture of what is happening and real present time facing each other, with no room to judge this moment perfect or imperfect, and he then reads that the picture is not divided into two. When someone says this is not unique to buddha-nature but true for eating, laughing, and shouting, he answers that it is everything. His gloss of the last lines is that real buddha-nature is free of the concept “buddha-nature”, Buddha just being Buddha, which he also puts as “things as they is”. The passage he reads next says that people who wait for their own buddha-nature to reveal itself in the future are not Buddhist. He adds that buddha-nature is clear when the mind does not divide what happens from the time it happens, and that fully being those things is the nature of a buddha. He says we cannot know we are buddha, because the thought “oh, I’m a buddha now” is already different from that nature, as with the spoon going into the bowl: only afterwards comes the thought that we were buddha then. Thinking “this is the present moment” is, for him, a fraction of a billionth of a moment later; what remains is involvement in being ourselves, which he says Buddhism calls action, with no second person watching.

Asked if trying to understand the past is completely useless, he says no, then limits it: understanding what has already gone cannot act in the present, a buddha looked for in the past is not there, and he gives up. Where the passage says that at the very time he doubts, buddha-nature is just coming back, he says the doubting itself is buddha-nature, and that there is no separate “it” which runs away. He does not say we should drop thinking and talking; without that view there would be no civilisation, but taking the separate area for reality is, he says, the source of a lot of our suffering, or of our problems. The lines he reads say the time here and now is the only time there is, and he says the same of this retreat: in zazen we pull ourselves back, again and again, to what is here. Asked why they keep explaining zazen when they could only sit, he says he can answer only for himself: meeting Nishijima Roshi made zazen make sense, and after twenty-five years the only thing he has to teach is the practice and what he learned about Dogen, so he just does it. He agrees the contradiction is real, and says that if there were no need to ask, there would be no need to be there. Asked about Kodo Sawaki’s warning not to take the temperature of zazen, he says it means we should not compare: the person sitting now is the only me there is, and every other zazen is imaginary.









Complete English transcript


Just before we start on Bussho, Jane asked me some interesting questions that made me think about the retreat. I think in the end the word “retreat” doesn’t really describe what we do, it’s really called a sesshin. The reason I say so, is that I realised that lots of people think of a retreat as a retreat from the world into a peaceful little hideaway, to have a very peaceful and pleasant relaxing time. Although I don’t deny that this kind of experience is useful, a sesshin is not like that. As we all know it’s quite hard work; it’s a kind of training, and if we try and find what we’re training, we’re training ourselves. That applies to all of us. So I think “self-management” might be a good term - how to manage ourselves. Our standard for self-management is our practice. We practice several time a day how to manage ourselves, in other words how can I make myself sit here when my knees are on fire, or my back is hurting, or I feel tired because we got up at 6 o’clock? And so that is what we are really doing, it’s learning how to manage ourselves. None of us have to sit in the zendo, but we all do, and we all sit waiting for the bell, and while we’re waiting for it we’re looking for ways to manage ourselves, manage our pain, our thoughts and so on. And then outside of the zendo, we keep bumping into each other in lots of different ways. We all come to the sesshin with different past experiences, some of us catch colds like I have, so how do we manage catching a cold for example and still carry on doing what we’ve got to do? So it’s not a relaxing time, it’s a kind of training. But although it’s a kind of training we can still find some kind of peaceful state, not the kind of peaceful state you get from lying on the beach, I haven’t laid on a beach for many years, but it’s the kind of peaceful state you get from a hard day’s work, or even during a hard day’s work. And a kind of work that doesn’t disturb us, there are many kinds of work but some don’t disturb us so much. For me walking in the hills is a kind of work that doesn’t disturb me, it takes a lot of effort but it makes me feel happy. And some people, like Stuart, like digging in the allotment, it’s hard work but it brings some satisfaction. That’s what we get from a sesshin. Some people might imagine that Buddhists go off to a retreat somewhere and find some kind of eternal peace, but our peace is really a kind of truce between warring factions. And the warring factions are usually what goes on in our lives – the battle between the opposites that arise in our selves, the conflicts we have, and we find a kind of balance or truce between those opposites. So as Jane said this morning – it’s not like you expect. And that’s right, if it’s like what you expect, that’s not it.


Question: Sesshin means “touch mind” doesn’t it?

Yoko: In a way, to meet or to face mind, or heart – shin.

Mike: Yes, so not exactly mind in the western sense, but in the eastern.

Question: Bodymind.

Mike: Yes.

Yoko: Or ango, so traditionally in India in the rainy season, they three months sesshin, so ango, an means peaceful or relief, then go means pure, self.

Mike: Shall we carry on with Bussho? We’re on to a poem which Master Dogen is quoting from Gautama Buddha. I don’t know where these poems come from, but we can suppose that this second poem is a continuation of the first, but there’s no source given for them, nor indication as to what they were in Sanskrit.


The Buddha said:

“If we want to know the meaning of buddha-nature, 

It is just real present time, causes, and circumstances. 

When time is here, 

Buddha-nature manifests itself before us.”



Master Dogen then discusses this poem line by line. The poem itself suggests again something that manifests itself in the present, some kind of fullness in the present. But Master Dogen takes the first line which says if we want to know the meaning of buddha-nature (and to know the meaning of buddha-nature suggests some kind of intellectual understanding), and comments:


The line “If we want to know the meaning of buddha-nature” does not refer only to knowing in an intellectual sense. It also means wanting to practice it, wanting to experience it, wanting to explain it to others, and wanting to be unaware of it.



So he’s saying that the first line doesn’t have a narrow meaning, just to intellectually understand what buddha-nature is, but to want to eat buddha-nature, to get inside it, to know it in that sense. And he includes in that wanting to experience it, practice it, explain it to others, and to be unaware of it. To be unaware of it suggests real experience. Real experience is when we’re not aware in the simple sense, we have some kind of awareness when we’re acting but we’re not aware of what we’re doing in the sense of watching ourselves.



Explaining, practicing, experiencing, being unaware, misunderstanding and not misunderstanding, and so on, are all causes and circumstances that just exist at real present time. Causes and circumstances just exist at this real present time because they are real present time.



So he’s taking each of these facets of knowing buddha-nature and saying that each of them on their own is a present fact. So we want to experience it – that’s a present fact, we misunderstand it, yes but we misunderstand it in the moment of the present. So what he’s trying to say is that there’s only our presence in this moment. And everything that happens, experiencing, misunderstanding, being unaware, practicing, explaining, all this takes place in the present. And he wants to go further than that and say that for instance explaining buddha-nature is real present time. In our thoughts we explain reality as saying for example in the present I eat my meal, or in the present I drink a glass of water, but Master Dogen goes further and says that drinking the glass of water is the present, explaining buddha-nature is the present, listening to my voice is the present time. So in that way he’s collapsing all of our conceptual ways of thinking into something, he’s always doing this. So it sounds rather puzzling, it sounds like he’s saying everything is just one, and that’s exactly what he is saying. But that moves us out of the area of the usefulness of words, what use are words if there are not things? If there are no separate things we don’t need words. So “causes and circumstances just exist at this real present time because they are real present time.”



Real time and causes and circumstances thus mirror each other at this real present time. But the causes and circumstances that exist at this real present time are never mirrored in concepts that attempt to pin down the perfection or imperfection of this moment.



What he wants to say is, on the one hand we have what he calls causes and circumstances, and this refers to the separate events that we give names to in the world; “I’m explaining buddha-nature”, “I’m misunderstanding”, “I’m listening”, “you’re talking” - all those situations he calls causes and circumstances. Then we have real present time, so he says that they mirror and reflect each other. But those concepts which “attempt to pin down the perfection or imperfection of this moment”, those concepts don’t mirror the present. That’s what he says. He’s trying to create an image of the present moment in which things that are happening, and time are like two mirrors facing each other. And there’s no room within that for talking about this moment being imperfect or perfect, if what we’re doing here and now is right or wrong, whether this moment is full or not. What he’s trying to say is quite difficult to understand and difficult to put down in words, he’s creating an image using the word “mirroring”. In the sentence he says that things that are happening (causes and circumstances) and present time are somehow mirroring each other, so we think of them as being two things somehow reflecting each other, but then he goes on:



This mirroring in the present is not divided into two as subject and object, and there is no such thing as a right reflection or a wrong reflection.



He creates a picture and then modifies the picture, he makes the image and then says that it’s not two. So we’re left puzzling.

Question: Mike is that the same as when you say that reality is not how we imagine it?

Mike: Yes, that’s what he means.

Question: Is it also about the interaction between the subjective and objective points of view, it’s the same thing?

Mike: Yes, that’s right. So in our mind, in our thoughts, we divide into two, we divide subject and object. We say that this is happening in the present. Master Dogen wants to somehow, impossibly, create an image of that something being the present, and of course he can’t do it, so he’s getting as near as he possibly can.

Question: And this is not unique to buddha-nature, it’s true for eating, laughing, shouting.

Mike: Everything, yes.


It is just mirroring here and now, with no subject doing the mirroring and no object being mirrored. In this, real present time and causes and circumstances are undivided wholeness, which transcends concepts like “causes” and “circumstances”.



That’s his final collapsing.


This is real buddha-nature, free of the concept “buddha-nature”. It is Buddha just being Buddha themselves, and the natural state just being the natural state itself.



“Things as they is”.



From the distant past to the present, there are many people who have thought that the phrase “when time is here”



…Which is in the poem.


means that we have to wait until some time in the future for the buddha-nature to manifest itself. They think that if they continue their practice with this attitude, then one day the time will come naturally when their own buddha-nature will reveal itself. They say that until that time has come, there is no use in them asking their teachers for explanations or making efforts to find out what is true. With this kind of viewpoint, they continue to entertain themselves with trivia and let their thoughts carry them away.



This is a common way of thinking about a concept; words suggest a concept to us, so if somebody says “buddha-nature”, we think about buddha-nature and we try to imagine what it is, then we hear that it’s something to do with Zazen, so people think that if they practice it will come to them. So at some time in the future, (they think that) buddha-nature will come to them, that’s the viewpoint which he’s criticising.



This kind of person is not a Buddhist. To answer the line in the poem, “If we want to know the meaning of buddha-nature” is to really know the meaning of buddha-nature right here and now.



What he’s doing here is saying that buddha-nature is something real, so if we want to know the meaning of buddha-nature we must look for something real. If we look for something in words or understanding, we can never find it. So where do we look for it?


And the line “it is just real present time, causes and circumstances” means to know that causes and circumstances are real time here and now. If you want to know what buddha-nature is, know that it is causes and circumstances as real time.



Or we could say, if you want to know what buddha-nature is, it’s when there is no division in our mind between things that happen and the time at which they happen.


Question: So here and now is karma, as well? The karma in this present moment rather than causes and circumstances.

Mike: Karma?

Question: Yes, by causes and circumstances.

Mike: No not specifically karma, that’s cause and effect. So by “causes and circumstances” he means the things that happen around us. And these things that happen around us in Master Dogen’s view all happen fully in the present, but when we think about them, we separate them and describe them. So, no, not specifically karma in this instance, which is a different viewpoint. So when everything that happens around us and the time at which it happens aren’t separate, then buddha-nature is clear. And the meaning of that is that when there’s no room in the mind to think about the things that happen and the time at which they’re happening, because we are fully involved in it, we are those things, then we are buddha. Or in other words, when we’re doing something fully and completely, then we have the nature of a buddha.


Question: Can we ever know we’re buddha?

Mike: No.

Question: Ever?

Mike: Pardon?

Question: Ever.

Mike: You mean in the future? Can we know we’re buddha in the future? Or can we know that we were buddha in the past?

Question: No, can we know we’re buddha? You said no and you answered my question. We can’t know we’re buddha?

Mike: If we know we’re buddha in the sense that we think “oh, I’m a buddha now”, that’s a thought, so the though is different to the state …the nature of a buddha. The nature of buddha-hood is the state where we’re not thinking about ourselves or thinking about the world. So it excludes the possibility of us thinking about being buddha, or thinking about being anything. So when you say to someone “one sugar or two?”, and you put the spoon in the bowl, at that point… So we can think back and say “yes, I see, I was a buddha then”, but that’s only a thought.


Question: Sometimes in Zazen you think, “ah, this is the present moment!”

Mike: If we think that this is the present moment that’s a fraction of a billionth of a moment after. Yes, so just prior to that.

Question: You could say, “here comes the present moment”.

Mike: Yes, just after that, between those two. What he’s saying is very, very simple, and very, very fundamental. Because we are intellectual, human beings think, we cover that simple fact up. Master Dogen’s teaching is a process of uncovering the nature of the present but it’s difficult to see that, it sounds like he’s covering everything up with these phrases, but in fact he’s trying to deconstruct our interpretations of something which is very simple, that is, when we’re involved in being ourselves in this moment, then that’s all there is – involvement in being ourselves. We call that “action” in Buddhism, and we’re unaware of it in the sense of thinking about it or recognising it. Of course we’re not numb, when you put the sugar into the tea you don’t suddenly disappear and become numb, but there’s no second person. It’s only afterwards that we think about it and try and work it out, but that’s completely useless really.


Question: Is it completely useless?

Mike: No.

Question: It can’t be can it?

Mike: No.

Question: Otherwise we wouldn’t be doing this.

Mike: But it’s completely useless in the sense that to try and understand something that’s already gone into the past, can’t actually do something in the present. So if we look for buddha in the past, it doesn’t exist in the past. I give up.

Question: We did samu for three days and the first two days [inaudible]

Mike: If we stop talking things are different, yes. Walking is the same, we think we’re going from A to B but actually we are just putting one foot in front of the other foot. If we do that for a while we look back at where we’ve come from and we think “oh”.

[inaudible]

Nowness is always here. Master Dogen says:


The phrase, “When time is here” represents the fact that real time is always here! How can we doubt that? At the very time which I doubt, buddha-nature is just coming back to me.



So the thing that most takes us away from the present is thinking and talking.

Question: A deep habit though isn’t it?

Mike: Yes. Yes, we chat.

Question: But it’s a good habit to have a process view of life as well as acting in the moment, because if we didn’t have this view…

Mike: We wouldn’t have any civilisation. Master Dogen has never said that we should get rid of this view, it’s like for example, if you learn to ski you don’t think “am I going to have to wear these bits of wood on my feet for the rest of my life?” That’s crazy isn’t it? Or you know, you learn to swim and you think, “I’ve got to go into work like this?” But this is what we do when we study Buddhism, we think “so I’ve got to somehow think in the present moment all the time, I mustn’t look at my watch again?” It’s crazy.


Question: We do communicate with our fellow human beings using words as well as action. And those words are important.

Mike: When I said that the thing that takes us away from the present most of all is thinking and talking I don’t mean it as a criticism, I mean it as a fact. We want to be taken away from the present, so when we find a simple, repetitive task like sewing, we inhabit a different area. That’s to be human to do that, just the fact, that’s the way we are, not that we should stop doing everything like that. But, we have a problem, and that is that we can inhabit an area which is separate from the present to such an extent that we believe it’s real, and that’s the source of lots of our suffering, or our problems.

Question: When I was on holiday in a beautiful place, there were people reading books, they were in the habit of being somewhere else, they weren’t where they were.

Mike: How do you know?

Question: They were reading their books.

Mike: Why shouldn’t they read a book there?


Question: What I was saying was that we, I get into the habit of other place-ness, I read a book, we do that a lot, it’s a habit we get into.

Question: Samu is practice isn’t it?

Mike: Samu? It’s a practice, it’s work, yes. “How can we doubt that?”


Remember that the phrase, “…the time is here” suggests not wasting a moment throughout the day: not waiting for the time to come before acting, but seeing that the time is here and acting.



“Oh…I’ll do that later” – so think, thought, postpone until later, he says don’t do that, the time is here and now so do it now.

Question: Could you phrase that differently, at the very time at which I doubt, buddha-nature is just coming back to me?

Mike: If I doubt whether buddha-nature is present, just my doubting in the present moment is buddha-nature.

Question: He says something similar in Uji.

Mike: Yes. He’s suggesting that by doubting we think we don’t have it, or it’s not here.

Question: So doubting is just buddha-nature coming back to me?

Mike: That’s what he says.


Question: It’s not really coming back, it’s just…

Mike: No, he’s saying, you know…sometimes for example we feel that we’re not balanced, something’s going on in our life and we don’t feel right. Then just in the next moment we do something and we realise that we are balanced. So balance comes back to us, when we were doubting that we were, somehow it had run away, then in the next moment something happens and we realise that actually we can be balanced in the middle of being unbalanced.

Question: Does it actually run away or does in just seem like it’s run away?

Mike: Actually there’s no it to run away. He’s creating pictures, so there’s no it. That which does not run away is it.


Question: Forgive me Mike I always come back to this, but why do we persist in elucidation of our experience of Zazen when we can sit and practice, it seems that it’s almost a self-defeating thing that we do, continually coming back to Dogen and to descriptions and to conceptualisations of what we’re doing?

Mike: I can answer that for myself, I can’t answer it for you. I stumbled across Buddhism when I met Nishijima Roshi in Tokyo and I listened to what he said, and what he said started to make sense to me. And that sense made me value Zazen, the fact that he taught me how to practice Zazen was one thing, but the fact that he made sense sometimes, not always, somehow reinforced it, made me think that this was the right track. So I listened to him on and on, and at the end of 25 years, it’s all I’ve got, the only thing I’ve got to teach is how to practice Zazen and the things I learned from Nishijima Roshi about Dogen, I don’t know anything else. So I just do it. Fortunately you mugs listen.

Question: I’m not complaining, it’s just that there’s a contradiction isn’t there?

Mike: There’s a contradiction yes, and that contradiction is real. But the fact that we ask the question is the answer itself, if you don’t need to ask the question, there’s no need to be here. The fact that we ask questions.

[inaudible]


When we practice Zazen we notice what we’re like, “I don’t half think a lot, my mind never stops”. Or we find it difficult to sit with our legs crossed. This is information about us which we notice about ourselves. Or we might notice that we’ve got a headache or a bit of a cold, or we might notice that we feel irritated. Those things we notice because we’re just sitting with ourselves without any external distractions, these are the simple things that we wouldn’t otherwise notice. That’s quite helpful isn’t it? And we notice the difference between reality and ideas.

When we practice Zazen, we sit in reality, and because we sit in reality, reality seeps into us. Without doing anything else in the rest of our lives, reality is seeped into us, so we don’t mistake ideas for reality and we notice the difference between ideas and reality to some extent. We’re not trapped by ideas so much as if we didn’t practice Zazen.

Question: So this provides us with a language of explaining that?

Mike: This? Yes, this is what Master Dogen is doing, he’s saying that Buddhist ideas point to reality beyond the ideas, the image of the finger pointing at the moon. Most people discuss the finger pointing, but he wants to discuss the moon, the moon is the important thing. We normally think that the ideas are the important thing, we value the ideas more than the reality, but Master Dogen is interested in the reality. So we do this very simple practice of sitting in reality.


Question: Is there also a thing of if you only did the practice it kind of becomes it’s just the way you look at it, but people can view it as a special thing that happens in a special place. And without that understanding of how it forms, it just becomes a thing you just go off and do, it still has the same physical benefits it still, um…

Mike: These are ideas. So Master Dogen is saying ideas are different to reality and reality is always here and now. This is reality here and now. We can discuss ideas about reality, but they are different from reality. That’s what he tries to explain. And he does it to the best of his ability. In the 13th Century, poetry was used to express very subtle things which hadn’t been clarified, and other ways were used to create a new vocabulary, we have lots more finely tuned words to describe parts of reality than existed in Master Dogen’s time, so he used poetic language and images and played with language in a way that put him a long way ahead of others writing at his time. So this is his way of saying “no, not the reality we’re thinking about but this reality”. And this is the way he does it.



And because the time is here, there is no room for concepts of “buddha-nature”; is it self evident that the time is here and buddha-nature is just manifesting itself in front of us. This means that the time that is here and now is the only time there is, and the buddha-nature that is here and now is there only buddha-nature there is.



And the retreat that we’re having here and now is the only retreat there is here and now. He keeps saying that because… we say “yeah I get it, I get it, then we’re off again. So he keeps pulling us back again and again. This is what we do in Zazen, we pull ourselves back, again and again, a thousand times, a hundred thousand times, we pull ourselves back. It doesn’t mean it’s wrong or bad to fly off, human beings fly off, but this is the basis of our existence, it’s here (Mike knocks on the table), this is the basis of our existence. And we undervalue it in the modern world, which is so strongly founded on intellectual excellence, and invention and culture. All these things are flowers produced by our consciousness, by our minds, by our power to think, we’ve created all of these flowers. So we tend to forget the vase with the water in, and he keeps saying – the flowers are in a vase, don’t forget the water! We need to keep saying it. And the best thing for me about talking about it again and again, is that I’m reminding myself, again and again. What we’re doing is something very simple. So in a way, we create the flowers, then we say yes, they’re flowers. Then we create some more and say “ah yes, they’re flowers”. We’re mapping how we are – “oh, I’m an intellectual dreamer, but I’m sitting”, then we float away again and come back. So it’s a kind of…activity of studying, then realising that our study is not contained within our study. We come back to it in Zazen, then drift off again, then realising again it’s not in here, it’s there. Then slowly we can see what the words are doing, what words really are, what meaning really is.

Question: Does that relate to the idea of studying the self?

Mike: We’re studying ourselves yes, we’re studying ourselves; we’re studying the way we grasp with words or are puzzled by meaning or lack of meaning and so on.


Question: Kodo Sawaki says that we shouldn’t try and take the temperature of our Zazen.

Mike: We shouldn’t?

Question: It’s quite difficult isn’t it, because there’s…if you take the process view as a very perceptively, of our perceptual physiological state, which is particularly obvious on a sesshin, the way we are experience centred, balanced, engaged, and when you’re not on sesshin it’s different, despite the fact that you are still practicing Zazen, less Zazen. So our life is unstained, I wonder if you could explain that?

Mike: We shouldn’t compare, he means we shouldn’t compare – this is good Zazen, this is bad Zazen.

Question: This is Zazen as it is.

Mike: This is my Zazen, now.

Question: His statement is coming from, is referring to the present moment.

Mike: Yes. The person who is sitting now is the only me there is now. This is me, this is my Zazen and it’s real. All the other Zazens are imaginary. So when we compare, we always compare something that’s imaginary to something that’s real. That’s crazy, and this is what Master Kodo Sawaki says about comparing. But we still do it, but we can notice what it is we’re doing; “my Zazen last week was much better than this”, but last week’s Zazen is finished and this is the only Zazen I’m doing, now.

Question: It’s impossible to have a conversation though without getting lost in concepts though isn’t it?

Mike: Yes.


Question: It’s natural if someone speaks to you to respond naturally.

Mike: Yes it is. But there’s something unnatural which we think is natural, for instance in England we value intellectual ability. When I was a child I grew up thinking that to be clever was a kind of highest attainment that you could have. So you know, clever people went to college and university and other people became carpenters and plumbers and so on. That for me was an aspect of my upbringing, and it’s in our society in the west. We value ideas because cleverness is based on ideas. So when we talk with other people, those ideas hold us in, and we don’t like to interrupt someone’s conversation for example, or if someone asks us a question we want to focus our answer to exactly reply. All that is a kind of western habit, and it’s extreme but we don’t notice it, we think it’s normal. To be able to break that is very useful, even though you might be discussing quantum physics, someone taps you on the arm and says, “excuse me, your shoes are on fire”, some people would say, “just a minute, I’m talking…” We have a habit in the west of locking in like this. If you go to Japan for example, there’s a flexibility that we don’t have, if we could get that flexibility, our lives would be smoother

Question: How can you replace ability though if you’re still engrossed in concepts?

Mike: Don’t think that the concepts are the most important thing. When we’re talking with someone else, we think that what we’re doing is the most important thing. We might be just about to do something and someone says something and we are distracted. So a kind of flexibility is good. Can you say anything about that, Yoko?

Yoko: Hmm…no. It’s very complicated.

Mike: We’ll stop there.

Thank you.
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Zazen According to Sawaki

    
Yoko reads her translation of Kodo Sawaki’s talks: zazen is fully becoming yourself, not a state you get






  Eido Yoko Luetchford
Summer 2004 — Yoko Luetchford, standalone talk.
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Yoko reads her own English translation of Master Kodo Sawaki’s talks and treats zazen as fully becoming yourself,4 not as a special state you get from it. Where people ask what they can get, she reads his answers “you can get nothing4” and “you can become natural”, against the idea that lighting a candle brings satori at once or that satori is the same as intellect. She keeps Master Dogen’s words that shikantaza is not an idea but the fact of just sitting, and that the state of sitting is satori itself,5 not something that must come before practice or after it.

The posture, in the passage she reads, is the skin, flesh, bones, and marrow of the ancestors, and the old woman’s prostrations at Ryu-unji are what showed Sawaki that this posture reflects the truth of Buddhism. Practicing it, she reads, makes you not push others down and makes you become yourself fully, whether rich or eighty, dropping off mind and body, without comparing yourself to others or to your past life. Belief in zazen is, in the next part, an action like tuning a radio to the wavelength of the Universe: gassho and just sitting, made habitual, make your state the same as Gautama Buddha’s. She reads the rule of Buddhism as pure sake, and people who go from talk to talk adding ideas, from the Rinzai school or elsewhere, as pouring water into that wine. The line she later discusses says practice does not help other human beings6 but helps you to become a buddha,6 and that Buddhism is not an ideal heaven or something to remember, but full and sincere conduct here and now. Acting fully, in that reading, is the same in breakfast, cleaning a room, or a moment of sport when winning and losing are not what you are thinking about.

The four bonno she reads — not knowing that your buddha-nature is the same as Gautama Buddha’s, a self-centred view, comparison with others, and love of self — are what Sawaki thought to be the root of human torment, and she reads that understanding them intellectually will not remove them without zazen.9 10 When someone asks whether living with a person who sits might still change them, so long as they do their own zazen, she says that is not his meaning: he emphasised just zazen and spoke fiercely, and to the suggestion that he was challenging practice for other people’s souls she answers only that it could be. Mike, whom she introduces as her interpreter, adds glosses and does not take over the talk: it helps you, do it for yourself rather than as a Christian prayer for others, sitting means we are buddhas and can skip being bodhisattvas, and Sawaki is criticising people who collect talks and think they have got something, while lots of people in Japan do that even without zazen. Asked what he did as a professor, she answers that he did not deny real Buddhist talks or the need to study Buddhist theory; his title was professor, but he trained students in zazen and in Master Dogen’s zazen, not only on the intellectual side. In the 1952 NHK interview she then reads, Sawaki says fox-zazen mistakes a muddy delusion for enlightenment, while sincere sitting, without reciting sutras or thinking, is real zazen and being a true buddha, and he goes on to say that zazen is Gautama Buddha’s rule. She ends on his picture of human beings as bits of mildew on the earth, and on zazen as Tenchi ippai, fullness between earth and heaven, itself the most valuable thing in the world.








Complete English transcript


I’m going to read some excerpts which I translated from Master Kodo Sawaki’s book. There are over ten books about Kodo Sawaki’s talks and comments, and many biographies. The book from which I’ve translated these excerpts into English is a collection of his talks given here and there throughout Japan on his travels. I’ve divided it into eight parts, so I’ll read up to the fourth, then if you have questions we can talk about it, and then if my pronunciation is strange and you couldn’t understand, please shout, alright? And my interpreter is that person (Mike).

1 The life of Master Kodo Sawaki

Master Kodo Sawaki was born the fourth child in a family of factory worker, in the west part of Japan in 1880. When he was five years old, his mother died, and three years later his father died. His two sisters and one brother were adopted by relatives, but none of his relatives wanted to adopt him because they said he was a very difficult boy to deal with. Therefore he happened to be adopted by a couple who had no moral sense at all. They lived at the back of a brothel, his adopted father was a swindler, gambler and blackmailer, so that their house was a hotbed for a gang of hooligans, and a lot of gambling took place in their house, day and night. When he was growing up in this most hideous of circumstances, he witnessed the sudden death of a man in the brothel one day. He was very shocked to realise how severe and fragile life was. Since then he kept looking for the chance to run away from his adoptive parents.


When he was seventeen years old, he decided to leave for Eiheiji. After standing at the gate of the temple for two days and nights he was accepted as a temple labourer. However, he said that he found that there are just ordinary people living at Eiheiji, and many young trainee priests were very brazen and were just interested in eating lots of food and drinking lots of saki. And also he found that if a person belonged to a particular group, they would tend to follow the other members of the group. He felt that this attitude would make him senile, because people in Japan were very group minded. Therefore he had a great struggle to find a way to get out of Eiheiji temple. Consequently he did not stay there for a long time.


At the age of eighteen, he left Eiheiji, and went to Soushinji in Kumamoto, which is in the southern part of Japan, and met Master Koho, who later gave him the precepts. He was called up to the armed forces during the war between Japan and Russia at the age of twenty-five. He started giving talks on Buddhism and teaching people how to practice Zazen by travelling through Japan from Kyushu to Hokkaido. Since then, he had lived in Daiiji Zen temple in Kyushu in 1925. At age twenty-six, he was appointed professor at Komazawa University, which is a Soto sect Buddhist college, and also he worried about the tradition of kesa – the robe, dying out, so that he taught how to sew the robe, to many nuns, from time to time. He was a true Buddhist priest, until his death at the age of eighty-five. So this is a rough life history.

And number two:


2 Zazen

There are many misunderstandings about Zazen. Some people believe that when you strike a match to light a candle or incense, then you get satori, enlightenment at once. Or that when you get satori, enlightenment, you can understand everything. This understanding was popular in China over nine hundred years earlier. Some people have the tendency to trust their intellect completely, and those people think that satori or enlightenment is the same as the intellect. Some people asked, if they practiced Zazen, what could they get from it. He replied “you can get nothing”. Those people who expected something special from Zazen looked greatly confused. Then he replied, “you can become natural”. If you try to understand Zazen intellectually, it will make you very confused. Master Dogen said that Shikantaza is not an idea, but the fact of just sitting in Zazen. While he was working as temple boy aged seventeen in Eiheiji temple, he was sent to Ryu-unji temple, where a special hundred day ceremony – Gokoe, was held. He worked under an old woman doing chores there for the ceremony. One day, after the end of the big ceremony, all the priests and temple workers had a one-day holiday, they all went out to town to enjoy themselves. But he stayed at the temple alone, and wanted very much to practice Zazen on his own in the Zazen hall. While he was sitting in Zazen, the old woman who worked with him, happened to enter the Zazen hall and was shocked very much at seeing him sitting in Zazen. She immediately prostrated to him many times to show her respect. He was also shocked to realise that the Zazen posture must be something special, because she was a rather mean person who had always nagged and scolded him while he was working for her. This fact told him that the posture of Zazen reflected something about the truth of Buddhism. Zazen is the skin, flesh, bones, and marrow of the ancient ancestors of Buddhism. Zazen makes you not push others down, and makes each of you live as natural people. You become yourself fully by practicing Zazen. If you are born into a rich family, you should be a rich person fully, if you are an eighty year-old person, you should be an eighty year-old person fully, dropping off mind and body.


The state of Munen Musou (no worldly wants and no delusions) is the state in which you become yourselves fully, without comparing yourselves to others, or to your past life. Number three:

3 Belief in Zazen is a kind of action like just tuning in the radio

You have to tune in to the wavelength of the Universe. This action is gassho – prostration, and just sitting in Zazen. This action puts you on the same wavelength as the limitless wavelength of the Universe. If you put yourself on the wavelength of the Universe as your habitual action, then your state becomes the same state as Gautama Buddha’s. There are no wrongs in the state of satori, enlightenment, in Buddhism. It is not easy for you to practice Zazen, yourself, alone – practicing Zazen with other people, together, is much easier. However, it is very important for you to establish the habit of practicing Zazen. Some priests say that if you get satori, then you should start practicing Zazen, and some priests say that you should practice Zazen until you get satori. Those ideas are utterly wrong, Master Dogen said that the state of sitting in Zazen is satori itself.


4 The rule of Buddhism is like pure Sake (wine)

Some people have the intention to listen to talks in order to add some ideas to their own idea or knowledge or ideas on Buddhism, and then go to listen to other people’s talks, from the Rinzai sect or from something else. What those people are doing is just like adding water into the pure wine or sake. Some people want to improve themselves by listening to Buddhist talks. It is not a good way for you to study Buddhism half-heartedly like that, because if you do it like that, it will lead you into confusion about your life. Practicing Buddhism is not the way to go to some ideal heaven; it is the way to find yourself as you are. It doesn’t help other human beings but it helps you to become a buddha. All you have to do is to practice Zazen and experience yourselves, on and on until you make yourself convinced by doing it. Buddhism is not something to learn intellectually or to remember, Buddhism is just our full and sincere conduct here and now. All sorts of sports are momentary action – people just act momentarily without thinking about winning or losing. This momentary action is oneness of life and death, or winning and losing. This action is the same as every action in our day to day life. Whenever you have breakfast, you just eat fully, whenever you clean your bedroom, you just clean your bedroom thoroughly. It is very important for you just to act fully. We live momentarily at the moment of the present, fully, between the heaven and the earth in the Universe.


5 People in every society are competitive

Master Dogen said “even if you think you are better than others at something, there is no merit in it. If you think about being different from others, then you are not yet awakened”. As Master Kodo Sawaki was from a very poor family, he was not allowed to finish even compulsory education, he put all his efforts into studying Buddhism, in various ways, for a along time. He hated to be a loser; he was very proud that he was the number one priest in Japan, as far as chanting sutras beautifully and loudly was concerned. He taught many priests in Tokyo how to chant sutras beautifully; therefore he had a terrible shock on reading this teaching of Master Dogen’s. Of course, ever since then he stopped comparing himself to others.


6 Four bonno, (Four Worldly Desires)

Master Ryusui composed poems.


“Mind which I am not aware of, I call mind without perceiving.” “Who has named something called mind? The echoes reverberating through the hills are my voice; however who is the person called I?”



However, there is no such thing as enduring mind, spirit, or soul, they are changing at the moment of the present. You seem determined to worry over your achievement or loss, you seem to be eager to want to get back something which you lost in the past.

There are four terms called the four worldly desires in Buddhism, they are gachi, gaken, gaman, and gaai. Ga means “I” in modern terms in Japanese. But in this case, ga means mind or spirit. Therefore these terms are called the four ga, or the four bonno in Japanese.


Gachi means ignorance of self. You don’t know your self, in other words, you don’t know your buddha-nature, you don’t know clearly that your buddha-nature is the same as Gautama Buddha’s nature. When you sit in Zazen, your state is the same state as Gautama Buddha. If you practice Zazen, you are a buddha. If you steal somebody’s belongings, you are a robber.

Gaken means individualistic and self-centred. You have your own opinion and criteria about every single thing. He interpreted it as Dokudan, which means arbitrariness, or the mind of common man. In other words, you are always wearing a pair of coloured glasses.

Gaman means comparing the self; you always compare yourself to other people, so that you are prone to become too proud of yourself, thinking that you are cleverer than the other person. Or on the contrary, you are prone to belittle yourself, and to feel that you are not a worthy person compared to somebody else, because you have an individualistic self-centred view. There are individualistic views among the countries of the world; the cause of wars is based on this fact.


Gaai means love of self or eroticism. You think that you are the most important person on the Earth. For instance, if you see somebody being stung by a wasp, you don’t feel for them, but you a stung buy a wasp, you make a great fuss about it. People who are inclined to live in this fourth state instinctively are called mediocre people. These four terms are used often when training junior priests in temples in Japan. The truth of Buddhism is not satori or enlightenment; it is just to forget everything which you think belongs to you. He thought that the root of the torment and troubles that human beings experience comes from human beings’ tendency towards these four states, although you may understand intellectually what he means, it will be impossible for you to get rid of these four states without practicing Zazen.

Shall I stop here? Did you understand? Do you have any questions?

Question: I think in part four, there was some kind of reference to your Zazen not affecting other people, I can’t remember how it was worded.

So practicing Zazen doesn’t make you compare yourself with other people, something like that. Just that you don’t compare yourself to others.


Question: There was something about not helping other people……..

Yes, it doesn’t help other human beings. So that means Master Kodo Sawaki discriminated in that case – you are practicing Zazen, you are listening to the truth of Buddhism, but other people, this means mediocre people, aren’t helped by your practice.

Mike: It doesn’t help other human beings, but it helps you.

Question: I think maybe in a small way if you live with someone who practices Zazen, it might change, at the end of the day they’ve got to do their own Zazen. Is that the meaning of it?

No, I think he emphasised, just practice Zazen, Zazen, Zazen. So in that case he was quite critical, he had quite a sharp tongue, he talked quite fiercely.

Question: Do you think it may be a comment on other people who practice for others, for their souls or for the lives of others, and he’s challenging that view?

It could be.

Mike: So do it for yourself. So in Christianity people pray for other people, but not that.

Question: But the idea of a bodhisattva is to stay and help others.

A bodhisattva, yes, yes?

Mike: But Master Dogen says if we practice Zazen, we’re buddhas, so we can skip over being bodhisattvas!


Question: Can I ask you, you mentioned that he said something about people listening to talks on Buddhism, and then he became a professor at a university, I’m a bit confused about what he did at university, and also, what about Mike’s talks on Buddhism, should we ignore those talks on Buddhism.

That’s a very good question. He was interviewed by the NHK broadcasting company, NHK is the equivalent to the BBC, and in that interview he was talking about how to practice Zazen. He emphasised that to listen to the real, true Buddhist talk is important. So he didn’t deny studying Buddhist teachings, we need to study Buddhist theory.

Mike: So what he is saying is that some people go around listening to Buddhist talks then they think they’ve got something, then they go off and listen to someone else, then they’ve got some more. So he’s criticising that attitude. Lots of people in Japan do that, without Zazen even.

They just accumulate their own knowledge about Buddhism, so he was criticising that. And he was a professor, his title was Professor, but he trained students in Zazen, and talked about Master Dogen’s Zazen, so he did not teach only the intellectual side of Buddhism.

Question: Did they have exams in Zazen?

I don’t think so.

Question: They would have all passed.

All passed, yes. No pass or fail.


Question: Can I just say that Kodo Sawaki seems to have as you say, a very sharp tongue and, a very strong personality. And also having a difficult childhood, do you think there are certain things that can happen to someone in their life that help them become a Buddhist?

No. He really wanted to become a Buddhist himself when he was very small.

Question: But do you think it had anything to do with him having a difficult life – Master Dogen lost his parents too?

The situation and circumstances between Master Sawaki and Master Dogen are quite different. Master Dogen was born in a very high place, the emperor’s relative, so…..

Mike: But Martin is asking if you have difficulties when you’re young….

Master Kodo Sawaki had much difficulty, yes. He was forced to be a guard at the gate of their house, where gambling was going on.

Question: He was a war hero as well wasn’t he?

Yes, a war hero. But in those days, all priests, if they were called up. Had to do their duty, there was no discrimination between priests and ordinary people. So in his case, he just acted fully, therefore he was a successful soldier, although he was wounded. So I don’t think he was a war hero, but he had a special medal….


Question: Was he a priest before he went to war?

No, during the war he became a priest. He was talking about this part of his life in his interview, shall I read it? I’ll read it and then finish:

7 – NHK interview which was broadcast in 1952


Interviewer: You were wounded in the Russo-Japanese War, you were shot through the mouth, and since then you have had difficulty in speaking, have you recovered completely?

Sawaki: I was not able to speak at all for over six months, and had asked the doctor when I would be able to speak properly. He told me that if I started to talk just like a baby, with all effort, then I might be able to speak again. So I did that for a long time. Now I can say most words with great effort, but it makes me feel rather tired, it seems that my tongue is not functioning properly.





Interviewer: Did you volunteer for the army and were you a priest at that time?

Sawaki: I was a priest then. I was called up to the armed forces at the age of 25. I had heard that priests had the right to refuse to join up, but there was no discrimination between ordinary men and Buddhist priests in Japan. Therefore all Buddhist priests had to go into the army if they were called up. The authorities in Japan in those days did not protect them.

Interviewer: Are you from a Buddhist temple family, what made you become a priest?

Sawaki: No, I was not from a Buddhist temple family. My parents died when I was a little boy, so that I was adopted. I was brought up in a horrible environment, and I experienced the awful, dirty side of human beings day and night. And so I wanted to go to some pure place. When I was 12 or 13 years old, I started visiting a nearby temple secretly, and listened to a Buddhist talk occasionally. Gradually, a longing to devote myself to the truth developed in me.





Interviewer: Did you choose to become a priest voluntarily, or did someone suggest that you do it?

Sawaki: I was wondering how I should live. I kept secretly visiting the temple while I was with my other parents. My mind was struggling between the two sides of my life in day to day life. In one, I was forced to stand guard at the front gate of our house while unlawful gambling was going on. In the other, I was visiting the temple and was moved by listening to Buddhist stories. One of these stories in the Nehan Gyo Sutra was about a young boy named Setuzan Doji who laid down his life in the name of the truth. I decided to run away from home, and to devote myself to the way of the truth. So I did. I ran away to Eiheiji temple, taking two small bags of rice with me. The distance from my house to Eiheiji temple was about 175 miles. It took about 2 days and nights to get there.

Interviewer: How old were you then?

Sawaki: I was seventeen years old. I stood at the gate of the temple for two days and nights. The priest refused to accept me and just said, “go home, go home”. So I said “I have such a strong will to become a priest, if you will not let me, I will kill myself.” The priest said “That’s not good! That would cause a lot of trouble.” Then a priest came out of the gate and let me go into the temple. They gave me some rice gruel.





Interviewer: How did you find life in the Temple for the first time?

Sawaki: I found neither heaven nor enlightenment there. There were just ordinary people in the temple.

Interviewer: What did you do after entering the Buddhist world, with your strong will to become a priest?

Sawaki: I had been worried how I would cope with life in the temple. As you know human beings are very complicated, I did not have a proper education so that I thought I should study something. I read many Buddhist books but apart from physical practice, I just accumulated only Buddhist knowledge, which was one of my problems. Having a lot of knowledge about Buddhism did not help me. If you do not have oneness between mind and body, you cannot solve your problems. I did not stay in Eiheiji Temple for long. However I became a priest and have been practicing Buddhism since then.





Interviewer: When a priest gets older he traditionally gets his own temple. That’s the normal career of a priest. Your case is somehow different from other people in the Buddhist world. Is there any particular reason?

Sawaki: When I was still young, I thought I had to have a temple in the same way as the others. However the more I witnessed the many disputes among priests taking over the top seat of their temples, the more I felt discouraged from following suit. Some brother priests went to court over the succession of their temples or sometimes a junior priest would seize the top seat of a temple from the senior priest by doing something behind the scenes. I decided not to have a temple of my own in my life to avoid long term disturbances over those kinds of problems. And also it was not meaningful for me to have a temple. I am happier without a temple. The main reason for this kind of dispute among priests behind the scenes is that if they can get the top seat of a temple, they feel secure financially. Particularly famous temples have a tendency to have this kind of problem. Some priests feel that they are very successful if they hold a big temple. However, look at what Gautama Buddha did. He threw away his throne for Buddhism! Master Dogen kept away from fame and profit.





Interviewer: Talking about Zazen, what do you think about yakozen, which means the Zazen of a fox? Are people who do yakozen happy? We outsiders cannot understand what is going on with them.

Sawaki: Nothing is misunderstood more than Zazen. Many people who believed that they have got enlightenment (Satori) are actually in the middle of a muddy delusion; they are deluding themselves. I think Zazen or enlightenment is not something that you get by studying for years and years and accumulating a lot of knowledge on Buddhism. Some people think Zazen is a kind of technique, so they cannot grasp the essential aspect of Zazen. In ancient China, questions and answers (Koan stories) between priests was a kind of game involving solving a riddle that was used as a way of getting promotion. That is not right. If you listen to right talks on the truth of Buddhism, and practice right Zazen then you can get into the great state that is the same as Gautama Buddha’s at once. Zazen is the most sacred posture that human beings can ever adopt. If you sit in the posture of Zazen sincerely without reciting sutras or thinking, if you practice Zazen exactly like I explained, that is real Zazen, enlightenment (Satori), and you are a true buddha. On this point my Zazen is very different from other kinds. Zazen is the rule of Gautama Buddha. If you practice Zazen following the rule of Gautama Buddha, your state is the same as Gautama Buddha – that is the character of my Zazen. All you need to do is just practice Zazen, and believe in Zazen. This is the truth of Buddhism and enlightenment. It is very different from other people’s so-called Zazen; it is Master Dogen’s teaching and Bodhidharma’s truth.




The last one is not so long, so I’m going to finish:

8 Human beings are just bits of mildew on the surface of the Earth

Master Kodo Sawaki said that he thought human beings are just bits of mildew on the surface of the Earth. He also said the following:

It is said that “Human beings are created in the image of God” in the Old Testament of the Bible. Buddhism is existentialism and realism. Since ancient times, it has been said “If you do not do the same as Gautama Buddha does, you are ordinary people.” What is the same action as Gautama Buddha? That is Zazen; in other words “Human beings are created in the image of Gautama Buddha.” There is no better world than the Buddhist world, in other words Zazen makes us create the most noble and valuable world. Zazen is itself the most valuable thing in the world. Zazen is Tenchi ippai which means fullness between the Earth and the Heavens.

The end.

Thank you very much.
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




Nothing to get

I’ll read excerpts I translated from Master Kodo Sawaki’s book, a collection of his talks. My interpreter is Mike.1


Some people believe that when you strike a match … then you get satori, enlightenment at once. … Some people … think that satori or enlightenment is the same as the intellect. Some people asked, if they practiced zazen, what could they get from it. He replied “you can get nothing”. … Then he replied, “you can become natural”. … Master Dogen said that Shikantaza is not an idea, but the fact of just sitting in zazen.4




Some priests say that if you get satori, then you should start practicing zazen, and some … that you should practice zazen until you get satori. Those ideas are utterly wrong, Master Dogen said that the state of sitting in zazen is satori itself.5



The posture of zazen


… he was sent to Ryu-unji temple … While he was sitting in zazen, the old woman … happened to enter the zazen hall … She immediately prostrated to him many times … He was also shocked to realise that the zazen posture must be something special, because she was a rather mean person who had always nagged and scolded him … This fact told him that the posture of zazen reflected something about the truth of Buddhism. Zazen is the skin, flesh, bones, and marrow of the ancient ancestors of Buddhism. Zazen makes you not push others down … You become yourself fully by practicing zazen. If you are born into a rich family, you should be a rich person fully, if you are an eighty year-old person, you should be an eighty year-old person fully, dropping off mind and body.4




The state of Munen Musou … is the state in which you become yourselves fully, without comparing yourselves to others, or to your past life.

Belief in zazen is a kind of action like just tuning in the radio

… This action is gassho – prostration, and just sitting in zazen. … If you put yourself on the wavelength of the Universe as your habitual action, then your state becomes the same state as Gautama Buddha’s.5



Pure sake


The rule of Buddhism is like pure Sake (wine)

Some people have the intention to listen to talks in order to add some ideas …, and then go to listen to other people’s talks, from the Rinzai sect or from something else. What those people are doing is just like adding water into the pure wine or sake. … Practicing Buddhism is not the way to go to some ideal heaven; it is the way to find yourself as you are. It doesn’t help other human beings but it helps you to become a buddha. … Buddhism is not something to learn intellectually or to remember, Buddhism is just our full and sincere conduct here and now. All sorts of sports are momentary action – … without thinking about winning or losing. … Whenever you have breakfast, you just eat fully, whenever you clean your bedroom, you just clean your bedroom thoroughly.6



The four bonno


Gachi means ignorance of self. … you don’t know clearly that your buddha-nature is the same as Gautama Buddha’s nature. … Gaken means individualistic and self-centred. … Gaman means comparing the self … Gaai means love of self … The truth of Buddhism is not satori or enlightenment; it is just to forget everything which you think belongs to you. He thought that the root of the torment and troubles … comes from human beings’ tendency towards these four states, although you may understand intellectually what he means, it will be impossible for you to get rid of these four states without practicing zazen.9 10



Helping others

Question: There was something about not helping other people.

So that means Master Kodo Sawaki discriminated in that case – other people, mediocre people, aren’t helped by your practice.11

Mike: It doesn’t help other human beings, but it helps you.11

Question: Maybe in a small way, if you live with someone who practices zazen, it might change; in the end they’ve got to do their own zazen. Is that the meaning?

No, I think he emphasised, just practice zazen, zazen, zazen. He talked quite fiercely.11

Question: Is he maybe challenging people who practice for others, for their souls?

It could be.11

Mike: So do it for yourself. In Christianity people pray for other people, but not that.11

Question: But a bodhisattva stays and helps others.11

Mike: But Master Dogen says if we practice zazen, we’re buddhas, so we can skip over being bodhisattvas!11

Talks and study

Question: What did he do at university? Should we ignore Mike’s talks?

He emphasised that to listen to the real, true Buddhist talk is important. So he didn’t deny studying Buddhist teachings, we need to study Buddhist theory.12

Mike: Some people go around listening to Buddhist talks, then they think they’ve got something. He’s criticising that attitude. Lots of people in Japan do that, without zazen even.

His title was Professor, but he trained students in zazen, and talked about Master Dogen’s zazen, so he did not teach only the intellectual side of Buddhism.12

His life


… he happened to be adopted by a couple who had no moral sense at all. They lived at the back of a brothel … he witnessed the sudden death of a man in the brothel one day. He was very shocked to realise how severe and fragile life was.1



Question: Does hardship help someone become a Buddhist?

No. He really wanted to become a Buddhist himself when he was very small.13

I’ll read his NHK interview from 1952.14

Sawaki: … I experienced the awful, dirty side of human beings day and night. And so I wanted to go to some pure place.15

Sawaki: … apart from physical practice, I just accumulated only Buddhist knowledge … Having a lot of knowledge about Buddhism did not help me. If you do not have oneness between mind and body, you cannot solve your problems.17

Sawaki: … I decided not to have a temple of my own … to avoid long term disturbances … I am happier without a temple.18

Real zazen

Interviewer: … what do you think about yakozen, which means the zazen of a fox?19

Sawaki: … Many people who believed that they have got enlightenment (Satori) are actually in the middle of a muddy delusion … If you sit in the posture of zazen sincerely without reciting sutras or thinking, … that is real zazen, enlightenment (Satori), and you are a true buddha. … Zazen is the rule of Gautama Buddha.19

Bits of mildew


Master Kodo Sawaki said that he thought human beings are just bits of mildew on the surface of the Earth. … What is the same action as Gautama Buddha? That is zazen; in other words “Human beings are created in the image of Gautama Buddha.” … Zazen is itself the most valuable thing in the world. Zazen is Tenchi ippai which means fullness between the Earth and the Heavens.20
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  What the series says (short overview)


  
In these talks Mike reads a stretch of Master Dogen’s Bussho, from Asvaghosa’s poem to Nagarjuna and Kanadeva, through his own modern interpretation, which he calls a first draft, as pointing to what is real here and now underneath the names and concepts we lay over it. On buddha-nature he puts the emphasis on being rather than having:2.7 2.8 the mountains, rivers, and Earth are buddha-nature, not something made out of it; a child told he is “without buddha-nature” is without the idea of it; and a person “without any idealistic pretensions” is buddha-nature rather than having it or lacking it. Dogen, he says, allows one to assert both that living beings have buddha-nature and that they are without it once it is truly understood, and Mike adds that it is not something you get but something that appears when you get rid of other things, and that trying to drop things on purpose is still trying to get something. The later talks carry the same point into the present moment: buddha-nature exists just at the present moment,2.16 everyone is in that moment whether or not they fully realise it, and in Dogen’s passage on Kanadeva, which Mike reads, buddha-nature is the body manifesting itself just as it is.

He does not ask anyone to give up names or concepts: the “glasses” of names are a layer we need in order to live in human society, and Dogen’s aim, as Mike reads him, is to accept both the conceptual and what is beyond it.1.18 1.19 The trouble begins, he says, when we believe our concepts of reality are reality, and all wars are based on that; someone who sees concepts as concepts can adjust when reality shows it is not quite so. Understanding is treated the same way: he contrasts fitting what we hear into an existing structure of knowledge with hearing and understanding as one act, and, on Dogen’s advice about Daikan’s words to both try to understand them and give up understanding them, he says we should do both and can choose which at each moment. Everything real has two sides, physical and mental, that are not separate, he says, and what we read in books has one side missing, though he does not say such knowledge has no value. In the story of Nagarjuna, Dogen rejects the reading that the master turned into a full moon; Mike takes the story to show that pride blocks the seeing of buddha-nature and that a teacher without selfish pride manifests himself as he is, so that, in his words, to manifest ourselves just as we are is to be a buddha.4.11 He places this state in acting rather than in intention: being in the present is not something one decides to be, the thought “I am mindfully in the present” is not the present, and since we are never anywhere else, even thinking and the human ability to split ourselves, which he calls both our strength and our weakness, take place in it. He says we impose an enduring quality on things, yet the agreement that the world endures is what lets us plan, and the real “me” is the one he finds here at every moment, not the enduring image he holds of himself, which can get a little static.

He finds being oneself without noticing in simple acts, not in decisions: in each such act, like stepping off the top of a ski run or picking up a cup of tea, we throw everything else away for an instant, and he warns that his words make these acts sound too dramatic and should not be trusted. Zazen is the reference for all of this: asked whether it helps once we come out of zazen, he first answers “It doesn’t help at all,” then says that it does help, “but not in a way that we can grasp,” and he explains this through the posture, which changes our psycho-physical state, and, in the last talk, through the balance of the autonomic nervous system. Zazen and study go together for him: he has never met anyone who practiced zazen without ever studying some Buddhist theory and was happy, he calls the two the halves of Buddhism that help uncover our fundamental nature, and he says that other ways to a balanced state exist but are not Buddhism. He says Dogen treats what Kanadeva received from Nagarjuna as more authentic than writings attributed to Nagarjuna, an assertion that cannot be proved but can be made, and that it rests on Dogen’s belief in zazen and in what he learned from his master. Belief, in his account, is not just an idea but what directs action, mentally and physically; he thinks everyone has a basic belief in humanity, that what we come to accept resonates with it, and that the power to assert a belief is the same in every person while what we believe in matters a great deal. In the last talk he says that real life and balance are not like his description, only as near as he can get; that zazen which seems poor is still real zazen, while the ideal is only an idea; and that talking about Buddhism creates an idea that is itself an obstruction.










  Talks in this series



  Bussho 1: Names and Reality

  Mike reads Dogen: buddha-nature is the real mountains, rivers and person beyond names, yet names remain

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 1

  
  



  Bussho 2: Without a Concept of Buddha-Nature

  Mike: “being without” buddha-nature means being without pretensions: we are it, not having or lacking it

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 2

  
  



  Bussho 3: Acting in the Present Moment

  Mike: everyone already exists in the present, but we are fully in it when acting, not when thinking about it

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 3

  
  



  Bussho 4: Hearing and Understanding

  Mike: in Nagarjuna’s full-moon story, being a buddha is manifesting ourselves as we are, without selfish pride

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 4

  
  



  Bussho 5: Our Fundamental Nature

  Mike: fundamental belief in humanity directs action; zazen and studying theory uncover our fundamental nature

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 5
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Series digest






  Michael Eido Luetchford
Winter 2005 — Bussho.
Venue: Rowardennan.

  


Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




Beyond the glasses we wear

We are working from my modern interpretation of Bussho. In the chapter Master Dogen discusses one of the most misunderstood terms in Buddhism, buddha-nature, and he points out that it’s something to do with “fully manifesting our existence”. The Shobogenzo is not a book we can buy, take home and understand clearly; it’s interactive teaching material, and this is probably one of the most difficult chapters. I think it’s much easier in my interpretation than in the book. This is only my first draft.1.1 1.2 1.20

By “fully manifesting existence” Master Dogen wants to catch the reality of a real person here, separate from the coloured spectacles we wear when we look at each other. If I see Paul, with the word “Paul” come all my associations, and I put them over the human being in front of me. But we are before each other as real, living “somethings”, which are beyond the glasses we wear. That’s not to say that we should relate to one another without names. The layer we put onto reality is necessary for us to live in a sophisticated human society. Just seeing that fact is important.1.2

Mountains, rivers and the Earth

Asvaghosa’s poem says that the mountains, rivers and the Earth are constructed out of buddha-nature. “Constructed out of” introduces a kind of dualism. Ginger and lemon tea is made out of ginger and lemons and water; Master Dogen wants to say ginger and lemon tea is ginger and lemons and water. Mountains, rivers, the Earth are buddha-nature.1.3 1.5

Then he turns the sentence around: all are constructed out of it, and it is constructed out of all. That suggests an identity between the two.1.6

The six powers in the poem are traditional categories: seeing everything means not being narrow-sighted, not super powers. Master Dogen doesn’t give them much value, but we don’t need to deny them, and each is something real.1.4 1.7

Being without buddha-nature

Master Daiman Konin is an old man planting pine trees, living a very natural life, rooted in reality. Whether the facts are accurate or whether it’s a kind of story, I’m not sure. Master Dai-I tells him he is too old for transmission. Later a boy of seven tells Master Dai-I that his name is buddha-nature, and the story suggests he is the same man.1.8 1.9 1.10 1.12

Master Dai-I says, “You are without buddha-nature,” suggesting that the child is not caught up in concepts. And the child agrees: buddha-nature is sunya, without anything. That is the sense in which, when we practice Zazen, our problems, tensions, worries drop away.1.11 1.12

That’s the essence of why we practice Zazen: not to get some natural state we don’t have, but to drop off everything that’s hanging onto ourselves. People who live planting trees up a mountain don’t need Buddhism!1.14

In Master Dogen’s commentary, Master Dai-I means: because you are just as you are without any pretensions, you are buddha-nature. So “without” doesn’t mean without the true buddha-nature, but without the concept of buddha-nature. Sunya is being without any trapping, being natural; it does not mean non-existent.2.1 2.4 2.5

“Form is just emptiness” in the Heart Sutra doesn’t mean that two things are one; there is only one thing in the first place. It’s the same with body and mind: there is one thing, but we give it two names.2.6

When Daikan Eno says he wants to become a buddha, Master Daiman tells him that people from south of the five peaks are simple folk without buddha-nature. Master Dogen comments:2.7


He meant that since a person south of the peaks is without any idealistic pretensions, they are buddha-nature.2.7



The emphasis there is on “are” buddha-nature rather than “have” it, or “does not have” it. It is a real state, and to discuss whether we have it or not is just an intellectual discussion. They are simple and direct, they are buddhas, so why become a buddha?2.7 2.8

Master Dogen says that buddha and buddha-nature go together; they are the same state. Buddha-nature is not something you get, it’s something which appears when you get rid of other things.2.9

Master Dogen denies that Buddhism is a way to get something; the Buddhist path is dropping off all the stuff that we pile on top of ourselves. But if we intentionally try to drop everything, then we’re trying to get something. He says don’t try to stop it happening, and don’t try to make it happen; leave things as they are. That puts us in the state of buddha immediately.2.2


When we have gained a true understanding of buddha-nature, we can assert both that living beings have buddha-nature and that living beings are without buddha-nature.2.9



Master Dogen is suggesting that manifesting buddha-nature and being without it are pointing to the same thing; the masters who said either are preaching Buddhism. Work that one out.2.11

Names, concepts and reality

Master Dogen suggests that “What is your name?” is a statement as well as a question: “you are something I don’t know”. In Chinese only context decides whether something looks like a question. In his reading the child’s name is “exists”, and Master Dai-I’s “What is it?” is not a question either: “what” and “it” both mean reality, and reality is beyond description. We’re in reality every day when we drink tea and eat meals. So, he says, to act in everyday situations is to be real; to discuss and think is to be abstract.1.15 1.16 1.17 1.20

Then he leads us round in a circle: throw away these concepts, then get rid of throwing them away, and we come back to the fact that people have names, and the child’s name, Shu, is one of them. So there are two levels. There’s something real that exists beyond the names we use for things. His object is to accept both the conceptual and beyond the conceptual.1.18 1.19

Master Daikan says that concepts like “south” and “north” are not part of buddha-nature; they are just what we define them to be. Master Dogen says:2.11 2.12


We should quietly both try to understand his words, and give up understanding them.2.12



That’s a very important sentence. Some of you are trying to understand, and some of you have given up. We should do both, and we can choose which to do at this moment, and which at the next.2.12

Our conceptual understanding is real and very valuable; our whole human society is founded on it. All wars are based on people believing that what they have conceptualised is true and fixed. Our ability to understand the world is our greatest achievement, but the price is that we believe our concepts of reality are reality. To some extent we can never get out of that difficulty. If we understand that our concepts are just concepts, when reality shows us it is not quite like that, we can adjust our understanding.2.13

Just at the present moment

Christianity studies what is not here. But in Buddhism we study this time and world here and now, and we call it reality; it is a very strange pursuit to study what is in front of us.2.1


Master Daikan taught his student Gyosho: “Buddha-nature exists just at the present moment, but the mind, which categorises all things into good and bad, creates an enduring image.”2.16



Nobody has ever been any other place than today. Master Dogen says that non-Buddhists, and Buddhists who study only theory or only the form, all exist just at the present moment, although they do not fully realise it. All people exist just at the present moment, whether they think they are here or not. There is no other place to be.2.16 3.1

We impose an enduring quality on things. But the grass, trees, mountains and rivers that Master Dogen calls buddha-nature are all non-enduring; what is here and now is just here and now. We create an image of ourselves and call it “me”. That doesn’t mean that there isn’t a real me, but the real me I find here at every moment. The enduring image of me that I create sometimes gets a bit static, not so close to how I am.3.11 3.12

Question: We can’t know that this mountain will be there in a thousand years’ time.

It depends what we mean by “know”: we believe it’s going to be there. We all agree that the world endures, although it’s not always true; without agreeing on it we can’t plan.3.13

Master Dogen explains the Lotus Sutra’s bodhisattvas, who appear to teach people, as people who know what the present is, appearing in the present and teaching that it is the truth. To realise that reality is the present moment is to be saved from the future and from the past. But not saved from the present.3.2

Unlike trees, animals and stones, we can pull ourselves out of the present moment. We can create worlds that don’t exist yet; without that ability we would be just like trees, cats, and dogs.3.3

To be fully in the present is not an intentional activity. It’s not to say “right, I’m going to be in the present”, it’s to act, to do something. We can’t sit there and think, “I am mindfully in the present”; the thought is not the present.3.4

Question: But while you’re thinking that, the thinking is taking place in the present moment.

Yes, we’re always in the present moment. What he refers to is the state in which we are not divided, not reflecting on ourselves. When we act, we usually stop splitting ourselves and become one. We split ourselves, and this is both the source of human beings’ great achievements and the source of their unhappiness. It’s our strength and our weakness. So it’s not a question of trying to get into some special state, it’s just understanding the way we are.3.5 3.6

A Buddhist lecture is not Zazen; it’s an attempt to discuss what Buddhism is, because we’ve got questions. It’s ok to listen and think: we can talk about something whole even while thinking about it, but we mistake the thinking about it for it itself.3.9

Nagarjuna’s full moon

Master Nagarjuna’s listeners are ordinary people seeking happiness in secular things, who complain that he only teaches about buddha-nature. He replies, “If you want to see buddha-nature, you must get rid of selfish pride.” They are proud of their own way of life, and they don’t want to get rid of that pride and ask him directly what he is talking about. He also replies, “Buddha-nature is neither big nor small.” In the simple state in which we’re not evaluating or discriminating, there is buddha-nature.3.16 3.17

Buddha-nature was in front of these people in the form of Master Nagarjuna, but their pride had been preventing them from seeing it. Master Dogen says the words do not mean that you cannot see buddha-nature; they mean that getting rid of selfish pride is seeing buddha-nature. Master Nagarjuna appeared to them as complete and whole as the full moon, and an interpretation was passed on, rather simplistically, that he literally turned into a full moon. Master Dogen criticises it.3.18 3.19 3.20 4.13

He says that just at the present moment there is no separation between hearing and understanding. Often our understanding is an intellectual recognition: we fit what we hear into our existing structure of knowledge. The understanding he’s talking about is hearing and understanding as one act.4.1 4.4

Master Nagarjuna’s body and him manifesting it are one, and his listeners were not examining him but hearing and understanding. What we read in a book is just facts stored in our brain. Real understanding is deeper; we don’t get it from books, or we don’t get it only from books.4.3 4.4

I’m not suggesting abstract knowledge has no value; news reports by people who’ve never been to places have great value. But we should notice the difference between someone who has experienced something and someone who has not. That’s why Master Dogen says we have to practice Zazen.4.8

Master Dogen says the body manifesting itself cannot be completely described; you can’t describe the person you’re looking at. A writer evokes images, but in different readers, I wonder how accurate or different they are.4.9

Someone who has selfish pride puts on a mask, an image of themselves which is different from how they really are. Master Nagarjuna, who had got rid of selfish pride, didn’t want to create an image of himself as a proud teacher of the truth. So he manifested himself just as he was, and to manifest ourselves just as we are is to be a buddha. Buddhas are real; our ideas, pictures and descriptions of buddhas are fabrications, and the only real buddhas are sitting here in this room. We hesitate to think that we might be a buddha because we feel we don’t quite come up to scratch. To realise that we don’t quite match up is to be a buddha, to accept ourselves as we are.4.11

As they listened, at times their listening, their understanding and him became one; then they drifted out of that state and back in. It’s a normal situation.4.13

The body he showed them, according to Master Dogen, was more than just physical, and there is no set way to teach the truth: reality is always changing, so the set way is to follow reality. As Nishijima Roshi would often say, “our aim is to have no aim”. Everything real has two sides, physical and mental or spiritual, which are not separate; we split them in order to talk about them. The moon in a book is not the real moon: all of the knowledge which we read in books has one side missing.4.12 4.16

Our fullness responds to the other’s fullness: because Master Nagarjuna was full and real, the audience became full and real. The moon makes us full and real, or maybe we make it so, or both. We categorise nature into facts so that we can control it; the facts are useful, but real nature is always different, because we’re not yet clever enough to describe reality perfectly.4.17 4.18

Acting just as we are


And among the many people of the past and present … who has ever said that buddha-nature is the body manifesting itself just as it is? The Venerable Kanadeva is the only person in the Universe who has said this.5.12



In Zazen we drop off all pretensions, all ideas, and we sit just as we are. Master Dogen also says we don’t need to notice it, just to be yourself without noticing. The obvious times when we are ourselves without noticing are when we are doing things, when we’re acting.5.13

Question: How do you abandon yourself without telling yourself you’re going to abandon yourself?

You just do it, you step off the top of a hundred foot pole. At the top of a ski run, at some point you just go. Crossing the street is an act. We all do it, but we cover it up. We’re taught that our thinking comes before our action. Of course we do think before we act, but we believe our thinking somehow is the engine of our action.5.14

Question: It almost sounds as if you’re saying we should be forcing ourselves forward.

No, I don’t mean taking decisions, I mean the act. Picking up a cup of tea, at that instant we abandon everything else. We remember that feeling in extreme situations, but it’s in every situation. My words make it sound too dramatic. Don’t trust them.5.16

Belief and what is passed on

Master Dogen says that Nagarjuna passed his teaching only to Kanadeva, and that writings other groups claimed as his are forgeries. He is saying that the teachings passed on are more authentic than written teachings, although writings are valuable. Master Dogen believed in Zazen, he believed in what he’d learned from his master, and in those writings he could find nothing of what he’d received. That’s an assertion which we can’t prove, but it’s definitely something that we can assert.5.4

Question: Master Dogen calls people stupid. Is he not kind to them?

He is kind to them, by being himself. And a master who refuses to affirm a student using set phrases learned from someone else leaves them to find their own words. That’s compassionate. Tough love.5.1 5.5

Belief is far deeper than trusting in an idea. Real belief has the power to direct our actions; belief is mental and physical.5.7

I think all human beings have a very fundamental simple belief in humanity, but we cover it up. The things we can accept and believe in seem familiar because they resonate with us. It’s like uncovering something in ourselves rather than putting something on top of ourselves.5.8

In a sense there is no difference between a Muslim fundamentalist and Master Dogen; they are asserting different things, but human beings’ power to assert their belief is the same in all human beings. One face of that kind of assertion sounds arrogant. But the other face is that if we don’t assert what we fundamentally feel, then we can’t assert the direction of our lives. What we believe in is very important.5.9 5.11

Zazen as our reference

Master Dogen tells us to use the practice of Zazen as our reference. Reality is outside of philosophy or intellect, so the way to study it is to sit in it.2.14

Question: How does that help you when you come out of Zazen and face the real world of all your concepts again?

It doesn’t help at all.2.15

In fact it does help, but not in a way that we can grasp. Zazen changes our psycho-physical state; if we feel irritable and we practice Zazen, we usually calm down, and it takes hours or days to leave the balanced state. Master Dogen describes that as like the ringing of a bell, which doesn’t stay for ever, so we keep practicing Zazen, every day. That is maintaining the state, and there is nothing else we need to do, but we can’t believe that.2.15

In Zazen we balance the two halves of our autonomic nervous system, and in that state we can act more simply. It’s down to our physical state, not to us deciding. That’s why sitting up straight is important, though difficult.5.17 5.18

If you only do Zazen, it’s almost impossible to practice peacefully, because questions arise. I’ve never met anyone who practices Zazen without ever studying some Buddhist theory who is happy. Master Dogen says there are myriad ways to the balanced and peaceful state; however, those other ways are not Buddhism, but the state is the same. Very great athletes, we can say, are buddhas, but they don’t know it. Master Dogen’s Buddhism includes both study and physical form.2.17 2.20

In Buddhism Zazen gives our body a certain state, which is part of our belief, and studying Buddhist theory directs us in the same direction. So there are two halves to Buddhism, and both are helping us uncover our fundamental nature, which is called here buddha-nature.5.11

Master Dogen said that the Shobogenzo comes out of his practice of Zazen. Just like the atomic physicist, we sit and study reality and then try to describe it. So we’re kind of scientists.4.20

Question: If you are at all caught up in your thoughts, you are not 100 percent in your action.

That’s the difference between our image of what things should be like and reality. Although words can’t describe reality, they’re almost better than reality, so we look for a reality to match the words and it doesn’t. Of the pastries you made in the kitchen, some came out burned, some twisted. That’s reality. Real life, balance, is not like my description. It’s sort of like it, it’s as near as I can get. But reality is all there is: the only pastries we got were the real ones, and they were nice.5.19 5.20

Question: I guess you just have to accept it when your Zazen seems pretty crap.

Zazen is never crap. We should accept that even though we think it’s crap, it’s just Zazen. That’s real Zazen. The other is only an idea, we can never find it. So talking about Buddhism creates an idea, and that idea itself is an obstruction, but I can’t stop talking about it. Well I can stop.5.20
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Bussho 1: Names and Reality

    
Mike reads Dogen: buddha-nature is the real mountains, rivers and person beyond names, yet names remain







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Winter 2005 — Bussho, Session 1.
Venue: Rowardennan.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads Dogen’s Bussho passages as saying that buddha-nature is not something the world is made out of but the real mountains, rivers, and Earth, and the real person here and now, beyond the names and concepts we lay over them. He calls those names and concepts the “glasses” we wear: when he sees Paul, the word “Paul” brings a whole set of associations that he puts over the person in front of him. He does not want to drop names, because this layer is necessary for living in human society, but only to see that it is a layer.

Because “constructed out of buddha-nature” in Asvaghosa’s poem suggests a dualism, Mike explains Dogen’s comment with ginger and lemon tea, which is ginger, lemons, and water, not something made out of them. Dogen then turns the phrase around, so that everything is constructed out of buddha-nature and buddha-nature is constructed out of everything, which Mike takes to suggest an identity between the two. The six powers in the poem are, for Mike, traditional categories such as seeing everything, which he glosses as not being narrow-sighted, rather than mystical states; Dogen gives them little value but does not deny them, and each one is something real and concrete. Mike then tells the story of Daiman Konin, an old tree planter living naturally and rooted in reality, though he is not sure whether it is fact or a kind of fable. Master Dai-I tells him he is too old for transmission, and later a child of seven answers that his name is buddha-nature and agrees when told that he is without it; the story suggests the child is the same man reborn. Mike reads “being without” in the sense in which worries drop away in Zazen, and he says Zazen is not a way to get a natural state we lack but to drop everything that hangs onto us.

Dogen’s later commentary treats “What is your name?” as a statement as much as a question, which Mike puts as “you are something I don’t know”. So the child’s “name exists” and the master’s “What is it?” point to reality here and now, beyond description; we are in it every day when we drink tea and eat meals, while discussing and thinking stay abstract. Dogen then leads us round in a circle: throw away the concepts, throw away the throwing away, and come back to the fact that people have names, and Shu, the child’s own name, is one of them. Mike concludes that there are two levels and that Dogen’s aim is to accept both the conceptual and what lies beyond it. In the questions he adds that people who live planting trees up a mountain do not need Buddhism, and that in Chinese only context decides whether something looks like a question. He calls his interpretation only a first draft, which he hopes makes a difficult chapter clearer.









Complete English transcript


We’re going to carry on studying Bussho, Chapter 22 of Master Dogen’s 95 chapters of the Shobogenzo which we started at the Summer Sesshin in Glastonbury last September. We are going to be working from my modern interpretation of the chapter. As I’ve said to quite a few of you, the chapters translated in our four volume Shobogenzo are in some ways quite opaque, difficult to understand without someone explaining them. I don’t think that’s something necessarily wrong with the books. I think it’s quite unusual in the West for us to find a book that we can’t understand just by reading. I think that’s a particularly western phenomenon, that we should be able to pick up a book and understand everything that’s written in it using the power of our intellect; if we can’t, we feel puzzled. But the Shobogenzo was not written as a book as such, it is Master Dogen’s lifetime of teaching, though he did write the text of his talks before he gave them, or sometimes his students wrote down his talks as he delivered them, so that is how these chapters were produced. And of course the 13th century is a long way from the present day, and the paradigms and symbolism used by Master Dogen are quite opaque to us in some ways. We just can’t get our head around them. So it turns out that the Shobogenzo is not a book that we can buy, take home and study, and then understand clearly. It’s interactive teaching material. And I think it will always be. But I wanted to try and take a step nearer to making it less opaque. Because it’s a bit less opaque to me, and that’s because I studied it for so many years with Nishijima Roshi, so I wanted to make it less opaque to others.


So I’ve been producing these modern interpretations which I hope will help. I think we got to page 4 in the summer. This is probably one of the most, if not the most difficult chapter to understand in the Shobogenzo. In the chapter, Master Dogen discusses one of the most misunderstood terms in Buddhism, and that is the term Bussho (Bu-ssho) or buddha-nature.

In those first 4 pages, Master Dogen starts to explain that buddha-nature is something very fundamental and so very difficult to put into words, and he points out that it’s something to do with manifesting our existence, “fully manifesting our existence”, and this term appears throughout the chapter. And by “fully manifesting existence”, Master Dogen wants to catch the reality of a real person here, or a real living being here, separate from the filter, or the coloured spectacles we wear when we look at each other normally. If I look over there, I see Paul, “Paul”, this word “Paul, I transpose on to that shape there, and with that come all the associations I have to do with Paul and his and my life – he’s from Bristol; his wife is called Elspeth; Paul who practices karate. All this comes in and I put them over this human being in front of me. We are before each other as real, living, “somethings”, which are beyond the glasses we wear when we look at each other. That’s not to say that we should attempt to relate to one another without names, and not remember where we come from and so on, but simply that we can recognise that there is a kind of layer which we put onto reality which is necessary for us to live in a sophisticated human society. Just seeing that fact is important. And in this chapter Master Dogen is talking about something which is there, without glasses. The glasses contain our language, so taking the glasses off and talking about something is a kind of contradiction, what do I call you if not Paul? This kind of problem comes up in the chapter, what do I call someone if not by their name?


The last paragraph which we studied also talks about the immediacy of real existence. We think that we exist from the past through the present and into the future, and this is the subject of the chapter Uji which we studied last year. We think that we are a continuing person, and therefore we think that all attributes continue, so something like buddha-nature must be something that we have, we had, and we will have, or if we haven’t got it now we’re going to get it. So always in this time sequence. Master Dogen talks about this in the final paragraph which we studied in the summer, ending with the sentence:


This means that the time that is here and now is the only time there is, and the buddha-nature that is here and now is the only buddha-nature there is.



So he wants to describe the immediacy of real existence, separate from the way that we look at it through the spectacles of our conditioning – not to remove that conditioning, that’s impossible. Master Dogen is writing in words, and words mislead us just as much as anything else, but to point out the fact is the thing. So let’s begin with the next paragraph:


Asvaghosa, who was the twelfth descendent from Gautama Buddha, taught his disciple Kapimala about the ocean which is buddha-nature with a poem:



The word ocean here wants to suggest that buddha-nature is unbounded, not fixed, fluid, like a vast ocean.


The mountains, rivers and the Earth 

Are all constructed out of buddha-nature. 

The state in Zazen and the six powers 

Are produced from it.




This is the poem which was originally written in Sanskrit, so it’s been through two or three translations. The phrase “mountains, river, and the Earth” we find many times in the Shobogenzo; it was a common Chinese phrase to mean everything, the whole lot. The poem says that everything is constructed out of buddha-nature, even “Zazen and the six powers are produced from it”. These six powers are traditional Buddhist categories. And they’re mentioned particularly in the Agama Sutra, and they’re listed a bit later as the powers of free activity; seeing everything; hearing everything; insight into others’ thinking; seeing one’s own and others’ past conduct; and transcending secular attachments. This is just towards the end of the same paragraph. The power of free activity means the power to do what we want, and not to do what we don’t want. To act freely. The power of seeing everything means not to be narrow sighted. It doesn’t mean having super powers. To see everything is to notice something over there is happening, and not trip over what is in front of you. Hearing everything means the same. Often when we are locked into very abstract conversation with somebody we don’t hear them saying “excuse me, your hat’s on fire”. Insight into others’ thinking means intuition, to see what someone else might be thinking. Seeing one’s own and others’ past conduct means seeing realistically what it is we and other people have done. Transcending secular attachments means not being too caught up with things that catch us in everyday life.

These are very ancient categories and in fact master Dogen doesn’t give them very much value. Yes, he says, they are part of Buddhism and they describe something, but the problem with these categories is that people start thinking they are some kind of mystical state that people have in which they can see everything and hear everything and all this kind of stuff, which is complete rubbish. Anyway, in the poem the state in Zazen and the six powers are produced from buddha-nature, then master Dogen makes his commentary.



He is saying that these mountains, rivers, and Earth in front of us are buddha-nature. When he says that they are all constructed out of it, he means just at the moment that buddha-nature is created, it is mountains, rivers, and the Earth. As he said, they are all constructed out of buddha-nature, so we should recognise that the form of the natural world is just as we see it: mountains, rivers, and the Earth.



Now, words are a problem for us, although without words we can’t talk about anything. So he’s commenting on the phrase “constructed out of buddha-nature”. When the poem says they’re constructed out of buddha-nature, it means that buddha-nature is them. To have a phrase “something is constructed out of something” introduces a kind of dualism – the “something” and the “something else” constructed out of it. Ginger and lemon tea is made out of ginger and lemons and water. Master Dogen wants to say ginger and lemon tea is ginger and lemons and water. It’s not made out of it. And there’s something subtly different in saying that. He’s saying mountains, rivers, the earth are buddha-nature. Buddha-nature is the mountains, rivers, and the earth. That’s the meaning of “constructed out of it”. It doesn’t mean there’s something called buddha-nature, somebody came along with a hacksaw and cut out a few mountains.


It is beyond description by the discriminating mind.



We cannot grasp it with our intellect.



To look at mountains, rivers, and the Earth is to look at buddha-nature, which is to look at something real in front of us in everyday life.



To look at mountains, rivers, and the earth is to look at buddha-nature. We might think that means that buddha-nature is connected with things out there, so we haven’t got it. But to look at the external world is to look at ourselves, in Master Dogen’s terms. He doesn’t mean that therefore buddha-nature is something which we can see in mountains, in rivers, and in the earth, but not in other places. That’s a one sided view.


To move beyond a one-sided view, the phrase “are all constructed out of it” can be looked at two ways: all are constructed out of it, and it is constructed out of all.



This is one of his favourite techniques. If we turn the sentence around, so that we get presented with something in a completely different way that we don’t think of normally. Everything is constructed out of buddha-nature. Buddha-nature is constructed out of everything. And that suggests an identity between the two.


He goes on to say that the state in Zazen and the six mystical powers are also produced from it. We should recognise that the manifestation – the appearance of the present – of many kinds of balanced and harmonised states also relies completely on buddha-nature.



The appearance and the presence of many kinds of balanced and harmonised states suggests that in addition to Zazen, there are lots of states which give us balance and harmony, and he says so in the first chapter of the Shobogenzo, Bendowa. He says there are myriad ways to obtain the balanced state, but Zazen is its standard. There are many kinds of balanced and harmonised states, but they all rely completely on buddha-nature. Though buddha-nature is something fundamental to balance and harmony.



Both having and not having the six powers also relies totally on Buddha-nature. And not just the six powers described in the Agama Sutra (the powers of free activity, seeing everything, hearing everything, insight into others’ thinking, seeing one’s own and others’ past conduct, transcending secular attachments). This “six” is not an abstract number unrelated to concrete things. It describes six real things in the past or in the present.



Master Dogen is emphasising that six powers doesn’t mean six abstract things. They’re real things. And we often use numbers to abstract. If we say there are twenty sheets of paper, we have an abstract image of how many sheets of paper there are. But he wants to say each one of these is a real sheet of paper. Each one of the six powers is something real. Concrete, not generalisation.


These six powers should not be thought of in the same way as the principle that the miscellaneous things in front of us are the teaching of the Buddha. Although these six powers don’t help things much, we don’t need to deny them; they are still part of the ocean that is buddha-nature.



First of all he says that the six powers are different to the principle in Buddhism that everything in front of us is teaching us Buddhism. All things in the Universe are the teachings of Buddha. But the six powers are slightly different, he says. They don’t help us very much. He doesn’t think so much of them. But on the other hand, we don’t need to deny them. They’re part of Buddhism.


Question: Why are they referred to as mystical powers?

Mike: I guess because people thought that they must be characteristics of mystical beings called buddhas. Soon after Gautama Buddha died they made him into a god, and they said that he lived in Nirvana. And then they started embellishing him with mystical powers, and a few other people said “yes, I’ve got those same powers”. And so the embellishment started. You can say they’re mystical in the sense that you can’t understand them. But they’re not really mystical. He now goes on to tell us a story about Master Daiman Konin, whose childhood and subsequent life in which he became a Buddhist master are rather unusual. Whether the facts are accurate or whether it’s a kind of story, I’m not sure. But there must be some accuracy in the facts that master Dogen talks about.


Master Daiman Konin (who was later to become Bodhidharma’s fifth descendent in China) lived in Obai in east central China. He was born to a single mother and realised the true nature of things while he was still a child. As an adult he lived his life firmly rooted in reality by planting pine trees, originally in the Seizan hills in the area where he lived.




So that suggests he was an ordinary person, his mother wasn’t married. While he was still a child he could see things very naturally. He had a very natural undisturbed childhood. When he grew up he became a tree planter. So he led a very simple, natural life.


By chance, Master Dai-I Doshin, who was Bodhidharma’s fourth descendent and who was visiting the area, happened to meet him while out walking.



This was when master Konin was already old, and working in the forests in the Seizan hills planting pine trees, when by chance along comes master Dai-I, who was a fourth descendent from Bodhidharma. He was walking round the area and he bumped into this old man planting pine trees.


Master Dai-I said to him “I would like to give you the Dharma transmission, but you are already too old. If you return to the world again, I will wait for you”.



Sounds a bit mystical. That’s what he was recorded as saying. And of course there must have been some other interaction between them before he said that. He met this old man in the hills living a very natural life and rooted in reality, and he recognised something in him. So he said “I’d like to give you the Dharma transmission, but it’s too late, wait for the next time round.”



Daiman Konin agreed. According to the story, eventually he is conceived by a daughter of the Shu family, who abandons the baby in the dirty waters of a harbour. But the baby is mysteriously protected, and remains there unharmed for seven days.



We can see a kind of fable aspect to the story. We can say a baby was born to the Shu family, and the baby was left in the water in the harbour, and nothing happened to it in seven days. But if we write it with a bit more embroidery, we can say that the baby was mysteriously protected.


Seeing this, the family retrieves the baby and accepts him back into the family.



So I guess the family expected the baby to die, or to be washed away. But when they saw after seven days it was still there, they thought “oh, something must be protecting this child, we’ll take it back in.”


When the boy reaches the age of seven, he bumps into Master Dai-I in the street in Obai. Looking at the young boy, Master Dai-I realises that there is something exceptional about him; he has an unusually shaped head.



It doesn’t say what shape the head was, it may have been rather big, or pear-shaped or something.

Question: Is that why the family abandoned him?

Mike: It may have been, yes. Could have been. He may have had a really strange shaped head.



Looking at the young child, he asks, “What is your name?”




The child answers, “I have a name, (Lit.: the name exists) but it is not an ordinary name.”




Master Dai-I says, “What is it?”




The child answers, “It is buddha-nature”




Master Dai-I says, “You are without buddha-nature.”




The child replies, “Yes, buddha-nature is sunya (without anything), so we say ‘being without’”.




Master Dai-I recognises the child has the truth of Buddhism already, and so appoints him as his assistant. Some years later, Master Dai-I gives him the Dharma transmission, and he becomes his successor, living in the hills to the east of Obai and teaching Buddhism with great vigour.




We’ve got this story which sounds like a nice example of reincarnation, the master meets the old man planting pine trees, and then agrees to meet him again in the next life, and when he bumps into a little boy with a strange shaped head, the story suggests the little boy is the same as the old man planting pine trees. That’s the story as it was passed down. In the child’s answer “I have a name”, in the Chinese there’s no subject. The same in Japanese. So it doesn’t actually say “I have a name”, it says “name exists”, which we can’t say in English (or we can say it but it sounds incomplete). So: “name exists, but not an ordinary name”. Master Dai-I asks what the name is, and the child says buddha-nature, which must have been quite surprising from a small child. Master Dai-I says “You are without buddha-nature”. There’s lots of discussion of whether we have buddha-nature or are without it later in the chapter. But what Master Dai-I is suggesting is you’re not caught up in concepts, you are a very pure little child. So you don’t have anything called buddha-nature. And the child agrees, he says: “yes, buddha-nature is when we don’t have anything. So we say being without”. The sense in which we say “being without”, or “without anything” or not “having anything” is the same sense in which when we practice Zazen, our problems, tensions, worries drop away. Master Dogen talks about Zazen as “the body and mind dropping off”. If body and mind drop off in Zazen, if we are fortunate and everything drops away and we sit peacefully, the state in which we sit is “without anything”. Being without anything is very happy. And in Sanskrit “sunya” means “without anything”, although it’s often translated as “empty” and the noun from that, “sunyata” means “emptiness”. So the child must have known something about Buddhism, and of course China was Buddhist at that time so it’s no surprise but he must have been quite on the ball.


Actually, when master Daiman Konin became a successor of master Dai-I, there are even more stories about him. He went to work at a temple as a labourer, and he was very natural. So by his natural behaviour he was able to teach people in the temple something beyond their intellectual understandings of Buddhism. There are lots of example of being beyond the “conceptual cage”. Master Dogen calls it the “conceptual cage”, which means all the things in our mind that hold us in, imprison us.

Question: Was the old man he met before a real person?

Mike: Without the first part of the story there’s no suggestion of past and future lives, just the boy. But with the first part there’s the suggestion that it’s that same guy.

Question: There was that point about the boy having a funny shaped head.

Mike: Yes, often the things that we think are burdens are actually gifts. For instance – it’s only very minor, but – I could never drink alcohol. I tried and tried for years to train myself to drink with my friends, but I would always be the one in the corner puking up, and I thought it was a terrible disadvantage. I couldn’t go to parties and relax like everybody else, and everybody seemed to be enjoying themselves, and I’d just be sitting there sober. But now, looking back I’m very grateful for that. I see it as something that kept me out of an area that I could easily have got lost in. So I think things that may appear burdens or peculiarities are often advantages too.


Question: What is the significance of the fact that in his previous life he was thought to be too old? Why should he be too old to receive transmission?

Mike: I don’t think it’s of any significance, I just think it’s part of the story. Master Dai-I met this very old tree planter up in the hills and he must have been old and gnarled up there for years planting trees. And he said: “oh, I don’t think I can give you the Dharma, you realistic old man! You’re too old, wait for me and when I come round again I’ll catch you next time.”

Question: That’s interesting because it implies that it’s possible to live in a state of realised innocence without having received the formal…

Mike: Yes, people who live planting trees up a mountain don’t need Buddhism! It’s only us, with our complicated lives and minds. So if you can find somebody planting trees up in the hills you can go and learn from them.

Question: You can see the connection between these two characters, the child and the old man, and he’s sort of inspired by this. And maybe it’s romantic or whatever but he’s inspired by the old man and it’s…his starting point…

Mike: Master Dai-I is saying: “I’m without anything, I’m natural”. And that’s the essence of why we practice Zazen. Not to get some natural state we don’t have, but to drop off everything that’s hanging onto ourselves, and to become our natural selves again. And that’s what we do when we practice Zazen. I’m dropping off my cough, and you might be dropping off lots of other things.


Question: Do you have to spend your whole life getting to that state?

Mike: For me it’s a lifetime’s work! So we should recognise the difference between people. I was brought up in a very intellectual abstract-based society, so it’s taken me a long long time to come back to my simple peaceful self.

It’s an interesting story, and master Dogen comments on it:


If we examine the words of these two ancestral masters in detail,



– one was his master, the other became his successor. So we call them both ancestral masters –


we can find meaning in Master Dai-I saying “What is your name.” We can find examples in the past of people being asked “What is your country?” or “What is your name?” We can also express statements like “Your name is what”, suggesting that a name does not express what we truly are. Master Daikan Eno simply said “This is how I am, this is how you are.”




In this paragraph, Master Dogen is looking at the question that the master asks the child: “what is your name, what is it?”, and there are lots of examples of people asking that kind of question. If you meet someone you ask, “what is your name, where do you come from?” and so on. But those questions at a fundamental level are statements. So when we say to someone, “what is your name?” it’s a statement as well as a question. And the statement is “you are something I don’t know”. And if we say “what” we call it a question, but it’s already a statement. In Chinese it’s easier to see that the statement and the question is the same expression. But what he’s suggesting is that the master’s question, “what is your name?” is also a kind of statement: “‘What’ is your name”. And to say to somebody “‘What’ is your name” is to say “I don’t know who you are. And master Daikan Eno’s reply, which was quoted from somewhere else was, “I’m just who I am. This is me. This is you.” So he’s trying to suggest a dialogue on a different level, which is not concerned with…for example, “you’re Paul from Bristol”, but: “who are you, I don’t know. Who am I? I don’t know. Where are you? You’re there. Where am I? I’m here.” This kind of simple, rather existential statement.


The child says, “The name exists, but it is not an ordinary name.”




In other words, the name is “exists”, which is certainly not an ordinary name.



He’s playing with words there. The name exists but it’s not an ordinary name. Master Dogen says “ah yes, the name is exists.” The young boy is saying just “I’m here”, just “I’m existing.”



No ordinary name would be adequate to describe existence here and now! When Master Dai-I says “What is it?”, his “what” means the situation here and now; expressed by the name but beyond words. In other words, “What” is “it” and “it” is reality here and now, beyond description. These situations which are beyond description occur every day when we drink tea and eat meals.



In this rather peculiar kind of commentary, Master Dogen deconstructs the layer that we put over real situations by using names and questions and so on, and suggesting something real really existed. That’s what he wants to do. When Master Dai-I says “what is it?”, again it’s not a question. “What is it?” means “it is what?” and “what” and “it” both mean reality, and reality is beyond description. And we’re in reality every day when we drink tea and eat meals. He’s pointing out the difference between thinking and acting or doing. Now we’re thinking and talking. But if I pick up a cup of tea – it’s empty! – and drink some ginger tea, then I’m beyond words, I’m in reality. So he says to act in everyday situations is to be real. But to discuss and think is to be abstract, and those two situations are different. More deconstruction about to come:



When the child replies “It is buddha-nature” he means that “it” – the situation here and now – is buddha-nature. Because people in the here and now are named “what” – inexpressible in words – they are called buddhas. But being here and now is not limited by using “what” to describe “it”; even if “it” is “not-it”, it is already buddha-nature! So “it” equals “what” equals “buddha-nature”. But when we throw away these concepts, and then get rid of throwing away these concepts, there are concrete names, and Shu is one of them.



He’s leading us round in circles. He starts by saying the child’s reply “it is buddha-nature” is a statement of reality. “It”, the situation here and now is buddha-nature. But people who are in the here and now can’t be described in words, so we use the word “buddha” to describe them. But these are all concepts, so we should throw them away. And then you should get rid of throwing them away, and then we come back to the fact that people have names. So he leads us round in a big circle, and he says everybody has a name, and Shu is a name.

(Shu is the child’s actual name. If you read back in the story, he was conceived by the daughter of the Shu family.)



The child didn’t receive buddha-nature from his father or from his grandfather, and neither did he just take it as his mother’s maiden name. He was completely different from the person next to him.



So he says: in the end we live in society, and in society we use names. So what he’s suggesting here is that there are two levels. At one level we can try and we can notice that there’s something that exists beyond our concepts. There’s something real that exists beyond the names we use for things. And there’s a real person in front of me beyond the name “Paul”. My mental description or verbal description of you in front of me doesn’t describe you. It describes some of you. But there’s a kind of “box” I put round you. But you are not that box. In this last paragraph he closes the circle by saying: but, we are all human beings and we all talk, and we all have families and we have names. His object is to accept both the conceptual and beyond the conceptual.


I’ll stop there. Does anyone have anything to add? It is a difficult chapter. I think it’s much easier in my interpretation than in the book. I might be able to make it clearer. This is only my first draft. But a lot of master Dogen’s way of looking at language is very very difficult.

Question: It’s quite funny that he’s a kind of proto-post-structuralist. I wonder whether post-structuralists will ever get to where Dogen is.

Mike: I hope so!

Question: I struggle with this word “algebra”. X=Y although Y=2X. I could never understand that…

Mike: He wants to say that in our minds we have different words and concepts, and we think that those concepts correspond to actual things in reality. But in reality there is only one. So all the “things” point to the same inexpressible one, so “it”, or “not it”, or “buddha-nature”, or “what”, are all talking about the same inexpressible something; that’s what I should have written.

Question: So when Master Dai-I says “what is it?” you could remove the question mark and have “what is it!”

Mike: In classical Japanese there aren’t question marks, and in Chinese, it’s the context which decides whether something looks like a question or not. In Chinese it’s even more difficult, or even more easy to look at a question as a statement. But only context determines this.

Question: Is there a differentiation between a request for a response and making a statement?

Mike: Yes I guess intonation makes this clear.

We’ll end there.

Thank you.
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Bussho 2: Without a Concept of Buddha-Nature

    
Mike: “being without” buddha-nature means being without pretensions: we are it, not having or lacking it







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Winter 2005 — Bussho, Session 2.
Venue: Rowardennan.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads Dogen’s commentary on the stories of Master Dai-I and Master Daikan as saying that “being without buddha-nature” does not mean lacking it, but being without the concept of buddha-nature and without any pretensions, so that a person simply is buddha-nature rather than having it or not having it. Buddhism, as Dogen presents it, is then not a way of getting something such as buddhahood or enlightenment but of dropping off the stuff we pile on top of ourselves, and Mike calls buddha-nature a real state, so debating whether we have it or not is only an intellectual discussion.

Dogen takes the child’s answer to Master Dai-I that buddha-nature is sunya, “being without”, to mean being without any trappings and being natural, not non-existent. Mike adds that “form is just emptiness” in the Heart Sutra does not join two things but says there is one thing with two names, as body and mind are one thing seen from two sides. When Master Daiman tells Daikan that people from south of the five peaks are “without buddha-nature”, Mike takes him to mean that they are simple and direct, so they already are buddhas and have no need to become one. Dogen says that being a buddha and buddha-nature go together, and Mike adds that buddha-nature is not something we get from Zazen but something that appears when we get rid of other things. Daikan’s remark that “south” and “north” are not part of buddha-nature shows for Mike that they are only concepts, and he says we should quietly try to understand Daikan’s words and also give up understanding them.

Mike says our concepts are real and valuable, since human society is founded on them, but we get into trouble when we take them for reality, and he says all wars are based on people believing that what they have conceptualised is true and fixed. Dogen then tells us to throw away wrong readings of Daikan’s remark and use Zazen as our reference, and Mike explains that reality is outside philosophy and intellect, so the way to study it is to sit in it. Asked how that helps once we leave Zazen, Mike answers first that it does not help at all and then that it does help, but not in a way we can grasp. In the last story Daikan says that buddha-nature exists just at the present moment while the mind creates an enduring image, and Mike adds that nobody has ever been anywhere but in today. He says Dogen often criticises non-Buddhists, Buddhists who study only theory and Buddhists who study only physical form, and includes both study and form. In the questions Mike says that Zazen without any study is almost impossible to practise peacefully because questions arise, so the path he takes is practising Zazen and studying Buddhist theory together.









Complete English transcript


Bussho take two, scene one.

Action.

It’s a strange chapter, why should we be studying obscure ways of talking about what is in front of us, which is beyond the words that we normally use to describe it? If we compare what we’re studying in this rather strange way to what conventional religions study, we can clearly see the difference. Christianity, with which we are all somewhat familiar, doesn’t study what is in front of us, it studies what is not here, and what is not here is God. Although God is here, he’s not something we can see, and heaven is not a place we can get to yet. So a spiritual religion such as Christianity doesn’t study what is in front of us but another world, a perfect world which they call heaven, and another perfect person called God. But in Buddhism we study this time and world here and now, and we call it reality. So it sounds strange and it is a very strange pursuit to study what is in front of us. So inevitably the discussions that Master Dogen has have a kind of “so what?” quality about them. So what?


Master Dai-I said, “You are without buddha-nature.” By this he meant “You are someone, but you can’t be described in words; you are just as you are, and being without anything, you are just buddha-nature.”



So a simple interpretation of Master Dai-I’s reply to the young child “you are without buddha-nature” sounds like he is saying to the child “oh, you are too young to have such a grand thing as buddha-nature”. But according to Master Dogen’s commentary, Master Dai-I means him to be saying “you, this child in front of me, is someone who can’t be described in words, you are beyond any name, you are just as you are, and because you are just as you are without any pretensions, you are buddha-nature”. So that suggests that Master Dai-I’s use of the word “without” doesn’t mean without the true buddha-nature, but without the concept “buddha-nature”, without the idea of buddha-nature.



Notice and remember when it is that we are without buddha-nature! Are we without buddha-nature when the shoots of buddhahood first appear, or after we have transcended the state of buddha? Don’t try to stop it happening, and don’t try to make it happen.



His sentences here suggest that some people might think that when we first start to study Buddhism we are without buddha-nature, and then after we’ve studied a lot and have become a buddha, and transcended buddha, then we have buddha-nature. So he’s questioning that understanding. Lots of people thought, and still do, that Buddhism is a way to achieve something, to get something, buddhahood, buddha-nature, nirvana, enlightenment, but Master Dogen denies all of that, and he praises being without. So to him, the Buddhist path is undoing everything, dropping off everything, becoming what we originally are by getting rid of all the stuff that we pile on top of ourselves. But if we intentionally try to do that, then we’re trying to get something. So our problem as human beings is, someone says to you that Buddhism is not getting anything, it’s about not getting anything, letting go of everything, “yes I want that! I want to let go as soon as possible, how do I let go of everything?” He says don’t try to stop it happening and don’t try to make it happen, don’t try and get it, don’t try and throw it away, leave things as they are. To leave things as they are puts us in the state of buddha immediately.



We can understand being without buddha-nature for example, as the balanced peaceful state at the moment of the present.



By that he means that we’ve got rid of everything, if we’re balanced and peaceful at the moment of the present, we don’t need anything, we don’t need buddha-nature, we don’t need any ideas, concepts, things, things we can get or things we can get rid of.


We might ask whether, when this buddha-nature turns into a real buddha, does that buddha have buddha-nature, and when this buddha-nature exhibits the will to the truth, is it without buddha-nature?



This kind of questioning, these rhetorical questions he’s asking here have a kind of humorous nature to them. He’s asking what do these words actually mean, people talked for centuries before Master Dogen about buddha-nature – how do we get it, have we got it, are we with it, are we without it, but his questions are much more basic. What does it mean to have something, to be without something, what does it really mean?



We should have something to say about this. Let’s get that wooden pole to answer this question.



I think a pillar would be a better translation here than a pole. He’s giving a talk in a temple, and Japanese temples have tatami mats and great wooden pillars, outside in the corridor there would be wooden pillars supporting the roof. So he’s asking these questions about buddha-nature, and saying “let’s see what that wooden pillar thinks! Do you think we’ve got it or haven’t got it?” …No reply.


Let’s get buddha-nature to ask the question! Notice how the principle of “being without buddha-nature” echoing down the ages from Master Dai-I’s room, has been discussed for many years. It reached Master Daiman Konin in Obai, Master Joshu Jushin heard about it, and Master Isan Reiu taught it energetically. So we too should study the principle of “being without buddha-nature” with great diligence, and without any hesitation. And although we can study the overall principle of “Being without buddha-nature” like this, in reality its criterion is “what” cannot be described in words, it is “you” that is without buddha-nature, “it” is here and now, and the name “Shu” is a common name. Buddha-nature is approaching directly.



So he’s making us look at the words that we use to describe things – what do you really mean? Who has got buddha-nature? What is buddha-nature? He then goes on with the story:


The child replies, “yes, buddha-nature is sunya (without anything), so we say ‘being without’.”



In Chinese, sunya is written “ku”, and there were many misunderstandings about what the character “ku” meant, what emptiness meant, And Master Dogen here clearly discusses the meaning of sunya or ku, as “being without”, being without any trapping, being natural, rather than the traditional interpretation of emptiness which seems to be some kind of nihilistic state.


This makes it clear that sunya, or “without anything” does not mean non-existent.



Many people thought it meant non-existent.



In order to express the fact that buddha-nature is sunya, he didn’t describe it as a concrete quantity of something, he said that it is “being without”.



So he didn’t say buddha-nature is not to have something, he said it’s being without.


He didn’t use the word sunya to mean that there is no such thing as buddha-nature, he didn’t say “being without” because buddha-nature doesn’t exist; he called buddha-nature sunya because it is the state of being without. The criterion for the meaning of sunyata



Sunyata is just the noun form of sunya, the abstract noun.


is the real state of being without. In this way sunyata is used to express the state in which we are without anything. This meaning of sunya is deeper than the meaning in the phrase “form is just emptiness” (shiki soku ze ku, yad rupa sa sunyata) from the Heart Sutra.



He’s trying to describe what being without is. And he’s trying to explain that that is the meaning of the word sunya or ku.



And at the same time, the phrase “form is just emptiness” does not describe the oneness of two different things; in this phrase, sunyata means the emptiness of being without anything.



This sentence touches on quite an important point. For instance, in the Heart Sutra, where it says that form is just emptiness, you imagine something called form and something called emptiness and that they are the same; two things are the same. But it doesn’t mean that; it doesn’t mean there are two things and they are one, it means there is only one thing in the first place. So this is also very relevant to discussions about body and mind. We have lots of books being written recently about the connection between body and mind. Buddhism for thousands of years has said body and mind are one, so people imagine that this means there is a body and there is a mind and they are made into one. But this is not what Buddhism says, it says there is one thing, but we give it two names. So it’s only one, but we have two names, when we look from one side we call it body, when we look from another side we call it mind. And the same here: “form is just emptiness”, means there’s one thing, from one side we call it form, from another we call it emptiness.


When we are truly without anything, we move naturally through life. And it is just in this state that the questions and answers about buddha-nature being without, and buddha-nature being sunya, and buddha-nature existing at this moment took place.



So he’s saying that the young child and the Buddhist master were having their conversation in the state of being without; both of them were in the natural state, so they had a very natural and realistic conversation. The master said to the child, “what’s your name? And the child replied, “well, a name is only a name isn’t it?, there’s something here beyond the name which is me, and I’m going to call it buddha-nature”. And the master said, “you’re a young simple child, you don’t need a conceptual label like buddha-nature”, and they both recognised that. So that is the essence of the story, and that’s the end of his commentary on that little story. Shall I go on to the next one?



When Master Daikan Eno, the sixth descendent from Bodhidharma, first went to meet Master Daiman Konin up in the hills near Obai, Master Daiman asked him, “Where are you from?”



You’ll notice that we’re moving through the descendants of Master Bodhidharma here, Master Dai-I was the fourth descendant, the child, Master Daiman Konin became the fifth, then Daikan Eno became the sixth. These are all masters and students in one line of the lineage, this story is about Master Daikan Eno, who is the successor of the child who became a Buddhist master.


Daikan replied, “I come from south of the five peaks.”




Master Daiman said, “What have you come here for?”




Daikan replied, “I want to become buddha.”




Master Daiman said, “People from south of the five peaks are simple folk without buddha-nature, so why do you want to become a buddha?”



Then Master Dogen comments on the story so far:


When the master said “People from south of the five peaks are simple folk without buddha-nature…” he didn’t mean that a person from south of the five peaks does not have buddha-nature, and neither did he mean that they have buddha-nature. He meant that since a person south of the peaks is without any idealistic pretensions, they are buddha-nature.



The emphasis there is on “are” buddha-nature rather than “have” it, or “does not have” it. What he means by that is that it is a real state. So we have a real state, really, and to discuss whether we have it or not is just an intellectual discussion.



And with the words “…so why do you want to become a buddha?” he meant “Why do you need to become a buddha?” On the whole there have been few masters who have understood this basic principle of buddha-nature.



If we go back to the story, Master Daiman says to Master Daikan, “where are you from?” Daikan says “I come from south of the five peaks”. Daiman says, “what have you come here for?” Daikan replies very honestly, “I want to become a buddha”. Daiman says “people from your area are simple folk without any pretensions, they don’t wonder whether they have the buddha-nature or not. They are simple and direct, they are buddhas, so why do you want to become a buddha when you’re already a buddha?” That’s the essence of Master Dogen’s interpretation of the story.



You cannot learn it from the Agama Sutras, and people who teach sutras and commentaries don’t know about it. It is passed down from one real person to another real person directly from the Buddha. In fact, we do not possess buddha-nature before we are buddha, but we do possess it when we are buddha. Being a buddha and buddha-nature go together; they are the same state. We need to study this principle in detail, and learn it in practice for twenty or thirty years. People studying Buddhism as the attainment of various stages on the path to enlightenment don’t realise this.



He’s saying buddha-nature is the same as buddha. If we talk about a person we say buddha, if we talk about a person’s attribute, we say buddha-nature. But something real is neither buddha nor buddha-nature, or is both buddha and buddha-nature. The person and their attributes are not separate. I can say “I am British”, and that suggests there is a “me”, and an attribute “British”, and that these two things exist separately. But in fact I’m just me. So he’s emphasising that buddha-nature and buddha go together, they are the same state. And he says that some people study Buddhism as attaining various stages on the path to enlightenment. Many people were doing that and are doing that, but they don’t realise that there is no path to enlightenment, there is no attainment. When we practice Zazen, we drop off all our aims and attainments, and we return to the simple state of balanced body and mind. And sitting in that simple state we are buddha, so we are buddha-nature. If we say that we have buddha-nature, it suggests that there’s something that we have, then someone thinks we’ve got it because we practice Zazen. It’s not something you get, it’s something which appears when you get rid of other things.


When we have gained a true understanding of buddha-nature, we can assert both that living beings have buddha-nature and that living beings are without buddha-nature.



We can assert both of these things.


Learning in practice that buddha-nature goes with the state of buddha is exactly right. If it were not learned in this way, it would not be a Buddhist principle.



I.e. if it were not learned in practice.



Buddhism would not have survived until today if it were not like this. Without clarifying this, we cannot realise what a buddha is. This is why Master Daiman said to people when he discussed buddha-nature, “People from south of the five peaks are…without buddha-nature.” When we first encounter buddha, and the Buddha’s teachings it is extremely difficult to hear this principle that all living beings are without buddha-nature. People who have not realised that all living beings are without buddha-nature have yet to realise what buddha-nature is.



And the problem is that buddha-nature is not buddha-nature, buddha-nature is something real. So if you’re describing the state which is what is left when everything else is taken away, how do you describe it? Everything else is taken away, what’s left? Buddha-nature is, so take buddha-nature away as well, and what is left is buddha-nature. So take buddha-nature away again. He’s trying to describe in words the state of being without, the state of dropping off. Then what we drop off is our conceptual interpretation of reality.


When Master Daikan was sincerely seeking to become buddha, Master Daiman was able to make him into a buddha without using any other expression or technique other than saying “People from south of the five peaks are without buddha-nature.” So remember, a direct way to become a buddha is to hear and say the words “being without buddha-nature.”



It reminds me of Ralph’s poem – “I am not a Buddhist”.


Just at this moment, being without buddha-nature, we are buddhas. People who have not digested the phrase “being without buddha-nature” can never become buddhas.



Strange isn’t it?

The conversation between Master Daikan and Master Daiman continues.



Master Daikan continued, “People give meaning to terms like ‘south’ and ‘north’. But concepts like ‘south’ and ‘north’ are not part of buddha-nature.”



So Master Daikan is replying to Master Daiman’s statement that “people from south of the five peaks are simple folk without buddha-nature, why do you want to become a buddha?”.


What does he mean exactly? Getting rid of all conceptions, what are ‘south’ and ‘north’?



So he’s suggesting that south and north are just what we define them to be, they are concepts. Of course we can get a compass out and all agree which is south and which is north, but that again relies on a shared conceptual understanding. Without any conceptual interpretation, south and north have no meaning.


In stating something true here, Master Daikan is also suggesting that although people can become buddhas, buddha-nature is already the nature of buddha. I wonder if Master Daikan noticed this. The phrase “being without buddha-nature” described in the story about Master Daiman and Master Dai-I caught Kasyapa Buddha, Gautama Buddha, and the other buddhas with its power, giving them the ability to become buddha, preach Buddhism, and insist that all living beings “fully manifest buddha-nature in their existence”. The phrase, “fully manifesting buddha-nature” must be directly connected to being without buddha-nature, a phrase which has echoed down the ages to us from Master Daiman and Master Dai-I.



Here he’s jumping back to the original poem by Gautama Buddha which says “all living beings fully manifest buddha-nature in their existence”. And that seems to suggest that we all have buddha-nature and he’s comparing it with this story, which suggests that none of us have buddha-nature. And he’s saying to “fully manifest buddha-nature is surely intimately connected with the meaning of being without buddha-nature”. He’s suggesting that manifesting it and being without it are pointing to the same thing. Both of the masters who said that we fully manifest buddha-nature and the masters who said we are without buddha-nature, are preaching Buddhism. Work that one out.



And Master Daikan too must have thought about the meaning of “being without buddha-nature”. Separate from whether we manifest it, or are without it, he should ask what is buddha-nature. He should find out exactly what it is in fact. These days too, rather than asking what it is, people ask whether it exists or not, and whether we have it or not. They should not be in such a hurry. We should look at the meaning of “being without (sunya)” not in the sense of not existing, but in the sense meant in the phrase “being without buddha-nature.” We should go over Master Daikan’s words that “People give meaning to terms like ‘south’ and ‘north’, but concepts like ‘south’ and north’ are not part of buddha-nature” several times, over a long period. We can benefit just from this effort itself. We should quietly both try to understand his words, and give up understanding them.



That’s a very important sentence. I guess I’m reading this and trying to explain it, and some of you are desperately trying to catch some understanding, and some of you have given up. And we should do both. We don’t need to think that listening to someone talking means that we should understand everything that they say. We don’t need to think that listening to someone talking means that we shouldn’t make any effort to understand. Both are true. So we quietly try to understand, and we should give up understanding. You can choose which to do at this moment, and which to do at the next moment.


Question: We do study, we do try to understand, and at the same time we emphasise without concepts as well. It’s a paradox.

Mike: Yes, it’s all a paradox. We’re trying to get the state which is not getting, that’s what we do in Zazen. And we study Buddhism, we try to understand what is not understandable. But if we then think there’s no point to it all then… you can say that, but it’s not true, there is a point to it. The point to it is that Buddhism teaches reality, and reality is outside of our conceptual understanding and recognition. Of course our conceptual understanding and recognition is real and very valuable, our whole human society is founded on it. But where our conceptual understanding does not match reality, we have huge problems, and that’s never so clear as when we have conflicts between people with different beliefs.

If we have a conceptual or spiritual belief about the way in which reality works, and we believe it very strongly, then we order our lives to act according to that belief. And if someone else has a different conceptual understanding of the way that reality works or a different spiritual understanding and they base their actions on their beliefs, then we have conflict. All wars are based on that. All wars are based on the fact that human beings are able to conceptualise the way in which reality works to an extent, and then believe that what they have conceptualised is true and fixed. We all conceptualise the world, it’s impossible to live without doing it. When we conceptualise the world we make a structure and we try and live by our structure, then we believe that the structure is true. Then someone says that their structure is true – “not it’s not”, “yes it is!” Bang! You have a war. So our greatest strengths are sometimes our greatest weaknesses at the same time. Our ability to understand the world, which a cat or dog can’t do in the same way, is human beings’ greatest achievement and strength and has created our world around us. We can even make noises at each other and not only can we understand what the noises mean, we can have metal boxes into which the sound goes, and remains inside, and we can listen to it again. These are miraculous and fantastic achievements. But there’s a price to pay for them. The price is that we believe our concepts of reality are reality. And of course to some extent we can never get out of that difficulty. But there is a difference; if we understand that our concepts of reality are just concepts, then we feel easier to change, when reality shows us that it is not quite like that we can adjust our understanding. But if we make our concepts very strong and powerful, and fix them, then we try to make the world fit in with our concepts. We try to make reality fit in with our ideas, and it rarely does.



Stupid people think that the phrase means that the world of human beings has south and north because we live in the material world, but not buddha-nature, because it is beyond all physical limitations.



They think buddha-nature is an ideal concept, or something to get.


People who think that this is what Master Daikan said, do not have the power to see what he really meant. We should throw away these kinds of wrong interpretations and use the practice of Zazen as our reference.



So always we come back to the practice of Zazen as our reference. The reason we come back to Zazen, is that we can study reality intellectually, philosophically, but it’s not a philosophical or an intellectual thing, reality is outside of philosophy or intellect. We need another way to study it, and that way is to sit in it – the simplest most stupid way we could study anything. If you want to find out what water is, sit in it. If you want to find out what reality is, sit in it. So unfortunately we’re so clever that it takes us years of sitting in reality, it slowly dawns on us – “I see, I’m just sitting here”.


Question: Can you explain a bit how that helps you when you come out of Zazen, and you again face the real world of all your concepts and stuff.

Mike: It doesn’t help at all.

Question: OK, can we just do Zazen on something with wheels on then, so we can spend our whole lives in Zazen.

Mike: Yes that’s right, that’s what it sounds like we should do doesn’t it? In fact it does help, but not in a way that we can grasp. Because in Zazen, we sit in a physical posture, Zazen changes our psycho-physical state, it changes our physical state. So for instance if we feel irritable and we practice Zazen, we usually calm down. If we feel depressed and we practice Zazen, we usually cheer up a bit. And that’s because the posture itself changes our physical state, and the physical state of the human body stays with us. If we get drunk it takes a few hours or days to come back to normal. If we get very excited or angry it takes hours or days to calm down. If we practice Zazen, it takes hours or days to leave the balanced state. So if we want to leave that balanced state which we get in Zazen we have to work quite hard at it. We could go and drink a lot or go to a wild party and we can get rid of the nice state. But if we make no effort to get rid of it, it stays. Master Dogen describes that as like the ringing of a bell, it resonates but it doesn’t stay for ever, so we keep practicing Zazen, every day. We ring the bell, just as it dies away we ring it again. If we practice every day, we are in fact maintaining the state. In fact that is maintaining the state and there is nothing else we need to do, but we can’t believe that. It’s so simple and stupid to sit facing the wall every day and then say that this is all we need to do with our lives, that can’t be enough. And also it can’t be quick enough. Well it does take a long time for us to return to our simple state that all human beings possess.


Question: It must be more than 30 years.

Mike: So you can’t get off your Zazen trolley Nick. You wish it would be a bit quicker though.

We’re on to another story now, this next one is Master Daikan teaching his student, so we’ve moved along the line of transmission.


Master Daikan taught his student Gyosho: “Buddha-nature exists just at the present moment, but the mind, which categorises all things into good and bad, creates an enduring image.”



That’s true, everything exists just at the moment of the present, but our mind creates an image of it. Reality is just at the moment of the present, but our mind creates an image of reality – yesterday, tomorrow – but today is the only place that we can ever be. Nobody has ever been any other place than today, which is quite startling really. I have never been in any other time or place than here and now, in my life. But that sounds quite a bizarre statement, but it’s true, because I am always here and now. Ask me again later.



Non-Buddhists, Buddhists who study only theories or who study only the physical can never imagine this “just at the present moment” that Master Daikan talks about.



These three categories: Non-Buddhists; Buddhists who study theories; and Buddhists who study only the physical – Master Dogen often criticises these. Some Buddhist groups tend to concentrate on the form of Buddhism and don’t study any theory, these are those Buddhists who only study the physical. Physical form - what to wear, how your hands move, without thinking that theory has any value. And there are Buddhists who study only theory, they think that physical form has no value. So we have two opposites. Master Dogen’s Buddhism includes both of these – study and physical form are important.

Question: Does physical form include Zazen?

Mike: Yes.

Question: So if you only did Zazen it would be only following the physical?

Mike: Yes, if you only do Zazen, then it’s almost impossible to practice peacefully. Everyone has questions, and in Zazen questions arise. And if no one answers these questions then we can’t feel peaceful. I’ve never met anyone who practices Zazen without ever studying some Buddhist theory who is happy.


Question: What about the tree planter, he was happy. He was just planting trees.

Mike: Was he practicing Zazen?

Question: No but it’s a physical thing, to plant trees. And he was in the lineage.

Mike: Yes, did he not study?

Question: Don’t think so.

Mike: Right, did he practice Zazen?

Question: No.

Mike: No?

Question: He did only physical things.

Mike: How do you know all this?

Question: I’m trying to think what the story said.

Mike: I don’t think it meant that he didn’t do anything other than plant trees, it just meant that he had a very natural life. So for instance, John there works as a lawyer, he practices Zazen, and he dances, and he studies Buddhist theory. Master Daikan planted trees, and he practiced Zazen, and he studied.


Question: OK, it doesn’t say that in the story. We don’t know that.

Mike: No, it doesn’t say that he practiced Zazen does it? But he was a Buddhist master. So if he was a Buddhist master do you think he practiced Zazen.

Question: Not necessarily.

Mike: I see, so you think that the fact that he planted trees made him into a Buddhist master?

Question: The fact that he planted trees when he planted trees, eat rice when you eat rice.

Mike: I see. No I don’t think so. I think that it would have been impossible for Master Dogen to say that anyone could be a Buddhist master who didn’t practice Zazen. He says many, many times that Zazen is Buddhism. So without Zazen there is no Buddhism. All the masters that he talks about all practiced Zazen. So although the story only refers to the old man who plants trees, when he became… I see what you mean, you mean that at the end of his life before he became a young child, when he was up in the mountains… That’s a bit of a tricky one, but that’s kind of a part of a fable, a story. If we believe the story as it stands, there’s this old man in the mountains who is then born as a little child. That child grew up and became a successor, and that successor must have practiced Zazen, mustn’t he? So if he practiced Zazen after he grew up, did he practice Zazen when he was an old man? Which old man, the old man before or after?

Question: I was thinking of the first one.

Mike: Yes, but the story itself we have to look at as a whole, we can’t just take this old man out of the story.

Question: Maybe he was saying that he wasn’t quite ready in some sense.

Mike: No, it’s only a story.


Question: Perhaps the old man in the story wasn’t a Buddhist. He didn’t practice Zazen, and actually was someone totally different.

Question: Perhaps he recognised a quality in him.

Question: Yeah, he recognised a quality of a particular old man he saw cutting wood…

Mike: It’s impossible to only think about Buddhism and to only practice Zazen, it’s absolutely impossible. The question is, do we look for answers or do we hide them away and pretend we know the answers. But this is only a story. Master Dogen never says that there’s only one way to the truth, he says there’s only one truth, but there’s not only one way to it. He says there are myriad ways to find the balanced and peaceful state. However, those other ways are not Buddhism, but the state is the same. So we can take examples – very great athletes, people who dedicate their lives to attaining a physical balance which they need to perfect their sport, we can say that they are buddhas, but they don’t know it. And because they don’t have the same understanding, we don’t say they are Buddhists. In a sense we can say that they are buddhas, and in a sense they are buddhas, but they are not Buddhists. So this is the path that we take – practicing Zazen and studying Buddhist theory. If we practice Zazen, we need to study Buddhist theory too, because we can’t get rid of the thinking, it’s impossible to just sit in Zazen and never have any thoughts.

Thank you.
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Bussho 3: Acting in the Present Moment

    
Mike: everyone already exists in the present, but we are fully in it when acting, not when thinking about it
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike takes Dogen’s commentary on Master Daikan’s line that buddha-nature exists “just at the present moment” to make a very important point: all people exist just at the present moment, whether they think they are here or not. To be fully in the present, he says, is not an intentional activity; it means acting, doing something, and the thought of being in the present is not the present. Human beings can also pull themselves out of the present into their thoughts, which Mike calls both the source of our great achievements and the source of our unhappiness, so the point is not to reach a special state but to understand the way we are.

Dogen says that non-Buddhists, Buddhists who study only theory and Buddhists who follow only the form all exist just at the present moment although they do not fully realise it, and Mike adds that there is no other place to be. Mike says Dogen explains the Lotus Sutra passage about bodhisattvas appearing to teach those who wish to be saved as meaning that people who know what the present is appear in the present and teach that it is the truth. To realise that reality is the present moment, Mike adds, is to be saved from the future and from the past, but not from the present. Unlike trees, animals and stones, we can pull ourselves out of the present, and without that ability, which lets us create worlds that do not yet exist, we would be just like trees, cats and dogs. When someone points out that thinking also takes place in the present, Mike agrees that we are always in it, but says that what Dogen refers to is the state in which we are not divided and are not reflecting on ourselves, and that when we act we usually stop splitting ourselves and become one. He also says that a Buddhist lecture is not Zazen but an attempt to discuss what Buddhism is because we have questions, and that it is fine to think while listening, because we can talk about something whole even while thinking about it, though we mistake the thinking about it for the thing itself.

Turning to Dogen’s next lines, Mike says that the mind creates images of things as enduring and that we impose an enduring quality on things, including an image of “me” that can become a little static and not so close to how one is. Dogen’s examples of what is buddha-nature, such as grass, trees, forests, the human body-and-mind, countries, mountains and rivers, are all non-enduring, which for Mike means that what is here and now is just here and now. When someone objects that we cannot know a mountain will be there in a thousand years, Mike says it depends what we mean by “know”: we believe it will be, and human beings agree that the world endures because without that agreement we cannot plan or function. Mike then begins the story of Nagarjuna, whose listeners were ordinary people seeking happiness in secular things. When they complain that he only teaches about buddha-nature, he answers that to see it they must get rid of selfish pride. Mike reads this as meaning they are proud of their own way of life and do not want to get rid of that pride and ask him directly what he is talking about. He says that buddha-nature was in front of these people in the form of Nagarjuna, but their pride had been preventing them from seeing it. Mike also notes that Dogen criticises the interpretation in which Nagarjuna, who appears to his listeners as complete and whole as the full moon, literally turns into a full moon and then back into a person.









Complete English transcript


We’re continuing with Bussho, we’re on page 8.


Master Daikan taught his student Gyosho: “Buddha-nature exists just at the present moment, but the mind, which categorises all things into good and bad, creates an enduring image.”




Non-Buddhists, Buddhists who study only theories or who study only the physical can never imagine this “just at the present moment” that Master Daikan talks about.




Both establishers and followers of non-Buddhism, theoretical Buddhism and materialistic Buddhism all exist just at the present moment, although they do not fully realise it.



This is a very important point, Simon and I were discussing something like this last night. The point I wanted to make is that all people exist just at the present moment in this place, whether they think they are here or not, whether they dream they are here or not, they are here. There is no other place to be. So Master Dogen says “establishers and followers of non-Buddhism, theoretical Buddhism”…that means those who don’t practice Zazen but just study texts, “materialistic Buddhism”…that means following the form of Buddhism also without necessarily practicing Buddhism, all of those “exist just at the present moment, although they do not fully realise it”.



And when something that exists just at the present moment preaches, practices and experiences just at the present moment, everything is just at the present moment.



The preaching is at the present moment, the practice is at the present moment, the experiences are at the present moment, everything is at the present moment.


This is what is meant in the Lotus Sutra where it says that when there are people who wish to be saved, then bodhisattvas manifest their bodies just at that moment in order to teach them what Buddhism is.



The passage in the Lotus Sutra seems to imply that bodhisattvas appear out of nowhere, materialise out of somewhere else to teach people, but it doesn’t mean that. Master Dogen explains that the passage in the Lotus Sutra which says that bodhisattvas appear to teach people, means that people who know what the present is appear in the present and teach that the present is the truth. Whenever there are people who wish to be saved, this happens, according to the Lotus Sutra. To realise that reality is the present moment is to be saved, saved from the future and saved from the past. But not saved from the present.



This is fully manifesting buddha-nature. The body they manifest may be tall, or it may be short. The saints and ordinary people of our everyday lives all exist just at the moment of the present. The idea that saints and ordinary people cannot manifest buddha-nature is the result of a limited view – narrow intellectual thinking. Buddha is an instant of body, and nature is an instant of action. This is why Master Daikan said “buddha-nature exists just at the moment of the present.”



So he’s saying that somebody who is fully in the present, who exists just at the present moment, manifests buddha-nature. But we’re all in the present moment. However, unlike trees, animals, stones, and sheds, we have the ability to pull ourselves out of the present moment. We’ve cultivated that excellent ability since the beginning of mankind, and we’ve become very good at it. We can create worlds that don’t exist yet, and we can then move towards making them real. We can create universes in our minds, and without that ability we would be just like trees, cats, and dogs.


Question: The sentence before seems to suggest that buddha-nature is body action, when it says that buddha is an instant of body and nature is an instant of action. That’s the kind of understanding I get. Is that right?

Mike: Buddha is an instant of body, just you now here. That doesn’t mean your body but not anything else. It’s not that no.

Question: No it seems to add the two together, the body and the action. It separates buddha-nature into buddha and nature and separates body and action. Seems to be suggesting some kind of phrase like body action, everything.

Mike: The body acting is buddha-nature. Buddha is an instant of a person, and nature is an instant of action. So he’s playing with the phrase. He wants to say just at the present moment, there’s somebody acting. To be fully in the present is not an intentional activity. We don’t think that…Ross was talking yesterday about trying to be “mindful”, you will find it difficult to do so. To be in the present is not to say “right, I’m going to be in the present”, it’s to act, to do something. So all of you who have been working in the kitchen have been acting very simply, preparing the food, in the present. Then you might have noticed some of you, while there was a spare moment of no pressure from Ela, that you drifted off somewhere, and started thinking about something else, soon to be brought back to the task at hand. That kind of action, which brings us into the present. We can’t sit there and think, “I am mindfully in the present”, - the thought is not the present.


Question: Anything which isn’t action, is not being in the present.

Mike: We can say so. But when we say not being fully in the present, we can’t ever get away from it. It doesn’t mean somehow we are somewhere else, it refers to the human ability to split ourselves.

Question: Yes I was thinking about the gap of perception really. Any kind of perception means that there’s a gap between where you are and what you’re doing.

Mike: Yes, when we stop doing something, then we create a gap. This is the reason why in some Japanese temples they try to live a life which has no gaps. They rush around from morning to night doing things, in the hope that they’ll close the gap. But they can’t because they are human. So it’s not a question of trying to get something, trying to get into this special state, it’s just understanding the way we are.


Question: But while you’re thinking that, the thinking is taking place in the present moment.

Mike: Yes. That’s right, we’re always in the present moment. There’s being in the present moment and there’s being in the present moment. What he refers to is the state in which we are not divided, the state in which we are not reflecting on ourselves, the state where we’re not thinking. It doesn’t mean there’s no cerebral activity, but where we’re not thinking. When we’re thinking, part of us is in our thoughts, we reside in our thoughts, our consciousness resides in our thoughts. But when we do something, when we act, we usually stop splitting ourselves and become one. And this oneness is the basis of our life. So we can’t exist just thinking about life, we have to do. And if we sit for too long just thinking, in the end we have to get up and do something simple to get ourselves back to a nice state. But everything takes place in the present, the present is all there is. But we have the ability to, whilst being here, also to be in our thoughts. We split ourselves, and this is both the source of human beings’ great achievements and the source of their unhappiness. Both of those things. It’s our strength and our weakness.

Question: The split is taking place now.

Mike: Yes that’s true. So there’s nothing to worry about.


Question: It’s quite a remarkable ability I think to be able to act without being conscious of doing it. An example which comes to mind is driving to work, I can drive to work and recall very little about the journey. My mind is somewhere else completely. And there are other things we do with absolutely no sense of focus or consciousness at all. I marvel at the brain…the body’s ability to do that.

Mike: Marvellous isn’t it. So when we’re driving along, and we’re lost in our thoughts, what we’re actually doing is driving. And if we feel quite balanced and happy, usually we don’t get lost in our thoughts when driving. We just drive. If we get too lost in our thoughts when driving there might be an accident. One difficulty; if we talk about just being in the present moment, the only thing we can do is create an idea of what that might be, and when we compare the idea we’ve created with what it was like driving to work this morning, it doesn’t fit. But we’ve created an idea of “just in the present moment”.


Question: I was wondering about that, and…do you think there’s a reason that Buddhist masters of the past haven’t explained Buddhism as clearly as you do?

Mike: I think they explained it as clearly as I do.

Question: I sometimes wonder, particularly when I read koans, that what they are trying to do is to point at reality without explaining it, because the explanation makes too much of a conceptual gap between reality and…And so sometimes it’s better to hit someone with a stick or whatever it was that they did.

Mike: Yes, unfortunately we’re all who we are. So if I could be someone who strode around with a stick and hit people and didn’t say much, that’s how I’d be. But I like talking, and discussing the points, that’s me. That’s what I like to do and it makes something clear to me, that’s who I am. Nishijima Roshi was similar, maybe he didn’t explain so much, but he did quite a lot. The problem for me with him was that his explanations were in a foreign language, so you couldn’t be sure that he meant what you thought he’d said. So I had to keep asking him and asking him. He was like that. But there have been other masters who were not like that. But modern people are quite intellectual so we do have lots of complicated questions. And so maybe, because I have a complicated answer, it suits the situation.


Question: There’s a kind of irony here. We often go down this path of talking about life here and now, and straight away people go down the avenue of saying they’d like to live here and now tomorrow.

Mike: That’s because we forget constantly that being in the present is just doing something. So then we sit in the lecture and we worry, “well wait a minute, I’m just listening so I’m not in the present, but I am in the present…” We get confused. So it’s ok to be in a room listening to a lecture and thinking, it’s ok. But we can still talk about something which is not intellectual and something which is whole. We can talk about it even in the state where we’re thinking about it. But we mistake the thinking about it for it itself. But if you keep going to the zendo and coming back, you can see the difference between the two. So a Buddhist lecture is not the same as Zazen. The Buddhist lecture is not intended for us all somehow to be rooted in some special state. It’s the attempt to use our communication skills, our language, to discuss what Buddhism is. And the reason we do it is because we’ve got questions about what Buddhism is. So whenever we have questions we want to find answers. We can make up our own, or we can ask someone else. We can accept an answer or throw it away.


Question: You’ve said before several times it’s pointing towards reality.

Mike: Yes. For example there’s a difference between a Japanese group and a western group. Japanese people are not so intellectually intense, their culture is not. So if they don’t understand something they just think “oh…I don’t get that, never mind”. They let things pass. But we grab things, and we want to grab it and shake it until we understand it – “what did he mean? That doesn’t make sense, nor does that!” We don’t have to do that actually, we do it, habitually, but we can stop if we like. So it’s ok if you just sit there and let the words flow over you. That’s still taking part in the lecture.


We in the West tend to get caught up in thinking, Yoko notices this, particularly in the kitchen. In the kitchen here, you get people washing up and in the middle of drying up two people will suddenly engage in conversation, and they stop moving, they freeze there talking. Then she comes along and she wants to get into the drawer or something, and they don’t see her, she has to say “excuse me”, to get into the drawer. That kind of thing to Yoko is extraordinarily strange, that people while drying up should be so engrossed in something abstract that they don’t notice what is in front of them.

Question: They are caught.

Mike: Caught, yes. In the West we’re excellent at this, it has advantages to be this way, and it has disadvantages – you can’t get into the drawer.

Question: That’s observable in breathing, it’s observable in myself. I actually stop breathing. I think there is a relationship between presence and breathing.

Mike: You see people on TV on discussion programmes with terrible posture. Jeremy Paxman and his team, they seem to twist their bodies when talking. So it’s something peculiarly western. I don’t mean it’s bad or that we should stop it, it’s us. But for instance Japanese people are different, they are somehow simpler and straighter. But they are not so excellent at debating and their philosophies are not so excellent. But they are good at getting into drawers, which is important. Coming back to the story:


But enduring refers to something that does not change. We create in our minds separate and enduring images of a subject acting on an object, and since these don’t seem to appear and disappear in the normal view of things, we say that they endure.



He’s describing the fact that what we create in our mind we impose on the world. We impose an enduring quality on things. If something doesn’t seem to disappear we say it endures. If it doesn’t seem to come and go we say it’s still here.



It is the non-enduring grass, trees, and forests that exist just at the moment of the present that are buddha-nature. And the non-enduring body-and-mind of a human being just at the present moment is also buddha-nature. And because countries, mountains and rivers are all just at the present moment, they are also buddha-nature. The supreme, balanced and right truth, being just at the present moment, is buddha-nature. The great state that the Buddha passed into after his death (paranirvana) is buddha-nature, because it too is just at the present moment.



He’s giving examples of things that are just at the present moment, and non-enduring. What he means by non-enduring is that what is here and now is just here and now. In order to create something enduring, we have to imagine an image of it. We create an image of ourselves in our mind and call it “me”. That doesn’t mean that there isn’t a real me, but the real me I find here at every moment. The enduring image of me that I create sometimes gets a bit static. So I might have a view or image of myself which is not so close to how I am. But I still hold it in my mind.


Question: That means we can never have any idea of anything enduring doesn’t it? If everything only exists at the present moment then we have no…we cannot know that anything is enduring. We can’t know that this mountain will be there in a thousand years’ time.

Mike: Yes it will.

Question: That’s an idea in your mind, you can’t know that though.

Mike: Yeah but we can agree it will, can’t we?

Question: No I’m not agreeing with you…If you’re going to be difficult…

Mike: It sounds strange to say that we don’t know that the mountain is going to be there in a thousand years. Of course we all do. But it depends what we mean by “know”. We believe it’s going to be there.

Question: The world might end though, one of those things might hit the Earth. So we don’t know, it might happen tomorrow. We think it probably will and we even hope it will. But we can’t know.

Question: It’s a kind of probability.

Mike: It’s connected by the way in which human beings view the world, and the way we view the world is to agree that it’s an enduring world we live in. We all agree on that, although it’s not always true. When it isn’t true we usually get a big shock. But without agreeing on it we can’t plan. Two cats don’t need to agree that the world is going to be here tomorrow, unless they plan to meet tomorrow. But if we plan to meet tomorrow, we need to have an agreement that the world is enduring, otherwise we can’t function.



Those narrow-minded people who follow only intellectual Buddhism or only material Buddhism, scholars of the Tripitaka who teach only from sutras and commentaries, and similar people will feel astonished or afraid on hearing Master Daikan’s words, and might doubt their truth. But people like that are not real Buddhists, and they lead us away from the truth.



So this whole thing about being at the present moment, to discuss it is very weird really, very bizarre. But if we don’t discuss the bizarre nature of where we are and what we’re doing, we can never find the answer. Spiritual religions find the answer with even more bizarre explanations which we’ve heard for so long that they don’t seem bizarre to us. To me, the idea that there is some abstract being that’s controlling all of us from somewhere else, and that this being is everything, is bizarre. It’s more bizarre than these texts. When we first read these pages it sounds strange. But if we compare it with the texts of spiritual religions it’s not really so strange. Maybe reality itself is bizarre.


Now we start a new story. This is about the great Buddhist master, Nagarjuna. This story is of Nagarjuna giving a talk. The audience was not comprised of his regular disciples, but a general assembly, many of whom would possibly have been non-Buddhists, and some of whom would have studied different Buddhist philosophies. Although the story is not so complete, it seems that Master Nagarjuna was explaining Buddhism to them, and that they were engrossed because for the first time they heard words which struck them powerfully. When we hear explanations of reality, sometimes, they strike us because we intuitively know it already. So if we listen to someone giving a Buddhist talk, we can be powerfully struck by what is being said and when we’re struck like this, the situation can become a kind of oneness. This happened during Master Nagarjuna’s talk, and some people wanted to record this and to represent what had happened. They did this by using a metaphor of a moon – pictures were painted afterwards of Nagarjuna as though he were a full moon. There were many pictures hung in temples of Master Nagarjuna giving his talk as the moon. Master Dogen came across such pictures when he was visiting China hanging in the temple halls. When he asked the monks in the temples what it meant, none of them could give an explanation. So here he discusses this in some detail.



The Buddha’s fourteenth descendant was called Nagarjuna. In Chinese, he is known as Ryuju, or Ryumo. He came from the west of India, but went to live in the south.



There isn’t much known about Nagarjuna in fact, except that he was the fourteenth descendant from the Buddha, and that his name means Dragon Tree. So the Chinese names all contain the word “ryu” which means dragon in Japanese or Chinese.


But most of the people in the south sought happiness just in their everyday secular activities. So he explains the subtle teachings of the Buddha to them.



Seeking happiness just in our everyday activities suggests just simple secular people, going down the pub for a drink, going to the cinema, taking the kids out and so on. So they weren’t very religious people or strong seekers of the truth. He explains the subtle teachings of the Buddha to them.



People who come to listen to him say, “the most important thing is to seek happiness in secular things. But this master only teaches us about the importance of buddha-nature!”



So they think, as maybe we feel sometimes, fed up with hearing about buddha-nature and all this, let’s get out for a walk.


To this, Master Nagarjuna replies, “if you want to see buddha-nature, you must get rid of selfish pride.”



He’s suggesting that they are proud of their own way of life and even though they come to listen to him, they don’t want to get rid of that pride and ask him directly what it is he’s talking about. They just want to say “you only talk about buddha-nature” but they don’t want to ask what it is he is talking about.


People ask him, “is buddha-nature big or is it small?” To this he replies, “buddha-nature is neither big nor small, neither wide nor narrow, it neither brings happiness nor reward, it does not die and it is not born.”



These words suggest the nature of buddha. They suggest a nature which is not discriminative. And that suggests a state where we’re not thinking or evaluating things. When we are evaluating things, we decide that this thing is bigger or smaller than this thing, something is wide or narrow, that makes me happy, that makes me rich. But in the simple state in which we’re not evaluating or discriminating, there is buddha-nature.



When they hear this excellent teaching, they all manifest the will to the truth for the first time. Then Master Nagarjuna, sitting on his seat in the lecture hall, manifesting his own body just as it is, appears as complete and whole as the full moon. And those listening to his talk only hear the truth he is teaching, losing all consciousness of his physical presence.



This is just describing the situation in the lecture hall, everyone is rooted to the spot hearing these excellent teachings from Master Nagarjuna. And where it says, “sitting on his seat in the lecture hall manifesting his own body just as it is”: it was customary for monks and masters to sit on a seat which was raised and which had arms on it. They would sit in Zazen on this seat. So it wasn’t a chair as we think of it, but a little platform. In some old Chinese paintings of Buddhist masters you can see them sitting on a wicker chair with little arms, that’s the seat, with the zafu on top. So he’s sitting there in the Zazen position explaining the truth to them. They’re riveted, to them he appears “as complete and whole as the full moon”. The full moon was a very powerful image for people in those days, they would have seen the full moon quite a lot more than we do. “And those listening to his talk only hear the truth he is teaching, losing all consciousness of his physical presence”. That suggests the kind of atmosphere in the hall.



In the audience is a man called Kanadeva, who comes from a wealthy family.



Kanadeva eventually became Nagarjuna’s successor.


He says to the audience, “have you ever seen someone in the state that the master is manifesting now?” The audience reply, “this state is something our eyes have never seen, our ears have never heard, our minds have never known, and our bodies never experienced.” Kanadeva says, “here the master is fully manifesting buddha-nature for us. How can we recognise this? Because it is said that the imminent and balanced state of a buddha shows the fullness of the moon, and like the full moon, his nature is transparent and bright. The meaning of buddha-nature is clear.” At this, the form of the full moon disappears, and the master appears on his seat.



Now in the story, it might be interpreted that the master literally turns into a full moon, then turns back into a person again. This interpretation was passed on, and Master Dogen is criticising it.



He recites the following verse:




My body manifests the fullness of the moon 

To show you what a buddha is. 

There is no set way to teach the truth, 

And the efficacy of these teachings is beyond words and images.




We should remember that the true efficacy of Buddhist teachings is beyond what can be conveyed by words and images, and there is no set way to teach the truth. Master Nagarjuna explained buddha-nature to many people near and far, innumerable times and this is just one example. “If you want to see buddha-nature, you must get rid of selfish pride.” Do not fail to study the principle contained in these words. The words do not mean that you cannot see buddha-nature; they mean that getting rid of selfish pride is seeing buddha-nature. Selfishness comes in many forms and there are many varieties of pride. There may also be many ways to get rid of them, but they are all ways of seeing buddha-nature. Here, remember seeing means to look at something with the eyes.



Master Dogen is explaining that buddha-nature was in front of these people in the form of Master Nagarjuna. But their pride had been preventing them from seeing buddha-nature right in front of them. And so they were asking questions about it.

I’m going to stop there. Let’s finish a bit early.

Thank you.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike takes Master Dogen’s comments on Master Nagarjuna’s full-moon story to point to a kind of understanding in the present moment, where hearing and understanding are one act rather than an intellectual recognition that fits what we hear into what we already know. For Mike, Nagarjuna’s body and his manifesting it are one, and because Nagarjuna had got rid of selfish pride he manifested himself just as he was, which shows that to manifest ourselves just as we are is to be a buddha. Mike contrasts this with knowledge from books and news reports, which he says can have great value but is only facts stored in our brain, and he says we should notice the difference between someone who has experienced something and someone who has not.

Mike says that real understanding is deeper than what we get from books, and that this is why Master Dogen says we have to practise Zazen. A body manifesting itself, Dogen says, cannot be completely described, and Mike adds that any description of the person we are looking at falls short, and he wonders how accurate or different the images are that a writer evokes in different readers. Mike explains that someone with selfish pride puts on a mask, an image of themselves that differs from how they really are, while Nagarjuna did not want to create an image of himself as a proud teacher of the truth. Buddhas are real, he says, whereas our ideas, pictures and descriptions of buddhas are fabrications, and we hesitate to think we might be buddhas because we feel we do not come up to scratch. To realise that we do not quite match up is itself to be a buddha, he says, which means to accept ourselves as we are. Mike says the audience drifted in and out of a state in which their listening, their understanding and Nagarjuna became one, and that this is a normal situation, whereas the story handed down said simplistically that Nagarjuna had turned into a round moon.

Mike says that the body Nagarjuna showed was more than physical, and when asked about the moon having a spiritual side he says that everything real has two sides, physical and mental or spiritual, which are not separate but are split in two so that we can talk about them. Reading about the moon in a book gives only its physical side, such as its distance from the Earth, which is not the real moon, and Mike says all the knowledge we read in books has one side missing. He says our fullness responds to the other’s fullness, so the audience became full and real because Nagarjuna was, and in the same way the moon makes us full and real, or perhaps we make it so, or both. We categorise nature into facts so that we can control it, Mike says, and these facts are useful but are not real nature, which is always different because we are not yet clever enough to describe reality perfectly. He ends by saying that Master Dogen said the Shobogenzo comes out of his practice of Zazen, and that just as the atomic physicist studies patterns of molecules and then tries to describe them, we sit and study reality and then try to describe it, so we are kind of scientists.









Complete English transcript


After the talk I gave this morning, I felt that I cast a cloud over Master Nagarjuna’s full moon. I’m quite tired, part of that is jet lag because I came back from Japan last week. I’m wondering if I’m doing justice to this text, but maybe Master Dogen will say that even not doing justice to the text is doing justice to the text, if we read it. So let’s do that.

We’re on page 10.


Do not understand the words “buddha-nature is neither big nor small…” in the everyday sense, or according to the teachings of intellectual or materialistic Buddhists. One-sided and stubborn people who believe that buddha-nature must be vast and great are holding on to the wrong idea. Instead, consider the idea that buddha-nature can be expressed in words just at the present moment, as Master Nagarjuna did when he said “…neither big nor small…” Because just at the present moment, there is no separation between hearing and understanding.



This is quite an interesting comment. Just in the present moment if we fully understand something, hearing it is understanding it. Often our understanding is a kind of intellectual recognition of something, we sort out what we hear and add it to the knowledge that we already have – we fit something in to our existing structure of knowledge. We call that “ah, I understand”. But the kind of understanding that he’s talking about here is hearing as understanding. That’s something we don’t normally call understanding. We can call it “immediate understanding”, or “present understanding”. Many of Master Dogen’s comments are about present understanding. For instance, if we look at his comment: “Do not understand the words buddha-nature is neither big nor small… in the everyday sense or according to the teachings of intellectual or materialistic Buddhists”, he means don’t understand it in the sense of what the words say. “Buddha-nature is neither big nor small”… don’t think that buddha-nature is neither big nor small so you can fit it in to the structure in the brain which has big and small in it. It means something else, it means some kind of simple recognition that buddha-nature is outside of our discriminating mind. If we think about it we can’t understand it, but we can have some present understanding, sometimes.


Question: It goes back to what you were saying before about how you can come to a talk and you don’t always have to understand it.

Mike: That’s right, sometimes we understand when we think we don’t understand. It’s rather like the difference between looking at something directly and looking at it out of your peripheral vision. Intellectual people especially, want to get something directly, pin-pointed. The understanding that Master Dogen is talking about is something broader and not pointed. In that sense we can compare the Shobogenzo not as a philosophical logical work, but as a vast picture; we scan our eyes over the picture, and out of the corner of our eye we see something. If we look at it directly we can’t see what it is. He’s suggesting that if we don’t peer so sharply at the sentences then there’s some kind of present understanding that we get, and we wonder if we got it or not. But if we go through the Shobogenzo over and over again we realise…“oh, I see, that makes sense”. It’s a kind of gentle understanding in a way.



Just at the present moment we can hear-and-understand the verse that Master Nagarjuna recites: “my body manifests the full moon to show you what a buddha is.” There is no set way to teach the truth, and the efficacy of these teachings is beyond words and images.



That’s his poem. Master Nagarjuna is saying the same thing in his poem. Then Master Dogen comments:


His physical body appeared full, like the round moon, showing them the fullness of a buddha. His manifesting his body fully can teach us what long, short, square and round really mean. People who do not understand the relationship between his body and him manifesting it cannot understand what is meant by the fullness of the moon or what a buddha is.



So he suggests again a kind of understanding that is different from intellectual understanding. Intellectually we understand the relationship between his body and him manifesting it as some kind of causal relationship – I have a body, and I’m doing something with it. So there’s me, and there’s what I’m doing with it. So “body” is the object and “manifesting it” is the verb. But Master Dogen is suggesting oneness in Master Nagarjuna manifesting himself in front of the audience. His body and him manifesting, are one. Because we don’t see Master Nagarjuna in a discriminating way, we are looking at him, not analysing him, there’s just Master Nagarjuna. So body, manifesting, are there in the fullness of Master Nagarjuna in front of his audience. That suggests that the audience or the person looking at Master Nagarjuna is not intellectually examining Master Nagarjuna, and not intellectually examining what Master Nagarjuna said, but hearing and understanding, or seeing and understanding, or listening and understanding. That sounds very strange, but it’s true.


Question: He’s just talking about not being split.

Mike: Yes, that’s right. Hearing and understanding means hearing and understanding as one act. And just like Master Dogen, we have to struggle with the words, because the actual experience in the present we can’t describe exactly in words. It’s easy to talk about intellectual understanding in the way that we learn knowledge, we read a book and after we’ve read it we think we understand the book. And when we understand it we think the knowledge that we got from the book is real, it’s ours, we know it. We can read a book about apple-growing in Pretoria, and after we’ve finished it we know all about apple-growing in Pretoria, we may never have been to Pretoria and we’ve may never have grown apples but we can have a nice conversation with someone the next day as an authority on the subject. We do this all the time, we talk about subjects that really we know nothing about experientially, but which we’ve read about. So we claim that knowledge as somehow part of us, but it’s not really, it’s just facts stored in our brain that we’ve remembered from a book. Real understanding is deeper, we all have it, but we don’t get it from books, or we don’t get it only from books.


Question: Newspapers are a prime example of that.

Mike: Yes, and there are foreign correspondents, who go to a country for a couple of weeks and write an in-depth article about what’s happening there. I have a friend who’s British and has lived in Japan for more than thirty years, he’s a freelance correspondent. His big headache is when newspapers send journalists over, they spend a couple of weeks or months in Japan, they read up on the country and talk to a few people then they write these authoritative articles or make long television programmes. But they don’t know, they don’t know themselves, they know somebody who knows. We have different kinds of understanding and knowledge.

Question: We believe what they tell us. We base our judgments on what they tell us.


Question: When do you know when you know?

Mike: You know when you know when you know. When you know that you know, then you know. So for instance, if you’ve never had rooibosh tea, but you’ve read about tea, you can discuss teas with someone. But if you’ve drunk rooibosh tea, you know it.

Question: So you develop experience such as being in a foreign country over time. How do you know when you’re qualified to discuss it?

Mike: Good question. You never do really. But you can pick out someone who doesn’t know. So my friend in Japan can pick out people who don’t know just like that. And you can pick out people who do know. This is true with everything, if we have experience of something and talk about it with someone else, we can tell more or less if they know, more or less, underneath our pride or anything else, we can tell that they know what they’re talking about somehow on a kind of intuitive level.

Question: The news is quite a good example, sometimes you watch it and think that these foreign correspondents could have said exactly the same stuff in the studio without ever having gone there. What is there to gain by them standing on a beach in Thailand?


Question: Mike, how does that work with philosophy?

Mike: Good question. Philosophy is based on experience we suppose, though lots of philosophy is based on thought. So we can say that in many ways the area of philosophy is not experiential but a product of human thought. But actually our thought must be experiential. So Descartes must have looked at his own life in order to say “I am because I think”. But different philosophers are more or less abstract. Some of them take a little bit of reality and write reams of analysis about it. Some take a lot of reality and write a little bit about it. But generally, what we know as philosophy is actually abstract and theoretical, which doesn’t tie back to our experience. The philosophy of science is a growing field. I think that this is a much more realistic area than that of the intellectual philosophers, although they’ve produced great works. Science comes back to the material world to check that what has been said makes sense.

Question: So we should do the same thing with philosophy?

Mike: I hope so yes. I hope philosophers come back to reality to see whether what they have said makes sense or not.


Question: It’s not some of the experiential basis that philosophers live on, they’re engaged with other philosophers in argumentation. Whereas a scientist who doesn’t do experiments is…it’s hard to imagine a philosopher who doesn’t argue with other philosophers. That might be their grounding.

Mike: Yes, but unfortunately, they’ve made a club which has strict rules, if you break the rules nobody talks to you. So that’s a problem. For instance you mustn’t contradict yourself. If you write that A is B, then you write that B is A, all the other philosophers will say “oh look, he’s contradicted himself!”. It’s a no-no. So we can build up abstract knowledge, but abstract knowledge is abstract knowledge, I’m not suggesting that we shouldn’t do it, we do it all the time. I’m not suggesting it doesn’t have any value, all the news reports we hear by people who’ve never been to places have great value. But we should notice the difference between someone who has not experienced something and someone who has. It’s a very important difference.

Question: Do you think that’s why it’s important when studying Buddhism that you don’t just do it from books?

Mike: That’s why Master Dogen says we have to practice Zazen. Anyway, Master Nagarjuna is talking about something immediate, some kind of immediate understanding, and Master Dogen is suggesting that we can hear and understand what Master Nagarjuna said in this paragraph.


Stupid people who have not realised the truth of the Buddha think that his body was transformed into a full moon, but this is wrong.



They did think that. And that’s sounds stupid doesn’t it? But there are many such stupid things now in the area of religious and spiritual life in the modern day. Maybe far more stupid than that.



How could he manifest a different body in the same place and at the same time as he is sitting in his seat in the lecture hall? His body manifested itself in exactly the same way as anyone sitting here and now in this hall. We are all manifesting the fullness of the moon too! The body manifesting itself cannot be completely represented with descriptions like square or round, existing or not existing, visible or invisible, or even using a limitless number of characteristics; it is just the body manifesting itself.



Master Dogen means in a very simple sense that if you try and describe the person you’re looking at, you can’t. Because you’re looking at that person, you can try some phrases to describe them, but the description doesn’t capture fully the person in front of you. You can’t do it. And this is the task of writers. How does a writer describe something to someone who’s not seen it? They use many descriptive devices and images to try and evoke the subject. But the image evoked in one reader and an image evoked in another, I wonder how accurate or different they are.

Question: The moon is a very symbolic image isn’t it?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Can you say something about that?

Mike: No. If you go outside and look at the moon, you don’t see any symbolic loading. When you come back and it’s no longer visible, then you load it with symbolism. Although the moon when we see it really, is...it eats us, embraces us. So that’s why people go outside and look at the moon. When we see the moon in a clear dark sky, we’re at one with it. Not metaphorically but actually, the situation of us looking at the moon is oneness.


Question: In Dogen’s poetry he uses the moon a lot. And he uses it…

Mike: Symbolically.

Question: Well no, it has connotations of…

Mike: The moon is very powerful, so is the sun but you can’t look at the sun. You can’t stare at it. We can feel the fullness of the sun but we don’t see it. But we can embrace the moon, or let it embrace us. It has that fullness about it. Really, we do it.

Question: Buddhist philosophy is like that isn’t it, it’s like art, a representation of reality, like taking a photograph.


The phrase “the fullness of the moon” means the same as what Master Fuke said to Master Rinzai: “What exists right here is indescribable, whether you try to describe it in detail or try to describe it roughly.”



This is a quotation which Master Dogen has pulled in from one of the koans that he collected. The story is of two Buddhist masters, Master Fuke and Master Rinzai. Incidentally, Master Rinzai wasn’t a member of the Rinzai Sect so we can admit him into the Shobogenzo. What Master Fuke said to Master Rinzai is true, but we don’t often notice it – what exists right here in front of us is actually indescribable. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t or can’t try to describe it, it’s simply the fact.



Because Master Nagarjuna had got rid of selfish pride, in manifesting his own body, he showed them what a buddha is. The act of showing revealed the body of a buddha, something that is completely different from our concept of what a buddha is.



That’s very true. Master Dogen is suggesting that selfish pride somehow inhibits us manifesting our own body. So someone who has selfish pride puts something on in front of them, a mask, maybe sometimes an arrogant or overconfident mask. They want to create an image of themselves which is different from how they really are. And of course we all do that, whether we want to or not, but wanting to do it is different to not wanting to do it. So he’s suggesting that Master Nagarjuna didn’t want to sit at the front of the room and create a kind of image of himself as a proud teacher of the truth. So he manifested himself just as he was, and to manifest ourselves just as we are is to be a buddha. To be a buddha is completely different from our concept of what a buddha is. Buddhas are real, we have ideas of buddhas, pictures of buddhas and descriptions of buddhas, but they are all complete fabrications, the only real buddhas are sitting here in this room, but they don’t always fit into our picture or match up to our standards. We hesitate to think that we might be a buddha because we feel we don’t quite come up to scratch. To realise that we don’t quite match up is to be a buddha, to accept ourselves as we are.



Although we describe buddha-nature with words like clear and bright like the full moon, this does not mean that he turned into a full moon! And since he says the efficacy of these teachings is beyond words and images”



(That’s Master Nagarjuna’s poem…)


we can conclude that the body he showed them was more than just the physical body they could see and describe. Although it seemed to be just a physical body, it was the body of a buddha fully manifested. These are the characteristics of teaching the truth, which has no set way.



The body he showed them, according to Master Dogen, was more than just a physical body, and of course it’s true we’re not only physical animals, we have minds and thoughts. We can say we have a mental or spiritual body and a physical body, but they’re not different. Or we can say that our real selves have two sides, the abstract or mental side and the concrete or physical side. But they are not separable, it just depends on which one we’re looking at or happen to be showing. So Master Dogen is saying that Master Nagarjuna fully manifesting his body doesn’t just mean physical, it means total, physical and mental or physical and spiritual. Even looking at the full moon, when we actually stand in the dark and look at the moon, it’s not just physical, it’s something total, we can feel its presence, we can feel the mind of the moon, the spirit of the moon. So there you go. Of course, as it says in the last sentence it “has not set way”, of course it has no set way, reality is always changing. So there is a set way, it’s to follow reality, but reality is not set. Or as Nishijima Roshi would often say “our aim is to have no aim”, our set way is to have no set way.



Kanadeva described Master Nagarjuna’s not manifesting himself in a set way as “the immanent and balanced state of a buddha.” Although the audience described his body as being like the full moon viewed from a distance, in fact they encountered something that they had not experienced before: the dynamic nature of someone teaching the truth which they experienced in the momentary state where they were not aware of any separation between what they saw and what they heard. And as they continued listening to his teaching, at times they were aware of him manifested fully like the moon, at which moments his body seemingly disappeared and they were only aware of him teaching the truth, and at other times this state of fullness dissolved and his normal body came back into their awareness.



That’s a long sentence, can you catch the drift? They were listening to Master Nagarjuna teaching, and as they listened, on occasion they became one. They were listening to him, but their listening and understanding and then him, all became one. Then sometimes they drifted out of that state, and there would be Master Nagarjuna sitting in front of them, then they would drift into the state again, this happens. It’s a normal situation. But the story which was passed down suggested rather simplistically that Master Nagarjuna had somehow changed into a round moon, and they painted pictures of this. Nobody in the temples in which these pictures hung could explain what they really meant, and actually, as we see later in the chapter, this infuriated Master Dogen, he had quite an argumentative visit to one temple where he asked everyone what the picture was doing there but no-one could give a satisfactory answer.

I’m going to stop reading there, it’s ok to keep talking from your side though.


Question: Mike can you say more about the moon having a spiritual side?

Mike: Yes, don’t you feel it?

Question: I don’t know.

Mike: Well, if you go out and look at the moon, do you feel just a kind of material…

Question: It depends…on me.

Mike: Yes, it depends on you.

Question: If I’m absorbed then there is that sense of …

Mike: Well there’s a difficulty, there are two words, mental and spiritual. We use mental to mean something to do with mind, and spiritual to mean something rather vaguer and more wonderful usually. The mind is full of complicated and sometimes dirty facts, but spiritual areas are full of something rather nice and …wavy. But in Buddhism mental and spiritual mean the same thing. There is one area which is physical, which is matter, and another area which is the mental or spiritual which is non-matter. We can call it mental or spiritual, it’s all the same.


Question: Is it not coming from us…from our side?

Mike: Yes it is, but Buddhism says that all living beings have a body and mind as one. So the mental and physical in all living beings is one thing. But that also says that every living being has a mental and spiritual aspect, even stones. And the remnant of that for example in Japanese gardens, in the so-called Zen gardens in Japan, they sex the stones, there are female stones and male stones. Don’t ask me what the difference is. “You two been at it again?” That’s why they rake the gravel.

Question: There is a physical sense in which we are connected with the moon which is, as a physical organism, the way the moon actually pulls…and does affect micro organisms.


Question: It seemed that Mike was saying that the moon had a mind.

Mike: Yes, the moon has a mind. It’s not that the moon has a mind, it’s that the moon is real, everything has two sides, everything real has two sides. Everything in the Universe has two sides, but those two sides are not separate. In order to talk about it we make a split into two sides. So when you go and look at the moon it’s impossible to see it just as a physical object, as a human being we respond to something else there, we can’t not do that, because it’s something real. If we read about the moon in a book we can correspond just to the physical side of it, we can say it’s 248,000 miles from the Earth or whatever it is, its diameter is so and so etc. But that’s not the real moon, we can look at it as a physical object or as an object of our knowledge, but when we actually look at the moon we look at the real moon, and that reality of the moon contains what we say is two sides, mental and physical, that’s the way we look at things. They’re not separate, so we can’t say there’s the moon and there’s its mind, it means there is a real moon there which is rock-moon-and-mind-moon, it’s all there.

It’s just the same when we look at a person, we see their shape and we sense them, we intuit the person. And of course it depends on our state, but it’s also the state of the other. And the state of the moon is like that, that’s called real. When something has two sides, it’s real. When we take away one side it’s not real. So all of the knowledge which we read in books has one side missing. When the two sides are put together then it’s real. So experience is real because it always has two sides, the moon in the sky is real because it has two sides, you’re real because you have two sides, my thought about something is not real because it is missing one side. My thought of Yoko in Tokyo is not real Yoko, it’s only an image, there’s no physical side. But if I put the physical and image together I have to be in Tokyo, then she would be real.

It’s difficult to talk about, it doesn’t mean that the moon has a mind, it doesn’t mean that the moon doesn’t have a mind, it means the reality of the moon is…


Question: Our own connection with the moon…

Mike: Our physical response to the other’s physical, our spiritual response to the other’s spiritual, our wholeness or our fullness responds to the other’s fullness. So the audience in the story responded to Master Nagarjuna’s fullness. Because he was full, real, they became full, real. And if we look at the moon, because it is full and real it makes us full and real. Or maybe we make it full and real, or both.


Question: I don’t know if this is the same kind of experience or not, but sometimes I feel like a tree or a …sometimes as an object. And other times it’s as if, trees fully exerting oneself, mountains fully exerting oneself. I wouldn’t describe it as being spiritual or mental, but it’s different.

Mike: Yes it’s different or it’s real. Or it’s the brightness of the present. In the Shobogenzo Master Dogen talks about the brightness of the present, that brightness is actually real.

Question: It does seem like, in that..

Mike: When we respond fully reality has a brightness to it.

Question: Yes things become very vivid.

Mike: We categorise nature, we reduce it to facts so that we can control it and learn how it works. But what we learn, what we categorise is not real nature. So it doesn’t mean we should only have real things and no facts about nature at all. It’s not a criticism. Simply, we have facts about reality which are very useful to us, but we must differentiate between facts which we hold about reality and real reality, which is always different, because we’re not yet clever enough to describe reality perfectly.

Question: And we’re never going to be clever enough to describe it.

Mike: Aren’t you? Master Dogen would agree. That’s why he kept trying for so long.


Question: There can be no such thing as describing it completely because isn’t what you mean by that somehow catching the reality in your description?

Mike: Yes, but you know there are lots of efforts in the artificial intelligence, and I’ve heard people on the radio saying for example that computer simulation is becoming so sophisticated now that we’ll be able to create worlds which are virtually real. And I’ve heard long and complex programmes suggesting that, they think, we will be able to create virtual worlds which human beings will feel real in. To me that’s absolute twaddle.

Question: Why? It’s about creating a feeling, there are movies that can make you feel sad…

Mike: Is feeling the same as reality?

Question: No but they talked about creating the feeling that is real…

Mike: Yes ok. If that’s what they say, as long as they don’t say it’s going to be real. Like that film with Keanu Reeves, The Matrix. A brain in a bath.

Question: Go back to the question of the moon and stuff. The Universe is supposed to expand out from a big bang from one source. So that means that everything that exists now, the whole mental and physical continuum or whatever, all came from one source, so it’s not surprising that the moon will empathise with us.

Mike: You mean from the same source? As long as the Big Bang theory is right but it’s toppling at the moment isn’t it? You’ll have to move on Ralph. It does seem so.


Question: Science and philosophy have a …when you get involved with sub atomic, I don’t know anything about this by the way…I’m doing what Mike says we do when we read something and think you know about it.

Mike: Some things we can only know about from reading. Yes, they’re merging. But the problem with the Big Bang theory is what happened before the Big Bang. They haven’t worked that out yet.

Question: Isn’t that the same question as what is beyond the edge of the world? Time and the Universe began because time began, there is no before.

Mike: Right, so Buddhism can’t agree with the Big Bang theory because Gautama Buddha says the world has no beginning and no end. And by that, he meant that it’s always now. So now is eternal.

Question: Isn’t it also…he refused to entertain questions about the beginning of the world at one point. Rather than…

Question: That’s kind of closer to home the way he described that story drifting in and out has an echo for me of sitting in Zazen. I don’t need the corroboration of the Big Bang theory or anything

Mike: Because we practice Zazen we can understand the stories in the Shobogenzo yes. Master Dogen said that the Shobogenzo comes out of his practice of Zazen. Just like the atomic physicist, the Big Bang theorist studies patterns of molecules, then tries to describe them, we sit and study reality and then try to describe it. So we’re kind of scientists.

Let’s stop there, thank you.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike takes Dogen’s remark that his conclusion about Nagarjuna’s authentic teaching rests on belief in what is passed on directly from person to person as a cue to say that belief is far deeper than trusting an idea, because real belief has the power to direct our actions, and he says that everyone has a fundamental belief, at bottom a belief in humanity, even though we cover it up. He says that Zazen gives the body a certain state that is part of this belief, and that studying Buddhist theory points us in the same direction, so that together they uncover our fundamental nature, which the chapter calls buddha-nature. In the passage he reads, buddha-nature is the body manifesting itself just as it is, and Mike says that we are ourselves like this even without noticing, most obviously when we act.

An earlier passage says that Nagarjuna passed the essence of his teaching personally to Kanadeva alone, and that writings other groups put forward as his are forgeries. Mike takes Dogen to be saying that the teaching passed on from teacher to student is more authentic than written teaching, although writings are valuable. Mike says Dogen can make this claim because he believed in Zazen and in what he learned from his master, and found nothing of it in those writings, so it is an assertion that cannot be proven but can still be made. Asked about the stupid people Dogen criticises, Mike says that Dogen is kind to them by being himself, and that a master who refuses to confirm a student’s borrowed phrases leaves the student to find their own words, which Mike calls tough love. Mike adds that in a sense there is no difference between a Muslim fundamentalist and Dogen, because the power to assert a belief is the same in all human beings, so what matters is what we believe in. He says that the things we can accept and believe in seem familiar because they resonate with us, which is like uncovering something in ourselves rather than putting something on top of ourselves.

Mike says that in Zazen we drop off pretensions and ideas and sit just as we are. He describes acting as stepping off the top of a hundred-foot pole, as when we start down a ski run or cross the street, and says we cover this up because we are taught that thinking comes before action and believe that thinking is its engine. Asked whether this means forcing ourselves to decide, he says he means the simple act and not the decision, and that his words make it sound too dramatic, so we should not trust them. He explains that Zazen balances the two parts of the autonomic nervous system, so that we can act more simply, and that sitting up straight matters for the same reason. When it is objected that we are not fully in an action if we are caught up in thoughts, he answers that our image of how things should be differs from reality, as with the pastries made in the kitchen, some of which came out burned or twisted and were still the real, good ones. He ends by saying that Zazen is never bad even when we think it is, because it is just Zazen, and that any other Zazen is only an idea that we can never find. Talking about Buddhism creates such an idea, he says, which is itself an obstruction, but he cannot stop talking about it.









Complete English transcript


Shall we continue with the chapter, or would you rather have something else?

Question: Michael, could I just ask one question. Master Dogen talks about these stupid people, I wonder why he…does he ever write about compassion? Does he write about these people in any other terms?

Mike: Compassion? No he doesn’t write about compassion, no. Well he does, in two of the later chapters of the Shobogenzo, as one of the aspects of the Buddhist character. But not generally no.

Question: I just wondered, that’s what I picked up before, this stinging, it seems a rather scathing commentary on people with no understanding. I fear I’m also quite judgmental, although I like to think I’m not, I am. He doesn’t say anything else about people other than that stupid people don’t understand, in that way? He doesn’t write about it in any other context?

Mike: You mean he’s not kind to them?

Question: Yes that’s what I mean.

Mike: He is kind to them.

Question: Well, by giving them the opportunity of hearing…

Mike: No, by being himself. So if we think we can be compassionate to someone else, what we usually do is to try and be how we think it’s best to be to comfort them, or something like that.

Question: Or what would make us feel better.

Mike: Or what would make us feel better, it’s very difficult to work out what that is. Master Dogen is always himself, so if he feels that what people say is really stupid, he says so. If he feels that what people teach is really good, he says so. The common Buddhist idea of compassion doesn’t come up in Master Dogen’s teachings. But it comes up in Christianity a lot so people can find that if they want it. Compassion is one aspect of the natural state of a human being. If we’re in our normal, natural human state then we can’t help being compassionate at times.


Question: Presumably when he’s talking about stupid people he’s just talking about, he’s not talking about everybody, he’s just talking about some people who…

Mike: Yes he’s always specific, he says the stupid people who believe that the spirit goes out of the body when you die, things like that. He always criticising people who believe something which is ridiculous. So he calls them stupid. If they’re Buddhist monks he calls them mad dogs, or something like that.

Where did we get to?


The Venerable Kanadeva, who became the Master’s successor, recognised clearly that the Master was manifesting the fullness and completeness of the moon, recognised that he was fully manifesting existence, recognised this as the nature of a buddha, and recognised it as the body of a buddha.



So Master Kanadeva recognised his master’s state.


Although there were many students who studied personally with Master Nagarjuna and learned the whole of his teachings, none were as excellent as Kanadeva. The Venerable Kanadeva was worthy to share the Master’s seat just as Mahakasyapa did the Buddha’s, and his teachings were able to guide Master Nagarjuna’s students in addition to his own.



I think it says in the early writings that Gautama Buddha made room on his seat for his disciple Mahakasyapa, he shared his seat with him. Master Nagarjuna’s students were able to benefit from hearing what Kanadeva said.



He received the essential teachings of Buddhism, the supreme and great truth, in exactly the same way as the Venerable Mahakasyapa did on Vulture Peak, and took his rightful seat in the order.



Vulture Peak is the place where Gautama Buddha was said to have given many of his talks. There may even have been some kind of building there I suppose.

Question: It’s a very small place actually, it’s like a little point, it wouldn’t hold many people.


Nagarjuna had many students in the period before he embraced the Buddha’s truth, at which time he left them all behind, together with those non-Buddhist theories.



Master Nagarjuna was already well known as a philosopher before he started to follow Buddhism. He gathered quite a few students with his philosophical teachings. I don’t know what his teachings were, there is very little known about Master Nagarjuna, but evidently he was a teacher before he became a Buddhist. Those students that he taught were said to have claimed that they knew what he was teaching, after he became a Buddhist they kind of attached themselves to him even though he had changed his views. So he left them all behind, together with the non-Buddhist theories he was teaching.



He personally passed on the essence of the teachings only to Kanadeva, who became the authentic successor to the universal truth that the Buddha taught. But there still remained groups of people who claimed that they were the successors to the truth that Master Nagarjuna taught. They produced commentaries and interpretations which they claimed were written by him, although they were in fact forgeries. The writings of these groups, all of whom Master Nagarjuna had forsaken long ago, continue to disturb many people. And we, as students of the Buddha’s teachings, should be clear that anything that was not passed on by Kanadeva cannot be the authentic teachings of Master Nagarjuna.



So what Master Dogen is saying here is in fact that the teachings passed on are more authentic than written teachings. He’s affirming the fact that Buddhism is passed on from teacher to student. And of course writings are valuable, but he puts priority on the teachings that Master Nagarjuna passed on to his student Kanadeva and says that some of the writings attributed to Master Nagarjuna weren’t written by him at all. That’s quite a claim to make, and it’s puzzling to hear that, how can he make that claim, how can he know? Well because Master Dogen believed in Zazen, he believed in what he’d learned from his master. His master told him something very simple, he said only believe what I tell you and teach your students what I tell you. And so Master Dogen looked at what other people were saying were Nagarjuna’s teachings, and in those teachings he could find nothing of what he’d received. So he said very straightforwardly they can’t be his teachings. That’s an assertion which we can’t prove, but it’s definitely something that we can assert. Without evidence we can still assert it, we can read a book that might have been written by Master Nagarjuna and state that it’s impossible that he could have written it. Then wait for the flack.


Question: It’s interesting, in the context of Ralph saying that he mistrusted words, because there are a lot of stories aren’t there of masters asking for whatever, asking for an explanation of reality, and if the students uses their master’s words then they won’t affirm that. The student has to find his own words and express their own understanding. Therefore it’s not a verbal transition, it’s not located in the area of words.

Mike: It comes through words, but it’s beyond the words. But it comes through words, it doesn’t come through something else. Our understanding comes through words but what we understand is not the words. In those masters refusing to answer, to give their students affirmation if they were using set phrases they’d learned from someone else, that’s real compassion. You can find lots of instances of compassion in Master Dogen’s writing but he doesn’t write about it as such as being compassionate. To leave someone to find their own words instead of giving them yours is compassionate. Tough love.

Question: You should say that they should only find their own teachings as well rather than do what my master told me. Maybe you have to give them rope to hang themselves, rather than saying you’ve got to study and practice this.

Mike: Nobody has got to practice and study this, no, I agree absolutely. Nobody has got to listen to me for example. But I insist on what I say. As Mike said, there are several koan stories where a student says “Master, tell me what is right” and the master replies that if he did so, the student would never be able to find the words for himself, or something like that. That sounds quite unkind, but is in fact compassionate.



And we, as students of the Buddha’s teachings, should be clear that anything that was not passed on by Kanadeva cannot be the authentic teachings of Master Nagarjuna. This conclusion is the right one because it is based on belief in the authenticity of the teachings passed on directly from one person to another person. But many people accept those theories, although they are obviously phoney. It is very sad and a cause for regret that many people are stupid enough to insult the wisdom of the buddhas in this way.



So there he’s found some stupid people. It’s quite interesting, we feel there’s something wrong if someone asserts a belief in an authenticity which can’t be proven. And especially since a lot of Buddhist writings have been claimed by scholars. Scholars have claimed them as their own, and set around those writings the rules of scholarship – you must be able to prove this and you must be able to do this and that. But there is the simple act of affirming that something is true because you heard it from somebody who you believe knows what he’s talking about.


Belief is a very strange thing, we think that in modern terms the word belief means some kind of trusting in an idea but actually belief is far deeper than that. We all have belief, if we believe in God that’s a belief, if we believe there’s no god, that’s a belief, if we don’t believe in any religion that’s a belief. Simple belief is not only an idea or a spiritual characteristic, it’s something far deeper than that. Real belief has the power to direct our actions so when we believe in something we can direct our actions from the belief. This is a very strange characteristic of human beings but very powerful. So Islamic fundamentalists who believe that they are fighting for God’s truth and will go to heaven can kill themselves and other people quite straightforwardly. That kind of belief is not the kind that… believing in crystals or ley lines or whatever, but a much more fundamental belief. And we all have a fundamental belief, everybody has. We might have the fundamental belief that nothing is worth trusting, in that case our lives are usually quite directionless. If someone has a belief that nothing is really worth believing in, that belief itself directs their life, but it doesn’t give them any direction so they are constantly looking around. But if you have a belief in something clear then your life goes in a particular direction, your actions come out of that belief. So belief is not a mental thing, it’s mental and physical.

Question: The effort that we need to put into effortless Zazen, to sit without intention, but at the same time you need strong direction to actually sit there.

Mike: Yes, so we can taste belief in Zazen, that’s belief, we don’t call it that, we think belief is something far shallower. The reason that we sit in Zazen even though we don’t quite know why, and wonder why, something keeps us doing it is that we have something in our body and mind that gives us the direction.


Question: So if we say we find something to believe in at some point in our life, does that mean we find something to do or follow or be interested in that aligns itself with our fundamental belief, or do we find something that we then start to believe in and form our belief? So do we have a fundamental belief?

Mike: I think all human beings have a very fundamental simple belief in humanity, in the normality of human beings, in the ability of human beings to be truly human, but we cover it up. We say we believe in this thing or that thing, or we believe in a particular god or way of life. But underneath if we didn’t all have a basic belief in humanity, humanity couldn’t exist, we would all fall apart. So I think we all have that at a very basic level but we don’t normally call it belief.

Question: So then if we find one kind of Buddhism or another, or one kind of religion or another, or science and we believe in it, that’s because it represents our idea of humanity?

Mike: Or resonates with it. It resonates with our feeling…it resonates with our selves, not with an idea, but with our humanity itself or with reality itself. So we often find that things we can accept and believe in somehow seem to be familiar to us. It’s like uncovering something in ourselves rather than putting something on top of ourselves.

Question: So why do some people find belief in Zen Buddhism for example and others find it in vision quest, or Shamanism or Christianity or fundamental Islam?

Mike: Well Master Dogen would say that those other people are stupid. He would say that they are shallow, he would say that they are looking for superficial belief. But if we uncover our true selves, our buddha-nature, then our buddha-nature has the direction or belief. I can’t think of another word to use, belief doesn’t sound suitable.


Question: Have you told any fundamentalist muslims that they are mad dogs?

Mike: No. If we believe something then it can direct our actions. So the same power directs a fundamental muslim that directs Master Dogen saying that these can’t be the authentic teachings of Master Nagarjuna. And one face of that kind of assertion sounds arrogant. But the other face is that if we don’t assert what we fundamentally feel then we can’t assert the direction of our lives. If we say well maybe this maybe that…If we go into a judo match and have that attitude we don’t get any result. We have to assert what we believe in, so we have to find what we believe in. If we find what we believe in we can assert what we believe in. When we assert what we believe in we give ourselves direction.

A problem for us in the modern world is that we’ve lost our belief, Christianity used to give everyone in western society a strong enough belief to direct their lives. Society was quite ordered even when I was a child, Sunday school, church. Now Christianity has become weak, so I as a child couldn’t believe it, I tried, it didn’t resonate at all. We’ve lost our belief and we’re all searching for one. We think that belief is outside of us but actually we’re looking for what is outside that we hear that resonates with something very fundamental in us, which is our belief in humanity.

Question: When you find those ways of expressing what’s internal or what resonates with you, is that…in a way using words with the un-split self…

Mike: Yes. So we express ourselves. I used to teach Maths, and when I taught I didn’t express myself, there was no passion in my words. But when I teach Buddhism, my words somehow don’t come from my brain, they come from out of me. That feels completely different. The words express me. That’s a kind of resonance.


Question: It’s a western ideal, of a liberal intellectual who knows a great deal about everything, that it’s all knowledge, none of it based on belief.

Question: Religion and consumerism makes us feel bad about ourselves.

Mike: Only we make ourselves feel bad. We have to take complete responsibility for feeling bad about ourselves.

Question: We have a choice now, but I didn’t…we’re sat here in Britain studying an eastern religion, you know, and before the war people didn’t have choices in their religion. They had to align themselves with the religion that was in their country or they got persecuted. We have choice now and that’s difficult for us now.

Question: And their choices were more vital to them, no-one’s going to burn us at the stake.

Mike: Maybe we find our belief more easily if someone is going to burn us at the stake. We either find the guts to go ahead or we retreat. In the modern world we can kind of try a bit of this or that, that’s a different level of belief completely.


Question: I think if you look in these historical changes in religion you can find some kind of kernel of inspiration that was there for people and is what we find by looking at Buddhism, and that somehow resonates with us and makes us feel it’s the right thing for us to be doing. And I think there is something for those people at that time.

Question: Initially, before it got too big and controlled by…I think in Christianity there was a great paranoid belief and fervour, but it got taken over by the Roman Empire.

Question: But it continually…the rise of Protestantism in Scotland was not an easy thing, that was because there was some kind of liberation that people found in it.

Question: We don’t often talk about resonance, people talk about how you should get there or become a better person.

Mike: Resonance is outside, it’s not in our mind. Resonance is with our whole body and mind.

Question: Like the moon, you were saying about the moon earlier, it’s like that.

Mike: Yes. So in a sense what I’m saying is that there is no difference between a muslim fundamentalist and Master Dogen, but they are asserting different things. But the power to assert them is the same. The power to assert, human beings’ power to assert their belief is the same in all human beings. It depends what we believe in. What we believe in is very important, and there are two aspects to it: there’s a physical and a mental aspect.

In Buddhism we establish our belief by practicing Zazen, that gives our body a certain state. And that state is part of the belief. We study Buddhist philosophy or theory which is intellectual, and that directs us in the same direction as the physical state we get in Zazen.

So there are two halves to Buddhism and both are helping us uncover our fundamental nature, which is where our belief is. And that nature is called here buddha-nature.



The Venerable Kanadeva, pointing to Master Nagarjuna manifesting his own body just as it is says here the master is fully manifesting buddha-nature for us. How can we recognise this? Because it is said that the immanent and balanced state of a buddha shows the fullness of the moon, and like the full moon, the essence of buddha-nature is transparent and bright.” And among the many people of the past and present who have seen and heard the Buddha’s truth that has spread through all parts of the Universe, who has ever said that buddha-nature is the body manifesting itself just as it is? The Venerable Kanadeva is the only person in the Universe who has said this. The others just said that buddha-nature is not something that can be seen, heard, or recognised intellectually, and so on. The reason they did not say so is because they did not know that the body manifesting itself just as it is, is buddha-nature. Our ancestors never withheld this teaching from them, it is just that they did not take in what they were being taught. Since they never learned how to realise things with their whole beings, they could not understand this principle. Watching from a distance the immanent and balanced state of a buddha showing the fullness of the moon, they prostrated themselves to something their eyes had never seen before.



The “they” refers to the audience.


“His nature is transparent and bright, and the meaning of buddha-nature is clear”. Manifesting his own body just as it is was his was to actually show them what the body of a buddha looks like. How could there be a buddha or even two buddhas who don’t manifest their own bodies just as they are? The body of a buddha is a body manifesting itself. Buddha-nature is a body manifesting itself.




Master Dogen is using words to tell us the nature of a buddha and the nature of a buddha is a person uncovered, a person as they are. When we practice Zazen, because we drop off all pretensions, all ideas, we sit just as we are. We might be sitting with pain in the legs so we might shift around, or it might be peaceful. All those buddhas are manifest themselves just as they are. Not trying to be anybody is to be ourselves. Master Dogen also says that we don’t need to realise that fact… damn that’s just what I wanted! I wanted to see myself being like this bloke’s talking about! He says it doesn’t matter if you don’t notice it, just to be yourself without noticing. The obvious times when we are ourselves without noticing are when we are doing things, when we’re acting. When we’re acting we can’t notice ourselves, when we’re busy there’s not time to look at what we’re doing, just we’re doing it. When we’re acting we are ourselves, there’s no separate us with time to cover up or put any front on what we’re doing, just we do it.


Question: When that theme, what we were talking about this morning, how do you abandon yourself without telling yourself you’re going to abandon yourself?

Mike: You just do it, you step off the top of a hundred foot pole. Very clear examples are for instance, I always bring in skiing somehow, you’re at the top of a ski run, you rock backwards and forwards then at some point how do they decide, are they going to rock back again or go forward? Then at some point they just go. We do that all the time, crossing the street, we don’t stand there deliberating for ever about it, it’s an act. All our acts are like that in the instant. Most of our acts are so familiar to us we don’t see them like that.

Question: Getting up in the morning is like that.

Mike: Yes, you lie there thinking shall I get up or lie here for 10 minutes. Then suddenly you’re up. We do it, all humans beings do it, but we cover it up. We’re taught that our brain, our thinking comes before our action. And of course we do think before we act, but we believe that our thinking somehow is the engine of our action. But our action is just action, we think before we act and we think about what we’re going to do, but at the moment, all we do is just push ourselves off of the top of the ski run, step off the pole.

Question: That suggests that every instant is like that.

Mike: Every instant is like that.

Question: No matter what we might be thinking.

Mike: Yes. But we have the power to push ourselves off and then whoa! Go back again. Human beings sometimes act incompletely.

Question: Then in sense there is completeness which encompasses incompleteness?

Mike: Everything is always complete, yes.

Question: At another level there is incomplete action, which is what bothers us I suppose.

Mike: It’s what bothers us. The fact that it bothers us is why we feel incomplete.


Question: I think there’s something about that in a DVD, then you can also watch the director’s commentary.

Mike: Is that what it’s like?

Question: It’s that kind of, yes, it’s a weird experience but it’s not watching a film. Like when you’re on the ski slope…

Mike: What I meant with the example of the ski slope was not to enjoy it, just to act. Not to stop thinking so we can enjoy something, just throw our lives away that’s what we do, we die. But if we use this kind of language it sounds strange, but we die and we’re reborn. And Ross was telling me that he read something that struck him, written by a Buddhist teacher who said we’re like a candle which is burning down, as the candle burns down the flame dies and is reborn at every moment. So it gives you some kind of feeling. Anybody who’s been involved in any extreme or competitive sport knows that feeling, you have to throw away your life, or throw away everything to act. And in the extreme situations we remember it, we have a sense of it, but in everyday life we don’t. But we’re doing it all the time.


Question: Taking decisions in everyday life is not like jumping off the top level on a diving board, it almost sounds as if you’re saying we should be forcing ourselves forward to do things.

Mike: No I don’t mean that, I don’t mean taking decisions, I mean the act. The act is different. We have a very deep set pattern of thinking that we take decisions and then we act. So not the taking of decisions, the action, this is at a very much simpler level. Picking up a cup of tea, we pour the tea then at an instant we pick up the tea and at that instant we pick up the tea, we die. We abandon everything else and just for an instant…When we do it in extreme situations we remember that feeling, for instance when we dive into the water for the first time. At that point you throw away everything, so that is obvious to us in extreme situations, what I’m saying is that it’s in every situation.

These are our acts, not the decisions, but the acts, the simple acts that make up our life. Whether to turn your head, stand up or sit down, eat, drink. All these are made up of little acts which instantaneously are throwing away everything. It sounds to too dramatic, the words make it all too dramatic, this is our problem. My words make it sound too dramatic. Don’t trust them.

Question: Things can happen quite quickly, you can often find yourself doing stuff and then your thoughts kind of catch up. You decide to overtake when there’s a truck coming and you make the turn, but how did you know you were going to make it?

Question: This might sound stupid but I’m going to say it anyway, I used to race motorcycles, and the feeling of Zazen which I’m just beginning is no different to on occasion, the feeling of flow when you don’t think you’re riding a motorcycle, you are the motorcycle. 150 miles per hour doesn’t feel like 150 miles per hour. Sitting in Zazen is that feeling.

Mike: Yes that’s it, and racing motorcycles or in my case rock climbing was a way in my case to get rid of my busy mind, so I could be like that. My mind was so busy I had to find something really stupidly dangerous to bring myself into the moment. Other people are much more fortunate.


Question: Can I say something about this idea of completeness, could this be something to do with the fact that even our unbalanced state in Zazen or in the world is also in the present moment?

Mike: Yes.

Question: So that present moment encompasses all of it whether we’re balanced or not balanced? I wonder if that was what Mike was saying.

Question: (Mike) I’m fascinated by what Mike said in response, that it’s our feeling of dissatisfaction which is the separation.

Mike: Yes, so we’re always in the present, we’re always acting, but we cover it up. What we cover it up with is our thinking. That’s a psycho-physical state. When our state is such that…I’ll explain it by talking about the autonomic nervous system. Effectively we have two nervous systems in the body, or one nervous system with two sub-parts. One is the parasympathetic nervous system and the other is the sympathetic nervous system. They are antagonistic, they act against each other. The sympathetic nervous system makes us think, makes us aggressive, fussy, on edge, it makes us ready to fight. The parasympathetic nervous system makes us passive and decreases our heart rate. These two parts of the nervous system cause our organs to either get ready or to calm down and be passive. These two parts work against each other, they both work at the same time. When they are in balance, then we don’t feel too aggressive and we don’t feel too passive, we’re balanced. But when one is stronger than the other, we might be prone to think a lot, not be able to act simply. In another case we might be prone to be caught by physical pleasure, lie in bed a long time or drink a lot, or eat a lot or have sex, those physical things. So it depends on the balance in our body and it’s always changing. So when we practice Zazen we balance those two halves of our autonomic nervous system. We have a state which is neither too active nor too passive. In that state we can and do act more simply, we don’t suddenly at the last minute say, “oh I shouldn’t do this, oh yes I should”, we don’t get caught. And that’s a physical characteristic as much as a mental one.

So it’s a state of our body, it’s not through us deciding we’re going to act in the moment and be balanced or anything like that, it’s down to our physical state.


Question: Is this why posture is so important?

Mike: Yes, all the nerves from these two nervous systems come out through gaps between the vertebrae. The parasympathetic nerves come out through the top and the bottom of the spine and the sympathetic nerves come out through the middle. If we sit with a slightly bent posture as we often do in a talk, like Paul is now, if you sit like that for 5 minutes it doesn’t have much effect on the body, if you sit like that for half an hour it does. If you sit like that for an hour it has a stronger effect. If we sit in an armchair slumped, after an hour we feel heavier. But if we sit up straight the posture is better. Our posture effects, if we maintain a crooked posture, over a period of time it effects our physical and mental state, very subtly. But everybody knows how it feels when you sit in a chair watching a video for a couple of hours, you feel heavy and uncomfortable. If you sit up straight, although it may be uncomfortable to sit like this you maintain a feeling of lightness. Sitting up straight is important though difficult. Sitting up straight is as much a reason why we act simply as to do with some kind of mental activity.


Question: That’s very hard to be…you have talked about when you act then you are unified, but that is only the case if you are 100 percent in that action. If you’re having extraneous thoughts to that extent, but others are managing to ignore those thoughts. But if you are at all caught up in those thoughts you are not 100 percent in your action.

Mike: No, but that’s the difference between our image of what things should be like and reality. You know, in the kitchen you made those little pastries for the first meal, I guess there’s an image of the pastry, with the broccoli in it etc, but what we actually got, all were different, some were burned, some were twisted, that’s reality.

Question: Right.

Mike: So from the image we create, we put it in the oven and what comes out is not really like, but not really different from the pastry. So life is not like what I’m talking about at all, real life, balance is not like my description. It’s sort of like it, it’s as near as I can get.


Question: How can you be satisfied if you’re not 100 percent into something?

Question: Surely you can’t help doing something completely, if I’m playing tennis with my son, I tried an experiment, I tried to think about it, “the ball is coming over the net, I am about to hit the ball” it’s absolutely impossible, at some stage you just hit the ball. You can’t help doing an action completely.

Question: It’s the same as yesterday you kind of talk about acting now but haven’t worried about how you’re going to do it tomorrow.

Mike: The problem we have is that although words can’t describe reality, they’re almost better than reality. So we look for a reality to match the words and it doesn’t. So then we think, “how can we… what does that mean…?” But reality is all there is, so the only pastries we got were the real ones, not the image in the cook book but the real ones, and they were nice. So our actions are all over the place.

Question: I guess you just have to accept it when your Zazen seems pretty crap.

Mike: Zazen is never crap. We should accept that even though we think it’s crap, it’s just Zazen, it’s sometimes got burned, sometimes a big piece of broccoli and sometimes a small piece and that’s it. That’s real Zazen. The other is only an idea, we can never find it. We can never find that idea, this is our problem. So talking about Buddhism creates an idea and that idea itself is an obstruction, but I can’t stop talking about it.

Well I can stop.

Thank you very much.
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
In these four talks from a weekend retreat at the Lotus Centre in Prague, Mike presents Buddhism, as he takes it from Master Dogen and from his own retelling of the Buddha's life, as based on the reality we are having or experiencing now, not on an experience or a perfect state that we hope to reach. For Dogen, as Mike reports, zazen is the centre of Buddhism, and in Mike's telling of Dogen's life, what Dogen at last understood under Master Tendo is that zazen is not getting anything but getting rid of everything. In zazen, Mike says, we do not find a beautiful, peaceful Buddha but we find ourselves, and the perfection we imagine exists only in our mind; he admits that even his own explanation creates such an image.

The same gap between an image in our mind and what really happens runs through what he says about balance: we picture perfect balance as peaceful and wonderful, but if I balance, I have to wobble, like a tightrope walker or a cyclist, and Mike reports that for Dogen zazen is not a fixed posture but a dynamic one. He also says that Dogen describes zazen as a subtle balance between the physical and the mental, in which we concentrate neither on the body nor on thoughts, and he calls the question of how we forget about both the secret of zazen. The passage of Bendowa that Mike reads likewise describes zazen as a practice with no intention of reaching an aim, which balances active and passive and puts the body and mind right, and it speaks of the natural state in which Buddhas do not separate reality into mental and physical. Mike's four viewpoints on zazen come back to these points: zazen is different from thinking, and if we sit for some time our thoughts settle like ash in a glass of water that we stop stirring, and when we sit naturally straight, the two opposing parts of the nervous system can find balance. Then, when we stop splitting ourselves into two, we are naturally one, as when we simply act in sport or in daily life, and in a balanced state we find no barrier between ourselves and the world, which, Mike says, is what Dogen means by oneness with the universe: something more real than a spiritual oneness. The present moment also recurs: one of the four teachings on which, according to Mike, Dogen based his work is that reality is just in this moment, and Dogen recommended practising zazen every day to teach ourselves to be in the present. In Mike's own version of the Buddha's story, the prince is dissatisfied with both material pleasure and spiritual enthusiasm, finds the middle way between these two extremes, and tells his former companions that much of our dissatisfaction comes from wanting to get something and that reality exists not in higher levels of spiritual consciousness but here and now. In the four views, which Mike says Dogen uses to look at everything, Mike contrasts the two Western views, that ideas or material things are the basis of existence, with the Buddhist view that the basis of our existence is our action, here and now.

Again and again Mike treats this teaching as practical rather than theoretical or mystical: young Dogen's question, why we need to study so hard if we are all perfect, was very practical while the Tendai monks were very theoretical, and Eisai shocked him with a realistic answer, that he could see real cats and real cows. Shobogenzo, he says, matters because in it Dogen writes the whole of Buddhist philosophy and practice in a consistent way, and what Dogen talks about is not theoretical or strange or mystical, although it takes great effort to understand because of medieval Japanese, Dogen's games with words and the distance of a thousand years. Asked why Dogen explained so many complicated matters, he says that Dogen's teachings are not difficult but reality is very complicated, that Dogen spoke in a thirteenth-century paradigm which takes time to understand, and that we have to keep feeling puzzled without giving up. Many people, he adds, do not want to hear about reality, which is too boring, too simple and too severe, and they prefer the idea of a better person to the person in front of them. Pointing out that people in thirteenth-century Japan needed hygiene, rules for living and philosophy, Mike says that when we think about what to teach about Dogen in the modern world, we need to look realistically at what people need, and that to spread Buddhism in modern society we have to look at modern society. His advice on practice is just as plain: his master said that it is more important to practise regularly every day than very intensely for a week or ten days, because there is nothing to get, and Mike says that he does not compare his zazen but just does it every day.
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The Life of Master Dogen

    
Mike tells Dogen’s life up to zazen as getting rid of everything, then the four teachings he built on







  Michael Eido Luetchford
June 2005 — Lotus Centre, Talk 1.
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  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike tells the life of Master Dogen as a search for something reliable, which starts from one very simple question and ends when Dogen understands that zazen is not getting anything but getting rid of everything. He then sets out the four teachings on which, he says, Dogen based his work: will to the truth, cause and effect, reality in this moment, and zazen.

Dogen lost his father at two and his mother at seven, could already read the Chinese Buddhist sutras at five, and at thirteen ran away to a Tendai temple to become a monk, where he read all the sutras for about three years. The Tendai sutras said that human beings are innately perfect, so he asked why we need to study so hard, and nobody could answer, because his question was very practical while the Tendai monks were very theoretical. The monks at the next temple could not answer either and sent him to the old monk Eisai, who said that he knew nothing about Buddhas in the past or the future but could see real cats and real cows, a realistic answer that shocked Dogen. He stayed about ten years at Kenninji, a Rinzai temple, but there everyone, including the master of the temple, practised zazen with the strong aim of becoming enlightened and could not find it, so the two went to China, where two years of travel brought only more Rinzai temples searching for enlightenment. After the master travelling with him died, an old monk told him to go to Tendo temple, where he met the new master Tendo Nyojo, and each felt that this was the man he was looking for. When Tendo shouted at a sleeping monk that zazen is dropping off body and dropping off mind, Dogen, who had been hoping to get something from zazen, understood that it is not getting anything but getting rid of everything, and he was very happy.

Returning to Japan with his master's blessing, Dogen wanted to teach zazen from which you cannot get anything; unhappy at Kenninji, where the monks were not so sincere, he left and set up his own small temple; when the other temples became jealous, a supporter suggested that he go into the mountains, where he built Eiheiji and taught for about ten years until he fell ill and died in 1253. Of his four teachings, will to the truth is the inner desire to find out what is real, which we cover up when we want to become famous or make economic profit; cause and effect is absolute, so we always receive the result of what we do; reality is only in this moment, since we can neither return to the past nor go into the future; and zazen is the centre of Buddhism, whatever we call it, practised every day to teach ourselves to be in the present. Asked whether Dogen put special emphasis on any of the four, Mike answers that, according to Dogen, there is no Buddhism without zazen, but without the will to the truth we never start to practise zazen. On breathing, he says that he respects Deshimaru but zazen is not a martial art, so we can breathe naturally, and he describes zazen, following Dogen, as a subtle balance between the physical and the mental, in which we concentrate on neither and which he calls the secret of zazen. Agreeing that zazen is a dynamic posture, he says that perfect balance is an image in our mind, but to balance we have to wobble. Asked how often and how long to practise, he says that his master taught that it is more important to practise regularly every day than intensely for a week or ten days, because there is nothing to get, and that fifteen minutes every day that we keep up is better than half an hour that we drop. He ends by saying that he came to zazen as a mountaineer in Tokyo who recognised in it the same happy state of getting rid of everything, that zazen is the simplest sport, and that, knowing almost nothing besides Dogen's teachings, he teaches what Dogen taught.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

This morning I want to talk about Master Dogen's life and search. He was born in 1200, and he died when he was 53 years old. He was the illegitimate son, not in marriage, of a politician, and he couldn't live with his father. So he lived with his mother, in the suburbs of Kyoto. When he was two years old, his father died, and when he was seven years old, his mother died. So he was a lonely little boy. But he was very excellent at studying: when he was five years old, he could already read the Chinese Buddhist sutras. After his mother and father died, he went to live with an uncle. But he felt he wanted to find out something in his life which was reliable. Something he could rely on.

He decided when he was twelve that he wanted to be a Buddhist monk, but his uncle refused. So when he was thirteen, he ran away to a temple in Kyoto called Enryakuji, which was a temple of the Tendai school of Buddhism. The Tendai school studied Buddhism theoretically, but they didn't have any practice. He stayed in the Enryakuji temple for about three years and read all the Buddhist sutras in great detail. But he had one very simple question. The sutras of the Tendai school said that human beings are innately perfect, originally perfect, and that they are Buddhas. So the young Master Dogen had one question: if we are all perfect, why do we need to study so hard? But nobody could answer him. The reason was that his question was very practical, but the Tendai monks were very theoretical.


So he couldn't get rid of this question, and the monks were tired of being asked the question. So they told him to go to another temple nearby. He went to a temple called Onjoji and asked the monks at Onjoji temple: if we're all perfect, why do we have to work so hard? But they couldn't answer him.

One of the monks at Onjoji told him to go and ask an old monk who had just returned from China and who lived in a temple called Kenninji. So he went to Kenninji and asked the old monk: if we are all perfect, if we are all Buddhas, why do we need to study and work so hard? The old monk, whose name was Eisai, said to him, ‘I don't know anything about Buddhas in the past, or in the future. But I can see real cats and real cows.’ And Master Dogen was shocked to get some kind of realistic answer, a very practical answer.


He stayed in Kenninji temple for about ten years. Kenninji temple was a temple of the Rinzai school of Buddhism, so they practised zazen. But they had a very strong aim while they were practising: they wanted to become enlightened. So Master Dogen practised and practised and practised, trying to get enlightenment, but he couldn't. And he found that the master of the temple had the same problem. Although they practised on and on, they couldn't find something called enlightenment. So the two of them decided to visit China. Maybe in China they could find the road to enlightenment. So they travelled to China, and for two years they travelled around from one temple to another. But unfortunately, all the temples they visited were Rinzai temples, so everybody was searching for enlightenment. So they had no answer to their problem.

Then the master who was accompanying Master Dogen died in China, but I don't know the cause. So Master Dogen thought, ‘It's useless. I have to return to Japan.’ He was preparing to return to Japan, and he met a very old monk. The very old monk said to him, ‘You should go to Tendo temple. Because in Tendo temple there is a new master who is very, very excellent. He will tell you the answer to your question.’ Master Dogen went to Tendo temple. Actually, he'd been there before, but there was a different master at that time. So he went to Tendo temple and met this new master, whose name was Tendo Nyojo, or in Chinese, Ryujin.


When he met this master, he felt intuitively, ‘This is the man I'm looking for.’ And when the master, Tendo Nyojo, saw this very enthusiastic young Japanese monk, he felt, ‘This is the man I'm looking for.’ So he stayed at the temple for two years, listening to Master Tendo's teaching and practising zazen. One day, while he was practising zazen, Master Tendo shouted at another monk who was sitting near Master Dogen, ‘Stop sleeping! Zazen is dropping off body and dropping off mind.’ When Master Dogen heard this, at last he understood something. Up to that point, he'd been hoping to get something from zazen. But Master Tendo said, ‘Throw everything away.’ When he heard that, he realised, ‘I see. Zazen is not getting anything. It's getting rid of everything.’ So he felt very happy.

Eventually, after another year, he returned to Japan with the blessing of his master. Returning to Japan, he wanted to teach people in Japan zazen, which you can't get anything from. At first he went back to Kenninji temple, but he was not so happy. The monks there were not so sincere, so he left Kenninji temple and set up his own small temple, which he called Kosho Orinji temple. He stayed there for ten years, writing about what he had learned in China and teaching people to practise zazen.


His temple became very popular, but unfortunately the other temples became jealous, and the situation got worse. So one of the men who was supporting him financially suggested that he should leave Kyoto, go into the mountains and build a temple. He did so, and he called the temple Eiheiji. In Eiheiji he continued to teach his students for about ten years. But then, when he was 52, he became ill. It may have been tuberculosis. He went to Kyoto for treatment, but he didn't recover, and he died there, in 1253. So that's Master Dogen's life.

Now I'd just like to talk about what he was teaching. He taught four things. The first was will to the truth. Will to find the truth. In Sanskrit, this is bodhicitta, or body-mind. In Japanese, bushin. And he said, if we don't have will to the truth—

Participant: Yeah, well, it does say the word in Italian, I think, actually. It's just that it says body-mind, but it is like a body. I don't think I'm going along with the body, like, oh—

Mike: Sorry. Body, body.

Participant: Yes, bodhi means wise, wisdom.

Mike: So he said, if we don't have the will to find the truth, it's difficult to find the truth. And if we want to become famous or make economic profit, we cover up our will to the truth. So he recommended that we find our will to the truth, which is our inner desire to find out what is real. That's his first teaching. His second teaching was about cause and effect. He said that cause and effect is absolute. What we do has a result; we always receive the result of what we do. We can never escape. That's his second teaching.


His third teaching was that reality is just in this moment. Although we think about the past, remember the past, it's impossible to return to the past. Although we dream or think about the future, it's impossible to go into the future. We are always in the present. That was his third teaching. His fourth teaching was zazen. He said that the practice of zazen is the centre of Buddhism. Of course, it doesn't matter if we call it zazen or dhyāna or jhāna.

But the practice itself is very important, because when we practise zazen, we notice that we are just living now. Sometimes we wander into strange areas of thinking: dreams, spiritual visions. But when we're practising zazen, we notice that we're still sitting on the cushion. So he recommended that we practise zazen every day in order to teach ourselves to be in the present. Of course, he didn't deny history or the future.

But he said that the past and the future are only in our memory, which includes our physical body. But we're living in the present. So those are the four teachings on which he based his work. Throughout his life after returning to Japan, he gave many lectures to his students. Somebody wrote down his lectures, or sometimes he wrote his lectures on paper himself, and those lectures have been collected together in a book called Shobogenzo. Sho means right or true. Bo, or ho, means Dharma, or law, universal law. Gen means eye. Zo means storehouse. Storehouse of the eyes, which can see the true universal law. So he wrote in here, and we translated it into English in four books. So this is his life's work.


In these books, he writes about everything connected with living in a temple: how to cook, how to go to the toilet, how to cut the nails, clean the teeth, how to enter the zazen hall. Everything that he learned in China. There's one important thing for us in modern times. Master Dogen taught the Buddhist life he found in China, and he taught it to Japanese people, whom he called lowly people, not so country people, not so sophisticated. So if we think about what we should teach about Master Dogen in the modern world, we need to look realistically at what people need. In Japan in the 13th century, people needed some hygiene, rules for living and so on, and also philosophy. In the modern world, what do we need? This is the question. So I'll stop now, and let's have a discussion, or questions— Anybody can talk.


Question: Of those four things which Master Dogen taught, does he put special emphasis on anything? Was one in particular more important than the others, or did he consider them equal?

Mike: He said, without zazen there is no Buddhism. But without the will to the truth, we never start to practise zazen. And will to the truth sometimes depends on cause and effect. And our situation is always in the present moment. So please choose the important one.

Question: Also, how is the Gateless Gate of Master Mumon, from the Sung period, which has forty-nine koans, included in those four volumes?

Mike: No, it's not included. But when Master Dogen was in China, he collected three hundred koan stories, which are discussions between masters and students, and he used them to discuss Buddhism. So you can find them in the Shobogenzo. And we also published a book of the koans, just the three hundred.

Participant: I would like to compare how the two agree. Like it would be cool to know how to—

Mike: He discusses those three hundred stories, most of them in the Shobogenzo. Sometimes he criticises the people in the stories, and sometimes he praises them. I wonder if they're the same stories as in the Gateless Gate.


Question: Did the form of zazen, the way Master Dogen did it, differ from how we do it— perhaps a lot?

Mike: I hope not. He wrote one description of zazen in the Shobogenzo, and he describes how to practise zazen: Zazenki. Fukan Zazengi. Oops. This is his description of how to practise zazen: the position of the body, the position of the head, the position of the hands, and the eyes, the mouth. So I hope it's the same. But I can't ask him.

Question: But he can't be asked any more, so I'll ask. Some schools put the emphasis on the position in meditation. Here the master told us that it isn't important, that we shouldn't put the emphasis on either the position or the mind. Whether it differs in some way, how it is with the attention to the mind— whether we should put attention on the position or not.

Mike: Yes and no, both. If we don't concentrate on keeping our body straight, then we usually sit like this. But when we find a balance in the posture, with the weight of the head on the shoulders and the weight of the shoulders on the pelvis, then we can forget the posture. Like a pile of bricks: we need to balance, and when it's balanced, we can stop. So maybe we concentrate, then we forget, then we concentrate, then we forget.


Question: It's connected with how it actually is with breathing. I've just been reading a book by Master Deshimaru, and he simply describes those crazy five-minute out-breaths and so on, really long breathing techniques, long breaths. So is it important or…?

Mike: Did you? I respect Master Deshimaru. But according to my master, Master Deshimaru did a lot of martial arts, and in martial arts they teach breathing from the hara. This is important to get strength in the centre of the body. But zazen is not a martial art, so in zazen we can breathe naturally. Master Dogen says, ‘Let a short breath be short. Let a long breath be long.’ So if you want to breathe, it's okay. Usually we breathe naturally. I've never stopped breathing yet. So in zazen, I breathe naturally. And another thing: Master Dogen describes zazen as a subtle balance between the physical and the mental.

If we concentrate on the physical, it's true, we stop thinking. So if you count your breathing, or you concentrate on breathing in a special way, it's true, you stop thinking. But instead you're concentrating on the physical. So Master Dogen says neither. Neither physical— But we find it very difficult to understand what he means. So we think either we can think some spiritual thoughts in zazen, a mantra or a koan, and then maybe we can forget that our legs are hurting; or we can concentrate on our breathing and physical movement, and then we can forget about thinking. But how do we forget about both? This is the secret of zazen.


Question: So is it true that zazen is not a static posture, it's a dynamic posture, and that we are always wobbling between mind and body, between body and mind?

Mike: Yes. If we want to balance— In our mind, we have an image: perfect balance. It must be very peaceful and wonderful. I want to get it. But actually, if I balance, I have to wobble. The tightrope walker is wobbling like this. And when we ride a bicycle, we need to wobble. So real balance is different from our idea of balance. So in zazen, Master Dogen says, it's not a fixed posture. He doesn't mean that there's no special way; he means it's dynamic. If we sit rigidly, without moving, it's difficult to find balance. But if we sit dynamically, sometimes moving a little, we can balance ourselves. Okay?

Question: How do we find the balance during practice, and how do we balance it in life in a big city? Practically, twenty-four hours.

Mike: We can rely completely on practising zazen and just lead our lives freely. I will talk more about the physical aspects of zazen this afternoon. But Master Dogen describes zazen like a bell: we hit it, bong, and the next day we hit it. So if we practise zazen, we don't need to worry. But we can get rid of the balanced, nice state. We can practise zazen and then go out into the city and drink lots of beer, or— So we can keep the state, or we can throw the state away.

Maybe it's too simple. Sometimes I wonder if it's true. When my master used to teach me, ‘Just do zazen. And don't worry about anything.’ I couldn't believe it. But slowly, I think it's true. If I try to bring Buddhism into my life intentionally, it makes my life more rigid. Of course we can study and practise at many times in the day, or at the weekends. But there's nothing special needed to take zazen into our everyday life. Just don't throw it away.


Question: How often do you think we should practise zazen? For how long should we practise zazen?

Mike: Many people want to practise zazen very intensely, for a week or ten days, and at the end they feel, ‘Yes!’ But my master said it's more important to practise regularly every day, because we should remember there's nothing to get. If we go to a very intense practice of zazen, of course it's very nice, and it's valuable. But if we don't continue to practise every day afterwards, it's not so good. So one hour a day is very nice. Half an hour in the morning and half an hour in the evening. Forty-five minutes in the morning, fifteen minutes in the evening.

This is a nice aim. But if our lives are very busy, it's quite difficult. So we say, ‘Oh, it's difficult. I'm going to do half an hour every day.’ After two weeks, we say, ‘Oh, it's too much.’ In that case, it's better to do fifteen minutes every day; then we can continue. Then maybe after one year we can do twenty minutes, and after two years maybe thirty minutes. So we have to find out how to train ourselves. And most people who practise zazen are very stubborn, so we find it very difficult to train ourselves. But once stubborn people train themselves, they keep going.

Question: What was actually the cause that you now sit and teach like this?

Mike: Here? Pavel. Pavel came to England to our retreat for three years. Three years, since two thousand two. And he said, ‘I'd like to have a retreat in Prague.’ So I said, ‘Hmm, okay.’ But with his very excellent arranging, I'm here.


Question: I meant it on a wider scale, perhaps— what actually brought you to Japan, to studying there?

Mike: When I was young, I was a mountaineer. I climbed, rock climbing, and in mountains in Europe, and Asia, and the Himalaya. Although I couldn't notice it clearly, climbing mountains, I could throw away all my worries. Then I stopped climbing mountains when I was thirty-three, thirty-two, and by chance I went to Japan. In Japan, Tokyo is a very busy city, and people have lots of stress. So I looked for some way to get rid of my stress, and every weekend I went to the mountains in Japan. But travelling and so on is quite busy.

Then by chance I saw an advertisement in the paper in Japan: Zen Seminar, in English. So I went, and I practised zazen. And I recognised in zazen the same happy state: getting rid of everything. So I practise zazen instead of mountaineering. I think zazen is a very simple sport. The simplest sport. You don't need a uniform or special shoes. If the weather is bad, it doesn't matter.

This afternoon I want to talk about zazen itself from four different viewpoints which Master Dogen used. Besides Master Dogen's teachings, I know almost nothing. So I teach you what he taught. So thank you very much.

Participant: Thank you.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike uses the last talk of the weekend to introduce Shobogenzo by reading the opening of its first chapter, Bendowa, a conversation about pursuing the truth, and then explains why the book is worth the effort of studying. His answer is that Master Dogen sets out the whole of Buddhist philosophy and practice in one consistent work, and that its difficulty comes from medieval language, wordplay and the distance of a thousand years, and not from anything theoretical or strange or mystical.

He reads Dogen's own account of how he went to China, completed his great task with Master Nyojo, returned to Japan in 1228 determined to spread the truth he had found, and, worried that sincere practitioners would be misled by teachers who were not genuine, decided to write down the customs and teachings he had received for people who learn by doing things. The paragraph Mike reads first describes the method of the Buddhas as a practice without any intention of reaching an aim, whose authentic form is zazen in an upright posture, a natural state in which reality is not separated into mental and physical and which brings true freedom. Mike adds that Dogen writes very honestly about things that really happened to him: unsure what to do on his return, he weighed waiting against acting, chose to act, and wrote and taught from the age of 31 to 52 or 53, so that Shobogenzo is the record of all his lectures. Asked why Shobogenzo matters, Mike first says that it is very difficult to study because it is written in medieval Japanese, and that versions in English, German, Spanish and French are appearing only slowly, since translators must understand what they translate and it takes fifteen or twenty years, while he is now making a simpler version. Its importance, he says, is that a book on Buddhism usually shows only one point of view, so that one book does not fit with the next, whereas Dogen covered the whole of Buddhism, and this is the only such work that has been written down and preserved.

Questioned about translations, he explains that three foreign students of Nishijima Roshi first translated Shobogenzo in a rather free style, that Mike Cross later joined and, with Nishijima Roshi, made a very literal version because they felt people would accept it more readily than a free one, and that he himself edited and published the books. He now feels it is time to be more interpretive and, building on the literal translation, to explain the text more simply, working through the chapters one by one, with four finished, perhaps ten more years to go, and a book planned after six or eight chapters, while the chapters can already be downloaded from the internet. Asked how to understand the very abstract chapters and Dogen's analysis of koans, he answers that some parts are difficult to interpret, not because they are theoretical or philosophical, but because Dogen uses similes and plays games with words, which can be done in Chinese and Japanese by changing characters but is very difficult in European languages. He illustrates this by saying that he could describe coming into the room, sitting down and giving a talk, or equally say that the room opened to accept him, the chair came up to his behind and his mouth opened and talking came out, and that both are true descriptions; Dogen uses such techniques to take away our self-centred point of view. Dogen's commentary on koans can sound very mystical, he says, but the koans themselves are straightforward: in the story he reads, a master turns to the wall in zazen whenever a monk approaches, and when Master Nansen puts a hand on his shoulder and says that this is just normal conduct, Mike takes it to mean that we should not use zazen to escape from normal behaviour, although he admits he once sat in zazen to escape an argument with his wife. He calls the American commentaries on koan stories that he has read rubbish, because they make a mystical situation out of a realistic one. Spreading Dogen's teachings is therefore slow, since studying one book can take ten or twenty years and making that book took fifteen, the work is done in spare time without government money, and every generation can make one step, so that in another thirty years people may stand on the shoulders of those working now, while Mike himself spent nearly thirty years in Japan listening to a little Japanese man, understood after about twenty-five, and hopes it will take others only twenty-four. He closes by saying that all areas of human endeavour are making the truth clearer, from healthy diet and exercise to the causes of illness and living a balanced life without working so hard, that all of these are part of Buddhism even if we need not call it that, and that explaining Dogen's teachings therefore becomes easier and easier, even if it is perhaps not easy yet.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

This is the last talk we have this weekend. I thought I would read some of the first chapter of Master Dogen's Shobogenzo, and you can see if it's possible to understand. Of course, it depends on the skill of my interpreter, so this is a kind of test. The first chapter in Shobogenzo is called Bendowa. And Ben means... conversation.

Do means truth or way, and wa means a conversation. Ben means conversation— Ben means pursuing or following. Do means the truth, and wa means conversation. So, a conversation about pursuing the truth. Master Dogen wrote it soon after he returned from China. Twelve thirty-one. So he was 31 years old.



When the Buddhas, those who live fully in the present, each of whom has learned the Buddha's truth from a real person, when they realise what the truth is, they achieve it by the best method there is. This method, in which there is no intention of reaching an aim, is subtle, and is only taught by one Buddha to another Buddha. It never deviates from this. It is a practice that balances active and passive, and it puts the body and mind right. The authentic form of this practice, which is known as zazen, is sitting in an upright posture. Although we each have the natural state— although we each have our natural state, if we do not return to it in this practice, it does not show itself, and if we do not experience it, we do not realise what it is. As soon as we give up our intentions, it comes to us and fills us, and it is not a thinking state. When we speak, this state expresses itself through our mouth in complete freedom. Buddhas live in and maintain themselves in— and maintain themselves in this natural state, in which they do not separate reality into two parts, mental and physical. People who do not separate reality into two parts are Buddhas. The way I am teaching now, to follow the Buddha's truth, is a way that allows us to really experience everything as it is, and it gives us a state of wholeness that brings true freedom. When you get rid of everything that hinders you— hinders you— and find this freedom, these words that you are reading now are completely useless.



That's his first introduction paragraph. He then talks about his trip to find the Buddha's truth, in China.



Establishing in myself a firm resolve to search for the Buddha's truth, I travelled to many parts of Japan, looking for teachers that I hoped would help me in my search. One of these was Master Myozen, who lived at Kennin Temple. I stayed as his student for nine years, learning the teachings of the Rinzai lineage. Master Myozen was the most excellent of Master Eisai's students, and he had received the teachings of the Buddha's truth directly from him. None of the other students were comparable. Then I travelled to China, searching in the east and in the west for a good teacher, and I learned about the traditions of the five lineages who practice zazen. Finally, I visited the temple on Mount Daibyakuho, and I met Zen Master Nyojo, with whom I finally completed my great task of a lifetime of practice. Then in 1228, I returned to Japan, determined to spread the truth that I had found to other people, in order to save them. I felt as if a heavy weight had been placed on my shoulders. But if I wait for good circumstances to carry me forward, I thought I may spend some time wandering from place to place, following the flow of events, like wise teachers have done in the past. But I also felt that there may be people who were already sincerely practicing zazen, if these people were not seeking for fame, not wanting to get something, they might be misled by teachers who were not genuine, whose teachings would only lead them away from a correct understanding. They might then deceive themselves with those wrong ideas, and they might become caught by their own delusions. How could they strengthen their intuitive ability to know what is true? How could they have the chance to practice what is true? If I just wandered around waiting for the right time, where would they be able to find a true place to practice? This seemed to me a very sad situation, so I've decided to write it down, all the customs and rules that I experienced myself during my visits to the monasteries in China, together with the teachings from my master, which I have received and put into practice. Then I will leave these writings for people who learn by actually doing things, and who find it easy to live in reality, so that they will know the true teachings of the Buddha that have been passed on from person to person. I feel that this task may be very important.




That's the end of the second paragraph. So you can see from those two paragraphs of Shobogenzo that Master Dogen is writing very honestly about his experiences, things that really happened to him. He says that when he came back to Japan from India— from China, he didn't know what to do. On the one hand, he could wait; on the other hand, he could do something. In the end he decided to do something, so he started to write and then to give talks. He continued from the age of 31 to the age of 52 or 53. Shobogenzo is the record of all his teaching, all his lectures. So, if anybody wants to ask any questions, or if you prefer me to carry on reading, which should we do?


Question: Okay, maybe a question that might interest other people. Why do you think that Shobogenzo is so important for us? Why should we study Shobogenzo? What do you think? Can you explain to us?

Mike: Actually, Shobogenzo is very difficult to study, because it's written in medieval Japanese. But slowly, slowly, we're making versions in different languages. We translated it into English.

And now I'm making a simpler version. We translated it into German; Gabriele is doing that, she lives in Munich. We translated it into Spanish, and somebody is translating it into French. Those people are lucky, because if you translate something, you have to understand it. But it takes many, many years, fifteen years, twenty years. So in the future we can hope that what Master Dogen writes about will be easy to find, but that situation hasn't arrived yet. The reason why it's so important is that in the Shobogenzo, Master Dogen writes the whole of Buddhist philosophy and the whole of Buddhist practice in a consistent way. So it's a complete work. If we sometimes read a book on Buddhism, it looks at only one point of view, so maybe we can understand something theoretically. But then we read another book about Buddhism, and it doesn't fit together. But Master Dogen, in his writings, covered the whole of Buddhism. So it's the only work which covers the whole of Buddhism that has been written down and preserved. So it takes a long time to make it accessible to people. But in the future it will be much easier. Okay, thank you.


Question: Can I ask— because I ordered the... I believe that Nishijima's version of Shobogenzo was the best. There are different versions, different translations into English, so of course I was very enthusiastic. I wanted to have the best, and I forgot how I came to the conclusion that the best is the one. I think it was because I liked the idea that Gudo Nishijima tried to translate exactly and then maybe explain, but most translations are very free translations. So I wanted to ask if the other person who helped him with English is you? There's Nishijima and somebody...

Mike: Mike Cross. Chodo Cross. He lives maybe two hours from me, and he teaches zazen, but he used to live in Japan. Originally there were three foreign students of Nishijima Roshi, and we started to translate the Shobogenzo in a rather free style. And we completed it.


Then Mike Cross joined us, after five or six years. He was very interested in studying the Japanese characters very closely, and he suggested that we make a more literal version. Nishijima Roshi agreed, so Mike Cross and Nishijima Roshi together made a very literal version, because we felt that people would accept a literal version, compared with a more free version. I helped: I edited and published the books. So Windbell Publications is me. But now I feel it's time to be more interpretive. Based on the very literal translation which we have, we can explain it more simply. So it's a kind of long process. I'm working through the chapters one by one. I've finished four chapters, so maybe another ten years to complete everything. But after maybe six or eight chapters, I'll publish them in a book. And I think it's important to say that you can download the chapters from the internet. So you can download them on the internet.


Participant: Can I ask one more?

Mike: No, go ahead.

Question: This is so interesting, this whole... we could talk about it for hours. But, for example, the part of Bendowa that you read is an example of Dogen's style that is quite— I think he says what he means and it makes sense. I went there, I was pursuing the truth, I found the right master, I came back, etc. But then there are chapters in Shobogenzo that are very philosophically analytical. For example, he takes a koan and he analyzes the koan for three pages or something. I'd like to know what you can do with those parts that are very abstract, very philosophical. How can we interpret them more freely? And what do you think about the analysis of koans as part of Dogen's teaching, which is quite strange, because we usually concentrate on zazen without trying to solve koans? But he also studied koans in very great detail, which is interesting.

Mike: Some parts are difficult to interpret, not because they're theoretical or philosophical, but because Master Dogen uses similes, or he plays games with words. In Chinese and Japanese, you can play word games by changing characters. So he can play nice games with words to change our viewpoint, so it's very difficult to play the same games in English. For instance, I came into this room, sat down on the chair and gave a talk. I could say it another way: the room opened to accept me, the chair came up to my behind, my mouth opened, and talking came out. Both are true descriptions. He uses these kinds of techniques, and this is very difficult in European languages. That's the problem. So he says, I see the chair; the chair sees me. He wants to take away our self-centered point of view.


Participant: We take it for granted that we come here and sit down, and we are not willing to accept that it would be the other way.

Mike: It's both ways.

Participant: So he says, I sit on the chair. The chair sits on me. I sit on myself.

Mike: The chair sits on itself. The universe sits on itself. Something like this. He wants to describe reality, which is like this. That's the problem.

Participant: And it's the same with koans: he analyzes them word by word and plays games with the words in the koans.

Mike: Yes, he does. He does play games. We can explain the same thing without the same kind of games. He collected 300 koan stories in China, and this is our translation of them. They're understandable, they're not strange, and we can make a commentary about them which is not so mystical. So, Master Dogen's commentary on koans is not so mystical. For instance:


When Master Hone in the Chi district saw a monk coming towards him, he would turn to face the wall and begin sitting in zazen at once.



So the master, when he saw the monk coming, would turn around and practise zazen.


One day, when Master Nansen went to see him, he turned to face the wall and began sitting in zazen. So Master Nansen put his hand on his shoulder. Master Hone said, Who are you? Master Nansen said, Fugan.



That's his name.


Master Hone said, What are you doing? Master Nansen said, This is just normal conduct.




Mike: So the koan is simple. The master is not so sociable; he doesn't like talking to people. Every time somebody comes to him, he turns around and sits in zazen. So he's using zazen to escape. But Master Nansen comes up to him and puts his hand on his shoulder. What are you doing? And the monk turns around and says, Oh, who are you? Still he's trying to escape. But Master Nansen said, This is just normal conduct.

So he's saying to the monk, you should behave normally. Don't use zazen to escape from normal behaviour. We can use zazen to escape from normal behaviour sometimes. For instance, I remember many years ago having an argument with my wife, and to escape from the argument, I went and sat in zazen. So all koans are quite straightforward. But again, Master Dogen's commentary is often very symbolic, playing games with words, so sometimes it sounds very mystical. But it's not. There are some people in America who study koans, and some of them have written books with commentaries about koan stories. But the ones which I have read are rubbish. They make some kind of mystical situation out of a realistic situation, so I can't understand why they interpret it like that. Would you like it?

Participant: I was just going to ask you if it's possible to order it somehow. This is wonderful.

Mike: I'll give it to you.

Participant: No. No. Yeah, it's expensive. I'll pay for it.

Mike: No, it's all right. I've got lots of boxes.

Participant: Thank you very much.

Mike: Do you have one?

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: Unfortunately, it's not in Czech. But it's in German. They're publishing it in German at the end of this year. So it's quite important to realise that what Master Dogen is talking about is not actually theoretical or strange or mystical. But we have to make a great effort to understand, because one thousand years is a very long time. If you think of the Czech Republic one thousand years ago, or the UK one thousand years ago, it's very difficult to understand the way people were communicating with each other.


So the process of spreading Master Dogen's teachings is quite slow. It takes maybe 10 or 20 years to study a book which is written in a very different language, and then, to make that book took 15 years, because we can't do things full time. All of us practice zazen in our spare time. We can't get money from the government to study and translate books. But every generation we can make one step. So I think after another thirty years, people can stand on our shoulders. I spent nearly thirty years in Japan, listening to this little Japanese man: What is he saying? What does he mean? After 25 years I can understand. So if somebody listens to me, I hope it only takes 24 years.


Participant: I pray for it.

Mike: Maybe we can. It takes a shorter time; it becomes clear. And not only Buddhism: all areas of human endeavour, effort, are making the truth clearer. We find out that a healthy diet is... So we have people making healthy bread and healthy vegetables. We find out that exercise is important. We find out the cause of illness. We find out how to live a balanced life without working so hard. All of these are part of Buddhism, but we don't need to call it Buddhism. So I think explaining Master Dogen's teachings becomes easier and easier.

Maybe not so easy at the moment, but it becomes easy. After 24 years. Okay, twenty-three. So this is the last talk. Thank you everyone for listening to me. If anyone would like to say anything about their experience here at the weekend, or a suggestion.

Question: What can I do to be your student?

Mike: Be my student?

Participant: Yes.

Mike: It's a long way to travel to Bristol, but Pavel is my student, so you can be my student.

Participant: Okay. Thank you very much.

Mike: No, it's a pleasure. Without anybody to talk to, I feel very unhappy, because talking, for me, is teaching myself. When I open my mouth and explain Buddhism, I hear it myself. Any other comments? Okay, thank you very much. Thank you very much for inviting me.

Participant: Thank you very much for coming.

Jana: We thank you.

Participant: And thank you for having me here.

Mike: So we can now have a 20-minute break before the last session.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that Buddhism is about the reality we are having or experiencing now, not about an experience we hope or long to have, and that a teaching not based on real experience does not interest him. He therefore retells the life of Gautama Buddha in a version of his own, which differs from the traditional stories and which he calls absolutely forbidden for a scholar, because those stories make it sound as if the Buddha suddenly produced a very complex philosophy from nowhere, and he thinks that impossible. In his version, what the Buddha found is a middle way between two extremes and a reality that is this moment, here and now, discovered by sitting in the posture of dhyāna.

The story begins with a prince of the Sakya clan in India, who lived in luxury in his father's palace, with a wife, a son and a throne waiting for him, yet felt deep down that something was missing and set out to find it. He joined ascetic yogins in the forest, who starved themselves, sat in the lotus posture and sought higher levels of spiritual consciousness in which they hoped to see the fundamental particles they called dharmas appear and disappear, and after about six years of sincere practice he was still dissatisfied. After a girl herding goats offered him warm milk, he camped under a tree, and one evening, noticing the stars, he felt at peace and realized that what he had searched for was right there, with his whole life and the whole world just right as they are. He saw that his dissatisfaction had come from two extremes, material pleasure and spiritual enthusiasm, found a middle way between them, and sensed that sitting in the balanced posture of dhyāna was connected with it, since it returned him to his natural state as a human being. Feeling a mission, he went to his five former companions and told them, as Mike narrates it, that dissatisfaction comes largely from our attitude, from wanting to get something, to escape from something and to be better than we are. The reality he had found, he said, does not exist in higher levels of spiritual consciousness or in a state yet to be attained but here, in this place and at this time, as an all-embracing whole from which we are not separate, which words can hardly describe and the mind alone cannot understand. Mike adds that, two thousand four hundred years later, in another country and culture, we can rediscover the same awakening again and again, because sitting in the same posture as the Buddha lets us discover for ourselves that we are just here, living at this moment.

Asked to untangle the meanings of the word Dharma, he names four main ones, a thing such as an atom, behaviour or conduct, a law, and a universal law that governs the universe, so that whatever human civilization discovers in science, medicine or sociology is part of Dharma. Asked why Dogen explained so many complicated matters if the teaching is simple, Mike answers that Dogen's teachings are not difficult but reality is very complicated, and that Dogen spoke from a thirteenth-century paradigm which takes time to understand, as Japan's culture did for Mike himself at first. He says he can speak more clearly because he studied for many years with a master who cannot speak fluent English and then digested it like a meal, and that many people do not want to hear about reality because it is boring, simple and severe, preferring the idea of a better person, which in Europe he traces to two thousand years of Christianity, though he calls these ideas also natural human qualities, whereas the East does not separate good and bad in that way. Agreeing that teachers must respond to their students, he says that Buddhism follows reality, that Dogen's temple rules may not suit modern society, where we can be monks, nuns and ordinary people at the same time, and that he and a few others in Nishijima Roshi's group think the best way to spread Buddhism is not to create temples and a hierarchy. On zazen he says that everything in it is in the middle between two extremes, so the eyes are best neither wide open nor closed, since staring closely shows faces of angels or devils while losing focus feels like dreaming, and likewise we sit neither too stiffly nor too relaxed, finding the right position gradually through practice. For breathing he says we normally keep the mouth closed and breathe through the nose, and that he himself breathes quite naturally in zazen without concentrating on it, and he ends by saying that Dogen allowed closing the eyes but that we usually fall asleep, so the middle position is better.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

We were just talking about Brad Warner in the kitchen, so I'm going to tell him that I can get lots of prestige when I tell people I know him. If you read his book, you'd know that his understanding of Buddhism is very, very closely based on his own real experience. This is very, very important. In spiritual religions, we look for an experience which we don't have. We hope to have it. We long to have it. But in Buddhism, when we look for the experience, we look at the experience that we're having. So when we say, what is life, or what is reality, it means not the reality we don't have yet, but the reality that we're having now. So all of Buddhist teaching is about the reality that we're having or experiencing now. If it's not based on real experience, I'm not interested.

Looking at the founder of Buddhism, Gautama Buddha, who lived around 450 BC, I believe that he based his teaching on his real experience. So I have written out the story of his life as I understand it. It's a little different from the traditional stories. But I can't understand the traditional stories. From the traditional stories, it sounds as if Gautama Buddha, while sitting, suddenly created a very complex system of philosophical thinking from nowhere. I think that's impossible. So here's my version. I changed it to suit my experience. This is absolutely forbidden for a scholar. So if I read my story to a Buddhist scholar, they will leave through the nearest door.


So here it is. Around 450 BC, in India, the prince of the Sakya clan was living a luxurious and materially comfortable life in his father's palace. But he noticed that his life, based on material comfort, did not make him feel satisfied. Although he had every material comfort, was married with a wife and a son, and was heir to his father's throne, deep down he felt dissatisfied. Intuitively, he felt something was missing, and he couldn't get rid of this feeling of dissatisfaction with his life. So he decided to search for what was missing. Leaving the palace, he wandered around and eventually met a group of ascetic yogins. Yogins are related to yoga. They lived in the open, in the forest, and they denied themselves all physical comfort, only eating the minimum amount of food to stay alive.


They pursued higher levels of spiritual consciousness, which they believed they could attain by a spiritual practice called dhyāna. In Sanskrit, dhyāna means meditation. They sat with their legs crossed in the lotus posture, and they starved themselves. By this means, they stimulated their minds to create and enter higher realms of the spirit. They believed that at the highest level of consciousness they would be able to see the fundamental events that created the world. They believed the world consisted of fundamental particles, which they called dharmas. Dharma in Sanskrit has many meanings. These dharmas came into existence because they stayed in the world for a short time and then disappeared. They believed all existence was based on this coming into existence and going out of existence. They also believed that the very highest level was spiritual consciousness. They thought they could see this creation and destruction of reality. This is what they wanted to get.

So the young prince was caught by their zeal and enthusiasm. He was caught by their enthusiasm and their search for the highest state. So he joined them. He sat in the forest with them. He starved himself with them. He followed the same goals for about six years. He practised very sincerely, and the stories say he gritted his teeth. Do you know this expression? Holding his teeth together, gritting his teeth and denying himself lots of things that, in another part of him, he wanted, denying himself food and comfort and so on. But still, he felt dissatisfied. Intuitively, he felt that what he was searching for, the thing that was missing in his life, he couldn't find in the forest.


So at last he left his companions, and his dream had been shattered. The story says that he walked out of the forest and bumped into a girl who was herding goats, who offered him a gourd, a cup, a bowl of warm goat's milk. When he drank it, he realized that eating is important, drinking is important. After many years of denying himself all physical satisfaction, he felt the simple happiness of drinking warm milk.

He set up his camp on the edge of the forest, under a large tree. The weather in India is very warm, so you can live outside very easily. His six years of hard practice had made him quite tough. The practice of dhyāna, which he did with his yogin friends, had become second nature to him. He felt very comfortable sitting on a cushion, with his body held vertical, his head balanced on his shoulders, and his legs folded in the lotus posture.

So he sat in his simple camp and contemplated his life. He remembered he'd been deeply dissatisfied with his materially comfortable life in the palace. At the same time, he had to acknowledge that his dream of attaining some special state of consciousness had been broken. In this aimless state, late one evening, while he was sitting on his cushion, he noticed the stars in the sky above him, and he felt at peace. It occurred to him that to feel peace just at that moment was enough. In that moment he realized clearly that what he'd been searching for for so many years was right there in front of him.


He realized that the whole of his life was right there in that place, just at that moment. The whole of his life and the whole of the world felt just right, as it is. His dissatisfaction disappeared. He was amazed that the answer to his problem was so simple. He continued to sit and reflect on his experience for about a month or so, and he realized that he had found some kind of deep balance in his life. At last, the internal conflict inside him, which had made him leave the palace, go to the forest, leave the forest and come to where he was— he realized that he had found the middle way, between the two extremes which had formed his life so far. On the one hand, the extreme of material pleasure; on the other hand, extreme spiritual enthusiasm. At last he noticed another way, which wasn't one or the other. It was between the two.


The days passed and he realized clearly that sitting in the posture of dhyāna was in some way connected with his balanced state. He felt that although he had learned to sit in this way to pursue some spiritual goal, the practice itself was very, very important and valuable. He was sitting in a posture where the weight of his upper body was balanced on his cushion. He didn't need to make a strenuous effort to sit upright. It seemed natural to do so. He realized intuitively that this balanced posture was deeply connected with his simple realization about his life. He felt that through this simple sitting posture he had returned to his natural state as a human being. So the prince felt at peace. But something still pushed him forward. He felt some kind of mission. Just sitting in his camp at peace was not enough for him. He realized that he needed to try and explain to his friends what he had experienced. How would he be able to explain to them the simple experience that had changed his life? How could he put it into words? Surely they would misunderstand him.

But he felt he must try. In fact, he couldn't stop himself. So he left his camp and went to find his five friends. After some time he found them in the forest and approached them. Seeing their old friend coming up to them, the ascetics did not feel happy. They thought that the prince had abandoned them, and they wondered what he wanted. Then they noticed that he looked very well. He looked radiant. They welcomed him and he sat down.


‘Since leaving you, I have come to a deep understanding of myself and the world, and I have woken up,’ he said. ‘What kind of understanding? What kind of awakening?’ they asked doubtfully. ‘I don't know if I can explain, but I will try. I have noticed from my own life that there are some fundamental truths about life. Let me explain. For example, we often feel dissatisfied. We feel dissatisfied when our life is based on pursuing material comfort, physical comfort and pleasure. We also feel dissatisfied if our life is based on a spiritual search for perfection. Human beings seem to wobble between these two states, but we feel deeply dissatisfied with both. But I have noticed that a lot of the dissatisfaction comes from our attitude. We want to get something. We want to escape from something. We want to be better than we are.

‘And it's this wanting that creates our dissatisfaction. The more strongly we want something, a different state, a different life, a different world, the more dissatisfied we feel. But I have found another truth. I found a way of being that is in the middle between these two states that generate dissatisfaction. I have found the middle way. Sitting in the balanced posture of dhyāna under my tree, I notice that really, I'm only living here at this moment. Although I often think about the past, or dream about the future, they are not real. But sitting in dhyāna, both of these dissatisfactions disappear, and I am at peace in the present moment.’ The prince's five friends were astonished. The truth of what he said had hit them in the right spot.


‘And I have noticed one other truth,’ he said. ‘There is something we can call reality. Yes, in fact, you, my friends, have been looking for reality by pursuing the dharmas in your meditation. But reality does not exist in the higher levels of spiritual consciousness. It exists here in this place, now, at this time. It is not a state which we haven't attained yet.

‘It is not seeing dharmas. But it is a universal Dharma. It is an all-embracing reality. And we all exist unseparated from reality. We are already part of it. It is already part of us. But it is whole, not formed of parts. The universe is whole. Although we think we are separate from it, we are not. Although we experience our bodies as separate from it, they are not. This reality is almost impossible to describe in words, but it is real. It is this moment. It is our life itself. It is the universe itself. When I sit in dhyāna, I am experiencing that wholeness, that Dharma, that reality.

‘This truth embraces all other truths, but it cannot be understood with the mind alone. Understanding the nature of myself and the world like this, I am free at this place, free at this time.’

And so, 2,400 years later, in a different country, in a different culture, we can rediscover the same awakening of the Buddha again and again in our lives. Sometimes trapped by our dreams. Sometimes caught in our memories of the past. Sometimes seeking a life which is better than this one. Seeking a self that is better than this self. We create our own dissatisfaction. But if we're lucky, we can stumble over the truth of Buddhism. And sitting in the same posture as the Buddha, with our body held vertical, we can discover for ourselves that we're just here. We're living just at this moment, and in doing that, we experience the same state that Gautama Buddha experienced. The end.


Question: I think, or I feel, we should explain the different meanings of the Sanskrit word Dharma, because in your talk you used Dharma in, I guess, three different meanings: Dharma as a teaching of the Buddha, Dharma as a reality, and dharmas as things all around you. Maybe we sometimes got lost in it.

Mike: Yes, it's a very, very difficult word in Sanskrit. Dharma has more than four meanings, but the four main meanings are thing, object: for instance, an atom, a small thing. So there are lots of dharmas in this room. There are lots of dharmas on that plate. Then Dharma means behaviour or conduct, in the sense of a kind of rule of behaviour. And Dharma means a law, legal. And then in the ultimate sense, Dharma means some kind of universal law that governs the universe.


I think we could draw a curve. So we can say that everything that we discover in science, the law of gravity, or some mathematical law, all the things we discover in medicine, all the facts we discover in sociology, all the rules that we discover in our work to make things move smoothly, are all discovering part of what the universe is, part of Dharma. So the whole of human civilization is trying to discover what Dharma is. Some people think it may be to get lots of money. And they get lots of money, but they're not satisfied. So they look for something else. So we're trying to find out how things work, how the world works, how the universe works. So that's Dharma. Then dissatisfaction in Sanskrit is dukkha.

Participant: It's important to translate it as suffering.

Mike: Dissatisfaction is the opposite of satisfaction. The feeling of dissatisfaction, which we all experience. Sometimes we can call it a kind of suffering. But I prefer ‘dissatisfaction’. I suffer sometimes. Not so often. But dissatisfaction comes and goes very often. Any questions? Any comments?


Question: I'd like to ask, this is something that I've been thinking a lot about for some time, for a couple of years. The way you explain Buddhism in your talk is basically—not that I want to boast or anything, like I'm as good as you—my experience too. And I think, well, I don't understand why it doesn't work when people hear a talk like that, which is pretty clear and simple and makes sense to me. And I also find satisfaction in sitting zazen and not looking for anything special. And I'm also aware of my stupid and crazy ideas and feelings, and I realize that they are not necessary, or they are not the essence of my life. I find that it is enough to practise zazen and to be normal, to try to live a normal life in harmony with other people. Some Buddhist masters, such as Kodo Sawaki, teach in exactly this way: don't be silly, calm down and just be yourselves. But we also know that it doesn't work for many people: people have very complicated ideas and don't believe this, maybe this is not good enough. So the question is, why do you think, or why is it necessary, that someone like Master Dogen had to explain so many different complicated matters, that he wrote this well-known Shobogenzo, which has ninety-six chapters or something? And with my teacher, Roshi Kwang from California, who was Roshi Suzuki's disciple, the way we practice and what he teaches leaves a kind of feeling in me that Buddhism is not simple at all, that it is something that we have to work and practice so hard at to come at least a little bit closer to the idea of Buddha. And so I often ask myself why it is sometimes so simple and clear and satisfying, and why it is sometimes so complicated, like in Dogen's teaching or my master's teaching. When you read Shobogenzo, you think, Oh, this—I can never be where Dogen was, because he's so wonderful, he's so incredible.

Mike: Master Dogen's teachings are not difficult. But reality is very complicated. Frankly speaking, even our translation of Shobogenzo is— So I'm making interpretations of the chapters, which are clearer. Master Dogen lived in the 13th century. And in the 13th century, they knew nothing about science or psychology, or many of the concepts which we accept naturally. So he talked in a different paradigm. So it takes some time to understand Master Dogen's paradigm. This is not so difficult.


For instance, when I went to live in Japan, I entered a different culture. I couldn't understand anything, not only the language but people's expressions. They seemed to speak different words at different times. It was very strange. So if we go back to 13th-century Japan, it's very difficult to catch what he's saying. So we have to continue feeling puzzled, but not give up. If we give up, we can never understand. But actually his teachings are not so difficult. The reason that I can speak more clearly— for instance, my master— is because he can't speak fluent English. So I studied with him for many years. Then I understood what he was saying in his paradigm, and I digested it like a meal. And then I could speak freely. But many people don't want to hear about reality. It's too boring. It's too simple. It's too severe.

They don't like the person who is in front of them. They like the idea of a better person. In Europe, this is the result of 2,000 years of Christianity. Even though we say we are not Christian, or even though in Czech you had many years of communism, much deeper than that, we're still Christians. We separate good and bad. The East, China, Japan, Korea, doesn't separate good and bad in that way. We believe in becoming better, becoming closer to something which is perfect. These ideas all come from Christianity, although they are also natural human qualities.


So when people talk very simply about reality, most people aren't interested. Reality says, if you go to bed late, you can't get up in the morning. But we want to go to bed late and we want to get up. So we don't want to hear it.

Question: So the teachers have to react to the conditions in society and to the way their disciples think, right? They can't just go straight. Sometimes it's necessary to react to the complicated ideas of the students and somehow connect with them, right?

Mike: Yes. Buddhism is following reality. Not reality in here, reality here. If we study Master Dogen, for instance, when he came back from China, he introduced very many procedures and rules for the temple, and described in great detail how to lead daily life. But if we want to spread Buddhism in modern society, we have to look at modern society. If we just follow Master Dogen's rules, they may not suit our needs in terms of temple rules or temple life. In Master Dogen's time, if you wanted to practice zazen, you had to leave your family and become a monk. Productivity in those times was very low. Everybody was working to make food from morning to evening. There was no time for zazen or reading books. So you leave your family and become a monk. And then you have time to study and practice. But the modern world is not like that. We can all be monks and nuns and ordinary people at the same time. So four or five other members of Nishijima Roshi's group and I feel that the best way to spread Buddhism is not to create temples and have a hierarchy.

Jana: Oh, what's it? Hierarchy.

Mike: Yeah, they do. Here is a master.

Jana: Administrator?

Mike: Ordinary monks, lay people, ordinary people.

Participant: Animals.

Mike: So it is the standard hierarchy. But in a more natural way, which we're doing now. Any more?


Question: I want to ask about zazen some more. When you practice zazen and you sit, I wonder, do you keep your eyes fully open, or should they be halfway closed? And which way do you look when you practice zazen? Should it be at some kind of angle? I don't know much about this, so I'd like to know.

Mike: Everything in zazen is in the middle between two extremes. If we open our eyes wide, that's one extreme. If we close our eyes, that's the other extreme. So somewhere between the two. If we look at the wall very carefully, we can see faces of angels or devils. If we lose focus, we feel we're dreaming. Neither. Between the two. And this is the same with everything, but we don't notice it so clearly. If you learn to ski, you're finding a balance between trying too hard and not trying hard enough. Ice skating. So we're finding a very fine balance. So sometimes, when we first practice zazen, we sit too stiffly, or we sit too relaxed. Neither. So for some months maybe we... Is it this? Is it this? Today this, tomorrow this, and then we find another position with our practice.


Question: I know the situation with breathing should be the same, should be natural. Should we breathe through the nose, and breathe in through the nose and breathe out through the mouth, or should it be kept the way the person is used to breathing?

Mike: Normally we keep the mouth closed and breathe through the nose. I think this is normal social behaviour. If somebody suddenly breathes through their mouth, they usually look a little strange. So normally we breathe through the nose and keep the mouth closed. But if our nose is blocked, we can breathe through the mouth. And I've never stopped breathing yet. I think so. So I can breathe quite naturally in zazen. I don't concentrate at all on breathing. And Master Dogen said, if you want a short breath, take a short breath. If you want a long breath, take a long breath.

And Master Dogen said it's permissible to close the eyes. But if we do so, usually we fall asleep. So he didn't deny sitting with eyes closed. But at the same time, it's better to sit in the middle position. Thank you very much.

Participant: Thank you.
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Mike: zazen is different from thinking, puts the body right, unites body and mind, unites us with the universe
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike describes zazen from four viewpoints: as different from thinking, as putting the body right, as oneness of body and mind, and as oneness with the universe. In the questions that follow he keeps coming back to one point, that zazen shows us ourselves as we really are, not a perfect person in a perfect state.

The first viewpoint, tied to the Japanese word hishiryo, is that zazen is different from thinking, although many people believe that thinking is the basis of life and that everything else comes from it. In zazen thoughts keep coming and going, and if we sit for some time they settle, like ash in a glass of water once we take our finger out, but because we are always thinking in everyday life, we keep stirring the water even during zazen, for instance by asking ourselves whether we are thinking. The second viewpoint, putting the body right, Mike explains only physically: the two parts of the nervous system work against each other and can find balance when we sit with the spine naturally straight, whereas an hour of slumping in front of a television or computer squeezes the nerves and changes our physical state. Third, zazen is oneness of body and mind, since Buddhism says we have something that is not separate, and when we stop splitting ourselves into two we are naturally one, in the same state as when we simply act, as in jumping to rescue somebody or playing tennis, where thinking about what we are doing makes us lose. The fourth viewpoint, oneness with the universe, sounds spiritual, but Mike says Master Dogen means something more real: in a balanced zazen we find no barrier between ourselves and the world, and we do not separate ourselves from the cushion, the floor or the wall.

Asked whether growing sensitivity, especially to negative emotions, means the practice is going wrong, Mike says that being sensitive is not necessary, that worrying about the world does not do anything, and that we can act simply, for instance by recycling or giving to charity. In zazen we notice whatever we feel, such as depression we had not recognised or irritability, and anyone expecting a peaceful golden Buddha is dreaming, because in zazen we find ourselves, and noticing that reality is a kind of satisfaction. We always imagine something perfect, and even Mike's own explanation creates such an image, so when our zazen does not look like the beautiful words we think it is wrong, yet that is the real situation. Asked about the four views, he says they can be found, not so clearly, in the early Pali sutras and in Nagarjuna, and that Master Dogen looks at everything from four views, whereas in the West we tend to use two, a spiritual or mental view, similar to idealism, which takes ideas as the basis of existence, and a material or physical view, which takes material things. Buddhism adds a third view, that the basis of existence is our action here and now, since what we do at this moment creates the next, and a fourth, embracing view, in which we wobble between ideas and matter while our present action creates the world, a situation too complicated to describe that we call life, reality or Dharma. As a concrete example he takes zazen itself, where we think our zazen is not good, our legs hurt and we hope the bell will ring soon, yet we still sit from moment to moment and so see ourselves, not the ideal self but a mixture. Asked whether his zazen has changed over twenty years, he says the zazen of twenty years ago is not real, only today's zazen is, although his wife says he has improved, and while he compares cars and the price of food, he does not compare zazen. On children, he says babies might be called Buddhas but are also devils, small children without special disturbance need not practise, older ones have so much energy that sitting still is impossible, and nobody should be made to do what they do not want to, although a seventeen- or eighteen-year-old who wants to practise zazen is fine.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

This afternoon, I want to talk about zazen from four viewpoints. The first viewpoint is four aspects of viewpoint. No. The first is that zazen is different from thinking. This strange phrase comes from the Japanese hishiryo. Hishiryo. Shiryo means thinking, and hi is very difficult to translate. It means different from, outside of, not, other than. So it has many meanings. So when we say zazen is different from thinking, it's rather difficult to understand. Many people think they are always thinking. So they believe that their thoughts are always moving. They believe that thinking is the basis of life. They believe that everything else comes from thinking.

According to Descartes, the father of philosophy: I think, therefore I exist. But Buddhism has a very strange way of looking at it. It says we live without thinking. Of course, we're always thinking, especially in modern life. But sometimes we're not thinking. But thinking is so strong, even when we're not thinking. So, thinking, not thinking. Thinking, not thinking. So we cover up when we're not thinking. Buddhism says that when we're not thinking, we don't separate the world. For instance, we can think black, grey, different. Different. But if we don't think, we can't tell whether they're different or not. And Buddhism insists that during zazen we experience a state which is different from thinking. Of course, during zazen many thoughts come into our mind, and then they disappear again. Sometimes we don't know where they come from: images, or words, or memories. So we can ignore them in zazen. Then, if we sit for some time, the thoughts coming and going in our mind settle down. A good example: if we have a glass of water, and we put some ash into the glass of water and stir the water, then the ash makes the water cloudy.


If we take our finger out of the glass, the ash settles to the bottom. This is the situation in zazen. But because we are always thinking in our normal life, we like to stir the water. We even think, am I thinking? So we stir the water. Then we take our finger. Then we stir the water again. So this happens during zazen. But the essential state in zazen is not a state of thinking.

The second aspect of zazen is putting the body right, making the body right. The meaning of making the body right we can only explain physically. The human body has a nervous system, and the nervous system controls all the organs in the body. The nervous system has two parts. One is called the sympathetic nervous system. Sympathetic. And the other part is called the parasympathetic. These two parts of the nervous system work against each other. For instance, the sympathetic nervous system makes us aggressive, thinking a lot, and the parasympathetic nervous system makes us passive, concentrating on the physical side of life. So these two parts of the nervous system are always increasing and decreasing in strength. You can read about it in detail in a medical textbook. My explanation is only very rough. When we sit with our spine naturally straight, the nerves come from the spinal cord and come out into the body. And at the top of the spine here,

Jana: Uh-huh, on the back of the thoracic?

Mike: and at the bottom of the spine here, we have parasympathetic nerves. In the middle part, we have the sympathetic. And when we sit naturally straight, the vertebrae— no, the naturally relaxed, not twisted.


So in that situation, the blood flowing to the nerves and the nerve signals to the body can flow naturally, and the two parts of our nervous system can find balance. So we can say zazen actually has a medical, physical effect. If we sit like this, we're bending our backs, the bones are all like this, and the nerves are squeezed. If we sit for five minutes, no problem. If we sit for an hour watching the television or computer, then we experience a change in our physical state. And sometimes, particularly with a computer, like this, we feel tense. I don't know. And so on. So our physical posture directly affects our nervous system.

So when we sit in zazen for half an hour or twenty-five minutes, we can let the back, the spine, relax. If anybody has heard of the Alexander technique, you can find some very useful explanations. The Alexander technique explains that the muscles in the spine, which are connected between the bones, are controlled unconsciously. So in order to relax our back, we need to do some physical practice. So, from the second point, or aspect, we say zazen is putting our body right.


From the third point of view, zazen is oneness between body and mind. We usually think that we have a body and we have a mind, and they're separate. But Buddhism says we have something which is not separate. And when we separate it, we call one side the body, and the other side we call mind or spirit. I don't know in Czech. There is a word for mind and a word for spirit. Is it different or the same?

Jana: Mind and spirit. Mind, it's like thinking, and—

Mike: Okay. Is it the same in English?

Jana: It's the same.

Mike: Same as in English. In French—

Jana: The same problem.

Mike: In French, there is not so much difference, because l'esprit is a mental function. And in Japanese, mind and spirit are the same thing. So in Buddhism, we make no distinction between mental functions and spiritual functions. But when we sit in zazen, when we stop splitting ourselves into two, we are naturally one. So we can feel this state in zazen sometimes. Sometimes we are thinking and we recognise our ideas. Sometimes we are feeling pain, so we recognise our body. But sometimes we are between our mind and our body. This state is the Buddhist state. And it's identical to the state when we're acting, in sport for example, or in our daily life.


The instant that we do something, there is no room for us to think about what we're doing. There's no room to feel what we're doing. We just do. And it's easy to recognise this in very extreme situations, for instance, if we have to jump to rescue somebody. Although we may be thinking, we have to stop thinking to act. And although we know where our body is, we don't need to look to see where it is. We just act. This is also the same in sport, for example tennis. People say, in the zone. Professional tennis.

Jana: I haven't heard this one. In the zone.

Mike: Zone. Okay.

Jana: I don't know what it is. So—

Mike: When you're playing tennis or some game, if you think about what you're doing at the critical time, you lose. If you look to see whether your leg is near the ball, you miss it. So there is some very simple mode of acting which we use all the time, but we don't recognise it. Sometimes we notice it, and we say, oh, I did that without thinking. I just did it. But this is also true of a simple action, picking up something. For one instant, for one instant, in a short time, we stop thinking. We stop looking. We stop feeling. And we do something whole. So this is the meaning of oneness between body and mind. In Buddhism, in Master Dogen's teaching, he calls this action. But it's very difficult to use a word like action. It's very difficult to translate it into Czech and English too. So if we look from another side, we can say a Buddhist state of action. It's the state where we do something whole, not separating into thinking, not separating into perceiving, but doing something fully.


Then the fourth aspect of zazen is oneness with the universe. Oneness with the universe sounds very strange, so many people might think it means some spiritual oneness. But Master Dogen means something more real. When we're acting, when we're practicing zazen and we're in a balanced state, we can't find any barrier between ourselves and the world. So we don't separate ourselves from the cushion, from the floor, from the wall. We don't separate ourselves from anything. So we're one with everything. This is oneness with the universe. And we get the same state in simple actions, for instance in sporting activities and in daily life. So that's zazen from the four aspects. Are there any questions?


Question: I would like to ask: in my first session of zazen today, there was a question in my mind during the meditation. I didn't ask at first, but I still feel it in myself, so I thought I should ask you. Most people start doing something like this to feel, let's say, happier in their lives. At the same time, we become more sensitive towards things in the world around you. From my own experience, I would say I feel the same way, but sometimes I do feel I'm sensitive in maybe a negative way. I do feel more sensitive towards negative emotions than towards positive ones. And I would like to ask: is that normal, or does it mean that the practice is maybe going the wrong way, or that my attitude towards the practice is wrong? What is it?

Mike: Only you can say where your practice is going. But in zazen, it's not necessary to be sensitive. If we're too sensitive, we feel the pain of the world. And sometimes that stops us from acting, stops us living free from worry. For example, if we watch television or read the newspaper, we can see many terrible things happening in all different places throughout the world. Then we can worry. Oh, the world is starving. Oh, the world is coming to an end. The atmosphere is getting worse. There's a war in Iraq. Oh, terrible. But although it's true, our worry doesn't do anything. But especially in modern society, people think that to be concerned, to worry, has some kind of effect. It's not true. But we can act in some simple way. We can have a place in the garden for recycling. We can contribute to a charity, et cetera. But it's not necessary to feel unhappy. If our own life is unhappy, we feel unhappy. It isn't necessary to feel unhappy about somebody else's unhappiness.


But I think, in my opinion, many people may feel this strength. So it's not necessary to become more sensitive. But practicing zazen makes this more realistic. For instance, if we are rather depressed, and we've been depressed for several months, we may not recognise it. Then during zazen, we notice we're depressed. These kinds of situations come up in zazen. If we work too hard and we practice zazen, we may feel very irritable, or very sharp, aggressive. So we can notice our own state. Lots of people think that in zazen we should find some beautiful, peaceful Buddha. But that's only a dream. In zazen, we find ourselves. Irritable self. Negative self. Aggressive self. Sexy self. Whatever we feel, we notice in zazen. This is our state. There's no other state hiding, some beautiful state. We just have to face ourselves. There is nothing else we can do but face our real situation. So zazen helps us to recognise. If we think that zazen will give us some peaceful, beautiful state, like a golden Buddha, we're dreaming. But to notice the reality about ourselves is a kind of satisfaction.


Does that answer? Shall we sing?

Participant: Yes.

Jana: Oh, I don't know.

Mike: Right. Shall we? Why don't—

Participant: Just hold it. Can I have a phone?

Mike: I don't know. Human beings, we love to imagine perfection. So even when practicing zazen, we sometimes seek perfection. But it doesn't exist, only in our mind. So then we feel, oh, I didn't get any perfect, nice state. Maybe I'll stop. I'll stop zazen. We do something else. So all human beings, we always imagine something perfect. Even my explanation creates a kind of image of something perfect.

But in each of our zazen, we can't find anything like those beautiful words. We can't. We can't find anything which looks like the beautiful words our teacher said. So we think, oh, my zazen is wrong, or something. This is the real situation. Any more questions?


Question: Okay, can you maybe tell us something about the four views of looking at the world? I mean, the four philosophies. I've heard it. It's interesting for other people. In Buddhism there is a kind of logic in looking at things from different points of view on the world: Nishijima Roshi calls it the four views of the world, or four philosophies, or rather three philosophies and one reality. And I only— because there were no questions— asked whether Mike could somehow describe something about it to us.

Mike: The four views— we call them the four views— we can find in the early Pali sutras, but not so clearly, because the sutras were written in a different part, a different time. And they include lots of, what's the word, lots of beautiful poetic explanations. But in some of the Pali sutras, we can find the four views. Then, in the second century, a descendant, one of the disciples descended from the Buddha, called Nagarjuna, talked about four views. And Master Dogen, who lived a thousand years later, looks at everything from four views. In Western society, we tend to look at things from two views: a spiritual or mental view, and a material or physical view. The spiritual or mental view, we can say, is, for instance, religions and traditional philosophy. And the physical or material view, we can say, formed the basis of science. So the spiritual or mental view, we could say, is similar to idealism. People who believe in idealism believe that ideas are the basis of existence. People who believe in materialism believe that material things are the basis of existence. So we can find in history many battles between the two groups of people. And the most recent, very clear example is the battle between communism and capitalism, or whatever.


But Buddhism has a third view. But that view is very difficult to explain. It says that what we think is not the basis of our existence. And material things are not the basis of existence either. The basis of our existence is our action, here and now. But this sounds very strange. Our action at this moment creates the next moment. The only place we can act is now. Although we can look at the lessons of history, or we can think about strategies for the future, only what we do at this moment changes the world. So Buddhism says the basis of existence is human action at the present moment.

But this view is so strange that it's difficult to explain. Then the fourth view that Master Dogen uses is an embracing view. It says that sometimes human beings believe that their ideas are real. Ideas are real. And sometimes human beings think that the only reality is matter, material things. But during their life, wobbling backwards and forwards between these two views, their action in the present creates the world. So we have a very complex, complicated situation which we can't describe. We call it our life, or reality, or Dharma. So those are the four views. And Master Dogen uses them to look at things, to look at the subjects he's talking about. That's it. Okay, thank you.


Question: Can you give us a concrete example of what philosophy is? For example, with the connection of position with zazen.

Mike: Yes, our experience in zazen. For example, in zazen we have four views. We're thinking, thinking, thinking. My zazen is not good. I cannot carry on. My legs are hurting. I hope the bell goes quickly. It's impossible. So these are physical and mental views. But still we sit, at this moment, and the next moment. It's amazing! My legs are on fire. But I'm sitting. So we have four views in zazen. We think about things. We think about other things. We feel our perception, feel our body. We exist just at this moment, just at this moment, just at this moment. And that whole situation we repeat again tomorrow. Why?

Question: This state— if a person sits for a week or for twenty years, this state is still the same. What you describe keeps repeating.

Mike: Yes, still the same, but we can notice ourselves. So even though my legs are on fire, just by sitting at this moment, even though I'm thinking lots of thoughts, it doesn't matter. So we get this experience. We can see ourselves. Not the ideal self. Not the dream, some perfect person who I want to be. But this mixture, which is me.


Question: From your point of view, do you find any difference between your zazen, for example, twenty years ago, and your zazen at the present moment? Do you find a difference— or do you think that there is a difference between the zazen of a beginner and the zazen of a long-term practitioner?

Mike: The zazen I did twenty years ago is not real. It's not real. It's not real. It disappeared. It's not here. It's just a memory. So if I remember it, maybe it was worse. Maybe it was better. There it is. So the zazen I do here is the only real zazen. However, my wife says I've become better. So we can see some progress, but not so clearly.

Participant: It's just a human idea to compare things. Yep.

Mike: Yes. It's natural to compare things. But the zazen we have today is the only real zazen. So better than yesterday, or worse than yesterday, I don't know.

Question: Have you stopped comparing things, or do you still?

Mike: Sometimes. No, I stop, yes. I do stop. I compare cars and the price of food, and so— I don't compare zazen. I just do it every day.


Question: Is there any benefit of zazen for children? Or, I mean, someone says, like, children, they don't need to meditate or to practice because they are in this state of mind. They don't have to think yet.

Mike: Yes, I agree. Of course, some children are disturbed.

Question: Children, when they meditate or do zazen, whether there are some advantages for them in it, or whether it is for them, whether it brings them something, whether it is good for them. Because I heard that children at that age in fact don't need to meditate. But again, somewhere there are already courses for children, so that is what I was asking about, what you think about it.

Mike: Let's see. So little babies, we can say, are Buddhas. Of course, it's not true. They're devils. It depends on the day. They don't have a strong interpretation of the world, so they live naturally. So it's important for human society to make them into members of society. Then the problem starts. When children are small, if they haven't had any special disturbance in their life, then they don't need to practice. And when they're older, I think it's, for instance, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.

I think children have so much energy that it's impossible to sit still. So they need to explore the world. When they become teenagers, maybe some children can sit as teenagers. But I think it's very, very difficult. So it's not necessary to make people do things which they don't want to do. So if somebody who's seventeen or eighteen wants to practice zazen, that's fine. If they want to go and find boys, that's fine too.

Thank you. Should we stop? Okay. Thank you very much. Thank you.
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  What the series says (short overview)


  
In these four talks Mike reads Master Dogen’s Bussho as rejecting buddha-nature as a special quality that beings get by effort and keep inside themselves, and as pointing to something real in the present moment that no concept of it captures. He puts the emphasis on being rather than having: in his reading Dogen takes Enkan’s “have” as closer to “are buddhas by nature”, and, in a phrase from Mike’s translation that a participant praises, the state of buddha is the state of being without, which he later describes as being without the things we layer over ourselves. Dogen, as Mike renders him, quotes Hyakujo that saying either “have” or “without” insults the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, yet says that buddha-nature cannot be discussed without these phrases, and Mike locates the trouble with “have” in imagining a separate thing that I get and then have. The Hyakujo and Obaku stories carry this into the present moment: as Mike reads them, we can find freedom if we throw away rather than build up our abilities, but it is the freedom of the present moment, not a permanent state, in the only world there is, where the twenty-four hours of a day are “now, now, now, now”.

On Joshu’s “mu” in the dog koan, Mike adds words that are not in the original, “Without [any concept of buddha-nature]”, because that makes sense to him, and reads Dogen as saying that the dog and buddha-nature exist without any concept, so that buddha-nature is not a concept.3.6 3.7 3.8 On Joshu’s “It exists”, he reads Dogen as meaning a real dog here rather than the existence of scholars and theorists, so that if the dog exists, buddha-nature exists and need not enter it from elsewhere, and he calls the Buddhist view that reality or existence is only at the moment of the present a strange one that we find quite bizarre. Joshu says that although we recognise it we can’t help mistaking our thoughts for the real situation, and Mike adds that this is the nature of thought and we can’t stop it, but we can notice it,3.15 3.16 and that Dogen suggests we need not seek a state free of the mistake, only recognise what the human condition is. In the earthworm story Mike reads Dogen as saying that once the worm is cut, the one worm that existed before no longer exists, and says that discussing buddha-nature in the story is discussing not buddha-nature but the concept of it, while the master’s answer is very realistic and could let the officer, and us, notice a very real and simple situation. Taking up a participant’s comparison with Dogen’s firewood and ash, he says that Dogen is only focussing us on the present, while we usually link past and present as process. In Mike’s rendering, Dogen says that in the moment in which we live and in the moment in which we die we totally manifest buddha-nature and are without any [concept of] buddha-nature, and that thinking it exists only while there is life is too simple-minded.

Mike takes the chapter’s last line, which calls buddha-nature “the usual mix of thinking, frustration, and stupidity in which we live our lives”, to say not that ultimate reality is our thoughts but that it includes everything, including our thoughts, and he says that we have real thoughts in the present moment but create scenarios with them that are not reality. He says that Buddhism has to be studied based on zazen,2.16 since if we read descriptions of wonderful beings as such and study Buddhism on that basis we can never understand it, and that relating Buddhist concepts only to other concepts can make us very clever scholars who never understand Buddhism. Mike says that for Dogen learning is throwing away and becoming buddha is throwing away the desire to become one, though he admits that he does not think like that when he wants a piece of work, and he says that an idea of throwing away should be thrown away first, which he calls a puzzle, although we do it. He offers this as his own reading: he chose “without” because it makes sense to him and leaves listeners to judge whether it does to them, says that he cannot check his own work and asks to be told when something is round the wrong way, and calls his picking out of the difference between having and being the best he can do so far. He calls it a real puzzle that, according to Dogen, even someone trapped in the concept of buddha-nature still has buddha-nature, and says that he hasn’t a clue what buddha-nature is, yet, asked whether the last sentence means that we need not worry much about it, he answers that we need not worry about it at all.
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




Having and being

Master Enkan preached that “all beings have buddha-nature”. That suggests to us that there’s something separate which I have in me. I have a cold: we think that there is me and a cold which comes into me. Master Dogen often identifies things instead; he would say “I am a cold”, not “I have a cold”.1.3 1.4

When he says that grass, trees and land are mind, he doesn’t mean that it’s all in the mind. Mind here is not the mind with which we analyse the world, but the mind with which we are in the world. When we are consciously and fully aware of everything around us, there is no division in us between our conscious awareness and those things.1.5

Lots of people interpreted Master Enkan to mean that buddha-nature is some kind of special quality that one could get by various efforts and keep inside oneself. But Master Dogen interprets it to say something more like all beings are buddhas by nature.1.6

He says that Enkan needs to drop off the have. In Chinese and Japanese “have” is “U”, and U is not exactly “have” and not exactly “are”, but can be somewhere between the two.1.7

Master Isan preached the opposite: “All beings are without buddha-nature.” When we think about something, we either have it or we don’t have it. But fortunately reality can transcend our thinking, and in reality it can be both. Master Dogen thinks Isan’s saying is the more profound: in his image Gautama Buddha and Master Enkan are carrying the truth between them on a pole, but with Isan both men have been swallowed up by the pole. We have buddha-nature, but we don’t have “buddha-nature”.1.10 1.11

Human beings have buddha-nature: there’s a problem there, isn’t there? It creates something called buddha-nature which must exist separate from me; I come along and I get it, then I have it. It’s that way of thinking that Buddhism wants to get round. Master Isan doesn’t mean we don’t have it, he means we don’t have it.1.12

Master Dogen writes: “It is not true to say that beings have buddha-nature, as if it is something that comes to beings who don’t have it and then becomes their possession. … The kind of ‘being’ that we imagine has buddha-nature is not a real being.”1.17


Hyakujo … said “To preach that all beings have buddha-nature is to insult Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, and to preach that all beings are without buddha-nature is also to insult Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.” … However, it is impossible to discuss buddha-nature without discussing these phrases.1.18



It’s very difficult to render what Master Dogen means: he’s commenting in Japanese on a Chinese quotation. But this is my interpretation, what makes sense to me. What I’ve picked out is the difference between having something and being something. And that’s the best I can do so far.1.16

Being without

Question: The best phrase was your translation, “being without”. The state of buddha is the state of being without.

The state of buddha is the state of being without. It’s difficult though, isn’t it? Master Dogen says dropping off is a characteristic of the Universe. But a characteristic of the human intellect is to put on: we layer ourselves over with things. To Master Dogen, learning things is throwing things away, becoming better is throwing away the desire to become better, becoming buddha is throwing away the desire to become a buddha, finding buddha-nature is throwing off the idea that we have buddha-nature. Even though I say it now, I don’t think like that when I go and do a piece of work for someone; I want the work. But at root, Buddhism is about dropping off.1.7 1.13

Free in this moment

Explaining Master Hyakujo’s teaching, Master Dogen says that a buddha’s real body is governed by physical and mental limitation, but since we are always in the present, when we act in life, living does not imprison us, and when we act in death, dying does not frighten us.2.2

What Hyakujo says and Master Dogen reiterates is very important: if we throw away rather than build up our abilities, then we can find freedom, but true freedom is not a permanent state. We shouldn’t think that there is something called a buddha who can do magic and transcend the limits of the body; Buddhism talks about the freedom and transcendence of the present moment. We’re always choosing, and in that sense we’re always free. We don’t feel free because we think that freedom is to have all of the doors open for us, but freedom exists in a prison cell. The phrase “do not love life too much and do not fear death too much” is also very important: the judo champion Yamashita throws away any thought of winning or losing. If we have an idea of throwing away, we should throw the idea away first. It’s a puzzle. Although it’s a puzzle, we do it.2.3

The “unimaginably splendid and pure world” that Hyakujo and Dogen refer to is not heaven, but this world. They could say that because they could see that this world is the only world.2.4

Now, now, now, now

Asked by Nansen about equally practicing balance and wisdom to make buddha-nature clear, Obaku replies, “Independent of everything throughout the twenty-four hours of the day, we have it already.” Master Dogen says that the state where buddha-nature is clear is the practice of Zazen. If we say balance and wisdom, we think of two things, but when we practice Zazen, there aren’t two things.2.5 2.6

Master Dogen is reminding us that the twenty-four hours of a day are now, now, now, now. In every now, in the balanced state, we are independent; when we sit in Zazen we don’t lean on anything. We imagine a length of time, but the only real thing is time here and now.2.8 2.9

In his last paragraph Master Dogen says that everything is independent, but he admits that all the hours in the day are both dependent and independent in a complex way, and that the whole Universe exists before we conceive of it. We are dependent on each other. So both are true.2.15 2.18

Keeping quiet

Asked whether that view is his own, Obaku replies, “I dare not say it is”, a polite way in Chinese to affirm it. When we speak the truth, we can say that the words are not our own. When you say exactly what you wanted to say and what you say exactly describes the circumstances, there are words but nobody speaking. It’s not always like that. The truth that Master Dogen is talking about, we shouldn’t think it’s some kind of special truth that resides in Buddhism; it’s the truth of the world.2.5 2.9 2.10

When Nansen asks who will pay for all his travelling, Obaku keeps quiet. Later masters often interpreted the story to mean that Obaku kind of lost, but Kyozan said that Obaku was resourceful enough to trap a tiger, and Master Dogen says he could also tame it. His replies were not designed to show how good he was.2.11–12 2.14–15

Question: Is he saying that Obaku could have said anything, but he chose to say nothing?

Yes. His ability to keep quiet was his ability to tame the tiger.2.17

Without any concept

A monk asks Master Joshu whether or not a dog has buddha-nature, and he replies “mu”. I’ve translated it as “Without [any concept of buddha-nature]”; I’ve added words which are not in the original. Master Dogen is saying that the answer has no subject: it could be buddha-nature, the dog or an onlooker. Here I’m interpreting this word mu into a whole sentence: the master said “no you stupid thing, the dog doesn’t have any idea of buddha-nature, it’s just a dog”, and “yes, because it has no idea of buddha-nature it’s just a buddha, so it has buddha-nature”.3.1–2

One reason I used “without” is that earlier in the chapter Master Dogen talks about buddha-nature as “being without”, the state where we are without all the things we layer onto ourselves. I think that “without” is just about acceptable as the meaning of mu. I wrote “without” because it makes sense to me, and you have to judge whether it makes sense to you.3.3 3.5

When the monk asks why the dog is without, if all beings fully manifest buddha-nature, Joshu replies, “Because we have a mental viewpoint that is formed from our past experiences.” We discuss whether or not a dog has buddha-nature because we can’t get rid of our thinking. Master Dogen is trying to make it clear that it’s all to do with our conceptualisation. The dog exists without any concepts, and buddha-nature exists without any concepts. So he’s saying that buddha-nature is not a concept. When we put a word on it, it becomes a concept, but it is something beyond concepts. And we can’t describe the nature of an animal with our mental viewpoint.3.6 3.7 3.8

Only at the moment of the present

Another day, Joshu answers “It exists”, the opposite of mu. Master Dogen says this is not existence as described by scholars and theorists; what Joshu meant is that the dog exists, and since the dog exists, buddha-nature exists. There’s a real dog here.3.9 3.10 3.11

The monk asks why buddha-nature needs to enter into this animal form. Master Dogen says we should look at what “exists” means: does it mean that the dog exists here, or that it has existed from the past? This is a strange Buddhist way of looking at the world which says that reality or existence is only at the moment of the present. We find that quite bizarre. To say that the dog exists means the dog is just here, just real, so it’s impossible for something called buddha-nature to come from somewhere else and come into the dog; this is what Master Dogen is saying.3.12

Mistaking our thoughts for reality

Joshu says that although we recognize it, we can’t help mistaking our thoughts for the real situation, and Master Dogen is suggesting that this is the human condition. But that human condition itself is momentary, so we don’t need to try and find some state in which we don’t mistake our thoughts for reality; all we need to do is to recognise what the human state is. If we try never to think, we end up going bonkers; they do this in some training temples in Japan, and the monks leave exhausted. We can’t stop thinking, we can’t stop mistaking our thoughts for reality, that is the nature of thought, but we can notice it.3.15 3.16

Master Dogen is insisting that we have buddha-nature at this very moment, in the middle of our mental viewpoints. How to find the middle way is the centre of Buddhism.3.18

Question: Does Dogen say elsewhere that “momentary action in the present unites both me and the world”?

Yes. But those are my words, my interpretation of a line about a moment that “contains self and contains other people”.3.18 3.19

The cut earthworm


Jiku, who was a government officer and studied under Master Chosa Keishin, asked his master: “If you cut an earthworm into two, and both parts are still moving, which part has the buddha-nature, I wonder?” The master replied: “No delusions!” … The master replied: “It is merely the worm’s physical energy, which hasn’t dissipated completely.”4.4



Master Dogen asks whether the officer is thinking of the one earthworm that existed before it was cut. The worm did exist, but when it’s cut into two it doesn’t exist any more. His questions refer to the way that we imagine an earthworm in two parts and buddha-nature being in both of them. I can’t explain why he refers us to the Kegon Sutra to interpret why both parts are still moving.4.4 4.5

Master Dogen’s way of commenting is almost kind of tongue-in-cheek. He’s pointing us towards something obvious but not telling us what it is, because it’s impossible to say what it is. Master Dogen says we should not say that physical energy is the same thing as buddha-nature; this is why Master Chosa didn’t say whether it was there or not, but he said something very realistic, and the officer could have, and we can, notice the very real and simple situation. If we discuss buddha-nature in the earthworm story, it’s not buddha-nature, it’s the concept of buddha-nature. Which half is buddha-nature in?4.7 4.8 4.9

Question: Isn’t it like the firewood and ash thing?

Master Dogen uses the simile of firewood and ash to make us see that what is here in the present is not what was here in the past. We connect the past to the present and we call it process. So all he is doing is focussing us on the present. He says that the physical energy which has not dissipated completely is a buddha showing us what reality is, just as something we hear teaches us reality in the moment of the sound: a kind of assertion that process is a mental construction.4.9 4.10 4.11 4.12

Master Dogen writes that thinking that buddha-nature can only exist while there is life is too simple-minded, too naive: in the moment in which we live, and in the moment in which we die, “we totally manifest buddha-nature in our existence, and we are without any [concept of] buddha-nature”, and that equating buddha-nature with soul or spirit is plainly absurd. He brings in spirit because we think of buddha-nature as something that can exist in half an earthworm: some kind of belief in spirit.4.12 4.13

The usual mix


What is buddha-nature from the ultimate viewpoint? … It is the usual mix of thinking, frustration, and stupidity in which we live our lives.4.13



In Sanskrit buddha-nature is “buddhata”, buddha-ness. Someone in their natural state is a buddha; they have something which is attributable to the natural state of a buddha, but it’s not what we can capture with any concept of buddha-ness. All Buddhist concepts refer to real things, and real things only exist here and now.4.13 4.15

Question: The earlier passage distinguishes between reality and our thoughts, but on the last page he’s affirming that ultimate reality is our thoughts.

It doesn’t say ultimate reality is our thoughts, it says that ultimate reality includes everything, including our thoughts.4.15

There’s a “real” that we use in discussion and there’s a real real. The real real thoughts we’re having are the ones we’re having now, and directly we talk in general terms, we’re talking about an abstraction. We have real thoughts in the present moment, and with them we create unreal scenarios.4.17 4.18

My reality is shared with you. How can we have two points of view on a cup in two different worlds? It’s impossible! The real world is the world in which we all create our own worlds. There must be a time-place in which it’s all happening, and I just call that time-place reality.4.18 4.19 4.20

Pointing beyond the words

The only way we can get any meaning is to relate something to our own experience. If we only relate the concepts we study in Buddhism to other conceptual understanding, we can become very clever scholars but we can never understand Buddhism.1.11

When Master Dogen says that buddha-nature is the same as being and time, he doesn’t mean that no concepts have any meaning; what we are in the present moment is not differentiated into concepts, and all Buddhist concepts point to that undifferentiated state.1.9

A lot of these descriptions sound as if there must be very wonderful beings around, but if we study Buddhism based on that kind of interpretation we can never understand it. So it’s necessary to study Buddhism based on Zazen. In Zazen is contained the subject that Buddhism is talking about.2.16

Putting up with pain in the dojo is somehow not asceticism in the sense that Gautama Buddha meant, and it does develop some kind of ability to put up with things. But there is nobody telling us to sit through pain if we are unable to bear it, so do take a break if you need one.4.1 4.2 4.3

The intention of Buddhism is to construct a theory that agrees with the way reality really is. The small, subconscious ways in which we fit ourselves into a construction of our own making cause unhappiness, stress and puzzlement. When we practice Zazen we notice the bizarre nature of what reality is and who we are; then we try and construct a theory.3.13

“You have never even dreamt that all buddhas are without buddha-nature! I’d like to see you try again!”, Master Dogen tells Isan: a bit of humour. He’s trying to deconstruct our conceptual thinking whilst using language to do it, and we can sense that he’s pointing to something vague and unformed. If we read it and then practice Zazen, we can get some kind of sense as to what buddha-nature is. What he’s pointing towards, we have to leave for next time. We can’t help living in duality, but it’s not all about duality, it’s all about the state in which there is no duality. Samsara and Nirvana are the same world, and that’s a duality. To get away from it all, we can stop thinking about it.1.18 1.19 1.20

Master Dogen didn’t mean to clear everything up; he just spoke. He contradicts himself, and we want to sort it all out. I can’t check my own work, so if you can see that something is round the wrong way, please say so.2.11 2.18 2.20

We can say that even if someone is trapped in the concept of buddha-nature, they’ve still got buddha-nature according to Master Dogen. It’s a real puzzle. I haven’t a clue what it is.4.14

Question: Does the last sentence imply that we don’t really need to worry about buddha-nature very much?

No, we don’t need to worry about it at all.4.20
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads Dogen’s comments on “all beings have buddha-nature” and “all beings are without buddha-nature” as rejecting the idea that buddha-nature is a special quality that beings get and keep inside themselves. In his reading, Dogen takes Master Enkan’s “have” as closer to “all beings are buddhas by nature”, and later says that both “have” and “without” are an insult, though buddha-nature cannot be discussed without those phrases. Mike sees Dogen using language to deconstruct our conceptual thinking while pointing at something vague and unformed.

Mike starts from Master Enkan’s saying that all beings have buddha-nature: to have something suggests a separate thing that comes into me, like a cold, while Dogen’s writing often identifies things, so he would say “I am a cold” rather than “I have a cold”. Mike explains that “grass, trees and land are mind” does not mean the world is only in our minds, because “mind” here means the mind with which we are in the world, not the one with which we analyse it, and when we are fully conscious of everything around us there is no division between us and it. Dogen says Enkan needs to drop off the “have” in “have buddha-nature”, and Mike adds that the Chinese and Japanese word U lies somewhere between “have” and “are”. Mike says that dropping off is a characteristic of the Universe, while putting things on to ourselves is a characteristic of the human intellect, and that for Dogen finding buddha-nature means throwing off the idea that we have it. Master Isan’s saying that all beings are without buddha-nature seems to contradict Enkan, but Mike says that in our thinking something is either had or not had, whereas in reality it can be both. Mike thinks Dogen finds Isan’s saying the more profound, because in the picture of Gautama Buddha and Enkan carrying the truth between them on a pole, Isan’s saying leaves both men swallowed up by the pole, which Mike explains as “we have buddha-nature, but we don’t have ‘buddha-nature’”. In the discussion, a participant praises Mike’s translation “being without” and says that the state of buddha is the state of being without, and Mike repeats this, agrees that it is difficult, and adds that for Dogen learning, becoming better and becoming buddha are each a throwing away.

Dogen’s own words say that it is not true that beings have buddha-nature as something that comes to beings who lack it and then becomes their possession, and that the “being” we imagine has it is not a real being. Dogen quotes Hyakujo, who said that preaching either “have” or “without” insults the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, and then playfully tells Isan that he never even dreamt that all buddhas are without buddha-nature, which Mike calls a bit of humour. Mike says that if we read this and then practice zazen we can get some sense of what buddha-nature is, and that what Dogen is pointing towards must be left for next time. When a participant says that the whole conceptualising process exists in the world of duality, Mike agrees that we cannot help it, but says that it is not all about duality, it is all about the state in which there is no duality. He ends by saying that samsara and nirvana are the same world, which is itself a duality, and that, to get away from it all, we can stop thinking about it.









Complete English transcript


Before I start the talk, it’s normal on the first day of a retreat…we all want to get on but actually we don’t sometimes. So if we feel little conflicts coming and going it’s a kind of settling down process. I’ve been to lots of retreats, maybe more than 70, it’s always the same. On the first day we sometimes feel quite irritated with other people, it’s strange to go on a retreat and feel irritated. Some don’t and some do. I think it’s a process of settling down to being in a group together again. If you don’t feel irritated but calm and peaceful put up your hand, oh good lots of people.

As I was saying last year, what we endeavour to do in Dogen Sangha is to have a real sesshin, not some kind of manufactured retreat where we impose some kind of manufactured state on ourselves, but to discover our real states at this moment and to practice Zazen. When we practice Zazen we discover our real state whatever that is. Being together practicing Zazen for 3 days, we can settle into our real states. Any questions?


I’m going to talk again about Bussho, we seem to have been doing it for ages! It’s a long and difficult chapter and we are slowly getting through it. As usual, we diverge, but that’s nice, it’s nice to have Bussho as a basis for discussing other things. Bussho if you remember is about buddha-nature. The buddha-nature was a much discussed concept and has been since the very beginnings of Buddhism. Master Dogen discussed it in this chapter in great detail and in rather an unusual way. At the Winter Retreat earlier this year we had just finished the story about Master Nagarjuna sitting in Zazen giving a talk, manifesting the round moon. And Master Dogen was irritated that wherever he went in China he would see paintings of Master Nagarjuna manifesting the round moon as a circle drawn above a cushion. He asked the people living in those temples what it meant and nobody could tell him. So when he discovered for himself what buddha-nature is, he realised that lots of people in temples were doing things but didn’t really understand what it was they were doing. They were painting pictures but they didn’t understand what the pictures represented. They were talking about Master Nagarjuna as the round moon without really understanding what it was. So he’s pretty heavy on those people. On page 14, this is where we got to, he finishes up by saying:


These monks are like animals! How have these bands of demons managed to infiltrate and defile the truth of the Buddha’s teachings? Does the Buddha’s truth consist of listening to theory? Does it consist of practicing something called “Zen”? We should be clear that there has never been a Buddhism that consists of listening to theory or consists of practicing “Zen”.



So he was pretty heavy on this because he saw for himself what Buddhism was. Then he went round and visited lots of temples and met monks who didn’t know; they were pretending. It’s quite easy to pretend, but he didn’t approve of that. At the bottom of the page we start a new paragraph and a new story about National Master Enkan Sai-an from Koshu. You often see the title National Master in the Shobogenzo. In Sung Dynasty China, because Buddhism was the national religion they appointed a National Master. So something like the Archbishop of Canterbury. This man was the National Master.



National Master Enkan Sai-an from Koshu was a revered patriarch in the lineage of Master Baso’s.



That’s Master Baso Do-itsu whose stories and teachings are sprinkled throughout the Shobogenzo. They include a story about Master Baso practicing Zazen trying to become buddha, and his master saying “can you become buddha by trying?” It’s the story about polishing a tile. He’s a very famous ancestor.


One day he preached to the assembly “All beings have buddha-nature.” We should immediately look at the meaning of the words “all beings.” The diversity of beings all have different behaviours, different thoughts, different characters, and different circumstances, and they all experience the Universe from completely different perspectives. For example, the perspective of an ordinary person, a non-Buddhist, an idealistic Buddhist, a materialistic Buddhist, a realistic Buddhist, a normal human being, and a god are all different.



The fact that Master Dogen puts the viewpoint of a god on the end isn’t proof that he believes in gods. He often mentions gods and we can interpret that to mean that a god represents the ultimate idealistic person. So if we try to be idealistic and put ourselves above everybody else we can say we’re trying to be a god. There were no concepts such as the unconscious or ego or id or anything like that in 13th century Japan, so Master Dogen used the symbolism of his time. He says that the perspectives of different people are different.



But from the Buddhist point of view, since being and mind are one, we say that all beings have minds. At the same time, even if we say that beings don’t have minds, still being is mind.



In this paragraph Master Dogen is playing with language. The quotation from Master Enkan Sai-an was “all beings have buddha-nature”. That suggests to us that for example I am a being and I have something, so there’s something separate which I have in me. I have a cold – we think that there is me and a cold which comes into me. He’s talking about that way we have of looking at ourselves. “At the same time, even if we say that beings don’t have minds, still being is mind”. Here he’s going further than saying we have something, he’s saying we are something. And this identity in Master Dogen’s writing is very strong, he often identifies things rather than the normal way of looking at things, for example saying that we have something, he would say “I am a cold” not “I have a cold”.



So mind is all of being, and being is all of buddha-nature. Grass, trees, and land are mind, and because they are mind, they are being.



What is he saying here? Well “grass trees and land”, or sometimes “fences tiles and pebbles” were the kind of things that you would see in the countryside in Japan. So he means the things in the ordinary world, things that we see around us. He is saying then that the things we see around us are mind. That sounds like it’s suggesting that it’s all in the mind, we make up the whole world, that the world doesn’t really exist, it’s all in the mind. And this is the way that these kinds of sayings were interpreted by many people. But Master Dogen doesn’t mean that. As I’ve said before, mind in Japanese is the character “shin”, and unfortunately shin doesn’t mean exactly mind. Although it’s been translated as such, it means something nearer to “conscious awareness”, the combination of our thinking mind, our emotional awareness, and our normal awareness. So not the mind with which we analyse the world, but the mind with which we are in the world. I think that’s nearer to the meaning of consciousness. There’s a very famous saying in Buddhism, “mind here and now is buddha”. The meaning of that phrase is that to be fully consciously aware of what we are and where we are at this moment is to be buddha, or to be fully awake if you like. In this sentence, “grass, trees and land are mind” he doesn’t mean that the grass, trees and land around us are all in our mind, he means when we are consciously and fully aware of everything around us there is no division in us between our conscious awareness and those things. We experience this in Zazen and we also experience this sometimes sitting in nature, if we feel at peace in nature there is no separation between us and nature. So there is no me thinking about nature, nature is me thinking, there is just one thing. This is what he means by “grass, trees and land are mind”. It’s another way of saying that there is something whole.



And because they are being, we say they have buddha-nature. The sun, moon, and stars are mind, and because they are mind, they are being. And because they are being, we say they have buddha-nature.



He is trying to tease out what Master Enkan means when he says that all beings have buddha-nature. Lots of people interpreted Master Enkan’s quotation to mean that all beings have a quality called “buddha-nature”. But Master Dogen interprets it to say something more like all beings are buddhas by nature. So he’s a reductionist, he’s deconstructing our way of looking at things.


This is what Master Enkan meant by “have buddha-nature.”



So not the normal sense of “have”; to “have” a headache, the headache is floating round and now it’s come into the head, but “I am a headache”.


If it doesn’t mean that, then it is not the buddha-nature that Buddhism expounds.



The buddha-nature that people talked about and misinterpreted was some kind of special quality that one could get by various efforts and keep inside oneself. But Master Dogen doesn’t agree.


The point that Master Enkan was making is just that all beings have buddha-nature. And anything that is not “all beings” may not be able to have buddha-nature. Then this is what I want to ask Master Enkan: Do all buddhas have buddha-nature?



I think there’s a smile on his face when he says that.



We should ask him and then examine his answer carefully. We should look carefully at the fact that he said “All beings have buddha-nature”; he didn’t say “All beings are buddha-nature.” He needs to drop off the have in “have buddha-nature.”



So he’s trying to say to us that Master Enkan doesn’t mean that we get something special. There is a little problem here, in translation too. In Chinese and Japanese “have” is “U”, and U is not exactly “have” and not exactly “are”, but can be somewhere between the two. So the original Japanese has a vagueness which we can’t really put into English but which is quite helpful. By “he needs to drop off the have in buddha-nature”, Master Dogen is suggests throwing away this idea of having something.


Dropping off is a characteristic of the Universe, and the way to transcend the intellect.



That’s nice. We can drop off body and mind in Zazen Master Dogen says. It’s a characteristic of the Universe, but a characteristic of the human intellect is to put on. We put things on to ourselves, we have things, we get things, we want things, and we layer ourselves over with all these things. But Master Dogen suggests that we can drop them all off.


We can then go on to say that “all buddha-natures have being.”



This is Master Dogen turning things around as usual, just to get us to look at it the other way round.


This method explains both being and buddha-nature perfectly. Master Enkan did not realise this while he was explaining reality, but that is not to say that he would not have realised it at a later time. And the method I used here is not as illogical as it seems.



Turning it around and saying the same thing backwards.



We do not always understand the truth that we possess here and now; it is a product of our physical and mental state at the moment of the present.



He means that we can’t express our understanding of what we are. We are something but we can’t express our understanding of it because we don’t understand what we are here and now.


Sometimes our whole life seems to be devoted to expressing the truth, and sometimes we simply express the truth moment by moment.



In that sentence he’s suggesting a kind of linear view of life, the whole of our life seems to be taken up trying to explain what life is about. Then “we simply express the truth moment by moment” – we express what life is about at every moment but we can’t understand it sometimes. Sometimes our actions speak more than our words. We can worry about a decision, and not know what to decide but our actions solve the problem for us. In Buddhism we say that our action creates our life, it’s not the result of our intellectual thinking. That doesn’t mean that intellectual thinking has no role in life, but that it’s what we do that actually determines our life.

That’s the end of that story, any questions?


Question: Could you just say a little bit more about the concept here of being, is it being as in Uji?

Mike: Yes.

Question: It’s the first time he mentions it in this story.

Question: In Uji is it ARU, is it the same thing?

Mike: Yes.

Question: It’s just existence.

Mike: Well the thing is, if you trace through the Shobogenzo, through Master Dogen’s explanations, everything is the same as everything else in the end. He doesn’t mean that everything is the same as everything else in the end in a simplistic way. So for instance, in Uji he says that being is the same as time. So alright, now we’ve got buddha-nature is the same as being is the same as time, we can go on. It seems like he’s saying, you know, samadhi is the same as being is the same as time is the same as buddha-nature is the same as Zazen is the same as… So what’s it all about? He’s not saying it in the sense that no concepts have any meaning, but in the sense that what we are in the present moment is not differentiated into concepts. And all Buddhist concepts point to that undifferentiated state, so in that sense they all mean the same thing, in that sense. So yes, being is the same as Uji, and he says that being is not separated from time, and we can say time is not separated from space and so on. It’s a strange point of view really. We’re using our differentiating mind to explain something which is outside of our differentiating mind, to point towards reality. Is that all right? Right, next story, all change.



Master Isan Reiyu from Mount Isan one day preached to the assembly, “All beings are without buddha-nature.” Out of all the beings, both human and divine, who hear this, the exceptional amongst them will be happy to hear it. But there will also be many who will be surprised to hear it, and will doubt the truth of it. Gautama Buddha taught that “all beings manifest/have (U) buddha-nature,” but Master Isan teaches us that “all beings are without/don’t have (MU) buddha-nature.”



In Japanese and Chinese the two characters are U and MU, and they have much vaguer meanings than “have” or “be with” or “be without” and so on. But nevertheless there seems to be a contradiction between these two teachings.


The meaning of have and the meaning of don’t have are opposite, leading some to wonder which of the two expressions is true.



When we think about something, we either have it or we don’t have it, can’t be both. And in our mind it can’t be both, it’s true. But fortunately reality can transcend our thinking, and in reality it can be both.


But I think that the phrase “all living beings don’t have buddha-nature” is the more profound of the two. Master Enkan’s words



…that’s the previous story


that we have buddha-nature seem to support Gautama Buddha’s words, as if the two men are supporting the truth between them on a pole.



That’s Gautama Buddha and Master Enkan, they are carrying the truth between them on a pole.


But Master Isan’s expression is different. Here, both men have been swallowed up by the pole.



The first image is a differentiated image – Gautama Buddha said this, Master Enkan said this, this is being carried by them both, the second image collapses into nothing.

Question: It seems they’ve consumed the concept of buddha-nature.

Mike: Yes, that’s right, and that’s what this little expression “all beings don’t have buddha-nature” means. It means we have it but we don’t have it, we have buddha-nature, but we don’t have “buddha-nature”, yes. So it’s swallowed up by the pole.



Master Enkan was a direct disciple of Master Baso, together with Master Hyakujo.



Master Hyakujo was Master Baso’s student. Baso was the monk who sat in front of Master Nangaku practicing Zazen. Master Nangaku started polishing a tile. Baso asked him why he was polishing the tile, and Master Nangaku replied that he wanted to make a mirror. Baso said “you can’t do that”, and Master Nangaku said “no and you can’t become a buddha by practicing Zazen either”.


But Isan was Hyakujo’s disciple, and thus Enkan’s junior.



So he’s sorting out the lineage here.


Nevertheless, Isan was more deeply versed in the truth than Enkan, his senior. Isan expresses here his conclusion, that all living beings are without buddha-nature. His conclusion is an accurate description; a real Buddhist teaching of the state that he himself is receiving and maintaining through the practice of Zazen.



So Master Dogen thinks that Master Isan’s description is better than Master Enkan’s, more profound, despite the fact that Enkan was the senior of the two. And as usual he relates the meaning of the state of buddha-nature to the practice of Zazen. The only way we can get any meaning is to relate something to our own experience. If we only relate the concepts we study in Buddhism to other conceptual understanding, we can become very clever scholars but we can never understand Buddhism.


Question: So by “all beings are without buddha-nature” you mean that all beings are without the concept of buddha-nature? I don’t understand.

Mike: That’s the problem. So people become confused – one master says that all beings have it and another says all beings don’t have it. That’s the problem to be solved. Gautama Buddha is said to have said that all beings have buddha-nature. He wanted to express the fact that all beings are by nature a buddha. But in that case why do we need to make any effort to become buddhas for example? Master Isan says that no, we don’t have buddha-nature, why does he say that? So we have to find answers to those questions. Are there any answers?

Question: Things which are made up of various constituents, the aggregates, one of which is consciousness, I think that’s different to the consciousness…the thinking, the intellectual consciousness. So for something to exist it has to have consciousness, whether it’s a pebble or a human being, and somehow it’s all linked.

Mike: Does it have consciousness?

Question: That’s one of its constituent parts.

Mike: So Master Isan might say that it doesn’t have consciousness, and someone else might say yes a stone does have consciousness.

Question: Manifestly it’s got to be in there somewhere.

Mike: So maybe the whole difficulty here is how we think.

Question: Use of language?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Only taking one side of the picture?

Mike: Yes. A stone has consciousness. I have something. Human beings have buddha-nature. There’s a problem there isn’t there? It creates something called buddha-nature which must exist separate from me, I come along and I get it, then I have it. It’s that way of thinking that Master Dogen, well that Buddhism wants to get round. The way that Master Isan gets round the problem is by saying roughly that no, we don’t have it. He doesn’t mean we don’t have it, he means we don’t have it.


Question: The best phrase was your translation, “being without”. The state of buddha is the state of being without.

Mike: The state of buddha is the state of being without.

Question: So sitting here, no matter what you have, you also have the state of being without. So you can say all beings have buddha-nature, they have the state of being without, and all beings don’t have buddha-nature because buddha-nature is the state of being without it.

Mike: Right. It’s difficult though isn’t it? I agree. Another difficulty is that we imagine that we learn things by taking things in and somehow we expand ourselves. But Master Dogen says dropping off is the characteristic of the Universe, that’s the opposite. So to Master Dogen, learning things is throwing things away, becoming better is throwing away the desire to becoming better, becoming buddha is throwing away the desire to become a buddha, finding buddha-nature is throwing off the idea that we have buddha-nature, Zazen is throwing away our body and throwing away our mind. The whole basis of Buddhism is that in order to become normal, natural, we have to throw away all the things that we build up in order to become members of a sophisticated society. We have to drop them off or throw them away. That’s behind all this, but we can’t think like that. Even though I say it now I don’t think like that when I go and do a piece of work for someone, I want the work, I want to have something. But at root, Buddhism is about dropping off, and what is it that we have to drop off?


Question: Because of use of language he’s constantly telling us not to listen too much to the language, listen to…

Mike: Yes, so if we drop off the language how can we communicate?

Question: That’s why it uses language.

Mike: What does?

Question: Buddhism, it uses language but in a contradictory way.

Mike: Well it’s contradictory because we study and we get so fed up with all this stuff, then we go and practice Zazen and drop it all off.

Question: This sense of self having something, it’s funny. I am often puzzled by people having sentiments like “I must be kind to myself”.

Mike: Yes. I must be kind to myself. Well which “me” is being kind to myself, and if that “me” can be kind to myself, it must be kind already. So then why do I need to be kind to myself? Master Nagarjuna uses this kind of argument in his book.

Question: It seems so kind of unexamined.

Mike: Unexamined yes. But if you examine it people think it’s some kind of philosophical rubbish. But it’s actually true isn’t it?

Question: I have a body.

Mike: I have a body yes.

Question: What’s the “I”?

Mike: That’s right yes, what’s the “I”?


Question: Lakoff in his book Metaphors We Live By, deals with this problem.

Mike: Whose book?

Question: Lakoff. He says that “to have” is actually a metaphor. So “I have a cold”, but you can’t think of a cold unless you create it as an object. He also talks about, if I can remember correctly, “primary body experience”, so “up” and “down” etc.

Mike: I don’t agree that the primary experience is up and down. Up and down are metaphors.

Question: Well the body is our primary experience.

Mike: I wonder what our primary experience is. If there is a “me” observing my body then I can feel a sense of my own proprioception. But I wonder… before I have a sense of my body, before my body and I became separate, whether the primary experience is body.

Question: He does talk about bodymind not being separate.

Mike: Good.

Question: Primary is a metaphor isn’t it.

Mike: Yes! It is, what’s before primary? Drop it all off you see, this is where we get to.

Question: But mind is embodied.

Mike: Body is em-minded. I went to a conference on consciousness in Oxford recently. I was really, really invigorated by all these people examining this in such great detail. However, one thing I notice is that although people are talking about body and mind being one, what they mean is, there is a body and there is a mind and those two things are one. But that’s different from the Buddhist view. Buddhism says there is only one thing, and we separate it sometimes into body and sometimes into mind.

Question: They also deal with abstract concepts, they will talk about it then they will go away and think about it.

Mike: Yes, go away and think about it. That’s great. We’re getting nearer to Buddhism.


Question: If U and MU are vaguer than have or have not, where in English you make the distinction between ‘have’ and ‘is’, what’s the other word? There’s another word that you are saying is…

Mike: This is why I chose to introduce the word “manifest”. I don’t know, what’s the solution?

Question: So then you compromise and you say ‘has’, for U, so where you say ‘is’, there’s another word.

Mike: It depends on the sentence. It’s not quite as simple as that, not every ‘is’ in every sentence here is U, and not every ‘have’ in every sentence is U.

Question: But here it’s constantly going to and fro between ‘have’ and ‘is’. So presumably he’s using another word.

Mike: The other difficulty is that the original quotation is in Chinese, Master Dogen writes in Japanese. What you are looking for is a correspondence between the two words but unfortunately I can’t give you an answer. The original quotation is written in Chinese characters but Master Dogen’s comments are in Japanese, and in Japanese you don’t have a separate word in a sentence for ‘is’, in a normal sentence. John is probably more qualified to talk about this problem. It is a difficult one.

Question: It would very much depend on a particular sentence.

Mike: It’s very difficult to render what he means, because he’s taking a Chinese quotation and commenting in Japanese, and Chinese and Japanese grammar are completely different. But this is my interpretation, and what I mean by this is that I’ve put down what I think he’s said, what makes sense to me. So what I’ve picked out is the difference between having something and being something. And that’s the best I can do so far.


Question: Is that, the difference between having and being, is that symptomatic do you think of a way of thinking about things, or is it just a quirk of the language?

Mike: Both. Language is the way we think to large extent isn’t it?

Question: Yes but, specifically in [inaudible]

Mike: Yes but you wouldn’t say I have a table, you’d say I have a table in my house, yes.

Question: In Japanese would it be “there exists a table at my house”?

Mike: It could do. But you can say that in English “there is a table in my house”.


We should probe on further.



Well we did, that was where we stopped. So we did what he asked.


How can all beings be buddha-nature? How can they have buddha-nature? Any being who has buddha-nature must be some kind of demon! People want to spread this infernal layer that they call “buddha-nature” over all beings! But buddha-nature is just buddha-nature, and beings are just beings. It is not true to say that beings have buddha-nature, as if it is something that comes to beings who don’t have it and then becomes their possession. We should be clear and logical about this. The kind of “being” that we imagine has buddha-nature is not a real being. And the state that a real being exists in can never be called buddha-nature.



That makes sense doesn’t it?



This is why Hyakujo, who was Master Baso’s direct successor, said “To preach that all beings have buddha-nature is to insult Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, and to preach that all beings are without buddha-nature is also to insult Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.” It is an insult both to say “have buddha-nature” and “be without buddha-nature.” However, it is impossible to discuss buddha-nature without discussing these phrases. I would like to ask both Isan and Hyakujo, “Have you managed to explain buddha-nature despite the fact that both ways of explaining are clearly an insult?” If they have explained buddha-nature properly, their explanation should be appear as concrete and real. And to explain it properly is to explain it to ourselves and to hear and fully understand our own explanation.



That’s true isn’t it? If we explain something and we hit the point, we feel that we’ve explained it to ourselves. Anybody who has taught, that’s a very common experience in teaching I think. You want to explain something and afterwards you understand it more clearly, you’ve explained it to yourself. So we can say that teachers teach themselves. Students allow teachers to teach themselves.


I would also like to say the following to Isan: “Although you said that all beings are without buddha-nature, you didn’t say that all of buddha-nature is without any beings, or that all of buddha-nature is without any buddha-nature. More than that, you have never even dreamt that all buddhas are without buddha-nature! I’d like to see you try again!



Bit of humour there. He’s trying to deconstruct our conceptual thinking whilst using language to do it. So it sounds bizarre at times but we can sense that he’s pointing to something. And what he’s pointing to is vague and unformed. But if we read it and then practice Zazen we can get some kind of sense as to what buddha-nature is.


Question: He’s pointing at nothing, he’s pointing at the negation of every attempt to conceptualise.

Question: He’s pointing away rather than to something. He’s pointing away from all the concepts.

Mike: Where is away from all the concepts? I feel that there’s a focus in what he says. A focus must be towards. So he’s pointing away from all the concepts but he’s pointing towards something at the same time. What is he pointing towards? We have to leave that for next time.

Question: Duality is a word that keeps coming into my mind.

Mike: It comes into my mind too.

Question: Everything that he talks about is duality, the whole conceptualising process exists in the world of duality. It’s like we can’t really help it.

Mike: No we can’t help it. That’s right.

Question: And buddha-nature is getting back to…maybe the original state before duality or…beyond duality.

Mike: Yes. That’s right, something, that may be the best description we can get.

Question: I think that’s absolutely right, it is duality. This paragraph is saying, being this unique thing that is manifesting, call it “me”, also being a part of something which is completely whole. They are the same thing, but they are different, and we can’t quite make it fit. Then we start talking about having and not having and we get into a materialistic thing, then it all falls apart…

Mike: Yes, then we hear the word duality and it fits well. So we think we’ve got it, it’s all about duality. It’s not all about duality, it’s all about the state in which there is no duality. And where is the state in which there is no duality?


Question: That’s the difficulty of studying Buddhism. The moment you think you’ve grasped a truth, it’s an illusory and problematic thing because a sense of wrongness is more useful than a sense of rightness.

Mike: Yes, and even science says so. And even the great scientists said so. But we mere mortals we forget it don’t we? “Ah yes I’ve got it! I understand it now!” I felt that when I was writing this. Beyond duality, but yes it is duality.

Question: That’s what I was saying, the sentence without the verb, you got the start of duality, human being and reality.

Mike: Yes, body and mind; up and down; left and right; strong and weak; subject and object; me and you; salt and pepper, we live in duality.

Question: Isn’t that a wonderful thing that in our everyday life we live like that? That’s how we have to live isn’t it?

Mike: Yes.

Question: There is no other way.

Mike: No.

Question: We only live in dualities when a sense of self it is, Kodo Sawaki said as soon as the concept of self arises the universe is split in two.

Mike: That’s right. And self creates other; good creates bad; up creates down; I create you; you create me; love creates hate; cold creates hot, and so on. We live in that world and that world is called Samsara. But there is the same world called Nirvana and it’s not a different world, it’s the same world, and that’s a duality.

So how can we get away from it all? Well we can stop thinking about it.

Thank you very much.
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Mike: freedom and independence belong to this moment, so the “splendid and pure world” is our only world
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads the Hyakujo and Obaku stories in Dogen’s Bussho as saying that freedom and independence are never a permanent state or a magical transcendence of the body, but belong to the present moment and come when we throw away rather than build up our abilities. That is why, for Mike, the “unimaginably splendid and pure world” that Hyakujo and Dogen speak of is not heaven but this world, the only world there is.

In Hyakujo’s teaching a buddha’s body is governed by physical and mental limits, yet because we are always in the present, living does not imprison us and dying does not frighten us. Mike says we do not feel free because we think freedom means having every door open, whereas freedom exists in a prison cell, and he adds that a Japanese Olympic judo champion said he threw away any thought of winning or losing in every competition. In the story of Obaku and Nansen, Obaku says that we are already “independent of everything throughout the twenty-four hours of the day”, and Mike takes Dogen to mean that the twenty-four hours of a day are now, now, now, now, so that we are independent in every moment, which he links to sitting upright in Zazen without leaning on anything. Dogen also says that the state in which buddha-nature is clear is the practice of Zazen, which is equal practice of balance and wisdom, and Mike explains that in Zazen these are not two things and that a length of time is something we construct, since the only real thing is time here and now. Mike explains that Obaku’s “I dare not say it is” is a Chinese way of saying yes, and that when we say exactly what we wanted to say there are words but nobody speaking, while the truth Dogen talks about is the truth of the world and does not belong to Buddhists.

Later masters often read the story as Obaku losing to Nansen, but Kyozan said that Obaku was resourceful enough to trap a tiger, and Dogen adds that he could also tame it. For Mike, Obaku’s replies were not designed to show how good he was, and his ability to keep quiet was his ability to tame the tiger. Dogen closes by saying that everything is independent and that the hours of the day are both dependent and independent in a complex way, and that the whole universe exists before we conceive of it. In the discussion Mike says that if we read such descriptions as pictures of wonderful beings we can never understand Buddhism, so it has to be studied on the basis of Zazen, which contains what those words talk about. Asked why Dogen stresses independence, he answers that each moment is independent but we are also dependent on each other, so both are true. He adds that Dogen just spoke and gave a talk rather than trying to clear everything up, and that Dogen contradicts himself while we want to sort it all out.









Complete English transcript


We had just finished going through Master Dogen’s discussion of having buddha-nature, being buddha-nature, being without buddha-nature and so on.

This next story is about Master Hyakujo.


Master Hyakujo preached to the assembly:



That means the assembly of monks.


“Buddha is the supreme vehicle; it is the highest wisdom. Leading the life of a buddha produces a buddha. Buddhas have buddha-nature, and are guiding teachers. Buddhas can regulate their conduct to avoid obstructions, and their wisdom is unobstructed. They have control over the effect of what they do, and so are free to be happy and wise. Living moment by moment, causes and effects move along with them. Living in the moment, they can throw away their life; dying in the moment, they are not afraid of death. Not trapped by their physical and mental limitations, they can live freely, accepting their limitations or transcending their limitations as they choose. When we have the state like this, unconcerned about status, achievement, or whether we are better or worse than others, then although we are no different to ants running over the surface of the earth, this world that we inhabit becomes unimaginably splendid and pure.”



A very nice description, I wish I could be like that. Transcending everything, must be wonderful, I’d like to get that.



This is what Hyakujo says. A buddha’s real body here and now is governed by physical and mental limitation, but since we are always in the present, we are also eternal. So we are not trapped but free. When we act in life, living does not imprison us. When we act in death, dying does not frighten us. Do not love life too much and do not fear death too much, for buddha-nature exists in them.




So what Master Hyakujo says and what Master Dogen reiterates is very important – if we throw away rather than build up our abilities then we can find freedom, but true freedom is not a permanent state. And we are always looking for a permanent state, permanent freedom, permanent happiness, whatever. But Buddhism says that our state is just in the moment, so it’s just in the moment that we can be free. And it’s true, “when we act in life, living does not imprison us”. So we’re all free in this moment to act. At the same time the body is governed by physical and mental limitations. We shouldn’t think that there is something called a buddha who can do magic and transcend the limits of the body. The freedom and transcendence which is talked about in the Shobogenzo and that Buddhism talks about is not that kind, but the freedom and transcendence of the present moment. We can throw our life away in the present moment, and we can find examples of people doing that – they sacrifice themselves in war and in other situations. In a moment we can decide to live or die, we can actually do it. We’re always choosing, and in that sense we’re always free. The reason we don’t feel free is because we think about freedom in the wrong way. We think that freedom is to have all of the doors open for us to do whatever we want, but freedom exists in a prison cell. The phrase, “do not love life too much and do not fear death too much” is also very important. If we think of the situation in sport, I can always remember a Japanese Olympic Judo champion, I can’t remember which Olympics it was, he was called Yamashita. He was a very excellent sportsman and a very excellent person. Someone said to him “you must want to win a lot”, and he said that in every competition he enters, he throws away everything. He throws away any thought of winning, and he throws away any thought of losing. So we can extrapolate that to say we can, and we do throw away our life sometimes, and throw away our death. In other words we don’t hang on to our possessions or our life. Sometimes we’re caught in situations where we think we’ve got to maintain our position or maintain our pride or something like that. But sometimes we can throw it away. And if we throw everything away then we’re free. If we have an idea of throwing away we should throw the idea away first. So not an idea of throwing things away and then doing it, but no idea.

It’s a puzzle. Although it’s a puzzle, we do it.



People who are offended or disturbed at my saying this are non-Buddhists.



Phew! I wasn’t disturbed, were you? No.


Realising that buddha-nature is just what is in front of us now, we are free to make use of everything. This is to be a real buddha at the present moment, which is the supreme vehicle.



This phrase “supreme vehicle” refers to the story in the Lotus story, which is a parable. It talks about three different kinds of vehicle, an ox-cart, a deer-cart and another cart, I can’t remember in detail.


And this real buddha exists at the present time and place; the unimaginably splendid and pure world.



Now when we read this “unimaginably splendid and pure world”, it makes us think sometimes that this bloke must have been really somewhere else, in a kind of heaven. But the world that he’s referring to is not heaven, but this world. This world and this life and this place are the only things that are real. Sometimes we want to change our life, but this life is the only life we have, so we have to get on with it. If we want to change it we have to start from where we are. Master Hyakujo is able to say, and Master Dogen is able to reiterate that the present time and place is unimaginably splendid and pure. The reason they said that is not because they lived in an unimaginably splendid and pure world different from ours, but because they could see that this world is the only world, this place is the only place. So it’s unimaginably splendid and pure.


Next story:


Obaku was sitting in Nansen’s room. Nansen asked Obaku, “What about the teaching that equally practicing physical balance and mental wisdom will make buddha-nature clear?”



These two were studying Buddhism together, and Nansen is talking about something that they had studied – the balance between physical and mental. So practicing physical balance and mental wisdom, and if we get those two equally then our buddha-nature will become clear.


Obaku replied, “Independent of everything throughout the twenty-four hours of the day, we have it already.” Nansen said, “Is that view your own?”



He was surprised at the clarity of the answer.


Obaku replied, “I dare not say it is.”



This is a kind of deferential reply in Chinese, which means “yes, it’s mine, but I don’t like to say so”. He’s embarrassed to say so, it’s a polite way to affirm it.


Nansen said to him, “Well, you don’t need to pay me for the food, but who is going to pay me for all the travelling you have done?” Obaku kept quiet.



Yes I’ve made a mistake again, Nansen was Obaku’s teacher, Obaku was Nansen’s student.

His reply is kind of humorous because Obaku had been staying at Master Nansen’s temple studying, so eating the food that he had supplied. But it was also customary to travel around to meet different masters. At the time that Buddhism was very vigorous in medieval China, you could pop off to see this master or that master and pick up teaching from all of them. You can do it now if you want.



With the question on equally practicing physical balance and wisdom, Obaku isn’t asking about the teaching that there is something called balance that is separate from something called wisdom, and if we practice both equally buddha-nature will be made clear.



This is a strange sentence. It refers to Nansen’s question. I think there’s a wrong name in there isn’t there? Can anyone see anything strange there. Nansen’s asking, alright so I need to check that. It sounds, if we read the original question, as if he’s asking about whether there are two separate things that we can make into one. But Buddhism doesn’t believe that. Master Dogen is saying that underneath the question, which sounds like it’s a discriminating question, getting two separate things and putting them together, but that’s not what it’s asking.


The state where buddha-nature is clear is the practice of Zazen, which is equal practice of balance and wisdom.



So if we say equal practice of balance and wisdom, we think of two things, but when we practice Zazen, there aren’t two things.



Nansen’s question is the same as asking “Who is it that buddha-nature is made clear to?”



When we sit in Zazen, not concentrating on our thoughts, we can say we have the nature of a buddha. But where is the “me” that has the nature of a buddha? If we look for ourselves in Zazen we always find ourselves, but if we don’t look, there isn’t anybody there. So Master Dogen says who is it that buddha-nature is made clear to? To say that there isn’t anybody there doesn’t mean we disappear, I can see you all sitting there… a few empty seats though…

Question: They are making the tea.

Mike: Making the tea yes. So to say that there is no “me” when we practice Zazen is not to say that the person disappears. It’s to say that we’re sitting, or there is somebody sitting in the state which is undivided equal practice of balance and wisdom, but is happening to…who?


We could also express the true situation with the question, “How about the teaching that buddha-nature is made clear to buddha-nature in the balanced state?”



Master Dogen is playing with terms, in order to get us to see that what is being talked about is beyond the terms themselves. And what is beyond the terms themselves is just the state that we were sitting in, in the dojo here.



Obaku says, “Independent of everything throughout the twenty-four hours of the day...” The words “throughout the twenty-four hours of a day” mean that at every moment throughout a real twenty-four-hour day we are independent of everything. Being independent of everything at every moment through a real twenty-four-hour day is making buddha-nature clear.



When we read “throughout the twenty-four hours of a day” it locks us into a linear way of thinking about time. Master Dogen is reminding us that the twenty-four hours of a day are now, now, now, now, going on for twenty-four hours. And in every now, in the balanced state we are independent, we are not depending on anything. When we sit in Zazen we don’t lean on anything on either side. If your hands get tired you might drop them and lean on them, if you do, you lose the balanced state but it helps with the pain. And this is the reason why Master Dogen says in his description of Zazen to put the hands one on top of the other, thumbs touching, rest against the lower abdomen, not to touch the legs. If we touch the legs there is some tension through the arms, so we are not independent, physically we are dependent. So we can say that to be independent through the twenty-four hours of a day is to sit up straight. If we slouch on the sofa watching the television throughout the four hours of an evening, we feel very heavy and sleepy. So we can’t see what buddha-nature is after four hours of television on the sofa.



What time should we say has come, what world should we say has appeared, in the real twenty-four hours of a day? And do these twenty-four hours belong to the world that human beings have constructed, or to some other world, or have they arrived just for the time being from the perfect world of our imagination?



He’s getting us to think about what we mean by a length of time. We think it’s a length of time, we’ve been here nearly a day in this place. We think of that and we create an image of it. But the only real thing is time here and now. We construct a world of linear time, we imagine a length of time in which we’ve been somewhere.


Whether we are in this world or in another world of our imagination, at this moment we are independent of everything. We are at this moment living in the twenty-four hours of a day, so there may never be a time when we are not independent of everything! When Nansen asked “Is that view your own?” he means “You are not claiming that is your own view, are you?” And when Nansen asks “Is that view your own?” Obaku can’t claim it as his own in front of Nansen, because [when Obaku speaks the truth] it is not always “his own” view, since Obaku’s viewpoint is expressed in the clear balanced state.



Another curious sentence. When we speak the truth we can say that the words are not our own. I don’t mean speaking some kind of spiritual truth, you can do it if you’re teaching English, you can do it if you’re telling someone how to make a cup of tea. When you say exactly what you wanted to say and what you say exactly describes the circumstances, you lose awareness of speaking. There’s nobody speaking, there are words but nobody speaking. That sounds strange, but if anyone here has taught, they might agree that this is the experience. It’s not always like that, sometimes you’re worried about what you’re saying, sometimes words come out. Where do they come from? Whose are they? Did you make them up before you spoke them? Can you remember what they are after you’ve said them? This is what he means.

So actually Master Dogen is suggesting that although the conversation between Nansen and Obaku sounds like Nansen asked a question and Obaku gave some kind of simple answer, underneath it both master and disciple knew what Buddhism was about. In their sentences there is some kind of deep understanding of Buddhism.



Obaku replies “I dare not say it is.” In China, this expression is used when someone is asked whether they have a particular ability and they want to say ‘yes.’ So Obaku’s reply doesn’t mean that he is unsure of himself. We shouldn’t take his words literally in this case. Although Obaku’s viewpoint is a viewpoint expressed by Obaku, although it is he who is expressing that viewpoint, he should not dare to say that it is. When he expressed his view, his state was natural and unintentional; just like a cow coming up to you and mooing! This is how we express the truth.



The truth that Master Dogen is talking about, we shouldn’t think it’s some kind of special truth that resides in Buddhism, it’s the truth of the world. Truth doesn’t belong to Buddhists or anybody particular. We all see the truth and lose it, we all speak the truth and don’t. And when someone speaks or sees the truth, the situation is as Master Dogen expresses.



We can try to express the same truth as Obaku using different words. Nansen said to him, “Well, you don’t need to pay me for the food, but who is going to pay me for all the travelling you have done?” In other words, he meant that he was not bothered about the cost of the food Obaku had eaten, but he wanted to know who would pay him for the sandals Obaku had worn out in wasted journeys.



So that suggests that Obaku might have gone here and there to visit other masters, but he learned Buddhism from Nansen.

Question: You’ve got that round the wrong way again.

Mike: Quite possibly. The problem is that I can’t check my own work, so if you can see that it’s round the wrong way, please say so.



We should study what he meant by these words for a long time. Why wasn’t he bothered about the cost of the food Obaku had eaten? We need to study this sincerely and in detail. Why is he concerned about the cost of the sandals, as if to say, “What a lot of sandals you have worn out in these years of travelling!” Obaku could have replied, “I have never worn sandals for a journey unless I could get some result that would justify the cost!” Or he might have said, “I have worn out only two or three pairs!” These could have been expressions of the true situation, and might have been what he wanted to reply. But he kept quiet. Keeping quiet is keeping quiet. He didn’t keep quiet because Nansen didn’t affirm what he said, or because he didn’t affirm what Nansen said. Real Buddhist monks don’t behave in that way. Remember, keeping quiet expresses something, just as a smile can express something sharp. Obaku’s state is buddha-nature expressing satisfaction with daily life.



So all of Master Dogen’s commentary is supporting the conversation between Master and disciple in a very deep way. If we can sort out who is the master and who is the disciple we’ll be well away.

Question: He uses these phrases “we should study for a long time” and so on. We tend to think there 95 chapters to get the head around, but they are all saying the same thing. So I guess if you stick with one chapter…

Mike: Yes, does he mean we should read and think about? Not generally. To study, for Master Dogen has a much wider meaning. So actually we do, we come across a couple of sentences which we don’t catch, and they go around us somehow. Then we come back to them somehow. Yes, so that’s studying. What it is we’re studying, we’re not sure.


Question: He doesn’t actually give an explanation as to why he’s bothered by one thing and not the other, He just leaves it for you to think about.

Mike: If you have an explanation, I’d like to hear it. He often does that. We could say for example, Master Nansen was quite happy for Master Obaku to live in his temple. So he was quite happy to feed him because he was studying with him. But he wasn’t completely happy with him going off and listening to other people. But he feels that in a friendly way, and humorously. Obaku’s reply was rather nice, he replied unintentionally and truthfully, “throughout the twenty-four hours we have it already”. Nansen thought “wow, is that your own view?” Obaku said “well, yes, I’ve been studying with you haven’t I?” That’s the kind of meaning behind the story, it’s quite humorous. We could rephrase it all, Brad Warner might rephrase it completely in his style. We can make a colloquial version of it so we can see it more clearly.



When Master Isan quoted this story,



Master Isan is a later master.


he said this to his disciple Kyozan Eijaku: “Obaku wasn’t able to hold his own against Nansen, was he!”



Later masters often interpreted this story to mean that Obaku kind of lost the fight between the two of them.


But Kyozan replied: “I don’t agree! Obaku was resourceful enough to trap a tiger!” Master Isan replied: “Your viewpoint is as excellent as this!”



This is a story about a master and disciple commenting on the original story. And in this little story itself we can see the same situation repeated. The tiger is a powerful and dangerous beast that he manages to control, that’s the image. So we can go back to the original story, Obaku said something very truthful and exact and Nansen said “did you make that up?” and Obaku said “well… “ the tiger is in front of him so he says “well…” Then Nansen replies and Obaku keeps quiet. We can say he trapped a tiger, he didn’t face off against his master but he in some way trapped his master.



Master Isan was asking Kyozan whether Obaku could match up to Nansen in those times. And Kyozan replies that Obaku had the skill to trap a tiger. Not only could he trap the tiger, he could also tame it. Trapping a tiger and taming it requires independence of action. Is clearly realizing buddha-nature opening the eye, or is it losing the eye? Answer now! Right now!



This commentary is about the excellence of Master Obaku’s reply. Master Obaku’s reply in Master Dogen’s opinion was not only trapping a tiger but also taming it. Not only did he come against his teacher but he controlled the situation with his replies. His replies were not designed to show how good he was, and Master Dogen says “buddha-nature opening the eye…or losing the eye”. So if Obaku had decided that he wanted to make sure that his master realised how good he was, he might have thought of some clever replies, but he didn’t, he let the situation pass. We can call that “losing the eye”. In Buddhist terms opening the eye means to have an intuitive ability to see the situation. Losing the eye means throwing that ability away. But since that ability is one we get when we throw things away, we need to throw away the idea of opening the eye or losing the eye.


“The buddha-nature’s viewpoint is as excellent as this!”



This is Master Dogen’s reference to Master Obaku’s excellent reply.


In this way, everything is independent, even every half thing is independent! Hundreds of thousands of things are all independent, and hundreds of thousands of hours are all independent, leading me to say this: The Universe is like a immense interwoven container; all the hours in the day are both dependent and independent in a complex way, and ultimately the whole of the Universe and all the worlds it contains exist before we conceive of them.



Those are Master Dogen’s words, he wants to capture the nature of reality. So he’s been talking about the dependence and independence of the present moment. And he wants to say that actual reality is extremely complex, and because it’s very complex, we try and analyse it and try and conceive of what the Universe is like. But the whole of the Universe exists even before we start to think about it.

I’m going to stop there. I’d like you to ask me questions about the Universe now. Has anyone got anything they’d like to talk about?


Question: What does the sentence “they have control over the effect of what they do” mean?

Mike: It means that they can do what they want to do, and not do what they don’t want to do. In that sense what we do has an effect, if we do what we want to do and don’t do what we don’t want to do, we have a kind of control over the effect of our actions. Not that control in the sense that we can decide in our minds, but simply the ability to do what we want to do, and not to do what we don’t want to do.

A lot of these descriptions sound as if there must be very wonderful beings around, but if we study Buddhism based on that kind of interpretation we can never understand it. So it’s necessary to study Buddhism based on Zazen. In Zazen is contained the subject that Buddhism is talking about. All these words are talking about the state in Zazen, but it’s difficult for us to understand how that can be. We interpret our state in Zazen based on lots of habits, points of view, feelings about ourselves and others, and so on.

If you notice any sentences which you think you have a better version of, please let me know. I think that to constantly improve our way of explaining the Shobogenzo is rather nice.


Question: When Obaku says, “I have never worn sandals for a journey unless I could get some result that would justify the cost!” It says he could have said that, but neither answer would have added to the interchange or expressed the real situation, there would have been just answers. So he couldn’t really have replied with those answers. It seems like a strange… Is he saying that Obaku could have said anything, but he chose to say nothing?

Mike: Yes, that’s right. Obaku could have said all sorts of things, he could have confronted his teacher. But he didn’t he kept quiet. Master Dogen is pointing to the fact that he kept quiet rather than confronting or trying to win in this situation.

Question: And by not trying to win, he closed the trap shut.

Mike: His ability to keep quiet was his ability to tame the tiger.

Question: In a sense they are not wasted journeys because he’s learned that from this.

Mike: Could be, yes. Sometimes we have to do things to realise we didn’t have to do them, but we have to do them to realise that. If only we could go through life in a very efficient way only doing the things we have to do, not doing all those things that we didn’t need to do, wouldn’t that be a wonderful life? But instead we go through life in a different way, wandering around in our straw sandals.


Question: I’m still puzzled by the emphasis on independence. I’m surprised that he should stress this.

Mike: When he talks about independence it’s in relation to twenty-four hours. So in a sense he means it in that every moment is independent. We think in terms of time-series, or process. This often causes us to worry, because we’re on a kind of track. But he says that every moment is independent of every other moment. But at the same time he admits in his last paragraph that the world is very complicated, so there are all kinds of dependencies and independencies. Although we may be independent in this moment, although when we sit in Zazen we don’t lean on anything, there are dependencies, we are dependent on each other. I’m dependent on you, if you were not here I couldn’t say anything. So both are true. But he starts off by talking about the independence of the moment really. I think the fact that Japanese and Chinese are perhaps more poetic and less logically clear languages has an effect that when we see the translation we want everything cleared up. But Master Dogen didn’t mean to clear everything up, he just spoke, gave a talk. If you listen to a recording of what I’m saying now, a lot of it’s quite confused if you listen to it. If I give the recording to someone to listen to they will ask “what exactly did you mean there? What you said there and what you said there ten minutes ago was different”. We want to get it right, sorted out. But I don’t think Master Dogen had that feeling, he just spoke, gave his talk and that was it. And in the language that he used it was permissible to be more…it was acceptable to give words more leeway. Does that make sense? That’s the difference between Japanese and English for example. I find talking in Japanese much easier because you don’t have to be so exact. But talking in English, people say “what do you mean?, you didn’t say that last week”. “Three months ago, I have it here, you said…” We have to be consistent through time and space, which is very peculiar really. In Japanese, if you have a day off work because you’re out with a friend or something, or if you have a day off work because you’re ill, all you need to say when you go into work is… you don’t say anything “er…well, yesterday…hmm”. And everybody is happy, really. I’ve done it. There’s no requirement to be exact, or not the same requirement to be exact.


Question: Is that reflected in the legal system, the most exact language is law isn’t it?

Mike: I don’t know. What do you think John, do you think Japanese is less exact as a language?

Question: I guess in certain areas yes. Very often there is no subject in a sentence, so it depends on the context much more. Reading is not so clear.

Mike: Reading is not so clear.

Question: Because you may not necessarily be furnished with the context.

Mike: If you were reading some old laws from the Meiji period, legal documents, would you expect them to be a little bit vaguer than English legal documents?

Question: As far as I’m familiar with old Japanese laws, they do tend to be vague in the sense that they stick to general principles. That maybe the case with older laws in the West as well. But in answer to your question, I think Japanese can be very exact when it needs to be, and it can be very vague, it gives the user a lot of leeway.


Question: In leases in English law there is no punctuation, to avoid ambiguity.

Mike: In Japanese, in technical documents can you imagine if there’s no prepositions, no singulars and no plurals, can you imagine how you describe how to programme your washing machine? But there are ways, as John said, to be exact.

Question: It’s not surprising that the Shobogenzo was written in poetic language, because it’s trying to capture something which can’t be defined.

Mike: Yes and in a way it is very precise. But we want not only precision but consistency too. One of the great problems with the Shobogenzo is that Master Dogen contradicts himself. We want to sort it all out. It’s easy for us, we want it all, we want to sort it all out from these pieces of paper.

Thank you very much.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads Dogen’s commentary on Master Joshu’s two answers about whether a dog has buddha-nature, “mu” (“without”) and “u” (“exists”), as saying that the dog and buddha-nature both exist without any concepts. Mike adds that we cannot stop mistaking our thoughts for reality, so the point is not to stop thinking but to recognise this human condition.

Mike translates Joshu’s “mu” as “without [any concept of buddha-nature]”, with words added that are not in the original, and says that Dogen finds the one-word answer ambiguous because it has no subject: buddha-nature, the dog or an onlooker could be the one who exists “without”. Mike hears in the answer both that the dog has no idea of buddha-nature and is just a dog, and that, because it has no idea of buddha-nature, it is just a buddha and so has buddha-nature. He says he chose “without” because it makes sense to him and listeners must judge whether it makes sense to them. He connects this with Dogen’s earlier description of buddha-nature as “being without”, the state in which we are without all the things we layer on ourselves. When the monk asks why the dog is “without” if all beings manifest buddha-nature, Joshu answers that we have a mental viewpoint formed from past experiences, which Mike takes to mean that we argue about whether the dog has buddha-nature because of that viewpoint. So Mike says Dogen is showing that buddha-nature is not a concept, although putting a word on it turns it into one, and that we cannot describe even an animal’s nature with our mental viewpoint.

In the second story Joshu answers “It exists”, the opposite of “mu”, and Mike says Dogen means not the abstract existence of scholars and theorists but a real dog: since the dog exists, buddha-nature exists. When the monk asks why buddha-nature must enter a dog that already exists, Mike explains that in this Buddhist way of looking at the world reality or existence is only at the moment of the present, so it is impossible for a buddha-nature from somewhere else to enter a dog that is just here and just real. Joshu’s next answer, as Dogen explains it, is that although we can see the real situation, we cannot help mistaking our thoughts for it, and Mike takes Dogen to mean that we do not need to find a state in which we stop doing this, only to recognise what the human state is. Mike says that trying never to think ends in going bonkers, and he describes some Japanese training temples where monks try to eliminate every moment of thinking and end up leaving exhausted. For Mike, Dogen insists that we have buddha-nature at this very moment, in the middle of our mental viewpoints, and finding the middle way is the centre of Buddhism. Asked whether Dogen says elsewhere that “momentary action in the present unites both me and the world”, Mike answers yes, but says the words are his own interpretation of a line about a moment that “contains self and contains other people”.









Complete English transcript


In Yesterday’s talk, in the story of Nansen and Obaku I think it’s ok, they are not the wrong way round after all. It’s just that Nansen asks Obaku a question so it sounds like Obaku is the teacher but in fact it’s the other way around.

We start a new story this morning. The next two stories are very famous koans about a dog. They were very much discussed in Chinese Buddhism and in Master Dogen’s time.


A monk asked Master Joshu Jushin “Would you tell me whether or not a dog (kushi) has buddha-nature?”



Master Dogen’s quotation of this story is in Chinese. So when he gave his talk, he would have read it out in Chinese, the monks could read and understand Chinese. In the next sentence he explains what the Chinese means.


Let’s be clear on the meaning of this question. The word kushi in Chinese means dog. The monk was not asking whether a dog has buddha-nature or whether it doesn’t have buddha-nature. He was asking whether Master Joshu really understood Buddhism or not.



Master Dogen is saying that behind the question, the monk who is asking Master Joshu it is trying to find out if the master knew what Buddhism was about or not. In a way that’s behind all our questions.


So Master Joshu was confronted with a crucial question, but at the same time he was able to encounter an excellent questioner, of the calibre that he had been seeking for more than thirty years.




So Master Dogen thinks it’s an excellent question: “would you tell me whether or not a dog has buddha-nature?” The master replied famously “mu”. In Chinese mu means no; doesn’t have; without; not; denial. I’ve translated it as “without”.


The Master replied “Without [any concept of buddha-nature].”



It refers to, of course, whether the dog has buddha-nature or not. But the master isn’t exactly saying no. So I’ve translated it, interpreted it as:


Without [any concept of buddha-nature].”



The dog is without any concept of buddha-nature, we hope. So it has a happy life.


There are many separate ways of studying his one-word answer. It might represent buddha-nature itself expressing that it exists without [any concept of buddha-nature], or the dog expressing that it exists without [any concept of buddha-nature], or an onlooker expressing that the dog exists without [any concept of buddha-nature]. It might take us until the day that a stone has been ground away to arrive at this without [any concept of buddha-nature].



I’ve added words which are not in the original to try and explain it. Master Dogen is saying that the answer is ambiguous, because he only said mu, what is mu? His answer has no subject. Master Dogen is saying that the subject could be buddha-nature; buddha-nature exists without buddha-nature. The subject could be the dog; the dog exists without buddha-nature. The subject could be an onlooker saying that the dog exists without buddha-nature. And it’s a very difficult question which may take us a very long time, until a stone has been worn away, to catch the meaning of what this “without”, or mu, means. But if we interpret mu as without, my interpretation is intending to convey the meaning that the master said, and here I’m interpreting this word mu into a whole sentence, the master said “no you stupid thing, the dog doesn’t have any idea of buddha-nature it’s just a dog”. And “yes, because it has no idea of buddha-nature it’s just a buddha, so it has buddha-nature”. All wrapped up in one word.


Question: He’s also asking the question, “what is your understanding of buddha-nature?”

Mike: Master Joshu is?

Question: He is expressing in one word what his understanding of what buddha-nature is.

Mike: So we can say buddha-nature is without, or being without. And I used the word “without” which is rather an unusual translation of mu because if we go back earlier in the chapter which we were working through last year, Master Dogen talks about buddha-nature as “being without”, that is, buddha-nature is the state where we are without all the things we layer on top of each other and onto ourselves. So in other words a simple human being is one in its natural state, a baby, a dog. Without anything added we are buddha, so we have the nature of a buddha. That’s one reason why I put without. I think that without is just about acceptable as the meaning of mu.


Question: So sunyata is literally “without anything state”.

Mike: We can say so yes. We can translate sunyata as “the state which is without”. Literally it means empty; bare; barren; desolate; without anything extra. All of those describe something that’s got nothing extra. So it’s quite nice to use the word without. “Empty” conjures up all kinds of images. What is it empty of? But if someone says that they are without everything, we can puzzle about what they mean.

Question: There are lots of similar koan stories where the teacher would point very directly to what’s going on right now and that’s the reason for, it seems like this is the one that opens up the whole core of philosophical discussion, it’s the one that most people study.

Mike: I suppose it didn’t open up so much philosophical discussion at the time. But when we read it we want to talk about it because it’s so ambiguous, or it appears so.

Question: There’s a huge tradition of similar kind of not talking, conceptual stuff that just seems to go straight to directly here.

Mike: So these were real… we suppose that these were real stories about real conversations between real people, and that’s what real conversations are like aren’t they? Sometimes you answer in words, sometimes you might just walk off, sometimes you might say something else.

Question: When he said mu, would it have had at that time the same sort of Zen cultural significance as it does for us now, or would it have had a fresh use of it.

Mike: That’s a question. I’ve never lived in 11th century China and I don’t speak medieval Chinese, but if someone said mu to me, I don’t know how…


Question: Well today, mu is synonymous with the culture of Zen, there are …

Mike: Yes well that’s all rubbish.

Question: Well yes maybe, but was that rubbish still prevalent at that time?

Mike: Well this is the question, so what we have to ask is, was the master saying something deeply profound, and we waffle on about the nothingness of nothingness and so on, does that make sense to us? Or if it doesn’t make sense to us, what could he have been saying? What could he have been saying about the dog and buddha-nature that can make sense to me? So that’s why I wrote “without”, because it makes sense to me. I made sense of it for myself, and you have to judge whether what I put makes sense to you, or whether you prefer something by some other person.

Question: Not at all.

Mike: Well you can read lots of commentaries on this koan by people which will take you through realms unknown.

Question: Dogen would have been aware of this kind of technique of drastically curtailing koan stories to these one word essences.

Mike: I think it was the nature of maybe Chinese teaching. I get that feel. They are quite abrupt.


Question: It would diminish the meaning of it slightly if it were a stock phrase, like “katsu” or something like that, in the culture of Zen at the time, of course it wouldn’t have the significance that you have put in.

Mike: He wasn’t saying a meaningless word, you know… he wasn’t saying “moo”! He wasn’t saying, you know: “does a dog have buddha-nature?”, “lanterns hanging on pine trees”. He was saying something, so what was it? Was he saying “no”, yes he was saying no. What else was he saying? What was he saying about the dog? Does a dog have buddha-nature? We have to read on a bit further.

Question: I’m looking through the wrong end of the telescope, historically we impose all this significance. You’ve answered my question.

Mike: Right. So let’s go on a bit.


The monk asks “But it is said that all beings fully manifest buddha-nature in their existence, so why do you say that the dog is without?”



The monk is puzzled.


His question suggests that if human beings were without [any concept of buddha-nature], then it is clear that buddha-nature would also exist without [any concept], and so the dog could also exist without [any concept of buddha-nature].



In other words, if we weren’t so conceptual, there wouldn’t be any problem.


The monk continued, “What do you think of my idea? Why should a dog’s buddha-nature be given the new name ‘without’?”



Or why do you give the name without, why do you call a dog’s buddha-nature “mu”? The monk’s question is quite profound in a way.



Joshu replied, “Because we have a mental viewpoint that is formed from our past experiences.”



That means exactly what it says, we have a mental viewpoint which is formed from our past experiences. So the way we think of things is formed from our past experience. We are all human beings and we are stuck thinking about whether or not a dog has buddha-nature, or if mu is the right word or not. This is the activity of human beings. But if we weren’t like that then the dog could happily be without buddha-nature and buddha-nature wouldn’t have to be conceptualised.


This expression means that the reason that we discuss whether it exists or not



That is buddha-nature…


is because we have a mental viewpoint that is formed from our past experiences,



So because we can’t get rid of our thinking because it’s been built up since childhood, we discuss whether or not a dog has buddha-nature.


but in spite of our viewpoint being like this, the dog exists without [any concept of buddha-nature] and buddha-nature exists without [any concept of buddha-nature].



So Master Dogen is trying to make it clear that it’s all to do with our conceptualisation. Even though we can conceptualise whether or not the dog has buddha-nature, the dog exists without any concepts, and buddha-nature exists without any concepts. So in that he’s saying that buddha-nature is not a concept. When we put a word on it, it becomes a concept, but it is something beyond concepts.



We can never use our mental viewpoint formed from past experiences to understand the nature of a dog, so how could we understand the buddha-nature of a dog?



And it’s true, we tend to look at dogs and animals and say that they are sweet, it’s cute, it’s small, it’s doing this action for this reason. You get nature programmes which describe the behaviour of animals, giving reasons for the behaviour: “and now the squirrel is running up the tree so as to store the nut which it will bring out later in the year”. It makes it sound as if the squirrel is doing all this thinking. I don’t think the squirrel is doing all this thinking. We say “oh that dog looks happy” and so on. But we can’t describe the nature of an animal with our mental viewpoint.

Question: Can we describe a human being?

Mike: Now that’s a question.

Question: It would appear that squirrels forget three quarters of their nuts anyway.

Mike: We can then say that squirrels are very forgetful animals, and impose something else on them. But they neither forget not remember I suppose, they just dig up their nuts or don’t dig them up.

Question: The problem with being human is that our thinking operates is a disjointed way with how we operate. So we have a very subconsciously conditioning way we do things, with our heads.

Mike: And we try to tidy it all up, especially we try to tidy other people’s behaviour up, try and make them consistent, make them have a consistent viewpoints and say consistent things, yes.



Whether we try to get rid of the inherent duality or whether we try to integrate the two sides, the human state is just the constant working of a mental viewpoint that is formed from our past experiences.



So Master Dogen says there is an inherent duality in the human state and we can try and get rid of it or integrate it, but that’s the way we are. So if we have the idea that we can in our mind, integrate the two sides of our nature, we can never do it. Some people ask what is the point of discussing Buddhism on and on like this, why don’t we just practice Zazen? That’s a great idea, off you go then. But the people who say that find it very difficult just to practice Zazen, because they have a question. As long we have a question, we have a mental viewpoint. So we’re stuck really. That’s the end of that story.

The next story is the same Master Joshu and the same theme.


On another day, a monk said to Master Joshu, “Tell me finally, does a dog have buddha-nature or not?” This question seems to imply that the monk was having some kind of debate with Master Joshu, and from that we can see that assertions and questions about buddha-nature formed part of everyday life for our ancestors in their temples.



So we don’t know whether it’s the same monk or not, but Master Dogen is surmising that possibly the same monk was having an extended conversation about buddha-nature, and he is quite pleased that people were discussing things in detail. However, this time Joshu gives a different answer.



Joshu said, “It exists [just as it is]”



Exists is “u”. U and mu are opposites. Again, u as a one-word answer is very vague. What exists? Where does it exist? We can interpret this as Joshu saying that yes, the dog does have buddha-nature, or the dog exists just as it is, nothing to do with buddha-nature, all kinds of things. If it was the same monk he must have been very puzzled.


The meaning of Joshu’s “It exists” is not existence as described by scholars and theorists, and it is not philosophical existence as meant by sects who study existence.



There is a lot of Buddhist theory about existence, the Buddha was supposed to have said something about not existence or non-existence. But Master Dogen is saying that the existence that we discuss is not real existence, it’s an idea in our heads. So we can say “exists” and we can discuss existence as an abstract concept, but not that. Joshu’s “it exists” is not an abstract “it exists”.



It is the existence that the Buddha taught. What the Buddha meant by existence is what Joshu meant by “It exists”. What Joshu meant by “It exists” is that the dog exists. And since the dog exists, buddha-nature exists.



So something real, there’s a real dog here. The monk’s question “does a dog have buddha-nature” is a kind of abstraction. Joshu is saying this time that it’s a real dog here – “it’s a real dog here, what are you talking about? Here is a real dog, a real dog exists!” And Master Dogen says that if a real dog exists then buddha-nature exists. Something exists beyond the concept, but the concept doesn’t exist. Master Joshu is denying some kind of conceptualisation about the dog, but affirming something real about the dog.


The monk said “It exists already. But why does buddha-nature need to enter into this animal form?”



Another clever question: “all right so there’s a dog, but why does buddha-nature have to come into it?”



The priest’s words raise the question of what exists already means; whether it means the dog exists now, or that it existed from the past. Although exists already seems to mean the same as all other exists, it is clear and stands on its own. If it exists already, does it need to enter in from somewhere? It wasn’t just careless thinking to ask why it needs to enter.



This is quite complicated. The monk wants to know if the dog exists already why does buddha-nature need to enter into animal form? So what he’s saying is why does there need to be two things, buddha-nature and the animal, with buddha-nature coming into the animal. Master Dogen says we should look at what “exists” means. Does it mean that the dog exists here, or that it has existed from the past? This is a strange Buddhist way of looking at the world which says that reality or existence is only at the moment of the present. And we find that quite bizarre, even though we can say “oh, yes yes, I’ve read that, that’s true”, but actually to believe that existence is only at the moment of the present is very bizarre, because we’ve got a lot of investment in our selves and our past and our future. But where is my self, and where is my past, where is my future? It’s a puzzle isn’t it? We could say that all of my past is here in the present, that’s why I can access memories of it, and certainly all of my future is here in the present because none of it has happened yet, it’s thoughts and potentialities in the present. So in the Buddhist way of thinking, to say that the dog exists means the dog is just here, just real. And so if it’s just here and just real, it’s impossible for something called buddha-nature to come from somewhere else and come into the dog, this is what Master Dogen is saying.

Question: Does a dead dog have buddha-nature?

Mike: Does a dead dog have dead buddha-nature? Let me think about it… Where is the dead dog? That one doesn’t, no. So it sounds very complicated and a very careful dissection of something very simple. And we can wonder why they were talking about the dog and buddha-nature anyway.


Question: It’s a very radical way of talking about koan stories isn’t it, because usually the questioner is a bit of a patsy, he gets kind of biffed around. Whereas Master Dogen seems to be giving the questioner parity.

Mike: Yes that’s right, he often does that. So what he is saying behind this is that this may sound like it’s a much discussed and worn out subject, but there were two real people there discussing something real and important. And it might not seem so real and important to discuss whether a dog has something called buddha-nature or what buddha-nature is - is it here, now? did it come from somewhere else?. It all sounds like a very philosophical and tiring exercise. But on the other hand the intention of Buddhism is to construct a theory or philosophy that agrees with the way reality really is. And the way that reality really is, is not the way that we interpret the world. Although our way of interpreting the world works for us most of the time, actually some of the time it doesn’t work, and we don’t notice that. We are educated in society and we grow up to live in social groups with rules, values and morals, and we don’t notice that they are all constructed by human beings and that actually sometimes they don’t work, in very small ways. And all those small, subconscious ways in which we fit ourselves into a construction of our own making causes unhappiness, stress and puzzlement. So the Buddhist task is to find a way of talking about reality that matches reality. But first we don’t know what reality is, when we practice Zazen we notice the bizarre nature of what reality is and who we are. Then we try and construct a theory.


Question: Could they just as easily been discussing a stone as a dog?

Mike: Yes, in theory we can say that they could have been discussing a stone, but actually there were two real people and they discussed a dog. If there were two other real people discussing a stone, we could also talk about what they said.

Question: At the beginning of this story, Master Dogen says that Master Joshu was pleased to find such a question. And stories of pupils going up to the teacher and knocking him off the seat, mounting the seat, is this an example of either a pupil demonstrating his understanding to a teacher, or a pupil trying to ascertain whether the teacher has understanding, questioning the teacher, rocking the teacher? Or is it both?

Mike: I guess it’s both. The teaching situation is very interesting. Master Joshu was pleased because someone asked him a really good question and gave him the chance to speak about it. And in giving him the chance to speak about it he could explain it, not only to the person who asked but to himself. So to have a question from someone is nice, to have a question from someone who is really trying to work something out is very nice. To have a sincere question is great if you are a teacher, because without any questions you can’t say anything.


Question: Can I ask a question Mike? When you translated mu into without, and John made the link to sunyata, could the same be said looking at this story to do with form, and, I should know which sutra it is but…

Mike: We just chanted it, only we chanted it in medieval Japanese, so we can’t understand what we were doing.

Question: The two answers that have been given here, is that, am I right in thinking emptiness and form, they are the same thing, although they appear to be opposite?

Mike: We can say something which is neither emptiness nor form. So something which neither has nor doesn’t have buddha-nature. Something in the middle. In Buddhism we’re always in the middle, it’s the middle way. So Master Joshu gives two, what are apparently opposite answers, and the reality is in the middle. Where did we get to?


Joshu said, “Because although we recognize it, we can’t help mistaking our thoughts for the real situation.”



There you are, smack on. This is Joshu’s continuing reply to the monk’s question “why does buddha-nature need to enter into this animal form?” And Joshu’s answer is, because although we know it, we can’t help thinking, and thinking our thoughts are real.



This expression has been around in ordinary societies for a long time, but now Master Joshu uses it to express the true situation.



The Chinese that Master Joshu used was a common saying.


It says that although we can see the real situation, we cannot help misrepresenting reality. Very few people may believe this. It is difficult to understand how it can enter, and Master Joshu suggests that the word is not even necessary. If we want to achieve the simple balanced state, can we do it without our body at this moment? And although we cannot describe this balanced state with words, it is a state where we are in our body.



So he’s talking about buddha-nature in the body of the dog.


If we mistake our thoughts for reality we are not usually fully in our body,



And when we are thinking and lost in our thoughts, the world in which we are thinking becomes real for us, and we don’t notice the world in front of us.


and not being fully in our body usually means that we are mistaking our thoughts for reality. It would appear that recognising and mistaking are the same thing. Remember, recognising a mistake as we make it is a momentary action, and it is this momentary action that is described with the word enter.



These are very difficult sentences. What Master Dogen is suggesting is that there is a human condition and the human condition is that we mistake our thoughts for reality. But that human condition itself is momentary, and so we can be human, we don’t need to try and find some state in which we don’t mistake our thoughts for reality, all we need to do is to recognise what the human state is. If someone says we should get rid of thinking and we try never to think, we end up going bonkers. They do this in some training temples in Japan, they’ve learned that the state of Buddhism is not thinking so they have the monks jump out of bed at half past three, rush up and down the corridors with wet towels, then jump into Zazen, not think, then do something else, and the monks do this training trying to eliminate any time when they can think. And after two years they’re so exhausted they leave the temple with their certificates and they go back to their temples which they’ve taken over from their fathers, they install a fridge and a TV, and fill the fridge with six packs and think “thank god all that training stuff is over, now I can get on with earning money from funerals”. We can’t stop thinking, we can’t stop mistaking our thoughts for reality, that is the nature of thought, but we can notice it, we can recognise what the human condition is.


Question: Can I just go back to that, we are in our body, how does he put that? That image, we are in…?

Mike: I’ll have to look at the original to answer that.

Question: I want to know how it was expressed.

Mike: You want to know the Japanese construction? We can’t express it in words, this is why Master Dogen switched back to talking in an analytical way. We can get rid of that, we can switch backwards and forwards, like in Zazen, we can stop thinking and we can daydream, in life it’s the same. We can’t get rid of one state and always have another. He’s describing “we are in our body” that’s dualistic, but how else can we describe it? We-body-in.


Question: It’s the same as “does a dog have buddha-nature” it implies one thing having another. You could say a dog is buddha-nature, that’s less dualistic.

Mike: That’s right, he said that yesterday. You can go on, you know, you can say a dog is buddha-nature but that’s still two things. So how do we get round it? Well what he’s saying is let’s…Master Joshu says that our mental viewpoints are always formed by our past experiences, this is it, this is the way I was brought up, to think dualistically.


Momentary action in the present unites both me and the world. At the same time, there is no avoiding the ordinary situations of everyday life.



So there we have it. Lots of people want to study Buddhism and attain enlightenment, they want to avoid the ordinary situations of everyday life, and enter nirvana. Good luck to them.


And more than that, our ancestor, Master Ungo said that even in starting to study things on the periphery of Buddhism, we have already adopted a mistaken approach.



We can’t avoid our mistake.


We have been making the mistake of half-studying things on the periphery of Buddhism for a long time, and the days have lengthened into months. This may be the situation with the discussion of the dog entering into its animal form. Although we have a mental viewpoint that is formed from our past experiences, at this very moment we have buddha-nature.



So it’s a real dichotomy. Master Dogen is insisting that we have buddha-nature in the middle of our mental experiences, mental viewpoints. We’re trying to hold two things in our mind at the same time and we can’t do it. How to find the middle way is the centre of Buddhism.


Question: Is buddha-nature a concept to describe a concept-free situation?

Mike: Yes, we can say so.

Question: A dog is chasing its tail.

Mike: Yes, we are chasing our tails. However, Master Dogen is always very supportive of that tail-chasing activity. That’s the end of that particular story so I will stop.

Question: He says something here which is very central to what you teach, and I haven’t come across it in the Shobogenzo before: “momentary action in the present unites both me and the world”

Mike: I might have made it up.

Question: Does Dogen say that elsewhere in the Shobogenzo?

Mike: Yes. But those are my words. If we look in Book Two, we can see what Mike Cross’s words were and we can go back and see what Dogen wrote in Chinese. This quote you mean? “The action of getting free of the body and just the moment of containment, contains self and contains other people.” That’s what it says, I’ve interpreted it. So “contains self and contains other people” suggests a unity of me and the world. That’s what he says to me.


Question: He seems to be working hard at trying to work something out, the point is though that you’re not going to work this out, you can’t.

Mike: He’s highlighting the human condition, the condition in which we all sit round and discuss something which puzzles us, then think “why are we doing this?” Then we go away, then you all come back! This is the fifth year we’ve been doing this. And I come back and do it. So you know, the human condition is very strange isn’t it? All this complicated theory and we wonder what use it is, then we go and sit in there and try and stop thinking even though we do think. Then we rush around chopping and storing wood, then we eat meals together, go back to normal life, then we come here the following year… It’s a bit bizarre isn’t it, the human state? Human beings…we’re just little animals with our little habits. I remember going for a walk in the mountains in Japan, I sat down on a little ledge for my lunch, and eating my sandwiches I noticed this ant. The ant picked up a crumb from my sandwich, put it on its back and went off on a long journey which I watched for minutes, it went all round the houses and came back almost to where it started from and went down a hole with the crumb from my sandwiches. I thought “I’ve got these sandwiches I’m carrying on my back, and I go from the train station and meander through the hills to return to the same place and get on the train again!”

What a strange world!

Thank you.
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Mike reads Dogen as turning the question of which worm half has buddha-nature toward plain reality
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads Dogen’s comments on the story of a cut earthworm as turning the question “which half has buddha-nature?” away from the worm and toward plain reality here and now. To ask which half has it is to picture a whole worm split in two and buddha-nature as something the worm holds, and those pictures are ours, not the situation itself. Dogen, as Mike reads him, points at something obvious without saying what it is, because it cannot be put into words.

In the story, an official asks Master Chosa which part of a worm cut in two has buddha-nature if both parts are still moving; Chosa answers “No delusions!” and says it is merely the worm’s physical energy, which has not dissipated completely. Dogen asks whether the official is thinking of the one worm that existed before the cut, and Mike explains that once the worm is cut it does not exist any more, so “an earthworm in two parts” is a description we imagine. Chosa says neither that the worm has buddha-nature nor that it lacks it; Mike thinks Chosa said something very realistic, so that the official, and we, might notice the real and simple situation, whereas discussing buddha-nature in the story gives only the concept of it. Mike says he cannot explain why Dogen cites a Kegon Sutra story to interpret why both parts are still moving, and he calls Dogen’s way of commenting almost tongue-in-cheek. When the discussion tries to place buddha-nature in one half or the other, Mike answers with Dogen’s simile of firewood and ash, which he says focuses us on the present rather than on a process linking past to present.

Dogen says that physical energy not yet dissipated is a buddha showing us what reality is, as when a sound teaches reality in the moment of the sound. Mike calls this a kind of assertion that process is a mental construction. Thinking that buddha-nature exists only while there is life is, for Dogen, too naive: in living and in dying we totally manifest buddha-nature and are without any concept of it. Mike says Dogen brings in spirit because treating buddha-nature as something that can sit in half a worm is a kind of belief in spirit. The chapter ends by calling buddha-nature the usual mix of thinking, frustration and stupidity in which we live our lives, and Mike says this does not make ultimate reality our thoughts but includes everything, thoughts too. Asked about real thoughts, he separates the “real” of discussion from the real real, the thoughts we are having now, and says that talking in general terms is already abstraction. Asked whether we need to worry about buddha-nature, he says not at all; earlier he had admitted that he hasn’t a clue what it is.









Complete English transcript


Jane mentioned during the tea break that Gautama Buddha said that Buddhism is not asceticism, though sometimes it does feel like it when we’re putting up with pain in the dojo. It’s true, but it’s funny, the situation where we make ourselves put up with something is very interesting. And we do make ourselves put up with pain in the dojo.

Initially we say that the leader is making us put up with it, but I’ve never told anybody to put up with it, so we can kind of transfer to some extent our responsibility; who is making us put up with this? We can transfer it to someone else.

But actually in the end we’re making ourselves put up with it. Sometimes we can make ourselves put up with too much, sitting in Zazen shouldn’t be so painful that we are rocking backwards and forwards waiting for the bell. But I’ve done that, everyone has, so why do we do that? Well I suppose we do that last five minutes of a kind of hell because we don’t want to disturb anybody, we think it’s only five minutes so we want to complete it. And we have a nice feeling when we do, immediately the bell rings all the suffering disappears suddenly. But ten seconds before the bell it can be agony.

But somehow that’s not asceticism in the sense that Gautama Buddha meant, he studied asceticism for eight years to deny himself physical comfort in order to attain a spiritual state. And usually we put up with pain in the dojo either in order to finish the sitting, or sometimes we unconsciously want to make ourselves stronger or discipline ourselves. This is no different to walking or in my case mountaineering. People think that… I used to show people slides of the Himalayan expedition I went on, and they’d say how wonderful it looked, the beauty of the landscape, how wonderful it must have been. Actually it was hell. But it was also great. So why do we put ourselves through that kind of pain? I think it develops our ability to put up with things and that in itself is very useful.


In Japanese there is the very common phrase “gaman suru” which means “to put up with”. I think it’s in the Japanese character to be able to put up with things. Just the act of making ourselves sit when we’re in pain does actually develop some kind of ability to put up with things. In my case I’m sure about it, to carry on that last few yards or last ten minutes I think is incredibly valuable.

However, there is nobody telling us to sit through pain if we are unable to bear it. And if you are in really bad pain, then quietly get up and go out, go for a walk or sit outside on the wall, I don’t mind and I don’t think anyone else would mind. So don’t put yourselves through hell but at the same time I’m sure we all put ourselves through more than we expected. Isn’t there something about the parent-child interaction Harry? We have a part of us that is a stern parent and part of us that is a kind of timid child. It feels like that, my parent tells my child to stay on my cushion.


Question: There are kind of standards set aren’t there, if you hear that people do it for half an hour, if you stop you think you’ve given in not for just now but for the future.

Mike: That’s right yes, there are many aspects to it. But I’m not telling you to get up and go out after 25 minutes, what I’m saying is that it’s not me that’s stopping you, that’s all. And I don’t think anybody else is stopping us. But I agree with what you say, that we do get some kind of benefit and that it is worthwhile.

Question: You keep assuring us that it gets easier as you practice.

Mike: Well yes because the pain comes partly from the tendons being stiff, we’re not used to sitting like this.

Question: So you haven’t experienced any kind of pain at all?

Mike: I’ve got terrible pain at the moment, it comes from sitting in Zazen. But it’s something to do with the peculiar nature of my hip joints, they are too flexible so the deep muscles at the back have to hold the hip joint in place. I have that problem.

Question: There’s something about, I mean that’s the whole thing, physical side of it and there’s a mental side. One thing I notice is that the pain is tremendous and I’m thinking about what I’m going to do on Monday and the pain is gone. There’s a whole kind of mental area. Then the ideas go and I think “oh my hip”. There’s a balance between the two.

Mike: Yes, well in that case we can put up with that kind of pain. But sometimes there’s a stronger pain and you don’t need to put up with that. There’s a pain that doesn’t go away and is so strong that you can’t think of anything else but the pain, and that happens sometimes. So you know, do take a break if you need one.

Question: I was worried that I was doing damage, pain is about your body warning you not to damage yourself isn’t it? Having done it quite a lot now I don’t believe that I am damaging myself.

Mike: I don’t think that pain is always the body’s sign that you are doing damage to yourself. Athletes push themselves, it’s about controlling pain at the highest level, whether you’re a runner or cycling in the Tour de France.


Shall we go on to Bussho? Harry said to me at the end of the last talk, “has an eel got buddha-nature?” And I said I thought that was too slippery a question so I didn’t answer it. But the next story is about a worm, so we can’t wriggle out of that one.

(Groans)


Jiku, who was a government officer and studied under Master Chosa Keishin, asked his master: “If you cut an earthworm into two, and both parts are still moving, which part has the buddha-nature, I wonder?” The master replied: “No delusions!” The officer replied: “But if both halves are still moving…?” The master replied: “It is merely the worm’s physical energy, which hasn’t dissipated completely.”



Quite a simple story. The answers are quite clear in a way. The government officer asks an almost humorously silly question, and the master says “no delusions”. Master Dogen comments on this:


Now when the officer says “If you cut an earthworm into two…” is he thinking of the one earthworm that existed before it is cut into two? If he is, this is not the way to look at it according to our Buddhist ancestors. It is not that the one earthworm before it was cut into two has two parts after it is cut.



He’s talking about the way we think about events here. We think that there was an earthworm cut into two, so the earthworm is in two parts, but that description is wrong he says. There’s no earthworm any more. The worm did exist but when it’s cut into two it doesn’t exist any more.



We should look very carefully at the meaning of “one” and “two”. In saying “…and both parts are still moving,” is he referring to the two parts of a whole earthworm that existed before it was cut, or did he think that from the ultimate Buddhist viewpoint the two parts should be seen as one? Whether or not the officer understood what he was saying, we should not ignore what he said. Do two separate parts put together make a whole, which then exists?



Again he’s referring to the way that we imagine situations.


In describing the movement, he says “both… are still moving” We should interpret the moving in “both are moving” here as in the story from the Kegon Sutra: “Move (your mental block) with balance, and remove it with wisdom.”



I can’t explain why the Kegon Sutra’s story, why he refers to it as an interpretation as to why both parts are still moving. Can anybody here explain it? That’s what he does, he refers us to this sutra. No? We had better pass over it in silence then.


The question “Which part has the buddha-nature?” can also be expressed as “The buddha-nature has been cut into two; which part is the earthworm, I wonder?”



Reversing everything.


Expressing the truth in this way needs careful study. “Both parts are still moving, which part has the buddha-nature, I wonder?” Does this mean that buddha nature cannot be in both parts if they are both moving? If both are moving, although there is movement in both parts, can buddha-nature only be in one of those parts?



These are rhetorical questions which are actually right to the point. They refer to the way that we imagine buddha-nature to be, and to the way that we imagine an earthworm in two parts and buddha-nature being in both of them, and the way that we construct an image when someone tells us the story.


Question: Mike, I think I’ve worked out what that thing before meant.

Mike: Have you?

Question: Well the first half is referring to the idea of it being two, it was one now it’s two. Presumably that’s our mental block needing to shift.

Mike: Could be yes.

Question: Then he’s going on to the next part of the story.

Question: What was that?

Mike: Nick is saying that the quotation from the Kegon Sutra, the reason why Master Dogen refers to it there, maybe he’s referring to the mental block that we may have about our concept of the earthworm, about it being cut in two, and buddha-nature being in one or both parts. Or we could say the officer’s mental block.

Question: It’s analogous to that koan with the flag flying, one monk says the wind is blowing the flag and another monk says the flag is blowing the wind, and the master says it’s your minds that are moving. It’s the same principle isn’t it?

Mike: Yes it could be, yes. I didn’t look up that quote, there is a koan story about that quote but I didn’t look it up. So I don’t know what the context surrounding the quote was, that’s why I don’t know what to say about it. But yes he could be referring us to the way that we fix our minds in a certain way.



The master replied: “No delusions!” What did he mean by this? Does he mean that the two parts moving is not a delusion, or beyond delusion?



This is because the Chinese doesn’t say “don’t have any delusions” it just says “no delusions”, so there is no subject or verb. Master Dogen is again asking what does this statement mean?


Or does he simply mean that buddha-nature is without delusion? We should also look to see whether his “No delusions!” could be unrelated to either buddha-nature or the two parts of the earthworm.



So his questions have a kind of humorous tone to them here. That last sentence, “we should also look to see whether his “No delusions!” could be unrelated to either buddha-nature or the two parts of the earthworm”, suggests that the master is saying that the officer may be deluded.


When the official says “But if both halves are still moving…?” does he mean that because the parts are moving, we have to attribute buddha-nature to them?



I.e. if they are moving they must be living, and all living things have buddha-nature.


Or that because the parts are moving, they cannot both have buddha-nature? Saying “It is merely the worm’s physical energy, which hasn’t dissipated completely” might make buddha-nature appear! And should we call what appears buddha-nature, or physical energy? We should not say that they both appear at the same time, or that when one appears, the other cannot. We should not say that physical energy is the same thing as buddha-nature. This is why Master Chosa neither said that the earthworm had buddha-nature, nor that it did not have buddha-nature. He simply said that we should not have delusions, and that the physical energy has not dissipated. To understand the dynamics of buddha-nature, we need to listen to Master Chosa’s words.



So “to understand the dynamics of buddha-nature we need to listen to Master Chosa’s words”. He’s saying that we cannot say that physical energy is the same as buddha-nature. So that when Master Chosa said that physical energy is dissipated, he still hasn’t said anything about the buddha-nature of the worm.


Question: Where he was saying that the… it’s a statement of truth. It says “saying ‘It is merely the worm’s physical energy, which hasn’t dissipated completely’ might make buddha-nature appear”, is that because it’s a statement of the truth?

Mike: Yes, because if he said something very realistic to the officer, then the officer might realise what the real situation is. So buddha-nature might appear in the officer, not in the worm. Master Dogen’s way of commenting on this story is almost kind of tongue-in-cheek. He’s pointing us towards something obvious but not telling us what it is.

Question: There seems to be a lot of almost pointing to it and telling us what it isn’t, it’s not this or this. There are some very attractive ideas about buddha-nature which we could get hold of and hold onto.

Mike: Not saying what buddha-nature is?

Question: Telling you what it isn’t is a way of telling you what it is.

Mike: The reason he doesn’t tell us what it is, is that it’s impossible to say what it is. But it’s obvious what it is. Master Chosa in his answer didn’t say whether it was there or not, but he said something very realistic, and in saying something very realistic the officer could have, and we can, notice the very real and simple situation. If we discuss buddha-nature in the earthworm story, it’s not buddha-nature, it’s the concept of buddha-nature in the earthworm story.



Consider the words “The worm’s physical energy hasn’t dissipated completely” calmly. What did he mean by hasn’t dissipated completely? Did he mean that there would be a time when the accumulated physical energy would have dissipated completely, but that time had not yet come? That’s not the way to think about it. The physical energy which has not dissipated completely is a buddha showing us what reality is. The fact that the dissipation of physical energy is not complete yet is reality showing us what a buddha is.



Strange sentences. Can you make head or tail of that?

Question: It seems to challenge that process thing again, reality is the wriggling worm and as soon as you get caught in the idea of how long it’s going to wriggle. Which half was making it wriggle? You kind of…

Question: I am struggling with this, for something to manifest itself there have to be certain conditions. If you chop a worm in half those conditions are probably not going to be sufficient to keep both halves going.

Mike: What’s not going to be?

Question: I’m only looking at it practically, I can’t get to where I think I need to be but if the major organs are going to be in one half which is the half that normally survives…

Mike: Yes but if you cut a worm in half it keeps wriggling.

Question: So there is some momentum and life force there, and although it’s been cut things will carry on for a bit longer. There are still conditions there for it to manifest itself but…

Mike: Right, so which half is buddha-nature in?

Question: It’s all buddha-nature, but…

Mike: All of it? Is it all one buddha-nature divided by the two halves, how has it split over the gap?

Question: I think it’s all buddha-nature whatever that is, but the conditions have changed.

Mike: But the worm is still there and in two halves, does buddha-nature jump into the half that will survive? At what point does it jump?

Question: That’s the bit I can’t get.

Question: If I was cut in half which half is John?

Mike: Are you cut in half?

Question: Well say I was.

Mike: I think we need practical contributions.


Question: Isn’t it like the firewood and ash thing?

Question: You can’t divide reality and you can’t divide buddha-nature, I just can’t get past the idea that when you cut a worm in half the conditions have gone for it to continue to manifest itself. I think buddha-nature is impossible to cut.

Mike: Impossible to cut?

Question: Yes. If one thing disappears then everything else goes.

Mike: Everything else goes? Any other offers?

Question: I’m still confused because weren’t we saying earlier that pebbles and tiles and things have buddha-nature?

Question: It’s not about whether or not the worm is alive is it? Why are they discussing this, is it because people associated buddha-nature with living and sentient beings, so there’s this question…?

Mike: Instead of fences, wall and tiles they are discussing living beings, because?

Question: Would the general received opinion at the time have been that buddha-nature was something that living beings had?

Mike: I guess so yes.

Question: What we’re doing is exactly what this story is about.

Mike: Is it?

Question: Yes, we’re dissecting things and analysing them and…

Mike: Ok, so how many buddha-natures are there then?

Question: It’s nothing to do with buddha-nature or words. We’re playing word games and it’s getting silly frankly.

Mike: Did it get silly before you spoke or after?

Question: No it was silly before I spoke…

Mike: Is it getting sillier as you continue to speak? Or after your speaking did it get less silly?

Question: I’m hoping it will improve from now on.

Question: Can it get sillier?

Mike: It just has.


Question: Something like that firewood and ash thing isn’t it, he says that firewood not turning into ash; just firewood in one situation and ash in another situation, mind makes ash there in those logs that we look at (looking at the fire), all there is now is logs.

Question: Things can transmute but we can’t get rid of them. Just because you chop a worm in half.

Mike: Those for firewood and ash raise your hands, who is for worms? Master Dogen uses the simile of firewood and ash to make us see that what is here in the present is not what was here in the past. And yes, we connect the past to the present and we call it process. The whole of human civilisation works on process, cause and effect is process, science is based on process. But Master Dogen has another different view in which he says that if you put a log in the fire it becomes ash, and we say that the ash was a log, but he says no, the ash is ash, the log was a log. So all he is doing is focussing us on the present. In that story he does the same yes.

Question: So he uses a worm.

Mike: There’s no worm is there, are there two halves?

Question: I can only use that as two wriggling things, as soon as you say half you imply there was a worm.

Mike: Right, in these two wriggling things can anybody tell me whether there is buddha-nature? Or if it isn’t in the wriggling things where is it?

Question: It’s in Keith.

Mike: It’s a puzzle isn’t it?



The fact that the dissipation of physical energy is not complete yet is reality showing us what a buddha is. For example, when something we hear teaches us what reality is, it happens in the moment of the sound.



We describe it as a process, but it happens in the moment of the sound is what he is saying.


And the moment of that sound is the sound teaching reality. For that sound is reality, and reality is that sound.



This is a kind of assertion that process is a mental construction.


Still more, thinking that buddha-nature can only exist while there is life, and when death occurs, buddha-nature disappears is too simple-minded, too naive. In the moment in which we live, we totally manifest buddha-nature in our existence, and we are without any [concept of] buddha-nature. In the moment in which we die, we totally manifest buddha-nature in our existence, and we are without any [concept of] buddha-nature.



So there is the answer to Harry’s question.


When we are discussing whether physical energy dissipates or not, we appear to be discussing whether buddha-nature dissipates or not. But even when the physical energy has disappeared from the earthworm it is both manifesting buddha-nature and at the same time is without buddha-nature.



So everybody is right then.


And even before the physical energy has disappeared from the earthworm, it is both manifesting buddha-nature and at the same time is without buddha-nature. If there is anyone who thinks that the existence or non-existence of buddha-nature depends upon the existence or non-existence of movement, or that the existence or non-existence of spirit depends upon the existence or non-existence of consciousness, or that the existence or non-existence of matter depends upon the existence or non-existence of perception, then we must think that they are attached to the mistaken views of non-Buddhism. From the eternal past, many stupid people have equated buddha-nature with the idea of soul or spirit, but thoughts such as these are so plainly absurd that we cannot take them seriously – indeed we might die laughing!




So the reason he brings in the idea of spirit here is because we think of buddha-nature as something that can exist in half an earthworm, or we divide it into two, this is some kind of belief in spirit.


To explain buddha-nature further, although we don’t need to remain in the limited area of words, we can describe it as concrete things such as walls, streets, bricks, and concrete. What is buddha-nature from the ultimate viewpoint? Do you understand fully what it is? It is the usual mix of thinking, frustration, and stupidity in which we live our lives.




Shobogenzo Bussho




This lecture was given before an audience at Kannon Dori Kosho Horin Temple near Kyoto on October 14 (lunar calendar), 1241.




This modern interpretation was completed at Dogen Sangha Bristol on 17 May 2005.



So what was all that about? Any questions?

Question: Where did the word come from in the first place?

Mike: Buddha-nature? It came from very ancient Buddhism, from the Sanskrit. I can’t tell you where it emerged from in its first use, but it means the nature of a buddha, or the characteristics of a buddha. In Sanskrit, buddha is “buddha”, and buddha-nature is “buddhata”. If you put “ta” on the end of a noun it makes an abstract noun usually. So it was easy in Sanskrit for people to say “buddha-ness”. Buddhata means buddhaness. Buddhas have buddha-ness. So who is a buddha? Someone in their natural state is a buddha, do they have buddha-ness? Well they have something which is attributable to the natural state of a buddha, but it’s not what we can capture with any concept of buddha-ness. In all these stories, sometimes people say they’ve got it, and some people say they haven’t got it, and they are both right. But the basic idea of buddha-nature is simply the buddha-ness of a buddha. It was very much discussed because it became more than just describing something about the characteristics of somebody who is a buddha. First of all someone who is a buddha became elevated to some kind of special spiritual state, so what they must have attained, must be something special and spiritual. So then the term came to mean some special spiritual quality. Then it went from there. All the Buddhist scholars got into gear and started discussing it.


Question: Master Dogen at the end says “it is the usual mix of thinking, frustration, and stupidity in which we live our lives”.

Mike: Yes. So he must be right.

Question: The nature of teaching that is very strange isn’t it, because you add something to your student’s mind, then ask them to tell you that they’ve removed it, to show you that it’s no longer there.

Mike: Yes, that’s true. But then we can say that even if they’re trapped in the concept of buddha-nature they’ve still got buddha-nature according to Master Dogen. So what can it be? It’s a real puzzle. Sorry I can’t do more than that, I haven’t a clue what it is.

Question: When we talk about our experiences in Zazen we kind of often agree that there was something that happened then, but we can’t say that it’s happening now, but that back there, I think that’s what we’re on about. So that’s like saying I have buddha-nature. I didn’t notice I had it, then we come out and say I wonder if a dog feels like that. I wonder if a worm would feel like that if you cut it in two?

Mike: Would it feel twice like that?

Question: Then if you read that last sentence he’s saying that it doesn’t matter what the situation is because there is buddha-nature anyway. So it’s not just the bit…

Question: No the bit, I think I had it…

Question: The whole thing of it.


Question: I’m sitting there thinking about a beach in Honolulu, that’s what I’m doing?

Mike: Are you?

Question: But Honolulu would…something like that?

Mike: All Buddhist concepts refer to real things, and real things only exist here and now. So all stories are abstractions. What were you going to say John?

Question: I have one comment, then I have a question. The comment is about buddha-nature. I was at a talk a few months ago, a German scholar has done an amount of research into this, into the first usage of the term buddha-nature. It was in the first or second century BC, with the rise of the Mahayana literature, and there was more than one Sanskrit term, there were a few different Sanskrit terms in a variety of Mahayana scripture. So the important thing is that the term doesn’t go back as far as the 6th century BCE, the time of the Buddha. The discussions of it took place maybe three or four hundred years after. I don’t know the importance of this factual point. My question is that earlier today, we came across the phrase “not being fully in our body usually means that we are mistaking our thoughts for reality”. And then in the very last line, the dramatic last line here, it says that buddha-nature is the “usual mix of thinking, frustration, and stupidity in which we live our lives”. I am confused there, it seems a bit contradictory in a way, that the earlier passage is distinguishing between reality and our thoughts, and on the last page he’s affirming – what is buddha-nature, what is ultimate reality? It’s our thoughts.

Mike: It doesn’t say ultimate reality is our thoughts, it says that ultimate reality includes everything, including our thoughts.


Question: But the function of that sentence is, if you go through it all and you think you’re kind of beginning to get a idea of what buddha-nature is…

Mike: Get an idea of what buddha-nature is…

Question: Exactly, then you get that last sentence and it sort of cancels it out.

Mike: Cancels it out.

Question: Another way of asking the same question in very practical concrete terms, we are sitting, and we have thoughts about lunch or whatever flying in, and every now and then things kind of settle for a couple of seconds, and then I have thoughts again. If I’m correct in simply thinking that those thoughts are not reality at that moment, what is really happening at that moment is that I’m sitting on that cushion staring at the wall and in my mind I’m thinking about what I’m going to do next week..

Mike: It’s a kind of reality, but actual reality is you and me sitting in this room, that’s the important thing. So we have even levels of reality.


Question: I think thoughts are real though, thoughts aren’t imaginary.

Mike: Which thoughts are real?

Question: Any thought.

Mike: Which thought? Give me a thought that’s real. Any thought is real? Do you mean the thought is real?

Question: It definitely exists.

Mike: Where does it exist?

Question: I don’t know where it exists but it’s as concrete as a wall.

Mike: Which wall?

Question: It will have to be that one as that one is here.

Mike: Ok, so which thought is as concrete as that wall, I know that the wall is here because we can all see it, but which thought are you talking about? Is it the thought that you’ve created in our thoughts? So in our thoughts we’re creating a thought, and you’re saying that this thought that we’ve created in our thoughts is as real as that wall?

Question: No I’m not saying that. Clearly that’s not right, but…

Mike: What are you saying then?

Question: Well I’m not really sure of what I’m saying but I don’t think it’s right to say that thoughts are not real.

Mike: We’re really having them.

Question: Yes that’s the point I’m trying to make, we’re really having thoughts, in Zazen you really do get these thoughts arising, they are real at the moment we’re having them.

Mike: Yes we can say so, but there’s another “real”. There’s a “real” that we use in discussion and there’s a real real. The real real thoughts we’re having are the ones we’re having now. And directly we talk in general terms, in ultimate Buddhist terms, we’re not talking about reality we’re talking about an abstraction, a second level of abstraction. This makes it all very complicated and tiring.

Question: Can I ask you about that wall?

Mike: Yes I’m an expert on that wall.

Question: You use the term real, I’m having a problem with that.

Mike: Ah.

Question: We say that the wall is real, there is an assumption that there is something on the other side of that wall, because we remember it. Are you saying that this wall is real, what would you say about the other side of that wall? I can’t see this wall, I remember this wall. I’m assuming that you can see it… etc etc.

Mike: I understand what you’re saying, it’s a big philosophical problem, it’s like the tree in the forest thing.

Question: If a branch falls off a tree in a forest and there was no-one there would it make a sound?

Mike: That’s right.


Question: There’s another one about a rhinoceros behind the sofa.

Question: He said it’s possible that there is one there.

Question: That’s Russell and Wittgenstein on Bishop Berkeley. So I know it’s a perennial question, but I’m asking you about that reality or that wall, there is a problem there isn’t there?

Mike: No, there is no problem.

Question: There is a problem there, the reality of that wall.

Question: What’s the question?

Question: Is it the limits of language? I’m asking the question, not making the case.

Question: What is the question?

Mike: The question from Peter is, if an earthworm is cut in two in which part is buddha-nature? But he is putting it in a different way. He said “if I’m sitting in this chair and I can’t see the wall behind me, is the wall really there?”

Question: You will say the wall is real because you can see it, I remember you saying that the wall is real, I remember you saying that.

Question: Does the “usual mix of thinking, frustration and stupidity” refer to..

Mike: Us.

Question: Are thoughts in the present moment real thoughts as it were.

Mike: We have real thoughts in the present moment, and with them we create unreal scenarios. We are here in the present and we all know what’s real and what’s not real, it’s obvious to even a god. More obvious to a god. But when we think, we create thoughts about reality which are not reality.

Question: Is reality a shared experience or is it an individual experience?

Mike: My reality is shared with you.

Question: Not with regard to that wall.

Mike: Not with regard to that wall.

Question: Apparently.

Mike: OK I’ll share that too then.


Question: I’m wondering whether my reality is peculiar to me and your reality is peculiar to you.

Mike: Yes?

Question: You talk about the real world.

Mike: Yes. But do you want to have your reality personal to you, my reality personal to me, we have to invent another reality for those two people to live in don’t we?

Question: I struggle with that concept when you use it.

Mike: What concept?

Question: The “real world”.

Mike: Don’t you think we are all somewhere? Are we not all here together?

Question: I can see that wall, you can’t.

Question: You’re just talking about metaphysic, which has got nothing to do with…anything. We are just having a bloody discussion about metaphysics, and why? I don’t understand. You were talking about Wittgenstein, Bishop Berkeley, that’s the venue to talk about that wall behind you surely, but surely!

Question: [inaudible]…Uchiyama…to what Peter was saying, that everybody has, when you’re born, your reality is born with you and when you die your reality dies too. That’s what he said.

Question: So is that reality or your interpretation of the situation that you’re in?

Question: I was just trying to say that I understand, I understand the point that was being made here and I’ve seen it made. Perhaps you can…

Mike: Uchiyama is wrong isn’t he.

Question: Maybe I interpreted it wrongly when I read it but I thought that’s what he was saying.

Question: Yes that’s what he was saying.

Mike: If he says that there is a cup, and I have a point of view on it and you have a point of view on it, where does that all take place? How can we have two points of view on a cup in two different worlds? It’s ridiculous, it’s impossible!


Question: I think he meant that the world is real, that we bring our overlay, and we actually live in two different worlds at the same time as being here.

Mike: That’s right yes, I agree absolutely yes. So the real world is the world in which we all create our own worlds. It’s the basis of everything, if there is no basis of everything then everything is a dream. So I’m inventing all of you and having a conversation with my dreams. Well you can believe that if you want to, but I don’t believe it. I think that we’re all real, this is all real, and the noises we are making at each other are real. So in order for that all to happen there must be somewhere that it happens, there must be a time-place in which it’s all happening. So I just call that time-place reality.

Question: In terms of how…people have talked for ever about that, my understanding the thing about thoughts and reality, is, these thoughts are quite useful that I work in Bristol, if I don’t carry around that thought I could be in Salisbury tomorrow. There’s certain thoughts that make the kind of social world shared agreements move around but they’re not…they don’t have the same quality reality as sitting here banging the table or speaking to you. But sometimes I forget that, I get really wound up about what’s going to happen in Bristol tomorrow or Monday morning, a big scenario, but there’s no reality in that. That’s to me whether that distinction between ideas and reality is useful. We can live our whole lives in the future or the past in our heads and people do.

Question: Mike, does the last sentence imply that we don’t really need to worry about buddha-nature very much?

Mike: No we don’t need to worry about it at all.

Question: We can’t put this into philosophical categories.

Question: That’s what Master Dogen is saying, do you think?

(Bell rings)

Mike: I hear buddha-nature. Thank you.
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Winter 2006 — Shoaku Makusa

    

Venue: Rowardennan





  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these five talks from the 2006 winter sesshin, Mike goes through Dogen’s chapter Shoaku Makusa, ‘not doing wrong’, from its opening poem to its last paragraph, although the recording of the fourth talk stops before the talk does. In Mike’s reading, Dogen does not mean by ‘not doing wrong’ an admonition to think of something wrong and then not do it, but a momentary state of natural balance in which no wrong can be done, while right and wrong as concepts exist in our minds and are not etched into reality. Mike adds that the claim that no wrong can be done in this state cannot be verified by intellectual argument and that the only way to find out is to test it, and that if we do wrong we lose the state of not doing wrong.

Mike takes the balance Dogen speaks of to be the psycho-physical balance we reach when sitting zazen, and says in the third talk that ideally zazen is balance without holding ourselves in a posture. Dogen distinguishes the concepts of right, wrong and neither-right-nor-wrong from the real events they describe, and Mike says that what Dogen is always talking about is our decisions here and now rather than abstract morality, which, Mike adds, Dogen does not call unimportant; Mike also says that the only wrong that we can actually do is here and now and that we cannot do a wrong in the past or a right in the future. Mike calls the idea of a voice inside us that tells us not to do wrong a metaphor and says that Dogen tries to explain morality without such little voices; Dogen writes that wrong is not something that invades us or that we have to destroy, whereas we have been brought up, Mike says, with a very fixed, deep belief that there is something called wrong. Dogen gives the pine tree in spring and chrysanthemums in autumn as examples of things that are just in the momentary state called not doing wrong, and Mike says that ‘state’ is probably the wrong word, because nothing is static, and that he would like to invent a new word for the moment and the activity in it, ‘dyne’, from ‘dynamic’. When we act fully, there is, Mike says, no ‘I’ to watch ourselves and no separation between the person acting and the situation; he says that the state in which we cannot watch ourselves is one that we have thousands of times every day, though it comes and goes. Mike says that, according to Dogen, a buddha has the character of an ordinary person and we sit in the state of buddha when we practise zazen; Mike adds that the state of buddha, or the natural balanced state, is something everybody can return to, and that ‘we can say we all have it’. Dogen writes that we accept cause and effect in what we do but do not try to change the effect we are causing or to cause a particular effect, and Mike says that not trying to cause a particular effect would be complete nonsense as a general statement about life in society, where passing an examination, for example, takes trying. Mike says that Dogen is speaking of simple everyday action in the moment and not of a power to divine the future of the human race: balanced action has no strong intention, and when we are very balanced, skilled and confident, we can see in a kind of flash what we are doing and what the effect will be.

Turning to ‘doing right’, Mike reads Dogen’s statement that the concept of rightness covers many concrete right actions but does not mean that the right action already exists somewhere waiting for someone to do it. Mike says that one characteristic of Dogen’s description of the present moment is that action in the moment doesn’t have a doer: in the moment of acting there is no self doing the acting and no world being acted upon; Mike adds that when we actually do right we make right real and that our concept of right and actual right are not separate. Mike says that Dogen believes both that we can never escape the results of our actions and that in the real moment in which we act karma does not have any bearing, a contradiction that, Mike says, exists in our minds and not in reality; in the fifth talk he adds that to act in the world is to throw away cause-and-effect and just to act in the moment. Mike says that we practise ‘not to get better, but to give up getting better’, that we imagine something which is not, such as a balanced state, and then try to get there, forgetting that we have just been sitting in it, and that he himself had to reinterpret the words to suit his own experience rather than look for experiences that suit the words. In the fifth talk Mike reads Dogen on the koan in which Haku Kyo-I, asking Master Choka Dorin for the essential point of Buddhism, is told ‘Not doing wrong, doing right’ and answers that even a three-year-old child can say that, and Dorin replies that a child of three can, but even an old man of eighty cannot practise what the child says. Mike says that Dogen thought that Kyo-I understood the words only on the intellectual level, that Dogen is saying that a child is a buddha, and that the old man’s inability suggests a real situation: we may feel ‘Ah, yes, yes, I understand’, but actually acting in a balanced way is lifelong training. Mike says that Dogen insists that not doing wrong and doing right are not special events but the real events in our everyday lives, and that Dogen’s last paragraph points out that our opinion about right and wrong is utterly different from concrete action as right or wrong, a difference that Mike calls the most important thing that Buddhism teaches.






  Talks in this series



  Shoaku Makusa 1: Not Doing Wrong Here and Now

  Mike reads Dogen on right and wrong as concepts, on pre-conceptual wisdom, and on our conduct here and now

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 1

  
  



  Shoaku Makusa 2: Not Doing Wrong as a State

  Mike reads Dogen on acting fully, on cause and effect, and on not doing wrong as the state of balance

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 2

  
  



  Shoaku Makusa 3: Balance and Not Doing Wrong

  Mike on unconscious tension in zazen, then reading Dogen on not doing wrong as a state of natural balance

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 3

  
  



  Shoaku Makusa 4: Doing Right Without a Doer

  Mike reads Dogen on doing right, then answers questions about thinking, karma and the balanced state

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 4

  
  



  Shoaku Makusa 5: The Child and the Old Man

  Mike reads Dogen on a koan: not doing wrong and doing right are real events of everyday life

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 5
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Shoaku Makusa 1: Not Doing Wrong Here and Now

    
Mike reads Dogen on right and wrong as concepts, on pre-conceptual wisdom, and on our conduct here and now







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Winter 2006 — Shoaku Makusa, Session 1.
Venue: Rowardennan.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the first talk on Dogen’s chapter Shoaku Makusa, ‘not doing wrong’, Mike reads Dogen as saying that right and wrong are concepts, and that what the buddhas have passed on through the chapter’s opening poem is our real behaviour here and now. For Mike this means that the point is not abstract argument about morality but how we act in each moment, which, he says, is what Dogen is always interested in.

The chapter opens with a poem that was written in Pali and that Dogen gives in a Chinese translation; the poem says that not doing wrong and doing right naturally purify the mind and that this is the teaching of the buddhas. Dogen says that all buddhas teach it, not only the Seven Legendary Buddhas, and Mike adds that, according to Dogen, we sit in the state of buddha when we practise zazen, so we are buddhas whether or not we think about it. Dogen separates the concepts of right, wrong and neither-right-nor-wrong from the real events they describe, and then, Mike says, turns to relativism, which Mike knows from twenty-five years in Japan, where he came to see that what he had first taken to be wrong was only his own belief, from his English gut feeling, and that others held different beliefs. Dogen writes that right and wrong occur at a time and are real events, but that time and reality themselves have no rightness or wrongness, which, Mike remarks, many people in spiritual societies would dispute. In Mike’s reading, Dogen is saying, somehow, that what we think of as right and wrong is not etched into reality and that to see what is right and what is wrong all things should be balanced. Mike takes this balance to be the psycho-physical balance we reach when sitting zazen, a state in which, Dogen says, our view of wrongness is balanced, though Dogen does not say that it is right. Dogen then says that we hear about pre-conceptual wisdom, prajñā, from a teacher or from the scriptures and that it tells us ‘Don’t do wrong’; any teaching that does not sound like this, he says, is not the Buddha’s teaching. Mike explains that this pre-conceptual wisdom is not like society’s rules, which are intentionally laid down and which we internalise, and that hearing it changes us, so that we no longer want to do wrong.

Mike calls the idea that a ‘voice’ inside us tells us not to do wrong a metaphor, and says that Dogen goes on in the chapter to try to explain morality without little voices inside us or separate spiritual beings, though Dogen has not yet got there. Underneath our intellectual dialogue, Mike suggests, our smallest actions are governed by intuition, subconscious drives and our state of mind and body, and catching this pre-conceptual realisation is itself not doing wrong. To a participant who says that right and wrong no longer pertain once something is done, Mike answers that this is one point of view and that, although it is true, saying ‘it’s gone now’ to someone we have upset does not work, and that our conduct now is what is important, so that in discussing wrong in the past we miss the wrong in the present. Dogen says that a person who is fully at this time and in this place cannot do wrong, which, Mike says, is quite difficult to accept, and that wrong is not something that invades us or that we have to destroy, which is a relief to Mike, who had understood Christianity as being about getting rid of evil. Acting fully, uniting body and mind, means for Dogen seeing the situation clearly just before acting and afterwards noticing that we have not done wrong, and Mike says that this applies even to simple acts such as picking up a cup or pouring tea. Asked about responsibility, Mike says that we have complete responsibility to the society we are in, but that what Dogen always returns to is not abstract morality but our decisions here and now, such as whether to eat the meat in front of us rather than whether to stop eating animals. According to Mike, Dogen holds that the only wrong we can actually do is here and now; Mike adds that we cannot do a wrong in the past or a right in the future.






Complete English transcript


At this retreat, I want to talk about, or go through, one of the chapters that Master Dogen wrote in the Shobogenzo, which is in Book One. It’s a very important chapter because the subject is right at the heart of all religions. The chapter’s entitled “Shoaku Makusa”, and shoaku makusa simply translated is “not doing wrong”. But I’ve just changed it a little because I want to suggest more than one meaning, because the chapter itself contains discussions of what right and wrong may be, and what our attitude towards right should be and what our attitude towards wrong should be and so on. And the chapter is very much concerned with doing or not doing. So I changed the title: “Wrong and Not Doing”; but the simple title is “Not Doing Wrong”. The chapter starts with a poem. I don’t know where it originates from, but it was originally written in Pali. But the version that Master Dogen includes is the Chinese translation, and both versions I’ve given on the very last page. The Pali version, which is thought to be the original, can be translated quite simply:

Not doing any wrong. Or ‘Not doing all wrong.’ Sabba is the same as the Sanskrit sarva, which means ‘all’ or ‘altogether’ or ‘completely’. But you can’t really say ‘Not doing completely wrong’ so, “Not doing any wrong”. Sabba papassa akaranam. Papassa is ‘wrong’, it’s singular. Akaranam: a- is negative of the verb kr, so akaranam, ‘not doing’. So, Sabba papassa akaranam: ‘Not doing completely wrong’, or ‘Not doing any wrong’.

Kusalassa upasampada. Kusalassa: ‘good’, good acts in general. Upasampada: ‘doing’, ‘enacting’, ‘undertaking’.

Cleanses your own heart/mind. Sa citta means ‘this mind’ or ‘your mind’ or ‘my mind’, literally ‘this mind’. Pariyodapanam: ‘cleanses’.

That is the teaching of the buddhas. Etam buddhanam sasanam. Etam means ‘that’. Buddhanam: ‘the buddhas’, plural. Sasanam: ‘teachings’. So, ‘That buddhas teachings’.

So, it’s quite a simple poem. In the Chinese it was translated, in the Japanese pronunciation:


SHOAKU MAKUSA 

SHUZEN BUGYO 

JIJO GO-I 

ZE SHOBUTSU KYO




And that’s been translated into English in our book:


Not doing wrong 

Doing the many kinds of right 

Naturally purifies the mind 

This is the teaching of the buddhas



So there’s very slight differences, and we can often find this in translations from the Pali or Sanskrit into the Chinese, that there are slight differences. We can find a lot of them in the Lotus Sutra which was translated into Chinese, and also in things like Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika which is translated into Chinese. But anyway, I’ve chosen a slightly simpler version including both:


Not doing wrong 

Doing right 

Naturally purifies the mind 

This is the teaching of the buddhas



And Master Dogen comments on the poem.


This was the common precept of the Seven Legendary Buddhas, and has been passed on from past buddhas to present buddhas; and so present buddhas have received it from past buddhas.



As many of you will be familiar, Master Dogen likes turning things around to quote two views on one subject, so he says “passed on from past buddhas to present buddhas” and also “received by present buddhas from past buddhas”. So two points of view. “The Seven Legendary Buddhas” refers to the Buddhas in legend existing before Gautama Buddha, and there are seven of them. And they are legendary which means they may not be real. I think it was an attempt in ancient Buddhism to say that the truth has always been here. So although Gautama Buddha made the truth clear, the truth existed before him in the Legendary Buddhas, they passed it on. So it’s a metaphorical way of saying the truth is always being passed on.



It was not only taught by the Seven Buddhas; it is taught by all buddhas. We need to reflect on this teaching, and make sure that we can practice it. And this teaching of the Seven Buddhas is always recognizable as the teaching of the Seven Buddhas. For what has been passed on by them and received by us is just our real behaviour here and now.



Master Dogen is always concerned with reality. So not ideas, although he’s writing ideas and we’re discussing ideas, he’s concerned with what the ideas represent. So he says that what has been passed on is real behaviour. And if we look back at the poem - “Not doing wrong, Doing right, Naturally purifies the mind” - it’s about behaviour or conduct, not about ideas – although it’s an idea. The essence of the poem is about what we do, how we act.


The teaching of the buddhas is here already; it is the teaching, practice, and experience of hundreds, thousands, and tens of thousands of buddhas.



So first of all he says that this teaching is something here, in the present. So, if we read an ancient poem we may be inclined to discuss the meaning of the ancient poem as it referred to people in the times when the poem was written or whatever. But the poem is speaking to us now. And not only the practice of seven strange legendary buddhas with funny Sanskrit names, but “the teaching, practice and experience of hundreds, thousands, and tens of thousands of buddhas”, or all the buddhas. So he’s saying in some ways that all buddhas teach, practice and experience some kind of conduct which is not doing wrong, is doing right, and purifies their mind. So something concrete and real, which is passed on in the conduct of buddhas, and has been from the original discovery of the nature of truth by Gautama Buddha right through to present buddhas. ... Are there any present buddhas here? If you remember, Master Dogen says that when we practice Zazen we sit in the state of buddha, so we are buddha. And we don’t have to think of ourselves as ‘Buddha’ with a big B, or even ‘Buddha’ with a decorated B with curly bits on it, we can think of ourselves as buddhas with small b’s, but according to Master Dogen we are buddhas.


Participant: Or we could not think of ourselves at all.

Mike: Right. Even better. We are, whether we want to think about it or not, according to Master Dogen. So that means that “the teaching, practice and experience,” for us who have come here this weekend to practice Zazen, is something very relevant. It may be something we’re doing. ‘What?’ It may be talking about us. ‘Really? I’ve done lots of wrong things. Is my mind pure? Agh, is my mind pure? Not as pure as in my imagination!’ But we have to investigate what Master Dogen means, and he gives us plenty of opportunity by discussing each of the aspects of the poem one by one. He starts off by talking about the notion of right and wrong in rather an abstract sense. And those of you who have studied some of the Shobogenzo will remember that he often uses four phases of discussion. He discusses his subject from the abstract point of view, the intellectual point of view. And then he’ll move on to a more concrete point of view, often with concrete examples. And then he’ll move into a point of view based on real behaviour, where his writings often become very complicated. And then he tries to put together something which describes reality itself, sometimes with a poem, sometimes with very beautiful phrases, to capture the nature of reality. So those four phases are also present in this chapter. And he’s just started in that first paragraph to give a kind of statement, of principle if you like. So although his statement of principle is about something real, the principle itself only exists in our mind. And then he goes on to the second paragraph to discuss right and wrong in an abstract sense.



What we are discussing here is what we consider to be wrong, right, and neither-right-nor-wrong, and wrongness is just one of these properties. But the property of “wrongness” is a concept, and has no real substance. And the same is true of what we think of as right and neither-right-nor-wrong. In essence, these concepts are used to describe events that themselves are something real in the present.



So he wants to say that we must always be aware of the difference between words, concepts, and what those words and concepts are talking about. And this is nowhere more relevant than in discussions about ethics or morals, because we can discuss right and wrong in an abstract sense forever, and we are always doing so. But now he changes tack:


But if we consider actual events that have really happened, we do find innumerable concrete occurrences that we can describe with these three properties.



So the abstract properties have a function in describing concrete events that actually happen. Now he goes on to talk about relativism. I don’t know if anybody heard Melvyn Bragg’s ‘In Our Time’ last week. The subject was relativism, and three eminent academics discussed with Melvyn Bragg about how it’s becoming clear that the thoughts of certain philosophers, who said that right and wrong are relative between different societies and different cultures, is actually something we need to look at quite clearly in the modern world, which is becoming smaller, a global village. We notice that other cultures and countries and societies actually have different values. I’ve noticed it very clearly by living in Japan for 25 years where I was confronted with millions of people who were doing things in a different way. And some of those ways they did things I originally thought were wrong, from my gut feeling, my English gut. But then I suddenly noticed that it was just me and my belief, and everybody else had a different belief. So as societies interact and the world gets smaller, we can notice the basis of relativism, and Master Dogen says here:


There are similarities and differences between acts that are considered morally wrong in this society/culture and acts that are considered morally wrong in other societies/cultures. There are similarities and differences between acts that are considered morally wrong at different periods in human history. There are similarities and differences between acts that would be considered morally wrong in ideal societies, and acts that are considered morally wrong in human societies. And the difference in the meanings of wrong, right, and neither-right-nor-wrong between the Buddhist and the secular worlds is even greater than in those instances.




So he realises clearly, although he lived in the thirteenth century, in a small temple in the mountains in eastern Japan, that there were differences between societies and cultures. He lived in China for three years. Other than that he is not recorded as travelling to other countries, but it was clear to him. And it’s clear to us in the modern world. And he says that in Buddhism, the meaning of right and wrong and neither-right-nor-wrong is very different from in secular worlds. So that’s interesting. He goes on to discuss in more concrete detail the nature of right and wrong.


Right and wrong occur at a time, but the time of occurrence itself is not right or wrong.



These are very simple statements, but quite important.


Right and wrong are real events, but reality itself is not right or wrong.



That’s quite a statement. First of all he says right and wrong occur in time but time doesn’t have a rightness or a wrongness about it. Then he says right and wrong are real happenings but happenings themselves don’t have right and wrong as part of them. And many, many people in spiritual societies would disagree with that, but that’s what he says.


When all things are balanced, then our view of wrongness is balanced. When all things are balanced, then our view of rightness is balanced. Because this is so, learning the supreme state of pre-conceptual wisdom, hearing Buddhism explained, training ourselves with Zazen, and experiencing the effects bring us a state that is profound, all-embracing, and happy.



So in this simple paragraph he’s saying, somehow, that what we think of as right and wrong are not etched into reality. We can’t catch hold of a stone and look at it to see if it’s right or wrong. We can’t look at this table and find ‘right’ written on the back. And he suggests that in order to see what is right and what is wrong all things should be balanced. And we know from his other writing that his meaning of balance is the psycho-physical state of balance that we attain when we sit in Zazen. So, “When all things are balanced” means balance between ourselves and the world; balance within ourselves; balance in our mind between opposing arguments and concepts; balance in our body between different parts of the nervous system that make us aggressive or make us passive; balance between ourselves and our surroundings. So, “when all things are in balance” suggests a state, and in that state he says our view of wrongness is balanced. He doesn’t say our view of wrongness is right. And our view of rightness is balanced. Then he goes on more about the state he’s talking about:


We hear about the state of supreme pre-conceptual wisdom sometimes from a teacher, and sometimes from the scriptures.




The “pre-conceptual wisdom” suggests our intuition that we have before we analyse; or, before we start to discriminate the world in front of us we have a pre-conceptual wisdom. And that’s written in Sanskrit prajñā. Pra- is the same root the Latin pre-, and jna is the same root as the Greek gnos, ‘to think’. So, ‘pre-thinking’. So this pre-conceptual wisdom or knowledge or state is very important in Buddhism. And we hear about this state “sometimes from a teacher”, from a person, “sometimes from the scriptures”, by reading about it.


From the first we hear it telling us “Don’t do wrong!”



So he’s suggesting that in our pre-conceptual wisdom we have an admonition that says “Don’t do wrong!”


Any teaching that does not sound like it is telling us “Don’t do wrong!” is not the teaching of the Buddha, and may be some other misleading teaching. Just remember that if it sounds like it is telling us “Don’t do wrong,” it is the Buddha’s authentic teaching.



So he establishes the basis of Buddhist ethics, if you like, as in the first line of the poem, but not in an intellectual way. He says our pre-conceptual wisdom, our balanced state, contains some kind of admonition, “Don’t do wrong!” And it’s there, it’s the Buddha’s authentic teaching.

Question: So, we always know the right thing to do before we start thinking about it?

Mike: That’s what he’s saying, yes, in effect.

Participant: But we don’t always know the right thing to do.

Mike: Well, we’d better wait ’til the end.


Question: The balanced state is the state of not doing wrong. So not an admonition as such contained within it, but it actually is that state?

Mike: We can say so, yes. This is Master Dogen’s way of creating metaphors. So he’s suggesting that inside us there is something that tells us not to do wrong. But in explaining it in this way, I’m separating; by saying ‘inside us there is something’ I’m creating a kind of separation, as if there is some little voice inside me. And what Master Dogen carries on to do in this chapter is to try and explain morality without resorting to little voices inside us. Because if we say that there’s a little voice inside us that says “Don’t do wrong!”, that comes from our intuition, then we have to think who is saying that, who is that little voice? And then we can posit a spiritual being, or some kind of a spiritual substance and so on. But he doesn’t agree with belief in separate spiritual beings. So his intention – and we’ve only just started his explanation – is just as you say, but he hasn’t got there yet.


It is not like the usual rules of society, which are intentionally laid down and maintained; it is our pre-conceptual wisdom that is telling us this.



So he’s distinguishing here between that kind of guilt thing we may have from our upbringing, our social background, our circumstances: ‘I shouldn’t do that!’ And often as we grow older we realise that lots of the little ‘shouldn’ts’ that pop up in our mind are just our parents’ voices, the vicar’s voice, you know, our partner’s voice, all kinds of voices. Not to say that therefore we should ignore them, but simply that society has its rules “which are intentionally laid down and maintained” and we internalise them. So those internalised rules of society are not what he’s talking about. He’s talking about something pre-conceptual.



It is simply our supreme pre-conceptual wisdom speaking to us. The admonition itself is produced pre-conceptually, and so it speaks to us from out of our pre-conceptual wisdom.



Now remember, Master Dogen lived in the thirteenth century and at that time there was no psychology and no studies into the human psyche and so on, so he’s using his own framework to explain something which in many ways is more easy to put into words in modern times.

Question: Is he saying that we don’t need religion to tell us what’s right and what’s wrong?

Mike: He might be, yes. Certainly what he’s saying, we will see, is very different from all spiritual religions, yes.


When we hear pre-conceptual wisdom speaking, hearing it changes us; then we don’t want to do wrong, we manifest the state where there is no doing of wrong, and wrong continues not to be done.



That’s a strange sentence. He’s trying to catch the nature of our experience when we hear the “Don’t do wrong!” inside us and don’t do it. So “hearing it changes us”. In other words, if we catch our intuition it changes us. And in changing us, “we don’t want to do wrong”, and then “we manifest the state where there is no doing of wrong, and wrong continues not to be done.”

Question: Does “hearing it” mean becoming consciously aware of it, having a thought about it, or does it mean just ...?

Mike: That, but more whole than that. So what happens at the instant that we act in our everyday lives, the millions of times that we act in our everyday lives, at every instant, is very difficult to catch. We have a dialogue with ourselves which we think is how we’re going through life. So we’re almost constantly thinking: ‘Shall I do this?’, ‘Shan’t I do that?’, ‘Shall I go here?’, ‘Shan’t I go there?’ But underneath that intellectual dialogue are our real simple actions, and the real simple actions are governed by all kinds of things – by our subconscious drives, by our intuition, by our state of mind, by our state of body. And underneath our intellectual dialogue, in other words the way that we think that we’re going, there is this pre-conceptual realisation, and when we catch that, the catching of it is not doing wrong. So words really mislead us. But in trying to grasp the nature of our instantaneous decisions we can say when we catch our intuition saying something (it doesn’t say anything, this is a metaphor), when we catch it, immediately we feel ‘Oh I don’t want to do wrong, it’s changed me’.


Question: Is it prajñā realising itself?

Mike: Yes. But this is only a description in words. What actually happens in us is what we all actually experience. But we don’t often notice. Many people, and I, were brought up thinking ‘Think before you act!’, so ‘I should think my way through my life’. And we are so indoctrinated with that point of view, especially in intellectual Western societies that we believe that we do think our way through life. But I would suggest that it’s demonstrably not true. Of course, on a macro-scale we can say ‘Of course I decided in my mind I was coming to Rowardennan, and then I thought I’ll go on the internet and buy an airline ticket’ and so on. And at that level, yes, we do think our way through our social existence. But at the very basic, fundamental level, each action at each moment, we can go left or right, stand up sit down, open the door not open the door, speak or not speak. So at the instantaneous action level something else determines our actions. We can’t possibly think about the smallest actions that we make, and yet those smallest actions that we make actually determine the course of our lives far more than the large intellectually-based decisions we make in society. So it’s like we’ve got two levels, and we think we’re living on ‘this’ level, but actually we’re living on this level.


Question: Is it that feeling that when you do something, say, just make a choice to open or close or whatever, and immediately after you just get this feeling, kind of ‘Oh I shouldn’t have done that’, or some kind of elation, and then that’s when you know, that’s when you can tell when you’ve done it wrong?

Mike: It’s very complicated, isn’t it? We often feel like that.

Participant: It’s just a sort of sense that, you don’t really know why but you just know it wasn’t the thing to do.

Mike: Yes, but we need to find out whether that’s what he’s talking about or not. But we do have that, we act from our feeling or from what we feel is intuition and then after acting we get a horrible feeling ‘Oh that’s the wrong thing to do’. But is it the wrong thing to do just because we feel like that? There are many, many questions here, aren’t there? The world has passed the stage where we can believe that just because somebody says it’s the wrong thing to do, or just because we feel it’s the wrong thing to do, therefore it is wrong. Because we’ve got so many societies and cultures interacting in the modern world we can’t believe that anymore. Maybe a hundred years ago people would have believed in ‘This is right, this is wrong, no problem.’ So if I did something which is against the Bible, or against society’s rules, then ‘I am wrong - full-stop.’ We can’t believe that anymore. If we could believe it, then we could still happily be a very religious society in the traditional sense. But then do we follow the path that you’re talking about, where we try and find our way through the maze of reactions we have to our own actions? Will that guide us? But we only realise afterwards, don’t we? After I did something, ‘Oh God, no, I shouldn’t have done that! Send him an e-mail!’ And then down the line we realise ‘Oh no it was OK after all!’ And this kind of thing happens to me on a daily basis. ‘I was wrong! Oh no I wasn’t, I was right! (Sigh.)’.

It’s a very common experience, isn’t it, that something we do appears wrong after we’ve done it, and then afterwards we can see another side to our own action, and we think ‘Oh, no, there was a value to that.’ So we wobble about. So how should we decide? And what should we decide? So all this is what Master Dogen wants to discuss. But what he’s talking about now is something about that very ... that point at which we act can’t be separated out into ‘this happens then that happens’, although I’m sure that at some time scientific investigation will separate it out. In order to have a theory about something we have to separate it out. So ‘A causes B, B causes C’. But Master Dogen’s talking about the point at which we act, and at the point at which we act, he says, we have this pre-conceptual wisdom saying “Don’t do wrong!” And that’s a separation, but the point itself is just a point. So the voice we hear, and the feeling ‘Oh I’m not going to do wrong’, the change in us, and manifesting the state where there is no doing of wrong, and continuing not to do wrong, are all one thing, one instantaneous thing. But we can’t talk about the instant, so we create metaphors and theories, and this is one of them.


Participant: I’d just like to return to the earlier point. If you’ve done something, then right and wrong doesn’t matter anymore because you can’t undo it, so whether it was right or whether it was wrong ...

Mike: That’s one point of view. And if you have that point of view and believe it firmly you can go through the world and do whatever you like. But I would suggest that if you do believe that and carry on, you’ll get a few whacks from reality. Because for example, you’ll say to your wife ‘Oh it doesn’t matter, it’s finished now, it’s gone.’

Participant: I’m not saying it doesn’t matter, I’m saying whether it’s right or wrong doesn’t pertain anymore because it’s done.

Mike: We can say so, but other people might feel different, they might want to discuss it. And they might want you to apologise and all kinds of things. So us saying to the other person, ‘Look, you see, what I did was wrong but I don’t need to apologise to you because actually it’s gone now,’ doesn’t work. It’s true, but it doesn’t work, so there’s something else that’s true too about our conduct. And that is that our conduct now is what is important. So if we do something wrong, if I do something wrong and upset my wife, for example, and I say to her ‘Well, it doesn’t matter because it’s gone now,’ and she says ‘It does matter, I’m very upset,’ and I say ‘Well that’s absolutely your problem, I know the truth and there’s nothing wrong here’ – my own behaviour at that moment is what is wrong. So in discussing wrong in the past, we miss the wrong in the present.


Question: How far are you going to take that argument? Should the Japanese apologise to the Chinese for what they did in the war? Should the whole English nation apologise to Africa for slavery? How far back do you go? Should the Anglo-Saxons apologise to the Jutes for something they did in 3000 B.C.?

Mike: Should the Japanese apologise to the Chinese? Should the Americans apologise to the Japanese? Yes, this is a big problem, isn’t it, in the modern world? If we apologise, sometimes it has a good effect and sometimes it doesn’t. For example, if we apologise for something we don’t really feel, then we don’t feel good about it. And that might be the seed of something else coming up. So it’s a whole labyrinth, ‘How do we deal with it?’ This is the problem, how do we not do wrong?


Question: Can I check something, because this is the closest to anything of Dogen that I think I’m grasping so I suspect I’m off on a wrong tack here.

(Laughter.)

Question: I want to check it before I go too far off piste. Is it about ... if you’re in this balanced physical and mental state what you do will just flow with what else is happening? That it’s not a rule, that it isn’t that you must always apologise to people, but if you’re in that balanced physical and mental state what you do will then fit the circumstances, and it’s never a formula but it’s just it will flow.

Mike: Yes.

Question: And it’s just coming back to that...

Mike: Yes.

Question: ... and recognising that it’s coming from that physical and mental state.

Mike: Yes. Yes it is.

Question: So I’m not too far off piste then. OK, this is a first.

(Laughter.)

Mike: You’re not wrong. I’m sorry it’s taken so long.

(Laughter.)

But, in saying that - yes I agree, that’s what he says to me - but, how do we believe that is very important. If we can believe it, then we can act in a certain way. If we can’t have any confidence in it then it’s just a load of words. So the key point is, if he says practice Zazen and everything is fine, that’s so sweeping, how can anybody really believe it? Even though I practice Zazen every day, how can I believe it? And by reading his writing like this we can slowly extract some kind of confidence. At least I can. Because human beings have been grappling with the question of right and wrong ever since they came out of the sea. Was it the sea we came from?

Participant: A long time ago.

(Laughter.)

Participant: But we can’t extract confidence from the words without practicing Zazen, because then they have no context.

Mike: Yes. Yes. Let’s see what he says as we move on.


... we manifest the state where there is no doing of wrong, and wrong continues not to be done.



And that really sounds like a recipe for freedom, doesn’t it? But then we think it means the freedom in which we can do wrong without doing wrong.



Just at this time we realise the power of practicing Zazen. And our realisation is as wide as the whole earth, the whole world, through the whole of time, and the whole of reality. This is how wide the not doing of wrong is.



So he’s suggesting that the state of not doing wrong has something wide about it. And that would suggest not a focused intellectual state. Not a state that’s focused to a point, but a state that’s without edges. ... Shall I carry on? In the next paragraph he says some even more difficult to believe in.


No wrong can be done by a person who is fully at this time and in this place, even if that person lives in a place where they could do wrong, faces circumstances in which they could do wrong, and associates with friends who do wrong. The power of not doing wrong is put into action, no concrete wrong is done, and so the qualities that characterise a wrong action do not appear.



So he’s suggesting that there is a state in which we don’t do wrong. And that’s quite difficult to accept, if we think about it.


It is just the fact of whether we do or whether we don’t do. Just at that moment, we realise the truth that wrong is not something that invades us, or that we have to destroy.



He’s saying that at the moment in which we’re not doing wrong, at the moment that we’re in that state, we realise that there isn’t something called wrong that comes into us. A very common belief in spiritual religions, and certainly Christianity in the Middle Ages, was that the Devil would come into people, or that evil would enter people, and people were burnt as possessed by the Devil and so on. So he’s saying that there is nothing called wrong that can come into us. We can’t be invaded by evil. So it doesn’t exist as a separate thing. If we extrapolate from what he’s saying we can say that he doesn’t believe that evil exists as a separate thing floating around somewhere, and that can come into us or that we have to destroy. Now, I was brought up as a Christian, and my understanding of what I was taught is that the world is full of two things - good and evil – and our task is to destroy evil and make everything good. That seemed to me to be what Christianity was about, to get rid of evil and to keep only good. He’s saying that there is no thing called wrong, or we could say evil or bad, that is floating around as a kind of property that will invade us, or that we have to get rid of. That’s a relief to me.



When we act fully, uniting body and mind, then we see the situation clearly just before the moment of action, and we notice the fact that we have not done wrong in the back of our mind afterwards.



So he’s describing our actual action. “Acting fully, uniting body and mind,” suggests balanced action or complete action. And we’ve discussed this before, but we can say that it’s possible to act while we’re thinking, but our action is partial and unsatisfactory and unsuccessful. And any sportsman knows that if they think while they’re acting then their action is incomplete and unsuccessful. So the tennis player jogs up and down the baseline trying to get himself or herself fully into the moment, to forget about the last point they lost or the next point they’re going to gain, and just to be fully in their action. And in that state we can see “just before the moment”, is what Master Dogen says, “we can see the situation clearly just before the moment”, we have a kind of clarity; and “just after the moment we notice that we have not done wrong.” And that would suggest a kind of complete completeness about an action. So something that, if we act from the balanced state, fully and completely, we’re clear when we act and afterwards we don’t feel any feeling that ‘Oh, I shouldn’t have done that.’ Something complete and simple. And we needn’t think he’s talking about complicated kind of moral actions such as, you know, ‘Should I take out a writ against this person or not?’ It can be very simple things. So, for instance, the way we pick a cup up from the table, or the way we might pour tea from a teapot into the cup. Even at that level there is complete action. And we can say complete action is clear just before and afterwards it’s something satisfactory. So it’s simple; we don’t notice.


Question: We might feel like that, but what happens if our partner or our social grouping is of an entirely different view?

Mike: We don’t know that until the moment after. And the moment after, when we hear from the group, we are in a different moment and we have a different right and wrong to cope with and a different action. So we’re always acting at every moment. And Master Dogen’s talking about that momentary, simple action that makes up our life.

Participant: But you can do actions which fulfil Dogen’s criteria, to use a phrase, but everyone else around you would say is wrong or was wrong.

Mike: Possibly, yes.

Question: How does responsibility fit into this, then? Are you responsible for these actions that have occurred before you’re consciously aware of them?

Mike: Not actions that occur before we’re consciously aware of them. Normally we’re conscious when we act, but to be conscious of our action and to be thinking about our action are different. And where is responsibility in our action? Does it come before it or after it or both? Or during? In your opinion?

Participant: Well, your responsibility to your social group or to your culture - if you have one, let’s assume you do – then you’d be aware of your responsibility afterwards if you had carried out an action that was against your social grouping. But do you accept that responsibility and say ‘I have broken my society’s rules’ or...

Mike: Yes.

Question: You do? So you have a responsibility to your society?

Mike: Yes, we have complete responsibility to the society we’re in. So one of the Buddhist precepts is to obey the rules of society. And we’re always responsible for what we do, whether we feel it or not.


Participant: But with the smaller world we have we are aware of many different societies...

Mike: Yes.

Question: So, if you’re a Chinese person in amongst fifty million Chinese but you want to have an i-pod and listen to some cult music, you have a responsibility to the Chinese society? Or to the American society? It’s complex now because you have an awareness of so many different societies.

Mike: Yes, and this is our problem. And this is the problem of many Chinese, many young Chinese, their responsibilities or their loyalties may be shifting, so they don’t feel a loyalty to the society in which they live as strongly as their parents, for example. So if they follow their feeling they might get hammered.

Participant: I don’t understand that statement that you should keep to the rules of your society. Let’s say, for example, this society says ‘Thou shalt not kill’, and you have an elderly parent or somebody who has a degenerative disease, for example, and wants you to assist them in dying. Now, if you do that openly in this society then you’re going to get hammered by all the courts and everything else. But in terms of what is right in that situation it might be right to assist them in dying.

Mike: Yes, but what we’re talking about is a kind of intellectual problem. The actual problem might be, while we’re driving the person to the clinic in Switzerland where they can receive euthanasia, we get stopped for speeding. We’ve broken the rules of society and we get fined. So you’re concentrating on one thing which is a kind of intellectual moral problem: ‘Should we be able to do this or not?’ But we can decide about those things on the level of society, of society’s rules: ‘Should society allow people to end their own lives?’ But that’s a different kind of morality. It’s the building of social laws. And having built social laws we should obey them, because if we don’t our lives won’t be happy. But sometimes we need to break them, the laws are not right. But then we come down to ‘When should we keep them and when should we break them?’ So there are many different levels, aren’t there? But how can you decide, for all time and for all people, whether people should be allowed to end their own lives or not?


Participant: You can decide when you’re a doctor confronted with a terminally ill patient and you know his family, in a real situation...

Mike: In a real situation...

Participant: ... and then you make a decision.

Mike: Yes. And what Master Dogen is always talking about, unfortunately, disappointingly, is our decisions now, here and now. So, not the abstract morality which we have all the engines and organs of modern societies and cultures to construct and modify; but how we act in each moment. Because, according to him, how we act in each moment is actually the root of how these larger things come to be decided. So if, for instance, you have, as in Burma, military government, that military government may over a period of years enact social rules which are completely unacceptable to the Western world. So, what Master Dogen is saying is that all these higher levels come from these, our simple actions here and now. This is what he’s always interested in. He says the only thing that’s real is here and now. But our minds are so powerful we can think about right and wrong on the historical level, about whether events in the past were right or wrong, whether America should have dropped the bomb on Japan, and so on and so forth, and we can go right back to the Middle Ages or the French Revolution, or we can range through history deciding right and wrong. And then we can go into the future and we can say ‘What should we do? How should people be allowed to act? What should our children be allowed to do and what should we stop them doing?’ And all these are kinds of intellectual decisions. And Master Dogen says, not that they’re not important, not that we shouldn’t do them, but there is a right and wrong that is more vital because it’s the right and wrong that we are creating here and now. And the only right or the only wrong that we can actually do is here and now. We can’t do a wrong in the past; we can’t do a right in the future. So our actions here and now are our life. But unfortunately for us intellectual modern people, it brings us down to very simple stupid things, like, you know, how do we sit, how do we get up and down, how do we speak to each other, how do we cook our food. ‘But that’s not what I want to talk about! I want to talk about important things, like rules for the world!’


Participant: I had a conversation with John this morning and he said the Dalai Lama was asked by someone, ‘So, should I stop eating animals’, and he said ‘I don’t know.’ Now I understand that answer because it’s a bigger argument than...

Mike: Yes, so not ‘Should I stop eating animals?’, but ‘Do I eat this meat in front of me or not?’ The decision at the moment – this is where Master Dogen’s focus is always ... brought back to at least.

Question: So if, hypothetically, the whole of all the societies of the world all acted in the moment all the time, then we wouldn’t get difficulties because there’d be no intellectualising or ...?

Mike: We can have a dream like that, yes.

Question: If that were so then none of these issues would arise because everybody would be acting right?

Mike: We can dream that, yes. We can imagine it, yes.

Question: But it’s not going to be ...?

Mike: I don’t know if it can be or not, I have no idea. I can imagine it. But whether imaginary situations can ever become real or not, I wonder. Because although I’ve spent most of my life imagining what’s going to happen to me, when it actually happens it’s never the same. Sometimes it’s completely different; always it’s a little different. ... How are we doing for time?

Participant: We’ve gone over.

Mike: Have we? So let’s stop here and then carry on this afternoon. Thank you very much.
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Shoaku Makusa 2: Not Doing Wrong as a State

    
Mike reads Dogen on acting fully, on cause and effect, and on not doing wrong as the state of balance







  Michael Eido Luetchford
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the second talk on Dogen’s chapter Shoaku Makusa, ‘not doing wrong’, Mike carries on reading and says that, for Dogen, not doing wrong is not an admonition to think of something wrong and then not do it but a momentary state, the natural, balanced state in which we act fully. Mike adds that abstract wrong is just a thought, whereas real wrong is a matter of not doing it, and that what we confirm in zazen is the difference between thinking and doing.

Dogen writes of ‘the ineffable person who is I’ who acts, fully uniting body and mind, and Mike takes this to point to the real experience that when we do something fully there is no ‘I’ to watch ourselves, as when climbing a mountain. Mike explains that Dogen wants to say that in the moment of action there are no separate parts, although in words we can divide reality into many parts, and that the mountains, rivers, earth, sun, moon and stars with which Dogen says we act in oneness suggest the whole of nature. Mike calls it puzzling that Dogen says that ordinary people who become buddhas neither disrupt the state of buddha that has always belonged to them nor destroy their characters as ordinary people, and yet have transcended the state of an ordinary person. Dogen then says that we accept right and wrong and cause and effect in what we do but do not try to change the effect we are causing or to cause a particular effect. Mike says that not trying to cause a particular effect would be complete nonsense as a general statement about life in society: to pass an examination, for instance, we have to study and try. Mike says that Dogen is speaking instead about our action in the moment, in which balanced action has no strong intention, while a strong intention, for example in sport, splits us. Seeing cause and effect clearly in such balanced action is, Mike says, not an intellectual recognition but happens in a kind of flash, as it does for a good cook, and it concerns simple everyday action, not a power to foresee the future.

To a participant who understands practice as a way of becoming better at being in the moment, Mike answers that we practise not to get better, but to give up getting better, and that a master cook or a sportsperson is not trying to get better either. Mike also says that words create illusions and that he misunderstands too when he reads Shobogenzo; after more than twenty years of studying and sitting, he had to reinterpret the words to suit his experience rather than look for experiences that suit the words. Mike tells his listeners that they have to interpret what he says to match their own experience. Mike says that Dogen’s description of the basis of our momentary existence is not an instruction to throw away everything else: trying to stop thinking or to be invisible in the moment at every moment is, Mike says, a recipe for disaster, and we need to live as human beings, follow the rules of society and break them where we think we must. Dogen gives the pine tree in spring, chrysanthemums in autumn, buddhas and the whisk he is holding as examples of things that neither stay the same nor constantly change but are just in the momentary state called not doing wrong, and Mike says that for Dogen everything in its natural state is in the state of not doing wrong. For human beings, Mike says, the natural state Dogen means is the state of balance, and a person in the state of natural balance is, according to Dogen, in the state of not doing wrong, which means that no wrong can be done. Mike adds that the claim that no wrong can be done cannot be verified by intellectual argument and that the only way to find out is to test it. When a participant asks whether wrong is caused by too much conceptual activity, Mike says that one could say so, adds that wrong is also caused by the intention to do right, and says that cats and dogs, who have no concept of right and wrong, can do no right and no wrong. Mike says that he is not very happy with Dogen’s two sentences on causes and conditions, that he cannot explain them more clearly today, and that he thinks he will have to think again about how to put it more simply.






Complete English transcript


We’re half way down the left hand column on page 2. We stopped in the middle of the paragraph.


When we act fully, uniting body and mind, then we see the situation clearly just before the moment of action, and we notice the fact that we have not done wrong in the back of our mind afterwards.



He goes on:


When the ineffable person who is I acts, fully uniting body and mind, the power of all the mental and the physical aspects of reality appears at once.



“The ineffable person who is I acts,” suggests the real experience we have - ‘when we act there is no second person’ is how it’s described in the ancient Chinese stories. In other words, there’s nobody we can call ‘I’. When we do something fully, there is no ‘I’ to watch ourselves. So although I can say ‘I went to Scotland and climbed up Ben Lomond,’ the actual experience of climbing up Ben Lomond, at every moment, is not an experience from a viewpoint of a person called ‘I’. So walking up mountains is an ineffable experience. Anybody who has done a lot of it can recognise that. And the same with all action. In the moment of our complete action there is no person. What was the film about a young boy who was dancing? ... ‘Billy Elliot’? In ‘Billy Elliot’ when he’s being interviewed for the Royal Ballet or some institution, and he has to dance in front of the adjudication panel and they say, ‘How do you feel when you’re dancing?’ and he says, ‘Oh, I just kind of disappear.’ So that’s a kind of real explanation of our real experience. So Master Dogen describes it as “the ineffable person who is I acts, fully uniting body and mind”. And “ineffable” suggests there is no person. Then he goes on more to reinforce his description about being fully united in body and mind.



But there is no separation between these mental and physical aspects of reality and our action. When all these mental and physical aspects of reality combine in action at the present moment, their power in that moment is the fullness of action itself.



He wants to say that although in words we can say that there is a mental side to what we do, a physical side to what we do, there’s an act, there’s a person, there’s an action – we can divide reality into lots of different parts – in the moment of action, in the fullness of action, there are no separate parts, there’s no separation. And again, this is something we all experience momentarily, but often we then dissect our action into parts.


When we act in oneness with the mountains, rivers and the earth, the sun, moon and the stars, then the mountains, rivers and the earth, the sun, moon and the stars also act in oneness with us.



Again, he’s giving two opposite points of view there to suggest a oneness between ... “mountains, rivers and the earth, the sun, moon and the stars” suggests the whole of the external world, or the whole of nature.


This is not just a singe momentary occurrence; it occurs at every moment. So being in the moment, in which we are awake to reality, is the cause of buddhas of all times acting with body-and-mind undivided, being taught by reality, and experiencing the effect of that. But none of the buddhas have ever seen the teaching they receive and the effect they experience as separate from themselves, and neither act, teaching nor experience have ever separated from them.



Again, he’s reinforcing the fact that all descriptions of reality involve concepts, but the momentary experience itself is whole.



So when act, teaching, and experience make buddhas act with body-and-mind undivided, none of the buddhas try to resist, before, during, or after the moment.



In that rather curious sentence he’s describing the natural flow of our activity in the balanced state. So those are quite difficult sentences in the last paragraph or so, because he’s describing the state of oneness, and the state of oneness we can’t catch in words because words separate into parts. But that’s his way of doing it. He goes on further to describe “the state of buddha”.


During the hours of the day and night, as we are sitting, standing, walking, and lying down, we need to reflect on the fact that when ordinary people become buddhas, they do not disrupt the state of buddha that has always belonged to them. And when ordinary people become buddhas, they do not destroy their characters as ordinary people.



In the first sentence he says “we don’t disrupt the state of buddha that’s always belonged to us”. So “the state of buddha,” or the natural balanced state, is something everybody can return to. So we can say we all have it. And the previous chapter that I did last year, “Buddha Nature”, talked about the nature of a buddha in great detail. “And when ordinary people become buddhas, they do not destroy their characters as ordinary people.” People often think that a buddha is some kind of enlightened being with a completely calm, peaceful and enlightened attitude to everything, and different from an ordinary person. But according to Master Dogen that’s not true: a buddha is an ordinary person, or a buddha has the character of an ordinary person.



They do not take anything away from it or add anything to it.



That is, their character as an ordinary person.


But they have transcended the state of an ordinary person.



If we read that and think about it it’s very puzzling. First of all he says buddha, and we know that “the state of buddha” sounds wonderful. Then the buddha’s got the character of an ordinary person - that’s a puzzle, ‘How can they have this wonderful state and still be an ordinary person?’ And “they don’t take anything away from it or add anything to it” but at the same time “they’ve transcended it”. So to read it and think about it is very puzzling - ‘How can we be ordinary and transcend being ordinary at the same time? And what is it to transcend being ordinary?’... Now he comes back to his original theme of right and wrong.



We accept that there are right-and-wrong, cause-and-effect in what we are doing. But we do not try to change the effect we are causing, or try to cause a particular effect.



Right-and-wrong is very much tied up with cause-and-effect. When we try to decide what right action is we often do so depending on what effect that action will have or what effect the action had. But that doesn’t actually make it any easier, because we then have to decide if the effect of our action might have had another effect further on. So every action has an infinite chain of effects – an infinite chain of causes and an infinite chain of effects. So to use thinking about the effect of our action to decide what right action is, is not an easy thing. If we think whether we should say something to somebody because it might hurt them, so we decide not to, and then we find out later that not telling them hurt them. So if we think through the cause-and-effect relationships of our action it doesn’t always make things easier. But if we don’t we’re in trouble. But what Master Dogen is saying, he says “we do not try to change the effect we are causing, or try to cause a particular effect.” Now if we think of that in general terms in society it’s complete nonsense. If we don’t try to do something how do we do it? So if I want to pass an examination I have to study and try to pass it, I can’t pass it by not trying or anything like that. So we have to remember that he’s not talking here about the kind of events, causes and effects that we think about in normal society on a very abstract level. He’s talking about, again, this very primitive, basic, momentary situation that we’re actually always in. We always think ourselves into hypothetical situations in our roles in society, but we don’t think of it as hypothetical. So we think where we’re going to go and what we’re going to do. But Master Dogen’s not talking about that kind of thinking, he’s talking about our action at the moment. And our action in the moment - “we don’t try to cause a particular effect” suggests that we don’t have a strong intention. So balanced action doesn’t have a strong intention. But that makes us think, ‘Well if we don’t intend to do something how can we possibly do it?’ And if we think on a macro-level, ‘If I don’t intend to go to Rowardennan how can I ever arrive there?’ But again, he’s not talking about that kind of decision; he’s talking about a decision in the moment. And in the moment, if we intend to do something, we put an intellectual or abstract layer on top of our action. And if we think of a sport, for example, in sport, in an action while we’re giving some kind of performance, if we have some strong intention in our action it splits us.



And sometimes it is cause-and-effect that makes us act. This state, in which we can see the cause and its effect clearly, is the state called not doing wrong;



So the state in which we can see the cause and its effect clearly is the state called not doing wrong;


it neither appears in this moment, nor is it a constant state. And in this state we are neither denying that effect inescapably follows cause, nor are we trapped in a deterministic view. It is the state in which the division between body and mind falls away.



So these are not so easy sentences. But when we think about action and right-and-wrong - the cause of things and the effects of our action, we give great weight to them. But Master Dogen is suggesting that simple action in the balanced state is somehow not trapped by cause-and-effect.


Question: When he says we can see cause and effect, he doesn’t mean at a conceptual level, he means we can see it sort of simultaneously?

Mike: Yes. So, for instance, when we are very balanced ... When you’re cooking, if you’re a good cook and you’re in a nice state, because you’re skilled, you’re not worried too much about how it’s going to turn out, you’re confident in what you’re doing, you can see what you’re doing and what the effect will be in a kind of flash.

Participant: Yes.

Mike: So you don’t think, you just act, act, act. And it’s the same when we’re an expert or a master in our activity, whatever it is. An expert swimmer, or an expert musician. Each moment we can see where we’re going, but it’s not an intellectual recognition. So that makes it very difficult to describe in words. So what he’s suggesting in a way, both here and in the previous paragraph where he said ‘before and after the moment,’ is some kind of instant recognition of a situation, before-and-after, cause-and-effect, but all at one time.

Participant: Yes, it’s probably where talk of supernatural powers and all that sort of thing comes from – they’re actually not supernatural they’re very, very natural, on the contrary.

Mike: Yes, that’s right. He’s talking about simple things. But because his language is complicated in attempting to describe a very simple thing, we mistakenly interpret it as, ‘I see, so there’s some kind of special Buddhist state where Buddhists can see what’s going to happen before and what’s going to happen afterwards and all these kinds of things, they’re whole and dashing around acting without any intention, and performing miracles.’ No, he doesn’t mean that. He means putting the baked apples into the oven. And doing things in a balanced way confidently. But although we do that from time to time in our life, we also have large portions of our lives in modern times where we’re not so balanced, we’re wound up, we’re heading towards a deadline, we’ve got pressure. And he’s not talking about those situations, he’s talking about the situation where we’re acting fully, confidently, without strong pressure, and we perform. And in performing we actually, from moment to moment, see clearly where we’re going and what’s happening and so on. So, simple everyday action is what he’s talking about, not the power to divine the future of the human race.


Question: Another thing I can’t get my head around ... Would you not consider it a negative aspect to develop your practice to such an extent that you were, in the majority of your time, invisible?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: So in fact there’s a level where you don’t want to become so invisible that you’re so in the moment, because if you’re in the moment all the time then you don’t exist really, you’d be in the same situation as the rocks or the mountains ...

Mike: Right, so let’s all get out of the moment shall we then? Shall I go first?

(Laughter.)

Participant: No, but I still ... I must misunderstand the function of practice because the way I understand it is you practice in order to become better at being in the moment.

Mike: No. No. You don’t practice to become better. And if people practice Zazen to become better they often get disappointed and give up after a few weeks, months or years. So, not to get better, but to give up getting better. And to give up getting better is much better! But it’s very difficult for us to do. However, when somebody is very practiced in their art - and I talked about cooking because Mike’s the cook – if you see somebody who’s a master cook, they’re not trying to get better, they’re not trying to make a better baked apple, they’re doing something else. Of course at another level they may be creating new recipes, but in their action they’re not trying to get better, it’s something else they’re doing. And a sportsperson is not actually trying to get better. They may have said they want to win the race, but somebody who’s pounding along wanting to win the race at every moment won’t win the race.


Question: Could ‘action’ refer to things that we wouldn’t normally think of as action, for instance responding appropriately when someone asks you a question, or...?

Mike: Yes, to catch the meaning of action...

Participant: To catch the moment in a sense...

Mike: Yes.

Question: ... Without seeing but actually just responding appropriately to the situation. Because I used to think of action as just something, you know, physical, like putting something into the oven, but I suppose it’s more than that isn’t it, it’s just about doing what you think needs to be done, but not consciously, just doing it.

Mike: Just doing, yes, is action, yes. So, unfortunately words create for us illusions. And these words are no different. So we misunderstand. So listening to me you misunderstand. When I read Shobogenzo I misunderstand. And it’s only by remembering that what Buddhism is talking about is the real experience we are all having here and now that you can make any sense of it. If you think, for instance, that we’re all trying to disappear, then we can say ‘Well you shouldn’t do that.’ But he doesn’t mean that. He’s grasping to explain in words the real experience in the present where, in acting, we can’t watch ourselves. We can kind of watch ourselves doing some things, and some people think we should be ‘mindful’ of ourselves and watch ourselves. But when we’re really fully acting, and we can notice this in emergency situations, we can’t watch ourselves. So the state in which we can’t watch ourselves is the state where there’s no person. So not a state we haven’t got yet, but a state that you have thousands of times every day. But it goes and comes, it comes and goes. You stand up after this talk and for an instant you can’t watch yourself, and then you start thinking again and you go out the door and you’re thinking, then you hit your toe on the door. But in the moment of action we’re invisible, if you like, but the words and the sentences themselves mislead us into thinking ‘Oh I see, so I’m going to watch that person, when they move, if they disappear or not,’ or whatever. So we’re always creating big intellectual ‘flowers in the sky’ around the sentences which are intended to bring us down to earth. And this is the kind of Buddhist training – we study and then we think ‘Oh I can’t make head nor tail of that, it’s talking about all kinds of weird stuff,’ and then we go and sit on black cushions over there and do something very simple and stupid, and then we come back here and we talk about kind of very esoterical things that don’t make sense. And I did that for more than twenty years and slowly I realised that I had to reinterpret the words to suit my experience, not look for experiences that suited the words. And that’s the best thing to do. So although my words miss the target, in other words they don’t catch reality, you have to interpret what I’m saying to match your own experience. And that’s what Master Dogen means often when he says ‘We should study this in practice again and again,’ and things like that. We should look around to see ‘What can it mean “to disappear”?’ And then we may notice that actually we do in a way – not literally, when we disappear we’re still here – but it’s a way of describing our momentary state.


Question: If you write words after an experience, after an action that you’re in, say poetry for example, that’s after the thing is done. But kind of to recapture the moment and put it into words because you’re moved to do that, would you say that you hadn’t actually been in the moment fully if you can do that after, or...?

Mike: No. Poetry can capture reality very nicely. It’s one of the ways we use to try and grab reality with words. But it doesn’t mean that the poet is thinking about his poem while he’s experiencing what his poem’s about. We somehow have the ability to retain a taste of our own experience. And that taste is unformed, so we try and form it with words, but we can’t find the words. So science does it one way and poets do it a different way, how to make the words fit the experience. But what we do when we read those words as a third party is we try and look for an experience or imagine an experience to fit the words. Which is the wrong way round. So we read about the Buddha who’s this enlightened being who acts fully in moments and we create an image, and that image is not like us, we’ve created it, so we think it’s out there. So, ‘I’m not there yet’, so ‘I want to get there, so I’ve got to do more Zazen.’ But that’s completely wrong. ‘I’m not good enough yet.’ It’s not that at all. It’s seeing how to reflect the meaning back into our own real experience. That’s all we’ve got, all of us. All we’ve got is our own real experience, moment to moment.


Question: Can I ask you about this sentence here, third paragraph down, “This state, in which we can see the cause and its effect clearly, is the state called not doing wrong; it neither appears in this moment, nor is it a constant state”?

Mike: Yes. Master Dogen often uses this phrase to suggest that our actual experience, our momentary experience, doesn’t seem to come and go, but neither does it seem to stay. It’s just here. So, our actual experience of being here is we’re just here. We’re always here. We’re always here. So it’s a kind of contradiction, and he tries to describe that state often by saying it neither appears in the moment nor does it continue. In scientific terms we could say it’s not discrete and it’s not continuous. It’s not digital and it’s not analogue. So that’s the way he does it. It’s a bit tricky really, the phrase.


Question: I have a question on your response to, I think it was Mike’s question on balanced action, seeing cause and effect clearly. All the examples were in fields that require practice, cooking, sports, dance and so on. And that seems to suggest that balanced action or the state of seeing cause and effect clearly, requires practice.

Mike: Yes.

Question: That’s what you mean?

Mike: Yes.

Question: So, outside of a particular specialism, a particular field of practice, you cannot act in that way?

Mike: Yes we can. Yes we can and we do. But if we pursue a practice, whatever it is, it has a kind of purity about it. That’s why we revere people who pursue practices ... I mean, I think I’ve used this example before – holding a piece of metal and hitting it with a hammer for fifty years making shapes in stone is a very, very simple operation, and yet we revere sculptors because they have a practice. We revere potters, we revere musicians, sportspeople. If we have a practice and we follow it, it has some kind of simplicity to it. But if we take jobs in society, teachers, engineers or whatever, it’s more difficult to see that pure pursuit.


Participant: We can see it in children, for example.

Mike: Yes, in children. Yes we have it as children, but then we have to get jobs, or study and go to school and become members of society.

Question: So we don’t need to practice as children?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: That was my point – children don’t need to practice.

Mike: No, they don’t. So later on Master Dogen says babies are buddhas, a few pages down the line.

Participant: They just need to be left to it.

Mike: Yes. Not to be too disturbed. Supported but not disturbed, yes. So sometimes our efforts to educate children to fit in society actually disturb them.

Question: Does Master Dogen refer to Zazen as ‘stepping backwards’?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: I think I read it somewhere and that’s what I interpreted it as, as a way of stepping backwards from where you came from in a way.

Mike: Yes, we can say so, yes. Anti-social (Laughs.) But then, without rejecting society. So it’s not ... his descriptions of the basis of our momentary existence on this planet is not an instruction to throw away everything else. It’s just another view, if you like. So we don’t need to try and stop thinking, pursue pure practices, be invisible in the moment at every moment. That’s a recipe for disaster. We need to live as human beings, follow the rules of society, break them where we think we must, and so on. ... Shall I carry on? So he goes from talking about right and wrong, to talking about a state, and talking about buddhas, and talking about acting fully, and then he comes back to right and wrong, and so on. And in this next paragraph he’s back to talking about the first line of the poem, which is “Not doing wrong”.



If we study in this way, we realise that wrong is simply a matter of not doing wrong. And helped by this realisation, we can see clearly that the word wrong always means not doing!



If we talk about wrong without talking about doing or not doing, in his mind, in his opinion, it’s abstract. And abstract wrong is just a thought. He’s concerned with real right and real wrong. And real right and real wrong are inseparable from doing or not doing, from action. So if we study in the way that he’s suggesting, we realise that wrong means not doing wrong. It doesn’t mean there is something called wrong floating around somewhere which we mustn’t put into practice. It simply means ‘Don’t do! Don’t do! Don’t do!’ So action itself. So he says the word wrong always means not doing. Now this is a strange thing to say. But what he’s trying to say is that wrong in the abstract is completely different to real wrong. And real wrong is a question of not doing it. We can say from morning to night what we think is wrong. But what we think is wrong is completely different from doing wrong or not doing wrong. So this is quite difficult to talk about really.


We confirm this absolutely in the practice of Zazen.



What we confirm in the practice of Zazen is the basis of simple action. Or the difference between thinking and doing. Or the difference between our thoughts and reality. So in society, wrong and right are abstract concepts. And although they’re very deeply embedded in society, so that we can discuss what’s right and wrong between us, what we’re discussing is abstract. And even although we may reach firm conclusions, it’s completely different from whether somebody does wrong or does right. Doing wrong is completely different from thinking about wrong, deciding what is wrong, and so on.



In realising that wrong is always just a matter of not doing wrong, just at the moment of the present, there are no causes or conditions that produce wrong, or that cause wrong to disappear; it is just a matter of not doing wrong.



There’s nothing that produces the wrong or causes wrong to disappear, it’s just a matter of not doing wrong.


If or view of wrong is balanced, all things are balanced. People who understand that wrong arises out of causes and circumstances, but do not see that the circumstances, the causes and they themselves are all in the momentary state of not doing wrong are to be pitied! It is said that the nature of buddhahood arises from the circumstances, but equally the circumstances arise from the nature of buddhahood.



So again in these difficult sentences he’s talking about the relationship between causes ... ‘Causes and conditions’ is a phrase that was used very much in Buddhism in China. In theories of how the world arises, how reality arises, the phrase ‘causes and conditions’ is used a lot, and that’s why it appears here. So what he’s suggesting is, at the moment of the present, in acting in the present moment, the ‘causes and conditions’ that produce wrong are inappropriate or don’t have any place. ... On reading these two sentences I’m not so happy with them, so I think I’ll have to think again on an easier way to put this.


Question: In the previous sentence he said there are no causes and conditions that create wrong?

Mike: That’s what he says, yes.

Participant: So there’s a contradiction there.

Mike: No. Em, I can taste what to say but I can’t say it! And the sentences are not clear enough. “In realising that wrong is always just a matter of not doing wrong,” means to notice the only important thing is not doing it. And to notice that the only important thing is not doing it is to realise that our action at the moment is important. To realise that our action at the moment is important is to throw away thoughts about what causes action or what my circumstances are, or ‘What can I do to not do wrong?’, all those intellectual ... or all those thoughts are inappropriate. I still can’t get any nearer to it! Because what he’s talking about is simple action.

Question: So buddha nature is free from causes and conditions, so that it affects circumstances and circumstances affect buddha nature, they both simultaneously manifest, affecting one another reciprocally?

Mike: Yes. But what he wants to say is, when we are balanced and acting fully in the moment there is no separation between the person who’s acting and the situation, the circumstances, the causes, and so on. There’s just something happening. That’s what he wants to say.

Question: Not doing wrong, in the case of a buddha?

Mike: ‘Not doing wrong in the case of a buddha’ is our normal action. That’s the best I can do today! They’re rather difficult sentences there and I can’t find a better way to put them at the moment, but I’ll work on it. So let’s just pass over that on to the next paragraph.


It is not true to say that wrong does not exist; it is just a matter of not doing wrong. It is not true to say that wrong exists; it is just a matter of not doing wrong. Wrong is not only an abstract concept; it is just a matter of not doing wrong. Wrong is not only a concrete event; it is just a matter of not doing wrong. And this doesn’t mean the idea of “not doing wrong”; it means really not doing wrong!



So in those sentences in that paragraph he’s trying to emphasise something which is very difficult to emphasise in words, and that is ‘What I’m talking about is not thoughts, not ideas, not words. What I’m talking about is not what I’m talking about!’ So he’s talking about not doing wrong. And not doing wrong is different from the words ‘not doing wrong’. So that’s the way he does it.


Question: In the earlier paragraph, is he saying that not doing wrong might have circumstances and causes, and circumstances might cause it, but when we’re not doing wrong then we’re just not doing wrong.

Mike: Yes, you can say so, yes. So then he gives some examples.


An example is the pine tree in the spring; neither staying the same nor constantly changing, it is just in the momentary state called not doing wrong. Another example is chrysanthemums in the autumn; neither staying the same nor constantly changing, they are just in the momentary state called not doing wrong. Buddhas also are neither staying the same nor constantly changing, they are just in the momentary state called not doing wrong. Things like those pillars outside, that stone lantern over there, this whisk I am holding, that staff you are holding, are neither staying the same nor constantly changing, they are all just in the momentary state called not doing wrong. I am neither staying the same nor constantly changing, I am just in the momentary state called not doing wrong.



So here he very clearly identifies what he means by not doing wrong. To him, not doing wrong is not some kind of admonition to think something that is wrong and then not do it; it’s a state. It’s the state of a pine tree. What is the state of a pine tree? Well it’s just there, isn’t it? It’s the state of chrysanthemums in autumn. What’s the state of chrysanthemums in autumn? They’re just fully chrysanthemums in autumn. So a natural, normal, balanced state, he defines as the meaning of not doing wrong. So everything in its natural state is in the state of not doing wrong. The table’s not doing wrong.


Participant: Human beings are a bit more complicated than tables.

Mike: Yes they are.

Participant: So a table can’t do anything. A table can’t act. And if you proceed up the evolutionary tree - a pine tree, don’t know; a cat, maybe; and you get to humans and it gets rather complicated.

Mike: Yes. So he doesn’t say there’s no such thing as wrong. He says things in their natural state are not doing wrong. Human beings in their natural state are not doing wrong. What’s the natural state that he means? He means the state of buddha. What’s the state of buddha that he means? He means the state of balance. So his definition of not doing wrong is to be in the state of balance. But if we think about it, we can think ‘Well yes but, you know, somebody in the state of balance could then go and blah blah blah blah ...’ So those kinds of thoughts are very persuasive. But if you’re in the state of natural balance, according to Master Dogen, you’re in the state of not doing wrong. So no wrong can be done. So there’s only one way to find out and that’s to test it. We can’t verify that by intellectual argument.


Question: He also means that in only an instantaneous and momentary sense, doesn’t he? So, for instance, practically, if you kind of sit Zazen and then go and drink eighteen pints of lager you wouldn’t be in a balanced state.

Mike: No. That’s true. So the momentary state of balance is the state of not doing wrong.

Question: That suggests to me, I mean I might be wrong, that the creation of wrong is also intellectual?

Mike: Yes.

Question: And in the balanced state you’re actually not employing too much conceptual workings of the mind?

Mike: Yes.

Question: So is that fair to say, then, that wrong is caused by too much conceptual activity?

Mike: We could say so, yes. And wrong is also caused by intention to do right. So we can say that human beings created wrong and right, and by pursuing right they create wrong. But cats and dogs don’t have any concept of right and wrong. So the actor, the person or the entity who’s acting, without any concept of right and wrong can do no right or wrong. But human beings have concepts of right and wrong. So not only do we do right, we try to avoid wrong.

Question: But does that mean that the balanced state precludes any kind of intellectual activity?

Mike: Yes.

Question: It does mean that?

Mike: Yes. But, as Mike said, what he’s talking about is a momentary state. So we take hold of the words and kind of spread them out. So we then imagine this person who’s kind of always balanced and so never does anything wrong, and then we define that wrong in our own terms, so we’re trying to imagine somebody who never does anything wrong. But actually we don’t know what is right and wrong. Because right and wrong are always changing. But then if I say that we start thinking, ‘Well that’s not true. There’s lots of things we can say are wrong.’ But although we can say they are wrong, what Master Dogen is interested in is not doing them. So not doing them is different from discussing them.


Participant: Reality is one thing, but it’s quite a dangerous concept.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: For someone to take on board that conceptually without practice could result in problems, because there’s a kind of absolution in it, isn’t there, ...

Mike: Well it sounds like there’s an absolution.

Participant: ... for the sort of spiritual mind, you know.

Participant: That’s how they train soldiers, isn’t it, to live in the moment, so that when they are in a particular situation they’re able to fire, they don’t think about where the bullet’s going or what it’s going to do, they just have to respond.

Mike: Yes. It’s true. And we can judge the soldiers actions.

Participant: And if the soldier doesn’t fire then he can be judged for not firing.

Mike: Yes. So in recent times society likes to judge the actions of soldiers almost before they’ve finished acting. We have journalists on the battlefield and the soldiers are not free to act because we’re judging whether their actions are right and wrong from a distant place according to our own judgment and our own societies and so on. Yes, that’s modern warfare. ‘Stop that soldier, he’s doing wrong!’ We’re overlooking the whole of the world and making sure nothing goes wrong, from remote places. And we insist on our opinions about what those individuals are doing in their remote places.

(Bell rings.)

Sorry, that was a bit confusing there today at the end, but it’s the best I can get out of it at the moment. That paragraph is rather difficult. It gets a bit better (Laughs.)
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the third talk on Dogen’s chapter Shoaku Makusa, ‘not doing wrong’, Mike opens with a few words on zazen, saying that he has unconscious tensions in his body, as we all do, and that, ideally, zazen is balance without holding ourselves. Reading on in the chapter, Mike says that Dogen’s ‘not doing wrong’ does not mean not doing something that is called wrong; it is a state in which no wrong can be done, a state of natural balance.

As an example, Mike says that after nearly thirty years of zazen he began to get pains down his legs and slowly traced them to a muscle that he had been holding in tension without being aware of it, and that when he walks round the zendo he tries to move people who look rigid; resistance, for example in the head, can be a sign that we are holding ourselves in a posture. Mike says that although Dogen says that zazen is sitting upright, the uprightness is not due to holding ourselves in a posture but to the balance of our body weight down through the spine, as if the vertebrae were piled one on top of another like pebbles, and that it is useful to sway a bit before and during zazen. To a participant who says that straightening their back makes them rigid, Mike answers that the posture of zazen is neither the straight posture nor the slumped one but lies between the two, and that achieving it is why we sit. On the head, Mike says that stretching up and pulling the chin in creates quite a strong tension at the back of the neck, that he never tells people to do it, and that he thinks avoiding a fixed posture is quite important. On the hands, Mike says that if they rest on the legs we lose the sense of where our body is vertically; he adds that the hands may touch something, but that hands on the knees or down in the lap are not the way Dogen instructs us to do it. Asked why Dogen’s instructions on zazen are so simple, Mike says that he does not know why Dogen did not write more about it, but thinks that people in the thirteenth century lived in an utterly different paradigm, and suggests that perhaps people then did not have so many tensions in their bodies. When a participant wonders whether Dogen deliberately wrote so little because anything one tries to say about zazen becomes leading and almost certainly misleading, Mike says that this could be so, and later he says that we can perhaps say something about zazen but should not say too much, though we certainly should not be quiet about it.

Returning to the chapter, Mike says that in the previous paragraphs Dogen insists that the concept of wrong, identifying wrong and denying wrong are not the same as not doing wrong, and that in the last paragraph read he seems to say that not doing wrong is some kind of natural state; he illustrates it with a pine tree in the spring and chrysanthemums in the autumn. Mike says that ‘state’ is probably the wrong word for this, because nothing is static, and that he would like to invent the word ‘dyne’, from ‘dynamic’, for a moment and the activity in it: we freeze the moment in our minds when we visualise it or talk about it, but the moment itself is not frozen. Mike says that Dogen describes the relationship between wrong and not doing as a oneness, using an example from a koan of a donkey looking into a well while the well also looks at the donkey, and that we can likewise say ‘Zazen is practicing me’, while Shunryu Suzuki often expressed the oneness of things we normally separate with the phrase ‘things-as-it-is’. Mike says that ‘not doing wrong’ is a concept in our minds, whereas an actual not doing wrong is not fixed, does not necessarily agree with our concept and takes the form of the circumstances it is in; asked whether that means there is no absolute right and wrong, he answers ‘yes and no’: there is none that fits our concept, but Dogen is saying that there is one, the actions in the present themselves, although their manifestation is not fixed. Mike says that we tend to intellectualise what Dogen says and think that as long as we are in the state of not doing wrong we can do what we like, but that if we do wrong we lose the state of not doing wrong, and that Dogen is not saying that there is no wrong or that we cannot do wrong. Asked about the last sentence of Dogen’s paragraph on the state of not doing wrong, Mike says that the idea of a state in which one can do no wrong is very attractive and that the move from the state to a memory of it is very quick, whereas in the state itself we do not think about right and wrong, as in the kitchen, where people move around each other smoothly without thinking about it. Mike says that we have been brought up with a deep, fixed belief that there is something called wrong; for us, not doing wrong is not doing something, but Dogen is not saying that, and Mike also agrees that on one level not doing wrong has nothing to do with right and wrong. To a participant who explains not doing as accepting and allowing causes and conditions, Mike answers that he does not think so: that is an explanation, and to explain we create a process, whereas Dogen is talking about something more fundamental; the Alexander technique of inhibiting ourselves and then allowing ourselves is, he adds, a valid explanation too, but Dogen is not talking about recognising something we should not do and stopping it. Mike ends by turning to ‘doing right’, where Dogen says that the concept of rightness covers many concrete right actions but does not mean that the right action already exists somewhere waiting for someone to do it, and Mike adds that we think like that about both right and wrong, that we have been brought up to think like that, and that Dogen is pointing out that it is not true.






Complete English transcript


Before we start on the chapter I’d just like to say a few words about Zazen. Master Dogen describes how to practice Zazen in his writings several times, in Fukanzazengi and also in other places. His instructions are very straightforward: just sit upright, don’t lean to the front or back or side, and so on. But if we practice Zazen for a long time we slowly get little clues how to sit comfortably. And one thing I noticed over the years is that I had and still have unconscious tensions in my body. Because they’re unconscious I don’t know about them. And we get the result of those unconscious tensions. So for instance, in my case, because I have rather flexible hips, sitting in full lotus every day with the same posture, I was pushing down on my thigh bone on the left hand side. So the muscle at the back, called the periformus, which holds the joint together was always in tension, but I didn’t realise it. So in the last year or so I’ve found a kind of problem with that muscle becoming stiff. And that muscle has the sciatic nerve passing through the middle of it, so I get pains down my legs. It’s very strange that I should suddenly, after nearly thirty years of practicing Zazen, start getting pains down my legs, but slowly I traced it back to this muscle because it’s always holding my joint. So I’ve been holding my joint together in Zazen for twenty five years and not been aware of the tension. Strangely, now that I know, I can notice that tension and relax that. But it takes a long time to notice these things. And we all have our tensions. When I walk around the zendo in the morning, usually if I see somebody who looks a little bit stiff, I don’t mean their posture is wrong but they look a little bit rigid, I try and move them. And if that person moves easily I think, ‘OK, that’s alright.’ But if they don’t move I think that can be a sign to the person that they have some kind of tension in that posture. And one thing which is very common, several people tend to sit slightly leaning backwards, just slightly. And that causes very, very subtle tensions here (points to back of neck), and we don’t notice it because we do it every day. But if, when I come round and move you, you feel ‘Oh, I can’t move like that,’ then that’s a sign that there’s a tension somewhere. And also in the neck. I often touch people’s heads and try and wobble them round and it’s surprising how much resistance there is sometimes. I put my hand on somebody’s head just to wobble it gently and it’s rigid! And if I push it that way it doesn’t move! So that’s a sign that we’re holding ourselves in a posture. And although Master Dogen says that Zazen is sitting upright, it’s a subtle sitting upright where, although we’re sitting upright, the uprightness is not due to holding ourselves in a posture but due to the balance of our bodyweight down through the spine, down through the neck and down through the spine to the pelvis. So it’s very useful, before Zazen and during Zazen, to sway a bit. And even during Zazen we can check to see if we’re holding ourselves in a posture. If we’re holding ourselves in a posture it’s nice to let go of it. If we think we ought to be very straight, we can hold ourselves like this (demonstrates rigid posture). But holding ourselves like that creates a lot of tension. And if we do it habitually we become unaware of it. So Zazen is like sitting with our vertebrae piled up on top of each other like a pile of pebbles, one on top of the other. So if somebody comes and pushes us we should go whichever direction they push us easily. Of course that’s ideal, but we’ve all got our own bodies, and if somebody pushes me I’d probably think ‘Ugh!’ But ideally - we can have an idea – Zazen is balance. And so balance without holding ourselves.


Participant: I think when I’m sitting, when I notice that I’m off thinking about something or something and I think, ‘Oh, I’ll just straighten my back,’ but I think, because I do that quite often, then that makes me go, you know, very sort of rigid, like you were just saying.

Mike: Right, yes. So the posture in Zazen is very subtle. So if we think, ‘Oh, I’ll straighten up,’ that straight posture is not the posture in Zazen. Neither is the slumped posture. It’s between the two. And to achieve that posture between the two is why we sit. So we may find it difficult to recognise any posture between sitting up straight and sitting habitually slightly slumped. But there is. There is a position between the two. Our muscles get a lot of stick during our normal lives so we all get set forms in our muscles and tensions, from driving or using the computer or whatever. So when Master Dogen talks about ‘dropping off body and mind’ we can include in that ‘dropping off all the tensions in our body’.


Participant: The position of the head is quite difficult, I find.

Mike: Yes.

Question: Because when you sit in Zazen, you know, the crown of the head is the uppermost point, and when you begin to sit I stretch that up a little bit, pulling the spine up, and then let it sort of relax down again. But during Zazen, especially at sesshins, I get stiffness in the neck, because actually that... even coming back to that and then releasing it is quite unnatural, it’s quite an unnatural position for the head. So I was just wondering what you could say about that.

Mike: You mean unnatural in which sense?

Participant: Different from the way we hold our head naturally.

Mike: So how we hold our head naturally is OK. But not how we hold our head habitually. So I do a lot of work on the computer and probably hold my head habitually like that (juts head forward). But naturally my head balances on my shoulders.

Participant: Well, naturally I find that the head comes forward slightly more than it does in that position of Zazen that pulls the spine up. It sort of comes out a little bit.

Mike: Which position of Zazen that pulls the spine up?

Participant: When you take up your position of Zazen the crown of the head is here, and I would set the eyes, stretch the spine up to begin with and then let it relax down, and the chin naturally sort of comes in as you do that (demonstrates position of head).

Mike: Right.

Participant: But that’s different from... that’s something that you don’t do anywhere else, I don’t do anywhere else.

Mike: So I don’t do it in Zazen either. So I think the instruction to move the chin in is actually only an instruction to rotate the head. So rotating the head is the same as moving the chin in. But if we teach to stretch up and pull the chin in, we create quite a strong tension down here (indicates back of neck). So I never tell people to do that.


Participant: In our natural posture, the ear, the shoulder, and the hip and the heel are in line. It’s only when our posture’s gone slightly out of kilter that we have to, you know, sometimes ... [inaudible].

Mike: Yes, but where the natural position is we don’t know. So if in Zazen we’re constantly wondering if it’s right or not that’s OK, to constantly wonder whether it’s the right posture or not. But if we can recognise tension in our neck then maybe our head’s being pulled back too far. But if we let our neck be loose and then try and feel the weight of our head, which is quite difficult to do, although it weighs something, we can’t feel the weight. But if we move, subtly we can feel it and then try and balance it. And that’s the best we can do. But I think to avoid a fixed posture is quite important. And there are members of Dogen Sangha who teach how to adjust our posture, people like Mike Cross, using other techniques. And there are many different techniques to adjust our posture.


Question: Could I ask about arms? Because for a long time I had my hands supported when I sat, that was my kind of default mode, that was the way I suppose I was introduced to sitting so it became quite an ingrained thing. And now that I’m having my hands not resting on something that seems to be fine for the shorter periods of sitting that we normally do, but I find that where it’s over a longer period I’m getting quite a lot of pain at the bottom of my back.

Mike: Is that from holding your hands?

Participant: Well I haven’t had it before so I’m assuming it must be. So I’m not sure if that means I’ve got the wrong height or if it’s just something I’ve got to kind of sit through because it’s just something my body is kind of getting used to.

Mike: No, you shouldn’t sit through it. If you’re holding your hands... it’s very difficult to describe. I don’t feel I’m holding my hands. But my hands aren’t resting on my legs. But I don’t have any feeling that I’m holding them. Maybe if you drop them a little bit until you feel that disappears. The reason, I think I said before, the reason we don’t put them on our legs is because if we do that we lose the sense of where our body is vertically. If you touch something you can’t feel your balance. If you put your hands on your knees you tend to support yourself even subconsciously. If you take your hands off your knees, you’re on your own.


Question: How far should the space be between the main trunk and the arms? Just whatever feels right?

Mike: Just let your shoulders relax and let them hang where they hang.

Participant: I suppose I’ve been trying to consciously create a space.

Mike: And if you feel you’ve got tension... Often if our mind is busy we feel pressure between our thumbs. It seems to be something to do with our mental state. So if we feel the pressure there we can just relax.

Participant: I don’t entirely agree with you that if we’re touching something our balance is interfered, it depends how we touch it and what we’re using that for. For example, I use a cushion because I feel I can put my little finger just below the navel and keep it there and also keep my elbows out which feels good, without any tension coming from having to hold muscularly my arms up, which perhaps Anne is experiencing problems with. So I don’t feel that because my hands ultimately are resting on a cushion they are disturbing my balance, because it also helps me to concentrate on that particular part of my body.

Mike: OK. What, you put your cushion under there (indicates lower abdomen)?

Participant: Yes, just the right height for...

Mike: Yes, or you can get a little bit of your clothes, you know.

Participant: Oh yes, sure, sure...

Participant: That’s what I did before, was to have something which brought my hands up to about there.

Participant: I think it could be a mind thing that you actually... you’re kind of doing something that makes you keep your hands supported. Because I used to use something as well and I realised since I’ve been coming back that I haven’t been using something but I’ve been strengthening my back. And I just thought just now as you said that that’s maybe why. So maybe you’re actually subconsciously kind of maybe tensing slightly.

Participant: It’s quite likely, because it’s more... I’m thinking about it.

Participant: Because it’s in that area as well that you want to keep your hands.

Mike: Yes, I don’t mean that, you know, your hands shouldn’t touch anything. But if they do touch something it’s inevitable you rest it on whatever it’s touching. You know, often in your clothes there’s a kind of ruck in your clothes that your hands fall on. But some people practice with their hands on their knees. Or some people put their hands down in their laps, and that’s not the way that Master Dogen instructs us to do it. And for me I can see the reason for that.


Participant: It’s very difficult, well of course it is... Well that’s it really!

Mike: (Laughs.) Yes, it’s a training.

Participant: Yes, because, you know, [inaudible]... I try to sit up straight, which is a fundamental problem of course. But then of course, you know, I try and relax, I try my best to get into a good posture, I breathe and I sort of try and relax into it. And then, you know, the things I find, you know, thoughts come into your mind and then suddenly you realise that you’ve just very subtly moved [inaudible]... subtly you’ve kind of just caved in a bit. And then you sit there and kind of, ‘Right, OK.’ It’s very hard not to come into an unnatural posture because you’re trying, you know, to bring yourself back and sort of go over the process again. And sometimes, as you say, you miss, well mostly miss the moment when you’re...

Participant: It’s interesting because that in itself... I’ve found with that as well that when I do slip into that, by actually feeling the tension of that, because there’s tension in that, and then just letting go, that brings me back into it. Rather than thinking to pull up, I actually feel the tension that I’ve got into by kind of slipping into a slouch, because I mean it puts a tension there and different places, and just by letting that go that brings me back.

Participant: No I don’t sort of feel tense. I just sort of realise that I’m off...

Mike: Yes, well that’s Zazen, isn’t it?

Participant: It is, yes.

Mike: Yes. So Zazen’s kind of training. So training means we’re...

Participant: Endlessly practicing.

Mike: ... We’re, yes that’s right, endlessly practicing it.

Participant: Accepting and using the self.

Mike: Accepting and using the self.


Question: What about the breathing, [inaudible]?

Mike: Naturally.

Question: Just naturally?

Mike: Yes. I breathe without any effort usually. I think most people do.

Participant: I have a tendency to forget to breathe, just in everything that I do, so I have to remind myself.

Mike: Yes? So then you can remind yourself, yes. (Laughs.) Otherwise, (mimics collapsing)... ‘Oh, she’s done it again!’ Clump! ‘Oh, it’s Elspeth!’

(Laughter.)

Anyway, I only meant to say a few pointers. Master Dogen’s instructions are very simple. But our actual experience with our bodies is constantly changing.

Question: Sorry, one more thing. I’m confused about why his instructions are so simple, when one could write vast amounts about it and yet, you know, other areas, for instance morality, are sort of well documented in the canon and explored. But the actual practice of Zazen is, in no tradition really, explored. Is that because it’s fundamentally something we have to do ourselves?

Mike: But we can start now. So for hundreds of years Zazen has been... Zazen, as opposed to dhyāna, meditation, has been in China and Japan, and in Japan it’s been kept by the monks and so on, and they haven’t ever written more about it. But to investigate Zazen is good! And if during that investigation we can give more pointers, that’s good. I don’t know why Master Dogen didn’t write down. But in the thirteenth century I think the paradigm in which people lived was utterly different. And we forget that. We imagine that Master Dogen was like us and therefore he could have written more, but maybe that wasn’t what it was like. Or maybe people didn’t have so many tensions in their bodies.


Participant: No computers in those days!

Mike: No computers. I can’t imagine actually.

Participant: I wonder whether it’s because anything that you try to say about it becomes very leading and almost certainly misleading. Certainly, other traditions that have tried to teach it in greater detail end up by going off in a strange direction. For instance, that kind of enforced static posture and, you know, you must concentrate on the tanden and all of those kind of ideas which become misleading.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: So I wonder whether it’s actually, you know, with intent that he’s written as little as possible and it’s about a person doing the exploration.

Mike: Yes, could be. I’ll shut up!

Question: Could I just ask you one thing? Did he write about... Sort of physically, really, it’s kind of better if you change, alternate legs. Did he teach sort of one leg over the other, just one particular side or anything?

Mike: No he didn’t, no. Well, his description is one side. His written description describes putting the right leg on top of the left thigh. But he doesn’t mean only do that way.

Participant: No, I mean I can only, well I can’t sit very well anyway, I can only sit cross-legged one way, actually, although I do try every so often, because actually it’s...

Mike: Completely different.

Participant: Yes, I think it’s quite good really to alternate it if you possibly can, it’s better for the pelvis.

Mike: Yes. So maybe we can say something about Zazen but shouldn’t say too much about it. But certainly we shouldn’t be quiet about it.


Participant: It’s interesting, because for years I sat with one leg in one position and I avoided the other way because I thought it was going to be more difficult. And actually trying it it’s easier! It’s just amazed me this weekend that it’s much easier to sit the other way than I thought it would be. Because I tried it a few times and it was painful, but actually when your in a different situation and you try it again...

Mike: Yes, that’s right. Yes, our body changes, doesn’t it, and our attitude, our feeling changes. Anyway, let’s go on with the chapter. ... In the previous few paragraphs, which are quite difficult, Master Dogen is insisting that the important thing is not doing wrong. The concept of wrong is not the same as not doing wrong. Identifying wrong is not the same as not doing wrong. Denying wrong is not the same as not doing wrong. And so on. And then in the last paragraph that we read he seems to be saying that not doing wrong is some kind of natural state. And as illustrations of a natural state he talks about a pine tree in the spring, and chrysanthemums in the autumn, buddhas, pillars holding up the temple roof, lanterns in the temple grounds, the whisk or hossu which he would hold when giving a lecture, which is a wooden carved stem with white horse hair coming out, or a staff, a buddhist staff. All those he says are not doing wrong. And by that he means they are in a state and that state itself is not doing wrong. However, the word ‘state’ itself is probably the wrong word, because nothing’s static. So I’m at a loss to find another word instead of ‘state’. I’d like to invent a new word called ‘dyne’. ‘State’ comes from ‘static’ and ‘dyne’ comes from ‘dynamic’. So I think he’s talking about being in the dyne called not doing wrong.


Question: Couldn’t we say ‘thusness’?

Mike: ‘Thusness’? ‘In the thusness of not doing wrong.’

Question: How would you define a ‘dyne’?

Mike: A dyne is this moment. Activity in this moment. In order to visualise or talk about this moment we freeze it in our mind, but the moment itself is not frozen and static, it’s dynamic. So instead of calling it a ‘state’ we should call it a ‘dyne’.

Question: What about ‘flux’?

Mike: A flux. That’s nice.

Question: Or a plasma, they’re a similar thing aren’t they?

Question: How about a ‘dynamo’?

(Laughter.)

Mike: Yeah. But anyway, what he’s talking about, which I’ve used the word ‘state’ for, a pine tree in the spring, he means a momentary state which I’d like to say is a dyne. That’s my choice.


Studying practically in this way from both the subjective and the objective viewpoints is the Universe made real, and it is also Universal realisation. When we are already in the state of not doing wrong, no wrong can be done, and even regretting that we have done something that we should not have done is just energy that promotes our effort not to do wrong. But if anyone thinks that since the state of not doing wrong is like this, then we can deliberately do wrong, then they are walking north and expecting to arrive at the south coast.



So there’s a tendency for us to intellectualise about what he’s saying and say, ‘OK, so as long as I’m in this state I can’t do any wrong, so I can do what I like.’ So he’s saying, ‘No, if you think that just because there is a state in which we can’t do wrong you can do what you like without ever doing wrong, then think again.’ In the state of not doing wrong we don’t do wrong. If we do wrong we lose the state of not doing wrong. He’s not saying that there is no wrong. He’s not saying that we can’t do wrong. He’s saying that there is a state which is not doing wrong. So in the state of natural balance there is no wrong; but we can then create wrong and do wrong.



The relationship I want to express between wrong and not doing is not onesided. Although when a donkey looks into a well, the well also looks up at the donkey, the well is also looking at the well itself, and the donkey is looking at the donkey itself; the person is looking at the person themselves, the mountains are looking at the mountains themselves. It is because Buddhism teaches this principle of full manifestation in the present that wrong is just a matter of not doing.



So, unfortunately, when we use language we create relationships between the words and concepts that we create. But he wants to describe that relationship as a oneness. And the way he does it is with this little example of a donkey looking into a well. He uses that because it comes from one of the Chinese koan stories. I think the story itself is quoted in the book, in which a student expresses his knowledge to his Master by saying, ‘The donkey looks at the well,’ and the Master says, ‘You only told me half the story, the well is also looking at the donkey.’ And that suggests that everything has two sides. So although we often look from the subjective point of view, me as opposed to the other, Master Dogen wants to insist that there’s also the opposite point of view, the other is looking at me. So, ‘I do something’ can also be expressed as, ‘Something is done by me,’ or ‘Something is doing me.’ And we can say, ‘Zazen is practicing me,’ for example. And sometimes we can catch the truth in that expression. Zazen does me. Walking does me. So he’s taking that further and saying, ‘The donkey looks at the well is also the well looking at the donkey, but it’s also a person looking at a person and mountains looking at mountains.’ And Shunryu Suzuki, in his books, in his teaching, often expressed this co-relationship or oneness between things that we normally separate with the phrase, ‘things-as-it-is’, that’s right. Intentionally having the plural and the singular in the same sentence. Grammatically incorrect, but Buddhistically perfect. Things-as-it-is. So this is the “principle of full manifestation in the present”.



Real form in the Buddha’s world is just like space; each thing causes it to manifest its form differently, like many different surfaces of water reflecting the image of the moon. Not doing wrong is a thing manifesting itself in the present, and so it is made real with each actual form.



So ‘not doing wrong’ is a concept in our minds, but what manifests itself in the present takes the form of its surroundings. Or in other words, an actual not doing wrong is not fixed, it doesn’t necessarily agree with our concept of ‘not doing wrong’, it takes the form of the circumstances of the space it’s in.


Just like space, it manifests its form in each separate present. It is like the images of the moon reflected in many surfaces of water, and at the same time, the many surfaces being made real by the images of the moon they reflect. We should not doubt that this state of not doing wrong is made real at every moment.



So in this paragraph he’s talking about the difference between our conceptualisation of what he’s talking about and the form in which it manifests itself. So he’s saying that not doing wrong manifests itself according to reality at that time.

Question: So is he saying as though there’s no absolute right-and-wrong, it depends on circumstances?

Mike: Yes and no. There’s no absolute right-and-wrong that fits our concept of right-and-wrong. But he’s saying there is an absolute right-and-wrong; they are the actions in the present themselves.

Question: They manifest it?

Mike: Yes. So that’s absolute; but the manifestation is not fixed.


Participant: Sorry, I don’t understand the paragraph at the top at all: “When we are already in the state” down to “south coast”. I don’t understand a single word in that.

Mike: “When we’re in the state of not doing wrong, no wrong can be done.” No?

Participant: That’s fine. Then he proceeds to pull the carpet away.

Mike: “And if we regret that we’ve done something wrong, that energy just promotes our effort not to do wrong.”

Question: And what does that mean?

Mike: It means if you regret and you think you’ve done something wrong and you feel sorry about it, and worry about it, that feeling sorry and worrying just helps you not to do wrong.

Question: So it’s positive? He’s not saying we shouldn’t worry about [inaudible]?

Mike: No. ... The two halves of the sentence don’t seem to match, do they? Alright. This is only my first draft, so we can change it and improve it, which is one thing that John and I are hoping to do as a result of these talks.

Question: Is he saying that although you can regret having done something wrong, and that promotes your effort not to do wrong, your effort not to do wrong is just to be present in the present moment? So although you can worry about having done wrong, not to do wrong just now is just to be present just now?

Mike: Yes, that’s true. But the way I’ve written it the two halves of the sentence don’t flow into one another, so I can change it in some way.

Participant: I’m not trying to find grammatical incorrectness or something, I just don’t understand what the whole paragraph means.

Mike: Yes, but that’s the function of grammar as much as other things, isn’t it? So if we...


Participant: I don’t understand the last sentence either: “But if anyone thinks that since the state of not doing wrong is like this, ...”

Mike: So, if you get the idea that there is some kind of state which is not doing wrong and therefore in that state you can’t do any wrong, as an idea it’s very attractive. So then you start to think, ‘Well, I can do anything then!’ I’ve heard people say that, ‘Well, Buddhism says you can do anything then!’ But it doesn’t. So if you think that you can do wrong within the idea that there’s a state called not doing wrong, then you’re mistaken. Or, for instance, if you think, ‘Oh, I just practiced Zazen all weekend, and I’m back in Bristol, and I want to do this and I know it’s wrong so I’ll do it because I know all about not doing wrong,’ then you’re mistaken.

Question: Because ‘not doing wrong’ has become an idea? A concept?

Mike: Yes. So the transferring from the state of not doing wrong to having a memory of the state of not doing wrong is very quick. In the state of not doing wrong we don’t think about right or wrong, we’re just acting naturally.

Question: So it’s much easier just not to do wrong?

Mike: We’re not doing wrong! So, for instance, we all practice Zazen then we all eat and we go into the kitchen and in the kitchen there’s hundreds and thousands of people coming in and out with the breakfast stuff to be washed up, and there’s Mike trying to arrange everything, but we quite smoothly move around each other. And we don’t think about it. We don’t think about, ‘Oh, should I go there or should I do this?’ So our movements flow quite naturally.

Question: So that’s not doing wrong?

Mike: That’s not doing wrong.


Question: So if you say not to do wrong is to be present in this moment, is that like it would be wrong to think ... yeah as you say, there’s an idea that, ‘Well, if you can’t do any wrong, it doesn’t matter what I do.’ But the reality of it is, in order not to do wrong, be present at the present moment and you won’t do any wrong? And if you’re present in the present moment, there’s nothing wrong?

Mike: Yes. That’s right. But we then immediately transfer that into an idea. And then once transferring it to an idea we want to do it. So we think, ‘Right, I’m going to be present and I can’t do anything wrong! So, as long as I make myself present I can do anything I want!’ But that’s not what he’s saying.

Participant: So to lose, or to not be fully present in the present moment, that’s when you’re doing wrong and that’s when...

Mike: Well, that’s an extrapolation from what he’s saying.

Question: And that’s why things can seem as if they’re wrong, because you’re not fully present in the present moment?

Mike: If you’re fully engaged in doing something you don’t have any time to think whether it’s right or wrong.

Question: The bit about “energy that promotes our effort not to do wrong”. It suddenly reminded me about what you were saying about your joint - that if you haven’t been fully present you’re not aware of being kind of out of alignment in some way, but as soon as you become aware, that awareness can lead you to doing something that will then be aligned again, but you’ve got to be aware of it. Is there any point about being aware, and getting that awareness really that leads you out of it again?

Mike: We could say so, yes. Our problem is that we have an idea of what wrong is. Even though we’re discussing about not doing wrong, we all have an almost immovable idea of wrong. We all think that there is something called wrong and that Master Dogen’s talking about not doing it. But that’s not what he’s saying. But we can’t shift that idea, we’ve been brought up with a very, very fixed, deep belief that there is something called wrong. So if somebody says something else, we can’t get rid of that. So not doing wrong, for us, is not doing something. And that something is what we believe is wrong. But he’s not saying not doing something. Very difficult, isn’t it?


Question: He’s not saying not doing something, he’s just not doing it?

Mike: He’s saying the truth of the matter is in not doing wrong. If we want to talk about right-and-wrong we should realise that the only important thing is not doing it. And his explanation of not doing it is to be balanced, to be in the state of not doing wrong. But the state of not doing wrong doesn’t mean there is something he’s not doing which is called wrong. But that’s something we find difficult to think about.

Question: So not doing wrong has nothing to do with right-and-wrong?

Mike: You can say so, yes, on one level, yes.

Participant: Because when you’re doing it you’re not...

Mike: You’re not interested!

Participant: ... interested in the difference between right and wrong.

Mike: Yes.

Question: Mike, is not doing wrong the same thing as right action?

Mike: We can say so, yes.

Question: Because right action... I don’t understand grammar, but... it’s not ‘right’ as in ‘right-and-wrong’, it’s a different slant on the word ‘right’, isn’t it?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Whereas when I hear, as you say, the word ‘wrong’, automatically I’ve got this sort of programmed thing that I’m told it’s something negative or sinful or harmful in some way.

Mike: Yes, which we’re not doing.

Participant: Yes.

Mike: Yes, that’s right, that’s what we find difficult to get around. We’ve been trained to believe that something called wrong exists.

Participant: Well I can understand ‘right action’, that has something I can latch on to that doesn’t feel negative.

Mike: Right. So as usual, Master Dogen moves slowly towards deconstructing and merging all the concepts into one.


Question: Using Zazen as a microcosm, as it is, then finding tension and so on, accepting the tension, allowing it, releasing it, noticing it essentially dissipates it. So in our daily lives, accepting, allowing causes and conditions frees us from them so that this is the action of not doing. And because we are not doing the wrong things of seizing these things and making something of them, then right happens. Is that...?

Mike: No, I don’t think so. That’s an explanation, yes. But the problem is in order to explain we create a process, we create a series of events - so you know, we’re doing wrong, we recognise it, and then the tension disappears, so... Actually recognising tension and the tension disappearing are the same thing, momentarily. So we create process, and then we believe in process. And Master Dogen is talking about something which is more fundamental. That’s the best I can do, it doesn’t answer what you said.

Participant: Ah no, it does, it does. I was trying to explain not doing.

Mike: So for instance there are people around who say if we stop doing, if we inhibit ourselves, then the right thing does itself.

Participant: The Alexander technique.

Mike: Yes. So, if we stop doing ourselves then we allow ourselves. And that’s a valid explanation, but it’s not what Master Dogen’s talking about. He’s not talking about recognising something we shouldn’t do, stopping doing it, and then allowing something else to happen. I don’t deny that Alexander’s explanation is a valid explanation, but that’s not what he’s talking about. When he says ‘not doing wrong’ he’s not talking about inhibiting the doing of something which is wrong.


Participant: No, but by not doing you take an agent out, so there’s...

Mike: What is not doing?

Participant: It’s quite literally not doing.

Mike: What is it that we don’t do?

Participant: We don’t put ourselves in the way of our existence, we don’t get in the way of ourselves by, for instance, reacting to circumstances in a negative way. Because the balanced state doesn’t manufacture that, which would be an obstruction.

Mike: Yes. Yes, you can describe the balanced state like that. But I wondered if you were referring to that, for instance Alexander’s explanation of how we can correct our habitual rushing through life is by inhibiting ourselves and then allowing ourselves. So for instance the phone rings and instead of jumping out of the chair you wait and then you stand up slowly. And that’s very valid but it’s not what Master Dogen’s saying. He’s not saying, ‘Inhibit yourself from doing what is wrong.’ He’s saying that there is a state which is not doing wrong. Not as a state which is not doing, so we should stop doing something. But there is state in which no wrong can be done. And it’s subtly different really. Can you see the difference?

Participant: Yes.

Mike: It doesn’t invalidate things like Alexander’s explanation.

Question: So is it a state of action and inaction at the same time?

Mike: Eh... yes.

Participant: Right, that answers the question!

(Laughter.)


Participant: Inhibition is action though, isn’t it? If I notice my leg’s trembling, or I notice my leg’s about to tremble and I inhibit that, I’m doing something aren’t I? It’s just rather, it’s more subtle.

Mike: Yes. So it’s the quality of what we’re doing. So if we do it because we’re trying to stop ourselves doing something else, or if we just do it, is different.

Participant: Whereas Mike’s idea is that there’s, that we’ve got like a common belief that somewhere inside there’s a whole zoo of your wrongness that, you know, is about to come out any moment, so we’re just, you know, pinching ourselves so it doesn’t actually pop out.

(Laughter.)

Mike: Yes. You can see in Mike’s dialogues that some of you’ve been reading from time to time, Mike Cross – two years ago he had a very strong belief in Alexander’s idea that we should inhibit ourselves and allow right to do itself. And that was all he talked about, and you would write him an email and he would not reply for three days and you knew Mike was inhibiting himself, and then he’d reply.

Participant: Yes, he’s just realised something else.

Mike: Yes, that’s right. He’s realised that there’s no wrong to be done!

Participant: That’s right. It’s quite funny really, because it’s almost as if he sailed past the port and he’s sort of gone off quite a big long route and he’s come back to the same place. But actually I think quite a lot of people never missed that port.

Mike: (Laughs.) Right. Hmm... So, coming back to the text. The bottom of page three:


Doing right.



Right, we’re on to the next phase now.


Doing right. Rightness is one of the three conceptual properties: wrong, right, and neither-right-nor-wrong. The concept of rightness covers many concrete right actions, but this does not mean that the right action already exists somewhere waiting for someone to come and do it.



“Doing right” is the second line in the poem which opens the chapter, if you remember. Rightness is a concept. “The concept of right action covers many different concrete examples.” In other words, we do have a concept of right action and we can use it to describe many different concrete examples. But the fact that there’s a concept of right action doesn’t mean that right action exists somewhere waiting and all we have to do is find it and do it. Now that sounds almost amusing to think that we think like that, but we do think like that. We do think that right is waiting for us to come and do it, and we do think that wrong is waiting for us so we should avoid doing it. That’s the way we’ve been brought up to think. So he’s pointing out that that’s not true. Andrew’s just going to ring the bell!

(Bell rings.)

Thank you very much.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the fourth talk on Dogen’s chapter Shoaku Makusa, ‘not doing wrong’, Mike reads Dogen on ‘doing right’ and says that, for Dogen, our concepts and examples of right are not real, that there’s nothing called ‘right’ that’s waiting to be done, and that there is something called right action. Mike says that, in this passage, Dogen describes concrete right action as momentary action and that action in the moment doesn’t have a doer; in the moment of acting there is no self, no person doing the acting and no world being acted upon, but a wholeness in the present moment.

Mike says that Dogen describes all the forms of rightness that we can think of as pulled into the place where right is being done as if by a magnet, and, asked whether they had magnets in the thirteenth century, he says that he thinks Dogen did not actually say ‘magnet’ but ‘vairambhaka wind’, though it could be a kind of magnet, and that people in those days did have magnets, just without knowing it. Mike says that buddhas of all ages teach the truth in the form in which it manifests itself in their time, but that the truth they teach is momentary, beyond time and beyond intellectual recognition. Mike says that the ‘right’ of a person who pursues the truth through intellectual study and belief might be an abstract ‘right’, while the ‘right’ of a person who pursues it through action is more concrete, and as an example he imagines watching soldiers fighting on television in some foreign place, like Iraq: we might judge their actions as right or wrong, but the actual soldier’s judgment about his action in that moment is completely different, and judging the world through the powers of our mind causes a conflict. Mike explains that the sravaka, the intellectual buddhist, thinks it essential that the precepts must never be broken, whereas a bodhisattva has a more realistic opinion, that in a certain situation we have to act according to the situation and that if we break the precepts we shouldn’t worry, and he adds that Dogen says in another chapter that it is better to act right and break the precepts than to keep them. Mike says that Dogen denies here that right action comes out of the circumstances we are in or has a cause, though not completely; the difficult thing about Dogen’s writings, Mike says, is that he will deny something in one place and affirm it somewhere else, depending on the view he is taking. Mike says that by ‘the unclouded perception of Buddhists is like looking at the sun or the moon’ Dogen means a very simple state, in which we might step outside tonight, if the sky is clear, and look up at the moon, a whole state, whereas intellectual views separate into me and the world. Mike says that we have a concept of right but that when we actually do right we make right real, and that our concept of right and actual right are not separate; he adds that, according to Dogen, rightness does not arise in the moment for the first time and does not stay in the doer, and that we can do right but cannot become good and stay good.

Asked what Dogen’s statement that thinking based on unclouded perception is not the same as other kinds of thinking means, Mike says that he hasn’t a clue, and then that Dogen means that when we are in the balanced state we have a clear view; he adds that science tells us the brain is always working and that we could say there is some kind of thinking, but not the usual kind. Asked whether Dogen’s word is as narrow as ‘thinking’, Mike says that he does not have the original Japanese and that the area has not been clarified – ‘mind’ in Chinese and Japanese is shin, which means ‘heart-mind’, and ‘thinking’ in Japanese means ‘thinking-feeling’ – and to the suggestion that there can be thoughts without a thinker he answers that we can never be sure; when we look for thinking we are always thinking, and if we stop thinking there is no one to look for it. Asked whether we can act without thinking, Mike answers ‘Oh yes’ and says that nobody yet knows what is meant by ‘thinking’, and to the remark that an organism couldn’t act without some kind of instructions from the brain he answers that this seems to be correct and that we could suppose that Dogen, in the thirteenth century, was guessing that something is always going on between the brain and the nerves, though he had no basis for that. Mike says that ‘causes and circumstances’ was a kind of standard buddhist phrase in Chinese Buddhism for the things around that have an effect on what is happening, that Dogen is saying that they are unrelated to action, and that when we are not acting we can create a virtual world and think that we are living in it, but when we act we make the world real. Asked whether what Dogen says is more sophisticated than a simple notion of karma, Mike answers that it is beyond a notion of karma, that Dogen says that karma is absolute – we can never escape the results of our actions – and also that in the real moment in which we act karma does not have any bearing, that Dogen believes both, and that the contradiction exists in our minds, not in reality. Asked whether Dogen is saying that the end doesn’t justify the means, Mike answers ‘No’ and says that Dogen is saying that if something starts right, it ends right, and that Dogen would not say to take wrong steps to achieve a good end but would say ‘act right now’; Mike cannot ask him, but he is sure that Dogen would refute ‘the means justifies the end’. Mike says that by ‘right action’ Dogen does not mean doing something which is ‘right’; if we think so, we are back in our trap; but when we do one real right action from all the ideas we might hold about what right action is, everything is made real, and in Dogen’s teaching to act is to make the world and ourselves real. When participants remark that ‘the balanced state’ sounds like a concrete state and that it is rather ‘a dyne’, Mike replies ‘a balanced dyne’ and says that we always think that everything is something that exists that we have got to get into, that we imagine something which is not and then try to get there, and that we imagine a balanced state that we should try to get into, forgetting that we have just been sitting in it. Mike says that we have to convince ourselves about the very simple things, such as that this is the only life we have and that there is something very simple that we all do all the time called acting, and he thinks that sport teaches people the simple nature of action; asked why we don’t just come and sit, he says that there is some kind of basic need to convince ourselves, to discuss and to make clear, until we can believe it, or not.






Complete English transcript


This morning we got to the bottom of page 3, right hand column:


Doing right.



Master Dogen’s moved on to the second line in the poem, “Doing right”.


Rightness is one of the three conceptual properties: wrong, right, and neither-right-nor-wrong. The concept of rightness covers many concrete right actions, but this does not mean that the right action already exists somewhere waiting for someone to come and do it. However, the very moment when someone does right contains all the many concepts of rightness. All the many forms of rightness that we can think of are pulled into the place where right is being done as if by a magnet. Nothing on Earth can stop this merging of the many forms of rightness and right action itself.



So he wants to say that our concepts of right, our examples of right, are all examples, they’re not real. But when something right actually occurs our descriptions of right all merge in with that right action - “as if pulled in by a magnet,” he says.

Question: Did they have magnets in the thirteenth century?

Mike: No, he didn’t actually say “magnet”. I think he said “vairambhaka wind”. But it could be a kind of magnet. They did have magnets in those days, yes, just they didn’t know. There were magnetic materials around. They hadn’t named it so they didn’t know it.



On the other hand, as with wrong, what we recognise as right varies between different societies and cultures. Just as buddhas of the past, present and future teach the truth in the form that they see it, what we see as right we call right. But although they teach the truth of their own times in the world as they see it, since their existence too is momentary, they all teach the truth that is beyond intellectual discrimination.



So he wants to say that, in terms of his examples, buddhas – all buddhas of all ages – teach the truth in the form that it manifests itself in their time; but that the truth that they teach is momentary, and so it’s beyond time. And beyond intellectual recognition.


So even though there is only one kind of right, the “right” of a person who pursues the truth through intellectual study and belief, and the “right” of a person who pursues the truth through action are very different.



“The ‘right’ of a person who pursues the truth through intellectual study and belief” might be an abstract ‘right’. They might say, “This kind of thing is right.” But “the ‘right’ of a person who pursues the truth through action” is more concrete. So in a concrete situation, what we see as right is different to what we think of as right. So a good example might be if we sit and watch the television and we see films of soldiers fighting in some foreign place, like Iraq, and we might judge their actions as being right or wrong, but to the actual soldier on the battlefield his judgment about his action in that moment is completely different. He’s not saying that one is right and the other’s wrong, he’s just saying that they’re different. So, to judge the world through the powers of our mind produces a different kind of right to the right action in a concrete place. It causes a conflict.



For example, the way that intellectual buddhists observe the precepts breaks the precepts as they are observed by buddhists who pursue the truth in their everyday lives.



“Intellectual buddhists” in the original is sravaka. And sravaka is a name for people who study Buddhism through scriptures and intellectual study. And “buddhists who pursue the truth in their everyday lives” is a bodhisattva. So bodhisattvas pursue the truth in the world as they experience it, not through the scriptures. So he says that the observance of the precepts by the two groups is different. So, for example, if we read the precepts and it says, “Don’t do this, don’t do that,” then to the sravaka, or intellectual buddhist, it’s essential that you must never do it. But a bodhisattva has a more realistic opinion – although something may be against the precepts, in a certain situation we have to act according to the situation. And in that situation, if we break the precepts, then we shouldn’t worry. So Master Dogen says, not in this chapter but in another chapter, that it’s better to act right and break the precepts than to keep the precepts.



Concrete right actions do not arise out of causes and circumstances, neither are they made to vanish by causes and circumstances.



He used exactly the same phrase about “not doing wrong”. And in this sentence he is denying that right action comes out of the circumstances that we’re in, or has a cause. He doesn’t deny it completely, and this is, as some of you know, the difficult thing about Master Dogen’s writings - he’ll deny something somewhere and then affirm it somewhere else, depending on the view he’s taking. But in this particular place he wants to describe concrete right action as momentary action. And in momentary action there is no room, or there is no relevance for a cause or the circumstances. Just action at the moment of the present.


Concrete right actions are real events, but not all real events are concrete right action.



So he wants to make the point that lots of things happen, but they’re not all concrete right action.


One similarity between causes and circumstances arising and vanishing and concrete right actions is that if they start right, they end right.



In his description, concrete right action has a right beginning and a right end.



Concrete right action is what is meant by doing right. But it is not done by the self, and cannot be recognised by the self; neither is it done by or recognised by the world.



That’s a strange sentence! He wants to take the subject out of doing right. Although we can talk about “doing right,” he wants to say that there’s nobody doing the doing. And that’s one characteristic of his description of the present moment: action in the moment doesn’t have a doer. It’s also a big theme in Nagarjuna’s writing too. So, to separate what happens, to separate an event into an action and an actor, is to split reality into two parts. But in the moment of acting, he wants to say that there is no self, there’s no person who’s doing the acting, and there’s no world being acted upon. Or in other words, there’s a wholeness in the present moment.


In intellectual views that are based on self and the world being separate, perception is also based on separation of self and the world. But the unclouded perception of Buddhists is like looking at the sun or the moon; that is doing right.



By “the unclouded perception of Buddhists is like looking at the sun or the moon,” he means a very simple state where we might step outside the door tonight, if the sky’s clear, and look up at the moon. A whole state. But intellectual views separate into me and the world. But “the unclouded perception of Buddhists,” according to Master Dogen, is not separate, and that kind of perception is doing right.



At the moment when right is done, we make rightness real.



We have a concept of right, but when we actually do right then we make right real, we give real meaning to the word. So our concept of right and actual right are not separate.


But this real rightness does not arise in that moment for the first time, neither does it stay there in the doer. So we cannot call it our original conduct.



He wants to completely eliminate the possibility that there is something called ‘right’ that comes into an action or that exists permanently. Spiritual religions and spiritual societies usually think that there’s something called ‘good’ or ‘right’. Or maybe they personify it and call it ‘God’, who they believe exists. And that good existence exists and puts goodness into things and people and events. But Master Dogen says that “rightness does not arise in the moment for the first time, neither does it stay there in the doer.” So we can do right, but we can’t keep right. We can’t retain it in ourselves. We can’t become good and stay good.

Participant: Unless we’re the moon.

Mike: Can the moon stay good?

Participant: Or chrysanthemums in autumn.

Mike: Yes, I suppose so. But you’d have to keep asking them to make sure they were still good. No, in the momentary view of the universe, nothing is permanent but at the same time nothing is created. Again, these themes are also present in Nagarjuna’s writing.



Right action is doing right, but we should not understand it intellectually. Doing right in the present is unclouded perception, but we should not understand it intellectually. Our unclouded perception does not appear so that we can think about it intellectually. Thinking based on unclouded perception is not the same as other kinds of thinking.



Question: What does that mean, Michael?

Mike: I haven’t a clue!

(Laughter.)

Don’t ask me, I don’t know! I can’t understand it at all!

Question: Does it mean thinking after unclouded perception? What does it mean “thinking based on unclouded perception”?

Mike: Well, he means that when we’re in the balanced state we have clear view. That means that simple, clear, acceptance of everything. But in that state we can’t say our brain is not working, because science tells us the brain is always working. For instance, just to maintain the basic tension in our muscles, and so on. So we could say there is some kind of thinking, but it’s not the usual kind of thinking.

Question: So is he saying that thinking is going on in the moment of unclouded perception?

Mike: Is he?

Participant: I don’t know. He says “based on”.

Mike: No, the thinking that goes on when we’re in the balanced state is not the same as ordinary thinking... We’d better think about it! But should we think about it with ordinary thinking or with a different kind of thinking? That’s the thought.

Participant: One tends not to think of... If one thinks about being in an unclouded state...

Mike: The clouds come in!

Participant: Half a pint of red bull and vodka tends to make things a bit cloudy!

(Laughter.)


Question: Is the word that Master Dogen uses as narrow as ‘thinking’? Does he just mean mental activity?

Mike: I don’t have the original Japanese, but in the book it’s “thinking”, so in the original I’m sure it was “thinking”. But what is thinking? We’re not quite sure yet, are we?

Participant: I suppose the way that we use it, it’s like it’s a cognitive activity. So we wouldn’t think of, for instance, dreaming as being thinking, or some kind of trauma or something as being thinking. But all of these things would occur in our consciousness, so they could be [inaudible] mental activity. So that was really why I asked.

Mike: Yes. It’s a problem that hasn’t been solved yet. Because, for instance, in Chinese and Japanese ‘mind’ is shin. But shin doesn’t mean ‘mind’, it means ‘heart-mind’. So in Japanese, ‘thinking’ doesn’t mean ‘cognitive thinking’, it means ‘thinking-feeling’.

Participant: There’s a book called “Thought Without A Thinker”, which I think is a good title for a book. I didn’t really understand it, to be honest, but I think that’s the problem. I think you can have thoughts but because there’s the state of the wholeness of our existence, when you don’t have this split of subject and object perhaps you can have thoughts without there being a thinker.

Mike: But we can never be sure, because as soon as we think about it we’re thinking. So there have been people who say that there’s always thinking in Zazen. And with one such person, who was very insistent about it, I wrote to him and said if you look for thinking in Zazen you will always find it. So when we look for thinking we are always thinking. And if we stop thinking there’s no-one to look for it. So we can’t see ourselves when we’re not thinking.


Question: Can we act without thinking?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Can we? You see, I mean, direct perception...

Mike: Well, the problem’s not clear, because nobody knows what they mean by ‘thinking’. There’s some kind of mass of processes that go on in consciousness; but which of those produce which results, people don’t know yet, do they?

Participant: No, but I was just, I mean I was just thinking...

(Laughter.)

Participant: ... You know, here he’s obviously referring to a different kind of thinking, whatever that might be. But I would have thought an organism couldn’t act without some kind of instructions from the brain.

Mike: That seems to be correct, doesn’t it? It would be difficult for us to believe otherwise. So we could suppose that when he says “different kind of thinking,” in the thirteenth century, he was guessing that although we may not be making cognitive calculations there’s something always going on between the brain and the nerves and so on. But he had no basis for that. We have a lot of basis to say that now, don’t we? It’s almost impossible to believe that our brain can actually stop and then we can still move.


Question: Is it not like intuitive thinking? Just sort of doing something intuitively, that you’re not sort of thinking over all the things, you’re just going and doing it because something...

Mike: Is that thinking?

Participant: I don’t know, I’m asking.

Mike: Yes, I thought it [inaudible]... The area has not been clarified. And even between different cultures, the words we use in different cultures suggest different borders between what’s thinking, what’s feeling, what’s intuitive, what’s rational, and so on. There’s this whole area which is not clear to any of the investigators yet. Though it may become clear.


Question: Do animals think?

Mike: I suppose they can think, I suppose so.

Participant: Because I was thinking, we discussed in “Bussho” whether a dog has buddha nature or not. So if you took the basis that animals don’t think, they just act instinctively, but we do think, that’s what separates us from animals. That’s arguable, I know – but in trying to get into the balanced state, where we act without thinking, we’re trying to get rid of the thinking aspects that makes us human beings. But it’s a bit of a paradox, in a way, that we can talk about Buddhism and try and get to become natural in our actions, but then we have to think to go through the process of understanding what action is.

Mike: Yes, but if we think rationally and logically while we’re acting, I don’t think things work so easily.

Participant: No it doesn’t work.

Mike: I think we can generally accept that. However, if Buddhism were to say that human beings should stop thinking, it’s ridiculous isn’t it.

Participant: It says in the book, “Consideration by vigorous eyes is never the same as consideration by other things.”

Mike: “Consideration”?

Participant: Yes. I mean, it doesn’t change what’s been said, just for the record.

Mike: Right, yeah. “Vigorous eyes” is a metaphor for somebody who can see clearly, and therefore a metaphor for somebody in the Buddhist state.

Question: There’s sometimes a contradiction between eyes and ears, so one means kind of intellectual, the other means intuitive. But I can’t remember which is which. I wonder if eyes is intuitive and ears is...?

Mike: Is it?

Participant: He seems to use that.

Mike: Hmm. I don’t remember any places like that... He sometimes says we should see with our ears and hear with our eyes. And that suggests the fact that although we think that vision and hearing are separate faculties, actually they may not be.



It is not a matter of whether concrete right action exists or does not exist, or whether it originates from the physical or mental side; it is just doing right. Right action is – in all places and at all times without exception – real. Doing right is always a concrete action. Action makes things real, and the arising and vanishing of causes and circumstances are unrelated to it.



The reason the phrase “causes and circumstances” comes up so much is because it was a kind of standard buddhist phrase in Chinese Buddhism, to include things around that have an effect on what’s happening. So he’s saying that the things around that have an effect on what’s happening are unrelated to action. And that “doing right is always concrete action.” And in acting we make things real. When we’re not acting we can create a virtual world. And we can think that we’re living in that virtual world. But when we act we make the world real.

Participant: “Causes and circumstances” is a confluence of two views, as well, of reality – one cause-and-effect, and another instantaneous. And action is free of both, but actually reciprocally creates and is created by the instant in which it’s enacted.

Mike: OK! Yes.

Question: I thought... It might be slightly off the subject but “causes and circumstances” or “causes and conditions” is often related to karma as well, isn’t it?

Mike: That’s right, that’s where it comes from.


Question: A simple notion of karma – I don’t know, this is very simple and probably wrong...

Mike: Wrong? Or right?

(Laughter.)

Question: ... is that there is a sort of rightness in the karma, as it were, but the karma has to be activated. Anyway, I don’t know, I just suddenly thought that’s somehow related to that. What he’s saying seems to be more sophisticated than a simple notion of karma, is that right?

Mike: It’s beyond a notion of karma. He actually doesn’t talk in terms of lots of schools talk about, which are very heavy on karma, which is cause-and-effect. He says that we can never escape cause-and-effect. So we can never escape the results of our actions. Never, under any circumstances, can we ever escape the results of our actions. So you could say, ‘karma is absolute’. But at the same time he says when we act in the moment of the present, all that is real is this moment, and in this moment there is no past action or future result, so karma is inappropriate. So in the real moment in which we act karma does not have any bearing. But that’s not to deny karma. So he has two contradictory views. One is that karma is absolute, and the other one is that karma doesn’t have an effect. And he believes both of them.


Participant: Well it makes a lot of sense to me, you know. I mean, karma in a simple sense of it being enacted, you know, is almost the Christian view of right and wrong, if you take it too simply.

Mike: Master Dogen’s karma is identical with cause-and-effect that is the basis of scientific belief. So if something happens, that’s a cause and there’s an effect. Everything that happens has an effect, and that effect becomes a cause and that cause has an effect. And that’s the way the world moves on. But in his belief, to say ‘the world moves on’ is a linear view of time, which is one view of reality. But our actual experience of reality is not like our view of reality. Our actual experience of reality is always here, always in the present. So there is a contradiction at the basis of the whole caboodle. And that contradiction is reflected in what he writes. But the contradiction exists in our minds, not in reality. So just because we can be free of karma in the moment, and yet karma is absolute, doesn’t mean that the stones, rocks and houses are jumping up and down saying, ‘Wait a minute, this doesn’t make sense!’ It’s only us, in our minds. The contradiction is only in here (points to head). Reality doesn’t contain any contradiction; but there is a contradiction, and it’s in his writings because it’s in the way that we have views that we use to conceive of reality.

Participant: It gets more complex by the minute doesn’t it!

(Laughter.)


Question: The earlier sentence, “One similarity between causes and circumstances arising and vanishing and concrete right actions is that if they start right, they end right.” Is he saying that the end doesn’t justify the means?

Mike: No, he’s saying if something starts right, it ends right.

Question: So the means to the end, the means has to be right or the end won’t be right?

Mike: Um...

Question: Is he saying if you start to do an action and you’re in the balanced state, then the finish of the action will actually be right, right action?

Question: Is it not instantaneous?

Mike: Well, it’s not instantaneous in our mind.

Participant: [inaudible] because the whole point of the phrase ‘the means justifies the end’ means we...

Mike: I don’t know whether he knew that phrase.

Participant: Well I don’t know, but a common argument is that if the end is conceived to be good then you might have to take wrong steps to achieve a good end. But he’s saying that...

Mike: No, he wouldn’t say to take wrong steps to achieve a good end. He would say act right now. So the end doesn’t matter, act right now. So, I can’t ask him but I’m sure he would refute ‘the means justifies the end’.

Participant: Also the phrase ‘the means justifies the end’ comes out of a codified system of morality. You’ve got to know the difference between right and wrong, you must have some set of sort of preceptual ideas, in order to talk in those terms.

Mike: Yes. It’s a minefield, isn’t it!

(Laughter.)

[inaudible comments]



Action is like this through-and-through. When we do one real right action from among the many conceived “right actions,” this real state makes everything real.



We shouldn’t think that when Master Dogen says “right action” he means doing something which is ‘right’. Because if we do we’re back in our trap. He says that there’s nothing called ‘right’ that can be done. There’s nothing called ‘right’ that’s waiting to be done. But there is something called right action. And when we do one real right action from all the ideas that we might hold about what right action is, then everything is made real. In Master Dogen’s teaching, to act is to make the world and ourselves real. Or to stop thinking and to enter reality.


Question: Mike, could we say the balanced state, in doing itself, wouldn’t interrupt, distract or obstruct itself?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Therefore, right is done?

Mike: Yes. You can say exactly that. Go with the flow.

Participant: When you talk about the balanced state it sounds very concrete. You know, it sounds like a state, and I’m kind of used to understanding the balanced state through kind of what isn’t rather than through what is. You know, some philosophies will say, you know, it’s not this and it’s not this and it’s not this. But talking about ‘the’ balanced state makes it sound like, you know, it’s a kind of something that, I don’t know...

Mike: Something that exists, that we have to find and do it, and get into it.

Participant: But that’s not what he means, obviously.

Mike: No, no.

Participant: It’s not a state, it’s a dyne!

(Laughter.)

Mike: Yes, a balanced dyne. We always think that everything is something that exists that we’ve got to get into. We think that Buddha is something that exists that we’ve got to become. We think that the image we have of ourselves a little bit better than we are now is something that exists somewhere, that we have to get hold of it and become it. So this is the way human beings imagine the world. We imagine something which is not and then try to get there. So we imagine there’s a balanced state and we should try and get into it, forgetting that we’ve just been sitting in it - forgetting that all of Master Dogen’s writings say is, ‘Practice Zazen. Practice Zazen. Practice Zazen. Practice Zazen. If you practice Zazen you’re a buddha. If you practice Zazen you’re a buddha. Practice Zazen, you’re in the balanced state.’ All that goes out the window and we think, ‘Balanced state? Ah, I wish I could get it!’ You know, ‘My Zazen is, you know, it’s not quite good enough. I just want to tweak it.’

Participant: Make it more balanced.

Mike: Make it more balanced, yes.

Participant: Extra-balanced!

(Laughter.)


Mike: So that’s what he means by good existing somewhere and wanting to do it. We call it wanting to become better. And a desire to become better is very, very deeply ingrained in our psyches, I think. But Master Dogen wants to reverse that. He wants us to take off the things that pull us out of reality.

Question: That’s right, it’s just that... ‘To take off’ you say, but when you use the term ‘balanced state’ it sounds like ‘putting something on’. But actually it’s more about dropping things off?

Mike: Yes. So if I open my mouth, I make a mistake. So should we say anything or should we keep quiet?

Participant: I don’t know.

Mike: Nor do I (laughs). This is what it’s like to be a human being.

Question: Are we discussing all this because we’re human beings, rather than just sitting? I mean, is that not the whole thing, that now we’re thinking and...

Mike: Yes. We have to convince ourselves about the very simplest things. Because we’re so sophisticated we can readily believe very sophisticated ideas very, very quickly. But we have to convince ourselves about the very simple things.

Question: Do we?

Mike: Yes. We do. Like, for instance, ‘Oh, my life is OK. This is my life. This is it. This is the only one I’ve got and so I’d better get on with it.’ But we have to keep saying that to ourselves to convince ourselves. Otherwise we’re off on a track thinking, ‘I’ve got to change, I’m no good,’ and all this kind of thing. Born in original sin. Or, for instance, talking about action. We have to study and read and discuss, on and on and on about action before we realise that there is something very simple that we all do all the time called acting. And one way to study it is through sport. And I think that the growth of sport in the modern world has had far more effect than all the religions of the world. Because it’s teaching people the simple nature of action.

Participant: The availability of creativity as well. Music and art and...

Mike: Yes. They’re all sports!

(Laughter.)

Participant: They’re all mountaineering of one sort or another.

Mike: Yes, that’s right! But especially sport, which has spread so widely and so quickly, I think that is amazingly wonderful.


Participant: And, I mean, what he’s saying here in this chapter is very, very, very simple, very fundamental indeed.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: And, you know, we’ve spent hours and hours already trying to convince ourselves of it.

Mike: Yes, we have to convince ourselves, yes.

Question: Why? Why don’t we just come and sit?

Participant: Because we don’t know it.

Mike: Because you’re sitting there. If you all weren’t sitting there I would say, ‘Well, maybe people don’t need to convince themselves after all, it’s just me.’ But you’re all sitting there. And then if I wasn’t here you’d go and probably find someone else. So there’s some kind of basic need we have to convince ourselves, to discuss, to make clear, until we can believe it, or not. That’s it, I can’t answer why.


Participant: There’s something about Dogen as well, where you’re continually confronted with truths that become instantly self-evident. So you recognise them and wonder why you hadn’t recognised them ten minutes before you did recognise them, because it’s so blindingly obvious.

Mike: Yes, he had a very unusual ability to do that. Unfortunately none of us have ever known him as a person. I mean, he’s a vague historical figure that we know through writing, through his writings. But he does seem to have been very unusual, and a very great man... How’s the time?

Participant: We’ve got another twelve minutes.

Mike: Twelve minutes... Time for twelve right actions...

Participant: If we get on to page five we might finish it tomorrow.

Mike: Page five, right.


The cause and the effect of this doing right are also real right action.



So the cause, if we think that there’s a cause for our acting right at this moment, then that cause itself is also a right action. And if our acting right at this moment has an effect, then that effect is also right action. So he’s suggesting that action in the balanced state gives rise to balance, balanced action. So there’s some kind of flow of balance.


We shouldn’t always...



(Recording finished before end of talk due to recorder batteries going flat.)
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the fifth talk on Dogen’s chapter Shoaku Makusa, ‘not doing wrong’, Mike reads Dogen on ‘Naturally purifies the mind’ and on the koan of Haku Kyo-I and Master Choka Dorin, and says that Dogen insists here that not doing wrong and doing right are not special events but the real events in our everyday lives. Mike says that Dogen thought that Kyo-I understood his master’s words only on the intellectual level and that Dogen suggests that Kyo-I maybe had not experienced the state called ‘not doing wrong’; Mike adds that doing right makes right real and that there is no real right other than doing right.

Mike says that in the line ‘Naturally purifies the mind’ the original has just the word ‘the’ where the English text has ‘[state]’, and that Dogen is not commenting but equating all the important words in the poem with each other. Mike says that in the koan Kyo-I, a lay disciple and the governor of a district, asked Master Dorin for the essential point of Buddhism, heard ‘Not doing wrong, doing right’, replied that even a three-year-old child can give such an answer, and was told that a child of three can, but that even an old man of eighty cannot practice what the child says. Mike says that he guesses Kyo-I, an important man with his own pride and position, must have been a little offended by a simple, to him childish, answer, that we can suppose Kyo-I left, having said thank you formally, but feeling rather put out, and that we do not know whether Dorin meant himself by the old man of eighty but can suppose he meant something concrete. Mike says that Dogen describes Kyo-I as a poet who has long been considered great but who in Buddhism seems to have been just a beginner and who thought that Dorin was only telling him ‘Don’t do wrong, do right’ as an intentional aim to hold in his mind, and says that the truth of Buddhism is always the same, whether we hear it from our teacher for the first time or experience it as the state in practicing Zazen. Mike says that thinking about our life in terms of causes and effects is not the Buddhist way, though we need it and it is the basis of science, and that to act in the world is to throw away cause-and-effect and just to act in the moment; we can think about the effects of our actions, but when we act we should throw away our thinking. Mike says that Dogen criticizes Kyo-I’s remark that even a child can say that, that Dogen is saying that a child is a buddha and that what children say is not simple and stupid, and that Dogen suggests that Kyo-I has never really met a child. Mike says that anybody who pursues one thing on and on knows the truth of Dogen’s sentence about knowing a single molecule and the whole Universe, that Dogen is suggesting that practicing Zazen is the pursuit of one thing and that this very simple pursuit can teach us about everything, and he adds that our standard for studying the simplest activities of our everyday life is Zazen.

Mike says that Dogen is saying that Kyo-I would be misled by looking at the non-socially-acceptable behaviour of children into thinking that they are not buddhas, and that we can suppose that Kyo-I, a general’s son, a famous poet and a governor, might have been studying Buddhism for other than pure reasons. Mike says that we can study children, who live in the balanced state unless we disturb them, that we all have certain childhood disturbances that make up our characters, and that to actually act in a balanced way is lifelong training; he adds that in the final paragraph Dogen points out that our opinion about right and wrong is utterly different from concrete action as right or wrong, and that this is the most important thing that Buddhism teaches. Asked whether this was one of the earliest essays in the Shobogenzo, Mike answers that it was quite early, 1240, when Dogen was forty years old, and to the remark that it is nice to think that Dorin meant himself by the old man of eighty he answers that it is nice to think so, but that we cannot conclude it either way. Asked about the sentence on cause and effect, Mike says that Buddhism has a view of the present as reality, that if reality is only here and now at this moment cause-and-effect does not have its normal role, that in the second, cause-and-effect view we can explain our existence while in the third, instantaneous view we cannot explain it but can act, and that the two views are irreconcilable intellectually and reconcilable only in the balanced state, and maybe in quantum mechanics. Mike says that quantum theory and atomic physics is approaching reality and that we do not know whether we can describe reality completely on the basis of science; to the remark that quantum physics is closely connected with ancient things he answers that some people say so but he does not agree, and he adds that Dogen has a general theory of truth with four views, or four theories in one, that contradict each other, and that we usually try to get rid of contradictions. Mike says that the truth is reality at this moment, that we can never escape it, that people are not in their own truth or reality but in reality, that everybody is connected with everybody else, and that he can think of himself as existing as a separate entity but does not and never can; we are all linked for ever more. Asked whether Buddhism accepts that it is inevitable and natural for a child to lose its buddha-ness and whether trying to come back is then unnatural, Mike says that you can say it does, that it depends what you mean by ‘natural’, and that societies in the Far East and Europe may educate children to fit into completely different structures; he adds that we can go round in circles on this but asks how coming back to our natural state can be unnatural, and thinks you can answer it yourself. Mike says that this question is the same as the problem he has been thinking about a lot, whether cleaning plaque off our teeth is natural when it builds up quite naturally; asked whether the natural state is the same as the balanced state, he says that this is what we have to study and find out, that we can only answer it for ourselves concretely in our real experience, and that the only action we can ever make and the only life we can ever know is our own. Asked whether the paradox is itself the truth, Mike answers ‘Yes’ and, asked to explain it, ‘No’; he says that paradox, or contradiction, only exists in our mind, that if we stop thinking and just act, as when asked to wash up all the cups and, at the same time, pour the tea, we solve the problem immediately, and that the koan stories are embedded philosophy that make clear the philosophy of Buddhism.






Complete English transcript


OK, so we got just onto the top of page five. From the bottom of page four, Master Dogen comments on the third line in the poem in a very straightforward, but very unusual way:


Naturally purifies the mind. In this line, not doing wrong is natural; not doing wrong purifies. The [state] is natural, and the mind is natural.



“The [state]” refers, in fact, in the Chinese, just to the word “the”. So, “the is natural”. And in Japanese, there isn’t usually a word for “the”. There’s not usually a definite article. But in the poem, “Naturally purifies the mind”. Where I’ve put “[state]”, the original just says “the”. He’s saying:


Not doing wrong is natural; not doing wrong purifies. [The word] The is natural, and the mind is natural. [The word] The is not doing wrong, and the mind is not doing wrong. The mind is doing good, and doing good purifies.



Which means he’s equating all the important words in the poem with each other. He’s not commenting, he’s just equating them with each other.


The [state] is doing good, and doing good is natural.



He goes on:


This is why ancient Buddhas said, This is the teaching of the buddhas. The many buddhas include Siva for example [the Hindu god of destruction and renovation], but there are many different kinds of gods and not all of them are buddhas. There is the example of Chakravarti-raja, but not all people like him are buddhas. We need to study this carefully.



Siva and Chakravarti-raja were two gods that had been included in Buddhism as Buddhist gods, in the traditional scriptures.



We need to study this carefully. If we do not learn what buddhas are, then even though it may look as if we are making a great effort, we are only the same as ordinary people accepting their suffering; we are not pursuing the Buddha’s truth. Not doing wrong and doing right form the real events of our everyday lives.



After reading Master Dogen’s commentaries about not doing wrong and doing right, we may feel that what he’s talking about are special kinds of events. But he insists here that they are not special events but the real events in our everyday lives. Our moment by moment actions. He then goes on to give a concrete example from one of the koan stories. And this koan is included in the three hundred and one koans that he collected and which we published in the Shinji Shobogenzo. It’s a very nice koan, and very simple.



Haku Kyo-I of Tang Dynasty China was a lay disciple of Master Bukko Nyoman, and a second-generation disciple of Master Baso Do-itsu. When he was the governor of the Koshu district, he studied Buddhism in the order of Master Choka Dorin. One day he asked his master, “What is the essential point of Buddhism?” Dorin said, “Not doing wrong, doing right.” Kyo-I replied, “Can that be true? Why, even a three-year-old child can give such an answer!” Then Master Dorin replied, “Yes, even a child of three can give such an answer, but even an old man of eighty cannot practice what the child says.” On hearing this, Kyo-I prostrated himself before his master to show his gratitude, and left.



Kyo-I was, in fact, rather a famous poet. But he was studying with Master Bukko as a lay disciple. That means he wasn’t a formal monk living in the temple. And, in fact, he was a governor of one of the districts. So he was an important man. And he must have had his own pride and his own position. And he said to his master, “What’s Buddhism all about? What’s the essence of Buddhism? Tell me what Buddhism is about.” And Master Dorin’s answer was very, very simple: “Not doing wrong, doing right.” And I guess Kyo-I must have been a little bit offended. Such an important man, who was the governor of a district, and this buddhist master gave him such a simple, to him childish, answer. So he said, “Huh! Even a child can say that! Why do you tell me the words a child can say?” But Master Dorin replied, again very straightforwardly, “Yes, although a child can say it, an old man can’t do it.” And we don’t know whether he was referring to himself as the old man of eighty, or just a generalised old man of eighty. But we can suppose from his answer that he was referring to something concrete. So, “although we can say the words, we can’t do them.” And Kyo-I prostrated himself, which was the normal way to say thank you, and then left. So we can suppose that Kyo-I left, having said thank you formally, but feeling rather put out. He felt he hadn’t been given a proper answer. Master Dogen comments on the koan:



Although Kyo-I was the son of a general, he has for many years been considered a great poet. He is said to be one of the 24 literary giants of China. Some people even said that he was an incarnation of Manjusri, the realised form of Gautama Buddha’s wisdom. Others said that he was an incarnation of Maitreya, the form in which Gautama Buddha would return to the world after his death.



Both Manjusri and Maitreya are gods who had been used in Buddhism to stand for certain things.


Everyone loved his poetry, and there was no-one in the literary world who had not studied his work. But in Buddhism, it seems that he was just a beginner, a late developer! It seems that he had never understood the point of not doing wrong, doing right, even in his dreams! Kyo-I thought that Dorin was only telling him “Don’t do wrong, do right” as an intentional aim to hold in his mind. He never recognised and had never heard that the principle of not doing wrong, doing right has been in Buddhism from the eternal past to the eternal present.



Master Dogen thought that Kyo-I understood his master’s words only on the intellectual level. He understood the words, but he didn’t see what it meant. He thought that the master was just giving a bit of information to him. He didn’t realise the real, fundamental principle about “Don’t do wrong, do right. Not doing wrong, doing right,” which has existed in Buddhism, according to Master Dogen, from the beginning, and will always.


Kyo-I said what he did because he had not experienced the Buddhist state and so had no power to see the truth of Buddhism.



Master Dogen’s suggesting that Kyo-I maybe didn’t practice Zazen, or maybe he only practiced it once or twice.



Even though Master Dorin’s words do caution us not to do wrong and urge us to do right, he is talking about the state called not doing wrong. In general, the truth of Buddhism is always the same, whether we are hearing it from our teacher for the first time, or whether we are experiencing it as the state in practicing Zazen.



Master Dogen says that the truth of Buddhism is always the same. And that Master Dorin is talking about a state called not doing wrong, and he’s not talking about just the instruction, “Don’t do wrong.” And he suggests that maybe Kyo-I had not experienced this state.


We say that the situation is right through-and-through, or that the workings of cause-and-effect are amazing, or we call it “Buddhist cause-and-effect”!



Those three expressions are ways that Master Dogen illustrates our feeling about the state not doing wrong. We can say ‘the state of not doing wrong feels right through-and-through,’ or that ‘cause-and-effect are amazing,’ or ‘this is Buddhist cause-and-effect’.



In Buddhism, we neither say that the effect is identical to the cause, nor that it is different; but without Buddhist causes we cannot experience the Buddhist effect.



To think about our life in terms of what causes and what effects there are, is not the Buddhist way. Although we need to think about our lives in terms of cause-and-effect, and to think about the world in terms of cause-and-effect - it’s the basis of science – Buddhism is not science. So Buddhism also has another view. Although it accepts the view of cause-and-effect, it says in the end cause-and-effect is the way we explain the world. But to act in the world is not to think about cause-and-effect. To act in the world is to throw away cause-and-effect and just to act in the moment. If we think about the effects of our actions, they inhibit us from acting. That’s not to say we shouldn’t think about the effects of our actions, but when we act we should throw away our thinking. We can think about what we’re going to do, and we can think about the effects of our actions, we can think about what’s happened to us, and we can think about the causes of that, but in the present moment, to be free, we have to throw away all our thinking. We have to stop worrying and just act. And whether our action is right or wrong is not the point.


The truth that Master Dorin speaks shows that he has grasped Buddhism. Even if wrong pervades the Universe, enfolding it and swallowing it over and over again, still we find salvation and liberation in the state of not doing wrong.



To Master Dogen, the state of not doing wrong saves us and liberates us.


And doing right, action which is right through-and-through, makes the essence of right real in form, substance and power.



Doing right makes right real. There is no real right other than doing right.



But Kyo-I had never trodden in these tracks, and so he replied “... even a three-year-old child can give such an easy answer”! In saying this, he is not actually able to express the truth of the situation. What a pitiful person you are, Kyo-I! Just what are you saying? You do not know the state of a buddha, so how can you know the state of a child of three? Do you know the state in which a three-year-old child lives? If you know the state of a three-year-old child, you must also know the state of the buddhas. How can anyone who doesn’t know the state of the buddhas of the past, present and future know the state of a child of three?



Master Dogen is criticizing what Kyo-I said about “even a child can say so!”, suggesting that the answer is so stupid and simple that only a child would say it. Master Dogen is saying that a child is a buddha. What children say is not simple and stupid.


We shouldn’t think that we know someone just because we have met them, or that we do not know someone just because we haven’t met them.



In that, he’s referring to Master Kyo-I’s use of the example of a child. He’s suggesting that Kyo-I has never met a child. And by ‘meet’ Master Dogen suggests really meeting, and really seeing what the child is.


To know a single molecule is to know the whole Universe. To know the essence of one thing is to know the essence of all things.



Blake. What’s Blake’s quotation?

Participant: It’s Wordsworth’s.

Mike: It’s Wordsworth’s, that’s right.

Participant: Well, ‘to see infinity in a grain of sand’.

Mike: Are you sure it’s Wordsworth?

Participant: It’s Blake.

Mike: Every time I guess who wrote, it I get it wrong.

Participant: That’s why I went for Wordsworth.

(Laughter.)

Mike: Who was it?

Participant: Blake.

Mike: Blake. I got it right! Anybody who pursues one thing on and on knows the truth of this sentence. “To know a single molecule is to know the whole Universe. To know the essence of one thing is to know the essence of all things.” If we want to learn all things, the best way to do it is not to pursue all things. The best way to do it is to pursue one thing.



Someone who does not know the essence of all things cannot know even the essence of one thing. A person who studies and attains the perfect state through Zazen can know the essence of all things, and the essence of one thing.



He’s suggesting that practicing Zazen is the pursuit of one thing. If we pursue Zazen we can know the essence of all things. Although Zazen is a very stupid practice, where we sit on a cushion facing the wall, not thinking and not analyzing the world, Master Dogen says that very simple pursuit of one thing can teach us about everything.


Studying one thing is in fact studying the whole Universe. It is really stupid to think that a child of three cannot teach Buddhism, or to think that a child can only talk about simple things. Clarifying what life is and clarifying what death is are the most important task in Buddhism.



“Clarifying what life is and clarifying what death is,” suggests finding the meaning of life and death.



One master of the past said, “When you come into this world, even your first cries proclaim the Buddhist truth!” And the baby’s ability to proclaim the truth is exactly the same as Gautama Buddha’s ability to proclaim the truth; what the baby teaches is what the Buddha taught. Another master of the past said, “The everyday activities of our lives make us real persons.” So to make the “real me” clear, and to proclaim the truth of Buddhism is never easy, and is the one great task of our life.



Master Dogen, in quoting the ancient master’s words, “the everyday activities of our lives make us real persons,” is pointing us to the simple actions that make up our daily lives. Not to esoteric study and trying to put together a vast, great plan of how all things work, but in studying the very simple activities of our everyday life. And our standard for studying the simplest activities of our everyday life is Zazen. This is our standard.


This is why it is important to be clear about the motives and actions of a three-year-old child. But because the conduct of a three-year-old child is the same as the buddhas of past, present and future in some respects, and different in others, Kyo-I would never be able to hear a three-year-old child teaching Buddhism.



We can’t become a three-year-old child again. And three-year-old children, not only do they teach Buddhism, but they pee in their pants and do other natural things for three-year-old children. He’s saying that Kyo-I would be misled by looking at the non-socially-acceptable behaviour of children, into thinking that they are not buddhas.



He is too stupid to suspect that a three-year-old child might be able to teach Buddhism, and that’s why he said what he did. He didn’t hear what Dorin was really saying, even though it was as loud as thunder, and so he said “... even a three-year-old child can give such an answer,” implying that Master Dorin had not expressed the truth in his words. But Kyo-I’s words show that he was not capable of hearing a three-year-old child teaching the truth of Buddhism, and that the time he had spent with Master Dorin had been in vain.



We needn’t necessarily assume, every time we read of somebody studying with a master, in the scriptures, that that person is studying sincerely. In medieval China, Buddhism was the national religion. And Buddhist masters were even appointed as National Masters, rather like the Archbishop of Canterbury. So it was a national religion. There were many people studying Buddhism. And there were many masters, some of them teaching true Buddhism, and some of them not. And there were many students, and they were studying for many different reasons. And we can suppose that Kyo-I, who was a son of a general, a famous poet, and governor of one of the regions, might have been studying Buddhism for other than pure reasons.

Participant: To round out his C.V.

Mike: To round out his C.V. So Master Dogen says the time he spent with Master Dorin may have been in vain.



But Master Dorin in his benevolence could not help adding, “Yes, even a child of three can give such an answer, but even an old man of eighty cannot practice what the child says.” What he was saying was “A child of three has words that express the truth, and you should study this fact very carefully.” It is also true that not even an old man of eighty can practice them, and we should study this diligently too.



We can study children, we can notice that they live in the balanced state unless we disturb them. That’s not to say we can’t find children who had disturbed childhoods and are not in the balanced state. But generally speaking when we come into this world we are balanced. How much society disturbs us depends on our individual circumstances. And we all have certain childhood disturbances that make up our characters. And “not even an old man of eighty can practice them,” suggests a real situation. Although we can read through this chapter, practice Zazen and feel “Ah, yes, yes, I understand,” to actually act in a balanced way is lifelong training. So Buddhism is lifelong training. And he concludes with this paragraph:


You are free to have an opinion on whether or not a child of three can express the truth, but your opinion is irrelevant to the child’s actual expression. You are free to decide whether or not an old man of eighty can practice them or not, but your decision is irrelevant to the old man’s actual conduct. These are the principles of Buddhism that we should follow, teach, and revere.



In his final paragraph, he points out that our opinion about right and wrong is utterly different to concrete action as right or wrong. And this is the most important thing that Buddhism teaches. Our opinions about right and wrong are different from real right and wrong. And we should recognise the fact.


Shobogenzo Shoaku Makusa. This lecture was given at Kosho Horin-ji Temple in the evening of 15th August, 1240.



Kosho Horin-ji Temple was the temple that Master Dogen lived in before he founded Eihei-ji. And Eihei-ji Temple is still standing today, and is the head temple of the Soto school.


Question: So this was one of the earliest essays in the Shobogenzo?

Mike: This was quite early, 1240. He was forty years old... So that’s it.

Participant: Nice to think that Choka Dorin was referring to himself when he said “the old man of eighty”.

Mike: It’s nice to think so. We can’t conclude it either way, but it’s nice to... It gives a realistic picture of somebody saying, in a rather humble way...

Participant: But it’s also indicative of his state, isn’t it? ‘This old man, now, can’t practice it.’

Mike: Yes.

Question: Can I ask you, Michael, on a previous page, this sentence here on page five, second paragraph down at the bottom: “In Buddhism, we neither say that the effect is identical to the cause, nor that it is different,” which is OK; “but without Buddhist causes we cannot experience the Buddhist effect”?

Mike: Yes. Well, cause-and-effect in Buddhism is a subject on its own. Because we have the peculiar situation where, although we know the world is governed by cause-and-effect, and we must affirm, as science does, that everything is governed by cause-and-effect. So there’s a chain - and we can call it karma, if we want to be old-fashioned – there’s a chain that links past events to present events. But Buddhism also has a view of the present as being reality. So if the present is reality, the past is no longer real. A cause which is in the past has an effect in the present. But how does that link? What is the link between the cause in the past and the effect in the present? Not even science knows. What science does is make smaller and smaller gaps, so it says “A caused B. So lets look why A caused B. Ah! Because A caused this one and that one caused that one and that one caused that one and that one caused B.” So science just chops time up into smaller, smaller periods But nobody on this Earth has ever found out why one thing causes another, in the infinitesimal causal link.


Participant: But that’s only looking at linear time, linear things rather than...

Mike: Linear time, yes. In linear time we have cause-and-effect. But if we say that reality is only here and now at this moment, then we have a kind of problem in our mind. If reality is here and now at this moment, cause-and-effect doesn’t have any role. We act now. Of course, if we think about it we can say, “Yes, my actions are affected by the past.” But in this moment there is only action. This is the peculiar view of Buddhism, the view of the instantaneous reality, and in that view cause-and-effect doesn’t have its normal role. Master Dogen’s suggesting causes and effects might be at the same time.

Participant: So “Buddhist cause” would be in that moment where...

Mike: Well, the difficulty is, even if we start to talk about it, we start to spread it out to understand it.

Participant: The ideas are impossible to reconcile intellectually.

Mike: Yes. In the third view, yes. In the second, or cause-and-effect, or scientific, or material view, we can think about and explain our existence. In the Buddhist, third, or instantaneous view, we cannot explain our existence, but we can act.


Question: But these two views are irreconcilable intellectually?

Mike: Yes.

Question: They’re only reconcilable in the balanced state?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: And in quantum mechanics.

Mike: And maybe in quantum mechanics.

Question: Ah, what do you mean?

Participant: Well, there are experiments showing instantaneous cause-and-effect.

Mike: Synchronicity.

Participant: Synchronicity, yes, without time between cause and effect.

Mike: Quantum theory and atomic physics is approaching reality. But people are trying to explain synchronicity, so they’re jumping back. It’s a kind of asymptotic progress towards reality. Whether we can describe reality completely on the basis of science or not, we don’t know. We can suppose we can get closer and closer to it, as you say, with quantum physics.

Participant: I think it’s taken [inaudible] quantum physics, the most up-to-date with the ancient things, because they’re actually closely connected, and that’s what the scientists are trying to do now, some of them.

Mike: Some people say so, but I don’t agree. I think ancient beliefs were more intuitive.


Participant: I find it incredible that a thirteenth century monk, obviously a very clever man, can make a statement like, “If you can understand a single molecule you can understand the entire Universe.” And then, with all this modern science and all these hundreds of years that have transpired since, he’s probably closer to the mark than we are today.

Mike: Yes. But we’re close to the mark, too.

Participant: Yes, well, maybe.

Participant: Although he doesn’t mean intellectually understand a molecule.

Participant: No, when he uses the word “know” I suspect it’s in that dimension that you can only experience but you can’t rationalise.

Participant: But that’s what it is, I think, that some scientists are coming round to realise, that it’s not about theory and intellect, and they’re doing experiments to be able to explain that ancient wisdom or intuitiveness, to make it more open to more people.

Mike: Yes, Buddhism says the truth has always been here and that’s why they posit the existence of seven legendary buddhas before Gautama Buddha. Because it’s always been here. The truth that has always been here has been expressed in different ways through the ages by different people. We can find a thin trace of truth everywhere, in different philosophies, different cultures, and so on. But we haven’t a general theory of truth, as Einstein was looking for a general theory of relativity. We can say the world is looking for a general, complete theory of truth, which we haven’t found. And science is pursuing it.

Question: I was just wondering whether you can have a general theory of truth?

Mike: Yes, I wonder too.

Participant: It seems a bit strange to me!

Mike: Yes, but that’s what people search for.

Question: Sure, yes. But I guess Buddhism wouldn’t agree with that. I mean, if everything’s momentary how can you have a general theory of truth?

Mike: Master Dogen has a general theory. But the theory has four views, or four theories in one, and they contradict each other. Whether that’s acceptable or not... If we think about it, we usually try and get rid of contradictions.


Question: So paradox seems to underlie everything?

Participant: Maybe it’s the wording again, because if everybody is in their own truth then everybody is connected with everybody else. But it’s the word ‘truth’. You know, ‘Are you telling lies or are you telling the truth?’ Or is it more the truth is the state or the dyne [inaudible].

Mike: The truth is reality at this moment.

Participant: Yes. So if everybody is in that reality...

Mike: We can never escape it.

Participant: ... which may seem to an outsider a different state that everybody’s in, but everybody, each person, is in their own truth or reality...

Mike: Not in their own truth or reality, but in reality.

Participant: Then they’re connected with everybody else...

Mike: Everybody’s connected with everybody else.

Participant: ... and so it becomes a bigger reality.

Mike: Yes, that’s right. We can think about... I can think about my existence and the world as separate. But I’ve never existed separate from the world. And it’s impossible for me to be here in this room without the room and you people in it. I can think about myself as existing as a separate entity, but I don’t and I never can. So we’re all linked for ever more.


Question: Does Buddhism accept the inevitability of a child losing its buddha-ness? And if so, if it’s inevitable, then you’d have to accept that it was natural to be born buddha and then lose it. So does Buddhism accept that it’s natural to lose your buddha state after childhood?

Mike: Does Buddhism accept it?

Question: That it’s inevitable, and therefore natural?

Mike: Yes, you can say it accepts it, yes.

Question: So, by trying to alter it later on, are you trying to alter what is natural?

Mike: Well, it depends what you mean by ‘natural’. For instance, society in the Far East might educate its babies and children to fit into one particular structure, but a society in Europe might educate its babies and children to fit into a completely different structure. Those two structures are different. And when they meet, sometimes they fight. That’s a conflict between cultures and religions.

Question: I just mean generally, just every single culture, every single society, every single child, will be altered by its upbringing from three onwards. And the question is, does Buddhism accept that that is inevitable, that you cannot, it’s impossible for a child not to be altered. If so, then that’s the natural state. The natural state is to be born buddha and then to lose it. And if it’s natural, is the process of trying to come back to the buddha state, later on, an unnatural... We’re actually trying to alter what was natural.

Mike: Do you mean, is our coming back to our natural state unnatural?

Participant: Because we are actually doing, we’re acting to do it.

Mike: Well if we think about it we can go round in circles on this one. But how can coming back to our natural state be unnatural?

Participant: Because the natural state is accepted as being altered from...

Mike: But that’s only true if we think in a particular way. But do you mean that it’s not natural to be natural?

Question: That’s the question. Is there a paradox there?

Mike: Well, I think you can answer it yourself. Is it natural to be natural? What do you think?

Participant: Yes, but the natural state might be the lost buddha state.

Mike: Yes, it is.

Participant: So natural could mean the primordial state, or the earliest state you could class as being natural. So if you look at a landscape and you say, ‘This is a natural landscape,’ but it changes over time.


Participant: The problem is that the word ‘natural’ has got a double meaning in English. It didn’t used to, so it acquired a meaning in the seventeenth century as normative. So ‘natural’ meant ‘should’ or ‘ought to be’, whereas before that it meant ‘usual’. So it’s natural for... you’re meant to be over four feet tall.

Participant: For a three-year-old child growing up into an adult, it’s been described as a process. But if there was a three-year-old child here in this room, then we could get a better handle on what a three-year-old child is like. Otherwise it’s just a concept. So I think all I can say is the backward steps I’m taking with Zazen to get back at that state, that’s just happening right now. For me. But, to talk about a three-year-old child... I mean, obviously I was a child once, but that was then.

Mike: It’s just the same as the problem, which I’ve been thinking about a lot, about plaque building up on your teeth: ‘Plaque builds up on my teeth quite naturally, so I wonder whether cleaning my teeth and taking it off again is natural or not?’ There are many problems like this in the world. We should think about them very carefully.

Participant: It maybe depends what you eat, because maybe the diet now is different and they maybe didn’t have so much plaque...

Mike: Yes, but in that case we’ve naturally progressed from ancient times to our present diet. If our present diet contains things which are not good for us, surely they’re natural because they’ve progressed naturally? So should we get rid of them or not?

Participant: I wouldn’t argue that we’ve progressed naturally. I think we’ve progressed quite unnaturally.

Mike: Unnaturally?

Participant: Ah, what are pre-cognitive teeth?

(Laughter.)

Participant: But then, naturally men are meant to be promiscuous, and the biology...

(Laughter.)

Participant: That’s natural!

Mike: Now we’ve got the real question!

(Laughter.)

Participant: No, that’s another example where you’d say that...

Mike: It fell out accidentally!

(Laughter.)

Participant: Thanks!

Mike: Yes, it’s natural to be promiscuous, and it’s natural to inhibit our promiscuity in order to live peacefully with our partners and friends.

Participant: But not too much or I’d be out of a job!

Mike: (Laughs.) OK, so we all make mistakes!

Participant: But luckily Anne is there to sort them out!


Question: Is being in the natural state the same as being in the balanced state? Are they the same thing?

Mike: This is what we have to study and find out. What is our natural state, yes. And we can only really answer it for ourselves concretely, in our real experience. Somebody telling us is not enough. But, for instance, you do lots of running – when you go running, do you feel that you get into a nice state?

Participant: Yes, sometimes, without thinking about it.

Mike: Without thinking about it. Would you call that something that feels natural? Are you doing something unnatural, do you think, in making yourself balanced and happy?

Participant: For me, yes, but then for other people perhaps no. Because for other people to go out and do that, they wouldn’t be in a balanced state and it wouldn’t be natural for them.

Mike: Yes, other people. ‘Which shall we do first, other people or ourselves?’ This is another problem. ‘Should we put the whole world right first, or ourselves?’ In fact, the only action we can ever make is our own. The only life we can ever know is our own.


Question: Mike, can I just ask you about the paradox. Because there does seem to be so many paradoxes in Buddhism, like, you know, the cause-and-effect and [inaudible]. Is the paradox somehow itself the truth?

Mike: Yes.

Question: It is? Could you explain that, could you talk about that a bit?

Mike: No.

(Laughter.)

Participant: It’s just something that I can’t get a grip on, you know.

Mike: Well, paradox, or contradiction, only exists in our mind. If we’re not thinking, there is no paradox. If we realise that, it doesn’t take the paradox away, but it tells us something - that even though there’s a contradiction, we can go ahead. For instance, if somebody says to you, ‘I would like you to wash up all the cups and, at the same time, pour the tea.’ That’s a paradox, if you think about it. ‘How can I wash the cups up and pour the tea at the same time? That’s stupid!’ But if you stop thinking and just act, you’ve solved the problem immediately.

Question: A lot of koan stories are just that, aren’t they?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Does Buddhism deliberately say that? Well obviously it sets up the paradox in the koan stories - but in the philosophy as well, it looks like! I mean, Dogen has four points of view that all contradict each other.

Mike: The koan stories are embedded philosophy. The koan stories make clear the philosophy of Buddhism.

(End of talk.)
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these three talks at a retreat at Padma Farm, Mike presents what he takes from Dogen as stressing doing something instead of thinking about something, with zazen practised not to reach a perfect state but to stop what pulls us apart. In each talk he sets a picture we hold in our heads against what happens in practice: real balance is wobbling, right and wrong exist in our action, and the qualities of a great person are what comes from practising zazen, not a perfect image to copy. He says that words always create very perfect pictures and admits that his own descriptions can sound too perfect or too easy, and he adds that practising zazen regularly lets us notice this for ourselves.

Starting from the question of what Buddhism is apart from robes and incense, he describes it through four aspects that he finds in Dogen, one of them being active, which he reads simply as doing something instead of thinking about something. He accepts that human society is a construction built on thinking and planning, and that this is necessary, but says it sometimes costs us our freedom, which we rediscover by acting, as in sport, and he tells of a master who answers a student's question about the essence of Buddhism with "Wash your bowl up", meaning don't think, act. The same turn from idea to action shapes his account of right and wrong: according to Dogen, as Mike reports it, there is nothing called right waiting somewhere to be found, and Mike adds that in Buddhism what we do matters more than what we believe. The basis of doing right, according to Dogen as Mike reports it, is not a moral, intellectual decision but a decision we make intuitively with our body and mind. Asked about emotions entering a decision, he says that in a real situation no recommendation is any good, and asked about past mistakes, he says that we can forgive ourselves, since anger about them changes nothing.

Zazen is the practice behind all this: it balances body and mind, between the active and the passive half of the nervous system or in the sitting posture, and as Mike reads Dogen, the oneness of body and mind is not something we make but something that returns when we stop making it two. He calls zazen a practice not to get something but a practice to lose something, taking off what we pile on ourselves until our natural self is left. In the last talk he says that we do not need to try to be like the image of a great person, only to stop being something else, like water in a glass that settles when we stop stirring it. Being balanced does not mean being free of emotion, since emotions keep coming like a current and with zazen we wobble instead of swinging between very happy and very depressed. The last talk applies this to Dogen's last chapter, in which Mike renders eight truths of a great person that he says Dogen presents as truths of a person who practises zazen. They run from small desire, which we should not try to make zero, through satisfaction, tranquillity, diligence, mindfulness and the balanced state of dhyāna to wisdom and not engaging in idle chat. He reads tranquillity not as leaving other people but as being alone in the group while keeping our independence and, as he also did in the second talk for right and wrong, uses the Japanese habit of following the group as a contrast, wondering whether the West suffers from the opposite problem of being very individual. Mindfulness means for him concentrating completely on what we are doing rather than watching ourselves, and wisdom, prajñā, means something intuitive before thought that shows in small decisions, such as crossing the road for no reason, which make the path of our life. In the first two talks, he explains that what sounds spiritual in Dogen, such as becoming one with the universe or doing no wrong, is meant in a very simple, practical way, which we can come to realise through regular practice. His advice is modest: regularity in getting up and going to bed, and ten or five minutes of zazen every day, which may be better than a promised thirty minutes that is gone by Friday; the Buddha's image of diligence, as Mike renders it, is a small stream wearing a hole in a rock, and Mike adds that we need to keep going step by step.
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Buddhism Beyond Robes and Incense

    
Mike on Dogen’s description of Buddhism from four viewpoints: theory, health, action and zazen







  Michael Eido Luetchford
June 2006 — Padmafarma, Talk 1.
Venue: Padmafarma, Bělá u Jevíčka, Czech Republic.

  
  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike asks what Buddhism actually is, pointing out that anyone can wear a robe or burn incense in front of a statue, and that Gautama, in the story Mike tells, had no chanting, no incense and no books about Buddhism. His answer is a very simple explanation drawn from the writings of Dogen, a 13th-century monk whose description of Buddhism Mike found very real, simple and profound after studying it for more than twenty years, and it looks at Buddhism from four viewpoints: theory, bodily health, being active and zazen.

Dogen, he says, finds Buddhist theory everywhere, not only in books but in forests, mountains, the sea and our lives, which Mike reads in modern terms as meaning that any theory that tells the truth of this world, from mathematics and science to sports psychology, counts as Buddhist theory, so that a Buddhist can study everything. On bodily health, where the information keeps contradicting itself, Mike says that a balanced diet matters because food affects us, and that the most important thing is regularity in getting up and going to bed, which many people dislike hearing because they think only old people live like that. The third viewpoint, being active, has in Buddhism a simple and unintellectual meaning, doing something instead of thinking about it. Modern society is built on thinking and planning, which Mike calls necessary but costly, since we sometimes lose our freedom, and so Buddhism encourages us to rediscover that freedom by acting freely instead of planning everything to the last detail. He gives the koan in which a student asks a master for the essence of Buddhism and is told to wash his bowl after finishing eating, and he names sport as the biggest thing in modern society that helps us act, since half an hour of simply acting in the gym brings our freedom back.

Zazen, the fourth viewpoint, is described by Dogen from four sides: as different from thinking, as balancing body and mind, as oneness of body and mind, and as oneness with the universe. For balance, Mike uses the two opposed halves of the autonomic nervous system, one making us active or aggressive and the other passive or satisfied, and says that in zazen we wobble between them, so that real balance is wobbling rather than the perfect balance we imagine. Dogen says we need not make body and mind one but only stop making them two, and Mike pictures this with a television advertisement in which a car breaks into pieces that become a robot, comparing it to how we pull ourselves apart into many thoughts, feelings and worries and are skilful at doing several things at once. Oneness with the universe, in his account, is the very simple satisfaction of not noticing any separation between oneself and the world, the person beside one or the room, because we are part of the universe. He adds that such a description sounds too perfect, since words create perfect pictures, while real zazen splits us into parts, thinking, feeling pain and hearing the loudspeaker, and only sometimes brings us together. Asked about the eyes, he says that opening them is usually better, although closing them is no problem for someone who is not sleepy, and that between staring closely and going inside there is a third way of looking, which is just looking. To a participant whose muscles on one side hurt more in zazen, he answers that zazen can ease tension whose cause we do not know, although it does not cure some muscle problems, that we all have slight physical habits we do not notice, as he himself did with a muscle problem from sitting in lotus for years, and that a serious muscle problem calls for a physiotherapist. Asked what to focus on in zazen, he says we focus neither on thinking nor on the body or breathing, that there is a subtle state between the two which we usually do not notice but find if we practice regularly, and that this state is normal rather than special, since a sport such as swimming or skiing trains us toward it, with its wobbling between too tense and too relaxed.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Mike: At the start of the talk, we recite Kaikyoge. This one. And at the end of the talk, we recite Fueko. Let's recite Kaikyoge again. The rhythm is bom bom bom bom, this beat.

[recitation, 00:01:01–00:01:37]

Today I wanted to talk about what Buddhism is. In the West, there are many different schools of Buddhism. They're all called Buddhism. And we have Zen Buddhism, and Tibetan Buddhism, and Theravada Buddhism, and so on. And as I said yesterday, I only know one kind. But even from my narrow point of view, I can ask you a question. What is Buddhism? Is it wearing something like this, or a robe? In which case, anybody can wear this. Are they a Buddhist? Is it burning incense in front of the statue of the Buddha? So if somebody puts a statue of Buddha in their house, and they burn incense, are they a Buddha? Are they a Buddhist?

If we look at the beginning of Buddhism, four hundred years ago—sorry, two thousand four hundred years ago—a man called Gautama, in India. According to legend, he went into the forest, and in the forest he studied with the yogin how to find the highest level of consciousness. But after eight years he wasn't satisfied. So he came out of the forest, where he had been starving himself, and drank some milk and felt good. And then he sat under a tree in this posture, which is a yogic posture. And then, according to the story, after about one month he invented Buddhism. What did he invent? He didn't have this, or some kind of chanting. He didn't have incense. He didn't have any books about Buddhism. So what did he discover? This is the most important thing.


Also, he didn't write any books. After he died, many people wrote books about him, but these books were written many, many years ago, and sometimes they are difficult to understand. They're written in Sanskrit or Pali, and they're very flowery. Very poetic. So it's still difficult to find out what Buddhism is. In my case, I met an old Japanese monk, and he based his teaching on a Japanese monk who lived in the 13th century. And that monk was called Dogen. And Dogen was a very unusual man, because he wrote a lot of instructions and information about Buddhism. Of course, these instructions and descriptions are written in very medieval Japanese and Chinese. So even if we read them, it's difficult to understand. But I became interested and studied them for more than twenty years. And surprisingly, I found that his description of Buddhism was very real and very simple. Simple. But also profound.


So that was very interesting to me, because I have never been interested in extra things. It's my character. I'm rather rough. So this morning, at the first zazen, I forgot to light the incense. But at the next zazen I remembered. I want to tell you a very simple explanation of what Buddhism is according to the writings of Dogen. If you have a question or comment and you want to interrupt, please do it loudly. Or after half an hour, I'm going to stop, and then we can have questions or comments or discussion. Okay. Dogen often uses four different aspects to describe something. So I'm going to describe Buddhism from his four aspects, or four viewpoints.

First, there seems to be a theory about Buddhism. We can go into the shops and see thousands of books about Buddhism. So it seems important that we have some theory or philosophy about Buddhism. When Gautama went out of the forest and sat under his tree, and found something which was true, he went to find his friends to explain to them a kind of theory or philosophy. And we still have Buddhist philosophy now. But Dogen's idea of Buddhist philosophy or Buddhist theory is rather unusual. He says we can find it everywhere, not only in books, but also in the forest, or in the mountains, or at sea, or in our lives. So, according to him, in addition to written theory there is a kind of teaching of Buddhism from the universe. In the modern world, we can interpret this to mean that all theory which teaches the truth of the world is, we can say, Buddhist theory. It sounds very strange to say so.


So, mathematical theory, which describes exactly the path of a rocket, the trajectory, we can say is a theory about the truth. Theory in science about DNA, we can say is a theory about the truth. So, in Dogen's view, all theories, including science, mathematics, all kinds of writings, if they describe the truth of this world, are Buddhist theory. So, as Buddhists, we can study everything. Philosophy, science, sports psychology. Anything which tells us the truth of this world. This is Dogen's view about theory. So he embraces not just very narrow writings about historical Buddhism, but a much wider view. That's his first viewpoint.

The second aspect, we can say, is our bodily health. Buddhism is very concerned about bodily health. Dogen wrote a lot in his writings about how to look after our health. Of course, in the 13th century there wasn't so much information about health. Now we have too much information. If you eat butter, it's good for you. If you eat margarine, it's good for you. It's better not to drink any wine. It's better to drink one glass of wine a day. And so on. But we can say all these kinds of information about health are searching for the best way to live. So sometimes this way, sometimes that way. So to look after our health by eating the right food is very important. We put food inside our body, and so it has a big effect on us.


In the UK, some schools have big problems with children who are eating a lot of junk food. So one famous British cook designed a diet for schoolchildren, and they ran an experiment in one school. And after changing their diet the children became much calmer and, it seems, happier. Usually, if we eat food which we don't like, we don't think, oh, it's going to have an effect on me. Sometimes I eat a meal in a restaurant and it gives me indigestion. But I don't usually think, oh, this is bad for me. Generally, we should try and eat a good balanced diet. Also, our lifestyle, waking in the morning and going to bed at night, has a big effect on our lives. Master Dogen recommended getting up very early in the morning and going to bed early at night. But sometimes we find that impossible in modern life. So the most important thing is to be regular. Getting up at the same time every day and going to bed at the same time makes our life regular. But many people don't like to hear that. They think only old people live like that. So there are many aspects of our health that we can look after very easily in modern life. And in the 13th century, it was not so easy for Dogen to do this.


His third viewpoint, or aspect, is to be active. To be active can mean many things. In Buddhism, to be active has quite a simple and not intellectual meaning. It means to do something instead of thinking about something. Of course, we find that very difficult in modern society, because modern society is based on thinking. So often we think for long periods of time in order to plan what we are going to do in the future. If we lead our life only by thinking and planning in our head, without acting, our life is very unbalanced, and we tend to worry which way to go, what we should do, what we shouldn't do. So Buddhism recommends that we act stupidly.

Of course, you can't go to work and say to your boss, ‘I'm a Buddhist, so just I do that. Now do this. I don't need a plan.’ We have to live in human society. But we should notice very clearly that human society is a construction based on the human ability to think. And although thinking and planning before acting is absolutely necessary in modern society, at the same time it has a very big effect on us. Sometimes we lose our freedom. So Buddhism urges us, encourages us to discover our freedom again by acting freely. So, not planning everything to the last exact detail, but jumping forward in a more free manner.


There are many stories in ancient Buddhism, especially from China. They're called koan stories. The group from Japan which I belong to translated many of these koans. And if you read them, some of them are very amusing. But in many of the stories you can see Buddhists encouraging people to act. So, for instance, there's one story where a student and a master are eating together. And the student is eating, but while he's eating, he's thinking about something. So he says to the master, ‘What is the very essence of Buddhism? Please explain it to me.’ The master says, ‘Have you finished eating?’ The student says, ‘Yes.’ The master says, ‘Wash your bowl up.’ So it sounds a bit stupid. But the master is saying, don't think, act.

As I said, this is quite difficult in modern society, because we invented such an excellent system of interlocking systems. Modern cities are very, very complex organisms. So we have to fit in. But by fitting into human society, we pay a price. So we should remember our own freedom to act. The biggest thing in modern society which helps us do that is sport. Even when I was a child, we didn't have so much sport at school. Not so many different sporting activities. But now we can go to the gym or to the sports club. We can go cycling or walking. We have tremendous freedom to follow some kind of sporting activity. And sporting activity teaches us how to act. So if we go to the gym after work, and we just act for half an hour or one hour, running on the running machine or something, then we find our freedom again. Then we feel, ah, it's better. Mental problems disappear.


The fourth aspect which Master Dogen uses is the practice of zazen. Of course, zazen is a Japanese word. But zazen has the same etymological root as Chan, which is Chinese. And the word Chan in Chinese came from the Pali jhāna. And in Pali, jhāna, or in Sanskrit, dhyāna. So zazen is the same word, etymologically, as dhyāna. And dhyāna is this. Gautama used the word dhyāna to describe this. We call it meditation in English. What do you call it in Czech? In English, it suggests some kind of mental process, possibly. But whether dhyāna is a mental process or not is difficult to say. So Master Dogen describes dhyāna, or zazen, from four different aspects.

He likes to look at things from four points of view. He says that dhyāna, or zazen, is different from thinking. Of course, sometimes in zazen we're thinking. Sometimes in zazen, we're not thinking. Sometimes in zazen, maybe we're thinking, maybe we're not thinking. Am I asleep? Am I awake? So it's different from thinking.


From the second aspect, zazen is balancing our body and mind. One way to describe balancing our body and mind is to talk about the autonomic nervous system. In the body, there are two halves to the autonomic nervous system. They act against each other. One half of the nervous system makes us aggressive or active. The other half of the nervous system makes us passive or satisfied. When we sit in zazen, we find the balance between the two aspects. Not so active or aggressive. Not so passive. In zazen, we can feel ourselves moving between the two, wobbling. Sometimes in zazen we feel sleepy. Sometimes in zazen we feel a bit excited. Or very wide awake. So we're wobbling between the two sides of our nervous system. This is one way to describe.

Also, physically, we are sitting in the balanced posture. When we sit in the balanced posture, our deep extensor muscles in the spine, the muscles between the bones, relax when we sit naturally straight. And when they relax, our spine becomes longer. And this has a balancing effect on our body.


The third aspect that Dogen uses to describe zazen: he says it's oneness between body and mind. How do we make our body and mind one? Well, he says we don't need to. We just stop making it two. On the television in England, there's an advertisement about a car. Maybe Citroën, I forgot. This car turns into many pieces, and the pieces become a big robot. Did you see?

Participant: Yeah, yeah.

Mike: So—

Participant: Transformer, no? Yeah.

Mike: Transformer. And then at the end it comes back to a car. So, we human beings pull ourselves apart into many parts, many different thoughts and feelings, worries. We often do two things at the same time, or three things at the same time. And we are very skillful at doing this. But if we stop doing it, we'd turn back into a car again. This is the meaning of oneness. So oneness between body and mind means we stop being two or three or four. Sitting in zazen, we stop thinking about separateness. And we stop concentrating on our perception. And slowly, we come back together. We become whole. Of course, my description sounds very nice. If you compare it with your zazen or my zazen, it sounds too perfect. It's true. Words always create very perfect pictures. However, if we practice zazen regularly, we can notice this kind of characteristic. Of course, in zazen, we are sometimes splitting into many parts, thinking and feeling the pain and listening to the loudspeaker.

But sometimes we come together, one. So we can say, in zazen we're wobbling. Sometimes sleepy, sometimes thinking, sometimes listening. Sometimes in the middle. And to be in the middle is balance. And although in our mind we think balance is something perfect, actually real balance is not like that. Real balance is wobbling. But in our mind, we have some perfect balance.


Mike: Then the last aspect that Master Dogen uses: he says zazen is oneness with the universe. Sounds wonderful. But when we sit in zazen, and we let ourselves come back together, then we don't notice a separation between me and the world. Me and the person beside me. Me and the room. So this very simple state is satisfaction. Master Dogen calls it oneness with the universe, because we are part of the universe. And the universe is something very complicated. But if we stop thinking about ourselves as separate people, we can notice we're just part of the universe. So that's Master Dogen's description of Buddhism from four viewpoints. So I'll stop there. If anybody wants to say anything or make comments, please.


Question: I'd just like to ask, because I may have missed it when zazen was explained at the beginning: in this zazen too, should we keep our eyes half-closed or open, or should we sit there and so on?

Mike: If you close your eyes, sometimes you go to sleep. So to open the eyes is usually better. But if you're not sleepy and you close your eyes, it's not a problem. But to sit in balance, it's easier to have your eyes open. And when we look at the wall, you can say there are two different ways of looking. Sometimes we look at the wall and we see little pieces on the wall, or a face, an angel. We're looking very carefully, and sometimes we go inside. So our eyes are open, but we are not seeing anything. Neither of those two. Between the two, there is another way. Just looking. Not looking very closely, and not going inside. So just looking.

Participant: Yep.

Mike: But if your eyes close a little, it doesn't matter.


Question: I'd like to ask about the physical side of zazen. Normally I'm unconsciously quite stretched on the right side, and now that I'm practicing zazen, it's precisely these muscles that hurt me more, as if they weren't used to it. So will this cause me problems in zazen, or is it an obstacle that I should first fix somehow, or will zazen itself somehow harmonize it?

Jana: That's quite a physical question.

Mike: Yeah. Zazen is fixing it.

Participant: Okay, right.

Mike: But why? Why is your side like that? There must be a reason.

Participant: Yeah, there must be a reason, and I think it can be somehow emotional, something like that, you know, on this side, like energy…

Mike: But for instance, do you drive the car like

Participant: No

Mike: this? No,

Participant: no, no.

Mike: Or

Participant: I don't know.

Mike: Today I'm doing this.

Participant: Now it's really like, when I don't think about anything or like that, I'm driving a car or doing something, and I'm not watching the body. Then I watch my body, I realize that I'm stretched here, but I don't have a reason, so it is something with emotions maybe from the past.

Mike: Yes, it's true. Sometimes when we're sitting in zazen, we can find muscle tension whose reason we don't know. We didn't realize it. So it's very difficult to find a reason. But when we sit in zazen, our muscles slowly drop off tension. The reason I say so is because I can see people's backs when they sit. And many times I saw people sit maybe like this, as if they have been working very hard on the computer. They come here, they sit straight. Then maybe after 15 minutes, 20 minutes, their muscles relax. And they sit like that. Of course, zazen doesn't cure some muscle problems. But if we have some kind of tension whose reason we don't know, it can improve it. But if we have a serious problem with the muscles, we should go to a

Participant: Physiotherapist.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: It's nothing like I would feel pain in normal life. Just when I do something like this, a little bit more extreme or unusual, I can feel it like a problem.

Mike: So maybe habitually you have some habit which you

Participant: Yes.

Mike: didn't notice. So we all have very slight physical habits. So for instance, some people like to sit like this. And they don't notice. They're always sitting like this. And they practice zazen, and their body is a little bit like that. They feel fine. So they think, oh, I'm straight. So we're all like that, everybody.


Participant: Can I say something about this? For several years, in zazen, this has been slightly increasing here… Even a year ago, I kept feeling it. So I can still feel it. I think I have a problem with the muscle. You know piriformis? Piriformis muscle, some people know. Deep muscle inside.

Mike: Because I usually sit in lotus position like this. So unconsciously I'm lifting my leg. So I'm making tension in this muscle. Maybe for 10, 15 years. Then maybe six months ago I got a muscle problem here. So then I noticed, ah yes, I have tension here. So I have to relax. But for fifteen years I didn't notice.


Question: And my second small question, but maybe it also was already said, but I somehow didn't remember when I was making zazen. What is the thing I'm focused on when I'm doing zazen with my mind, or am I to be not focused in nothing?

Mike: If we have something to focus on, it's very nice. But in zazen, we don't focus on mind, we don't focus on body. So we don't focus on thinking. We don't focus on body, breathing. What? There's nothing else. But there is something else. There is something subtle. There is a state which is not thinking and not focusing on physical, but between the two. But we don't notice it. In zazen, we wobble between thinking and feeling. And there's some other state. And if we practice zazen regularly, we find the other state. And this is not special, this is normal. If you practice a sport, you are practicing to get that state. If you're learning to swim, you're trying to get that state. So that state is at the centre of action. Not this way, not this way, but in the middle.

If you ski, people ski here?

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: When you learn to ski, you're wobbling. Too tense, too relaxed. And slowly you find something else, not too tense, not too relaxed. Whoa! That's the thing. Twenty past? Yes. For five more minutes. Any more questions or comments? Okay, so let's recite the second chant, Fueko. And this chant has a strange rhythm. The first four lines are normal chanting.

[recitation, 00:54:58–00:55:02]

Then the last four lines are much slower. Ji ho san shi i shi fu, like that. So follow me.

[recitation, 00:55:19–00:56:17]

Participant: Thank you very much.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike explains that in Dogen's teaching right and wrong are not ideas waiting somewhere to be found, as in the Christian belief he describes, but exist in our action, so that what we do matters and not what we believe. Because we can know in our mind what is right and still not do it, as in the Chinese story of the official Haku Kyoi, Dogen says that the basis of doing right is not a moral, intellectual decision but a decision we make intuitively with body and mind. If we just practice zazen, he says, we can get a balanced state in which we cannot do wrong, which Mike himself calls very difficult to believe.

In the story an official asks his master for the essential point of Buddhism, is told ‘not doing wrong, doing right’, and objects that even a child of three can say that, to which the master replies that even an old man of eighty cannot do what the child says, a problem Mike calls his own and maybe ours. Since what we do depends on our body as well as our mind, as illness, anger or being in love show, to do right we also need to look after our physical state. To the objection that someone could practice zazen and then shoot somebody, Mike answers that Dogen means a real balanced state, not a perfect one, in which our actions are not extreme but in the middle, and that trying to do some ideal right creates wrong. In Mike's account, Dogen sees good and bad as something human beings separate, while the reality in front of us contains neither, and our problems are not their result but are like waves on the sea, which is our life itself. His teaching is therefore very optimistic and teaches a kind of freedom: if zazen gives us a balanced state of body and mind, then within the normal rules of society we can do what we want and need not worry about being selfish or making a mistake, although Mike admits that his words sound too easy.

Asked whether, when we do not know what is right, we should simply do whatever occurs to us, he answers that we should act, and to a participant worried that emotions interfere with decisions he says that in a real situation no recommendation is any good, since whether we follow our emotion depends on our state at that moment and we cannot guess in advance. About mistakes already made he says that we do not need to know whether they were right, because it is past and our life is decided by our action now, which is why Dogen says to act, and that we can forgive ourselves and be kind to ourselves, since anger at our mistakes changes nothing. Zazen, which he calls very stupid because it is just sitting and facing our stupid selves, is the best way to do right, best not in our head but really, although not the only way, since music or sport can also balance body and mind but have extras such as winning or losing. Emotions always come and go like a current in the sea, and zazen does not mean never moving with them but only wobbling instead of swinging between extremes, as he himself would without zazen. Strong beliefs and principles, like trying to keep exactly still in zazen, make us stiff and unwilling to compromise, which makes it difficult to live in society or with another person, whereas natural is best, as in the choice between fixing the eyes and intentionally looking around. Dogen's phrases about becoming one with the universe sound spiritual but, if we practice zazen regularly, turn out to be meant in a very simple, practical way. Regularly means for most people once or twice a day, thirty minutes in the morning and evening being very nice, though in Mike's example of a promised thirty minutes daily that is gone by Friday, ten or five minutes every day is better. Comparing five minutes and an hour with a twenty-minute walk and a hike of two or three hours, he says that we can choose and that thirty minutes is quite good. He ends by saying that zazen is not a practice to get something but a practice to lose something, taking off the knowledge and skills we pile on ourselves so that our natural self remains.
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[recitation, 00:00:01–00:01:19]

Right and wrong. In Master Dogen's writings, he wrote an essay called Not Doing Wrong. But actually, the chapter is about the meaning of right and wrong in Buddhism. In our normal lives, we know the meaning of right and wrong. We hold in our minds a concept of what is right, and a concept of what is wrong. And we spend a lot of time trying to decide whether we're doing right or wrong. We're always thinking, should I do this, or should I not do this? If I do this, is it good or is it bad?

Although we don't think of this so consciously, we're always trying to decide what is the best thing or right thing to do. But in Western society, we have concepts of right and wrong. And in Eastern societies, they have concepts of right and wrong. But sometimes they're different. So we can say that right and wrong sometimes depends on the society we live in. But there are also some things which we can agree on, even though we come from different societies. In Western societies, most of our moral code is based on Christian ideals.


Christianity teaches us that there is right and wrong in the world. Right is good, and wrong is bad. God is right, and the devil is bad. Wrong. So the Christian religion splits good and bad, or right and wrong, completely. We can see this in the belief in heaven and hell. Completely separate. And poor human beings in the middle. So if we do right, okay. If we do wrong, completely wrong. This belief is very deep in us. For that reason, we think a lot about right and wrong. But in Buddhism, the meaning of right and wrong is rather different. Of course, there is right and wrong in Buddhism. But according to Dogen's teaching, there is nothing called right which exists somewhere, waiting for us to find it. Or in other words, he says, the concept of right is just an idea.

And he says that wrong is not waiting somewhere, waiting to come into us. This is very different from, for instance, Christian belief. Right or good is waiting there for us to find it. The devil, or bad, or wrong, is waiting to come and get us. In Dogen's teaching of Buddhism, those ideas don't exist at all.

He says that we can agree in our minds on something that is right. For instance, we can all agree that we shouldn't kill. But unfortunately, agreeing or believing that we shouldn't kill is completely different from not doing it. For instance, in Christian societies there have been many wars. And in other spiritual religions, for instance Islam, there have been many wars. So spiritual religions like to fight for what is good. And even to kill people for what is good seems to be okay.


However, in Buddhism, what we do is important, not what we believe. Whether we believe this is right or whether we believe this is wrong, what we do is the only important thing. In other words, right or wrong exists in our action. Not just as ideas in our mind. Very often we can have an idea of something that's good, or something that's bad. And then when we act, we do the opposite. So Buddhism recognises the very large human problem, that even though we know in our mind what is right or what is wrong, often we can't do what is in our mind. And there's another of the Chinese stories about this subject.

In ancient China, there was a man called Haku Kyoi. He was a kind of government official, so he was rather important. But he studied Buddhism with Master Nyoman. And this very important man wanted to know about Buddhism. So he said to his master, ‘What is the essential point of Buddhism?’ And his master said, ‘Not doing wrong, doing right.’ The important official replied, ‘Can that be true? Even a three-year-old child can give me an answer like that.’

Then the master replied, ‘Yes, even a child of three can give an answer like that. But even an old man of eighty like me cannot do what the child says.’ And the official prostrated himself to the master, and then he left. It seems that the official was rather upset, because he wanted some kind of very detailed answer about Buddhism. But he got a very simple answer. But the problem in that story is my problem. And maybe your problem. How do we do right?


We can decide what is right. But we can't do it. We can decide what is wrong. But we can't stop doing it. Master Dogen says that the basis of doing right in Buddhism is not a moral, intellectual decision, but a decision we make intuitively with our body and mind.

So what we do depends not only on our mind, but also on our body. This is quite clear if we think, for instance, of feeling ill or having a headache. We find it difficult to act. Or if we're very angry, we may act in a very unbalanced way. Or if we're very much in love, we may act in an unbalanced way. And Master Dogen says, not only our mind, but our body as well. So if we want to do right, we need to look after our physical state. Not only our mental state.

He says something very surprising. He says, just practise zazen. And we can get a balanced state. In the balanced state, we cannot do wrong. It's very difficult to believe. That's what he says. But in our mind we can always separate right and wrong. So if I say, in the balanced state we can do no wrong, immediately we can think of another example. It doesn't make sense. Or what about so-and-so? What about somebody who practises zazen and then shoots somebody with a gun?


We can think about lots of different examples. But actually, what Master Dogen is saying is about when we're in the balanced state, not some perfect balanced state but a real balanced state, for instance like everybody here. Oh no, not me. Maybe after ten years. Not now. Always we're choosing, always we're deciding. I'm not good, I'm bad, I'm not good enough. But he's saying that people like us here, when we act, our actions are really balanced. Not extreme, in the middle. That is the real meaning of right. If we try to do some ideal meaning of right, we create wrong. If we try to do something ideally good, we create bad. So we can say, for instance, Christianity created the devil. Islam created the devil. But in Master Dogen's thought, the good and bad are something human beings separate. We separate.

Reality in front of us doesn't contain anything called good or bad. If we act in a natural balanced way, this is the best we can do. Of course, we will have problems in our life. But problems are not the result of good and bad. They're just like waves on the sea. Our life itself. Master Dogen's teaching is very optimistic. And he's teaching a kind of freedom. If we practise zazen and get a balanced state of our body and mind, we can do what we want. You can do what you want.


Of course, we can't deny the abstract moral code which society lays down. So we have a precept to follow the rules of society. Whoa. But within the normal rules of society, we can do what we want. We don't need to worry about being selfish or not being selfish. Or making a mistake or not making a mistake. We can just do. But my words sound too easy. And it's true, they are. So I'll stop talking then.

Can I be balanced so I can do what I want? Really? Me?

Jana: Yes. Maybe the only one who's balanced is just you, just you and Jana.

Mike: You too?

Participant: Huh?

Jana: Huh?

Mike: Yes.

Jana: Huh?

Mike: I wonder if it's okay to keep quiet. Maybe I should talk. Which is best? Are there any questions? Comments? Can you believe it?

Question: So, to put it simply: if I have some situation in front of me where I simply won't know how to behave, what is sort of right, more right, good, bad, then I should simply do whatever occurs to me, anything. Is it really that simple?

Mike: To act. Yes. Take one step.

Question: At the moment when a person is deciding, emotions also get involved in the deciding. So if at that moment I can't tell what is intuition and what are emotions, then it can perhaps have negative consequences when I simply put those emotions into the action. The emotions are simply there at the moment when I am deciding.

Mike: Yes.

Jana: What to do with that, or is it...?

Mike: Just to do it. Yes.

Jana: Just to do it, even emotional?

Mike: Can we stop the emotion affecting the decision? This is the point.


Question: I think now I'm assuming that the emotions maybe lead me somewhere. Maybe... perhaps, I don't know, maybe it was my wrong decision and wrong acting. I don't know. Maybe, maybe. I can maybe, I can stop the emotion, but I see that it leads me somewhere and I don't know at the moment how to decide. So—

Jana: He's led by his emotion, and he doesn't know how to decide in the moment.

Mike: Yes, so correct.

Question: Sorry, I can stop my acting under emotional press. I mean, my emotions are pushing me some direction, and I still can decide: keep quiet, or not quiet, just don't do it, or to follow this. So you recommend to follow this emotion, or...?

Mike: No. In your real situation, no recommendation is any good. You just have to solve the problem at that moment. At that moment, whether you act according to your emotion or not depends on your state at that moment. So we can't guess which way you are going to go. We can discuss it, but we don't know, really. After you act, then we can say, Ah, I made a mistake, or you can say, Ah, it's too late. Well, next moment. As Dogen said, we make one mistake after another. Write it. Show that it's not that.

Jana: We make mistake after mistake. What he said.

Mike: Yes. Again.


Question: Of course, the situation can be different, but if there is the possibility, it is probably good to postpone the decision, right?

Mike: Yes, sometimes. Sometimes not. Which is right? Which is wrong?

Question: Of course, sometimes it isn't possible, you know. Sometimes the situation demands a decision now. And it is possible even after the action, I sometimes have the feeling that I perhaps don't know whether I did well or badly, even though simply...

Mike: Yes, that's true. We don't need to know. Because it's past and we did it, so now we're here. But we can't forget, we can't have a clear mind. We have something called a mistake, and we have something which we think is wrong and something which is right. But actually, our life is always decided by our action, now, no? No? And we don't know if it's the right one or wrong one. So Dogen says, act. But it's very difficult for us. It's easier, for instance, for Japanese people. They don't have a Christian background. They don't think about right and wrong—

Participant: So much as we do.

Participant: But they have another problem.

Mike: They think about whether they're doing the same thing as their group or not. If the group is doing something, they do it even if it's terrible. If the group is not doing something, they don't do it, even if it's good. So they have a different problem. Our problem is, was it best? Was it good? Did I do right? We want to do it, and afterwards we want to know whether it was good or bad. We want to see ourselves doing good and bad. Or doing good, not doing bad. But this is only a kind of habit.


Our life is more simple, actually. But it's very difficult for us to see it simply. So we practise something called zazen, which is very stupid. Just sitting. And we face our stupid selves. Many, many thoughts about the stupid things we did. Or the things we're going to do. But doing this simple, stupid practice. That is the best way we can do right. Not best in our head. But best, really. Zazen is not the only way, because we can balance our body and mind with many activities.

For instance, playing music, playing sport. But those pursuits have extra things, for instance in sport, whether we win or lose. Zazen doesn't have anything extra. So it's just the pure practice of making our body-mind balanced. So we can do right and not do wrong. I think we always have emotion coming and going in our life.

Sometimes it moves us this way. Or that one. It's like a kind of current in the sea. But we can just go with the current. Happy, sad, angry, sad, brave, frightened. All these things, but not extreme. So zazen doesn't mean we are never moving with emotions or never becoming angry or so. We're just wobbling. But if I didn't practise zazen.

I would go like this. Very excited, very depressed. Very happy, very sad. In England, many young people go out to drink on Friday and Saturday evening. And they get very, very drunk. Very happy. Then—

Participant: Let's go to the pub.

Mike: Yes, let's go. I don't drink.

Participant: I'm pretty much a freak.

Mike: On Monday morning, these happy people were very, very depressed. Then for one week they're working. Thursday. Then again on Friday. Whoa! So they're living life like this. Many Japanese businessmen live the same life, only they do it every day. Morning depressed, evening happy. Really? So if we practise zazen, we can go like this. So boring. Any questions?


Question: How to cope about that concept of mistakes, like the previous mistakes and those which one made in the past?

Mike: We can forgive ourselves.

Question: Which are shocking, so then you can say that I should forgive.

Mike: You stupid person, you did it again. But we can be kind to ourselves because if we're angry about our mistakes, we can't change anything. And our anger is only against ourselves. I think everybody makes many, many mistakes in their life. I made some mistakes again and again and again and again and again for thirty, forty years. Then I realised, ah.


Question: Can I ask one about zazen? Is my view fixed, that I don't move it the whole time?

Mike: If your head is fixed, your view... you mean you're moving your eyes?

Participant: Yes.

Mike: Yes, you can move your eyes.

Participant: Okay. I'm not fixed on one point.

Mike: No, I think. Again, there are always two opposite situations in zazen, because zazen is balance. It's a balance between two things. One is to fix on looking at one point. The opposite extreme is to intentionally look in different places. Between those two is the natural way. There's noise, so maybe our eyes go this way, or somebody moves here, so maybe we go like this. So natural is best. If we try to fix ourselves, we lose any freedom. If we try to fix our life according to a plan, we lose our freedom. An opportunity. So in zazen, if we try to keep still exactly, we'll become stiff. But we don't need to intentionally move.

Participant: Okay, so if you become stiff, you can't do right.

Mike: Yes. And if we have a very strong belief, and we want to act on that belief, we become stiff. And we have very strong principles. Our views. And we don't want to move. We don't want to compromise. But it's difficult to live in society like that. It's difficult to live with another person like that. Master Dogen's writings about zazen make zazen sound like a kind of magic practice, if we think about it. But if we practise zazen, we can realise what he means in reality. But if we just read some of the writings— we practise zazen, and we can't do any wrong. We become one with the universe.

Our influence spreads through the whole world. If we read phrases like that in his writing, it sounds like something spiritual. But if we practise zazen regularly, we can realise that he doesn't mean it in the spiritual way, but in a very simple, practical way.


Question: What is “regularly”?

Mike: He says four times a day for monks living in the temple. But it's impossible for most people. So, once or twice a day. If you practise for thirty minutes every morning, and thirty minutes every evening, it's very nice. But if you practise ten minutes in the morning, and you forget to practise in the evening, it's nice too.

So if we say, I'm going to practise after this retreat is over, I go back to Brno, I practise every day, thirty minutes. Monday. Okay. Tuesday. Good. Wednesday, twenty minutes. Thursday. Ah, I don't have time. Friday. It's gone. So it's better maybe ten minutes, five minutes, every day, every day, every day.

Question: I would like to ask the master whether he perhaps has some secret trick to make it more fun for people.

Mike: Yes, I think so.

Participant: More fun.

Mike: No, no. No. Thank you. Some Buddhist groups have a dojo. I think in Pilsen you have a dojo where you sit regularly. Then people can visit regularly. But you can do it at home. Just on your own. Sitting with other people is very nice. It's a kind of discipline. But sitting alone is also a kind of discipline. It may make it enjoyable.

Participant: Maybe, yeah.

Mike: You can have different cushion colours. For variety. Then you can say, today—

Jana: Just your body.


Question: Can I ask, you sometimes hear some teachers say that there is a difference after five minutes, a difference after thirty minutes, a difference after one hour. Sometimes people attach to this idea: after one hour of zazen I will feel much better. So could you say something about this? It's not necessary to attach to the idea of how we change after one hour. Do you feel any difference between five minutes and one hour? Do you have any experience when you compare five minutes and one hour?

Mike: Yes, same as walking. If you go for a walk in the country for twenty minutes, after twenty minutes, maybe stop worrying about tomorrow. And you can enjoy the scenery. But when you return home, you didn't have the complete exercise. But if you go for a hike for two or three hours, you can get rid of all of your tension. And return home feeling satisfied.

So if we practise zazen for five minutes, we can get a nice five-minute state. If we practise for thirty minutes, we can settle more. If we practise for one hour, we can get very painful legs. With very painful legs, we might feel something peaceful. So we can choose which is best. I think thirty minutes is quite good. But sometimes in the evening, before bed, I practise just five minutes.


Participant: And this, I had this prejudice that one, or because many teachers...

Mike: You can get rid of it now.

Participant: Yeah, I know. It helped me that I thought that one zazen should be one hour, otherwise it's not complete as a zazen. For years I practised only in the evening, because I told myself an hour in the evening, and I did not practise in the morning. And your teacher, Nishijima, mentioned somewhere that in the morning half an hour is good. And I started to work as a teacher at high school, and I have to get up at seven, or I have to start teaching at eight, so I knew that I would simply be in a bad mood for the whole morning. And because I found out about this possibility to practise zazen for only thirty minutes every morning, I started to practise every morning for thirty minutes, and it really helps me to work. And I can't imagine how I could have this job without this morning zazen. And because I learned that it is enough to practise zazen for a while in the morning, five minutes or half an hour, it helped me enormously that I am able to work in the morning and be in a good mood. So it really helped me that I can practise in the morning and it does not have to be exactly an hour.


Mike: Yes, thirty minutes is nice. But we should notice that zazen is not a practice to get something. It's a practice to lose something. So usually we want to get something, to get things, get knowledge, and get skills, and we pile them on top of ourselves. In zazen, we take them all off. And underneath is our natural self. Which is quite satisfying. Maybe happy. So it's just throwing away, or taking away, or taking off. So if we take off the five minutes. Or if we take off for thirty minutes.

Or thirty minutes, we can take more off. Maybe time to stop. Any other comment? Okay, so shall we chant

[recitation, 00:59:14–01:00:37]
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike interprets, in easier English, the eight truths of a great person from Dogen's last chapter, Hachi Dainingaku, which he describes as the last talk the Buddha gave on the night he died and the last talk Dogen wrote. Because Dogen also says that Buddhas are people who practise zazen, Mike says Dogen is describing the truths of a person who practises zazen, and that this teaching is not about something perfect. We can form a perfect image of a great person who practises zazen, but that is only an image in our brain, and we don't need to try to be like that, only to stop being something else.

The first truth is small desire, and Mike stresses that it does not mean having no desire, because pushing desire down is like pushing a cork under water: it jumps out when we stop, so we should not try to make our desire zero. The second is to know satisfaction, meaning to be satisfied with what we have, so that satisfied people are rich even with no money while unsatisfied people stay poor even with a lot of it. The third is to enjoy tranquillity, which sounds like leaving all groups and living in a log house in the mountains, but Mike thinks it does not mean physically leaving other people. We can be alone in the group if we keep our own independence, and he contrasts Japan, a group society where everyone follows the group, with the opposite problem that we in the West may have of being very individual. The fourth is diligence: like a small stream of water that makes a hole in a rock, we have to keep going step by step, and if we stop practising zazen we will never learn to practise it regularly. The fifth, not to lose mindfulness, is a very difficult word in English because it contains "mind", whereas in Japanese it means to concentrate completely on what you are doing, so Mike would rather say "mind empty". In Master Dogen's teaching it does not mean watching ourselves but throwing away the person who is watching, and when a participant offers a Czech word meaning to be awake, Mike finds it much better and says it matches the Japanese meaning.

The sixth truth is to practise the balanced state of dhyāna, which stays with us once we get it but, like a leaking water pipe or a bell whose sound slowly dies away, has to be kept up by practising again. The seventh is to practise wisdom, prajñā, which Mike explains as meaning "before thought": in Buddhism wisdom is something intuitive before we think, and small intuitive decisions, such as crossing the road for no reason, make the path of our life. The eighth, not to engage in idle chat, does not mean that we cannot talk to each other, since people have different characters, some quiet and some chatty, and that is natural. Master Dogen said that each of the eight truths might contain another eight, so there might be sixty-four and in the end countless truths, which Mike calls fractal. Asked whether learning less desire and practising wisdom differs from practising zazen, Mike answers that it is the same thing. He describes how we get a peaceful state from zazen, then want to break it and come back again. If we stop disturbing ourselves we can have a peaceful state, he says, like a glass of water with ash that settles when we stop stirring, but we like stirring, so perfectly clear water is just a dream.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Mike: Shall we chant Kaikyoge?

[recitation, 00:01:49–00:02:30]

Talk about the last chapter in Master Dogen's writings, in the Shobogenzo. He wrote ninety-five essays or chapters, and he used them for his lectures. He died when he was fifty-two, in 1253. And this chapter was written in 1253.

The chapter is called Hachi Dainingaku. Hachi means eight. Dainin means a great person. Gaku means the truth, or intuitive reflection. So the chapter contains eight intuitive reflections of a great person. I'm not going to read it, I'm going to interpret it into easier English. Buddhas are great persons. The truth that great persons realise is the reason that they enter a serene and peaceful state. It was the last talk that Shakyamuni Buddha gave on the night that he died. And it was also the last talk that Master Dogen wrote. But it's not my last talk. Here are eight truths that Master Dogen writes about. When he says a great person is a Buddha, he also says that Buddhas are people who practise zazen. So if you practise zazen in your life, you are a Buddha and a great person.



First one, small desire. Not to have strong desire. Not to chase after things that you can't get. Gautama Buddha said, if you chase after things that you can't get, you have a lot of suffering. If you don't have such a strong desire, you don't have to chase after things that you can't get. And so you don't suffer. You should practise this, and learn how to have small desire. If you have small desire, you can have many virtues, many advantages. For example, people who have small desire never have to try and get favours from people. And they never have to change themselves in order to get what they want. They are not pulled around by their senses. They have a balanced mind. They don't worry and they're not afraid. When they come into a situation, they're not so rigid. Because they don't want to get something, they can be flexible. And they don't feel dissatisfied. So people who have small desire have a serene and peaceful state.



That's the first one.


But we shouldn't think it means having no desire. If we try to stop having desire, we can manage it for some time. But it's like a cork floating on water. If we push it down, it's fine. But if we stop pushing it, it jumps out of the water. So we shouldn't try to make our desire zero. Desire is natural. But if we very much want things that we can't get easily, then it can make us suffer. But obviously, if we don't try to do things, we can never achieve anything. So he's talking about extremes. And we all experience extreme desire. We can see, for instance, a small child. ‘I want an ice cream. Mummy, can I have an ice cream?’

Participant: Yeah.

Participant: You bet.

Mike: ‘I want an ice cream.’ And then when we get larger, we want larger ice creams.

Participant: I bet you still want a little one.

Mike: I have an ice cream.


The number two: to know satisfaction, which means to be satisfied with what we have. The Buddha said, if you get rid of all kinds of things that make you suffer, then you can feel satisfied. And feeling satisfied is where you find joy and peace. People who feel satisfied can feel comfortable even when they're lying on the ground. But those people who don't feel satisfied, even if they're living in a beautiful palace, are still not happy. People who are not satisfied are still poor, even if they have a lot of money. People who are satisfied are rich, even if they have no money. People who are not satisfied are constantly pulled by their desire. So people who feel satisfied can look at them and pity them.





Number three. To enjoy tranquillity.



Jana: Well, we will say klidu, míru.

Mike: Could be, yeah.


That means to move away from all kinds of noise and live alone in an empty space. The Buddha said, if you want to get tranquillity and unintentional peace and joy— that's the big one, to allow peace and joy to come to you— you should move away from noise and live alone in seclusion. People who like quiet places are revered by the gods. The gods love virtue. This is why you should abandon your groups and other groups and live alone in an empty space. And then you can find what is causing your suffering. People who love being in groups have many problems. They're like a big flock of birds who gather together on a big tree. And then they worry that the branches will break. People who attach strongly to society have many kinds of suffering like this. Like an old elephant who is in the mud. It's struggling but can't get out by itself.



So it sounds as if the Buddha says, leave all groups and live on your own, away from everybody. And we can imagine finding a small log house in the mountains, and living there peacefully. Actually, I think it's not like that. So we shouldn't think that he means to physically leave all other people. We can be alone in the group, if we retain our own independence. Of course, we have to cooperate with each other. And we're doing that this weekend. So we have a group. But if in our group we all try to follow each other, or we are trying to do the same as everybody else, then that's the kind of problem. I lived in Japan for twenty or so years. Japan is a group society, so the main factor in everything everybody does is to follow their group. If they are in a small group of friends standing in a train together, they ignore everybody else. They may stand in the circle, talking to each other and looking at each other all the time. And they ignore other people completely. I felt it was very, very rude behaviour.


And if you go to cross the road, waiting for the traffic lights to go from red to green, everybody is waiting to cross. If one person steps out, even if the colour is red, everybody will follow. This is true. So Japanese society suffers from exactly this problem. Maybe we suffer from the opposite problem. We are very individual in Western society. But anyway, this truth about tranquillity suggests that we don't get caught by groups. Our group this weekend is very nice, because we came together unexpectedly. And then we will disappear. So it's very natural. I wonder where so many great people came from.


Number four. To practise diligence.



Mike: To practise diligence.

Jana: No, you don't need to.

Mike: To keep doing things all the time, on and on and on. It's a weekend.


The Buddha said, if you practise diligence, really, nothing is difficult. So just keep diligent. Like a small stream of water constantly flowing onto a piece of rock, it can make a hole in the rock. But if we get tired and give up, it's like starting a fire, making a fire with a stick. Before the fire comes, we say, ah, tired. So we can never get fire.




Sometimes when we're making efforts, we don't know why we're making an effort. So we think, oh, I stop. Or sometimes we have an aim. And we start to work towards that aim. And then we become tired. Or frightened. Or for many reasons, we stop. If we stop doing something, we can never get to our aim. A very simple example. Practising zazen. If we stop practising zazen, we will never learn to practise zazen regularly. Of course, in my case, I practised for many years. And many times I thought, why am I doing this? Doesn't seem to get anywhere. Maybe I'm wasting my life. But somehow, intuitively, I kept doing it. And our life works like this. Of course, sometimes we keep doing something which is stupid. And then if we keep pursuing it, eventually we realise we have to stop. But in order to achieve something, and to get the results of our efforts, we need to keep going, step by step. This is called diligence.



Number five. Not to lose mindfulness.



This is a very difficult word in English.


The Buddha said, if you have the ability not to lose mindfulness, then problems keep away from you. For this reason, you should constantly control yourself, and not allow yourself to wander in many different directions. If you lose mindfulness, you lose all your good points. If your power of mindfulness is strong, then even if you go into situations where there are very strong desires, they won't harm you. And you have nothing to fear.



So mindfulness in English is a very difficult word, because it has the word mind. But in Japanese, the word doesn't mean mind. It means to concentrate completely on what you're doing. So we could say mind empty, instead of mindful. If we're doing one thing and thinking about another thing, this is not mindful. Many people try to think about what they're doing while they're doing it. But in any physical activity or sport that involves—

Question: Many people, when they do something, try to think about what they are doing?

Mike: Yes, and try to watch ourselves. But in Master Dogen's teaching, mindfulness doesn't mean that. It means throwing away the person who is watching, and completely concentrating on what we're doing. In Chinese Buddhism there is a metaphor. If we are not mindful, it's like having two moons. And when we are mindful, there is only one moon. So in the old koan stories, sometimes the monks say to each other, have you got two moons? No, I have one moon.


In modern society, we are excellent at thinking about things while we're doing other things. Multitasking. For instance, in England, where I live, sometimes if I go to the bank to get some money, while the person in the bank is counting the money, they want to talk to me about something else. ‘One, two. Are you going on holiday tomorrow?’ In the supermarket, at the checkout, the same thing happens. And we can become very skilful. But to have that skill, we pay a price. In some way, modern society wants us to be multitasking. But we don't notice the price that we pay. We become scattered in different directions. So sometimes it's good to be concentrating on one thing. Attentive. And this is the meaning of mindfulness. So I like mind emptiness. In Czech, is the word the same problem?

Jana: I think so, yes. It's like a glass of water. The glass can be full. It's like you say mindful. And if you pour a little out, it's then empty.

Participant: But I think the closest translation of mindfulness is bdělost. And bdělost means to be awake. So in Czech it works really well.

Mike: Really? It's much better.

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: Would you say the word again?

Participant: Bdělost.

Jana: Yes.

Mike: Bdělost. So I'm going to use bdělost in my talks in England. It's much better. In English, it's a big problem. People think mindfulness means I have to think what I'm doing, and we have a teaching in society: think what you're doing.

Participant: Yeah.

Jana: I think it's a different connotation. It means not to be asleep.

Mike: Great. It's the same as the Japanese meaning. I'm so pleased to hear that.



Number six. To practise the balanced state of dhyāna.



If you remember, dhyāna is the same as jhāna in Pali. Dhyāna is Sanskrit, jhāna is Pali. Chan is Chinese. Zen is Japanese.


The Buddha said, if you regulate yourself, then you will exist in the balanced state. Sitting in the balanced state, you will know how the world comes and goes. This is why you should be diligent in practising all kinds of balance.



Participant: Exercise. Exercise.

Mike: Routines of movements to a balanced state.

Jana: The harmony and balance.

Mike: When you get a balanced state, it doesn't disappear. It stays with you. We should practise the balanced state of dhyāna to prevent our balance leaking away. Like water. If we have a leak in a pipe in our house, we need to repair the water pipe to prevent the water leaking away. There is a metaphor that zazen is like ringing a bell. Bong. When we ring a big bell, the sound continues and slowly dies away. So with zazen, we need to practise bong, and then when it dies away, practise again. Bong. There's a term, resonance. We can keep the big bell resonating.


Number seven. To practise wisdom. The Buddha said, if you have wisdom, then you don't become greedy and want many things. If you keep looking at yourself, you can prevent yourself from becoming lost. Then you will be free. Wisdom is a strong ship, and you can sail across the ocean of getting old, becoming ill and dying. For this reason, you should practise wisdom and develop it. If we are wise, we have clear eyes.



Wisdom in Buddhism is often called prajñā. Prajñā is a Sanskrit word. Pra means before. In English, we have pre. In Latin, pre. And jñā means thinking, to think. If—

Participant: We say ‘pradžňa’.

Participant: It depends on whether it's tied with Sanskrit. Okay, but we could say it the same way.

Jana: It's just a pronunciation of the words.

Mike: Yeah. Jñā is the same as the Greek verb ginosko. So it means thought.

Participant: Cognition.

Jana: No, or thought.


Mike: So prajñā means before thought. In Buddhism, wisdom is something intuitive, before we think. When we practise zazen, we become people with prajñā. We develop some kind of intuition. But sometimes we can't see it. It's not necessary to see our intuition. But we act following our intuition. I don't mean in a very grand way. For instance, ‘Ah, I have intuition. I'm going to go to Iceland.’ But in a very simple way. We're walking down the road, and we cross over. No reason, just we cross over. Or we go to the theatre on Thursday, not Wednesday. All these small intuitions, we don't know what is happening. But those small intuitions create our life. I think I'll buy this book. I think I'll ring up this friend. But I'm using the word think. But actually, it's more straightforward than that. At a very simple level, you go this way, not that way. And this simple intuitive decision at every moment makes the path of our life.


Number eight is the last one. Not to engage in idle chat.

The Buddha said, if you engage in all kinds of idle chatting, then your mind will be disturbed. Although you are away from your family life, still you can't become free. So just immediately throw away disturbing idle chatting. Stop yourself from chatting uselessly. And then you can become serene.



Though I don't think he means we can't talk to each other. But some people talk all the time, and they can't stop talking. And it doesn't worry them what they're talking about. Just they need to talk. So we don't need to do it. But we all have our characters. Some people are very quiet. Some people are very chatty. So that's natural.


Those are the eight truths. Master Dogen said that each of those eight truths might contain another eight truths. So there might be sixty-four of them. And if we look at each one, we can find more. So there are countless truths.

Participant: They're fractal.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Yes. Fractal.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Exactly.

Mike: Fractal. Exactly. So he understood that our knowledge is fractal.

And his four views, which I talked about yesterday, looking at something from four views, is also fractal. So we can always look more closely at everything, and find more smaller divisions. Anyway, the rest of the chapter I'm not going to read, but you can read it if you want to. He says that these eight truths are the teaching of the Buddha, just before he died. Master Dogen taught these eight truths a few months before he died. So we can suppose they're the result of his life experience. They're very nice to understand, and they can give us some guidelines.


Mike: That's the end of my talk. Do you have any questions or comments?

Participant: Have you seen Genesis? Genesis, the new film.

Mike: No.

Participant: No, no. Iron Man.

Mike: Who is the star?

Participant: One French monk from some cave.

Mike: Oh?

Participant: Buddhist monk.

Mike: Buddhist monk.

Participant: So the same teaching. Oh yeah.

Question: Is learning to have less desire and practising wisdom something different from practising zazen?

Mike: No, same thing. So Master Dogen is saying that these are truths of a person who practises zazen. So we might say, ‘Oh, I like more desire, so I stop.’ That's what we can do, yeah? Or, for instance, we might practise zazen and have a nice peaceful state. But we feel something too peaceful. So we can go to the pub and drink. And then we feel, ‘Oh, that's better, I feel more normal again.’ Right. More normal. And then after some time we get bored with the normal talking and working and drinking and things like that. So then we think, ‘Oh, I want to practise some zazen again.’ And then we feel peaceful again, and then we feel, ‘Ah, too peaceful.’ We get the peaceful state from zazen, but many times we want to break the peaceful state. And then we come back again. This teaching is not about something perfect. In our mind, we can form some perfect image. A great human being who practises zazen. Not me. That's just the image in our brain. But if we practise zazen on and on and on, slowly, instead of doing this, we do this. I suppose maybe when we become very old, if we practise zazen every day, we might become almost like this. But I don't know yet.


So we get these qualities from practising zazen. We don't need to try to be like that. We just need to stop being something else. So if we stop disturbing ourselves, we can have a peaceful state. And there is a metaphor. A glass which is filled with water and the ash. When we stir the water, we can't see clearly. When we stop stirring, the water settles. But we like stirring. Stirring is our life. But sometimes we need to stop stirring. And then when we look this way, we start stirring again. Oh, we're stirring. So if we have an image of perfectly clear water, it's just a dream.

Shall we stop? Thank you very much for listening to my talks. When I give talks, I'm teaching myself. So thank you for letting me teach myself. Thank you. So we recite.

[recitation, 00:56:50–00:57:45]

I'd like to say a big thank you to Jana for interpreting.

Participant: Thank you very much.
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across all five accepted items, including the recorded portion of Session 4, Mike reads Dogen’s Ikka-no-myoju as the whole reality in which ordinary life, thought, body, action, and encounters with other people already occur. It is not a hidden perfect state behind daily life or a separate object one can possess. The series begins with small, ordinary actions and the need for teaching to become someone’s own realised experience rather than repeated information. Its centre is the shared here-and-now reality that names, categories, and interpretations may describe but cannot exhaust.

Mike therefore keeps a tension: thoughts about an event can differ from it, while thoughts themselves take place as real events. For him, the phrase “one bright pearl” points to an undivided reality prior to the attempt to conceptualise it, not to a pleasant feeling or withdrawal from social life. The third session brings questions, silence, harmful acts, later regret, and present response within that reality, without measuring a person against an abstract moral ideal. Regret cannot undo a past act; reflection can organise thinking, but he says future action depends on the physical and mental state present when acting. In the recorded portion of Session 4, people, animals, plants, events, and sounds can teach reality without a mystical announcement from elsewhere. Its pearl image makes an ordinary encounter a possible bearer of wisdom that may be received without being recognised until later. The final talk brings ideals, bodily limits, immediate action, and an all-embracing viewpoint together as interwoven perspectives for balance in normal life. It values planning and concrete participation in society but does not propose an alternative Buddhist life. Mike calls modern interpretations incomplete, while allowing a published work to have a real completeness that can help readers move forward. In his view, Shobogenzo is holistic rather than one-sided because it holds different viewpoints and contradictions together.










  Talks in this series



  Ikka-no-myoju 1: A Pearl in Ordinary Things

  Mike: a teaching’s truth is found in simple practice and made our own by experience, not just understanding

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 1

  
  



  Ikka-no-myoju 2: Undivided Reality

  Mike: the bright pearl is the reality we already share before dividing it up, not an object or hidden state

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 2

  
  



  Ikka-no-myoju 3: Our Place in the Universe

  Mike: any question, act or regret belongs to reality, yet responsibility stays; morality lies in the situation

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 3

  
  



  Ikka-no-myoju 4: The Universe as Teacher

  Recorded part: Mike reads the universe as teacher via people, animals, sounds; a pearl may come unexpectedly

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 4

  
  



  Ikka-no-myoju 5: The Four Views

  Mike uses the four viewpoints to ask how Buddhism can fit normal life, not a separate idealised world

  Michael Eido Luetchford · standalone talk
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Digest of sessions 1–4






  Michael Eido Luetchford
Summer 2006 — Ikka-no-myoju.
Venue: Earth Spirit.

  



  What sessions 1–4 say (short overview)

  
In these four sessions on Dogen’s Ikka-no-myoju, Mike reads “one bright pearl” as the undivided, uninterpreted reality in which we are, right at this moment.2.17 He starts from the small, simple things of practice, such as washing a mug after tea, and says that if a text still talks about something completely different after our effort to understand it, his advice is to throw it away, because it is not Buddhism. Master Gensa had taken a teaching to mean that his body was not real until, in great pain from a stubbed toe, he realised, “This is real!”; Mike says that Gensa realised something about the realistic nature of Buddhist teaching, and offers only as one interpretation that it was Gensa himself who had been deceiving himself. For Mike, a teacher’s truth has to be made our own:1.14 a monk who only repeats Gensa’s words back has understood them but not realised what they mean, and we can realise something only through our own experience, not from somebody else telling us.

Dogen says that Gensa’s expression is meant to get beyond categorisation, yet, as Mike reads him, he insists that daily life, including the social reality of pin numbers and bank accounts that we invent, is the Universe itself,2.3 with no other perfect state hiding behind it. Reality, for Mike, is the meeting of me and the world here and now,2.6 and that reality does not stop with me but is a common reality. He asks people to notice when the mind is elsewhere, calling this a description of reality rather than a criticism or an instruction. He keeps a contradiction that he finds throughout Dogen’s writings: thoughts are different from reality, yet thoughts are real and are the Universe.

Although the monk seems caught up in his intellectual habits, Dogen says that in asking his question he is fulfilling the essential function of the Universe, and Mike takes fulfilling our function to mean fulfilling our place in the Universe. In the discussion of regret, Mike says that the past is gone and that future action depends on our physical and mental state rather than on our intention, so he suggests reflecting in a lighter sense and practising balance. He does not present this view as invalidating other viewpoints such as therapy or talking with somebody else, and his own example of hitting a partner still ends with going to try and sort it out. Mike says that the perfection of reality is the different, real life we actually lead,3.9 not a perfect self, partner, holiday or retreat, and even our efforts to evade that truth take place within it. Real things put into words become concepts, which Mike calls very poor pictures of reality. When a participant is still not clear why Master Yakusan’s answer about the weather comes after the cave, Mike says that he is not clear either. In the recorded part of the fourth session, Mike says that the universe and all the things in it teach us,4.3 from the realisations of ancestors to a late bedtime, a dog or a forest. A pearl hidden in a garment suggests that we receive wisdom unexpectedly through an encounter and may not recognise it until later.





Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




What matters is small and simple

The rather strange thing about Buddhist practice is that the important things are the very small, simple things, and the large things are not so important. So if we don’t understand a word of what I said at the end of this talk, it’s alright, go and have a cup of tea. But after you’ve had a cup of tea, wash your mug up. All the sometimes rather abstract, difficult-to-understand Buddhist scriptures are saying that.1.1

In a lot of koan stories, the answer to “What is the most important thing in Buddhism?” is something like, “Get up and do the washing-up.” And it’s not a joke — well, it is a joke, but it’s very serious! Because just leading our life simply and practically is the aim of Buddhism. If we make our effort to understand what we read and it’s still talking about something completely different, my advice is throw it away, it’s not Buddhism. Often we read something and it sounds completely different, but when we think, “This is written by somebody in a different culture in a different time, so let me try and grasp what they must have been trying to say in normal terms,” then we can sometimes find the meaning. Some of these koan stories sound very strange when you first read them, but if you imagine these two medieval Chinese people out in a rice field talking to each other, then it can make sense.1.2

Bringing that into what we’re doing here, the simple things we’re doing are the most important. And if there’s a big calamity, we just have to accept it and let it go, as lightly as we can.1.3

Gensa’s stubbed toe

The chapter I want to talk about this weekend is Ikka-no-myoju, “One Bright Pearl”, which Master Dogen wrote in 1238. It’s based on a quotation by one of his ancestors, Master Gensa Shibi, who said that the whole Universe is one bright pearl.1.4

Gensa was a fisherman because he loved fishing. But he wasn’t trying to catch the legendary fish with the golden scales. Then he left secular society to study Buddhism, having realised how fragile its foundations are.1.5 1.6

One day he set off to visit other masters. He stubbed his toe on a stone. He’d heard the teaching that this physical body isn’t real and thought it meant that our real bodies are not real, like people today who say that “there is no self”. So, “If there is no self, why is my toe hurting?” could be another way of putting it. In great pain, he suddenly realised something: “This is real!” And that realisation made him go back to the temple. His master said to him, “Hey, you hard little man. What are you doing?”1.8 1.9


Gensa replied, “I have realised that it is not others who deceive me.”1.10



That’s a very simple little phrase, but it’s very profound. In hitting his toe on a stone, he realised something about the realistic nature of Buddhist teaching, not theoretical or spiritual. We can interpret that in lots of different ways; but we can say maybe he realised that Master Seppo was trying to teach him something true, and it was he himself who was deceiving himself.1.10

Asked about his trip, Gensa said, “Bodhidharma didn’t plan to come to China, just as our second ancestor didn’t plan to go to India.” Bodhidharma did come to China, and the second ancestor stayed where he was; both just followed events. Gensa is suggesting that he didn’t have a plan to turn back. Just he turned back. A lot of our actions in our life are like that: we’re not always thinking our way through our lives, we’re living our way through our lives. We can imagine that he went off to find something, and stubbing his toe he found something. So he had some kind of intellectual intention in going, and the reality his toe faced him with broke through his intellectual intention, so he just turned around and came back, naturally.1.11 1.12 2.1

Gensa was just a fisherman, a very simple and sincere young man, not pursuing some idealistic thing. But he had a will to find out what the truth is.1.13

Making it our own


But he did gain the power to make the truth of his master’s teaching his own.1.13



If we study Buddhism with a teacher, we find out whether what the teacher is teaching is true, and we make it our own. In that sense, we don’t learn something which we didn’t know and then, once we’ve got it, take it away with us. We realise something that’s true as the basis of everybody’s life.1.14

Gensa taught this truth with the words that the whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl. “The whole Universe” is not only the physical universe, but the Universe of all things and phenomena, including everything, and nothing; all our mental universe, too.1.14 1.15


One day a monk asked Master Gensa, “… How should we, your students, understand this?”

Master Gensa replied, “… How could it be useful to understand these words intellectually?”

Several days later, Master Gensa put the same question back to the monk … The monk replied, “… How could it be useful to understand these words intellectually?”1.15 1.16



The second time, Gensa doesn’t mean, “Give me an intellectual explanation.” He just means, “Give me something back.” But the monk replied with exactly the same words; he was just imitating his master. So Gensa told him that he was “struggling with a demon in a cave on a black mountain”: some kind of intellectual wrestling going on inside our brain. The monk didn’t express anything real in his own understanding. He could have said, “Well, it’s not much of a pearl today! Look, it’s peeing down with rain.”1.16 1.17 1.18

He understood what the master had said, but he didn’t realise what that phrase meant. In English “understand” usually means intellectual understanding; “realise” suggests something more profound.1.18 1.19

Question: Realise by your own experience.

Yes. That’s right. Which is the only way we can realise anything. We can’t realise it from somebody else telling us. We can only realise it when it hits us on the toe and makes our toe bleed.1.19

Koan stories were real conversations. The tradition of saying the same thing back, I think, is not part of real Buddhism. In one direction the koan tradition became stylised, and we’re not interested in that kind of stiff game-play. In your mind you can separate two things, getting the same reply back and seeing a real person in front of you; but there’s no such situation in reality. In reality, a reply is given in a real situation by a real human being. Master Gensa heard his reply and saw his attitude, all together.1.20

Question: Isn’t the monk’s reply a bit cheeky?

Yes, could be cheeky. But we could also imagine a very sincere student who’s been grappling with what Master Gensa said, day after day. Told that he can’t understand it, he repeats the fact that he can’t understand it, but doesn’t express his own view. Master Dogen says the monk needs to reflect in zazen. That doesn’t mean that he’s got to practise zazen and think about it; simply, sitting in zazen we reflect ourselves, we reflect the world, so we can experience reality. Then he can maybe realise that understanding is not always the point.3.12 3.13

Beyond categories, inside daily life

Master Gensa is saying something about reality which is not something you can think about and understand, but just a simple description of reality. Master Dogen is saying that Gensa’s expression is intended to get beyond categorisation: the Universe, the whole of reality, is beyond our powers to express, in its totality. We do describe it, but in the end we’re lost for words.2.1 2.2

Dogen says the Universe is beyond our usual interpretations of “living and dying, coming and going”, a metaphor for our ordinary life. We all share a social reality, and that social reality is invented by us. Only human beings understand what’s meant by a pin number; it’s useless to try to explain it to a cat. It’s real, and we share it, but the Universe doesn’t care about pin numbers. But then he goes on to say:2.3


Living and dying, coming and going are the Universe itself.2.3



In other words, our daily life is reality. Master Dogen insists that the daily round, our daily life, with pin numbers and bank accounts, is the same thing as the Universe. There isn’t another perfect state hiding behind the life that we lead. In Buddhism, Heaven and Earth are the same.2.3

Then Master Dogen asks whether the Universe is only an accumulation of particles or something indivisible and whole, exactly the problem of atomic physics. Of course it doesn’t matter, because we can’t change it. But it does matter to people who are seeking for the basis of existence. It doesn’t matter to me.2.4 2.7

The meeting of me and the world


In the end, the whole of reality [the whole Universe] is just endlessly realising that I exist right here in this world, and realising that the world exists right here with me.2.6



Although we imagine a Universe, the only real experience we have of reality is what is here now. So we can say that reality, for me, is the meeting of me and the world here and now: “I exist right here in this world” from my subjective side, “the world exists right here with me” from the objective side.2.6

Yoko and I often move about between Japan and England, and we both feel that when we’re in one place, the other place disappears. It’s impossible for us to experience anything other than what is here and now. That doesn’t mean that the world’s stopped; it’s something to do with the nature of our experience itself. A phone call or the news takes us out of being with what we’re doing. I don’t mean that we should stop it, just that fact itself. Notice it. We don’t have to go around keeping on noticing it.2.7 2.8

Question: When I’m gardening I’m only gardening, but I didn’t realise that before. But then when I realise that, it goes!

To notice that fact is to notice how human beings are. Many people hear Buddhist teachings and think, “I have to get there.” But the point is just to notice how I am. Sometimes, although I’m doing something, my mind is elsewhere. That’s not a criticism, it’s just a description of reality. And sometimes in work we have to split ourselves. But to notice it clearly is important. Nowhere is there any instruction that we shouldn’t do this and we should do that.2.8 2.9

Question: Reality is still a personal thing, though, isn’t it?

Me meeting the world is reality. That reality doesn’t stop with me, it extends to everything, because you’re here. When we think about it, we make it personal with our thoughts and feelings; but it means a common reality, which in Buddhism is the Universe, or Dharma. When we stop thinking, in zazen, or gardening, or doing something sincerely, there’s no edge to what is included in our consciousness.2.10

When we stop thinking, there aren’t any objects. Carrying a cup of tea, you don’t name things or interpret them; you’re just acting, just being. Early Buddhism calls that “empty”, the state where we don’t discriminate or analyse. We all have that state, or we couldn’t live. But if we don’t give ourselves enough time without our busy minds going round, we get stressed. So the answer to stress is just to train ourselves to sit in the gap between our thoughts. Master Dogen doesn’t say, “When I’m here I know what the Universe is.” He says, “When I’m here, I am the Universe.”2.11

Thoughts are real


… our emotions and our thoughts, just like turning our head or changing our facial expression, are momentary actions to take things in, and as such they are the Universe itself.2.11



This is a very strange statement! Our thoughts take place in reality, so they’re the Universe itself. But it’s a contradiction. Thoughts are different to reality. Master Dogen says that all the way through his writings: “Yes, thoughts are different from reality; but thoughts are the Universe, thoughts are reality.” And we don’t like contradictions, so we get stuck: “But, but, but…”2.11 2.12

Thinking is when we create an image in our head and think about it. We can think about something before, during or after doing it, but doing it is different from thinking about it. And you can’t garden unconsciously: “Oh, good gracious! All the gardening’s been done!” Our thoughts are not real, because we think about things that don’t exist; but our thoughts themselves are real things. If we strap bits on our head, we can see little blips on the graph.2.13 2.14 2.15

The word prajñā commonly means “wisdom”, but it actually means what we experience before we interpret the world — pre-thinking. Buddhism insists that before our conceptualisation there is something and we’re in it, so there is some experience; it’s real. That may be different from the modern meaning of “experience” and, as Harry says, we should talk about it in detail some time.2.16

One bright pearl


… the whole Universe is one bright pearl. Not that grass out there, or those trees over there, not just the mountains and rivers all around us, but one bright pearl.2.17



“One bright pearl” suggests something whole and undivided, some undivided state of experience that exists here and now before we start to analyse here and now. We’re all in it. We are it. That’s what is expressed by “one bright pearl”: that undivided, uninterpreted reality in which we are, right at this moment. The phrase is a metaphor for something we can’t put into words.2.17

What Master Dogen is talking about here is difficult to talk about. That’s why he uses metaphor and why his description contains contradictions. And we shouldn’t be surprised, because reality contains contradictions when we think about it.2.19

Question: Difficult to talk about, but not difficult to experience.

No, we’re experiencing it all the time.2.19

What Master Dogen is saying in this chapter is we all lead a great life. We’re all pearls.2.19

England is a name, France is a name. We can’t be in a name. In our heads we can be in a name, but actually we’re just here and now. One bright pearl. There are no boundaries, no borders. And even when it’s miserable, it’s wonderful. Master Gensa said, “It is not others who deceive me.”2.19 2.20


But we can still assert that the whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl — not two pearls or three pearls.3.20



“Not two pearls or three pearls” means something whole, not made up of parts.3.20

Fulfilling our function


Although the monk here seems just to be caught up in his intellectual habits, in asking his question, he is fulfilling the essential function of the Universe.3.1




A wave contains exactly its amount of water, and our daily conduct must mirror this.3.2



Master Dogen is putting into words the fact that we all have to be as we are. If we’re asking an intellectual question, or sitting quietly without asking a question, that’s fulfilling our function. Fulfilling our function is just to be who we are without thinking about it. But we’re all different, and every moment is different. So to fulfil our function means to fulfil our place in the Universe. What we’re trying to describe is the experience of being completely whole in this moment.3.2

Question: Why is Master Dogen pointing that out then?

Because we always doubt. If we realise that what we’re doing is part of the Universe, then we can have confidence in what we’re doing, however silly it might seem, or embarrassing, or great, or small.3.3

Question: There is a link, though, to “not doing wrong”, isn’t there?

That is exactly not doing wrong. In Master Dogen’s teachings, not doing wrong is not obeying an abstract moral law but finding the morality in the situation. And the morality in the situation is to be who we are.3.3 3.4

Master Dogen is saying that Master Gensa’s phrase expresses the perfectness of reality; but that perfectness is not the perfectness we create in our brain: perfect me, perfect partner, perfect holiday, perfect retreat. Our life is different, and it’s that different real life that is perfect. The truth passed on from teacher to student is passed on not only by discussing facts like the perfection of reality, but by our actual practice of balancing body and mind. And in balancing body and mind we notice that the reality in front of us is just as it is, perfect, and that includes all our conduct, whether we’re asking intellectual questions, being too aggressive, being upset, and whatever.3.9


It is this truth that Gensa passes on to himself.3.9



Master Dogen’s suggesting that we teach ourselves. And as there’s nobody else to teach us, I suppose we do.3.9


… even when we are trying to evade this truth, all of the efforts we are making to evade it are made in the one bright pearl of this present moment.3.10



We can’t escape from reality, because we’re always in it. Although that sounds like a self-justifying statement, it’s also a true fact. And if we notice that, we can accept the situation and ourselves — not in a passive way, but simply by realising the fact.3.10

Regret, reflection and balance

Question: So what happens if you are hitting your child? … I move on to another space which is regretting it.

The past is gone. So although you might regret it, you did it, and your conduct now is what is important. The only thing we can do is something now. You can regret it, but regretting it is just you.3.4

Question: When we did it, that was the best. So just, how can I say it?

We’re doing our best.3.5

I’ve got a rather peculiar viewpoint on learning from the past. I wonder whether we learn in the way that we say. When we reflect, we put our thoughts in order. But in the future, how we act doesn’t depend on that sorting out in our mind; it depends on our physical and mental state at the moment when we act. So whether or not we do it again doesn’t depend on our intention, but on our state. A very strong intention not to do something sometimes works against us: no cigarettes for three weeks, and then two packets. But if we reflect in a lighter sense, not as a plan for action, then we’re free to act in the future. And if we practise balance, we will act in a balanced way the best we can.3.5 3.6

Maybe to go for a long walk, or to do something physical, might have a better effect than a mental process of regretting and promising to ourselves. To me it always is; but I hesitate to say it always is for everybody.3.6

I can’t work out the effects of what I do so clearly. Sometimes I think I can, but it’s only from my perspective, so it’s not a big picture. It’s just one-sided. If we look back, we can get some kind of picture of the effect of our conduct, but for me it’s only in retrospect.3.7

Question: It’s important to be talking with somebody else about it too.

The viewpoint of Buddhism on this doesn’t mean that all other viewpoints are invalid, or that if we do something it’s gone, so we can do anything we like and don’t need to plan. That sounds like chaos. In the middle of the therapeutic processes in use these days, those of us who practise balance can realise that we’re doing our best at every moment. Simply, “I did my best and I hit my partner, but I should go and try and sort that out.” And then sorting it out becomes another instance of doing your best.3.8

Concepts and names


This is like a man riding a robber’s horse to chase the robber!3.10



That’s a rather curious expression; it also occurs in Nagarjuna’s writings. I can’t explain it any more than it’s written there. What Nick said makes the most sense to me: adopting the same method as somebody else.3.11 3.12


Tentatively we can say that real things and events that are teachings and practice, when put into words, all become conceptual in nature.3.13



Real things, when we put them into words, become concepts. Then we tend to discuss the concepts, argue about them, and forget that they represent reality itself. So all our concepts are actually very poor pictures of reality, but we tend to believe the pictures and forget what’s behind them. Either the robber or the good guy, we’re all using the same concepts and languages to try and understand reality, but we can’t. We’re chasing round and round on the same horse.3.14

In medieval China, when monks were asked their name, they would say, “It’s a very nice time of year, isn’t it?” I don’t know why. Maybe it’s something to do with the fact that our name is a concept, and we ourselves are beyond our name. We can all recognise that sometimes we don’t really know who we are. But, beyond that, I think asking ourselves “Who am I?” is a load of rubbish. The koans are just pointing to the fact that we are not the name that’s given to us, just like the Universe is not what is described by the word “Universe”.3.15 3.16

Master Yakusan didn’t complain how hot it was that June; he just said, “It’s very nice!” He followed the norm. I get the impression from reading the story that in fact June is a very hot time and not so nice, but customarily a monk would say, “It’s nice.” It’s a way of avoiding saying your name. It’s like “Good morning!”, isn’t it?3.18 3.19

Question: So we say “Good morning” to somebody, which is customary, but at the same time it’s something from our self.3.19

Question: I’m still not clear why all that lot comes after the cave bit.

Ah, nor am I. Well, you never know with Dogen, do you?3.19

The universe teaches us


… the whole Universe is perfectly rounded, and roundly it rolls along.3.20



So we end the talk, give the chant, practise zazen, have lunch. The Universe, or reality, rolls along, and our duty is to roll along with it.3.20

Master Reiun Shigon realised what reality was when he was looking at plum blossoms: that reality is just here and now. Master Kyogen Shikan is said to have realised what reality is on hearing a pebble hit a bamboo. Master Dogen is saying that these ancestors realised the truth because the universe is one bright pearl. But if we try and explain that in terms of “Therefore this happened, therefore that happened”, we can’t find a logical connection.4.2

So people in the past, the present and the future can realise what the truth is. We can take the Lotus Sutra’s image of Buddhas appearing as meaning reality is all around us: the universe and all the things in it teach us. It can be a person or a dog or a plant in the garden, an incident, a sound. Not some kind of mystical “This is reality”, but just, “Ah, I see. If I keep going to bed late, I can’t get up in the morning.” So we can say those things or people or beings that teach us reality are buddhas.4.3

The Lotus Sutra’s bodhisattva appearing in the body of all different kinds of people is the symbolic way of the Lotus Sutra. But in fact we can say that all of the universe is teaching us what reality is, because it’s all real. So we may learn from our children, or from our dog, or from trees what reality is. We can be wound up by our work, our busy mind whirling round, and we go for a walk through a forest, and the rustling leaves tell us, “Here we are.”4.4 4.5

A pearl in the garment

In the Lotus Sutra, a drunk friend sobers up and finds that his friend has hidden a pearl in his clothing, and then gone. Pearl means some kind of wisdom or true teaching of the truth. We meet somebody and we realise something about reality through the encounter, and then they’re gone. But often we don’t find the pearl until afterwards. Under the black dragon’s chin is hidden a pearl; I think that’s a legend, but I don’t know that in detail. What’s under its chin?4.6

Participant: A carrot.4.6

Participant: A lime.4.6


It … is often hidden beneath a garment, and we shouldn’t expect to find it displayed prominently.4.7



So, if we receive a pearl of wisdom from somebody, we shouldn’t expect it to be obvious necessarily. We may receive it and not recognise it.4.7


It is often hidden in a topknot or under a chin, but we shouldn’t go searching for it there.4.7



That suggests that we receive the wisdom of the universe unexpectedly. If we say, “The universe has got wisdom, right, I’m off to look for it,” we don’t find it. We stumble on it accidentally. The universe as it is is full of the truth, and we get little bits of the truth as pearls, and often we don’t recognise them, we don’t find them till later.4.7

[audio recording likely incomplete]4.7
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Ikka-no-myoju 1: A Pearl in Ordinary Things
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike opens by saying that Buddhist practice makes the small, simple things important, even where its scriptures sound abstract. He treats washing a mug after tea as a serious expression of that point, not a merely humorous contrast with grand Buddhist language. A difficult text should be read until its situation and ordinary meaning can be found; if it remains disconnected from real life, he says, it is not Buddhism. He introduces Ikka-no-myoju, “One Bright Pearl,” through the life of Master Gensa Shibi and Dogen’s commentary on Gensa’s saying that the whole Universe is one bright pearl.

Mike reads Gensa’s life as an account of someone who did not seek an exceptional prize, but who sincerely wanted to find what was true. Gensa’s bleeding toe interrupts an intellectual idea that his body is not real, and Mike reads the incident as a real encounter that returns him to his teacher. He is careful to say that this is an interpretation, not a proof of why Gensa first left. For Mike, a teacher’s truth has to become one’s own rather than something learned and carried away as information. “The whole Universe” does not mean only physical space but all things and phenomena, including the mental universe. The later monk asks how to understand the bright pearl, then repeats Gensa’s own words rather than answering from his own understanding. Repeating a teaching intellectually does not by itself realise what it says, even if the words are correct. Mike distinguishes a real historical conversation from the stylised game-play he associates with one direction of koan tradition. He says English “understand” often suggests intellectual grasp, while “realise” better points to a deeper change. We can only realise something through our own experience, as Gensa’s painful toe illustrates. The closing discussion says that a reply is never separable from the real person and attitude through which it is given.









Complete English transcript


First of all, I wanted to say something about what’s important in Buddhism, because it’s sometimes quite puzzling. We study what sometimes sounds like very abstract scriptures, written a long time ago, so long ago we can’t really imagine; and then we practice Zazen; and then we do various activities at retreats, sesshin. And we’re normally used to giving our importance to something — for instance, “I went somewhere and the most important thing was this, and the other things weren’t so important.” But the rather strange thing about Buddhist practice is that the important things are the very small, simple things and the large things are not so important. So if we don’t understand a word of what I said at the end of this talk, it’s alright, go and have a cup of tea. But after you’ve had a cup of tea, wash your mug up. And this is a kind of contradiction, really. But the fact is that all the sometimes rather abstract, difficult-to-understand, Buddhist scriptures are all saying that.


And those of you who have read the koan stories in our koan book, Shinji Shobogenzo, will realize that a lot of these stories are telling Buddhist students who say, “Tell me what the most important thing is in Buddhism,” expecting some kind of answer like, “To find your own true Buddha-nature and spread it through the Universe,” or something, that the answer is something like, “Get up and do the washing-up.” And it’s not a joke — well, it is a joke, but it’s very serious! Because just leading our life simply and practically is the aim of Buddhism. So then it creates a puzzle, really, because what we read sounds like it’s talking about something completely different. If it sounds like it’s talking about something completely different, and we make our effort to understand it and it’s still talking about something completely different, my advice is throw it away, it’s not Buddhism. Often we read something and it sounds completely different, but when we study it and then think about — “Well, this is written by somebody in a different culture in a different time, so let me try and grasp what they must have been trying to say in normal terms” — then we can sometimes find the meaning. And some of the stories in these koans sound very strange when you first read them, but if you read them a few times and imagine these two medieval Chinese people out in a rice field talking to each other, then it can make sense.

One good example is a story in here, I’m not sure which number it is. In medieval temples they would hang lanterns up around the temple perimeter at night, because they didn’t have any streetlamps, and to put the lanterns up they’d have a long pole. And to hang the lantern on the temple gate they would hang the lantern on top of a pole and put the lantern up and hook it on the gate. So if we understand that it’s quite simple. But there’s one story in there which says, if you translate it from Chinese, something like: “The master said, ‘The lantern from the temple gate comes to the top of my pole.’” “Oh, must be profound! I don’t understand it, but it must be profound! ‘The lantern from the temple gate comes to the top of my pole’!” But if you think about it, if you’re going to get the lantern down, and you’ve got a pole, if you’re walking along in the pitch black and there’s something bright in front of you, it comes towards you, you don’t go towards it. So the lantern comes towards him at the top of his pole, and then he hooks it. So it’s quite a normal thing. But if you read what it says in the book, you can then say: “Can you understand this? The lantern is coming to the top of your pole? I want you to meditate on this and,” you know, “find the profound depth of the top of the pole!”, and all this kind of stuff, which some people seem to do! They do.


And it’s not about that. So if we can’t find a realistic meaning in what we read about Buddhism, my advice is close the book and give it away. You can read it if you want to, but you won’t learn anything about Buddhism from it.

Bringing that into what we’re doing here, the simple things we’re doing are the most important. So we try to do as best we can, bumping along with each other. We try to do the best we can to make sure that the little things run smoothly, and then the retreat will go smoothly. And if there’s a big calamity, we just have to accept it and let it go, as lightly as we can.


Right, next subject. The chapter that I want to talk about this weekend is chapter four in the first volume of the Shobogenzo, the green book. Master Dogen wrote this chapter in 1238, when he was 38 years old. It’s not a long chapter, and it’s based on a quotation by one of Master Dogen’s ancestors, Master Gensa Shibi, who said that the whole Universe is one bright pearl. And the whole chapter is explaining what that means. Ikka-no-myoju means “one piece of bright pearl”: Ikka is “one piece” in Japanese; no is a possessive adjective; and myoju, myo is “bright” and ju is pearl. So, “One Bright Pearl”.

As usual, Master Dogen starts with a kind of overview of his theme. And in this particular chapter his theme is the saying of Master Gensa, so he starts off talking about Master Gensa.


When Great Master Shuitsu, whose monk’s name was Shibi and whose family name was Sha, was in this world, he lived in the great kingdom of Sung in Fuchou Province in the temple on Mount Gensa [and was thus known as Gensa Shibi].



Monks at that time had several names — they might have a name which is a kind of title, and they would also have their normal surname, family name, and then they would have their monk’s name, and so on. So Master Shibi — his monk’s name was Shibi — lived on Mount Gensa, so he’s known as Gensa Shibi. The phrase “was in this world” — in the original Shobogenzo it says, “in this great saha-world,” and saha is a Sanskrit term which is part of the phrase saha-loka-dhatu. And saha-loka-dhatu means “the realm of human beings”. There were three realms — the realm of beings up there, the realm of beings down there, and we’re hovering in the middle. So, between up and down, the realm of human beings — so, “this world”.


Before he became a monk he loved fishing, and would drift in his boat down the river Nandaiko along with the other fishermen.




He was actually a fisherman, and he loved it. He was a fisherman because he loved fishing, and he would float down the river, fishing along with the other fishermen.


But it seems that he didn’t fish with any great intention of catching the big one, and around 860 suddenly felt the urge to leave secular society.



The phrase “great intention of catching the big one,” in the original Japanese says, “the fish with the golden scales,” so it suggests that he wasn’t trying to get something special. He wasn’t trying to catch the fish with the golden scales, which was a legendary fish that lived in the river and if you got it, you know, you’d got everything. So he wasn’t trying to get anything. He was contented with his life as a fisherman and had no great intention to be the best fisherman, or get the biggest fish, or anything. And then, “suddenly he felt the urge to leave secular society.” In those days, in order to study Buddhism, you really had to leave secular society, because if you stayed in secular society there was no time to practice and study. We’re very fortunate, in modern times, because we can do both. Sometimes we wish we didn’t have to do both and think, “Oh, if I could just give up my job and be a kind of monk, that’d be great!” I wonder if it would be like that. “Oh, I could go and live in a little hut up in the mountains and get rid of all these hassles!” But, if we actually did it, we might find that living alone in a little hut on the mountain wasn’t quite as wonderful as we can imagine. But we can certainly imagine it. Up on a Scottish island.


Cold!

Question to Mike: You’d never last!

(Laughs.) But anyway, “the urge to leave secular society” means, in those days, that Master Gensa wanted to study Buddhism and, therefore, he had to leave where he was. He couldn’t go to a retreat one weekend, tie his boat up and go off to a retreat. He would have to go off and live in a temple and practice. So that’s what he did.


He abandoned his boat, and went to live in a temple as a monk. He was just thirty years old. But he had already realised how fragile the foundations of secular life are, and how noble the way of the Buddha is.



Our lives are very fragile. We don’t often realise that, and we think we’re quite tough. But even when we’re tough we have another side along with the toughness. And we can disturb our own lives, or have our lives disturbed, quite easily. So life is fragile, it’s true. And secular life is particularly fragile, as anybody who’s been made redundant suddenly will know. We’re members of a society and we have to follow the rules of society, and the rules don’t bend so much for us, so we just have to go along with the way that life takes us. But those foundations are quite fragile themselves. Even major companies, Enron, can collapse in a moment. So it really is true. “And how noble the way of the Buddha is.” We can guess that Master Gensa had seen monks and maybe visited temples and felt something pure and noble about leading that life, so that’s what he wanted to do.



Finally he climbed the path up to the temple on Mount Seppo and became a disciple of Master Seppo Gison, under whom he practiced hard day and night.



Master Seppo Gison lived on Mount Seppo. If you see Chinese paintings, sometimes you see mountains that seem to go like that, and there’s a little temple on the side and a couple of trees hanging over a waterfall, and it looks very poetically exaggerated. But lots of China, and parts of Japan, do have these very steep-sided little mountains and there are temples on them. And to get to the temples you have to climb up little stone steps. So the pictures that you see are not far from what it looks like. So he climbed up the path to the temple. And “practiced hard day and night” suggests he was practicing Zazen. It doesn’t mean he sat in Zazen day and night without sleeping. We read stories about people who practice Zazen day and night without sleeping — it doesn’t mean that they practice Zazen day and night without ever going to bed. It’s impossible. It means that he put a lot of effort into it. So in the day he put a lot of effort into practice and studying, and in the night he put a lot of effort into sleeping. And we should put all our effort into sleeping, to sleep properly. There’s lots of young people in Bristol, even in the middle of the night they put all their effort into doing other things. And I can’t understand it! Even two or three o’clock in the morning they’re putting all their effort into getting excited. So Buddhism says, when it’s night the best thing to do is to put our effort into sleeping.


Question: That’s because they’re putting all their effort into being young!

Yes. That’s why I can’t understand it!

(Laughter.)

They’ve got lots of energy!

It’s probably Red Bull.

(Laughter.)


One day, with the idea of travelling around to visit the many masters in other districts, he packed his bag and went to leave the temple.



In those days, in medieval China, there were lots of Buddhist temples and, unlike what’s happening in the UK at the moment, the temples were practicing Buddhism. Our temples in the UK are turning into apartments and restaurants and sports halls and so on. But if you imagine, for instance, all the churches in Bristol were little Buddhist temples, and they all had a person in them who was teaching Buddhism, then you might want to go round and see what all the other people were saying. So it was quite natural for young people who wanted to learn Buddhism to travel round from temple to temple and listen to the masters teaching. It wasn’t something you had to do, but some people wanted to do that. So, “he packed his bag and went to leave the temple.” It’s difficult to guess exactly, but he may have had something which he wasn’t satisfied with where he was, we can’t tell. Anyway:


A short while after leaving for his trip, he stubbed his toe on a stone. His toe started to bleed. He was in great pain. Right then and there he took a serious look at himself, saying, “I learned that this physical body isn’t real, but in that case, where is all this pain coming from?” Then he turned around and went back to the temple.




So he’s off on his trip, he hits his toe on a stone — I suppose he must have been wearing sandals — and that’s very painful. And more than just that, the pain hit him very hard and he suddenly realised something. In Buddhism, there’s a teaching that the physical world is not real and the mental world is not real. So he heard that this physical body isn’t real and he’d been thinking, as a young man, about it and thought it meant that our real bodies are not real. This teaching is actually still around today because some people say that “everything is empty,” and “there is no self,” for example. So, “if there is no self, why is my toe hurting?” could be another way of putting it. So, he’d interpreted the teaching he’d heard in a particular kind of way and imagined that his body wasn’t real; but, with his toe bleeding, and in great pain, he suddenly realised something — “This is real!” And that realisation made him go back to the temple. So we can guess that he was leaving the temple in search of something, maybe he didn’t know what; but, hitting his toe on the stone, he may have found something, so he turned back.


On seeing him return, Master Seppo




… who was the master of the temple …




said to him, “Who is this Shibi who is practicing so hard?”



Shibi is Gensa Shibi’s first name. In the Chinese, it’s written in quite a kind of nickname way. Actually, the master says, “Bi of the dhuta”. And “Bi” is a little bit of “Shibi”, and dhuta means “hard practice”. So, it’s very difficult to translate it to make sense, but we can say Master Seppo said to him something very familiar. I could say to Mike Tait, “Taity! What ya doin’ then, Taity?” That kind of thing. And he was a very hard practitioner, he’d been putting all his energy into trying to understand and practice Buddhism. So his master said to him, “Hey, you hard little man. What are you doing?” And:



Gensa replied, “I have realised that it is not others who deceive me.”



That’s a very simple little phrase, but it’s very profound. “I have realised that it is not others who deceive me.”


Seppo loved these words, and said, “We all have this feeling inside, but which of us can express it like that?”



So Master Gensa may have been feeling inside, “Oh, I can’t get what I want here. I’m not satisfied.” If we feel like that about the place we are, we have some kind of unconscious criticism of the place we’re at. So he may have had something inside thinking, “This bloke here, Master Seppo, I don’t think he’s got what I’m looking for. There’s something I can’t get here, so I’m going to set off on a trip.” But, in hitting his toe on a stone, he realised something about the realistic nature of Buddhist teaching, not theoretical or spiritual. So then he came back to the temple and said to the master, “It’s not other people who are deceiving me.” And we can interpret that in lots of different ways; but we can say maybe he realised that Master Seppo was trying to teach him something true and it was he himself who was deluding himself, or deceiving himself, or whatever, confusing himself. So, Master Seppo realised what the young Gensa was saying and he was very happy to hear those words, and he was also very happy to hear Master Gensa’s ability to say something very profoundly simple and honest. So he said, “We all have this feeling inside, but it’s very difficult for us to say it.”



He went on, “But what happened to your trip?”



“I thought you were going off?”


Gensa replied, “Bodhidharma didn’t plan to come to China, just as our second ancestor didn’t plan to go to India.”



“Bodhidharma didn’t come to China, just as our second ancestor didn’t plan to go to India.” I wonder what he could mean by that? Bodhidharma was the Indian ancestor, twenty-eighth from Gautama Buddha, who came from India to China. And Taiso Eka was the second ancestor after Bodhidharma. So, they didn’t plan to do what they did. What Gensa is suggesting is that, “I don’t really know why I turned back. I didn’t have a plan to turn back, I didn’t sit down and think, ‘Now I’m going to turn back.’” Just he turned back. And a lot of our actions are like that in our life. We can say they’re unintentional, or we don’t do them with a strong intention. The phrase “Bodhidharma didn’t plan to come to China” is a very famous phrase in Chinese Buddhism. It was used by masters whenever they wanted to say: “Well, life takes its own course, we’re not always thinking our way through our lives. We’re living our way through our lives. And Bodhidharma didn’t plan, ‘Next year I’m going to go to China and spread Buddhism.’ Just he wandered maybe from island to island and ended up in China.” And so Gensa uses that phrase to suggest that he set off on his journey, and something happened, and now here he is back. So we can say his decision to turn back was intuitive — he just did it.


Question: Does it mean his decision to go in the first place was also the same, because it’s like going and coming back isn’t it?

Yes, but we can imagine that he went off to find something, and stubbing his toe he found something. So he had some kind of intellectual intention in going, and the reality his toe faced him with broke though his intellectual intention, and so he just turned around and came back, naturally. We often have quite strong intellectual intention, like, for instance, you might see something in a shop window and think, “Oh yeah, I want to get that.” And you can go home and you can think about it and if it’s expensive you can work out how you can convince your partner that you really should have it. And then three weeks later you go into the shop, and then when you see it it’s nothing like you thought, so you come out again.

Yoko: I suppose Shibi might have thought he had enough knowledge about Buddhism, so he wanted to go somewhere else to learn more; but, after having the painful incident, he realised he didn’t know about Buddhism, so that’s why he wanted to go back to his previous master.

There we are.

Yoko: My interpretation! (Laughs.)

It’s perfect. (Laughs.) Thank you.

Yoko: That incident shocked him, because he didn’t realise reality. One day he realised that he learned by his head, or brain, so, “Reality is different from what I thought.” Does that make sense?

Yes, perfect. I needn’t have said all that! You just said that one sentence!



When he had been a fisherman, Master Gensa had not even dreamt of reading sutras and other Buddhist texts. But the most important thing is our will to pursue the truth, and we can see this in Master Gensa’s sincere attitude.



Master Gensa hadn’t been reading books on Buddhism and then decided he wanted to be a Buddhist. Just he was a fisherman. But he had a will to find out what the truth was, is. So a simple approach.


Master Seppo himself thought that Gensa was a particularly outstanding disciple, and praised him as the most excellent student in his order.



Master Seppo could recognise in Gensa a very simple and sincere young man who wasn’t trying to pursue some kind of idealistic thing, but who wanted to find out what the truth of Buddhism was.


Gensa’s only robe was made of vegetable fibre, and he patched it again and again. And next to his skin he wore garments made of paper or coarse vegetable fibre.



I don’t think this means that he was kind of ascetic, you know, dressed in rags in mid-winter in order to achieve some spiritual state. Just that he was a modest person. And these suggest very simple, country clothes in medieval China. He didn’t wear a bright orange, golden robe or something like that, just a very simple one. And when it tore he patched it up.


He never visited any other masters, staying only with Master Seppo.



This is talking about Master Gensa’s whole life, not necessarily just the part before he stubbed his toe, but his whole life. So he didn’t leave the temple, he didn’t study with other masters in the end.


But he did gain the power to make the truth of his master’s teaching his own.




We can say that if we study Buddhism with a teacher, we find out whether what the teacher is teaching is true and we make it our own. In that sense, we don’t learn something which we didn’t know and then once we’ve learned it and got it we take it away with us. We realise something that’s true as the basis of everybody’s life. We realise something in ourselves. So we make Buddhism our own. Or we realise what the truth of Buddhism is independently.


On finally realising what the truth is, he taught this truth to others with the words that the whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl.



And this phrase of his is the phrase that Master Dogen goes on to comment about. In the original, the words “the whole Universe” are “the ten directions”. In medieval China they didn’t have such a clear, common concept of “the Universe”. So, “the ten directions” — which I suppose were north, east, south, west, and then others in between them, and up and down, and others in between those, sideways, backwards, forwards…

Question: I think it says, in a footnote in the green book, it’s the eight points of the compass and then up and down.


Oh, right. That’s what it is then, ten. But it suggests everything, not just physical space but everything. It’s a phrase that they used to suggest everything. If we say “Universe” we usually think of a physical world extending — here’s the Earth, and then there’s space, and then we know the planets are out here, and so on, the Milky Way, and so on. We have a kind of image. And the use of “the whole Universe” in this chapter is not limited to that concept we have of the Universe. So “the Universe” is not only the physical universe, but the Universe of all things and phenomena, including everything, and nothing. Not just the physical universe, but all our mental universe, too. So, Master Gensa said to others, in order to tell them something about Buddhism, “the whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl.” And we can get something, intuitively, about what he meant from that. It sounds like he meant everything was perfect, or round and sparkling, or bright and round, or so on. But Master Dogen then goes on to tell a story in which Master Gensa is teaching one of his students. And then after that he goes on to comment about what “the whole Universe” means and what “one bright pearl” means and, therefore, to try and give us a picture of the truth of Buddhism. So the next few lines are the story between Master Gensa and his students.


One day a monk asked Master Gensa, “I have heard that you say that the whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl. How should we, your students, understand this?”



The monk can’t understand the meaning of the phrase “the whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl.” So he asks Master Gensa, “What does it mean? How should we understand it? What do you mean by it?”


Master Gensa replied, “The whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl. How could it be useful to understand these words intellectually?”



He refused to explain it. He said, “It’s not useful to try and understand it with your brain.” Then:



Several days later, Master Gensa put the same question back to the monk,




… who must have been studying in his temple, …




“The whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl. How do you understand this?”



He’s testing out the monk.


The monk replied, “The whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl. How could it be useful to understand these words intellectually?”

The Master said, “Now I see that you have only been trying to understand my words intellectually, as if struggling with a demon in a cave on a black mountain.”



The master wanted to see what his student monk would reply, but the student monk just replied with exactly the same words that the master used. In other words, he was just imitating his master. So when Master Gensa realised that, he told the monk that he was “struggling with a demon in a cave on a black mountain,” which suggests some kind of an intellectual wrestling going on inside our brain. We all struggle with demons in caves on black mountains. Or, as in one koan story, we all have two oxen fighting inside of us. There’s one story about an old monk who lived on a mountain, and he said that there were two oxen made of mud fighting inside of him, but they wandered into the sea and they both dissolved. So that suggests the intellectual conflict inside our brains disappearing. And “struggling with a demon in a cave on a black mountain” suggests that intellectual activity. The intellect always has two sides, so there’s always two opposing views which we switch between. Master Dogen now goes on to comment on that answer, but I won’t go on to that because we’ve only got five minutes left. Are there any questions about the story so far?


Question: This may be what you’ve just said about the monk repeating exactly the words of the master, but isn’t it an ironic answer — “You’ve told me not to think about it; you’re now testing me by asking me the question; I’m not thinking about it.”

Just run through that again.

Question: The monk asks the question, “What do you mean by this?” The master says, “It’s not useful to try and give an intellectual explanation of it.” A couple of days later, the master comes back and says, “Now you give me an intellectual explanation of it.” And the monk says…

No, he didn’t. The master came back and said, “How do you understand it?” And that’s a little bit different.

Question: OK. So he’s not implying necessarily that it’s got to be intellectual at all?

“What do you think about this?” But he didn’t necessarily mean, “Tell me your thoughts about it.” Just, “Give me something back.” It’s rather difficult sometimes to translate the nuances in the language. But when Master Gensa went to the monk several days later and said, “How do you understand this?”, he didn’t mean, “Give me an intellectual explanation of it.” He just meant, “This is the phrase that I teach, give me something back now, today, after the day before yesterday when we had our exchange. Give me something back.” “Tell me what you make of it,” if you like.

Question: So, in that context, you feel that the monk replying, “How could it be useful to understand these words intellectually?” is an intellectual answer?

Master Gensa seems to have thought so, because it was exactly the same words.


Question: So he’s trying to be clever, effectively, play with words, throw the same concept back at him? That in itself is an intellectual kind of notion?

I don’t think “being clever”. Just the monk said, “I see, so it’s not necessary to think about it. Ah, OK, I must remember that. It’s not necessary to think about it.” And so he may have been going on for a couple of days thinking, “The Universe is a bright pearl; I don’t need to understand that, OK. The Universe is a bright pearl; I don’t need to understand that.” And then when Master Gensa asked him, he said, “Well, the Universe is a bright pearl, I don’t need to understand that. That’s what you told me.” But, in saying that, he didn’t express anything real in his own understanding.

Question: In his own understanding, OK.

He could have said to Master Gensa, “Well, it’s not much of a pearl today! Look, it’s peeing down with rain.” Or he could have said, “I don’t feel like answering, I feel quite happy today.” Or he could have said anything which is more real. But the monk said, “Eh… ‘The Universe is a bright pearl; I don’t need to understand it intellectually.’ Is that right? Is that what you told me?”

Question: So the monk didn’t have an understanding, he just repeated back what his master had told him?

He didn’t realise what that phrase meant. He understood what the master had said to him as an explanation, and he’d held on to it and then given it back. But he didn’t realise what that phrase meant, what it was actually saying.

Question: So basically he got the answer wrong, didn’t he?


Eh… We have to wait to later in the chapter to see whether he got the answer wrong! (Laughs.) It’s an interesting question that, did he get it wrong?

It’s difficult to understand these intellectual conversations, so the master has repeated the same words. But the monk still did not understand, so he was just replying the same words, the same words. There is no room to understand in this way.

Yes. We have a difficulty in English because “understand” usually means intellectual understanding. So maybe the word “realise” might be better because it suggests something more profound. So, “the monk understood the answer, but he didn’t realise what it meant”, may be better. It’s quite difficult, these translations.

Question: Yes, I think so. Realise by your own experience.

Yes. That’s right. Which is the only way we can realise anything. We can’t realise it from somebody else telling us. We can only realise it when it hits us on the toe and makes our toe bleed.

Question: Couldn’t it be that the master discerned something in the way that the monk answered? Because there is a tradition, isn’t there, of just saying the same thing back, which sometimes seems quite acceptable in koan stories that I’ve read, sometimes it isn’t, based on nothing other than kind of instinctive feeling between the two of them, where the master realised that what’s just been said isn’t sincere. It’s not in the words, it’s in the way it was said, for example.


Well, everything’s in the way that it’s said. And the difficulty with reading koan stories is that they were real conversations. So we have to kind of imagine these two real people talking to each other. But the tradition of saying the same thing back I think is not part of real Buddhism. The koan tradition developed in very different directions, and in one direction it became even stylised. So they had stylised koans where the master would say, “A, B, C, D, E,” and the student had to say back, “D, E, F.” And if he said, “D, E, F, G,” the master would say, “Go away. Come back tomorrow.” That tradition is not the same tradition that we study. We’re not interested in that kind of stiff game-play. But what did Master Gensa mean when he said “the whole Universe is one bright pearl”? What’s he talking about? That’s what the monk wants to know. So his question is sincere, but he doesn’t understand.

Question: But the master’s objection, I’m asking, is it just that he got the same reply back? That wouldn’t necessarily make the answer questionable, wrong, or debatable, or whatever.

Well, in your mind you can separate into two things — getting the same reply back, and seeing a real person in front of you. That’s in your mind. There’s no such situation in reality, where we get a reply and we don’t see somebody in front of us. Or we see somebody in front of us and we don’t get a reply. It’s the same thing! In reality, a reply is given in a real situation by a real human being. Thinking about the past we can say, “Could it be just that, or could it be just that?” It’s impossible. There was a real person, Master Gensa heard his reply and saw his attitude, all together.

I think that’s all I’ve been trying to clarify.

Right, good. Shall we stop there? Thank you very much.

(End of talk.)
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Mike: the bright pearl is the reality we already share before dividing it up, not an object or hidden state
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads Dogen’s “one bright pearl” as an attempt to speak about the whole reality in which we already live, not a separate object or hidden perfect state. The Universe is beyond the categories through which we describe it, yet living and dying, coming and going, are not outside it but are the Universe itself. His account therefore keeps ordinary social life, with its bank accounts and pin numbers, inside reality without treating its human interpretations as all that reality is.

The question whether the Universe is particles or an indivisible whole is interesting, he says, but it does not settle the experience that is available here and now. He reads “I exist right here in this world” and “the world exists right here with me” as two sides of the meeting of me and the world here and now. Japan or England can disappear from someone’s present experience without that fact denying that another place continues to exist. Mike uses the discussion of gardening to distinguish noticing how a mind wanders from prescribing a permanent mental achievement. He says that a mind elsewhere is a description, not a moral failure, and that people sometimes have to divide their attention in ordinary work. Reality is not merely personal: what he calls the meeting of self and world is also a common reality that includes the people actually present. The extended questions test whether thought, experience, awareness, and action can be separated by a final linguistic boundary; Mike repeatedly keeps the contradiction that thoughts about something can differ from it while thoughts themselves are real events. He connects prajñā with experience before conceptualisation, while leaving the audience’s contested vocabulary open rather than forcing a final resolution. One bright pearl names the undivided, uninterpreted reality in which we are here and now, not just the grass, trees, mountains, or a romantic feeling. The later exchanges keep the phrase from becoming a slogan: a country is a name, a pearl is not simply something pleasant, and contradiction makes it difficult to talk about what is nevertheless continuously experienced. Mike ends by recalling Gensa’s “It is not others who deceive me,” rather than supplying a solution beyond the unfinished questions.









Complete English transcript


From the conversation some of us had earlier, there’s a phrase near the bottom of the first column, it says, “Gensa replied, ‘Bodhidharma didn’t plan to come to China, just as our second ancestor didn’t plan to go to India.’” It’s rather misleading, because Bodhidharma did come from India and go to China — although he didn’t intend or make a plan to do so, he actually did so. But the second ancestor, Master Taiso Eka — who was, so legend says, so enthusiastic to study Buddhism that he cut his right arm off; I think it’s a legend — anyway, Taiso Eka didn’t go to India, he stayed where he was. So the intent of Master Gensa’s answer is, “We do what we do: Master Bodhidharma came to China naturally, just following events; and Master Taiso Eka stayed in China naturally, just following events.” In other words, they didn’t make a big plan. So, I’m going to change it — this is only a draft, so please tell me if anything sounds weird and I can incorporate your suggestions in this draft.

We got to the last paragraph on the second column on page one, after the story, in which Master Gensa and a monk, who was his student living together in the same temple, are having a conversation about Master Gensa’s phrase, “The whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl.” The gist of the conversation is Master Gensa is saying something about reality which is not something you can think about and understand, but just a simple description of reality; but the monk can’t understand what he means and, in the end, when tested to see whether he does understand what Master Gensa means, he just replies with the same words that Master Gensa used. And Master Gensa’s not so enthusiastic about that. So now Master Dogen starts to discuss, in his usual way, that exchange between Gensa and the monk.



This expression — The whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl — originated with Gensa. The point is that the Universe which extends in all directions cannot actually be described with expressions like “vast and great,” or “meagre and small.” Neither “square” nor “round” describe it. Neither “centred” nor “ordered” fit it.



There, he’s saying that Master Gensa’s expression is intended to get beyond categorisation. If we’re talking about the Universe, meaning the whole of reality, everything that’s in existence — to describe it with categories, like “It’s vast,” or “It’s great,” or “It’s …” whatever, none of those fit it, because the Universe is beyond our powers to express, in its totality. So he means what Master Gensa is trying to express is beyond categorisation.


To say that it is in a state of vigorous activity or that it is disclosed in perfect clarity do not capture it.



Those two expressions look a bit strange — “a state of vigorous activity” or “disclosed in perfect clarity.” But both of those are from Chinese phrases which were typically used to describe reality. It’s very difficult to translate this kind of thing. He’s using quotations which everybody there at the time would be familiar with, but which when we read it we can’t see why he should use a phrase, “disclosed in perfect clarity” for example. But, again, he’s saying that we can’t describe the reality in which we are. We do describe it, but in the end we’re lost for words.


It is completely beyond our usual interpretations of what living and dying, coming and going are.




Now, again, the phrases “living and dying” and “coming and going” were used as a metaphor for ordinary life — our ordinary life as human beings living and dying; our busy daily life coming and going. We all subscribe to an interpretation of daily life. We all share a social reality. And that social reality which we subscribe to and join in and are part of, is invented by us. So only human beings understand what’s meant by a pin number or a bank account. It’s useless to try to explain it to a tree or a cat. It’s something we invented. It’s real, and we share it, but the Universe doesn’t care about pin numbers. So he’s trying to say that our interpretation of the life that we lead and share, the Universe itself is beyond all that. But then he goes on to say:


Living and dying, coming and going are the Universe itself.



In other words, this reality that we subscribe to, social reality, our daily life, is reality. In early Buddhism, and in lots of philosophies about the Universe, there’s a suggestion that there’s a reality behind the reality that we live in and share. And the name for the reality that we live in and share is often samsara, in Sanskrit. And I think even some Buddhist groups in modern times use the word samsara to mean daily life. And the ultimate Universe which doesn’t care about pin numbers is called nirvana. Nirvana means the Universe itself without the order that we impose on it. And Master Dogen insists that the daily round, our daily life, with pin numbers and bank accounts, is the same thing as the Universe. Or, in other words, there isn’t another perfect state hiding behind the life that we lead. I think Kant in his philosophy talks about the noumenal and the phenomenal. The phenomenal is the world with things, and the noumenal is the world behind all the things. But, according to Buddhist teaching, the noumenal and the phenomenal are the same thing. This would deny, for instance, the Christian assertion that there is Heaven and Earth. In Christianity, Earth, where we live, is one kind of life; but beyond this kind of life, or hiding behind it or above it somewhere, is a perfect place called Heaven. But Buddhism insists that they are the same thing. So in Buddhism, Heaven and Earth are the same. So, “Living and dying, coming and going are the Universe itself,” is Master Dogen’s way of asserting the identity between the unnameable Universe and our everyday life.



So yesterday has gone from this place, and tomorrow comes to this place.



Or, in other words, time passes. But he puts it in a slightly different way — yesterday is gone, tomorrow comes, the present is sandwiched between them. He then goes on to look at our thoughts about what the Universe is in more depth.


Examining the Universe in detail, should we say that it is only an accumulation of particles, or should we conclude that it is something indivisible and whole?



This is, to me, quite a staggering statement from a thirteenth century monk living in Japan, up in the mountains, because this is exactly the problem that atomic physics faces. And anybody who knows about physics will know that there are two theories of light, for instance, or matter — the particle theory and the wave theory. The particle theory says that everything is made of particles, and the wave theory says, “No, there aren’t any particles, it’s all a big kind of wave system, unbroken and whole.” So Master Dogen is saying, “Which is true? Is the Universe made up of lots of little bits? And if we smash atoms up against each other and find smaller bits and smash those bits against each other and find even smaller bits, will we find the ultimate bits of the Universe?” Some people think so, some scientists think so, and that’s what they’re trying to do. “Or, is it something indivisible and whole?” Anybody got any answers?


Question: Both.

Both, yes.

Question: Something in between.

Something in between, yes.

Question: Neither.

Neither, yes. That’s that one solved then!

Question: Can you just tell us what the original, or closest we get to the original in translation, of those two phrases is? The way, for example, Nishijima’s translated it in the book? I’m just curious.

Well, if you’re curious about the original, have a read of it.

Question: Yes, I can’t remember it off hand, that phrase.

Right. As it’s been translated here, it says, “When we are pursuing the ultimate, who can see it utterly as separate moments? And who can hold it up for examination as a state of total stillness?” But that’s not what the Japanese says. Would you like to know what the Japanese says?

Question: Personally I would, yes.

Yoko, can you read out the Japanese?

Yoko: In Japanese? Or translate?

The Japanese will be completely useless to me.

Question: Will it?

Yeah.

Question: How about this [inaudible]?

Yoko: Well why not something in the middle? Another version, any version will do.

Question: Can you understand the one that is written here?

Yes, I trust you, yes. I’m just curious about … I’m just curious.

I suggest if you want to look back at both versions, what’s best to do is to have them beside you and read them and compare them. It’s quite a difficult thing to do in the middle of a talk. Actually, some of the sentences in here don’t match what I’ve said, and there are a variety of reasons for that. In this case, what is in the book is not very accurate with the original. If we get into comparisons then we get into quite a difficult discussion.

Question: Another day, then.

Right.

Question: Is Yoko going to translate?

I thought Malcolm was asking for the Japanese rather than the English translation.


What’s the point in telling Malcolm the Japanese? (To Malcolm.) Do you speak Japanese?

Question: No. No, I said the Japanese itself would mean nothing. But, oh I just thought perhaps a literal translation of the Japanese, whatever, that might do. But when you mentioned it to Yoko, I thought well then I might be able to get something out of this, perhaps a literal translation from the Japanese.

Do you have your flute here? Could you play us a tune?

Question: No, not right now.

Right. … “Should we say that it is only an accumulation of particles, or should we conclude that it is something indivisible and whole?”


In the end, the whole of reality [the whole Universe] is just endlessly realising that I exist right here in this world, and realising that the world exists right here with me.



That’s a very straightforward phrase. What Master Dogen is saying there is that, although we imagine a Universe, the only real experience we have of reality is what is here now. So we can say that reality, for me, is the meeting of me and the world here and now. And he puts it two ways round, which is a very familiar way for Master Dogen to express the meeting of two things: “I exist right here in this world” is from my subjective side; “the world exists right here with me” from the objective side.

Question: So that kind of says to me that it doesn’t matter if it’s particles or an indivisible whole.


Oh no, of course it doesn’t matter, because we can’t change it, can we? But it does matter to people who are seeking for the basis of existence. So, for instance, there’s a group of scientists who’ve built a great big new particle-collider, which is seventy kilometres in radius, and in this underground tube, which cost billions and billions of dollars, they’re firing little particles round and round in circles and then making them crash against each other to see if they can split the smallest particle they’ve found into smaller ones. So they want to know the answer to that question. But it doesn’t matter to me. “In the end, the whole of reality is just endlessly realising that I exist right here in this world, and realising that the world exists right here with me.” We often think about situations in other places than the place we are, and to us it’s a kind of reality. And, of course, it is. But something common with both Yoko and me, because we often move about between Japan and England, we both feel that when we’re in one place the other place disappears. And normally you think that’s quite a subjective feeling. So, in other words, Yoko’s come to England and she said the other day, “Japan’s just gone.” And when I go to Japan, England’s just gone. And in a sense that’s true. Of course, we can say, “No it’s not. I could ring up a friend who lives in Tokyo. Or we can look at the television and see pictures of a reporter in Tokyo.”

But that’s not our real experience. It’s impossible for us to experience anything other than what is here and now.

Question: That’s like being here. We all arrive here and we forget there’s a whole world outside and we’ve just come from wherever.


Yes, you drop off the world when you’re here. So the Universe, according to Master Dogen’s commentary here, or reality, is keeping on realising that actually I am here in this place and this is real. Other places and other things that might be going on are going on up here (points to head). That doesn’t mean that the world’s stopped or disappeared, but it’s something to do with the nature of our real experience. It doesn’t mean that directly we become Buddhists we should deny that there’s anything else going on in the world, but it’s something to do with the nature of our experience itself. And, especially in the modern world, we get pulled out of our state, a simple state of being where we are, in all different directions. We get a phone call from somewhere far away, or we see the news on the television, and we start thinking about places other than where we are, and that takes us out of being in the moment, or being with what we’re doing. I don’t mean that it shouldn’t or we should stop it, just that fact itself.

Question: Just be conscious of it, is that what you’re saying?

Notice it. Don’t have to go around keeping on noticing it, but it’s a fact that the only thing any human being has ever experienced is what is going on around them.

Question: Is that a clue as to conducting yourself in Zazen, to endlessly realise that I am existing here and now.

You can say so, yes. And the easiest way to realise that is to stop thinking. When we stop thinking, we’re happy where we are. But it’s very difficult; our thoughts come and go. But although our thoughts come and go, in the gaps between our thoughts, we’re here. And when we practice Zazen we practice sitting in that gap.

Question: Malcolm and I were talking earlier and I was saying that it’s not that long, it’s only since the end of April, May, since I started doing Zazen, and what I discovered recently is that when I’m gardening I’m only gardening, but I didn’t realise that before. You know, when I’m doing gardening I don’t actually think anything else, I’m only there, but I was never aware of that before. But I’m aware of it quite often now when I do things. But then when I realise that then it goes!


(Laughs.) Yes, so human beings …

Question: You know, on hindsight I think, “Well, I’m not anywhere else, I’m only just there, just in that one place and my mind isn’t wandering anywhere.”

You’ve spotted that, obviously you’ve found it in Zazen and then noticed outside of it?

Question: Yeah … Well I didn’t find it in Zazen, no. Just now, when doing things, in hindsight I realise that while I was doing something I wasn’t actually thinking about anything else. Because when you garden or you weed you tend to just actually do that, you’re not thinking about anything else. Well, I don’t. So I just discovered that, and I haven’t actually thought about it before, but the reason I think about it now is because we’ve talked about just thinking about the one thing that you’re doing and not other things, because you should just be doing what you’re doing and not thinking ten other things or thinking what you’re going to make for dinner or whatever, you know. That’s just the point I was making.

Yes. And to notice that fact is to notice how human beings are. So many people, when they hear Buddhist teachings, think, “Oh, I have to do that, I have to get there.” But that’s not the point at all. The point is just to notice how we human beings are, how I am. So sometimes, although I’m doing something, my mind is elsewhere. That’s not a criticism, it’s just a description of reality. And when my mind is elsewhere I can’t put my full energy into what I’m doing. And sometimes in work, in the kind of society we live in, we have to do that, we have to split ourselves. But to notice it clearly is important. Nowhere is there any instruction that we shouldn’t do this and we should do that. But just to notice how we are.


Question: Reality is still a personal thing, though, isn’t it? If we take what it’s saying here, the person is in touch here and now with their reality, and there’s another person there looking at something similar, people have vastly different interpretations of their worlds, don’t they?

So not the interpretation, but me …

Question: The particle physicist sees particles, and the wave one sees waves.

Yes, so neither of those, but something different from that. Me here and now meets the world. Me meeting the world is reality. That reality doesn’t stop with me, it extends to everything, because you’re here. So our reality is not personal; but when we think about it we make it personal. But actually the interface between me and the world is not personal. I can’t sit in this room without all you being here, because that’s the way it is. So it doesn’t mean a personal reality, it means a common reality. We make our reality personal with our thoughts and feelings; but the reality that is not personal, which is described here, is, in Buddhism, the Universe, or everything, or Dharma. We can’t grasp it by thinking about it; but when we sit in Zazen, when we stop thinking, there’s no edge to what is included in our consciousness, if you like. But not only in Zazen — when you’re gardening there’s no edge to what you consider your consciousness. Or when you’re playing your musical instrument, or when you’re doing something sincerely. So the edgeless state is when I stop thinking about myself and seeing the world from inside and meet the world.

Question: Meet the world of emptiness, is it? Because the world of form sort of implies …


Well, it’s the same world. There’s not another world. But when we stop thinking, there aren’t any objects. When you’re carrying a cup of tea out to the room out there, as you’re walking along, there aren’t any objects. Nothing’s changed, but you don’t look at things and name them, you don’t interpret things — you’re just acting, just being, just doing. So that’s called “empty”, in early Buddhism. But it means the state where we don’t discriminate or analyse. And we all have that state all the time, because if we didn’t we couldn’t live. And it comes and goes. But if we don’t give ourselves enough time to be without our busy minds going round, we get stressed. So the answer to stress is just to train ourselves to sit in the gap between our thoughts and then let our mind settle and then just sit. Does that make sense? … So Master Dogen says, “In the end, the whole of reality is just endlessly being here.” He doesn’t say, “When I’m here I know what the Universe is.” He says, “When I’m here, I am the Universe.” As usual, he always makes identities between things that we think are separate. But then he goes on to say something else further than that:


Normally we say that our emotions and our thoughts are separate from the Universe,



So, “I can think about the Universe, but those thoughts are not the Universe itself.”


but our emotions and our thoughts, just like turning our head or changing our facial expression, are momentary actions to take things in, and as such they are the Universe itself.



This is a very strange statement! Although we think that our thoughts are separate from everything around us, in the same way as just moving — moving our face, moving our head — our thoughts take place in reality. So they’re the Universe itself.


Question: Mike, can I ask you. [inaudible] we talked quite a bit about this — thoughts as not having body. So, in one sense, they have no reality. So how does that tie in with the thoughts …

It doesn’t. It’s a contradiction. So what he’s saying is a contradiction with saying that, for instance, our lives are different from what we think about them. And we can see that we can have thoughts in our head about something, but when we meet that something it’s completely different to our thoughts. We might have had a picture in our head about coming here this weekend and then when we arrive here it’s completely different to our thoughts about it. So that suggests that thoughts are different to reality. But here he’s saying something which contradicts that. So he says that all the way through his writings. He says, “Yes, thoughts are different from reality; but thoughts are the Universe, thoughts are reality.” And we don’t like contradictions, so we get stuck — “But, but, but, but …”

Question: Yes, well I kind of thought that. I thought, “Oh, yes, I can see what you’re talking about now,” and then I thought, “Right …”

“Now I can’t understand it anymore.”

Question: Yes. Now it doesn’t make sense at all. I thought I’d nailed that bit!

Question: If somebody wires me up while I’m thinking, the activity is certainly an event, you know, things going on in the world.

Yes.

Question: There are thoughts?

There are such things.

Question: Can I think of it as thoughts being real representations of reality, but they’re not actually … The thought of the table is not actually the table, but it’s a real thought of a table, so it’s real and it’s not the table at the same time.

Yes.


Question: Is that not our problem [inaudible], you know, that we all say something like, “The mind’s elsewhere.” But the mind’s never elsewhere. The mind’s always in the mind. It’s just a misrecognition.

Yes, or it’s the way we talk. “My thoughts took me out of where I was.” They don’t really.

Question: No, it’s a language problem.

But it’s a contradiction — they do and they don’t.

Question: I thought it was going to be sunny when I came here and it was pouring with rain! But my thought was real that [inaudible] what I thought about.

Yes, so our thoughts are real …

Question: But the reality of what you think isn’t always real.

No.

Question: Very seldom.

Yes.

Question: Sometimes they are, though, aren’t they?

Mine very rarely are.

Question: It’s like, a counterfeit painting is still a painting.

Question: Are we going to say, when Mary’s gardening and just one of the activities of that is thinking, are we going to call … I mean I call that experience I suppose. Are we going to say that the experience of gardening is a thought or not?

No. Gardening is you’ve got something in your hand and you put it in …

Question: But you’re aware of doing it, aren’t you, at some kind of very [inaudible].

No, that’s thinking and gardening.

Question: Action is different to thought.

Thinking is when we create an image in our head and we think about it. And doing something …

Question: So if I said to Mary, “What did you just do?”, you’d say, “Oh well, I just took this weed out,” and you were conscious, it wasn’t like you were unconscious. You were one with your action, but you could say that that experience of pulling the weed out very one pointedly is a thought.

Can you? Pulling a weed out is a thought?

Question: The experience of it.


Ah, we can think about it while we’re doing it or after we’re doing it, and we can think about it before we’re doing it; but doing it’s different from thinking about it before, during or after it.

Question: Well that’s what I want some clarity on, I think, that when we’re … You know, we were talking about tennis the other day, weren’t we — when you’re playing tennis you’re sentient, you’re experiencing it, you’re not in a coma, there are experiences. That never stops, your experience, does it, until you die?

No.

Question: But it’s different from self-consciousness, isn’t it?

Yeah. But, I mean, when we’re talking about thoughts, you’re saying a thought is a representation of reality, so we can say that some thoughts are better than others, because some thoughts are one with what you’re doing and some are a dream.

Question: That’s the trap of mindfulness, though, isn’t it? In a lot of Buddhist books you’ll see this theme “mindfulness”, and when I first met you (to Mike), you said, “Ah, I have a trouble with mindfulness,” because if you try and make yourself mindful you get into the habit of separating yourself from what you’re doing. So just do it, basically.

No, I’m not saying do that.

Question: There’s a difference between thought and experience, isn’t there, in this sense?

Well, we can choose where we’re going to draw the line, can’t we? It’s an arbitrary linguistic thing.

Question: No. Action is not a linguistic thing.

No, action isn’t, but experience, you know …

Question: Experience is not linguistic, no.

Question: … if I said, “What did you just do?” and she said, “I was just pulling that weed out,” you know, “and I was doing it with awareness.”

Talking about it is a linguistic thing; doing it is completely different.

Question: Clearly being aware is something additional, isn’t it, …

No.

Question: … because (to Mary) you just said the moment you become aware you disrupt it.


No, no. You can’t garden unconsciously.

Question: Well, that’s what I’m saying.

You can’t say, “Oh, good gracious! All the gardening’s been done!”

(Laughter.)

You can’t do it.

Question: Well that’s what I’m arguing! That’s what I’m saying.

So you’re saying what is the mental process going on at the same time that you’re gardening? How do you define that?

Question: But I didn’t say that … My mind doesn’t stop when I’m doing the gardening. What I was saying was I just, I’m only there and doing it, it’s not …

What Master Dogen’s saying here is that although our thoughts about reality are not reality, our thoughts are reality. And that’s a contradiction, because it is a contradiction, in our thoughts. So our thoughts are not real, because we think about things that don’t exist, or think about things by abstracting from something in front of us, and that’s not real; but our thoughts themselves are real things. So if we strap bits on our head we can see little blips on the graph. Is that … is there something strange about that?

Question: No, I don’t think we’re quite … I’m just saying that, you know, when Mary’s gardening, she’s experiencing continuously, you never stop. You’re not self-conscious …

Question: That’s what we’re calling awareness rather than thought, or consciousness rather than thought.

Yes, that’s right.

Question: And Harry’s saying it’s an arbitrary boundary.

Well, I don’t … You know, you could say, “What were you thinking about, Mary?” and she’d tell you. So, I’m saying that, you know, experience itself … are we going to say we’re not going to use the word “thinking” for that?

Question: Do you mean experience, to you, means something about consciously savouring what we’re doing?

No, no, I don’t think we need to argue that one. That’s fundamental, isn’t it?

Question: Then I can’t understand what you’re saying.


Well, it’s common to say, when you’re experiencing something, that you’re thinking. You’re thinking about the thing that you’re …

Question: It’s common to say it, but it’s not true. Sometimes it’s true; but experience is not a thought process.

Question: Well, you know, that’s something that we can debate, isn’t it?

Yes.

Question: Yeah, that’s your point, isn’t it, yes?

Question: That’s the linguistics of it really, isn’t it?

OK. I understand.

Question: But you can not think and still be experiencing, or do you not feel that? I mean, if you’re sitting Zazen you can not think and you can still …

Question: Ah yes, it’s unconscious experience, isn’t it? Maybe?

(Laughter.)

Well, still it’s conscious because you’re aware of it. I mean you can not be thinking in Zazen, there’s no thought there but you’re still aware, there’s still consciousness.

Question: Yeah, I agree with that.

Well, that’s a whole can of worms there!

(Inaudible comments.)

I was just thinking, “Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow!”

(Laughter.)

I might just be thinking, “There’s an awful lot of weeds in here!”

(Laughter.)


The realisation that the world exists right here with me is endless. But because the Universe at this moment exists prior to our conceptualisation [that is, before we interpret it], we cannot grasp its essence.



The word prajñā, as I’ve explained in previous talks, is a word in Buddhism which commonly means “wisdom”, but it actually means what we experience before we interpret the world — pre-thinking. So, in Buddhism, there’s the assertion that before we think or interpret the world there is some experience, we are experiencing it. That may be different from the modern meaning of “experience” and, as Harry says, we should talk about it in detail some time. But, Buddhism insists that before our conceptualisation, there is something and we’re in it. So, being in it, and it being something, there is some experience — we know that we’re in it in some way; we are in it, it’s real. But I understand what you mean.



Gensa’s expression, “one bright pearl” is not yet widely known, but it expresses the real situation, and will one day be recognised as such. “One bright pearl” expresses something eternal, and so it brings eternity into the present moment. Although we have bodies and minds that exist here and now, the whole Universe is one bright pearl. Not that grass out there, or those trees over there, not just the mountains and rivers all around us, but one bright pearl.



So he’s now moved on from talking about “the Universe” to the second half of the expression, “one bright pearl.” And he says the expression “one bright pearl” is expressing something inexpressible. It expresses something eternal about the nature of reality and, as such, it brings that eternal something into the present. “Although we have bodies and minds that exist here and now” — although we’re here and now as people and things, and we’re thinking and not thinking — “the whole Universe is one bright pearl,” suggests something whole and undivided, that is, some undivided state of experience that exists here and now before we start to analyse here and now. Before we start to think about here and now, there is here and now, we’re all in it. We are it. There is no here and now without us. Without us there can’t be what is here and now. We can imagine this room without us in it, or me talking without you being there, but it’s only a thought. The reality in which we exist here and now, which is real, is all of us here at this moment. And that’s what is expressed by “one bright pearl” — that undivided, uninterpreted reality in which we are, right at this moment. So, “not that grass out there, or trees over here, or the mountains and rivers around us, but one bright pearl.” In other words, expressions which are partial don’t describe it. We can’t describe it, but Master Dogen says that the expression “one bright pearl” is a beautiful expression of it. So, in that sense, the phrase “one bright pearl” is a metaphor for something we can’t put into words. Ralph will have to do that for us!


Question: He says the expression “is not yet widely known”?

Yes. Well, Master Gensa lived in China, and China and Japan had heard the phrase, but over here in the UK we hadn’t heard it. Easyjet hadn’t started flights.

Question: That’s in the original text, isn’t it, that expression “isn’t widely known.” He’s presumably talking about Japan.

Which original text?

Question: This one here. I’m not being difficult! The one in front of me now.

It’s in there, “it is not widely known.”

Question: I was just going to ask a question, because there’s a little story in the Lotus Sutra — a guy gets drunk, falls asleep, somebody sews a pearl into the lining of his coat which he doesn’t know he’s got, but he’s got it all the time. I only mention it to ask what significance was there, if anything, of a pearl, as such? Has he just picked it out of the blue?

Well, we can talk about that when we get to the next paragraph. If we talk about the next paragraph before we get there …

Question: Oh no, I didn’t know it was coming up. Good.

I could talk about the last paragraph when we get there.

Question: Good, OK.

Is that what you wanted to talk about, that story?

Question: If it’s coming up, I’ll wait until it comes up.

Yes. Did I answer your question about “not widely known”?


Question: Well, no, because I thought that perhaps if people knew about the story then they would be familiar with that expression. That’s what I’m asking, were they in fact familiar with that expression or was he being totally genuine, nobody had heard …?

No. He says, “it’s not widely known.” It means people didn’t know it, because, for instance, Japan and China were quite small, isolated places. So it wasn’t widely known. And people even in Japan didn’t know about it until Master Dogen started writing and talking.

Question: That answers my question, thanks.

What Master Dogen is talking about here is difficult to talk about. That’s why he uses metaphor and why his description contains contradictions. And we shouldn’t be surprised that his descriptions contain contradictions, because reality contains contradictions when we think about it.

Question: Difficult to talk about, but not difficult to experience.

No, we’re experiencing it all the time.

Question: As something smooth and seamless and luminous, perhaps, like a pearl.

Yes.

Question: What a great life you must lead!

(Laughter.)

You lead a great life too. So what Master Dogen is saying in this chapter is we all lead a great life.

Question: We’re all oysters.

We’re all oysters? No, we’re all pearls.

Question: When we travel, we usually believe that we are in a country. I used to believe that when I’m in France I’m really in France; but now I don’t feel it so strongly anymore.

You’re not in France!

(Laughter.)

Question: Yes, I don’t believe I’m in France, but also I don’t believe I’m in England so very much.

You are.

Question: I don’t find anything substantial about being in England. It’s rather one bright pearl than England here.

OK, yes, that’s right. So England is a name, France is a name.

Question: There’s nothing English here, it just seems English.


So we can’t be in a name. In our heads we can be in a name, but actually we’re just here and now. Yes. One bright pearl. There are no boundaries, no borders.

Question: It doesn’t necessarily mean something wonderful, something that makes us feel wonderful, but something beyond all description that may feel wonderful after all, but it’s impossible to explain how wonderful it feels.

Yes, that’s right. Impossible to explain. So Master Gensa says to his monk, “What’s the use of thinking about it?”

Question: I remember when I was fifteen we couldn’t travel because, you know, the eastern bloc, we couldn’t travel. But one day I managed to get to Austria and I was so excited that I was in Austria that I kept saying to myself, “This is Austria! This is so wonderful!” But then I was disappointed because I couldn’t find anything Austrian! I was just standing in the middle of a bedroom and it looked like any kind of bedroom. It was like, “I should be excited because this is it! This is what I wanted so much!” But there was nothing Austrian about it. It just looked Austrian a little bit. I was there and it was only me so I had to deal with myself and not with Austria. I think that has maybe something to do with this.

Yes. Yes it does, yeah.

Question: Dogen’s reminding us that it’s wonderful, isn’t he? I mean, if we didn’t think about it it’d be wonderful all the time.

It is wonderful!

Question: It is wonderful, but many times it’s not wonderful …

Even when it’s miserable it’s wonderful.

Question: The times that it’s not wonderful — like you say, when we’re facing these contradictions and things like that — it’s because we’re thinking about it.

Question: It still makes me wonder!

Master Gensa said, “It is not others who deceive me.” … Anyway, let’s finish there. Thank you very much.

(End of Talk.)
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads Dogen’s discussion of the one bright pearl as an affirmation that a person’s actual question, action, regret, or quietness belongs to the whole reality. For him, fulfilling our function means to fulfil our place in the Universe, not living up to an abstract moral rule or an imagined perfect response. This makes room for responsibility after harm without treating later regret as a way to undo what has already happened.

Reflection can put thoughts in order, he says, but a future action depends on the physical and mental state in which it occurs, not simply on a strong intention. He therefore recommends a lighter reflection and practices of balance rather than clinging to analysis as a plan that can unbalance a person. He does not make that view a denial of therapy, discussion with others, or the need to sort out harm. The one bright pearl names the different real life that is perfect, rather than the perfect self, partner, holiday, or retreat created in the mind. Mike says that this includes intellectual questioning, aggression, upset, and efforts to evade the truth, because we can’t escape from reality. The exchange over riding a robber’s horse lets the group test why repeating a phrase or arguing its concepts can miss the expressed reality to which it points. Mike says only tentatively that words turn real things and events into concepts, and that concepts are actually very poor pictures of reality. The discussion of names and the customary answer about the weather similarly holds together a conventional expression and the speaker’s real experience in that moment. He leaves unanswered why Dogen’s material about the cave is followed by that exchange, rather than inventing a resolution. The ending returns to the whole Universe as one bright pearl, not two or three, and turns its “roundly rolls along” into the ordinary movement from reading and chanting to zazen and lunch.









Complete English transcript


Yesterday we learned in detail, through our experience, the meaning of “struggling with a demon in a cave on a black mountain.” “Struggling with a demon in a cave on a black mountain” means lots of complicated intellectual discussion. And we shouldn’t take that as any kind of criticism, as we’ll see when Master Dogen comments on the rest of the phrase. We got as far as the last paragraph on the first column on page two. Master Dogen has been commenting on the “one bright pearl” expression by Master Gensa, talking about the whole Universe and how it’s indescribable in words. He went on to say that the act of thinking is part of the Universe and it’s real. And then he went on to say that Master Gensa’s expression was not a widely known expression, but that he thought it would become widely known one day. He wrote that in the thirteenth century, and seven hundred years later, hey presto!, the phrase is being discussed a long way away from Eihei-ji temple in Japan — so it has become widely known. Now he goes on to discuss the last part of the student’s question.


“How should we, your students, understand this?” Although the monk here seems just to be caught up in his intellectual habits, in asking his question, he is fulfilling the essential function of the Universe.



Master Dogen doesn’t in any way criticise the fact that the student asked Master Gensa how to understand his phrase. Although it seems that the student was very intellectual in asking his question, Master Dogen comments that “he is fulfilling the essential function of the Universe.” So he’s affirming it. He goes on to say, in describing what “fulfilling the essential function of the Universe” means:



A wave contains exactly its amount of water, and our daily conduct must mirror this. A large pearl shows a brightness that fits its size.



In those three phrases, Master Dogen is putting into words the fact that we all have to be as we are. So if we’re asking an intellectual question, that’s fulfilling our function. If we’re denying an intellectual question, that’s fulfilling our function. If we’re sitting quietly without asking a question, that’s fulfilling our function. We have to work out what this really means in our daily life. And it’s quite difficult to think it through, because fulfilling our function is just to be who we are without thinking about it. So to sit looking puzzled may be to fulfil our function. To smile may be to fulfil our function. To talk may be to fulfil our function. But we’re all different, and every moment is different. So to fulfil our function means to fulfil our place in the Universe. I heard the other day that artists talk about ‘negative space’, other people too probably, and I’d never heard that before, but it’s very nice because it helps to give a picture of fulfilling function. You can say that although an object is an object independently on its own, it sits in negative space. So it fills its hole, if you like. So I’m sitting here filling the hole that the Universe has left for me. That’s only an image that came to me when I heard the concept ‘negative space’. I’m only giving you concepts. What we’re trying to describe is something else, and that is the experience of being completely whole in the moment, in this moment. And Master Dogen suggests that in the student monk asking his question, “How should we, your students, understand this?”, in the sincerity of his question he is being himself — just like a wave is being itself by containing exactly the amount of water which it has in it. So he’s creating images in an attempt to grasp some kind of fulfilling state, everything in it’s place.


Question: Is there a way in which you can’t be... that you’re not yourself?

Mike: No. (laughs)

Question: OK. So whatever you do is a fulfilment of who you are?

Mike: Whatever we’re doing is fulfilling what we’re doing.

Question: Why is Master Dogen pointing that out then?

Mike: Because we always doubt it. We always doubt. I burst into tears last night — ‘Should I have done that? Maybe I’d better not do it again. I wonder what people think about me.’ But I did it because I was expressing my feeling at that moment, so it was nice for me to do it, actually, but I could feel a bit embarrassed and worry about doing it. Or, you might ask a question and then feel afterwards, ‘Oh, that was a stupid question. I shouldn’t have done that.’ But you did it. So it’s some kind of... If we realise that what we’re doing is part of the Universe, then we can have confidence in what we’re doing however silly it might seem, or embarrassing, or great, or small. Does that make any sense?

Question: There is a link, though, to ‘not doing wrong’, isn’t there? Because you can...


Mike: That is not doing wrong. That is exactly not doing wrong. In Master Dogen’s teachings, not doing wrong is not obeying an abstract moral law but finding the morality in the situation. And the morality in the situation is to be who we are. And we can’t not be who we are, but we can kind of regret it, or sometimes the opposite.

Question: My granddad used to say to me when I was a kid, ‘Whatever you’re doing, don’t do it!’

Mike: (laughs) Were you doing something when he said that to you?

Question: I must have been!

Mike: He thought, ‘That little blighter Harry, he’ll be up to something.’ So that was his cover phrase.

(laughter)

Mike: Well, Master Dogen says, ‘Whatever you’re doing, do it.’

Question: So what happens if you are hitting your child? Not that I’ve done that very much, but occasionally I hit my child, so then I move on to another space which is regretting it.

Mike: Yes, those are the facts. First of all, in the past, they’re gone — so although you might regret it, you did it, and it’s past, and so your behaviour or conduct now is what is important. The only thing we can do is something now. We can’t do something in the past. We can’t do something in the future. So Buddhism’s very narrow-minded, if you like, very focused — ‘I did that, I shouldn’t have done it, but what use is it, I’ve got to do something now.’ So you can regret it, but regretting it is just you. There must have been a reason to hit your child, frustration, tiredness.

[inaudible]


Question: Generally speaking, if we practice Zazen, we can continue ourselves at the best. So even if you regret it — ‘I shouldn’t have done this, I shouldn’t have done that’ — when we did it, that was the best. So in your brain there’s, ‘Oh, I should have done it that way,’ or ‘I’m feeling...’ whatever, ‘wrong’. But that’s just your own thoughts. The action is already past. So just, how can I say it?

Mike: We’re doing our best.

Question: Yes, every time, every moment. So in that way, practicing Zazen helps us to make us balance our action and so on.

Question: We use abstract thinking to reflect on how we’re going to respond again, maybe, to a similar situation, don’t we? So, as human beings, we learn from how we behave and how we respond to that behaviour. So that’s going on as well, isn’t it? If we didn’t reflect or think...

Question: It doesn’t always work like that.

Mike: Well, I’ve got a rather peculiar viewpoint on that. I wonder whether we learn in the way that we say. I think when we reflect on the past and put our thoughts in order, we can do that. So we put our thoughts in order — we kind of explain, think about, and sort out how we think about the situation. But in the future, when we act, how we act doesn’t depend on that sorting out in our mind, it depends on our physical and mental state at the moment when we act. So even though we sort out in our mind, ‘I shouldn’t do that again,’ whether or not we do it again doesn’t depend on our intention, but on our state.

Question: Which is often not a thinking state?


Mike: Which is not only a thinking state — it’s both thinking and physical too. So if we very, very strongly have an intention not to do something, because we worked out that it’s not good and we’ve worked out all the ramifications, that very strong intention sometimes works against us. But if we take a lighter attitude and work out in our minds what we should have done, what we regret, what we want to do next time, and so on, but only in a lighter sense, not as a plan for action but as a reflection on the situation, then we’re free to act in the future. And if we practice balance, then we will act in a balanced way the best we can. It might not fit our plan, but it’ll be the best we can do. But if we hang on to our mental analysis, that will sometimes unbalance us itself. So if we try very hard intentionally not to do something, often the opposite occurs, or we don’t do it for a long time and then the opposite occurs. Like trying to give up smoking — no cigarettes for three weeks, and then two packets.

Question: So if we only use our thinking processes it tends not to serve us particularly well in terms of how we respond, because how we respond comes often from somewhere else?

Mike: From our whole being.

Question: Yes, so if you just allow the thinking to float around somewhere then it’ll find its place in the scheme of things?

Mike: Yes. So, for instance, Maggie’s example, if we’re very frustrated and we clip our kid around the ear and then we regret it and say, ‘Oh no, I mustn’t do that again, blah blah blah blah’ — maybe to go for a long walk, or to have a break, or to do something physical, might have a better effect on how we deal with our child from then than a mental process of regretting and promising to ourselves and so on. Going for a run, or something like that, may be better. To me it always is; but I hesitate to say it always is for everybody.


Question: But we do need to notice what the effects of what we’re doing are.

Mike: I can’t work out the effects of what I do so clearly, can you?

Question: Sometimes, and sometimes much later.

Mike: Sometimes I think I can, but it’s only from my perspective, so it’s not a big picture of what the results of what I’ve done are. It’s just one-sided. So, completely, I don’t know what the results are. I feel that, for instance, sometimes I give a talk, and I think, ‘That was a terrible talk, and so,’ you know, ‘everybody’ll get fed up, they won’t come back next week.’ And then somebody comes up to me afterwards and says, ‘Oh, I really enjoyed that.’ ‘Oh, really?’ And I find that quite interesting. And if you’re in a relationship, sometimes if you try not to hurt your partner, you end up hurting them. So there are lots of situations where we don’t actually really know the effect of what we’re doing. If we look back, we can get some kind of picture of the effect of our conduct, but for me it’s only in retrospect as a bigger picture. I don’t know if other people feel like that.


Question: I think it’s important to say, as well, in managing one’s own anger and, you know, like violence or hitting a child or something, to be talking with somebody else about it too. Because, I mean, there’s a lot we can do ourselves, but often there’s a lot of emotions kind of bunched up in there, aren’t there? It may make you go back to your own childhood or something. And that one-sidedness that you talk about is sometimes changed by discussion with someone else.

Mike: Well, this is something you know a lot about, through experience.

[inaudible comment]

The viewpoint of Buddhism on this doesn’t mean that all other viewpoints are invalid. It doesn’t mean that if we do something it’s gone and therefore we don’t need to think about it, and we can do anything we like, and it’s past so it doesn’t matter, and we don’t need to plan what we’re going to do in the future. That sounds like chaos. Not that; but simply to recognise in the middle of, for instance, the kinds of therapeutic processes which are in use these days to help people who are very frustrated and their frustration and anger affects their behaviour, in the middle of that, for people who practice balance, we can realise that we’re doing our best at every moment. It doesn’t mean that we say, ‘I’m doing my best at every moment, I hit my partner but that’s my best, so ... shrug!’ (gesture)

(laughter)

Simply, ‘I did my best and I hit my partner, but I should go and try and sort that out.’ And then sorting it out becomes another instance of doing your best, and so on. So not to deny that kind of thing, but simply a kind of simple, direct view of our behaviour, based on balance.



Master Gensa’s words, “The whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl. How could it be useful to understand these words intellectually?” express this fact.



Master Dogen is saying that Master Gensa’s phrase about the one bright pearl expresses the perfectness of reality; but that perfectness is not the perfectness we create in our brain. In our brain we can create perfect me, perfect situation, perfect partner, perfect life, perfect holiday, everything, perfect retreat. But actually our life is different. So what Master Dogen stresses is that it’s that different real life that is perfect, not the idea that we can so easily create in our mind.


This expresses the truth that buddha passes on to buddha, and that one ancestor passed on to another.



There he’s referring to the teaching of Buddhism from one teacher to one student, one teacher to one student, in a line. And “ancestors” refers to the line of teachers going back into the past, back to the man who started all this, Gautama Buddha. And the truth that is passed on is not only passed on by discussing facts like the perfection of reality, but it’s passed on by our actual practice, a practice in which we practice balancing body and mind — and in balancing body and mind we notice that the reality in which we live, different from the reality which we create in our brain, is just as it is, perfect. Not the perfect in our brain, but the perfect in front of us, and that includes all our conduct, whether we’re asking intellectual questions, being too aggressive, being upset, and whatever.


It is this truth that Gensa passes on to himself.



Master Dogen’s suggesting that we teach ourselves. And as there’s nobody else to teach us, I suppose we do.



And if we want to evade the truth that these words convey to us, although we can certainly try, even when we are trying to evade this truth, all of the efforts we are making to evade it are made in the one bright pearl of this present moment.



Master Dogen is saying there, in a very nice expression, that we can’t escape from reality, we can’t escape the perfection of reality, because we’re always in it. And although that sounds like a self-justifying statement, it’s also a true fact. And if we notice that, we can accept the situation and ourselves — not in a passive way, but simply by realising the fact. Now Master Dogen moves on:


When, several days later, Gensa asks the monk, “The whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl. How do you understand this?” we can see that, although he was teaching the monk a general principle the first time, this time he is testing him out with a concrete example. He is sweeping aside the first time with a laugh and a nod of the head.



So Master Dogen’s moving from the first statement to the second question. The second question that Master Gensa asks is to test and to teach the monk.


To this, the monk replied with the same words as Gensa: “The whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl. How could it be useful to understand these words intellectually?” This is like a man riding a robber’s horse to chase the robber!




That’s a rather curious expression, and it also occurs in Nagarjuna’s writings a thousand years earlier, so I suppose it must be a very old metaphor. Master Nagarjuna uses exactly the same metaphor, “riding a robber’s horse to chase the robber.” And it suggests something, but I can’t explain it any more than it’s written there. Can you get some feeling from the expression? Anybody like to put the expression in a different form?

Question: I’m guessing that the robber’s horse is [inaudible].... and he’s used to doing these unlawful acts and so he’s not going to do anything against his owner.

Question: The robber might still be on the horse.

Mike: Yeah, that’s what I was wondering. Is the robber on the horse or not?

Question: I don’t know. The expression is identical in Nagarjuna, “riding a robber’s horse to chase the robber.” I suppose if you’re chasing the robber...

Question: You’re on horse and he’s on foot, you’re going to catch him up.

Question: It sounds like ‘chasing your own tail’.

Question: If the robber’s on the horse and you’re on the robber’s horse trying to chase the robber, you’re not going to catch him, are you?

Question: Doesn’t it mean just using the same means of transport as the robber, so it doesn’t matter if it’s good or bad, you’re still using the same method of conveyance?

Mike: That makes sense.

Question: Are we back in the cave again?

Mike: We’re walking around the entrance, I think! Whether we go in or not...

(laughter)

Question: It reminds me of a dog chasing its own tail.

Mike: Yes?

Question: I just happened to read that in Nagarjuna in the last few days, and I can’t remember the words but it I think it was that both of them were on the horse. I just have that feeling.


Mike: I think what Nick said makes the most sense to me — adopting the same method as somebody else.

Question: Well, the intellectual debate is just like riding a horse, and it doesn’t matter if you’re a robber or the good guy.

Mike: So we can say a simple meaning, if we want to explain it, ...

Question: Could it mean that it’s a bit fruitless? Because if you’re actually chasing a robber and you jump on the back of the horse and the robber’s on the front of the horse...

Mike: Well, it’s still a stolen horse, isn’t it?

Question: You’ve stolen the horse, so you’re a robber yourself.

Mike: Yes, exactly.

Question: ... The horse is just carrying on and you’re never going to catch up really.

Question: You can’t catch the robber because you’re both on the horse.

Mike: Yeah.

Question: Is it saying that, well, like saying “The whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl” and then saying “How could it be useful to understand these words intellectually?” — well the same is, how would it be useful to understand these words, the ‘robber’ words, intellectually?

Mike: That’s a nice interpretation! So shall we move on? Alright.

Question: Maybe it’s a typo, maybe it’s a ‘rubber horse’.

Mike: Or it could be a ‘rubber hose,’ couldn’t it?

(laughter)

Question: Or a ‘rubber hoose’.

Question: The monk revises the word ‘intellectual’, doesn’t he? I mean the second time the question is asked he’s not asking for an intellectual reply, is he? He’s just saying, ‘How do you understand this?’ which is a much broader thing, and the student brings it back to ‘intellectual’. Which is a bit cheeky really, isn’t it?


Mike: Yes, could be cheeky. But we could also imagine a very sincere student who’s been grappling with the meaning of what Master Gensa said, on and on, day after day, bugging him, can’t stop thinking about it, and then when he asks the master the master gives him this strange reply which says ‘You can’t understand it.’ So he goes off thinking, ‘Right, I can’t understand it. I can’t understand it.’ And then, when asked, he says, ‘I can’t understand it.’ But he doesn’t express the fact that he can’t understand it. He repeats the fact that he can’t understand it, but doesn’t express his own view.


When the eternal Buddha Gensa taught the monk, he had been speaking out with his own independent opinion.



That means Gensa said something from himself. He expressed something from himself in words.


[In merely repeating Gensa’s words], the monk shows that he needs to reflect in Zazen and study how many cases there are where understanding is useful!



Yes. “The monk needs to reflect in Zazen” doesn’t mean that he’s got to practice Zazen and think about it; but simply, sitting in Zazen we reflect ourselves, we reflect the world, so we can experience reality. So Master Dogen suggests that the monk needs to practice some more Zazen and then he can maybe realise that understanding is not always the point.


Tentatively we can say that real things and events that are teachings and practice, when put into words, all become conceptual in nature.




Real things, which are really expressed, when we put them into words, become concepts. What we then tend to do is discuss the concepts, argue about them, disagree about them, agree about them, share them, forget them, remember them; but we forget that the concepts are representing something else, which is reality itself. For instance, we say ‘anger’, and the word ‘anger’ gives us an image of something that resides inside us and stays there and goes away, and if we don’t express it, it sits inside us, and if we do express it, it roars out. But actually what the word ‘anger’ refers to is a very, very difficult thing to define. The edges of anger, when am I angry, when am I not angry? When a politician says ‘I am very angry about this,’ is his anger the same thing that I feel when my blood is boiling? So all our concepts are actually very poor pictures of reality, but we tend to believe the pictures and forget what’s behind them.

Question: That’s what the robber’s horse is, it’s concepts and language that we use to try and understand reality.

Question: Did this all come from Wittgenstein [inaudible]?

Mike: No.

Question: I agree.

Mike: So, either the robber or the good guy, we’re all using the same concepts and languages to try and understand reality, but we can’t. We’re chasing round and round on the same horse. I like that. Neigh-gh-gh!

(laughter)

Now Master Dogen moves on to discuss Gensa’s answer to the monk, when the monk had just repeated his original words.


Gensa said, “Now I see that you have only been trying to understand my words intellectually, as if struggling with a demon in a cave on a black mountain.” Remember one simple fact, since the eternal past, the sun has never appeared in place of the moon, and the moon has never appeared in place of the sun. The sun always appears as the sun. The moon always appears as the moon. This is why, when asked his family name, following the custom, Master Yakusan Igen refrained from giving it, and replied instead that it was a very nice time of year, rather than saying how hot it was that June.




(laughter)

Mike: Over to Yoko! Sounds like Monty Python! First of all, Master Dogen is saying simple facts are simple facts. The sun is always the sun. The moon is always the moon. And the sun always appears as the sun, the moon always appears as the moon. So simple facts in reality are simple facts in reality. He then goes on to give this very curious reference to Master Yakusan Igen, and it needs a bit of explanation. It seems that in medieval China, when monks were asked their name they didn’t give it. I don’t know why they didn’t give it, but instead they would say, ‘It’s a very nice time of year, isn’t it?’ So, ‘What’s your name?’ ‘Oh, the weather’s nice, isn’t it?’ I don’t know why they did that, but maybe Yoko can enlighten us.

Yoko: I don’t know my name, so they call me Yoko! (laughs)

We can say that this custom, and it was a custom for monks, may be something to do with the fact that our name is a concept, and we ourselves are beyond our name. So if you asked a monk their name they wouldn’t reply with their name.

Question: Is that why Bodhidharma didn’t answer the Emperor?

Mike: Um, I’m not sure, but I thought, when reading the legend about Bodhidharma, I got the feeling that Bodhidharma was a bit disappointed... You mean when he was asked his name?


Question: The Emperor said, ‘I’ve got all this merit, I’ve built these temples, blah blah blah, what merit will it come to?’, and he said, ‘None.’ And the Emperor said, ‘Who is this monk in front of me?’, and Bodhidharma said, ‘I don’t know.’

Mike: Yes, so the second question is the same, but the first question is different. When he answered ‘None,’ he wanted to say to the Emperor, ‘Buddhism is not about any kind of achievement, or any kind of fame.’ And in the second half, yes, I think it must be the same.

Question: Does that relate to the ‘Who am I?’ koans?

Mike: I don’t know what the ‘Who am I?’ koans are. Are they a pop group?

(laughter)

Question: It’s a koan where the monks just ask themselves ‘Who am I?’

Mike: Stephen Batchelor likes to do that.

Question: And John Crook.

Mike: Yes, John Crook likes to do that.

Question: ‘What is your true name?’

Question: ‘What was your name before your parents were born?’

Mike: Yes, there’s a whole industry grown up around this!

(laughter)

I think we can all recognise the fact that sometimes we don’t really know who we are. We know who we are on a particular day, but we’re very good at re-defining ourselves all the time, and sometimes, in the depths of puzzlement or despair, or when we feel there’s nothing reliable, we can wonder who we are. But, beyond that, I think asking ourselves ‘Who am I?’, or so on, is a load of rubbish. And all the koans really are just pointing to the fact that we are not the name that’s given to us, we are far more or far less or far different, just like the Universe is not what is described by the word ‘Universe’.


Question: There’s a poem by Thich Nhat Hanh, ‘Call Me By My True Name’, in which he says ‘I am’, and then he imagines all kinds of different people in different situations all over the world, including different protagonists in the same situation — ‘I am this person,’ ‘I am that person,’ ‘I am a pirate on the South Asia seas,’ ‘I am...’

Mike: Yes, he’s a very beautiful writer. I’ve never met him, but I suppose he’s referring to the fact that we separate ‘us’ from ‘the Universe’, and in fact the Universe is all one. And, poetically, we can express that. But if I say, ‘I am you,’ in normal conversation, it’s quite difficult to understand. But if we reflect on the fact that none of us exist separately, we can catch some deeper meaning.

Question: I think, just simply, our name is just like a coin-locker — number one, number two, number three, that’s it.

Mike: Coin-locker?

Question: Yeah, coin-locker — we put a number.

Mike: Just a number on the door?

Question: Yes.

Mike: I don’t know...

Question: We understand her!

Mike: I don’t know if I’m a coin-locker! You didn’t put any money in for ages!

(laughter)

Question: That’s nice, yes. A label.

Mike: That means just nothing special.

Question: Nothing special. I’m me!

Mike: There are lots of Michaels!

Question: Go on then!

(laughter)

Mike: Can’t win! So, “the monk says ‘It’s a very nice time of year!’, rather than saying how hot it was that June.”

Question: What does the last line mean?


Mike: Well, he didn’t say ‘It’s very hot.’ June is very, very hot in China, Korea and Japan. So to say, ‘Phwoar, it’s very, very hot!’ is a kind of complaint, isn’t it? So he didn’t complain, he just said, ‘It’s very nice!’ And why did he say ‘It’s very nice’? Because monks always said ‘It’s very nice’ when asked their name. So, in other words, he followed the situation, he followed the norm, he’s normal. (To Matt.) Matt! You raise your eyebrows when I call your name, that’s normal. But for a monk it was normal to say, ‘It’s a very nice time of year,’ even though he was dripping with sweat.

Question: So he didn’t respond independently with his own words, he responded with some codified custom?

Mike: Absolutely.

Question: But he made a conscious decision to do that, though, didn’t he?

Mike: I’m not sure.

[inaudible comment]

Question: But he was speaking about something real at that moment. It was his real experience, so at the same time it was only his own experience. So it’s not just repeating somebody else’s... You know, it’s a habit to say ‘It’s nice,’ but at the same time it is his experience at that moment, and he’s happy with it. He’s not just imitating some other monks. Right? Does that make sense?

Mike: I get the impression from reading the story that in fact June is a very hot time and not so nice, but customarily a monk would say, ‘It’s nice.’ It’s a way of avoiding saying your name.

Question: Talking about the weather... People say ‘It’s nice,’ so I said, ‘It’s very wet, not so nice.’ (laughs) So, depending on individual feeling, nothing more than that, just natural, you know. You get used to it in England, for instance, you don’t miss the sunshine. It’s just normal.


Mike: What’s sunshine?

(laughter)

Question: So if I complain about the very dark weather, why not? [inaudible]

Mike: It’s like ‘Good morning!’ isn’t it. You see someone, ‘Good morning!’ They say, ‘It’s not a good morning,’ and you say, ‘Well, I’m just saying hello.’

Question: Yes, so we say ‘Good morning’ to somebody, which is customary, but at the same time it’s something from our self. So to say ‘Good morning’ to somebody is a nice feeling, a spontaneous feeling, but it’s also a custom.

Question: If somebody says, ‘How are you today?’ you just automatically say, ‘Oh, I’m fine,’ whether you feeling terrible or not. You just go, ‘Oh, I’m fine, thanks,’ and you’re feeling bloody awful, maybe. But it’s just automatic, it’s just a habit.

Question: Businessmen do that, don’t they? ‘How are you?’ and then they crack on, they don’t want to know how you are, it’s just ‘Hello. How are you?’

Question: I’m still not clear why all that lot comes after the cave bit.

Mike: Nor am I.

Question: I just think it’s absolutely extraordinary that we’ve spent fifteen minutes talking about a monk saying ‘It’s a nice day’ in the twelfth century!

Mike: Nice, isn’t it?

Question: Concepts take time!

Mike: Well, you never know with Dogen, do you? I mean this is the thing, you don’t know whether it’s [inaudible].

Question: I’m not saying it’s a waste of time or it’s stupid, it’s just...

Mike: No, I’m not inferring you were.

Question: It’s just when I think of things we probably all deal with in our normal lives, and then we talk for fifteen minutes about a monk in the twelfth century, it just suddenly struck me as an absolutely amazing situation.


Mike: Well, let’s finish quickly!


Discussion of whether the Universe is really one bright pearl or not would be never-ending. But we can still assert that the whole Universe which extends in all directions is one bright pearl — not two pearls or three pearls.



“Not two pearls or three pearls” means something whole, not made up of parts.


The whole body of the Universe is a single eye that teaches reality;



“A single eye” is a common metaphor in Buddhism. In fact, you can even see pictures of buddhas with an eye in the middle of their forehead. But it doesn’t really mean they had an eye in the middle of their forehead, it means one whole thing, one whole viewpoint, one whole Universe.


the whole Universe is our real body; the words “whole Universe” teach the truth;



Master Dogen says “whole Universe” is a true description — not a Universe made up of parts, but a Universe whole.


the whole Universe is pure illumination;



That’s referring to the “brightness” in “one bright pearl”.


in the end the whole Universe is just the whole Universe. And when the Universe is experienced as whole, no hindrances exist; the whole Universe is perfectly rounded, and roundly it rolls along.



So, we spend fifteen minutes talking about a thirteenth century monk, and then we read another paragraph, and then we end the talk, and then we give the chant, and then we go and practice Zazen, and then we have lunch, and so on. So the Universe, or reality, rolls along. And our duty is to roll along with it. So let’s roll along.

Thank you very much.

(End of talk)
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Ikka-no-myoju 4: The Universe as Teacher

    
Recorded part: Mike reads the universe as teacher via people, animals, sounds; a pearl may come unexpectedly
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  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the recorded portion, Mike reads Dogen's one bright pearl as a universe that rolls along and teaches through the beings and events within it. The stories of ancestors realising the truth and the Lotus Sutra's many Buddha forms let him say that the universe and all the things in it teach us. He presents this not as a mystical announcement from elsewhere, but through ordinary recognition, such as noticing what a late bedtime does or hearing leaves in a forest.

Reiun Shigon's plum blossoms and Kyogen Shikan's ringing bamboo illustrate realisation arising in particular encounters. Mike does not offer a logical chain that makes their realisation inevitable; the point is that people in past, present, and future can realise the truth because the universe is one bright pearl. He describes the Lotus Sutra's bodhisattva appearing in different bodies as a symbolic image rather than a literal inventory of forms. For him, a child, dog, tree, incident, or sound can teach reality because all are real. The parables of hidden pearls then give the session's central image of a valuable truth received from another person. The pearl may be hidden in a garment, under a dragon's chin, or in a topknot, so it is not necessarily displayed or recognised at once. Mike says that a pearl of wisdom can come unexpectedly through an ordinary encounter, not through setting out to find it. The audience's playful replies about what lies under the dragon's chin leave the image in the shared conversation rather than turning it into a solemn doctrine. He returns to the thought that the universe is full of truth and that people receive small portions of it as pearls. A person may receive one without recognising it until later. The recording ends with an explicit indication that it is likely incomplete.









Complete English transcript


The One Bright Pearl. “The whole universe is perfectly rounded, and roundly it rolls along”, the top of the last page. The metaphor of the universe being rolling along is also expounded in another chapter in the Shobogenzo called Hokke-ten-hokke, which is the universe turns the universe, and it's talking about the subject of life moving forwards. Sometimes it feels like we move our lives forward.

Sometimes it feels like the world moves our life forward and we have to keep up. And sometimes it feels like we and the universe move forward together. That's the subject of that chapter, which is very interesting. But the idea of the universe moving or rolling along. is quite important in Master Dogen's writings. But from the next paragraph, Master Dogen is kind of, he's now, he's commented on the different parts of the story, and he's now summarizing the whole meaning of the phrase and the interaction between Master Gensa and the student.



Because the nature of the universe is one bright pearl like this, ancestors like Avalokiteshvara and Maitreya and others, like Master Reiun Shigon or Master Kyogen Shikan, who realized the truth on looking at plum blossoms or hearing the sound of a pebble striking bamboo, appear in the universe. And as it says in the Lotus Sutra, the many Buddhas of the past and present manifest the body of a Buddha and preach the Dharma.



The reference to Avalokiteshvara and Maitreya were two legendary Buddhas who existed in the past. And Master Reiun Shigon is a Chinese master.

Who is in one of the koan stories, and also commented on in several of the chapters, he realized what reality was when he was looking at plum blossoms. Just one day he was looking at the blossoms on a plum tree in medieval China, and he realized something fundamental, that reality is just here and now. And Master Kyogen Shikan, there's also a story about him. It seems that he was quite puzzled by what Buddhist philosophy was explaining, and eventually went off to live on his own in a little house in the hills.

And one day, when he was sweeping the path, the brush flicked up a pebble, and the pebble hit a bamboo, and it made a very loud ringing sound. And that ringing sound is said to have made him realize what reality is. These are two quite famous stories. So Master Dogen is saying that the reason these ancestors of ours, these four people, realized the truth is because the universe is one bright pearl. But if we try and explain that in terms of a Therefore, this happened, therefore that happened. We can't find a logical connection.


So, because the universe is one bright pearl, people in the past can realize what the truth is. People in the present can realize what the truth is. People in the future can realize what the truth is. And he then quotes from the Lotus Sutra, which of course is written in Chinese characters, so he often quotes these Chinese quotations in the middle of the Shobogenzo. “The many Buddhas of the past and present manifest the body of a buddha and preach the Dharma.” So, the Lotus Sutra has many beautiful passages which suggest Buddhas appearing. It sounds like they appear from nowhere and they preach to us.

And we can take that kind of image as meaning reality is all around us. We're in the universe, and the universe and all the things in it teach us. So, something appears and teaches us. It can be a person or a dog or a plant in the garden, an incident, a sound. Something tells us what reality is, not some kind of mystical this is reality. But just, ah, I see. If I keep going to bed late, I can't get up in the morning. At last I understand. Or something real like that.

So we can say those things or people or beings that teach us reality are buddhas. And this is the theme of many parts of the Lotus Sutra. If you want to read the original part of the Lotus Sutra, I think it's referenced in our book, with a translation at the back of the book. But the Lotus Sutra is very flowery and it sounds very mystical.


Question: Is it translated in the book the way that you would translate it?

Mike: I can't remember. Mm. Three two five two.


Good son. If living beings in any land must be saved through the body of a buddha, the bodhisattva Regarder of the Sounds of the World manifests at once the body of a buddha and preaches for them the Dharma. To those who must be saved through the body of a Pratyekabuddha, the bodhisattva manifests at once the body of a Pratyekabuddha and preaches for them the Dharma. To those who must be saved through the body of a shravaka, the bodhisattva manifests at once the body of a shravaka and preaches for them the Dharma.

To those who must be saved through the body of King Brahma, the bodhisattva manifests at once the body of King Brahma and preaches for them the Dharma. To those who must be saved through the body of the god King Shakra, and so on.



So the Lotus Sutra quotation is suggesting that if there is a human being who needs to be saved, then there is this mythical bodhisattva Regarder of the Sounds of the World, and he appears in many different forms.


So, for instance, the body of a Pratyekabuddha, the body of a shravaka, the body of King Brahma, and those are all symbolics, symbols of different kinds of Buddhas. So a shravaka means a voice hearer. Somebody who learns the truth through listening to preachings and so on. So it's a long passage. It goes on and on.


To those who must be saved through the body of a Brahman, the bodhisattva manifests at once the body of a Brahman, and so on. To those who must be saved through the body of a boy or girl, the bodhisattva manifests at once the body of a boy or girl.



So the image is this mythical bodhisattva appearing in the body of all different kinds of people in order to save human beings. So the meaning, as I said, is that in the universe the truth is everywhere, and so the truth, the bodhisattva in the Lotus Sutra, appears and teaches us. And it can appear in many different forms. It's the symbolic way of the Lotus Sutra. But in fact we can say that all of the universe is teaching us what reality is because it's all real.

So we may learn from our children, or we may learn from our dog, or we may learn from trees what reality is. So for instance, we can be wound up by our work. And our busy mind is just whirling round, and we go for a walk through a nice forest with rustling leaves, and the forest and rustling leaves tell us, You're in the forest and we're rustling. Here we are. Shut away all that wound-up stuff and be here, I imagine. So there we are. That's the quotation from the Lotus Sutra.



At this very moment, the universe as one bright pearl pervades through the whole of space, like the priceless pearl in the Lotus Sutra, tied within someone's garment, or hidden under the black dragon's chin, or hidden in someone's topknot.



This is what you referred to, Malcolm, yesterday.

Participant: Hmm.

Mike: In the Lotus Sutra, there are stories suggesting that we have pearls hidden which we don't know about, and there are some parables. Two friends. One friend gets very drunk, and the other friend helps him home. And then when the drunk friend sobers up, he finds that his friend has hidden a pearl in his clothing, and then gone. And it's very, it's all metaphorical. Pearl means some kind of wisdom or true teaching of the truth. So wisdom or teaching of the truth can be hidden in, within our garment. We meet somebody and they slip a pearl under our garment and leave us.

And that suggests that we meet somebody and we realise something about reality through the encounter, and then they're gone. But often we don't find the pearl until afterwards. “Hidden under the black dragon's chin.” I think that's a legend that there is a black dragon, and under the black dragon's chin is hidden a pearl. But I don't know that in detail.

Question: It's a blue one, right?

Mike: What's under its chin?

Participant: A carrot.

Participant: [unclear: “Hairy.” ]

Mike: Right. Pearl.

Participant: A lime.

Mike: Yeah.


Participant: Pearl.

Mike: And “hidden in someone's topknot” equally. We can look up the stories in the Lotus Sutra and see that they're metaphors. Is that the right word? Metaphors for finding out valuable things from others and then realising they are valuable.


These are all cases of the universe which extends in all directions being one bright pearl. It, that's the pearl, is often hidden beneath a garment, and we shouldn't expect to find it displayed prominently.



So, if we receive a pearl of wisdom from somebody, we shouldn't expect it to be obvious necessarily. We may receive it and not recognise it.

Participant: It's interesting that we have that saying, pearl of wisdom.

Mike: That's true.


It is often hidden in a topknot or under a chin, but we shouldn't go searching for it there.



That suggests that we receive the wisdom of the universe unexpectedly. If we say, The universe has got wisdom, right, I'm off to look for it, we don't find it. We stumble on it accidentally, or we bump into someone in the street and they slip a pearl into our pocket, or pull our wallet out of our pocket.

Participant: Might be the same thing

Mike: Could be, yes. So it's just suggesting the universe as it is is full of the truth, and we get little bits of the truth as pearls, and often we don't recognise them, we don't find them till later.

[audio recording likely incomplete]
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Ikka-no-myoju 5: The Four Views

    
Mike uses the four viewpoints to ask how Buddhism can fit normal life, not a separate idealised world
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike uses Dogen’s four viewpoints to ask how Buddhism can reconcile with normal life1 rather than create a separate, idealised Buddhist world. Gensa stubbing his toe becomes his image for a society that runs hard toward its goals, overlooks the harm caused on the way, and then must respond to the damage. Ideals and aspirations remain necessary, but Mike’s Buddhist contribution is to look where we are stepping while moving toward our aims.2 He calls this a contribution to society, not an alternative life8 of withdrawal from its pressures.

The first viewpoint is ideal or aspiration, the second is the physical body, and the third is immediate action in the present. The fourth, all-embracing viewpoint holds ideal, physical, and present action together7 instead of treating one as sufficient. Mike says Western society has strongly developed idealism and materialism but has given too little value to action itself, whether it is strategy or cleaning. He treats sport, walking, and zazen as ways to value and practise action, while warning that competition can turn sport back into a rush toward an ideal. In the questions, he calls the fourfold account more descriptive than prescriptive: people can act and seek balance, but cannot simply know in advance what they ought to do. The same thread runs through the later conversation about his book on Nagarjuna, which he calls incomplete because he cannot recover exactly what Nagarjuna said. Yoko replies that nothing in the world is completed in the imagined sense, and Mike says the modern interpretations of Shobogenzo are likewise incomplete steps. Yet he also says a finished and published work has a real completeness and can help its readers. He is drawn to Dogen because, in his view, Dogen wrote a holistic, non-one-sided work that holds contradictions and different viewpoints together. Mike says that Shobogenzo ranges from relativity to the relation between wholes and bits, but closes without claiming to know why he became involved with it.










Complete English transcript


I’m going to try to put together pieces. I always feel, when I talk about a chapter in the Shobogenzo, Master Dogen writes in such a strange way, puts everything together, and you feel sometimes, ‘Ah, yes.’ But when we go out into the world, the world doesn’t feel very ‘Ah, yes’ at all. And, certainly, if we go away from this weekend saying, ‘Everything is a bright pearl!’ and get into work and somebody says, ‘Oh, what about that deadline? You were supposed to finish that on Friday,’ and you say, ‘No deadline. Lifeline, living line, yes. And everything’s OK, it’s perfect as it is’ — it’s fine for us, but nobody else really gets the point. So, Buddhism has a teaching about the immediacy of our real experience, about the perfection of the real world we live in, warts and all, about the difference between our thoughts and reality, and so on, and those teachings are very exact; but they don’t seem to fit in with politics, daily life, the pressures of business, and so on. And I feel that to try and create a Buddhist world in this world is a big mistake. And, personally, I have no desire to build up any kind of buddhist community that lives in a nice peaceful, happy state, because it’s a kind of dream. You can do it, you can build a centre somewhere and everybody can go and live there and do organic farming in the day and practice Zazen; but, for me, I’m more interested in how we reconcile Buddhism with normal life. And Master Dogen reconciles it with normal life — of course, normal life for him was very different — but he reconciles it by using four viewpoints, which some of you know about.


The teachings of Buddhism have a particular viewpoint about them. They make us look at the here-and-now and see who we are and what we’re doing here and now. And that’s very important. Because, for example, if we take the story about Gensa stubbing his toe, we can see that we could make that a kind of metaphor for society — we’re all walking along this path, trying to get to the end of the path, and because we’re looking hard at the end of the path and hurrying along we keep stubbing our toes; and then there’s lots of people sitting on the edge of the path with bleeding feet while we’re all rushing past; and a few of us notice these people and stop and try to help them; but we don’t notice that what is creating that situation is how we’re moving forward. So, without some kind of aim or ideal we never move forward — and human civilisation has been created by our ideals and our aspirations, and they’re very important — but, as we move towards our aspirations, we stub our toes and we don’t notice, and then further down the line we notice, ‘Oh, all my toes are all scarred! And, oh, my foot’s become infected!’ This, I think, for me, is a kind of metaphor of our very busy lives in modern society. So, we shouldn’t stop our busy lives in modern society, we shouldn’t stop having our ideals and moving towards them, we shouldn’t stop trying to help people who’ve stubbed their toes; but, we should learn how to look where we’re stepping as we’re moving towards our ideals.


I think this is the contribution that the peculiar Buddhist view can make towards modern society. Not to say, you know, ‘Stop working for companies and making profits and things like that! Buddhism says “No fame and profit”!’ And not to say, ‘We shouldn’t have armies, Buddhism is peaceful!’ Because that’s really, in a way, unrealistic, at least at this time. But we can say, ‘As you’re rushing along, just watch where you’re going. Concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other, because that’s what gets us to our aim.’ And I learnt this as a mountaineer, because most mountaineers, when I started, we were all young people and we were all very driven to get to the top of the mountain. And that’s what we did, we drove ourselves. And those of us who didn’t look to see where we were going fell down crevasses and all kinds of things. You can read heroic exploits of mountaineers, like “Touching the Void”, that wonderful film, and we can say that situations like that are actually the mountaineers stubbing their toes. It might be heroic and wonderful to watch, but it hurts! You can notice it when you’re walking. If you’re concentrating on where you’re heading to, too much, you don’t watch where you’re going. And in order to watch where we’re going, we need to understand that this one step is moving us towards our aim. Just this one step now. So we concentrate stupidly on this one step and, magically, half an hour later we’re up there, and we look back and we say, ‘Oh, look where we’ve come from!’ It’s a kind of miracle. I still feel, after doing mountaineering for many years, it’s a kind of miracle when we walk along and then stop and look back and we’ve come from somewhere to somewhere else! And what’s done that is this peculiar action called walking. We go like this (moves left leg), and then we go like that (moves right leg), and we keep doing it and we move along. So we can say the Buddhist contribution says, ‘Look where you’re stepping now and then you can move more realistically towards the goal.’


Formally, in Buddhist philosophy, this is explained as four views. We can say that living in the world as human beings there are four fundamentals, or four views, or four ways of being.


One of those is to be aspirational, to be idealistic, to want to do something, to achieve something — we need to use our brains to think and plan and to see where we want to go.

The second fundamental, or view, or way of being, is the physical aspect — while we’re moving towards our goal we need to look at ourselves as physical beings. We may be a very brilliant strategist and have lots of ideas about where we’re going to take our group or our company or whatever, but unless we keep our body healthy and keep within our physical limits, we won’t get there. So we can say the second fundamental is the physical. The first fundamental is the ideal, the second fundamental is the physical. We have a body. It’s no good having a strong will without having a strong body.


The third fundamental, or view, we can say is the immediate. And the immediate means looking where we’re putting our feet at this moment — the action of doing something now, the ability to do something now, rather than try and do something now while our mind is thinking about something else. And, again, we often have to do that, we have to multitask in our lives. But if we only multitask, and never have an opportunity just to concentrate on what we’re doing now, if we’re always pulled into the future or pulled into something else, we become so stressed we can’t carry on. So multitasking is fine, but we need something more basic than that. So this is the Buddhist view, or the Buddhist fundamental aspect — immediacy, or doing something now, acting in the present. And we can say that this acting in the present saves us — saves us from our physical problems or our physical difficulties; saves us from our intellectual problems or our intellectual difficulties. So, for instance, if we’re very wound up and we have a very busy mind, then to do something is an obvious and effective way to unwind. So when we’re wound up we want to go for a walk, or go for a workout, or whatever, go for a swim.


Then the last viewpoint, or fundamental, is an all-embracing one that says our life is composed of three areas — the intellectual, idealistic area; the physical area; and the area of action in the present — and all those different kinds of modes of being are all intermixed. So we’re all idealists at the same time as being materialists at the same time as acting.

But, in the West, in Western civilisation, the third fundamental, or the third viewpoint — that is, doing something now, concentrating on what we’re doing at the moment — is rather weak. And the other two are highly developed: idealism — the spiritual view of the world, the philosophical view of the world — is very highly developed; and materialism — the scientific approach to the world, looking at matter and the physical side — is highly developed. But, until recently, the third view — that is, the value of action itself, of looking where we put our feet — has been not given very much importance. Our society gives value to intellectual achievement, or to physical prowess, but doesn’t give that much value to sheer action. For example, we may work in a company where there’s a lot of people working in an office planning and doing strategy, and they’re valued very highly; and somebody’s going round doing the cleaning and they’re not valued highly. But Buddhism says that our actions, whether we’re planning a strategy or cleaning the toilet, are all important.


So, Buddhism can make a kind of contribution to our society. Not an alternative. Many people think that we can learn about Buddhism and make ourselves an alternative life — become vegetarian, no violence, never get angry, live away from all disturbance, and so on. Well, good luck to them. But I’m more interested in how we can add this third viewpoint to our excellent civilisation, so that instead of having to stop now and again and set up charities to administer to people with bleeding toes, we can avoid stubbing our toes a bit. It’s a kind of long-term, slow revolution, in a way.

Question: What did you mean when you said “until recently” the third view hasn’t had much value?


Mike: Well, with the popularity of sport and physical activity, people are realising what the value of action is. When I went to school, I don’t know if it was the same for you, we had half an hour P.E., and sometimes we played football; but nobody taught me about my body, nobody showed me about my body, nobody said to me, ‘This is your body, Michael, and how you use it will influence you in later years,’ and things like that. Nobody said, ‘As well as sitting and swotting for exams it’s important to move around.’ It wasn’t part of the culture. When I was at school I felt the culture was, you know, ‘Be as clever as you can, get as many exams as you can. If you can go to university then that’s...,’ you know. Attainment all the time. And the other end was no attainment and not valuable. But I feel it’s changing, mainly due to our freedom to engage in physical activity. We realise its great value. So stockbrokers go jogging, and so on. When a stockbroker goes jogging, he’s integrating the Buddhist third viewpoint into his or her life. It’s not necessary to call it ‘Buddhism’, but the way of Buddhism is to make that clear with Buddhist philosophy, and to practice it with Zazen. Master Dogen says, ‘Zazen is not the only way to have a balanced body and mind.’ We can become balanced by many hundreds of thousands of different methods, and sport is one way.

Question: That desire for action presumably explains some funny behaviour. For instance, a judge was saying to me that sometimes judges, even if the lawyers say ‘You don’t need to come along,’ the judges will insist on coming along and sort of shout at people a bit, because their alternative is just sitting in their room. Waiting.


Question: Waiting. You know, so people are sort of saying, ‘What’s the matter with him, coming along and shouting at me?’ But he just wants a bit of...

Mike: A bit of action!

Question: Yes.

Mike: Yes, we all want a bit of action; but our traditional values, in the West, tend to undervalue action. And Buddhism teaches the value of action. And although Zazen can be made to seem like some kind of esoteric practice done by shaven-headed monks in rooms full of wispy incense, it’s, to me, the simplest sport. Practicing Zazen gives us a balance that we can get every day. You can do it by jogging every day, or playing a sport every day, but you don’t know what you’re getting. So Buddhism is the way of practicing action and learning about its value. And we can say that to act is to find the middle way between thinking about what we do and the physical aspects of what we do.

Question: When you say Zazen is the simplest sport, I understand you to mean that that is one aspect of something.

Mike: One way to describe it, yes.

Question: Because what I have in mind is a friend who does rock climbing — with rock climbing you have the same intensity of attention, it’s a now that your life depends on, but that doesn’t apply to all sports.


Mike: No, it doesn’t, no. And also, in sport we set up the situation so that we have our goals and things, don’t we? So, a competition, and then, you know, athletes concentrate on winning more than the act of participating, and then the whole caboodle starts again. So they’re running and stubbing their toes again. So we can take something simple and make it very complicated with our human ability to create this ideal and rush towards it, in sport as well. But, basically, we can say moving the body or acting creates balance. That’s why I say Zazen is the simplest sport — and everybody wins.

So, those of you who know about Master Dogen’s four views can see that those four views, or four fundamental modes of being in the world, can be looked at themselves from many different viewpoints. So, discussing it, we’ve got lots of different aspects interwoven. We can apply this structure of four views, for example, to Gensa walking along the path. The first view is he’s ideal — he wants to go and get something somewhere else. The second view is his physical body — he’s walking along with bare feet and sandals. The third view is his actual action in the moment. And putting those together to get a total overall view, we see that, because his intention was so strong, he didn’t look where he was going and he stubbed his toe, and that made him realise the situation.


So that’s a quite rough attempt to put together the rather basic or fundamental view of Buddhism about being here and acting, with our hectic, goal-oriented, complicated lives. We shouldn’t seek to replace the life we live with something called ‘buddhist life’, because the life we live is the only life we’ve got. Buddhism doesn’t say, ‘Escape from your life and find perfection.’ It says, ‘The only happiness that exists, really, other than the one in your mind, is in the life that you have now. To look for it somewhere else is not the point.’ So, to find balance or happiness in the life that we are leading — complicated or simple, it doesn’t matter. I’m going to stop there, and please comment, ask questions, tell me things, or anything at all in the last fifteen minutes.

Question: The fourth fundamental looks to me as if it’s bringing the first three together. Why has he done that? Why has he added the fourth?


Mike: Because we have that ability. It’s difficult to find words, I keep trying to find different ways to say it. But, for instance, it’s indisputable that we think and we can’t stop thinking; it’s indisputable that we have a physical body, and we can’t get free of it; it’s indisputable that we act and the only place that we act is now, nobody’s ever acted before now or after now, so the stage of our action is always now; and it’s also indisputable that we have the ability to take a kind of intuitive overview of our situation — we do it, that’s what we’re all trying to do, really. But if we do it from only one viewpoint — if we only look from the idealistic viewpoint, it’s unbalanced; if we only look at it from the physical aspect, our life, and just concentrate on what we’re eating and exercise, it’s unbalanced. So we have the ability to take an overall view of the human state.

Question: So there are times when, as human beings, we need to do the first three separately, because that’s what it is to be human and to live in society? There are times we need to sit down and think and plan, and times we need to be going shopping while we’re thinking about something else, and times we need to be acting; so the fourth element is about the capacity, then, to...

Mike: Putting it all together.

Question: Alright, OK, thanks.

Question: Is that prescriptive or is it descriptive?


Mike: Both. More descriptive than prescriptive, actually, because even though we might want to be balanced, it’s beyond our ability to know quite what to do. We can do it, but to know what we should do is difficult.

Question: I think we have a hierarchy of importance and that causes problems. We think some things are more important than other things; but, actually, as you say, just putting one foot in front of another completely fulfils the essential functioning of the Universe. So it’s not... it’s just as important as everything else.

Mike: Yes, I agree. But, our Western society, for example, tends to be biased towards the idealistic side. Tends to be. So we tend to give value to, for instance, cleverness. I know all these statements I’m making have exceptions, but that’s from our history, our very long history with Christianity and attaining the state of — what’s it called in Christianity? — the state of grace, and so on.

Question: There’s just this very great pressure on us to achieve, and the message we get from when we’re children is, ‘You can be the best in whatever you do.’ ‘I can be the best poet in the world,’ or something like that. But that creates an immense pressure. Whereas, in fact, it...

Mike: For some people it does. Other people relish it, because they know...


Question: But it doesn’t really matter, does it?

Mike: No, no that’s right.

Question: My father had this sort of drive to be the best anatomist in the world, but in the end he died. So we all die. So what are you going to say about it? What did you achieve?

Question: It happens so early on as well. My students, if ever they do anything that’s not on the syllabus, they really want to know, ‘Do we need to know this for the exam?’

(laughter)

Question: You know, ‘So why are you teaching it?’ Because they think that education is about getting an exam. It’s terrible.

Question: That’s what their taught.

Mike: Yeah, that’s right, that’s what we teach them all the time.

Mike: I think that’s what I was taught, too, most of the time. And we can’t say, ‘We shouldn’t have exams,’ you know, ‘Everything should be open.’ It’s a question of balance, always. Seeing value in what we’re doing.

Question: I’m reading your book for about the fiftieth time, “Between Heaven and Earth”, and I still find it a very difficult book to read. You said that...

Mike: That’s because it’s not a very good book, actually.

(laughter)


Question: I think it’s a great book. You said that when you were writing it, it was almost a bit like a carpet, you pulled it together like a carpet, and I’ve had this sort of image of... You’ve got these four views on things and, I don’t know anything about weaving machines, but if the weaving action is one of the four views and you’re missing something and ending up with holes in your carpet, it’s almost like that’s...

Mike: Yes, that’s another analogy, weaving a carpet. So Buddhism says, ‘Just make the one, what is it called, stitch, or whatever, that you’re doing. And then you’ll get the whole carpet.’ Yes. But, I’m sorry it’s so difficult! (laughs) I think it’s not such a good book, really.

Question: I’m probably quite thick, I can’t quite get it!

Question: What do you think is wrong with the book?

Mike: Umm... It’s impossible for me to work out exactly what Nagarjuna was saying in the second century. So it’s incomplete. It’s like a faint line traced in the sand. It’s like, you know, like archaeology — I’ve uncovered this and, you know, you can say, ‘There’s a bit of wall there, and something round there, so maybe there was a building there.’ That’s how I feel about that book.

Question: So you think he was saying more that you can’t get to?


Mike: It’s lost, yes. Whether somebody else can find it or not I have no idea. But all the other translations haven’t found it, so mine’s no worse than theirs. But still, it’s incomplete. So you have to be an archaeologist and say, ‘Oh yeah, that goes with that, and you can imagine something there...’

Yoko: There’s not anything completed.

Mike: Thank you, Yoko!

Yoko: There aren’t any things which are completed in our world. You know, it’s just that you think, ‘Oh, this should be done like this, and this shouldn’t be done like this.’ Always, you know, you have special expectations, ‘I want to write more clearly,’ or something; but...

Mike: Yes, that’s right. I had an expectation, I had a hope, an ideal, to write this book which explained what Nagarjuna taught all very clearly, and so on. And there’s somebody else got the same kind of attitude to that, too, which is our teacher. But, I uncovered the foundations and wrote what I could, and then I published it because that’s what you do. So it’s incomplete.

Yoko: It’s human limitation. Limited. So maybe somebody will do it another way. [inaudible], one bit.


Mike: One bit more, yes, that’s right. And this is what we’re doing with the Shobogenzo. I know some of you find reading the books almost... the sentences are almost impenetrable, sometimes. But without those books we couldn’t move forward to another stage, because getting from medieval Japanese and Chinese to modern English — different paradigm, different viewpoint, different metaphors, different language — is too much. So we can only do it in incomplete steps. So these modern interpretations that I’m doing are incomplete, too. I’ve done the best I can, and we did “Ikka-no-myoju” this weekend; but it’s not complete, it’s a work-in-progress.

Question: There’s another sense in which it is complete, if you’ve done it and published it, and then it’s done.

Mike: Yes.

Question: And it helps us when we read it.

Mike: Yes, so it is complete, but it’s not the completeness I can imagine. It’s real completeness, yes.

Question: And it’s done and it’s finished, it’s over, it’s passed.

Mike: Yes. Move on.

Yoko: So if you are to write a complete MMK, you have to spend the whole of your life up to then... (laughs)

Mike: I’ve finished it, Yoko, it’s gone!

(laughter)

Mike: I don’t even want to talk about it except I didn’t want to be impolite to David! If it’s wearing out I can give you another copy!

Question: No! I really enjoy it.


Question: What is it, or what was it, about the man Dogen and the time he lived in that you feel drawn to in terms of what inspires you, that can’t be found today in contemporary life? Was there something special about that time, or...?

Mike: It can, in a way. The thread is everywhere. You know, in all philosophers, scientists, people of learning, newspapers, novels — the thread of reality is everywhere. Everybody’s got little jewels. But, for some strange reason, Dogen was able, during the fifty three years of his life, to write something complete. I mean, it’s not complete; but it’s complete — it’s got a holistic view of life, it’s not one-sided. And that’s why it contains so many contradictions. He takes different viewpoints — he’s not just on this side or that side, he’s on both sides, and in the middle too, And that, to me, is very, very unusual. And he was some kind of genius to be able to write like he did.

Question: So he presumably really stood out in his own time? We can’t assume... I mean, I would imagine that people he spoke to then maybe had a similar response that we do, then, to what he was saying, do you think? Or do you think what he was saying made...

Mike: No. What Dogen wrote was very unusual even for people in medieval Japan, wasn’t it?

Yoko: Yes. So people could not understand the Shobogenzo. Therefore, they wanted to put it in a box, and ...


Mike: And pray to it! Put it in box, close the lid, and then every day go, ‘The Great Master Dogen...’

Yoko: Later, somebody found it and then presented it. Of course, some people knew Dogen Zenji wrote the Shobogenzo, somewhere, but they could not find where it was.

Question: When was it found? When was it brought out again?

Mike: It was first printed, fixed, you know, in print form, in the eighteenth century. They made wood blocks and then it became fixed and published. Before that I don’t know clearly. But in the book, even though it’s written in the thirteenth century, he touches on an amazing range of things. He talks about relativity. Not in the mathematical terms that Einstein does, but it’s the same thing he’s talking about — the fact that what we think is fixed is, in fact, relative; that time is relative; that space is relative. And he talks about whether we should look at things as a whole or as bits, which is reflected in modern physics with particle-wave duality. All these things he talks about clearly, which is quite staggering, really. So it’s just very interesting. But why I got tied up in it, I don’t really know. Nothing else to do, I suppose!

(End of talk)
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




Reconciling Buddhism with normal life

I always feel, when I talk about a chapter in the Shobogenzo, Master Dogen writes in such a strange way, puts everything together, and you feel sometimes, ‘Ah, yes.’ But when we go out into the world, the world doesn’t feel very ‘Ah, yes’ at all. If we go away from this weekend saying, ‘Everything is a bright pearl!’, and somebody at work says, ‘What about that deadline?’, and you say, ‘No deadline. Lifeline, living line, yes’ — it’s fine for us, but nobody else really gets the point. Buddhist teachings about the immediacy of our real experience, about the perfection of the real world we live in, warts and all, about the difference between our thoughts and reality, are very exact; but they don’t seem to fit in with politics, daily life, the pressures of business. And I feel that to try and create a Buddhist world in this world is a big mistake. Personally, I have no desire to build up any kind of Buddhist community that lives in a nice peaceful, happy state, because it’s a kind of dream. You can do it; but, for me, I’m more interested in how we reconcile Buddhism with normal life. And Master Dogen reconciles it with normal life — of course, normal life for him was very different — by using four viewpoints.1

Look where we’re stepping

The teachings of Buddhism make us look at the here-and-now. We could make the story about Gensa stubbing his toe a kind of metaphor for society. We’re all walking along this path, looking hard at the end of it and hurrying along, and we keep stubbing our toes. A few of us stop and try to help the people with bleeding feet; but we don’t notice that what is creating that situation is how we’re moving forward. Without some kind of aim or ideal we never move forward. So we shouldn’t stop our busy lives, we shouldn’t stop having our ideals and moving towards them, we shouldn’t stop trying to help people who’ve stubbed their toes; but we should learn how to look where we’re stepping as we’re moving towards our ideals.2

I think this is the contribution that the peculiar Buddhist view can make towards modern society. Not to say, ‘Stop working for companies and making profits!’, or ‘We shouldn’t have armies, Buddhism is peaceful!’ That’s really, in a way, unrealistic, at least at this time. But we can say, ‘As you’re rushing along, just watch where you’re going. Concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other, because that’s what gets us to our aim.’ I learnt this as a mountaineer. When I started, we were all young people, very driven to get to the top of the mountain, and those of us who didn’t look to see where we were going fell down crevasses. It might be heroic and wonderful to watch, but it hurts! In order to watch where we’re going, we need to understand that this one step is moving us towards our aim. So we concentrate stupidly on this one step and, magically, half an hour later we’re up there. It’s a kind of miracle, and what’s done that is this peculiar action called walking. So we can say the Buddhist contribution says, ‘Look where you’re stepping now and then you can move more realistically towards the goal.’3

Four ways of being

Formally, in Buddhist philosophy, this is explained as four views, or four fundamentals, or four ways of being. The first is the ideal: we need to think and plan and see where we want to go. The second is the physical: unless we keep our body healthy and keep within our physical limits, we won’t get there. It’s no good having a strong will without having a strong body.4 5

The third is the immediate: looking where we’re putting our feet at this moment, doing something now, rather than trying to do something now while our mind is thinking about something else. We often have to multitask; but if we only multitask, and never just concentrate on what we’re doing now, we become so stressed we can’t carry on. This is the Buddhist view: acting in the present, which, we can say, saves us from our physical difficulties and our intellectual difficulties.6

Then the last viewpoint is an all-embracing one: the intellectual, idealistic area, the physical area and the area of action in the present are all intermixed. So we’re all idealists at the same time as being materialists at the same time as acting.7

We can apply the four views to Gensa walking along the path: his ideal, his physical body, his action in the moment. Putting those together to get a total overall view, we see that, because his intention was so strong, he didn’t look where he was going and he stubbed his toe, and that made him realise the situation.11

Question: The fourth fundamental seems to bring the first three together. Why has Dogen added it?

Because we have that ability. It’s indisputable that we think, that we have a physical body, that we act, and the only place we act is now; and it’s also indisputable that we can take a kind of intuitive overview of our situation. If we do it from only one viewpoint, it’s unbalanced.12 13

Question: Is that prescriptive or is it descriptive?

Both. More descriptive than prescriptive, actually, because even though we might want to be balanced, it’s beyond our ability to know quite what to do. We can do it, but to know what we should do is difficult.13 14

The value of action

But in Western civilisation the third viewpoint is rather weak. Idealism and materialism are highly developed, but until recently the value of action itself has not been given very much importance. For example, we may work in a company where the people planning strategy are valued very highly, and somebody going round doing the cleaning is not. But Buddhism says that our actions, whether we’re planning a strategy or cleaning the toilet, are all important.7

So Buddhism can make a kind of contribution to our society. Not an alternative. Many people think we can make ourselves an alternative life, away from all disturbance. Well, good luck to them. I’m more interested in how we can add this third viewpoint to our excellent civilisation, so that instead of having to stop now and again and set up charities for people with bleeding toes, we can avoid stubbing our toes a bit. It’s a kind of long-term, slow revolution, in a way.8

With the popularity of sport and physical activity, people are realising what the value of action is. When I went to school, nobody taught me about my body. I felt the culture was, ‘Be as clever as you can, get as many exams as you can.’ Attainment all the time. And the other end was no attainment and not valuable. But I feel it’s changing, mainly due to our freedom to engage in physical activity.9

Our Western society tends to be biased towards the idealistic side, so we tend to give value to, for instance, cleverness. I know all these statements have exceptions, but that’s from our very long history with Christianity and attaining the state of grace.14

Question: My students want to know, ‘Do we need to know this for the exam?’

That’s what we teach them all the time. But we can’t say, ‘We shouldn’t have exams.’ It’s a question of balance, always. Seeing value in what we’re doing.15

Zazen, the simplest sport

When a stockbroker goes jogging, he’s integrating the Buddhist third viewpoint into his or her life. It’s not necessary to call it ‘Buddhism’, but the way of Buddhism is to make that clear with Buddhist philosophy, and to practise it with zazen. Master Dogen says, ‘Zazen is not the only way to have a balanced body and mind.’ Sport is one way.9

Zazen can be made to seem like some esoteric practice done by shaven-headed monks in rooms full of wispy incense, but to me it’s the simplest sport. It gives us a balance that we can get every day. You can do it by jogging every day, or playing a sport every day, but you don’t know what you’re getting. So Buddhism is the way of practising action and learning about its value. And we can say that to act is to find the middle way between thinking about what we do and the physical aspects of what we do.10

Question: When you say zazen is the simplest sport, I understand that to be one aspect of something.

One way to describe it, yes.10

Question: With rock climbing you have the same intensity of attention, but that doesn’t apply to all sports.

No, it doesn’t. In sport we set up our goals, a competition, and then athletes concentrate on winning more than the act of participating, and they’re running and stubbing their toes again. But, basically, moving the body or acting creates balance. That’s why I say zazen is the simplest sport — and everybody wins.10 11

The only life we’ve got

We shouldn’t seek to replace the life we live with something called ‘Buddhist life’, because the life we live is the only life we’ve got. Buddhism doesn’t say, ‘Escape from your life and find perfection.’ It says, ‘The only happiness that exists, really, other than the one in your mind, is in the life that you have now.’ So, to find balance or happiness in the life that we are leading — complicated or simple, it doesn’t matter.12

Incomplete work

Question: I’m reading your book “Between Heaven and Earth” for about the fiftieth time, and I still find it very difficult. You said writing it was like pulling a carpet together.

That’s because it’s not a very good book, actually. Yes, that’s another analogy, weaving a carpet. So Buddhism says, ‘Just make the one stitch that you’re doing. And then you’ll get the whole carpet.’15 16

Question: What do you think is wrong with the book?

It’s impossible for me to work out exactly what Nagarjuna was saying in the second century. So it’s incomplete. It’s like archaeology: there’s a bit of wall there, so maybe there was a building there. It’s lost. Whether somebody else can find it or not I have no idea. All the other translations haven’t found it, so mine’s no worse than theirs. But still, it’s incomplete.16 17

Yoko: There aren’t any things which are completed in our world.

Yes, that’s right. I had an ideal, to write this book which explained what Nagarjuna taught all very clearly. But I uncovered the foundations and wrote what I could, and then I published it because that’s what you do.17

Yoko: It’s human limitation. So maybe somebody will do it another way… one bit.

One bit more, yes, that’s right. And this is what we’re doing with the Shobogenzo. I know some of you find the sentences almost impenetrable, sometimes. But without those books we couldn’t move forward to another stage, because getting from medieval Japanese and Chinese to modern English is too much. So we can only do it in incomplete steps. These modern interpretations that I’m doing are incomplete, too; it’s a work-in-progress.17 18

Question: There’s another sense in which it is complete, if you’ve done it and published it. And it helps us when we read it.

Yes, so it is complete, but it’s not the completeness I can imagine. It’s real completeness, yes.18

Dogen’s holistic view

Question: What draws you to Dogen that can’t be found today?

It can, in a way. The thread of reality is everywhere. Everybody’s got little jewels. But, for some strange reason, Dogen was able to write something complete. I mean, it’s not complete; but it’s complete — it’s got a holistic view of life, it’s not one-sided. And that’s why it contains so many contradictions. He takes different viewpoints: he’s not just on this side or that side, he’s on both sides, and in the middle too. And that, to me, is very, very unusual.19

Question: So he presumably really stood out in his own time?

What Dogen wrote was very unusual even for people in medieval Japan, wasn’t it?19

In the Shobogenzo, even though it’s written in the thirteenth century, he touches on an amazing range of things. He talks about relativity. Not in the mathematical terms that Einstein does, but it’s the same thing he’s talking about: the fact that what we think is fixed is, in fact, relative; that time is relative; that space is relative. And he talks about whether we should look at things as a whole or as bits, which is reflected in modern physics with particle-wave duality. Quite staggering, really. But why I got tied up in it, I don’t really know. Nothing else to do, I suppose!20
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these five talks from the 2007 winter sesshin at Rowardennan, Mike reads and comments on part of Dogen’s chapter Kuge, ‘flowers in space’, in the first four, while the fifth is an open talk about anything the participants would like, not a reading of the chapter. In Mike’s reading, Dogen’s flowers in space are all phenomena, including the concepts that come and go in our minds, and they are the world itself, not something to be got rid of so that we can see a true world above, beneath or behind them. As for practice, Mike says that we cannot get rid of being lost in thought but can gradually notice what kind of beings we are, and that in zazen noticing our state sometimes releases it.

Mike starts from Nishijima Roshi’s introduction to the chapter, which links it to Kant, for whom we know things only as they appear to us and cannot form any conception of things in themselves, and suggests that the phenomena we in some way create in ourselves, which have, in a way, some ephemeral quality, may be what Dogen calls flowers in the sky. In some sentences of the chapter’s first paragraph he finds identity rather than cause, something being something else rather than causing it: five petals opening is the flower, and the ‘self’ of ‘fruit ripens by itself’ does not exist separately from everything else. Reading on, he takes the blue lotus flowers that open inside fire to symbolise the present moment and says that we can take this to mean that there is coolness in the middle of heat, no pain in the middle of pain and stillness in the middle of movement; we should not pass that moment by, he says: if in zazen we keep thinking about the pain in our legs, we miss that right then we can sit without pain. He thinks that Dogen’s claim that a flower opening is the world manifesting itself means that every act, such as speaking, is a flower opening, with the world manifested not in the content of what is said but in the speaking itself. Mike also says that we can never escape reality but that, because we think, we carry ourselves past the moment, which is a fact with nothing wrong in it, and that realising this fact allows us to see that this moment is all there is. In the third talk Mike says that Dogen paints a picture in which the Universe is not one great, fully formed entity but a collection of immediate flowerings, where each flower and its time sustain each other, and adds that he thinks Dogen is saying that what actually exists is only the flowering of this place, which is very difficult for us. The Buddha’s poem about a person with clouded eyes who sees flowers in space that vanish when the eyes are cured seems to say that such flowers are delusions, but Mike says that Dogen’s interpretation says something different, and Mike suggests that the point may be not getting rid of something but noticing the fact or the difference, as in zazen, where we expect a beautiful Buddha-like person and find an irritated, sleepy, grumpy human being who is us.

In the fourth talk Mike says that Dogen seems to disagree with the simple interpretation of the Buddha’s poem, in which clouded eyes are something to be got rid of, and to say that clouded eyes and flowers in space are OK, and that without them we cannot see what the truth is. Mike feels that getting rid of all our delusions, attachments and desires, as many books on Buddhism say we can, is utterly impossible and not something he wants to do, and in Mike’s reading Dogen is saying that people who imagine there is something to be got rid of are trying to get rid of all there is. Mike also says that everyone reads very different meanings into the same sentence, that he cannot go through the chapter and tell people what it means, and that for him something in it unfolds like a flower. Later in the fourth talk he says that Dogen found the practice of zazen and taught that it balances our life, and that all Dogen says at heart is ‘This is the world; it’s beautiful. Practice zazen, and it’s yours.’ In the fifth talk Mike says that one reason for the strange formal structure of a retreat is that in restraining ourselves, we notice ourselves; asked what the point is if we do not take the lessons of a retreat into ordinary life, he answers that there is always a point in doing something for itself and that we do not need to learn lessons but need to experience what is happening to us. Participants then raise compassion and give very different views of what it is; Mike agrees that Dogen does not talk much about it, and he thinks that Dogen expresses in the Shobogenzo ‘not selfish, not altruistic, but both, or neither’, always putting together the two opposites we are choosing between. Mike adds that if we make a rule such as ‘I’m going to be compassionate’ we have already limited our freedom to act, because the next time we act we are trying to be something, and that freedom in action, to Dogen, is a result of zazen: when we practise zazen we balance body and mind, and then we are free to act, and in that freedom we choose, not intellectually but in the act itself. Mike calls Dogen’s teaching of freedom in action a very simple kind of teaching which seems to negate all kinds of morality we are used to discussing but does not actually negate it: it puts morality where it belongs, into what we do rather than what we think.






  Talks in this series



  Kuge 1: Ripening Fruit

  Mike approaches Dogen’s Kuge through Kant’s phenomena and reads its opening on natural unfolding and ripening

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 1

  
  



  Kuge 2: Coolness in the Centre of Fire

  Mike reads on in Kuge and explains blue lotus flowers as the present moment and acting as joining reality

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 2

  
  



  Kuge 3: The Whole World in Each Flower

  Mike reads on in Kuge: the world as immediate flowerings, and clouded eyes seeing flowers in space

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 3

  
  



  Kuge 4: Nothing to Get Rid Of

  Mike reads on in Kuge: clouded eyes and flowers in space as the world itself, not something to get rid of

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 4

  
  



  Kuge 5: Compassion and Freedom in Action

  Open talk: Mike says restraint on retreat lets us notice ourselves, then the discussion turns to compassion

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 5

  
  






  

[image: ]
Kuge 1: Ripening Fruit

    
Mike approaches Dogen’s Kuge through Kant’s phenomena and reads its opening on natural unfolding and ripening







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Winter 2007 — Kuge, Session 1.
Venue: Rowardennan.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the first talk on Dogen’s chapter Kuge, ‘flowers in space’, Mike starts from Nishijima Roshi’s introduction to it, which links the chapter to Kant: we cannot be sure that things really exist, only that there are phenomena we perceive with our senses. He then begins reading the opening of the chapter and finds in it identity rather than cause, not something causing something else but something being something else: five petals opening is the flower, and the ‘self’ in ‘fruit ripens by itself’, he explains, does not exist separately from everything else.

Because the introduction says little about Kant, Mike reads from a simple book, The Story of Philosophy: everything we apprehend comes through our bodily apparatus, so we know a phenomenal world of things as they appear to us, while the noumenal world of things in themselves is something of which we cannot form any conception. In the discussion, Mike first agrees that things become known when science detects them, but a participant points out that for Kant every discovery happens within the phenomenal, and Mike agrees that Kant points to the undiscoverable, because when we discover things we name them and create them in our brains. Asked whether the noumenal is a supposition based on human logic, he calls it Kant’s hypothesis. He sees parallels with the Buddhist problem of truth: if knowing the truth makes us enlightened, is that knowledge, and can we know the truth? Dogen discusses such questions in thirteenth-century images that are foreign to us, and Mike suggests that the phenomena we in some way create in ourselves, with their ephemeral quality, may be what Dogen calls flowers in the sky.

Mike explains that the chapter is in some ways based on a verse of Gautama Buddha in which a person with clouded eyes sees flowers in space that vanish when the eyes are cured; the verse seems to suggest that the flowers are delusions, but Dogen, he says, discusses it in quite an unusual way. The text the participants have begins with Bodhidharma’s verse about coming to China to pass on the teachings of reality, and Mike says that Buddhism does not teach Buddhism but what reality is. When the chapter says that five petals opening is the flower and that Bodhidharma’s coming to China is his clear realisation of this flower, Mike sees here identity, not cause, and finds that the verse and these sentences suggest very strongly that Bodhidharma came to China naturally, though we are not quite sure what ‘naturally’ is. ‘The state of brightness and colour’ could, he suggests, be taken as some kind of real state in which we are where we are. The chapter explains ‘ripens by itself’ with the phrase ‘let the result be just as it is’, which Mike traces to a koan in the Shinji-Shobogenzo; for him, practising zazen itself produces a ripening that we can accept as it is, although it is almost impossible not to judge. In the chapter the ‘self’ of ‘itself’ means you, made of the same basic materials as the universe, and Mike explains that there is no fruit and no person by itself: the self doesn’t exist separately from everything else, and when we act naturally we don’t differentiate ourselves from what is around us.






Complete English transcript


I wanted to talk about a chapter from the Shobogenzo, called “Kuge,” today. In our four-volume translation of the Shobogenzo each chapter has an introduction, and the introduction to “Kuge” says this:


‘Ku means “the sky,” or “space,” and ge means “flowers.” What are flowers in space? Master Dogen uses the words “flowers in space” to express all phenomena in this world. According to ideas of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, we cannot be sure whether things really exist in this world, but we can be sure that there are phenomena which we can perceive with our senses. Therefore, for him, phenomena are not necessarily identified with reality although they do actually appear in this world. He refused to discuss the metaphysical problem of “real existence” and based his philosophy on human reason. The same idea was present in ancient Buddhism. Master Dogen thought that this sceptical attitude was important in considering the meaning of our life, and so in this chapter he explains the meaning of “flowers in space,” which in Buddhism expresses real phenomena.’




Kant’s quite difficult to read. I had a go once. Maybe somebody might be a Kantian expert here; if so, please keep quiet!

(Laughter.)

No, please speak up. But I have a very simple book on philosophy, just at my level, called The Story of Philosophy. There’s lots of pictures in it and it’s really good. So I’m just going to read you the bit from here about Kant and his philosophy, because in Nishijima Roshi’s introduction he doesn’t say so much about it. I’ll skip the explanation of who Kant was, but he lived in the eighteenth century, 1724–1804, and ‘he was the most outstanding figure to have emerged since the ancient Greeks.’ He never went outside his native province in the whole of his life. He was born in Konigsberg, and never went outside that area, and he was very, very regular in his habits, so people could set their watches by him. And he wrote this amazing series of books on philosophy. So, here we go – this is what Kant believed:


‘Before Kant, many, if not most, thinkers, including scientists, took it for granted that the ultimately significant limit imposed on what human beings can know is set by what there is, and we can in principle go on finding out more and more until in the end there is nothing left to find out. Kant, developing a line of thought inaugurated by Locke [an earlier philosopher], insisted that, in addition to this, our knowledge is also subject to another limitation of an entirely different sort. Everything we apprehend in any way at all - whether it is a perception, a feeling, a memory, a thought, whatever it may be - is apprehended by us through our bodily apparatus, namely our five senses, our brains, and our central nervous systems. Therefore, anything that this apparatus can deal with is capable of being experienced for us; but, anything it cannot deal with can never be experienced for us, for we have no way of apprehending it. The point here is that all apparatus, our own or any other, is good for some purposes but not for others, so its own nature sets limitations to what it can do. So if you do not have the means of detecting something, the existence of that something will remain unknown to you.’




And he talks about, for instance, gases that we can’t see but might kill us.


‘If there is something that is neither audible nor visible – let us say a motionless body of colourless gas – it can be neither photographed nor sound recorded… But this is not to say that the gas does not exist, on the contrary, it does, and its existence may be crucially important to you – it may even kill you…

‘All these considerations, Kant says, apply to our bodily apparatus: our eyes do very important things, but not anything else; our ears can do quite other things which the eyes cannot; our taste buds can register things which the eyes and ears can’t detect; our brains can do innumerable different sorts of things from any of these; and so on. The sum total of what all our faculties are able to deal with is the sum total of what we can apprehend. This is not to say that nothing else can exist. As far as our knowledge goes, anything else may exist. But, if anything else exists, whatever it may be, we have no way of apprehending it.

‘So there are two different sorts of limitations on what we can know, and not just one. The first is, what actually exists, the sum of everything there is - whether or not it includes a god, or immortal souls, or anything else, all that makes up a total reality. But we human beings can know only such of it, or such aspects of it, as our bodily apparatus is able to deal with. So, on the one hand, there is what exists independently of us, and our capacity for experience; and, on the other hand, there is what we have the means of experiencing. The former, everything that exists, is almost certainly wider than the latter. These considerations apply to human experience, says Kant. What is delivered to our consciousness is a product of our bodily apparatus, and takes the form that it does because of the nature of that apparatus.’



And so on.



‘This means that what things are, independently of our modes of perception and thought, is something of which we cannot form any conception. On the one side, we have the world of things as they appear to us, which Kant calls the world of phenomena, the phenomenal world. This is the world of all possible knowledge for us. But all the forms this knowledge takes are subject-dependent. On the other side, there is a world of things as they are in themselves, which Kant calls the noumenal world. Its mode of existence has nothing to do with the particular ways in which we register things.’



Right, that’s Kant. I don’t know if anybody wants to read a bit more? So, what he says is, there’s a real world that we can’t touch, and there’s the world we can touch. The world we can touch – touch means experience in all the different ways that humans can experience – is called the phenomenal world; and the world including all the things we can’t experience is called the noumenal world. Can anybody add anything to that?


Question: Is the phenomenal world augmented by instruments? For example, a gas which we can’t see here, but if we have an instrument ...

Mike: Yes, to measure it, so we extend our perception. Yes, that’s what science does, isn’t it?

Question: Do things move from the noumenal world into the phenomenal world, when we...?

Mike: When we discover them?

Participant: Yes.

Mike: It would seem so, wouldn’t it?

Question: So does Zazen work in the same way? In the same way that a scientist with a microscope can see things that he wouldn’t normally be able to see, does Zazen help us to open up and experience things that we might miss if we didn’t do Zazen?

Mike: I don’t know. Do you think so?

Participant: In Zazen [inaudible].

Mike: Yes, I think so. I notice things in myself which, when I’m rushing around in the world, I don’t give myself the chance to notice, like ‘Oh, I’m irritated today,’ or, ‘I think I might have a cold coming.’ But I think this is a bit more fundamental than that. It’s talking about things which we have no opportunity to apprehend. He’s talking as if there’s a real world, and then a limited part of that world we can somehow experience and know to exist, but then maybe all these other areas that we don’t know exist. And because we don’t know that they exist, they don’t exist, until, as Stuart says, we might detect them, science might detect them, and then they become known.


Participant: [inaudible] they’re still phenomenal. What Kant’s saying is that there’s always a difference between what you can experience and a realm which must always be, for us, something unknown. [inaudible] So, the emphasis is not really that there’s things out there that are there unknown but then you might find out about them and they become known. When things ‘become’ known, as known they are phenomenal. As unknown they are noumenal. But it’s not that things can ‘become’ phenomenal from within the noumenal – the noumenal is noumenal, the phenomenal is the phenomenal. That doesn’t mean that you can’t discover things...

Mike: Science does.

Participant: ... but that discovery always occurs within the realm of the phenomenal.

Mike: OK. That’s good.

And science might feel that it’s uncovering things we didn’t know about. Or we might feel there are spirits in the room and if we have an apparatus we might detect them.

Participant: In my thinking, I would imagine it would be two distinct states. Maybe there’s a blur between the two states ...

Mike: This is what David’s saying.

Participant: Well, the noumenal is not really a state, it’s a hypothetical...

Participant: Well, two separate entities. Well, I think it might actually be a fuzzy...

Mike: What we need to do is to find out some of this noumenal stuff! Then we can decide!


Question: Is it an idea to replace the spiritual?

Question: What about the sense where you think of someone who you know, maybe the day before, and then you get a letter from them, but you don’t know if it’s...?

Mike: Yes, I think that’s a completely different thing. That’s about human intuition...

Participant: David’s point is that the phenomenal is like the known unknown. The other stuff that we’re unaware of entirely is just, like, unknown unknown.

Participant: If you talk about the sciences in a scientific way then, you know, the eye, for example, is something which perceives visual, you know, has visual apparatus. But, we know from our own experience that you can look someone in the eye – it doesn’t just see, it can also, in a funny way, it can transmit as well, can’t it? So, you can look at someone and you can communicate with someone without actually saying anything. So I don’t think it’s as clear cut as these two sates.

Mike: You think Kant’s wrong?

Participant: I think maybe over-simplistic.

Mike: OK, right.

Question: Simplistic?

(Laughter.)

Mike: I think David’s right - Kant’s basically saying, ‘No, not this process, which science does, of uncovering things with extending our senses’ - we extend our senses through apparatus to discover things. ‘Not that; but the undiscoverable.’ So, there is an undiscoverable. Because when we discover things we name them, and when we name them we create them in our brains. So, for example, I say ‘microphone’ and create an object in my consciousness.


Question: Can I just ask, Mike, is it the supposition based on human logic that this noumenal exists? And, if so ...

Mike: It’s Kant’s hypothesis.

Question: Yes, but is that in a sense self-contradictory? Because you’re using your own mental apparatus to conceive of something else which is beyond your own mental apparatus, so it’s really a supposition.

Mike: A supposition, yes, that’s right.

Question: Yes. So the only evidence for the supposition is human logic, am I right?

Mike: Yes.

Question: So, in other words, it is a product of the very thing that it’s saying you can’t perceive. It’s actually conceiving of it. So that is a kind of… you know, that our limited human apparatus has conceived of this realm which we can have no perception of. So we’ve already made some progress in conceiving of it, have we?

Question: Do you mean, how can he know about the stuff he doesn’t know about?

Participant: Well, what I’m saying is that, if we, as human beings, have produced in our evolution a human being who has conceived of this realm which we can’t conceive or think about or even see or contemplate in any shape or form, that means that some progress has happened since we came into this realm, in the form that we’ve come into it in, since we first arrived in it, that we can now conceive of something beyond all our senses. Am I...?

Participant: For Kant, yes, it is a hypothetical supposition; but, the context in which Kant introduces that is to say, ‘Well, is it worth getting involved in a convoluted discussion based on such a supposition? What is the point of that?’ That supposition supposes that everything that we have access to might be different from an inaccessible reality. And there’s a tradition of argument, which Kant refuses to discuss, about how what we perceive with our senses is different from actual reality. Then you’ve got two different realms, and there’s a whole tradition of philosophy called epistemology, the theory of knowledge, which tries to work out what the relationship is between what Kant calls the phenomenal and an external reality. But then he comes along and says, ‘Well, that may be there, reality as such may well be there, different from what we can experience; but this “reality as such,” we can’t have any access to that.’ So basically… he says, ‘Well, I’m not going to concern myself with that. Philosophy - proper, rigorous philosophy - shouldn’t be about that question of epistemology, since that question rests on a supposition that there’s a difference between what I know and reality. All I’m going to do is look at what is experienced...’

Question: So, in other words, God’s out the picture, we’re not going there?

Participant: Well, God is in the picture because, in this sense, God is in our experience, in our knowledge, in our concept of the world, which involves all sorts of different things.

Mike: This is obviously a very complicated area.

(Laughter.)


And Schopenhauer went on after Kant to refine, and in some ways improve on, Kant’s theories, and it’s worth reading them. And there’s quite a few books of simple explanations of philosophy around, and they’re quite easy to read. They are trying to explain what the truth is. The ‘truth’ is a very common word in Buddhist texts, so what is the truth? We immediately think of the truth as something abstract, usually, something we can know. So there are parallels between that Buddhist problem, if you like, and the problem that David explained so clearly there. ‘The Buddhist truth – if you know the Buddhist truth you become enlightened. So, what is this truth? And, if you know it, is it knowledge? So how do we get knowledge? Can we know the truth?’ And all these problems are discussed by Dogen. But, of course, he discusses them in the paradigm of the thirteenth century, so it’s quite a long way from us. And he discusses them using images and ways of expressing himself which are quite foreign to us, but which often ring bells, the images ring bells with us. And in this chapter, “Kuge,” which is what I want to talk about, he talks about “flowers in the sky,” or “flowers in space.” And you can see as we get to the chapter that his way of discussing it is very, very broad, it’s broader than Kantian philosophy, and yet it’s something to do with the way that we know. We know things that we can perceive, ... and these phenomena, in some way, we create in ourselves. And therefore they have some ephemeral quality about them, in a way, and these may be what he calls “flowers in the sky.” But we should leave it to him, and try and see if we can work out what he’s talking about, by going through the chapter slowly.


The chapter, in some ways, is based on a poem or a quotation from Gautama Buddha. I can’t find exactly where that quotation is from, but the poem – it’s quoted in the chapter - says:


“A person who has clouded eyes, 

Sees flowers in space; 

If the sickness of clouded eyes is cured, 

The flowers vanish in space”



That poem seems to suggest that, you know, it is as if we get a cataract. The poem seems to suggest that flowers in space are delusions. But Master Dogen discusses it in quite an unusual way. I’ve only done the first four and a bit pages of this chapter, so we can’t get through it all, so it’s going to be a partial look at the chapter. And I hope that I leave you hanging over the edge of a cliff, and going out and thinking, ‘Oh, what was all that about?’

(Laughter.)


But I may not be successful! The text that you have starts with another poem, this time by Bodhidharma.


Bodhidharma wrote: 

I originally came to this land of China to pass on the teachings of reality, 

And to liberate people from their delusions. 

Five petals opening – a single flower; 

Fruit ripens by itself.



It’s not very poetic because I’ve explained bits of it in simple English. There’s a more poetic version of it; but, of course, it wasn’t written in English originally. “I originally came to this land of China” refers to Bodhidharma, who was an Indian Buddhist master, coming from India to China. And most of you, I’m sure, know about the legends about Bodhidharma arriving in China and going to see the emperor and being asked to evaluate how wonderful the emperor’s works on behalf of Buddhism were. And Bodhidharma disappoints the emperor and then goes off up into the mountains to a little temple called Shaolin, and invents kung fu!

(Laughter.)

Well, actually, no, he sat practicing Zazen and nobody knew what he was doing so they called him the Zazen monk. And then, from that beginning, the whole of our ancestry develops. And this is his poem. He came to China to teach what Buddhism teaches. And Buddhism doesn’t teach Buddhism. Scholars think that Buddhism teaches Buddhism, but I disagree. Buddhism teaches what reality is. And what reality is has nothing to do with Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, whatever. It’s to do with real reality which really exists. “And to liberate people from their delusions” – in China in that time there were many deluded beliefs, and there still are in the world. Unfortunately, we can’t know clearly what they are. So how can we decide whether beliefs are deluded or not? Christians say that there is a God who’s watching us all the time and guiding us through life. Is that deluded or not? Some schools of Buddhism believe that if you practice certain kinds of practices you can become an enlightened being, and then once you become an enlightened being that’s it, you’ve graduated, and you’re off. Is that deluded or not?


The second part of this poem expresses something very important, poetically.


“Five petals opening – a single flower; 

Fruit ripens by itself.”



What kind of image do you get from those two lines?

Participant: If you keep practicing, something happens, whether you intend it or not. It’s beyond your comprehension, it happens of itself, like a fruit isn’t responsible for its own ripening - just by falling into the sun, or by sort of being exposed to the sun, it ripens by itself, of itself, it doesn’t have to do any kind of hard work to ripen.

Participant: Duality and [inaudible].

Mike: What’s the duality?

Participant: Five petals opening? It’s an image.

Mike: There are lots of images in those two words. Can anybody find one word?

Participant: Unfolding.

Participant: Natural.

Mike: Unfolding, natural. Yes, that’s the picture it gives me, too. Something unfolding naturally. ‘I’ve been trying to learn German now for three weeks, and I’m getting nowhere!’ You know that feeling? You know, ‘I’ve just started this new course and I’m making so much effort and I don’t seem to be getting anywhere!’ And then, another three weeks down the line, something’s changed and you think, ‘Well, I’m doing alright here! I’ve only been doing this six weeks!’ And, somewhere in the middle of that human tendency to be very disappointed at our efforts and then to be very proud of our efforts, something has unfolded. Actually, what we’re doing has its own result, doesn’t it? It’s not the result we expect, it might be the result we don’t expect.


Right. Let’s go on.


We should learn through our practice the time when the flower opens, and look at its brightness, colour and shape. A flower is made up of five petals; five petals opening is the flower. Coming to the land of China to pass on the teachings and to liberate people from their emotional delusions is Bodhidharma’s clear realisation of this flower.



In those two sentences there’s two identities. And by ‘identities’ I mean, not something causing something else, but something being something else. We usually think, ‘Flower. Five petals.’ Two different concepts in our brains. But, in that sentence, “A flower is made up of five petals;” but, “the five petals opening is the flower.” So a real flower is five petals opening. Although in our mind we can think of a flower – ‘now it’s closed; now it’s a bud,’ and so on – in reality, a real flower is five petals opening. ... referring back to Master Bodhidharma coming to China, that his coming to China is “clear realisation of this flower.” And you can see in these sentences the reason why, in other parts of the Shobogenzo, and also in the book of koan stories, there are stories involving a question, ‘Why did Bodhidharma come from India to China?’ It was a very common question in medieval China, which monks asked to their master. And the meaning of that question, ‘Why did Bodhidharma come to China?’ has something to do with ‘What is it to be natural? What is it to unfold naturally?’ And Bodhidharma’s poem here, and the two sentences following, suggest very strongly that Bodhidharma came to China naturally. We’re not quite sure what ‘naturally’ is, but it’s a nice word to use.

I got onto the internet and booked my flight and I end up being here. So the reason I’m here is the result of all those little things I did. I suppose that might be ‘naturally’.


Participant: I think it’s got something to do with movement, [inaudible].

Mike: Yes, I agree. There are lots of things here, aren’t there.

Participant: Also, for me, when it says the flower opening is a flower, for me it raises the question – we have this idea that, sort of, ‘I’m me,’ and then ‘I do’ - ‘I do Zazen,’ or whatever the action is. And this ‘I do,’ then that creates a separation. Whereas this is saying me doing Zazen is me, me doing each other thing is me, in that moment. So Bodhidharma’s coming from India was Bodhidharma.

Mike: Yes, right. Can we stop this division between what we think about things and our actual action?

Question: That is actual action, isn’t it, when you don’t make a distinction?

Mike: Is it?

Participant: I don’t know.

Mike: No, nor do I. Let’s go on, it’s a puzzle.


Question: May I ask, why five petals?

Mike: Why five? I think just... Maybe they were talking ... a lotus flower is a very common symbol in Buddhism.

Question: What about the five senses with which you perceive the world at this moment? You see, hear, smell, touch, and taste.

Mike: Yes, there’s a sixth sense you’re missing, but...

Participant: I suppose there’s the five aggregates, as well.

Mike: Five aggregates, yes. We can look for lots of similarities; but I think just the flower that was at the centre of the poem ... that comes in later in the chapter, is a lotus flower, which has five petals. But, yes, I mean, who knows whether they were referring to something more? We can put lots of flowers into this. It suggests something beyond the image, with the verb, as Margaret suggested. So there’s a suggestion there, but it’s only a suggestion. We’re still talking about flowers in our heads, or flowers in space. What are we talking about?



In learning this through our practice, we should look for this state of brightness and colour.



OK, here’s a clue. He says “in learning this through our practice,” we have to look for something – “the state of brightness and colour.” What does “the state of brightness and colour” suggest?

Participant: Aliveness.

Mike: Aliveness. You know when you’re practicing Zazen and you’re drifting off, thinking about next week or yesterday, do you ever get the feeling that what’s in front of you is kind of glazed over, or disappeared? I do. And then, sometimes, everything around me appears naturally and is very clear. And at those times I’m actually where I am. So we could take “the state of brightness and colour” as suggesting some kind of real state when we’re where we are, or a real flower where it is. So “we should look for this state of brightness and colour.”



This “ripens by itself”



– the last line of the poem –


is what is meant by the phrase “Let the result be just as it is.”



Now, this is Master Dogen referring to another story that everybody was familiar with, and the story is in Shinji-Shobogenzo. The story is about, as usual, a monk and the monk’s master. And it’s about, in this case, the monk wants to get promotion, take some exams. I didn’t bring the Shinji-Shobogenzo so I don’t have the whole story. But the line in that koan, the master says to the monk, ‘I will leave your shiny shoes as they are’ - ‘shiny shoes’ means ‘your brilliance,’ you know, with your shiny shoes you’re going to present yourself as an excellent person – ‘and I will let the result of your efforts be as it is.’ And Master Dogen’s referring to that to explain the meaning of “ripens by itself.” So, “ripens by itself” is natural.


Participant: [inaudible] not to make a value judgment between enlightenment and everything else that may happen when you’re sitting, it’s all part of the practice. The real benefit is something that you won’t necessarily become aware of in the same way that you’re aware of someone slapping your face, for example.

Mike: Yes, that’s what happens when we practice Zazen. Initially, we practice Zazen and the first time we practice we might feel great, we think, ‘Oh, this is for me!’ And then the next time we practice we might feel horrible, we think, ‘Oh, I don’t know if I can carry on with this!’ And each time we practice we feel different, and then we tend to evaluate that as ‘I didn’t have very good Zazen today, and yesterday my Zazen was fantastic.’ But, practicing Zazen itself produces a ripening. And, “we can leave that ripening as it is” suggests to accept the situation as it is, or accept what’s going on. So, yes I agree, not to judge; but, on the other hand, it’s almost impossible not to, isn’t it?

Participant: It would be easy to delude yourself and use it as an excuse for not trying, to sit properly I mean. I mean, sitting any old way, I don’t think it’s saying sit any old way. It’s saying, you know, the discipline and the practice lead to the results alone.

Mike: He’s not talking necessarily about Zazen here, but it includes Zazen, of course. But, he’s talking about the state of natural ripening. So, just to leave the results just as they are. So it’s quite clear.


Something ripening by itself is producing a cause and being affected by the effect.



Well, that’s quite straightforward.


In the Universe, there are causes and there are effects. We produce the causes that are this Universe and we are affected by the effects that are the Universe.



That doesn’t suggest that we produce the Universe, does it? No? That’s good then.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: No, it doesn’t, does it? It does it with all the other things in the Universe, it’s true. So there’s no such thing as a fruit by itself, is there? Oh dear!

(Laughter.)

We can imagine a fruit by itself in our head, but actually there’s no such thing as a fruit by itself. And, by extension, we can imagine a person, like me, by myself, but there’s no such thing as me by myself.

Participant: [inaudible] it’s a complete thing, it’s a baby, but it didn’t just kind of appear by itself either.

Mike: No. Something happened!

(Laughter.)


So the ‘self’ is very important. This is why Master Dogen discusses it in the next sentence.


The “self” of “itself”



– that’s in the last line, “Fruit ripens by itself” –


means you, made of the same basic materials that make up the Universe. Master Rinzai



– another famous Buddhist master –


used “the true person without position,” to express this kind of self, because it is not an “I” or a “someone.”



That sentence sounds a bit strange, and one of the reasons is that what Master Dogen actually wrote in Japanese is a play on Chinese characters. And when he plays with Chinese characters it’s very difficult to render it into English. But this is one rendering, and what it suggests is that what we think of as self, alone, me, baby, fruit, doesn’t actually exist on its own. So, I think of me, but all that really exists is me sitting on this cushion in this room with everybody around me. And the same is true for all of us. So our concept of a separate self is actually just a concept. I’m definitely a person, and so are you; but, the self doesn’t exist separately from everything else, fruit doesn’t exist separately from everything else. “Master Rinzai used ‘the true person without position’” – this is, again, a reference to some sayings of another master. “A true person,” a natural human being, “doesn’t have any position,’ suggests not evaluating, not ranking, not judging, not comparing. So it suggests something that’s not differentiated, a person who’s not differentiated from what’s going on. And when we act naturally, we don’t differentiate ourselves from what’s around us. But when we act as social animals, we often differentiate ourselves from what’s around us. We say, ‘Oh, how did I do?’, or we look at the person next to us and compare ourselves. ... And Master Dogen’s suggesting that that’s the kind of self which is meant by “Fruit ripens by itself.” So it doesn’t mean a fruit - itself; and a separate thing - ripens. But, fruit ripens. Am I making any sense? (Laughs.) I’d better stop then!


Participant: A fruit is part of the Universe, so [inaudible]. We cannot escape the Universe, or we cannot escape the laws of the Universe, [inaudible]. Everything happens naturally according to the laws.

Mike: Yes, so we better find out what the laws are. And this is one of the remits of science, to discover all the laws that govern all things. There may be other laws outside the laws of science. Buddhism says there’s one law, and it calls it Dharma. And Dharma is the way everything works.

Participant: Flowers are the law of the Universe.

Mike: Right, yes. Anyway, let’s stop there. It’s a nice edge of a cliff.

(Laughter.)

Let’s continue tomorrow. Thank you.
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Mike reads on in Kuge and explains blue lotus flowers as the present moment and acting as joining reality
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the second talk on Dogen’s chapter Kuge, Mike reads on to the passage in which blue lotus flowers open and spread inside fire, and explains that this image points to the present moment: in the middle of heat, pain or movement there can be coolness, no pain or stillness, and the time and place of fire is the present moment and this place here. He thinks that Dogen’s claim that a flower opening is the world manifesting itself means that every act, such as speaking, is a flower opening, and he adds that, although we can never escape reality, our thinking can carry us past the moment.

Mike begins by recalling that in the first paragraph of the chapter ‘ripens by itself’ is just the moment, and, he explains, Dogen thereby takes us out of a view of process-time, a historical view, and puts us into the view of reality here and now. The chapter then says that blue lotus flowers, a symbol in old Sanskrit sutras, open and spread by themselves in places and seasons that are stiflingly hot, on fire, and Mike calls this a strange image of the centre of extreme heat being cool. A perhaps simpler and more real experience, he says, is that athletes, especially marathon runners, try to find an area with no pain in the middle of pain, and so in the middle of something we can often find something different or even opposite, and we create heat by our thinking and by the way we react to our senses. Asked whether Dogen is saying that we should keep going and not avoid it, he answers maybe not, but that the coolness in the centre of fire is in the moment, so we should not pass that moment by: in zazen, thinking about the pain in our legs or listening for the bell makes us miss that right then we can sit without pain. Mike reads the verse the chapter quotes, ‘Blue lotus flowers open inside fire’, and says that the place where they open can only be experienced and is always this place. He supposes that the ordinary and idealistic viewpoints the chapter warns against cannot take in the present moment, because the present moment is not part of the process, it is a real experience. When the chapter says that anyone who doubts that lotus flowers open inside fire might also doubt that they grow in water, and that we could doubt that a stable physical world exists here and now, though we do not, Mike says that Dogen is suggesting we could doubt it, and that all the solid things we do not doubt are in fact some kind of belief.

On the sentence that only those in the line of the Buddha’s truth know that a flower opening is the world manifesting itself, Mike says that these days that means anyone pursuing reality, and he asks how a flower opening can be the world manifesting itself. Mike says that, according to Dogen, at the moment someone speaks they join reality, and he adds that it is not the content of what is said but the speaking itself in which they manifest the world. A participant suggests that ‘the world’ here means basically reality, not a vast space. Asked why we must speak to join reality when we are in it anyway, Mike agrees that we are, and asked whether thinking is an action, he says that we can never escape reality, but because we think we carry ourselves past the moment, as when someone drying up in the kitchen is carried elsewhere by thinking while the thing they are drying stays suspended in their hand. Reading that a flower opening is each of the many and varied real phenomena and that the Universe is their collection, gathered to form something bright, Mike answers a question by saying that Dogen uses ‘bright’ as in One Bright Pearl for the clarity of the world when we are in it, and he adds that when we stop separating ourselves, the world is bright. The chapter then says that it is not only in spring and autumn that there are flowers and fruit; time-present is always flowering and fruiting, and Mike notes that ‘time-present’ is the same Japanese phrase as in Uji. He says that Dogen suggests the flower produces the time as well as the time producing the flower, and he adds that Dogen says there is no time in itself separate from existence, from here and now.






Complete English transcript


Earlier, we only finished the first paragraph. Let’s go over where we got to:


The “self” of “itself” means you, made of the same basic materials that make up the Universe. Master Rinzai used “the true person without position,” to express this kind of self, because it is not an “I” or a “someone.” “By itself” means just as it is.



What Master Dogen’s doing there – and it doesn’t work in English as it works in the Japanese, because it’s a kind of play on Chinese characters – but what he’s doing there is explaining that although we say “itself,” “a fruit ripens by itself,” it’s not by itself, it’s in everything. When we say, “I went for a walk on my own,” we’re not on our own. And when I say “I”, I don’t exist separate from everything else. And he explains that “by itself” means just as it is.



“Ripens by itself” is just the moment in which flowers open and fruit ripens, in which Bodhidharma teaches reality and liberates deluded people.



As those of you who have studied Dogen’s writings know, he teaches the Buddhist view of reality being this moment, the present moment. And here he refers to “ripening by itself” being just in the moment. And “Bodhidharma teaches reality and liberates deluded people” just in the moment. So, what he’s doing there is taking us out of our normal view, which is a view of process-time, a historical view, and putting us into the view of reality here and now. And now, from the next sentence, he switches to talk about the example of the blue lotus flower. So let’s look at what he says, and then try and work out what he’s talking about.


For example, blue lotus (utpala) flowers



– in Sanskrit, they’re utpala, and they’re mentioned in lots of the old Sanskrit sutras as a symbol of something –


open and spread by themselves in places and in seasons that are stiflingly hot – on fire.



I don’t know whether [inaudible] ... or from wider writings, but there’s an image in ancient Buddhism of the centre of extreme heat being cool. And that may be true. In the centre of heat is coolness. And they symbolised that by saying “blue lotus flowers,” which symbolise something very cool, “open in the middle of heat, or in the middle of fire.” It’s a strange image, but what could it possibly mean?


So all stifling heat, all flames and fire, exist at places and seasons in which blue lotus flowers open and spread. In one single flame there are hundreds and thousands of blue lotus flowers; they open and spread in space, they open and spread on the earth, they open and spread in the past, and they open and spread in the present. To experience the time and place of this fire is to experience blue lotus flowers. We should not drift by the time and place of blue lotus flowers.




Participant: [inaudible comment]

Mike: That’s true, yes, a gas flame...

Participant: So the picture is of the blue actually right in the centre [inaudible].

Mike: Being right there, yes.

Participant: [inaudible comment]

Mike: That’s one way to look at it. There’s a maybe more simple and real experience. For instance, if you’ve been to a very hot country, on a very hot day in a hot country - for instance I lived in Japan for a long time and in the height of summer it was really, really hot and humid, and it’s stiflingly hot - and if you say, ‘Ahh, it’s hot!’ and you kind of move your body and all your clothes are sticking to you, you’re in the middle of heat. But if you sit in Zazen, for example, in those conditions, without moving, and without saying to yourself, ‘Oh God, it’s hot!’; and if we take that example and compare it with sports in which you experience pain - lots of sports experience pain, running, and climbing mountains, all kinds, even sports like tennis, and I suppose even golf, there’s pain involved because you’re pushing yourself - and if you concentrate on the pain, ‘Ah, it’s hurting, it’s hurting!’, it hurts, you’re in the middle of pain. But right in the middle of the pain there is an area where there’s no pain, and that’s what you try and find in order to keep going, especially long-distance runners, marathon runners. So, in the middle of something we can find, often, something different, or even opposite. So that’s another way to look at that. In the middle of heat, literally, there is cool. And we create heat, we create something by our thinking or perceiving or the way we react to our senses. Pain control is all about, ‘in the middle, it’s cool.’ So what’s he talking about it here for?


Question: Is he saying don’t try and avoid it? “You should not drift off the time and place of blue lotus flowers,” in other words, if you constantly give up because it’s too much, you never get to that. [inaudible] Is he basically saying, keep practicing, keep trying, keep going on, don’t drift by, don’t try and skirt round it or avoid it?

Mike: Maybe not ‘Keep going, don’t skirt round it’; but, the coolness in the centre of fire is in the moment, so don’t pass by that moment. And, for instance in Zazen, if we’ve got pain in our legs, it hurts; and if we keep thinking about the pain or listening for signs of somebody rustling to ring the bell or something, if we think about it then we miss the fact that right at that moment we can sit without pain. And we find that again sometimes. So, you know, we have periods where we’re desperate for the bell to ring, and then we stop and we’re in the moment, we don’t drift by that moment in which there is no pain. So this state in which there’s coolness in the centre of heat, or no pain in the middle of pain [inaudible] ... thoughts, or our feelings, or our interpretations, drag us forward.


Participant: [inaudible comment about chakras]

Mike: That’s interesting. Dogen never talks about chakras, but it’s one way to look at the way that the body functions, is it? I don’t know anything about them.

Participant: [inaudible comment about the blue chakra]

Mike: I see, the “blue” is catching you. I think, here, Master Dogen is not so much talking about the way to interpret, but actual experience. So, actually, in the middle of heat we find this coolness. It’s talking about it symbolically – “they open and spread in space, they open and spread on the earth, in the past, and in the present.” This is symbolism for ‘coolness in the centre of heat, we can find at all times and all places.’ So it’s very symbolic sometimes, the way he writes. “When we experience blue lotus flowers we experience the time and place of fire.” And “the time and place of fire” is the present moment and this place here. So, if we think of, again, Zazen, which is our standard, when we experience the stillness within movement, or the painless state within pain, it means we’re here, at this moment, in this place. ‘The present moment,’ ‘being here and now,’ and all these phrases, are “the time and place of blue lotus flowers,” because the blue lotus flower symbolises that present. Does that make sense?

Participant: I think I can relate to that from my experience - when I go sea-kayaking, when the waves are the most wavy is when you feel the most still. And I’ve noticed that that’s when I’ve got [inaudible].

Mike: At the still-point.

Participant: Yes. The easiest time, for me, when I’m paddling, to keep still, is when the sea is really wavy.


Mike: That’s “the time and place of blue lotus flowers” in this symbolism. So, in the centre of all movement is stillness. And T.S. Eliot – I brought a book of his poems up with me on the plane, because I like to just look now and again – and in one of his “Four Quartets” he writes about the stillness of the turning point. I can’t remember, I’m very bad at remembering. Anybody remember the line?

Participant: ‘The still point of a turning world.’

Mike: Yes, that sounds familiar. And you can find it in all action, for example in dance, and we can call it “blue lotus flowers.” So it’s a symbol of the present moment. Now he goes on to actually quote two lines of a poem from which the symbolism comes. I don’t know who said this - let me look in the original book ... It is known - “the second line of an eight-line verse by Master Do-an Josatsu,” and it’s quoted in a book called Keitoku-dento-roku, chapter 29. Unfortunately, there’s no English translation of that book. So, he said:


Blue lotus flowers 

Open inside fire.



And we know what that symbolism means.


So blue lotus flowers always open and spread inside fire.



And we can take that to mean, for example, there is always stillness at the centre of movement.



To understand “inside fire,” we must find the place where the blue lotus flower opens and spreads.



That’s interesting. Where is “the place where the blue lotus flowers open and spread”? We must find it.

Question: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, we can only experience it. We can think about it, and we’re thinking about it now, but we can only really, fully experience and understand it when you’re kayaking on the waves, or whatever. So, “the place where blue lotus flowers open and spread” is always this place.


We should not stay caught up in the ordinary person’s viewpoint or the idealistic viewpoint, or we will not understand what “inside fire” means.



Well, I suppose [inaudible] ... “the ordinary person’s viewpoint or the idealistic viewpoint” wouldn’t be able to take in the present moment, because the present moment is not part of the process, it’s a real experience.


If you doubt this, you might also doubt the fact that lotus flowers actually grow in water,



“This,” in the phrase “If you doubt this,” doesn’t refer to the viewpoint, it refers to “lotus flowers opening inside fire.” So, “If you doubt that lotus flowers open inside fire, you might also doubt the fact that lotus flowers actually grow in water,”


or your might doubt the fact that flowers actually grow on stems. If we want to doubt, we could doubt the fact that a stable physical world exists in front of us here and now. But we do not doubt the fact.




I wonder why he introduces doubt here? So we doubt; and he’s saying, “Well, if we doubt it, we could also doubt other things which we believe to be very true, for instance, lotus flowers grow in water, or flowers grow on stems, or this world around us, in front of us here and now, is something stable and real.” So he’s introducing the fact that all the solid things that we don’t doubt are in fact some kind of belief. I think when we were talking about Kant somebody said that we can’t actually prove that there’s a reality. We’re in reality, but it’s very difficult to prove it. And physicists are not quite sure what it’s made up of yet. But as it’s been only three and a half thousand years that they’ve been looking, it may take a little longer. So, when he says “if we doubt the fact that a stable physical world exists here and now in front of us, but we do not doubt it,” he’s suggesting that we could doubt it. Now he goes on to [inaudible] ... In Dogen’s time, in the thirteenth century, there was no science. People who studied what reality is, in those days, to him, were Buddhist monks. Buddhist monks, or nuns, left ordinary life, where they were trapped in the ordinary viewpoint, ordinary work, ordinary living, and they took themselves away and tried to work out what it was all about. And if you stayed at home you didn’t have any time to try and work out what it’s all about – just as you were about to sit down and think, ‘What’s it all about?’, you had to get up and do something, because productivity was very low, and so people had to work from dawn to dusk just to feed themselves. But now, we can sit here and think, ‘Mm, I wonder if that’s true or not.’ (Laughs.) ‘Ah, I think I’ll do some more Zazen and see.’ So, Master Dogen says,


Only those in the line of the Buddha’s truth know that a flower opening is the world manifesting itself.




But who, these days, is “in the line of the Buddha’s truth”? Anybody who is pursuing reality. So, if you’re pursuing the truth, trying to understand what is real, “you know that a flower opening is the world manifesting itself.” Is that true? “A flower opening is the world manifesting itself”? How can that be? What do you think? Is it likely that “a flower opening is the world manifesting itself”?

Participant: [inaudible comment]

Participant: The world can manifest itself in many different ways. In the past, when I used to spend a lot of time in the pub, if you look at a glass of beer, you get a string of bubbles in the middle of the beer. And they still can’t today, figure out why it appears in there, why the gas comes out that way first. [inaudible] It’s always puzzled me, and I’ve never known the answer.

(Laughter.)

Participant: Things can manifest themselves, and you can never get close enough through investigation to realise how they do appear the way they do, where they do.

Participant: [inaudible]


Mike: That’s true, yes – back to the coolness within fire. Yes, but how can a flower opening be the world manifesting itself?

Participant: Because we were saying earlier that, even though every flower opens by itself, it’s not alone, it’s dependant on the Universe around it, [inaudible]. It’s not a flower in space, it’s not separate.

Mike: But we don’t have any flowers, but the world is manifesting itself here. Are there any flowers here?

Participant: I suppose ...

Mike: There’s one!

Participant: ... I suppose if you were to take what’s happening here with a flower [inaudible].

Mike: Yes, I agree. So, this is very symbolic. We can say, according to Master Dogen, at the moment that a flower opens, at the moment my mouth opens [inaudible] ... everybody’s thinking, but if one of you speaks, at the moment you speak, you join reality.

Participant: That’s what I was saying about the blue chakra, which is at the throat and relates to expression [inaudible].

Mike: But not blue chakra – you now is the flower opening!

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Right. I think it’s a little different. I think what Master Dogen’s saying is a bit more stupid. He’s saying every act – when you spoke then, you are a flower opening. When you spoke, when I’m speaking now, the world is manifesting itself.


Question: Is that as opposed to delusion?

Mike: It means, really, that human beings spend a lot of time thinking. But when a human being acts they join the Universe. Can anybody put it ...?

Participant: When we hear the phrase “the world,” usually we imagine something like vast space, a vast Universe, so we think, ‘Oh, I don’t understand this, we have to understand how big the world is.’ I think here it means, basically, reality - the world, or the truth, or reality. So it’s not a planet, it’s not like a galaxy, or a solar system, or ... It’s a world [inaudible], in the sense of something basic. So I think it’s necessary to not take it for granted what “the world” means here.

Mike: Yes, [inaudible].

Participant: [inaudible] [inaudible] ... So it’s impossible for us to imagine that something small, like a flower, or like my opening my mouth, could be the whole world. It’s not about how big it is. It’s something other than space.


Mike: Now, at the time when you’re talking....

Participant: When I’m talking...

Mike: You, as a flower, manifest the whole world. And that means that, when we act, we find [inaudible].

Participant: [inaudible] ... The Universe is almost impossible to conceive, which is, to sum up the world in any other way, you know, other than saying everything that’s happening in the world is the world, but actually the world itself, by definition, is the sum of all its parts, so any one part of it is equal to the whole. [inaudible] as a real phenomenon, you know, like chaos theory talks about a butterfly in South Africa affecting a wave in the Atlantic, you know. Each individual element of what we call the world is equally real to each other element, so if you’re in a real moment of being whatever it is you’re being, then equivalently you’re equal to the rest of the world.

Mike: Not what you’re saying, not the content of what you just said, but in your speaking you are manifesting the world. It’s very simple and direct.

Question: Is it saying that the whole of human evolution, the whole of planetary evolution, is necessary in order for me to speak now?

Mike: It’s all in your speaking now. It’s a very strange view.


Question: Does that make it inescapable, because there’s no point in trying ...

Mike: Yes, it’s inescapable, yes.

Question: ... because there’s nothing outside ...

Mike: It’s inescapable, but human beings make their efforts to escape it.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, that’s what he means.

Question: Can I just ask why do you have to speak in order to join reality? Are we not in it anyway?

Mike: Yes, we are. So we could stop speaking and acting!

(Laughter.)

Question: So why ... I just wondered why you say that?

Mike: Yes ... I don’t know how to get out of the trap I’ve laid for myself!

(Laughter.)

Question: I wasn’t trying to set a trap, I just wondered whether it was an essential, whether there was a prerequisite for some form of action, for being [inaudible].

Mike: By being, we’re already there. We’re already here. And yet we open our mouths and make noises, and close our mouths and sit in silence ... So we’re acting all the time, doing very strange things.


Question: Is thinking an action?

Mike: (Laughs.) Well, we can never escape reality, we can never escape the blue lotus flowers inside fire; but, human beings have the ability to carry themselves past the fact. So, because we think, we carry ourselves past, we convey ourselves past the moment. And when we do that, we do things like trip over a stone, or forget to do something, or, if it’s a very simple thing, we might be drying up in the kitchen having a conversation, and our thinking carries us somewhere else, and the thing that we’re drying up stays suspended in our hand. This is peculiarly human. Plants and animals don’t seem to do that. But we have the ability to carry ourselves out of reality. We can’t take ourselves out of reality, but we kind of make ourselves not notice where we are by our excellent ability to think.

Participant: He talks about delusion all the time, and in the Zen literature that I’ve read, which is not much, delusion is a subject that comes up again and again and again. And one gets the sense that the whole practice is to get rid of delusion.

Mike: Yes, but my problem is that if thinking is delusion, then I’m deluded now, so I can’t answer whether ... I’m a deluded person, I can’t answer your question in an un-deluded way.


Question: But, on the other hand, we jump into the moment [inaudible]. We suddenly know exactly what it means, and you know exactly where you are, and what’s going on, and you don’t have to explain anything. And then it goes, and then it comes back, and then it goes. Is that what he’s talking about?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Is the poem not about that thinking is acting, but we misunderstand it as creating an alternative world?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: So there is delusion in thinking, loads of ideas, loads of stuff jumping around; but it’s sort of misunderstanding that.

Mike: Yes. So all these things that you’re saying now are all included in a symbolic way in the following couple of pages.


Question: I had an experience the other week, on a day off I was just going to get out of bed and then I thought, ‘Well, I don’t really need to get out of bed.’ Not because I wanted to lie in, but I was just that way where I could sort of do either. And there was something vanishing when I looked into it. I was wondering, where does the intent come from when you’re not really able to find any source for it?

Mike: Yes, that’s decision. We think decision comes from some intellectual effort; but it may not, it may come from something else. What is it? [inaudible]. So we’ve got lots of things that we’re talking about coming out of this chapter, and, to me, it’s like we’re unfolding something. Something’s unfolding, but I’m not sure what! [inaudible]. “Only those in the line of the Buddha’s truth know that a flower opening is the world manifesting itself.”


And a flower opening



– simple –


is each of the many and varied real phenomena. The Universe is a complete collection of these individual phenomena gathered together to form something bright.



He’s saying there’s all these little flowers opening, and all these flowers opening are all collected together and they form something bright, and that’s what the Universe is.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Lots of flowers opening.


Question: Mike, would the word “bright” there be the same as the word “bright” that Dogen used in the chapter “One Bright Pearl”?

Mike: Yes, the same. And that “bright”, he uses it to mean the clarity of the world, when we’re in it. We’re always in it, but when we’re in it but being somewhere else, it’s not clear. Our eyes glaze over, the world dulls. And when we’re in this world at this moment, the world is clear, and he calls that “bright”. And it’s true. It’s very subtle, but even with our eyes, when we are in what we are doing.

Participant: I was once in a motorbike accident and nearly died and, in a split second, I was lying on the side of the road and watching the motorbike, that I’d just left at a ridiculous speed, disintegrating. And it all took place within probably a microsecond, but I have a memory of the whole event, and watching it like an acrobat listening to the particles descending and feeling the reality of the world. In a split second I was equal to me. You know, it was a split second and then it was gone, but it was like it was real, I was real, the road was real, and there was no problem with anything.

Mike: So you could say that’s the still-point at the centre of the accident.

Participant: Yes, but the ego was out of the way, you know, because it was booted out.

Mike: Yes, in that sense, yes. The ego separates us, so when we stop separating ourselves then the world is bright.


Participant: I’ve also ridden motorbikes and had accidents in my time. I think that’s also a function of the traditional view of time being a process. In reality, when things like that happen, you realise that it’s not a process, time is something very individual and ...

Mike: Concrete.

Participant: ... flexible and concrete.

Mike: And contains everything, yes. So if you read lines that say, you know, ‘time is only here and now, it contains everything, it’s bright, it’s flexible,’ it sounds very poetic and you think, ‘Oh, yes.’ But not poetic; real. And that’s the nature of our real experience. In dangerous situations, we often notice the real nature of the instant.

Participant: We’re trying to do it in a less dangerous way! Here, I mean.

Mike: Are you?

Participant: Well, I don’t know. I hope so.

Mike: Right.


Having understood this concept, we can look at spring and autumn.



Now, Master Dogen often talks about spring and autumn. And, for him, it’s a symbol of the process or historical view of time. Traditionally, you know, spring changes into summer, and summer changes into autumn, and autumn changes into winter. And then we’ve got all these different flowers that come in spring, and then they blossom, and then they fruit. So, “spring and autumn”, for him, means the natural process that we move through, the world moves through, our lives move through, and that we see as a process.



It is not only in spring and autumn that there are flowers and fruit; time-present is always flowering and fruiting.



What a phrase! “Time-present” is the same Japanese phrase as in the chapter “Uji”, which I think we did last year, here.

Participant: The first year here.

Mike: The first year, right, OK. In that chapter, Master Dogen discusses the indivisible nature of place and time. Space and time are not separate but one. So this phrase “time-present” he’s using again here. “It’s not only in spring and autumn that there are flowers and fruit,” refers to the fact that in our normal lives we think of flowers flowering in spring, and then the fruit ripening in autumn, you know, grain ripening in autumn. But he’s saying, “time-present is always flowering and fruiting,” or, “all time-presents are flowering and fruiting.” And this is moving on to the symbolic again. Flowers appear at every moment, and produce their fruit at every moment.


Flowers and fruit are always sustaining and being sustained by their own time-presents, and each time-present is always sustaining and being sustained by flowers and fruit.



So now this phrase “flowers and fruit” is taking on a different kind of symbolism. Every time-present, every existent moment, is producing [inaudible]. So they’re indivisible: one is the result of the other, and the other is the result of the first. They’re supporting each other.


Participant: [inaudible comment about T.S. Eliot’s “Four Quartets”]

Mike: Yes, he does yes. I wonder if he read Dogen. I wonder if the “Four Quartets” are a flower or a fruit. So, lots of symbolism here, and very difficult to grasp it concretely. But there’s something that we can see in this very strong imagery - of flowers popping out at every moment; the appearance of the world; every moment produces a flower; a flower produces a fruit. We usually think of the moment as, ‘in a moment, at a time, something happens.’ But what he’s suggesting is the flower produces the time as well as the time producing the flower. The moment produces the event as well as the event producing the moment. [inaudible]

Participant: We usually think of time as a forward measurement, i.e. the earth round the sun, or the dials of a clock, or the time it takes me to get from A to B, or a million other ways of measuring it. But what it is in itself, separate from my measurements, is a different thing altogether.

Mike: Yes, that’s the point. So, Master Dogen says there is no time in itself separate from existence, separate from here and now, yes. How are we doing for time?

(Bell rings.)

(Laughter.)

(End of talk.)
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Kuge 3: The Whole World in Each Flower

    
Mike reads on in Kuge: the world as immediate flowerings, and clouded eyes seeing flowers in space
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the third talk on Dogen’s chapter Kuge, Mike reads on and says that Dogen paints a picture in which the Universe is not one great, fully formed entity but a collection of immediate flowerings, each flower and its time sustaining each other. He then comes to the Buddha’s poem about a person with clouded eyes who sees flowers in empty space, and says that Dogen’s interpretation of the poem differs from the simple reading, in which such flowers are delusions that vanish when the eyes are cured. He suggests that Dogen’s point may be noticing a fact or a difference rather than getting rid of something.

Mike says that we usually hold maps in our minds of our life, the world or the Universe, as he does of Tokyo, but that nobody has ever seen the whole, because all we ever see is what is in front of us here and now; he adds that he cannot be sure his wife, Yoko, really exists in Tokyo, but he does not doubt it. Dogen suggests that each flower and the time it happens are the same, and Mike illustrates ‘they sustain each other’ by saying that his hand sustains this moment and this moment sustains his hand. Asked whether ‘sustaining’ is a correct translation, Mike says that the original has ‘maintained and relied upon’ and that he changed these words because they do not speak to him, and he explains that Dogen wants us to see things from two sides at the same time, which Chinese and Japanese can do in a single word such as ‘bodymind’, whereas English needs ‘and’. When a participant says that there is no abstract spring into which all the flowers fit, Mike replies that he thinks Dogen is saying ‘this flower flowering’, and he adds that what actually exists is only the flowering of this place, which is very difficult for us. Mike says that our powerful minds carry us on and over, that there is nothing wrong with that, and that realising this fact lets us see that this moment is all, and if we see that, we can concentrate on what we are doing now, as when Mike told David, who was worrying again about the carefully measured dots when it was time to draw the line, that the dots were done and it was time to do the line. When a participant says that the idea of ‘mindfulness’ can take us out of the present moment, Mike agrees and says that this is why he does not like the word, although it is fine if it means ‘doing what we’re doing now’.

Reading that only buddhas and their descendants know how flowers in space blossom and fall, Mike says that Dogen suggests that following the Buddha’s way, which Mike takes to mean the practice of zazen, teaches us, and that what is in front of us teaches us if we do not pass over it. Mike says that Dogen creates many different images here and does not define exactly what they are, and that ‘flowers blossoming and falling’ can be understood in many ways, for instance as events appearing and disappearing or as our imaginings vanishing, as when a flowery picture of a wonderful retreat falls apart on arrival at locked doors in the pouring rain. The chapter then says that when ignorant common people hear that clouded eyes see flowers in space, they imagine that ordinary people have diseased eyes and see non-existent flowers, and, because they are attached to this explanation, conclude that the three worlds, the six realms and having or not having buddha-nature are all delusions and do not really exist. Mike explains that the three worlds, the six realms and having or not having buddha-nature are explanations, and says that Dogen seems to be criticising ordinary people for saying that these explanations do not exist, and that he seems to be saying that they do exist. A participant calls the passage a complete contradiction, saying that Dogen first tells us there are flowers in space and now tells us there are not; Mike asks ‘Is he telling us there aren’t?’, and a participant says that Dogen distinguishes real ‘flowers in space’ from ‘flowers in empty space’. Another participant says that the deluded people who see them are no different from us, and that making a differentiation, a value judgment, leads into a kind of cycle of duality from which we can never escape. A participant says that Dogen exploits the ambiguity of ‘ku’, and Mike confirms that it can mean air or sky and, in Buddhism, the emptiness of sunyata, and he says that this ambiguity is why he put ‘air/space’ in the poem. Mike returns to the suggestion that the point may not be getting rid of something or being cured but noticing the fact, or the difference, and he gives the example of zazen, where we expect to find a beautiful Buddha-like person but find an irritated, sleepy, grumpy human being, which is us. The talk ends with Mike reading the next paragraph, which says that ordinary people and non-Buddhists cannot perceive the truth about the clouded eyes and flowers in space, and that awakening to reality, embodying reality and returning to our original nature are just a flower in space opening some of its petals.






Complete English transcript


On page two, we got half-way through the second paragraph, so I’ll read through to that part from the beginning of the paragraph.


Only those in the line of the Buddha’s truth know that a flower opening is the world manifesting itself. And a flower opening is each of the many and varied real phenomena. The Universe is a complete collection of these individual phenomena gathered together to form something bright. Having understood this concept, we can look at spring and autumn. It is not only in spring and autumn that there are flowers and fruit; time-present is always flowering and fruiting. Flowers and fruit are always sustaining and being sustained by their own time-presents, and each time-present is always sustaining and being sustained by flowers and fruit.



Master Dogen’s creating images of the whole Universe being flowers opening and then fruit ripening. We can say that “a flower opening” is a phenomenon, something happening, and then “a fruit ripens” we can say is the effect from the cause. So, whenever something occurs that’s a cause, and then whatever happens there is an effect of it, so the effect is the fruit. So he’s painting a picture that, instead of the Universe being some great, big, fully formed entity, as being a collection of these immediate flowerings.


We usually hold in our minds an image of our life, or the Universe, or the world, or Scotland. We have all these imaginary spaces in our heads. And, for instance, I can travel around my space. If I think of Tokyo in my head, I can travel round it in my head, going from that place to that place, catch that train and then go along ... So we have a map in our minds of the places that we experience in habit; and also we have a kind of vaguer map in our minds of the country we live in; and then a bit more vaguer map of the world, especially now that the world is made smaller by communication; and then we also have a kind of map of the Universe, you know, ‘the Milky Way’s up there, those black holes that Stephen Hawking found are over there, and’, you know, ‘the sun’s here.’ We’ve all got it; it’s been formed in our consciousness by our education and knowledge. And we say, ‘What’s the Universe?’, ‘Well, it’s all that, you know.’


But, Master Dogen here is creating a different image, and that is - something occurs, a flower opens, that’s the whole world; and another flower opens, that’s the whole world; and another flower opens, that’s the whole world. And what we put together in our minds as an image of where we are, where we live, the country we’re in, the world, the Universe, is actually a collection of all these that we put together and make into something whole. But nobody’s ever actually seen the whole, because all we ever see is what’s in front us here and now. We can only experience now what’s around us, here in this room. If someone has a mobile phone and the phone rings, then they can experience listening to the voice of somebody on the other end; but they can’t see that person, so they imagine, ‘Alright, so the person’s in Dumfries.’ That’s somewhere we all know, Dumfries. Some of us are not quite sure, our picture’s a bit vague, but we have this picture and it’s all built up there, and we all believe it, ‘so it must be true.’ And as we’ve explored space, so our picture’s become clearer. We see pictures from the space shuttle, astronauts walking about in big white suits, and we can imagine one of them looking back down on the planet; but he doesn’t see what we see. He can see the blue planet from outer space, but he can’t be sure whether the world he left is still down there, because he’s not there anymore. But we don’t doubt it. I can’t be sure whether my wife, Yoko, is really existing in Tokyo, but I don’t doubt it. So the image that Master Dogen’s forming here is of the world being lots of immediate phenomena, flowering, in the present, in the present, in the present. And then you put that all together slowly and make some big collective image. And he’s suggesting that each flower and the time that it happens are the same, “they sustain each other.” This present moment, when I move my hand, my hand is sustaining this moment, and this moment is sustaining my hand. And I’m sustaining you, and you’re sustaining me. In other words, we’re all in it together. This moment is all of us in it together, doing what we’re doing, not doing what we’re not doing.


Question: Is “sustaining” a correct translation here?

Mike: Well, in the original it says “maintained and relied upon.” You see, I make these interpretations according to what makes sense to me, so it might make more sense to somebody to say “every flower maintains and relies up this instant of time,” but those words don’t speak to me, so I changed them. Master Dogen’s words, in the book, are translated as “maintains and relies upon”. So, “to rely upon” is the other side of “maintaining”.

Participant: Yes, it’s just that “sustains” ... It’s sort of self-evident, really, normally - a space and time are spontaneously complete, they’re separated only [inaudible]. But the notion that they’re sustaining or maintaining each other is just a different expression [inaudible].

Mike: Yes, but it’s also his way of turning things around - he wants us to see things from two sides at the same time. And in Chinese and Japanese you can do that with words. In English we have to say, “maintained and relied upon,” or “sustained and sustaining.” But in Japanese or Chinese you can just say, ... I can’t remember the original kanji, but, for instance, another example is ‘body and mind’ – in Chinese you can say ‘bodymind’, shinjin. Nobody ever puts an ‘and’ between the characters. The kanji is a picture, so you’ve got two pictures next to each other, so it’s more connected; whereas we’ve got two separate concepts with a little joining word.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: I don’t know what ‘symbiotic’ means. What’s ‘symbiosis’, anybody know?

Participant: Mutually maintaining.

Mike: Well, yes.

Participant: Like a parasite on a shark.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, that’s the image. The difficulty we have, especially in English, is our language takes us away from it. Because, for instance, I’m sitting on this cushion. And ‘I’m sitting on the cushion’ is: me, centre of the world; cushion, object. But, actually, the cushion is supporting me. So the real situation is not just ‘I’m sitting on the cushion’, it’s ‘I’m sitting on the cushion which is supporting me,’ put together.

Participant: Which is in turn being supported by the house, which is supported by et cetera, et cetera.

Mike: Yes, yes. What can we say?

Participant: The totality.

Mike: The totality. What Dogen wants to do is put that into words. And in Chinese or Japanese you can do it more easily than you can in English, which is a discriminative language.


Participant: This kind of confronts our notion of time being a container, like events happen ‘in time’ [inaudible].

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Participant: The point he’s making is that there’s no abstract spring into which all the flowers fit. Each flower is equally as much spring as any other flower flowering.

Mike: I think he’s saying “this flower flowering.” So, although it sounds general, he’s trying to show us the nature of reality is what flowers at this place. All the ‘what flowerings at this place’ make up our imagined world. But what actually exists is only the flowering of this place, the flowering of this place, the flowering of this place. And that’s very difficult for us.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: That’s true, every moment is all there is in every moment; but, our powerful minds carry us on and carry us over. There’s nothing wrong with that, it’s fact; but, to realise that fact allows us to see this moment is all. And if we see this moment is all, we can concentrate on what we’re doing now, and break what we’ve just done. For instance, we were doing rakasu workshop this morning, and David was measuring up cloth and, because I’m watching him, I can notice things – when we watch somebody else we can notice things. And David’s measuring, and then he’s drawn the dots on the cloth, and he wants to join those dots up in a line – so, having very, very carefully measured the dots, he puts the ruler along the line, and he’s going to draw the line. Then he’s worried about the dots, again. ‘Are the dots in the right place?’ This is true of me, this is why I can see what David was doing. So, I said to David, and said to myself, ‘No, you’ve done the dots. Now it’s time to do the line. Whether your dots are accurate or not is a result of your past efforts. So, you make your effort and then you move on.’ But this is a continual effort for all human beings, because we think.


Participant: I read a book by Thich Nath Hanh, about mindfulness, and one of the traps I fell into was that, being aware of the momentary nature of reality is one thing, but if you get the idea of ‘mindfulness’, if you’re not careful you can take yourself out of the present moment ...

Mike: Into an idea of ‘mindfulness’.

Participant: Yes.

Mike: Yes, that’s true. That’s why I don’t like the word. But if the word means ‘doing what we’re doing now,’ then it’s OK. But I don’t like the word. I think there’s a tendency for us to think, ‘OK, I must watch myself, make sure I’m being mindful,’ which is not really where it’s at. [inaudible] ... just do. And it’s a constant effort. It’s our life.


Question: [inaudible] ... are you suggesting that we should, or is it enough just to be aware?

Mike: Well, it’s enough to be aware, and then on top of that we want to know that we are aware. You know, we have these funny sixth senses that come, but I’ve got no way to know. So, I might believe that Yoko’s in Tokyo, but I don’t really know what she’s doing.

Question: When we let go of that, nothing is a problem. Is that implied in the writing, you know, that when we do actually allow flowers to flower and fruit to ripen, there’s no problem?

Mike: Yes. Just as it is.

Participant: Just as it is? Well, I remember one instance where I just let go of everything, outside of a station in [inaudible], and I knew that I just had to remain in the moment at that moment. And a friend of mine, who I hadn’t seen in fifteen years, suddenly walked out of the tube station, and there was no problem, you know, there was no problem. Do you see what I’m saying? Whereas, if I’d gone searching for him I could have ended up in Tokyo or something.

Mike: Well, little things like that are going on with us all the time. Sometimes we can reflect and notice what we did, sometimes we don’t even notice what we’re doing. We stay in a place and something happens which wouldn’t have happened if we’d moved – we’re doing it all the time, every moment. What we do changes the world. Every action we make changes the whole Universe. But we don’t think of it like that.

Participant: It’s to do with our controlling nature that we’ve got to get rid of. Stop running the Universe.

Mike: Right, OK. I’ll try.

(Laughter.)



Thus every phenomenon has its flowers and fruit. Every tree has its flowers and fruit. Material phenomena all have their flowers and fruit. The constituents of those phenomena all have their flowers and fruit. There is flowering of human beings, and there is flowering of human flowers; there is even flowering of old and emaciated people.



So, he’s creating, again, an image of flowers appearing as a symbol for things happening, things unfolding, or reality unfolding.


All this being so, there are the flowers in space spoken of by the Buddha.



Now, “the flowers in space spoken of by the Buddha” are in a poem, two thirds of the way down the next page, which he comes on to later. But we can presume the audience sometimes knew the context which he was talking about - they would have known that poem, for example. So he starts talking about the poem before he tells us what it is.



People of narrow knowledge and limited insight do not know that flowers in space have colour, brightness, leaves and petals; they have scarcely heard of the phrase “flowers in space.”



We can say this phrase, “People of narrow knowledge don’t know that flowers in space have colour, brightness, leaves and petals,” is comparing people who are living in their minds, for example, living in the world of anxiety, or expectation, or living their dreams - they don’t notice the beauty of the moment, the brightness of the moment, the colour of the moment, and so on.


Remember, people following the Buddha’s way speak about flowers in space, but they are not known about, let alone understood, by non-Buddhists. Only buddhas and their descendents know how flowers in space and flowers on the ground blossom and fall; only they know how flowers in the world blossom and fall; only they know that these flowers in space, on the ground, in the world, are teachings of the truth. They are the accepted way to learn what the buddhist state is. Because flowers in space are the vehicle in which buddhas and their descendents travel, all the Buddha’s teachings and the world of buddhas are simply these flowers in space.




He says, first of all, “Only buddhas and their descendents know how flowers in space and flowers on the ground blossom and fall; only they know how flowers in the world blossom and fall; only they know that these flowers in space, on the ground, in the world, are teachings of the truth”. So, he’s suggesting, again with his imagery of flowers, that “following the Buddha’s way” - that means to practice Zazen; that means to practice seeing what’s in front of us - teaches us. What’s in front of us teaches us, if we don’t pass over it. And “flowers blossoming and falling” we can think of in many different ways. That image is very, very wide. In the “Genjo Koan” chapter of the Shobogenzo, which is the third chapter in our book, Master Dogen talks about “reality is flowers falling and weeds growing.” So, an image of, not only events happening and then disappearing, but something to do with some disappointment, or sadness - for example, of something that’s happened and is now gone; or something that is happening and will now go; or even, if we see “flowers” not only as real events but also as our imaginings, then “the falling of a flower” can suggest our imagination disappearing. So, for instance, ‘I’m going to go to a retreat at Rowardennan this weekend, and it’s going to be wonderful’ - and I build up a kind of flowery picture in my mind, and then I arrive, and I’m too early, the doors are locked, it’s pouring with rain, and everybody else has met down the hotel down the road, and they’re all sitting there, so I drop into a deep depression. So we could say that we create flowers and then they fall, in a metaphorical sense. So there’s lots of different images he creates here, and he doesn’t define exactly what they are. So you have to ask yourself, do you know what “flowers blossoming and falling” are? And do you know that they are teachings of the truth? And do you know that they are the accepted way to learn what the buddhist state is? ... Answers on a postcard.

(Laughter.)


So, Master Dogen feels that particularly Buddhism, that is the way of pursuing the nature of what it’s all about by practicing Zazen, allows us to understand what flowers are when they bloom and when they fall, and so on.


But when ignorant common people…



There’s none of those here!

(Laughter.)


…hear the Buddha’s words that clouded eyes see flowers in space




Now this “clouded eyes see flowers in space” is already quoting a line from the poem which he hasn’t quoted yet, so let’s just quickly go down the page to see what the Buddha said:


“Sakyamuni Buddha said: 

It is as if a person who has clouded eyes 

Sees flowers in empty air/space; 

After the sickness in their clouded eyes is cured 

The flowers in empty air/space vanish.”



This is a quotation from the Buddha, and I don’t know where it comes from. Somebody, I’m sure, does. And it’s obviously a comment about a situation that he’s talked about, and I don’t know what that situation was. So, something, “It” – “It is as if a person who has clouded eyes / Sees flowers in empty space; / After the sickness in their clouded eyes is cured / The flowers in empty space vanish.” In that poem, it would seem that the Buddha is saying that if you’re deluded you’ll see some imaginary things, and then when you stop being deluded your imaginary things will disappear. That seems to make sense. However, Master Dogen’s interpretation says something different. Going back to the top of the page: “But when ignorant common people hear the Buddha’s words that clouded eyes see flowers in space,”


they imagine that clouded eyes refers to the clouding of the eyes that affects ordinary people. They imagine that those people have diseased eyes and that’s why they see non-existent flowers floating in empty air.




So, he’s commenting on the simple, straightforward interpretation of the poem, that if we’ve got some clouds in our perception then we see things that don’t exist, and when our eyes become clear they disappear. And he goes on to comment that these people who he’s talking about, from that, conclude that the concepts that Buddhism talks about don’t really exist:


Because these ignorant people are attached to this explanation, they conclude that the three worlds, the six realms, having buddha-nature and not having buddha-nature are all delusions and don’t really exist.



The concepts that Buddhism talks about are: “the three worlds” – the three worlds are the mental or the spiritual world, the physical world, and the real world. “The six realms” – which are the realms or the worlds of hell, hungry ghosts, animals, demons, human beings, and gods. This was a way in Buddhism of describing the cyclic way that human beings go through a kind of cycle of mental states: we start off as a human being; and then we get very proud or pleased and we think we’re like a god; and then something happens and knocks us out of heaven and we fall into hell; slowly we come back to being an animal; and then a demon; and then a human being. So it’s describing that cycle when we feel really, ‘Ah, my life’s just how I want it, perfect, damn good!’ And then the next day something happens and we feel completely the opposite, and then we slowly come back. And that cycle repeats itself. That’s called “the six realms” in Buddhism. And “having buddha-nature and not-having buddha-nature” form the subject of the story that we discussed in the chapter called “Bussho”. Was that last time we were here?

Participant: The second last time.

Mike: Right. So, “the three worlds” is an explanation, “the six realms” is an explanation, “having buddha-nature and not having buddha-nature” are explanations. And he seems to be criticising ordinary people for saying that these explanations, or these concepts, don’t exist. He seems to be saying that they do exist.


Question: [inaudible] saying that “they imagine that ‘clouded eyes’ refers to the clouding of eyes that affects ordinary people”. Is he saying that?

Mike: He could be suggesting that people think that actually your eyes are cloudy, physically, and you can’t see properly. Or he may be using it a bit more metaphorically. I’m not really sure.


They get excited about the possibility of curing the disease that has caused their clouded eyes, after which they would not see any flowers in space, saying that this is meaning of the phrase “space is originally without flowers.” People like this who do not know when the flowers in space of which the Buddha speaks exist, when they appear, and when they disappear, are pitiful.



Now, the phrase “space is originally without flowers” is a quotation from some buddhist master; but, again, I don’t know who. Would anybody like to say what they think this paragraph is talking about?

Participant: It’s a complete contradiction! First he’s telling us there are flowers in space, and now he’s telling us there aren’t!

Mike: Is he telling us there aren’t?

Participant: He’s making a distinction between “flowers in empty space” and “flowers in space”. The “flowers in space” at the beginning of the chapter are real; “flowers in empty space” are [inaudible].


Participant: [inaudible] I think that the people who see them who are deluded are not any different to us. We’re all the same, you know, we’re all prone to seeing flowers in space, it’s not just people with cataracts or diseased people, it’s all of us. And if we make a differentiation, a value judgment about it, then we get into a kind of cycle of duality from which we can never escape. And I was going through it last night, and I keep going through it, you know, this thing of ...

Mike: Cycle of duality?

Participant: Yes, you know - two seconds ago I seemed to be OK and I’m in the moment and I’m not making judgments and I’m not chasing anything; and then the next second I’m chasing that moment that I’ve just left because it was a good moment, you know. And it’s something we’re all prone to. What you were saying last night to me was quite a relief, you know, that I’m not the only one doing that. That’s what I was trying to stop the cycle of, but you can’t stop it by value-judgments, you can’t stop it by ...

Mike: Would you say that when Dogen says “they get excited about the possibility of curing the disease that has caused their clouded eyes, after which they would not see any flowers in space,” it’s suggesting that you can never escape from your cycle?

Participant: ... A sort of judgmental enlightenment that ends all enlightenment kind of idea, you know, this kind of idea that we were talking about yesterday, this idea that you have a moment and all that practice that can’t do anything about it.


Question: Doesn’t Dogen contradict himself? On page two he says, “Only buddhas and their descendents know how flowers in space et cetera ...; only they know that these flowers in space are teachings of the truth. ... All the Buddha’s teachings and the world of buddhas are simply these flowers in space.” And, without pause, he then says, “ignorant common people” imagine they see flowers in space!

Question: [inaudible] Is it like saying, ‘If I can just clear these flowers in space so that I have clear, empty space’, then all we’ve done is create another ... you know, ‘empty space’ is just another concept.

Question: Is it part of his four-phased approach, which I’ve never got spot-on, you know, his spiritual-come-theoretical explanation of something material or practical? Is that what he’s just done here? I think it’s one of these contradictions that happens in Dogen [inaudible].

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Question: Is it saying just do what we do – instead of standing back thinking, we should just do what we should be doing?

Mike: Any more flowers?

(Laughter.)


Participant: He’s exploiting the ambiguity of the word ‘ku’. So, it’s ‘space’, but also it’s ‘empty’. [inaudible]

Mike: Well, yes, there is that thing in Japanese. In Chinese and Japanese they use the kanji character ku, and ku is used in normal language to mean ‘air’ or ‘sky’. So, for instance, ‘airport’ in Japanese is kuko. So ku means ‘air’. But it was also used, in Buddhism, to mean the emptiness or nothingness of sunyata. And it also means the void, as in space. So the word itself is a bit ambiguous in Japanese, which is why I put “air/space” in that poem.

Participant: [inaudible] So, in other words, the use of language is almost like a trap for the intellect, where you’re stumbling through and you realise something that, if it was written in a kind of clear-cut language, or a kind of, you know, like a textbook-like language, would be trite by comparison. So the very way that it’s sort of structured encourages the kind of thinking that his discipline is a product of. You know, by talking like we are now, our minds are beginning to realise the similarity of illusion and reality in our minds, because he’s using the same phrase to describe both - “flowers in space” being delusional, “flowers in space” being pure reality. You know, this is the problem, isn’t it? Half the time you think you’re in touch with reality and you discover it’s a delusion, because you’ve been projecting your preconceived ideas on things which don’t get helped by that.

Mike: We could say that’s one kind of flower, which falls.


Participant: You can’t have space without flowers, though. It’s all one - one whole, undivided reality. So, if ordinary people [inaudible].

Mike: [inaudible] imagine things, things we create in our minds. And that he’s saying that ordinary people create that because they have some kind of disease of their sight. So, the tendency is to want to cure the disease of your sight so you can see things clearly, without any imaginary trappings. That’s what the poem seems to say, doesn’t it. But, Master Dogen seems to be saying, ‘No, that’s only common people think like that.’ Now, why’s he saying ‘only common people think like that’? ‘Only common people think that you can get rid of your delusions.’

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: [inaudible] notice the difference. We’ve talked, so far, about the poem’s suggestion that we should get rid of something, Dogen’s insistence that that’s only ‘the view of common people,’ and that maybe it’s not anything to do with ‘getting rid of’ or ‘getting cured,’ but it’s noticing the fact, or noticing the difference. It may be that. Noticing how we are, itself, is not what we think it is. When we start practicing Zazen, and somebody says, ‘Practicing Zazen is finding out who you are,’ we expect to find this beautiful Buddha-like person. But what we find on the zafu ain’t nothing like a Buddha. In our minds it’s an irritated, sleepy, grumpy, excitable, you know, human being that we’d rather keep away from. It’s us. (Laughs.)


Participant: And we’re in the cycle of judgment, judgmentalism.

Mike: Are you?

Participant: Well, you know, if you’re looking at that person that you’ve found is an imperfect [inaudible] ... faults, isn’t it? That’s what this is all about ...

Mike: Is it?

Participant: ... and it’s so easy to miss it. Yeah, I think it is. You know, it’s just the idea of carrots that are dangled and then you chase the carrot and you catch it ...

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: Let’s see what he says in the next paragraph.

(Bell rings.)

(Laughter.)

Mike: I didn’t hear that.

(Laughter.)


The truth about the clouded eyes and flowers in space of which the Buddha speaks cannot be perceived by ordinary people or non-buddhists. But by practicing this flower of emptiness, …



– this flower of space –


…buddhas and tathagatas receive the robe, the position of teacher and a place to teach, and realise what reality is and receive the benefit. The Buddha indicating reality by picking up a flower and winking at Mahakasyapa was clouded eyes seeing flowers in space. The essence of Buddhism and the serene and clear mind that are passed on to the present without interruption embody clouded eyes seeing flowers in space. Awakening to reality, being in the serene and peaceful state, embodying reality, returning to our original nature, are just a flower in space opening some of its petals.



(End of talk.)
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Mike reads on in Kuge: clouded eyes and flowers in space as the world itself, not something to get rid of
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the fourth talk on Dogen’s chapter Kuge, Mike notes that Dogen says something that seems strange in the second paragraph on page three: although the Buddha’s poem sounds as if clouded eyes are something to be got rid of, Dogen seems to say there that clouded eyes and flowers in space are OK. Mike says that Dogen seems to disagree with the simple interpretation of the poem and to say that clouded eyes and flowers in space are where it’s at; without them, we can’t see what the truth is. Mike feels that getting rid of all our delusions, attachments and desires, as many books on Buddhism say we can, is utterly impossible and not something he wants to do, and to him Dogen is saying that there are people who imagine that there is something to be got rid of, and that what those people are trying to get rid of is all there is.

Mike says that Dogen is denying that there is another state or another world different from the life we see, and that he may also be affirming that all phenomena, mental as well as physical, are real, and denying the teaching of ‘emptiness’, which Mike calls a kind of nihilism. When a participant asks whether Dogen is saying that Buddhist practice is not about getting rid of anything, Mike says that one can say so, and that although we can’t get rid of being lost in thought, we can gradually notice what kind of beings we are, whereas if we try to get rid of thinking or concepts, we can never even talk about what is real and valuable. Mike says that everyone reads very different meanings into the same sentence, and that an attitude such as ‘Maybe he’s talking about that. Maybe …’ somehow leaves the scent of a flower, but if we try to grab the flower, it’s gone. When a participant finds liberating the idea that we should not flog ourselves over the mistake of illusion or of perceptions, or chase a pure state, Mike replies ‘Oh, give it up!’ and adds that what makes us clear in zazen is not our mental person but the posture and the effect of sitting straight on our nervous system.

Mike reads Dogen’s remarks that scholars do not know what space is and so do not know what flowers in space are, and that most of them think of space as the sky and probably take flowers in space to be coloured shapes floating in it, not realising that all created things and their constituents, everything known in the Universe, are called flowers in space. A participant takes Dogen to be saying that everything is our real life and that there is no escape from it, which the participant finds very positive: we have everything, we are everything and we don’t need to chase anything. Mike says that, to Dogen, ‘flowers in space’ is everything, including objects, people and all the concepts that come and go in our minds; all phenomena are like flowers in space, and they are not something to be got rid of in order to see a true world above, beneath or behind, but the world itself, which we perceive through phenomena. Mike says that the scholars see the world as a container with everything in it, but that Dogen says the opposite is true, too: the things in the world make up the world. Mike then reads that we should not be so stupid as to believe that clouded eyes are to be avoided and that reality is to be found somewhere else, and a participant takes Dogen to be saying that our concepts and faculties for pursuing the truth include clouded vision and emotional states, which we will not escape, but that the practice of Buddhism manages to put a perspective on them. Mike agrees and says that zazen teaches us this: sitting in the morning, we notice at once what kind of human being we are that day, which is real and valuable, and noticing our state sometimes releases it. Mike says that he cannot go through the chapter and tell people what it means; for him something in it unfolds like a flower. A participant says that what Dogen’s writing is really speaking to the participant about is sensitivity and compassion towards oneself and other people, and that the idea of getting rid of this and that is a brutal approach the participant has fallen into many times. Later, Mike says that Dogen found the practice of zazen and taught that it balances our life, and that all Dogen says, at heart, is ‘This is the world; it’s beautiful. Practice zazen, and it’s yours.’






Complete English transcript


In the second paragraph on page three, Master Dogen says something which seems to be strange: although the poem by Gautama Buddha sounds as if “clouded eyes” are something to be got rid of, and when we get rid of clouded eyes we don’t see flowers in space, whatever they are; in that second paragraph, before the poem, he seems to say that clouded eyes and flowers in space are OK.


The truth about the clouded eyes and flowers in space of which the Buddha speaks cannot be perceived by ordinary people or non-buddhists.



Well, we’re OK, because we’re all buddhists. So we should be able to perceive the truth of flowers in space.


But by practicing this flower of emptiness, buddhas and tathagatas receive the robe, the position of teacher and a place to teach, and realise what reality is and receive the benefit.



So he seems to suggest that buddhist patriarchs somehow need clouded eyes and flowers in space.


The Buddha indicating reality by picking up a flower and winking at Mahakasyapa was clouded eyes seeing flowers in space.



I think almost everybody is probably familiar with that story of Gautama Buddha picking up a flower and twirling it, which is said in the scriptures to be Gautama Buddha signalling that Mahakasyapa had understood something.



The essence of Buddhism and the serene and clear mind that are passed on to the present without interruption embody clouded eyes seeing flowers in space. Awakening to reality, being in the serene and peaceful state, embodying reality, returning to our original nature, are just a flower in space opening some of its petals.



So he seems to be saying that it’s OK. He seems to be disagreeing with the simple interpretation of Gautama Buddha’s poem, and saying that clouded eyes and flowers in space are where it’s at. Without them, we can’t see what the truth is. What do you think?

(Silence.)

Just as I thought. (Laughs.)

Participant: I think what he’s saying is that what we do is, we replace one concept with another. For example, when I heard about “flowers in space”, it was a new concept, which I thought was a better picture than the one I already had. So what we do is, we go through our lives adding concepts and taking a better concept, and we have this whole process, which is questionable. But taking that concept, the concept of “flowers in space”, it’s still conceptual.


Mike: But you think he’s saying that conceptual thinking is OK? That delusions are part of reality?

Participant: [inaudible comment]

Mike: That kind of ignorant person is still around, because there are still lots of books on Buddhism that say you can get rid of all your delusions, get rid of all your attachments, get rid of all your desires, and enter some serene and peaceful state. And, whereas I dare not contradict the experience of somebody else, from my point of view I feel that’s utterly impossible. Not only is it impossible, I don’t want to do it. To me, what he’s saying in that first paragraph is, there’s these funny people around who have imagined that there’s something to be got rid of, and when we get rid of it everything will be OK. And what he says in the second paragraph is, what they’re trying to get rid of is all there is. And he may be, if we go back to what we originally talked about Kant, he may also be affirming that the phenomena that we see around us - all the phenomena, not only physical but mental, too - are all real. There’s lots of people who have said that they weren’t real. There’s a whole school of Buddhism that started to say that ‘everything is empty’, so what we see around us is some kind of illusion and, actually, all is emptiness. And they used the word sunya, or sunyata, in Sanskrit, which was translated into Chinese and Japanese as ku. Those people interpret the Buddha’s poem as meaning we can get rid of all these worldly things and enter into nirvana, a pure and peaceful world, where all these objects which are delusions don’t exist. And he’s saying, ‘All these illusions are our life. The fact that we’re all sitting here, thinking, making up thoughts, saying our thoughts, thinking again, reading a bit, and so on, is reality. There’s not another reality.’ So, he’s denying lots of things there. He’s denying that there’s another state different from the life that we see, another world different from the world that we’re in. And, especially, he may be denying the teaching of ‘emptiness’, ‘the world is empty’, which is a kind of nihilism. What do you think?

Participant: To me, it’s also a kind of reaction to the sort of Zen that was prevalent in China, which was [inaudible].

Mike: [inaudible] and you can get some kind of special state. And not only that, then everything that’s written and spoken about becomes pointless. The only thing that has value is attaining this state of emptiness.

Participant: And the other way as well – mental constructs are sort of clouds, stopping you seeing reality. That sort of idea was ...

Mike: Yes, that’s right. ‘Mental constructs stop you seeing reality.’

Participant: Yes, so then you set up a sort of war, between ‘real reality’ and ...

Mike: And ‘mental reality’.


Question: I’ve been getting mystified all day about the content of this talk. What you’re saying to me now makes sense as an interpretation of what he might mean. Was there a very strict demarcation in Dogen’s day about buddhists and non-buddhists? I mean, did they believe that they were the elect, as it were?

Mike: Dogen certainly thought so. And the reason he thought so was because he valued people who were searching for the truth about the world. He was brought up in a court, the royal court, and his parents were part of the royal court, and it was all fighting for position and fighting for power and fighting for money. And then the common people in Japan, in medieval times, were serfs [inaudible]. ... the true way to live, they were interested in money, power, and so on. So, he seems, very often in the Shobogenzo, quite venomously to criticize ordinary people, or certain kinds of monks who were not pursuing the truth but pursuing something else. I suppose that’s what it was like then.


Question: So is he saying that Buddhist practice isn’t about getting rid of anything? If I’m delusional, that’s what’s going on right now.

Mike: You can say so.

Question: So, if I’m sat there, lost in thought, I am actually sat there, at that moment, lost in thought? That’s what’s going on?

Mike: Well, yes, when you put it like that and we think about it, it sounds right. But when we’re lost in thought, we’re lost in thought.

Question: So, it’s about realizing that?

Mike: But we can’t realize while we’re lost in thought. This is the point. We can’t get rid of being lost in thought; but we can notice gradually what kind of beings we are. We’re beings who sometimes get lost in thought, and sometimes reappear into the real world again. And that’s the way we are. But, if we try and get rid of thinking, or try and get rid of concepts, we can never even talk about what’s real and what’s valuable.


Participant: It reminds me of Blake’s poem, roughly, where he talks about ‘seeing with, not though, the eye, which was born in the night, and perished in the night, whilst the soul slept in beams of light.’ And then the great painting where you have a painting of a view out of the window, and the painting is of the view that’s beyond the window, so that one minute you’re looking through the window and the next minute you’re looking at the painting in front of you. Do you know what I’m talking about? I thought that what he’s talking about is that “flowers in space” - as manifestations of various things happening in the real world, in the Universe - is the Universe, moment by moment, second after second. And, also, delusion is “flowers in space”, which is us looking at images of the mind, as if they were reality outside of ourselves. And that sometimes one blocks out the other. So, sometimes you’re not looking through the eye, you’re looking with the eye. And when I sit in meditation, I get flowers in space, I get this kind of effect ... It’s like you see things in front of you which aren’t there. It’s actually a phenomenon in meditation for me. And sometimes it vanishes, and you see things as it is, just a moment as it is. So you’re no longer looking with the eye, you’re looking through the eye. Do you see what I’m trying to say?

Mike: Kind of.

Participant: I thought that’s what it was about. I thought it was ...

Mike: And what do you think now?

Participant: Well, I don’t think it’s that kind of writing that you can pin down into nice little categories at all.

Mike: Nor do I. I’m interested in why you said you misunderstood, and what it was you said you thought it was about.

Participant: Yes, I just saw it a different way, but it’s pretty much the same thing.


Mike: OK. We all have our own interpretations. Letting people talk, today, about this paragraph, it’s amazing to me, and must be amazing to everybody, how we all read into one sentence very, very different meanings. And even if I give my meaning, we still fit that into our own meaning. And even if you say your meaning, I fit that into my meaning. And this is the way we are, isn’t it, really? I sometimes feel, ‘Oh, I guess everybody must have understood what I’m trying to say.’ But I don’t think it’s true! (Laughs.)

Participant: [inaudible comment]

Mike: Filtering, yes. Well, that’s fine. That’s the way we are. ‘Mm. Maybe he’s talking about that. Maybe ...’ That kind of attitude somehow leaves a scent of a flower; but if we try and grab the flower, it’s gone. ‘Oh dear, the petals have fallen off!’ That’s my feeling.

Participant: Another thing we do is we look at it in the context of the modern world. This was written in the thirteenth century, and some of the sutras go back two and half thousand years. [inaudible] I’m putting a modern interpretation on to something which Dogen wouldn’t have known about.

Participant: [inaudible comment]

Participant: I’m reminded, sitting here looking out the window, about the koan story about the mountain. You know, at first you see a mountain; and then you come to understand in practice that it’s a concept, a conceptual mountain, and then it’s not a mountain anymore; and then somebody says, ‘What’s that out there?’, and you go to answer them - you can’t say, ‘It’s a pair of slippers,’ so you say, ‘Well, it’s a mountain.’


Participant: What’s new is what you were saying about the value-judgments. I hadn’t really ...

Mike: I haven’t mentioned value-judgments; but you mentioned it twice.

Participant: Well, I thought that’s what the conclusion was, sorry.

Mike: No, I didn’t mention value-judgments once. You’ve mentioned it twice. But you just said to me, ‘what you said about value-judgments’. That’s very interesting, isn’t it?

Participant: Well, yes. What I mean is, the fact that ... I didn’t mean that you’d said value-judgments ...

Mike: No, I’m not making a value-judgment.

Participant: ... but the fact that I tend to make value-judgments about what is, sort of, a more pure form of perception compared with what is illusory, what is conceptual. I think what you’ve said is quite liberating - the interpretation that we shouldn’t flog ourselves over the head over the mistake of illusion, or the mistake of perceptions. You know, that we’re chasing this pure state. Because it’s quite exhausting, that kind of thing.

Mike: Give it up!

(Laughter.)

Mike: When we sit in Zazen, what makes us clear is nothing to with our mental person, really. It’s the posture. It’s the actual effect of sitting straight on our nervous system. So we can look at it from a completely physical side. So when our posture is right, we are clear.


Participant: [inaudible comment]

Mike: That’s the kind of thing we do, though, isn’t it? You say, ‘tons of stuff, too much to look at’ – that’s, and I’m not criticising, that’s actually your imagination. We say, ‘tons of stuff to look at,’ and ‘I felt ...’ – that’s imagination, isn’t it? I mean, I do the same thing – ‘I’ve got loads of work to do today, and it’s pressing down on me.’ Then I start, and a couple of hours later I feel the mountain of work disappeared somewhere. It’s imaginary, I created it. And the ‘tons of stuff’ is the same thing.

Participant: Well, it’s in your imagination at that moment ...

Mike: Yes, in that moment.

Participant: ... but, it’s still things that are there.

Mike: Yes, but they’re not anywhere, really, They’re in our imagination.

Participant: [inaudible comment]

Question: So it’s the imagination because it’s not happening at that very moment?

Mike: Yes.

Question: Whereas, if it’s actually happening, it’s there?

Mike: It’s real, yes.

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: Not about something that happened to me, but a generalisation. ‘If we try and grab a flower ...’ – so, to be delicate. We can’t grab a flower because there is no flower, because what I’m talking about isn’t flowers. But, at the same time, what shall I call them?

Question: So it wasn’t with your hand?

Mike: Well, what shall I call it, then, that I grabbed a flower with? If I say ‘I grabbed the flower with my’ - what shall I say? – ‘grabbed the flower with my mind.’ ‘But you can’t grab a flower with your mind!’ So we’re stuck with these words, and we can’t get rid of them. And we’re stuck with our symbols, and our metaphors, and our pictures, and our flowers.

Participant: And they’re good!

Mike: Yes, very good.


Participant: I’ve been listening to this today, more and more, and where I’ve got to, where I am with this, is just like, ‘What!?’

Mike: Right. That’s alright. ... Well, you’re not telling me very much in saying this.

Participant: Yeah, I know, but that’s what I’m thinking. It’s just quite ... well, ‘What!?’ That’s all there is to it.

Mike: Does that mean, ‘I don’t know what this means, it doesn’t make any sense to me! It’s a load of bloody rubbish!’?

Participant: I’m not sure if it’s that.

Mike: That’s OK!

(Laughter.)

Mike: Well, maybe it is, maybe you’re right.

Participant: It might be a load of bloody rubbish, I just don’t know any more. So I’ve just sort of given up.

Mike: OK. And did you say that it feels relaxed to have given up? Well, that’s nice.

Participant: Yeah, it feels alright. But I don’t know if ‘relaxed’ is the right word for it. I just feel like I’ve come to the end of the line with it.

Mike: Right, OK. I can’t help you really, but I’m quite happy ...

Participant: Yeah, I don’t know if I want to be helped! I don’t know what it is, but it just feels like the writing has kind of ... I just don’t have the inclination to follow it any more. I don’t know what I want to do, but I don’t feel like following it anymore, really.

Mike: That’s OK. If you don’t want to follow it anymore you can go for a walk or something.

Participant: Maybe I will. I just feel like I’ve got this place where it’s like, ‘What!?’

Mike: You’re fed up with it!

(Laughter.)

Mike: ‘We’re talking all this rubbish about flowers and space and emptiness and all that. What’s it all about!’

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes. So, what shall we talk about?

Participant: That’s just me! You know, I’m not saying that’s the same for any of the others.


Mike: No, it’s very valid. You know, ‘What’s this all going on about? We’re only sitting in a room on the banks of Loch Lomond.’ What more can I say?

Participant: Go on.

Mike: Go on? Well, let’s see if it makes this more ‘What!?’ or less ‘What!?’

(Laughter.)


Sakyamuni Buddha said



– and we’ve seen the poem –


It is as if a person who has clouded eyes 

Sees flowers in empty air/space; 

After the sickness in their clouded eyes is cured 

The flowers in empty air/space vanish.

No scholars have clearly understood what was being said here. Because they do not know what space is, they do not know what flowers in space are. And because they do not know what flowers in space are, they do not know who has clouded eyes, they cannot decide who has clouded eyes, they have not met someone with clouded eyes, and they have never experienced clouded eyes themselves. By meeting a person who has clouded eyes, we can come to know what flowers in space are, and then we can see flowers in space.

Once we have seen flowers in space, we can also see how flowers in space vanish. The idea that once flowers in space vanish, they will never reappear is a flawed belief. But if we don’t see flowers in space, what is there to see? If you only know flowers in space as something to get rid of, then you will never come to know the profound matter that follows from flowers in space, or the process by which they germinate, blossom, and fall free.



What!?

(Laughter.)

Yes, it’s perfect!



Among the scholars of the day, most think of space as the sky – the place where yang-energy resides, and a void in which the sun, moon and stars are suspended. For example, they probably think that flowers in space refers to colourful shapes floating along in a clear sky like clouds; like floating blossoms being blown here and there by the wind. They do not realise that the constituents of all created things and the things created by them, all that is known in the Universe: our original state of balance, our original nature, and so on, are all called flowers in space.



Does that make any sense?

Participant: I think he’s saying that everything is our real life. That through the difficulties ... well, not ‘through’ the difficulties, they are part of our life. Without them ... We somehow need to accept not just the nice things in life. All the different aspects of life are all very much part ... That is everything, and that is the reality of our lives right now, and there is no escape from it.

Mike: Is that positive to you? Encouraging?

Participant: I think it’s very, very positive.

Mike: That’s good.

Participant: And joyful. I mean, I think it’s, you know, that we have everything, we are everything, we don’t need to chase anything.


Participant: I think his repeating this “flowers in space” – it’s such an out-there sort of ... You can’t grasp it, can you, this thing “flowers in space”. And he keeps referring to it as the central part of the discussion of what he’s trying to talk about.

Mike: Well, “flowers in space”, to him, is everything. What is everything to us?

Participant: Yes. What he’s saying is, ‘This is it.’ The whole process of creating a flower opening is petals. I mean, it’s not a process, it’s a whole thing. And it’s no different to the way we are, when we look at the world, or think ‘This is our life’, or wonder ‘What’s that over there’ – it’s all part of ... something.

Mike: It’s very difficult to say, isn’t it? Every thing, each flower in space is everything. ‘Every-thing’ - so the world, to us, is things, isn’t it? But, although the world to us is things – I mean, ‘things’ is objects, people, and all the things that we’ve seen, but also all the concepts that come and go in our minds, the things we build up in our minds – all that, are all flowers in space. So, all phenomena are like flowers in space. People might think that they are something to be gotten rid of so we can see the true world above or beneath or behind. They are the world itself. So, the way we perceive the world itself is through phenomena. That’s the way human beings perceive, experience, and talk about, think about, the world.

Participant: I’m looking out the window behind you, as I face you just now, and I’m looking at the mountain there. But, as I do so, I’m interpreting the mountain – so that mountain could be ‘a bloody irritating, looming mountain’, for example. But when I get rid of my imagination, my emotion, the mountain is something else – I’m still looking at it, it hasn’t changed, so what is it? It’s a mountain!

Mike: Right. I agree. Although I can’t see it. I’m looking at my mountain in you.


Question: [inaudible]

Mike: All those are flowers – the real mountain, the mountain in Mike’s description, the mountain in my mind that he created, are all flowers blooming.

Question: What does he call the ‘bloody, looming mountain’, or the ‘terrible, awful mountain’?

Mike: I don’t know.

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: Is the ‘bloody irritating’ in the mountain or in you?

Participant: Exactly. [inaudible]

Participant: [inaudible comments]


Furthermore, they…



– that is, the “scholars” who think about reality in order to try to learn about reality, rather than learn what reality is in practice –


…do not know that the constituents of all created things exist because of those things, and they do not know that the material world exists stably because of the existence of the real things in it. They only think that real things exist because of the material world they are in.



That’s a kind of seeing the world as a container, and everything’s in it. But Master Dogen says the opposite is true, too. The things that are in the world make up the world. And these scholars:


They understand that flowers in space exist only when eyes are clouded, and do not see the truth that it is flowers in space that cause clouded eyes to exist.



Another one! What!?

(Laughter.)

I must remember that. I think that’s a really good phrase! It’s got so much in it, hasn’t it!



Remember, as long as you are following the Buddha’s way, when your eyes are clouded, you realise your original nature, you realise something subtle, you are a buddha, a person of the three worlds, transcending the state of buddha. We should not be as stupid as to believe that clouded eyes are to be avoided and that reality is to be found somewhere else. That is a restricted view. If clouded eyes and flowers were delusions, the person attaching to that wrong view must also be a delusion, and the attachment must be a delusion. If all is delusion, we can never establish anything true. If we cannot establish what is true, there is no way that we can assert that clouded eyes and flowers are delusions.



(Laughter.)

Participant: Don’t say it, Margaret!

Participant: I think that’s a key statement, isn’t it? “We should not be as stupid as to believe that clouded eyes are to be avoided and that reality is to be found somewhere else.”

Mike: Yes. What a relief.

Participant: What Dogen’s saying here, I think, is that we have our concepts and our faculties to discuss and to pursue the truth, and those include clouded vision, and emotional states, and so on. And we shouldn’t be foolish enough to think that we’ll escape those things, because we won’t. But, the practice of Buddhism manages to put a perspective on those things.

Mike: Yes, it’s true, isn’t it? And Zazen teaches us that. We can sit in Zazen in the morning and notice, ‘I feel kind of thick-headed today,’ or we can notice, you know, ‘I feel very nice,’ or, ‘Already, although I haven’t started the day yet, I feel pressure.’ All these things we notice immediately in Zazen. So we can see what kind of human being we are today. And that’s real. And that’s very valuable. And also, in realising it, it has some kind of strange effect, sometimes, of releasing our state. Noticing our state sometimes releases it. I’m sure that there’s some therapies based on that, and psychologists can talk about that in a little more detail; but, to me, it’s quite clear, in Zazen, noticing how we are has some kind of resolving effect.


Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: Yes, we all are, too, aren’t we. Sylvia, David, and others, are all trying to say something. But something gets expressed as a sign, doesn’t it, in an expressible expression. And, for me, something in this chapter is very strange. It’s as if the chapter itself unfolds. So, there’s no real way I can go through the chapter and tell you what it means, anyway. I can’t do it. If anybody else can do it, I’m quite happy for them to do it. But, for me, something in this chapter unfolds like a flower. What it is, I don’t know. I know what it is for me, I don’t know what it is for you.

Participant: There’s a quality of compassion that I get from it, which I can’t really explain either. And I got that ever since I first picked up his books, picked up his work and looked at it. It’s this human compassion, and it’s the feeling of increasing sensitivity that’s actually the most valuable thing. And that this sort of great idea that you’re going to get rid of this and rid of that and rid of the other, is a sort of brutal approach, which I’ve fallen into many times. And there is a kind of superficial ... I mean, you do get a buzz from it, you know, and you can see all kinds of flowers in space sparking around; but at the end of the day it’s this sensitivity and compassion towards yourself and other people in the world around you that this is really speaking to me about. And I can’t really explain how, but it sort of, it has that effect.

Participant: [inaudible comments]


Question: Would you have a completely different experience of this with a different group of people?

Mike: Don’t know. But, you know, that flower in space that you just created in your mind, in my mind, and in everybody else’s mind, ‘me with a different group of people, would it be the same?’ - it’s a flower, isn’t it? Yes, it’d be different, wouldn’t it? I couldn’t possibly remember what I said this time! (Laughs.)

Question: Would it be close, or would it be different because what people would say would be different, because they’re different people?

Mike: It’d be different, yes. Just like Mike may make the same dish at two different retreats – is it the same dish? Well, it is; but it’s not. A bit brown round the edges.

Participant: Ah, you noticed!

(Laughter.)

Participant: I don’t think we’re sharing any flowers in space! I think there’s twenty-eight of us and we’re all sharing twenty-eight flowers, twenty-eight different flowers in space. Because you just don’t know what’s inside any one of us. What each one of us is seeing is their way of processing the information. And even from, maybe, the scant knowledge of some people, you know what they’re concerned with, whether it’s doing what needs to be done, or just dealing with reality, or escaping from reality, and so on. That’s what’s fascinating me about the discussion.

Mike: Yes. We just shared a flower then, didn’t we?


Question: But how do you know [inaudible].

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: Well, he was a kind of genius philosopher. And, you know, philosophers are strange people. I mean, you read about the philosophers in this book - Kant, for example, we talked about. The whole of his life he spent writing about what time is, you know. He went out in the morning, walked round the block, went back in, opened his book and started writing. And he went on and on for about sixty years doing that! They’re strange beings, aren’t they? So, we have to do what we have to do. But it’s no more strange than somebody deciding that they’re going to pull a piece of horse-hair across another piece of horse-hair, backwards and forwards, and make noises, and do that for fifty years. So we’re all doing strange things. And, yes, Master Dogen’s life was very severe, and he lost both his parents when he was a child. I guess he didn’t have anything in his life that he could rely on, so he wanted to find out what is true in this world. And he found the practice of Zazen, and he taught that practicing Zazen balances our life.... If you sit regularly, in that posture, it balances you. As a balanced human being, that’s it! You don’t need to worry about anything! Anything at all. You can do what you want. That’s what he says. And that’s very liberating. Especially if you compare it with spiritual religions, you know, that say you’ve got to get rid of the sin you were born with and strive to get up there. All that Dogen says, at heart, is, ‘This is the world; it’s beautiful. Practice Zazen, and it’s yours.’ But, because of his own nature, he wrote all this stuff. Poetic and flowery, and sometimes severe, sometimes critical. And he went on and on and on doing it. That was his life. He was true to himself. That was him. We can get a picture of him through his writing.


Question: I’ve always understood that he rejected all the sort of paraphernalia of Buddhism, and emphasised just the Zazen. That he rejected, you know, all the robes and all that sort of thing.

Mike: He did wear robes, because he wrote two chapters about how to make them, and how to fold them up when you go to the toilet.

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: When we has in China, he learned how people in temples looked after their hygiene – they cleaned their teeth with a willow stick, they folded up their clothes, they washed their robes regularly, when they cooked in the kitchen they were careful how they washed the rice and they didn’t waste food. All those things, for him, were Buddhism. They didn’t exist in Japan, he brought them all back. They didn’t have that kind of culture in Japan at that time.


Question: So, the stuff about washing, and the instructions for the cook, that came from China?

Mike: From China, yes. There’s a couple of books about Dogen’s life, and one of them quotes a little story, which I guess he must have recorded. When he first came back from China and he went back to Kenninji, to Kennin temple, which is where he was before he left, he was sitting in the kitchen, and the cook was in the kitchen, and somebody, the assistant cook or somebody, was sitting next to him, and they were kind of joking around, you know. And somebody came and said, you know, ‘What shall I do with the rice?’, and they said, ‘Oh, bugger off, we’re talking.’ And he was absolutely disgusted. And that kind of thing, what he saw in temples in Japan, which was called Buddhism, disgusted him. And that’s where you get the strong feeling of his criticism.

Question: So, was he looking at the pomposity of the religion of the day and actually feeling it was a sacrilege?

(Bell rings.)

Thank you very much. Tomorrow, we’ll have a kind of open discussion, or whatever, but we won’t go on with this chapter anymore, because it’s not finished anyway. There’s a very nice translation of this chapter, which I think is better than the one in our book, on the Internet. If anybody wants to get it and read it I can tell them where to get it from. It’s a Buddhist group in Canada, and the guy there translates Shobogenzo chapters. I just, by chance, found a translation by him, and it’s very nice. It doesn’t explain, but it’s a nice translation.

Thank you very much.

(End of talk.)
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Kuge 5: Compassion and Freedom in Action

    
Open talk: Mike says restraint on retreat lets us notice ourselves, then the discussion turns to compassion







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Winter 2007 — Kuge, Session 5.
Venue: Rowardennan.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the fifth talk of the sesshin, which Mike calls an open talk about anything the participants would like, he begins with an observation from his own experience and that of others: one reason for the strange formal structure of a retreat is that in restraining ourselves, we notice ourselves. Mike says that in a sesshin we can see ourselves, that this is sometimes unpleasant and very, very valuable, and that when he tries to restrain himself from saying what he wants to say while he is annoyed, he sees himself writ large. When a participant asks what the point is if we do not take the lessons of a retreat into ordinary life, Mike answers that there is always a point in doing something for itself, and that we do not need to learn lessons but need to experience what is happening to us. The discussion that follows turns to compassion and then to Mike’s account of Master Dogen’s teaching of freedom in action.

Participants raise compassion, which turns up a lot in books about Buddhism, and say that the word does not make much of an appearance in the Shobogenzo translations; Mike agrees that Master Dogen does not talk much about it, although he wrote a chapter called Kind Words about speaking kind words to people, and he asks why that is. Participants offer different views of compassion: that it is a notion with nothing one can smell or touch, that it is direct action, that it can be strong and ruthless, and that it is a natural side-effect of practising zazen rather than something one resolves to be. Mike says that even in a short discussion the different views about what compassion is are immense, and he asks whether being tough, gentle, direct, standing back, taking action or keeping still, each when needed, is all compassion; when a participant thinks that compassion is having skilful means, Mike asks what that is and is told that it is attentiveness to what the other person might need. After asking whether we should look outward rather than inward and how we decide whether to help ourselves or other people, Mike says that he thinks Dogen expresses in the Shobogenzo ‘not selfish, not altruistic, but both, or neither’, always taking the two opposites we are always choosing between and putting them together. Mike says that another important aspect of Master Dogen’s teaching is that discussing and deciding in our minds what we should do is totally different from actually doing something, and that if we make a rule such as ‘I’m going to be compassionate’, we have already limited our freedom to act, because the next time we act we are trying to be something. He says that Dogen’s teaching is to have freedom in action and that freedom in action, to Dogen, is a result of zazen: when we practise zazen we balance body and mind and are then free to act, and in that freedom we choose, not intellectually but in the act itself. Mike calls this teaching very simple and says that it seems to negate all kinds of morality we are used to discussing but does not actually negate it; it puts morality where it belongs, into what we do rather than what we think. Asked whether we create formalities such as bowing in the dojo because we assume we need instruction for freedom to emerge, Mike says that nobody has to bow, that we have all made a silent agreement with ourselves to do it and, even stranger, that we all agree to sit without moving. Replying to a participant who says that what they like about Zen is that the Universe has a completely wacky element somewhere, Mike says that we are all wild cards but have to fit together as much as we can bear.






Complete English transcript


Today, I thought we’d have an open talk about anything you’d like. But I’d just like to start off with something that I’d like to say, just an observation of my own experience and the experience of others.

When we come on a retreat, sometimes we feel very happy, sometimes we feel quite lonely, sometimes we feel quite depressed. We shouldn’t worry about our mood changing when we’re on a retreat, because a retreat or a sesshin is a very strange kind of holiday, in the sense that it’s formal – it has a beginning and it has an end. And the reason it has a beginning, an opening ceremony, and a closing ceremony, is to create a certain kind of ‘isolated from the world’ atmosphere. Now, what’s the point in having an ‘isolated from the world’ atmosphere? Well, one point is that we’re thrown into situations that we don’t normally live in, when we’re all together. Some of us have met for the first time, some of us know each other well, some of us know each other a bit, and we’re all making our efforts to do something, but none of us are quite sure what it is we’re doing. (Laughs.) We’re here, we’re studying Buddhism, we hear talks from me, sometimes they make sense, sometimes they don’t make any sense, and sometimes we feel quite puzzled. But in all those kinds of unusual situation, where we’ve got some kind of formal structure, we have a chance to notice ourselves. And to notice ourselves, particularly in my case, is not always pleasant. What we do, and the results of what we do, here within the sesshin, appear writ large. We can see ourselves. And there is a Buddhist precept which says, ‘Don’t criticise other buddhists.’ And it’s very important, not because ‘we shouldn’t criticise other people, it’s wrong,’ but because, if we make our efforts not to criticise others, especially in a sesshin, we can see ourselves. And that’s unpleasant, sometimes. And very, very valuable. In my case, I’ve got quite a sharp tongue - I’m getting softer as I get older, but in trying to restrain myself from saying what I want to say, when I’m annoyed or something, I see myself writ large. And this is immensely valuable. Sometimes it’s a bit disturbing, but always very valuable. So that’s one reason why we have this kind of strange formal structure, where we begin and we end, and we don’t talk during meals, and we make efforts not to chat about silly things, and we try and restrain ourselves. Because in restraining ourselves, we notice ourselves. And there’s no chance to do that in daily life, because we can run off to the next thing. Does that make sense? Good. That’s what I wanted to say.


Question: In what sense do you mean restrain ourselves?

Mike: Restrain means to hold back. If you restrain somebody, you hold them back. If you restrain yourself, you hold yourself back.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes. And also the opposite – we don’t get too excited, we hold back. We might feel, you know, ‘Whoa! That was fantastic!’ and we want to express ourselves, so we hold back. ... So, that’s the end of what I wanted to say. Now we can have an open discussion, about anything really, anything at all.


Question: How do you see your relationship between that experience and real life outside of this context, the lessons that you’ve learned? Although you just said, or you implied, that it’d be a bit of a strain to try and exercise that self-restraint throughout one’s entire ordinary, everyday life, nevertheless, if we don’t take some of the lessons we’ve learned in here out there, then there’s not much point doing this in the first place, is there?

Mike: Yes, there is. There’s always a point in doing something for itself. We don’t have to have some result that you can carry off with you. So just, for instance, for me to restrain myself here, is enough. I don’t have to carry it elsewhere. When I’m in my daily life, if I never get excited or get angry, that’s a very kind of suppressed life. So I don’t mean suppression. But here, we’re kind of cut off for three and a half days, and in that period we set up some kind of unusual situation, or it feels unusual because it’s different from normal life. What happens in this period for itself has value, we don’t need to carry it anywhere else. So, thinking about ‘How can I take this into my normal life?’ – we don’t need to learn lessons, just we need to experience what’s happening to us. Learning lessons is a kind of intellectual activity, where we think about what we did and try and remember not to do it again. We can do that, if we want, in our lives, but that’s not the purpose that I’m talking about. Does that make sense?

Participant: Yes, it does. I mean, I just think that the way everyone’s cared for each other, the politeness and the pleasantness, you know, if I can just treat my family a bit more like that, my family home is just going to have a nicer atmosphere. Not that I go around bludgeoning everyone over the head with a baseball bat, but, you know ...

Mike: Yes, so you can notice yourself.

Participant: Because you become more aware, that’s all. Not in a sort of suppressed, hung-up kind of way, but, you know, in the sense that we were talking about yesterday, in a sensitivity way, that’s all I meant.


Question: I just wondered what people think about compassion. Because that’s something that turns up a lot in books about Buddhism, whereas when I first met you Mike ...

Mike: Yes, it does, doesn’t it? Isn’t it one of ‘the three pillars of Zen’?

Question: When I first came across these translations of the Shobogenzo, the word compassion doesn’t make much of an appearance.

Mike: Yes, it’s true, Master Dogen doesn’t talk much about it. He gave a talk, wrote a chapter, called “Kind Words”, where he talks about speaking kind words to people; but compassion itself he doesn’t mention so much. Why is that?

Participant: Well, it’s quite difficult, really, because the notion of compassion is just that, it’s a notion, it doesn’t have anything you can smell or touch. I think the difficult thing is that the thing you can call compassion doesn’t bear any relationship to our notion of it.

Participant: It has something to do with feeling, doesn’t it? Com-passion.

Mike: More like empathy?

Participant: Yes, but strong.

Participant: If you care for somebody, you’re aware that somebody has needs. And the nature of compassion is, ‘How can we react to that?’ It’s not just like, ‘Oh, I care about that.’


Participant: Somebody was making the very opposite point yesterday, that they thought the Shobogenzo is full of compassion. And I think it is, too, even if it’s not actually explicitly stated often.

Question: I’m not sure I quite understood what Mike (Tait) was saying. Do you mean that just sticking a label on one of your attitudes and calling it ‘compassion’ is neither here nor there? Is that what you meant?

Participant: No. No, don’t put a label on any of your attitudes. But it seems to me that if you experience another person, as we’re doing now, then there’s the possibility for something real to happen. We might label that, at another time, as ‘compassion’ or something. But that’s what makes it a difficult thing ... [inaudible].


Participant: I think compassion is direct action, just a concept that we have of direct action.

Mike: What kind of direct action is compassion?

Participant: Can I give you a personal example? I’m here on this retreat because somebody asked me to come. I probably wouldn’t have come if I hadn’t been asked, and I felt that action was very supportive.

Mike: For you?

Participant: For me.

Participant: I think compassion is things just being as they are ... [inaudible].

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: Can compassion be firm? Can it be strong?

Participant: Yes, and ruthless.

Mike: [inaudible] ‘Tough love”.

Participant: I think that’s my view of Master Dogen - he cuts right to the core of where he wants you to be ... [inaudible].

Mike: So compassion can be quite strong and forthright. And can it be gentle and kind?

Participant: [inaudible comments]


Participant: I think compassion for people is a natural side-effect of practicing Zazen, rather than something where you sit down and say, ‘Right, I’m going to be more compassionate.’

Mike: What causes you to be like that?

Participant: Just from being aware of what’s around you. I’ve found that that has effects. For example, you were saying the other day that when we sit in Zazen sometimes you can feel the pressure of the day, and rather than trying to fix it, just try and realise the fact. Similarly, in my own experience, just realising how I am and noticing myself, it changes things subtly and makes me more open to things.

Mike: Even in the short time that we’ve been discussing it, the different views about what compassion is are immense, aren’t they? So, if somebody says, ‘Buddhists should be compassionate’, what does that mean? We should be tough when we need to be tough, be gentle when we need to be gentle, direct when we need to be direct, but stand back when we need to stand back, take action when we need to take action, but keep still when we need to keep still. Is all that compassion?

Participant: Well, yes. I think compassion is having the skilful means to know when to do ...

Mike: What is ‘skilful means’?

Participant: It’s attentiveness to what the other person might need.

Mike: And that’s called ‘skilful means’?

Participant: Yes. [inaudible]

Mike: How do we exercise skilful means?

Participant: Being receptive to what’s going on.

Mike: How do we make ourselves receptive to what’s going on?

Participant: By being open.

Mike: How do we open?

Participant: I don’t know how to explain ...

Question: I suppose Zazen is a process of becoming aware of ourselves, then openness is a by-product of that, isn’t it? But I can’t understand the way you extend your awareness and your sensitivity to other people, rather than turn inwards.

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: Well, I’ve been to maybe more than a hundred sesshins and, you’re right, gentleness you notice, along with all the other things. I find that everything emerges. For me, everything about me emerges. It’s not only gentleness.

Participant: [inaudible comments]


Participant: I’m Catholic, and I used to go to Catholic retreats, and, when I was a teenager I always remember thinking ‘It’s so easy to be good on retreats,’ but it’s when you go back home and realise that things are done differently. And I would agree absolutely that there is this sense here. But what happens is that when we dissipate back into our ordinary lives, there is that sense of compassion in small ways – ‘I haven’t seen so and so in a long time, I must phone him’, that kind of thing. You know, just that sort of basic, practical thing [inaudible]. It’s meeting other people’s needs.

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: Should we be outward looking rather than inward looking?

Participant: I think we should try to be both.

Mike: Both?

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: Do we have to help other people? Do we help other people first or second?

Participant: It depends on the need, really.

Mike: So how do we decide whether we should help ourselves and be selfish, or help other people and be altruistic?

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Mike: So both things are the same? I think that’s what Dogen expresses in the Shobogenzo – not selfish, not altruistic, but both, or neither. Not helping others, not helping ourselves, but both. So, always taking the two opposites, the two things we’re always choosing between, and putting them together.


Participant: Your attitude, Mike, the way you come across a lot of the time, is like letting go of things. I find it so attractive, this idea, and this has helped me so much, in the sense of getting over this hurdle of a gaining idea that Suzuki talked about, which attracted me to Zen and to Dogen in the first place through him. He talked again and again about giving a cow or a horse a large field, you know, as an analogy in terms of control. He said that the best way to control something is to give it a large field, in other words, to give it plenty of room. And I thought I was doing that. But what I was doing was kind of getting a big stick out and saying, ‘You’re doing this, you’re doing that, your back’s wrong,’ you know – by the time I’m finished it’s like being in a concentration camp. [inaudible] But just now you mentioned sort of not taking all this out there in a big kind of ‘Let’s do it all out there’ way. But, again, I felt that feeling of [inaudible].

Mike: Yes, well that’s my lesson. If it’s yours, too, then I’m very happy.

Participant: It comes across.

Mike: Good.


Participant: Yes, that’s what I like about your teaching, about Master Dogen’s teaching – just sit Zazen and get on with your life. You don’t have to ... [inaudible].

Mike: So you do intervene or you don’t intervene?

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: That’s another important aspect of Master Dogen’s teaching – we can, in our minds, discuss and decide what we should do; but to actually do something is totally different from discussing what we should do. If we make a rule, ‘I’m going to be compassionate,’ then we’ve already limited our freedom to act, because the next time we act we’re trying to be something. But Master Dogen’s teaching is to have freedom in action. And freedom in action, to him, is a result of Zazen. So when we practice Zazen we balance our body and mind. And then we’re free to act. So, in that freedom, we choose, but the choice is not an intellectual one, but in the act itself. So it’s a very simple kind of teaching, which seems to negate all kinds of morality that we’re used to discussing, but it doesn’t actually negate it - it puts morality where it belongs, into what we do rather than what we think.

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Question: Talking of ‘freedom of action’, is that why we create these formalities on retreats, because we assume we need some sort of instruction for freedom to emerge? For instance, we all bow going in to the dojo, and that, to some people, would seem to constrain their freedom, ‘Why do we have to do that?’

Mike: Well, you don’t have to do it. We all made a silent agreement with ourselves to do it. Even stranger, we all make an agreement to sit without moving. Waiting, waiting. We’ve all made an agreement to do it.


Question: Do instructions make you actually more free? I mean, for example, if each member of a film unit says, ‘Today I’m not going to be the cameraman, I’m going to do the clapper-board instead,’ and the soundman says, ‘I’m not going to be the soundman, I’m going to be gaffer,’ you’d have total chaos and the film would never get shot. But because everyone knows what they’re doing and how to do it, the thing runs smoothly and therefore you have more freedom to actually choose how the thing goes. See what I mean? Because of the structure.

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Participant: The thing I like about Zen is that the Universe has a completely wacky element somewhere.

Mike: Yes, we’re all wild cards, we are. We’re all wild cards; but we have to fit together as much as we can bear it.

Participant: [inaudible comments]

Participant: There’s a creative element that we can find in artists, but I think that the world, the more you trust it, the more it kind of supports you. But when people create something which is new ...

Mike: Are there creative people and non-creative people?

Participant: Well, it’s a scale.

Participant: I think everyone can create.

Participant: What I’m talking about is creating something new – what you’ve created is something which has never been there before, so there’s no rules for doing it.

(Bell rings.)

Right. Thank you very much.

(End of talk.)
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June 2007 — Padmafarma

    

Venue: Padmafarma, Bělá u Jevíčka, Czech Republic





  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these three talks at the Padma Farm retreat, Mike repeatedly directs attention to what is simply here, alongside the pictures, abstractions and plans that he says we also need: in zazen, as he retells Dogen's realisation, we are not trying to get anything but to let everything drop away, and the koan stories he reads show that we can never escape from being here and now. He describes becoming a Buddhist teacher as following a life that he never planned, and he says that he has no interest in complicated Buddhist theories.

In Talk 1 he explains Dogen's phrase shinjin datsuraku, dropping off heart, mind and body, as stopping holding on rather than pushing away, and he says that because humans can think, we make pictures that differ from the way things are, which he calls extremely important for civilisation but a cause of unhappiness when we take the picture for reality. In zazen we practise throwing such pictures away, he says, but not in normal life, so the point is to notice the difference between our images and what is in front of us. Real zazen is not like the image of dropping everything off but a kind of wobbling, in which we always pass through the middle, a state that he says is in our zazen even the first time and that we notice more clearly if we practise regularly. In Talk 3 he says that koan stories are not strange stories to think about during zazen in order to reach a special state, and that Master Dogen, who collected three hundred of them, thought that reading and studying them lets us understand something about Buddha's teaching. The three stories he reads, about a master tracing a circle in the air, a master spreading his arms and a treasure found by entering the Buddha hall with a lantern, all point, he says, to something very simple: nobody has ever been anywhere but here and now, and in the centre of our simple activities lies something valuable that we do not notice.

In both Talk 1 and Talk 3 he does not reject thinking: throwing away our creativity in our jobs could be disastrous, he says in Talk 1, and in Talk 3 that being abstract is not wrong, since without it we would have no culture, so what matters is noticing what is happening at this moment. In Talk 4 he tells how he went to a seminar on Zen with a little Japanese monk in nineteen seventy-seven, kept going for about fifteen years without knowing why, took the precepts without knowing what they were, and helped his teacher to translate books about Master Dogen, so that how he became a teacher is, he says, a kind of puzzle: he made choices, but he had no plan. He says that in normal life we decide by thinking and talking, but that underneath, his life is flowing forward and he is following it without knowing where it is going, and that, although he says he should not make recommendations, he would like to suggest that we practise zazen, every day if we can, or whenever we can, and follow the stream of our life. In line with Talk 1, where zazen is a wobbling about a balance point, he says that the Buddhist way comes from balance rather than from getting knowledge, although knowledge and talking are important too. Because Buddhism came together with different cultures, he says, each of us has to find out what is culture and what is Buddhism by comparing what is taught with our own life, since nobody knows the result. When a participant objects that anybody starting to teach seems to go against a precept, Mike answers that his teacher meant that waiting until we feel ready is too late, and he adds that people are free to start teaching and that those who listen can decide whether they want to hear them. He is open about the limits of explaining: in Talk 1 he can neither explain nor prove how noticing who we really are changes us, so we can only believe it, and in Talk 4 he says that if he does not feel confident that he is telling the truth, he cannot continue. He also says in Talk 1 that zazen shows us when we are sleepy, tense or miserable and changes us only very slowly, and in Talk 3 that the treasure must be present in simple activities such as walking to the coffee machine, which we feel but do not notice.






  Talks in this series



  Dropping Off Heart, Mind and Body

  Mike on shinjin datsuraku: a middle state in the wobbling of zazen, always present, even the first time

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 1

  
  



  Koan Stories and Being Here and Now

  Mike: koan stories are for reading and study, not pondering in zazen; three show we are always here and now

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 3

  
  



  A Buddhist Teacher Without a Plan

  Mike followed his life as it unfolded and cannot guess whether what he teaches is useful to others

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 4
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Dropping Off Heart, Mind and Body

    
Mike on shinjin datsuraku: a middle state in the wobbling of zazen, always present, even the first time







  Michael Eido Luetchford
June 2007 — Padmafarma, Talk 1.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike explains Dogen's phrase shinjin datsuraku, dropping off heart, mind and body, as stopping holding on to something rather than pushing it away. The state this phrase names, he says, lies in the middle of the wobbling between body and mind that real zazen consists of, and it is always present in our zazen, even the first time and even when zazen feels confused, though it is difficult to notice unless we practise regularly.

He explains that shin means mind and also heart, since Japanese culture originally drew no division between thinking mind and emotional heart, that the second character, jin, which is also pronounced shin, means body, and that datsuraku is a verb meaning to drop off. Dropping off differs from throwing away, because if we throw something away we push it from us, whereas if we drop something off we stop holding it. Dogen said that practising zazen is dropping off heart, mind and body only when he was twenty-seven, and Mike tells how, after years as a monk asking what all the effort was for, he heard a teacher at a Chinese temple tell the monk beside him that zazen is not about sleeping but about dropping off, and understood that we are not trying to get anything but to let everything drop away. Mike reads this as taking off the layers of habits, mental perceptions, ways of thinking, discriminating between good and bad and worrying about ourselves, and returning to what was there before them. Because human beings can think, we make pictures that differ from the way things are, such as imagining Padma Farm before arriving, which he calls extremely important for civilisation but a cause of unhappiness when we mistake the picture for reality. In zazen we practise throwing away such pictures, but not in normal life, where throwing away our creativity in our jobs could be disastrous, so the point is to notice the difference between our images and what is in front of us. For the body he points to sport, where an athlete worried about the position of his arms and legs or the pain in his legs cannot perform, so to throw away the body is to act, and when we act we lose consciousness of the parts of our body.

Actual zazen, though, is not like the image of dropping everything off, because a pain in the hip becomes very important, disappears and comes back, so that zazen is a kind of wobbling. When we wobble between a strong body and a strong mind we always pass through the middle, and in that middle state we can drop off everything, which at first we only glimpse and later see more clearly. How zazen feels depends on our life, so a busy, stressful person notices that stress in zazen and a rested one feels calmer, but in both cases we are wobbling about the same balance point. On stress, he says the West tries to get rid of it by doing something whereas Buddhism practises not doing something, so that the stress accumulated in us drops away very slowly if we sit quietly, and although it is hard to believe that sitting works like the gym or a long walk, he himself believes it completely and says we have to test it in our own experience. Asked whether one notices this in the moment or only afterwards, he says he did not notice at all when he began but can notice now, thirty years later, and compares it to learning to skate, where a very narrow balance somehow becomes wide. Asked about feeling absent from zazen and about sleepiness, he says we have to keep bringing ourselves back to where we are and that zazen does not usually make us less sleepy but shows us that we are, so that over a long time we may change something small like going to bed earlier, a very slow revolution. Zazen shows us the real person we are, whom we sometimes do not like, and noticing this, separate from like or dislike, changes us in a way that Mike can neither explain nor prove, so we can only believe it. He ends with Dogen's other phrase, shikantaza, only sitting, not worrying whether zazen is improving us or is good or bad, which he calls very difficult, adding that Dogen's statements are so simple that we find them hard to understand.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

So let's chant Kaikyoge.

[recitation, 00:00:05–00:00:38]

As I explained about the chants at mealtimes, even Japanese people find it difficult to understand the meaning, because the characters are Chinese characters, from medieval China. And the pronunciation is Japanese pronunciation. So some people may know the meanings, but most normal people in Japan don't know the meaning. So they chant just as a group activity. I have never heard a Japanese person ask the meaning. But in the West, we like to know the meaning of what we're doing. If we don't agree with the meaning, we don't like to do it. So to chant these meaningless chants is a nice way for us Europeans to throw away our habits. We like to understand everything exactly, and then we want to choose. I like this. I don't like this. This is good. This is bad. And this attitude is the basis of our excellent civilisation. It's the basis of our excellent civilisation. But it's also the basis of our unhappiness. So Buddhism teaches not to choose. Which sounds terrible.

Today I wanted to talk about zazen. Some of you have practised zazen for a long time. And others of you are practising for the first time. Master Dogen, the Japanese 13th century monk whose teachings I follow, said that the first time we practise zazen is the same as the nine hundredth time we practise it. But it's difficult to believe. Sometimes the first few times we practise zazen seem to be just pain. Or just confusion. Or just thinking. How can that be the same? And somebody who has practised for thirty years or forty years. It's a puzzling statement.


So I want to look at the meaning of zazen that Master Dogen taught, based on two phrases that he made very popular. The phrases are Japanese, but I guess some of you may have heard them. The first one is shinjin datsuraku. Anybody heard? Few heard, I presume.

Participant: Yes.

Participant: Yes.

Mike: Shinjin datsuraku. If you even ask somebody in Japan, did you hear shinjin datsuraku? They say, Ah yes, yes, something like Buddhism, yes, yes. We learned it at school. And then they say, Ah, but zazen, oh. And the reason is because many Japanese schoolchildren used to be taken to the temple on the school trip every year. And they had to sit in the temple in zazen, and a very stern priest with a big stick is hitting them on the shoulder. So these children were very frightened. And that fear about zazen is quite common in Japanese society. And the reason is because the Japanese education authority wanted to make zazen popular. But the zazen that Master Dogen taught is rather different.


So let's look at the phrase, shinjin datsuraku. Shin means mind, but not exactly mind in the English sense. I don't know whether the Czech word for mind has a very narrow intellectual meaning.

Participant: No.

Mike: In English, it has that rather narrow meaning. A mind is thinking. In Japanese and Chinese, the character shin also means heart. So, heart-mind. In Japanese culture, there is no division between thinking mind and emotional heart. Of course, in modern times they make the same division because they study Western psychology. But originally, shin means heart-mind. The second character, jin, is also pronounced shin. But when you put the two together, you don't say shin shin, you say shinjin. I don't know if you have phrases like that in Czech. But in Japanese it's very common. The pronunciation of the second character changes when it's together with the first character.

And the second shin means body. Completely different. So if you hear shin, you don't know which. Do you mean mind or do you mean body? You have to see the character written. And when you see the character for heart-mind, it's completely different to the character for body. Shinjin, heart-mind body. Datsuraku. Datsuraku is a verb. It means to drop off, which is different to throwing away. If we throw something away, we push it from us. Intention. If we drop off something, we stop holding it. So the phrase shinjin datsuraku means to drop off heart, mind and body.


If you have a question or are puzzled about what I'm saying, please don't wait until the end. You can say something now. Master Dogen said, practising zazen is dropping off heart, mind and body. But he didn't say this until he was twenty-seven. He became a monk when he was thirteen. He was very sincere about finding out, what am I doing? What is my life about? Both of his parents died when he was very small. And he could find nothing to rely on in his life.

So he joined the temple as a young monk. All the people in the temple were making great effort to practise and to chant and to do many things. And he wondered, what are they doing? What are they getting? So he asked the senior monks questions. But nobody could answer him. Of course, they gave him answers, but the answers didn't make him feel satisfied. So, for more than ten years he practised all the ceremonies and read the sutras. Then he practised zazen.


But he couldn't understand, where am I trying to get? Why do I have to make so much effort? So after many years, he went to China, which was where Buddhism came from. And he visited several Chinese temples. And in these temples, he was searching for an answer to his question. We're making lots of effort. What are we trying to do? Eventually he went to a temple which was run by a teacher, and while he was practising zazen, this teacher said some words to the monk who was sitting next to Master Dogen. And the words were quite simple. The teacher said to the monk, Zazen is not about sleeping. It's about dropping off. At that moment, Master Dogen understood, I see. We're not trying to get anything. We're trying to let everything drop away.

And that very simple realisation made him realise that sitting in zazen is taking off all the layers of habits, mental perceptions, mental ways of thinking, discriminating between good and bad, worrying about ourselves, and returning to something which is there before all those layers. So if you like, zazen is taking off our clothes. Although I don't recommend that, because we become distracted.

This is very important for one main reason. Human beings have an excellent ability to think. And when we think, we can create a picture, which is different from where we are and the way things are now. The picture can be, ah, I'm going to Padma Farm. It's going to be a beautiful building with lots of green fields. The people would be like this. The food would be like this. And I will learn zazen. We arrive, and everything is completely different. Oh. Okay. This is our nature as human beings. We make a picture which is different from the way things are.


This is extremely important for human civilisation. Without making pictures of reality which are different from reality, we can't create a wonderful modern civilisation. But we mistake the picture for reality. So we tend to believe the picture is right, and the reality is wrong. So then we become unhappy. I wish it was like this. When we practise zazen, we practise throwing away our pictures. But that doesn't mean we should try to throw away our pictures in normal life.

If we try to throw away our creativity or our imagining in our jobs, it may be disastrous. What are we going to do next month? I'm a Buddhist, it doesn't matter. But we do need to notice the way that we are. So by practising zazen regularly, we can learn to drop off all the layers which we need in order to live in society, and return to something more simple. Then, when we go back to normal society, we can notice the difference between our images, our ideas, our dreams, and what is in front of us. So noticing that difference is very important.


Master Dogen says, we can drop off all our thinking and feeling. But he also says, drop off body. That seems to be different. However, if we practise some kind of sport, it's not so easy, and it's not so difficult to understand. Dropping off body. If you train for some kind of physical sport, although you are concentrating on physical activity, when you are practising that physical activity, for instance, dancing, or swimming, soccer, football. Anything. We need to forget about our body in order to perform well. If a footballer is worried about the position of his arms and legs, tension in his muscles, the pain in his legs, well, he can't perform. So any athlete knows how to throw away the body. We can say to throw away the body is to act. And when we act, we lose consciousness of the parts of our body. And we become something whole that is acting. So putting those together, dropping off heart, mind and body means dropping off all our thoughts, images, habits or worries. And also dropping off all our consciousness of our physical body.

But if we look at our actual zazen, we find it's not like that. If we're sitting in zazen, and we have a pain in our knee, I have a pain in my hip today, then the pain in my hip becomes very, very important. And it pulls me out of my peaceful state. But then it disappears. And then it comes back again. So we can experience in zazen a kind of wobbling. Sometimes we're caught by an uncomfortable posture. And sometimes all the problems disappear. So we can say that zazen is a kind of wobbling. Although Master Dogen described zazen as dropping off mind, heart and body, the image this creates in our mind is only an image. Our real zazen is different from the image.

But if we practise zazen regularly, we can notice that at the centre of our experience in zazen is a state which is dropping off mind, heart and body. Sometimes we have a strong body. Sometimes we have a strong mind. But when we wobble between the two, we are always passing through the middle. In this middle state, we can drop off everything. When we start practising, maybe we wobble a lot. So we don't notice the state which is in the middle. If we practise regularly, on and on and on.


We notice that in the middle between all the different states that come and go in zazen is a state that Master Dogen calls shinjin datsuraku. We just glimpse it. Then if we practise regularly, we see it more clearly. So, this state is always in our zazen, even the first time we practise. But it's difficult to notice if we don't practise regularly. But because the state is always in our zazen, even when our zazen feels very confused, we are getting the benefit of zazen. So sometimes our zazen is like this. Thoughts, worries, pain, everything. And sometimes our zazen is like this. It depends on our life. If we lead a very busy, very stressful life, and we sit in zazen, we will notice that busy, stressful person. If we have a nice rest for a couple of weeks, and we practise zazen, we can feel more calm. But what we're doing is the same. We are wobbling about the point in the middle, which is a balance point. And Master Dogen's realisation about zazen describes shinjin datsuraku, that centre or middle point which we all experience today, without any exception.


But I think we can also lessen our stress. So, in the West, we usually feel, I have stress. To get rid of the stress, I must do something. Buddhism says, I have stress. To get rid of the stress, I practise not doing something. So this relies on our natural state. In other words, if we sit quietly and don't disturb ourselves, the stress which has accumulated in us will drop away, very slowly. It's difficult to explain this satisfactorily in modern terms, but we can think that stress is related to two main things. Physical tension. When we're stressed, we often have tension, maybe in the neck, muscles, and so on. Maybe working at a computer gives us a certain kind of tension. And also the state of our nervous system, which controls the balance between the activities of our organs, like heart, lungs and so on. So, sitting in zazen or practising some physical activity reduces our stress. So we can think in terms of going to the gym for training. After training, we know that we can get rid of stress. If we go for a long walk in the countryside, we can get rid of our stress. We come back afterwards and we feel release. But sitting like this, it's difficult for us to believe that it can get rid of a lot of stress. So we have to try. But in my case, I believe completely that sitting like this—seems to be not moving—has the same effect as, for instance, climbing mountains. But we have to test it out in our own experience.


Question: When he said that, for instance, those who are starting with zazen won't notice it, I was wondering whether he perhaps knows if one notices it at the moment when one is in that state, or whether only afterwards one perhaps realises that… So, everybody has this experience during zazen. So do you notice if you practise? Do you notice that you do it, or do you notice afterwards that it happened?

Mike: When I first started practising zazen, I didn't notice at all. But now, when I practise zazen, thirty years later, I can notice. Let go and settle it. For me, a nice explanation is learning to ski or learning to skate. When you learn to skate, you're balancing on a very narrow edge of the skate. So you're skating round like this. But if you don't fall over, you're skating. However, if you keep practising, this very narrow balance somehow becomes wide, and you can stand on the skate and go smoothly. So how does the very narrow balance point of the skate become wider? This is my explanation of what happens in zazen.

Question: Sometimes during zazen I have a feeling that I was somewhere, I don't know where, or I suddenly find out that I have been thinking about something completely different all the time. And is there a way of using that?

Mike: Probably your guide will be talking about that. Sometimes we think a lot during zazen. It's true. Sometimes during zazen, we feel we are not here.

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: So we have a kind of hard work in zazen to keep bringing ourselves back to where we are. Again and again and again.


Question: So if you feel somehow sleepy and tired and absent-minded, you should press on?

Mike: Yes. When I practise, it always reflects my state. So if I feel sleepy during zazen, I always think, ah, I'm sleepy. I have to go to bed early. So if we feel sleepy, we usually need to sleep. Practising zazen doesn't usually make us less sleepy. But over a long period of time, practising zazen, we can notice, I don't get enough sleep. So we change a small thing in our life. And for instance, we think, if I go to bed a little bit earlier every night, I can get up and practise zazen. So, a very, very, very slow revolution. So zazen doesn't stop us being sleepy, but it shows us we are sleepy. It shows us if we're tense. It shows us if we're excited. It shows us if we're miserable. It shows us the real person who is us, who sometimes we don't like. And to notice who we are, separate from like or dislike, has some kind of effect to change us. But it's almost impossible to understand that effect. When we notice how we really are, separate from like or dislike, separate from nice person, not nice person, separate from selfish or not selfish, and so on, noticing that fact changes us. But we can't understand how. It's a kind of acceptance. So we can only believe that noticing ourselves somehow— We can't prove it. We can't explain it, but we can believe it.


Dogen also used another phrase to describe zazen, shikantaza. Shikantaza is a very strange expression. Shikan means only. Nothing else. Nothing other than. Ta means just, or only. Za means sit. Nothing else, only just sitting. This was his description. Not worrying about whether zazen is improving us. Not worrying about whether our zazen is good or bad. Sitting. Very difficult. Because his statements are so simple, we find them difficult to understand. So at the end of the talk, let us recite Fueko. So the first four lines are at the same speed as the first chant, and the last three lines are much slower. Let's try.

[recitation, 00:52:34–00:53:15]
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that koan stories are not strange stories to think about during zazen in order to reach a special state, and that Master Dogen, who collected three hundred of them, thought that reading and studying them lets us understand something about Buddha's teaching. The three stories he reads, he says, all point to something very simple, that we can never escape from being here and now, and that something very valuable lies in the centre of our simple activities; we do not notice it, and because it is so simple, we find it very difficult.

He describes the stories as conversations between a teacher and a student or a monk, or sometimes a lay person, and says that when one does not make sense, usually something is missing, so we have to use our imagination to picture the people talking. In the longer stories he sees four stages, for example when a student asks what is most important in Buddhism, the teacher asks whether he has finished eating and tells him to wash his bowl, which moves from the abstract to the concrete and, he says, shows that what we are doing at this moment is the only reality. Being abstract is not wrong, he adds, since without it we would have no culture, and what matters is noticing what is happening at this moment. In number eighty-three, Master Gensa Shibi traces a circle in the air when Master Kozan Shinan arrives, and Kozan says that nobody can get out of that, which Mike takes to be two people playfully speaking about the reality of the present. Nobody has ever been anywhere but here, he says, since even someone who recalls past lives, or imagines a holiday in three weeks, does so now, and he would reward anyone who could show that he is not here and now. Mike reads Gensa as knowing that words cannot capture our real situation but that we have nothing else, so he says the same thing again, and Kozan cannot understand it. If we remember that what we are in now is our life, and that there is no other life, he says, we can face it and step forward, though many people want to escape what is in front of them.

In number sixty-nine, a monk who has cleared the fields asks Master Hyakujo Nehan for the great teachings and the master only spreads his arms, though Mike says the monks had expected something intellectual or spiritual. In number ninety-six, Master Unmon Bunen speaks of a treasure concealed in the human body that is found by entering the Buddha hall with a lantern. Mike asks whether we can find a treasure in carrying a lantern on a stick, walking from the zendo to the dining room, pouring water for coffee or going out to do samu. The treasure must be present in such simple activities, he says, and he gives the simple happiness of walking to the coffee machine when we need a break; we feel it but do not notice it. The three stories seem so simple that we want to answer yes, of course, and ask why anyone needs to talk about it, but by pointing to such things they let us notice the basis of our real life, which we are tempted to think very complicated, full of plans and duties. In that complicated situation, he says, Buddhism points out that right in the middle is a very simple activity that we do again and again, and he says that this is what Buddhist teachers in ancient China were always teaching. A participant says that he is not sure he would understand much of the stories without Mike's commentary on them. Mike says that studying and translating them over eighteen years showed him that they all say something very similar, so that when complicated books on Buddhism send him to sleep, he can remember that people in the past taught something very simple. He calls this a kind of confirmation that what his teacher taught him in Japan is the same as what was taught in medieval times, and says that he has no interest in complicated Buddhist theories.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

[recitation, 00:00:02–00:00:22]

This morning I wanted to talk about koan stories. I think many of you have heard of koan stories. Some of you may have read them, or discussed them. In some schools of Buddhism, koan stories are used during zazen, during meditation. That's some kind of way to stop thinking logically, and to make some kind of leap into a state beyond logic, or kensho. But to me, those stories which they use, and the way they think about the koan story while they're sitting in zazen in order to get free from some kind of thinking, is absolutely ridiculous. I can't understand how you can get into some free state by thinking about the story. But many people do. There is a very famous koan joke: What is the sound of one hand clapping? Lots of people will know this if they learn about Zen. And I think it's ridiculous. It's impossible to clap your hands if you only have one hand. So I really don't understand the purpose. Fortunately, in Master Dogen's time the situation was similar, and he felt also that koan stories were not some strange stories that you can think about during zazen.


He collected together three hundred stories, and they were written in Chinese. He kept them, and after he died these stories were preserved. We translated the three hundred stories into English and made a book. So the stories which are on the sheets are chosen from this book. Master Dogen didn't think that we should think about koan stories in order to get some special state. But he thought that if we read them, if we study them, we can understand something about Buddha's teaching. In medieval China, in the ninth and tenth and eleventh centuries, it wasn't so easy to print books and to get access to Buddhist literature. So these stories may have been passed on verbally, as a way of passing on Buddha's teachings.


And they're all stories about conversations between a Buddhist teacher and a student or a monk, or sometimes a lay person. Some of them are quite long. On the sheet which you have, number eight is quite a long story, and the number ninety-six on the top right is very short. But all of them contain something about Buddhist teaching. So if we read them and discuss them, we can get some idea of what Buddhism is. If you find some stories which don't make sense, usually the reason is that something is missing from the story. If you record the conversation between you and your friend, if you write it down and give it to somebody else, they may say, It doesn't make sense. Because we talk in many different ways.

For instance: Are you going tomorrow? No, I'm not going tomorrow. I'm... Going where? So we don't need to write that. And these stories are sometimes like that. So we have to use our imagination to make a picture of the two people talking, or sometimes only one person. The longer stories seem to always have four stages. Sometimes we can't find these four stages clearly, and sometimes we can see them quite clearly. I'd like to tell you what those four stages are.


The first stage: the student, or the person who's asking the teacher, asks a very intellectual question, based on imagination, for example. So, for example, What's the most important thing in Buddhism? Then the teacher says something concrete. So not floating here, but... For instance, when the person asks, What's the most important thing in Buddhism? the teacher answers, Have you finished eating your meal? So the first question is rather intellectual, and the teacher's answer is practical: Have you finished your meal? Yes, answers the student. So the teacher says, Go and wash your bowl. So there are four stages in that story. First is very abstract, a spiritual question. Maybe the student was expecting to hear that the important thing about Buddhism is very difficult. I have to explain to you in great detail, complicated. But the teacher said, What are you doing? Have you finished eating? So, from the abstract into the concrete. Then from the concrete situation, the student answered, a concrete answer, Yes, I have. So the teacher said, Go and wash your bowl. When the student goes to wash his bowl, he has the whole of Buddhism. Because what Buddhism teaches is that what we are doing at this moment is the only reality.

Rather an amusing story. But we can see stepping from high in heaven down to earth, and we do this all the time in normal life. The man says to the woman, Let's go and see this film. It's very interesting, and it's got a very complicated story I want to tell you about. Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. And the woman says, I can't listen to you now. I have to change the baby's nappy. Or situations like that. So I don't mean that it's wrong to be abstract. Without being abstract, we don't have any culture. So it's not a question of stopping thinking or stopping being abstract. It's a question of noticing what's happening at this moment.


Let's have a look at number eighty-three. This is a story between a master called Gensa Shibi and a monk called Kozan Shinan. Sometimes in the stories it's a little confusing, because everybody's called master. So we have to know something about the history if we want to understand who is the teacher and who is the student. So Master Gensa Shibi is the teacher. Sorry, Master Kozan Shinan is the teacher, and Master Gensa Shibi is a student. Maybe the opposite. Let's see.


Master Gensa Shibi watched Master Kozan Shinan arriving. And he traced a round circle in the air with his finger.



So when the monk comes in, then he goes...


Master Kozan said, It's impossible for anyone to get out of that. Master Gensa said, I realise completely. The vigorous efforts you are making are directed to the insides of the donkey, to a horse's belly. Master Kozan said, What about yourself, Master? What's the situation with you? Master Gensa said, It is impossible for anyone to get out of that. Master Kozan said, That's what Master Gensa says, and that's what I said. Then why is it impossible for me to get it? Master Gensa said, I can get it, you can't get it.




This is the koan story. So it's supposed to be strange. What can it mean? Obviously, these two people knew each other, so they're having some kind of humorous conversation. When Master Gensa traces a circle in the air with his finger, Master Kozan says to him, Nobody can escape from that. What do you think it means? It's very interesting, because the meaning is very simple. When Master Gensa drew a circle and Master Kozan said, It's impossible to get out of it, they are talking about the reality of the present. We never think very simply about the present. We never think very simply about where we are now. But if we do think simply in this way, we can notice that we're always here.

In the history of the world, nobody has ever been in a different place to here. That sounds a rather stupid statement, but it's true. Sometimes we can hear about Tibetan lamas who go back into past lives, or people going back into the past and seeing what kind of lives they were living. But even the person who's going back into their past lives is doing it in the present. Even if we sit and think about our holiday in three weeks' time, and we think in great detail about what we're going to do, we're doing it now. So Buddhism says we can never escape from being here and now. It's absolutely impossible. And if you can show me that you're not here and now, I'd like to give you a reward. It sounds a very stupid statement because it's very simple. But actually we forget it. We forget that because we are here and now, and we're never anywhere else. Because we're here and now. And we're never anywhere else.


What comes next? So these two masters, Gensa Shibi and Kozan, are, if you like, playing with each other. So you can't get out of this reality, says Master Gensa. Sorry, it says Master Kozan. And Master Gensa says, Yes, yes, it's true, but what you're explaining is a complete waste of time. The strange expression, the vigorous efforts you are making are directed to the inside of the donkey, is a kind of common expression in medieval Chinese. It means, what you're saying is a complete waste of time. Do you have any expressions like that in Czech? Stroke. There's a lovely expression like that. So this expression, which sounds so strange, just means, I understand what you're saying. You don't need to make so much effort. You're wasting your words. When Master Kozan hears that, he says, So what do you say then? And then Master Gensa says the same thing, actually. So Master Kozan said, That's what you say. That's what I say. Why can't I get it? The master again said, I can get it. You can't get it. What do you think he means?

Participant: It is the reality. I can get it, you cannot get it, etcetera. There is nothing more about it.

Mike: Why can't?

Participant: It's like I am tall, you are short, that's it.

Mike: Why can't the other person?

Question: Is this your situation at that moment?

Mike: Why isn't it the other person's real situation?

Participant: Because they have different experiences.

Mike: Do they? So everyone has a different experience. Are we experiencing a different room?

Participant: Yes.


Mike: What's your room like? For example, I see it from this angle, you see it from that angle. Is your room different from mine? Yes. How can they be together...

Participant: in the same room? The thing has two aspects, so it is the same and different.

Mike: What is the same?

Participant: I really don't know what you experience. We are in the same room, but actually the room is a concept. It becomes an abstract idea when you say, what is the same and what is different.

Mike: And do you think that's what it means in the story?

Participant: Yeah, I think... I can get it, you cannot get it. So you experience something else, I experience something else.

Mike: That's one interpretation. What Master Gensa said was, you are wasting your time to try and describe the fact. So although Master Kozan says it's impossible to escape from the present moment, Master Gensa is saying, Yes, yes, I know, but it's a waste of time to talk about it. And then Master Kozan says, Well, what would you say? Master Gensa said, It's impossible to get out of it. And then Master Kozan said, Why do you say the same thing as me? Why can't I understand it?


So we can say that Master Gensa realises that words are completely useless to describe our real situation. But although they're completely useless, we have nothing else, so he said the same thing. But Master Kozan couldn't understand. If you think about it, it would seem that to say words to describe reality, which are completely useless, is a waste of time, so we shouldn't do it. But Master Gensa realises that although it's a waste of time, this is our life. Yesterday in the fields we picked up stones, and today in the fields we picked up stones again. I wonder, why am I picking up stones? There seem to be lots of stones there. So our life is a series of activities, and if we try to describe them in words, we can't capture the situation. But even though we can't capture the situation, we only have words. So that's the meaning of the story. Sounds like a waste of time, doesn't it? Do you think there's any point in that story? Is there any value in saying reality is only here and now, that we can never escape from it? Can you find any value in it?

Participant: But we can be happy right now because this is the only reality that we have. We can't be looking for anything else.

Mike: That's true. So if we remember that what we are in now is our life, and that there is no other life, we cannot escape from what we are in now. Then we can face it. And if we face what we are in now, we can step forward. But many people want to escape what's in front of them, and we all want to escape what's in front of us sometimes. So we wish that our life was different, but actually it's impossible to be in a different place. So a very, very simple teaching can be very helpful for us, to face the situation we're in.


At the bottom, number sixty-nine.


Master Hyakujo Nehan spoke one day before many monks: You many monks, when you finish clearing the land for me, I would like to preach the great teachings for you. A monk said, I have cleared all the fields, Master. Please preach the great teachings. The master spread his two arms.



Very good. The monks were expecting, after they finished clearing the fields, for the master to give them some kind of very intellectual or spiritual teaching. But instead of that, he spread his arms. What kind of teachings is that?

Let's look at the one at the top of the page, number ninety-six.


Master Unmon Bunen preached to an assembly: In all directions, and inside the whole universe, there is one treasure, which is concealed in the human body. This treasure is in entering the Buddha hall, carrying a lantern.



Yes, like the big hall in the temple with the statue of Buddha.


And in the temple gate brought into the lantern's light.




What is he talking about? He says there's a treasure in the human body, and it's concealed, which suggests we don't notice. And this treasure is when we enter the Buddha hall carrying a lantern, and when the gate to the temple comes into the light of the lantern. So what he's saying is something very, very simple. He's saying that out of all the things in the universe, he decides that one thing is the most important, and it's somewhere inside us. And when he goes into the Buddha hall carrying a lantern on the end of a stick, so that he can hang the lantern onto the hook, and when he walks across the courtyard in the dark carrying a lantern on the top of a stick, so that he can hook it onto the gate of the temple, he finds his treasure.


What can the treasure be? Can you find any treasure in carrying a lantern on the end of a stick? Can you find any treasure in walking from the zendo where we practise zazen into the dining room? And pouring water into a mug to make you a cup of coffee? Could you find any treasure in going out this morning to do samu? The treasure that Master Unmon is talking about, inside us, must be present in our simple activities. Can you find it? Yesterday we talked about zazen, getting rid of stress, for example.

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: And I talked about if we are having a very busy day, for example working with computers or studying something very closely, when we feel we had enough and we want a break, we can get up and walk down the corridor towards the coffee machine. When we do that, we feel something happy. That simple happiness in the present moment is what Master Unmon is talking about. He talks about carrying a lantern in the temple because that was his life. But he means that in the centre of all our very simple activities is something very valuable, but we don't notice it. What does he say? This is what he preached. So those three stories seem so simple. There's some things similar between them. They're all saying something very simple. We want to say, Well, yes. Yes, of course, we're always here. We can't get out of here. Yes, of course.


Yes, of course, there's something important in our small activity. And in the last one, when the master spread his arms, we can say, Yes, of course, the whole of reality is here. But why do we need to talk about it? So Buddhism talks about something which we don't need to talk about. It talks about something so simple that we think, Yes, I knew already. But in pointing to the very simple things, we can notice the basis of our real life. Sometimes we think the basis of our life is very complicated. Our life is composed of our plans for the future and many complicated things which we hold in our head, many duties that we have to do, and modern life is very complicated. In that very complicated situation, Buddhism says, right in the middle is a very simple activity, which I'm doing again and again. And this is the most important thing. That's what you said, but why can't I get it?


So all these stories are like that. But if you read them, you can notice that in ancient China what Buddhist teachers were teaching was always like this: Look at the very simple things we are doing, and notice the basis of our life. And that's all. But because it's so simple, we find it very difficult.

Participant: I don't think so.

Mike: My talk seems to be very stupid.

Participant: I notice in my own life, when I study these koans and the explanations, when I try to remind myself of the simplicity of the greatness in every single moment, when I don't study it, then I take everything for granted and then I miss the opportunity to enjoy simplicity. So I think there's never enough of it. I think it's very important to study something like this to remind ourselves this is it, this is the great thing. There will never be anything better. Because I see in myself that when I sometimes stop studying Buddhism or koans, then this whole book has helped me a lot. So then everything becomes something taken for granted, and I stop realising how wonderful it is that we can be here at this moment, whatever we experience, however simple. One has to learn to appreciate it. It is not a simple thing in life, because most people do not appreciate it, or take it for granted. They are simply lucky, always, in that it keeps reminding us where we are and how great it is that we are here, that we will be nowhere else.

Mike: The book is very thick, and you can use it to put under the table. Or to put flowers inside. Or you can tear the pages out and use them for many different purposes.

Participant: This needs to be commented, because when I would read it without comments, I don't know if I would get much of it, much understanding. I mean, when you comment it, it's completely different to when I would be reading it just...

Participant: I mean, the book itself, I don't know if I would have much use or...

Participant: Not so useful.

Participant: Because in my stage, I would not understand it so much, or maybe I...

Mike: It's true.

Participant: No, no, if I read only the book itself and didn't get, for example, Mike's commentary here, I probably wouldn't have noticed the story. Or yes, probably something, of course, but with the commentary it is different, knowledge-wise. You add something to the stories that is not in the stories, and I couldn't.


Mike: Yes, it's true. So because I studied these stories and translated them over eighteen years, I realised, I see, they're talking about something very simple. And looking at lots of different stories, I can see they're saying something very similar. And when I look in the bookshop and see all the different books on Buddhism, some of them are very, very complicated. And if I start to read them, I fall asleep. But having worked on this book, I can say to myself, There were people in the past who taught something very simple. So I don't need to bother about all those complications. I can just understand something very simple. So for me, it was very helpful.

Participant: Can I say something? I'm not sure if, like, ... knows that there are excellent commentaries. Every koan has comments that Mike wrote, and he explained every koan, right? The way you explained it today. So the book is wonderful. I would recommend it, because you can understand the koans are nothing special. They're just...

Mike: In a way, it's a kind of confirmation that what my teacher taught me in Japan is the same as what people were teaching in the medieval times. Actually, I don't have any interest in complicated Buddhist theories. But if I look around the modern world, there seem to be many very complicated theories about Buddhism with many complicated practices.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that he became a Buddhist teacher without a plan, by following his life as it unfolded, and that he cannot guess whether what he teaches is useful to others. Looking back, his life seems to have had a direction that it never told him, and besides the decisions we make by thinking and planning, he recommends that we practise zazen every day if we can, or whenever we can, and follow the stream of our life.

He says that when we teach we to some extent teach ourselves, that he cannot guess when what he says is useful, and that the audience teaches him too, since without them he could not talk or learn. He tells how in nineteen seventy-seven he went to a seminar on Zen with a little Japanese monk, who became his teacher, and, without knowing why, kept going every week for about fifteen years, and how he took the precepts without knowing what they were. He helped his teacher to translate and publish books about Master Dogen, and slowly found that he understood them. Before returning to the UK he asked his teacher whether he could talk about Dogen there, was told that if we do not start we can never learn to teach, and went through the Dharma transmission ceremony, though a year later he realised that he had nothing. Back in the UK, when he talked about Shobogenzo to the AZI group in Bristol, its leaders objected after eleven months, and he told them that he could not follow their way blindly. Then two dojo leaders invited him to talk to their groups, which left AZI and joined him. A young man from the Czech Republic, Pavel, who had asked Nishijima Roshi about zazen at a session in Brussels, later asked him to come, and Mike says that how he got from Tokyo in nineteen seventy-seven to here is a kind of puzzle: he made choices, but he did not have a plan.

He says that in normal life we decide by thinking and talking, but that underneath, his life is flowing forward and he is following it without knowing where it is going, and he compares this to throwing soft mud at a wall, where most slides off but a little stays and builds up, which is how he learned Buddhism. The Buddhist way comes from balance rather than from getting knowledge or talking and learning, he says, although those things are important too, and if we practise zazen and balance body and mind, the very small choices we make subconsciously sometimes lead our life, although we cannot see clearly what we chose. Because Buddhism came together with different cultures, he says, it is puzzling what is culture and what is Buddhism, and each of us has to find out by comparing what is taught with our own life, since nobody knows the result. He adds that people who have never been to Japan dream of spiritual societies in Asia, that in his view Europe is more spiritual than Japan, and that his teacher says that Buddhism can now survive only in the West. When a participant objected that letting anybody start teaching seemed to go against the precept not to sell the wine of delusion, Mike answered that his teacher meant that if we wait until we feel ready it is too late, that people are free to start teaching, and that those who listen can decide whether they want to hear them. He adds that when he teaches he opens himself so that everybody can look at him, and that if he does not feel confident that he is telling the truth, he cannot continue. He thinks that people who want to become famous teachers may hide their dishonesty by becoming grand, but that we can see what such people are really like. It will take some years, maybe decades, he says, for Buddhism to become established in the West, and such efforts will not be so successful, though he stresses that this is only his guess. He also says that he has another job which he can do at home, and he mentions a student, Mr. Ida, the president of a large cosmetics company, who offered to pay everything for Mike's teacher so that he could just teach Buddhism.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

So we chant. Come on.

[recitation, 00:00:06–00:00:51]

Before I came to the Czech Republic last week, I asked Roman by email, Do you have any suggestions about talks, what I can talk about? And he made some suggestions. And the last one was how to become a Buddhist teacher. So I'd like to talk about that. First you fill in an application form, together with the hundred thousand krona, and you send it to me. And you can become a Buddhist teacher. But seriously, it's a very strange situation to teach something to somebody else. I'm sure some of you are teachers already.

And you know that when you're teaching something, to some extent you're teaching yourself. So you prepare the lesson you're going to teach. You make it your own. And then you teach. And sometimes when you teach, it seems to go very smoothly, and you feel very happy with what you explained to yourself. Sometimes you feel puzzled. Ah, I couldn't explain it. Something didn't feel smooth. But I found in teaching Buddhism that it's impossible for me to guess when what I talk about is useful, and when it's not useful. Sometimes I gave a talk and afterwards I felt, Oh. Then somebody comes and says, Oh, this is a very good talk. Thank you very much. How do I say, Oh, this is good, isn't it?


So it's a very strange situation. Talking about something, teaching myself. But I can't guess whether I'm teaching you. On the other hand, you're teaching me. Because if you're not here, I can't talk. Well, I can talk, yeah. If I can't talk, I can't hear myself. And I can't learn. So it's a very strange situation. But there are lots of Buddhist teachers in the West now. Some of them are very great persons. Their lives have been very great. They've given all their energy to teaching. But I don't know any of them, so I can't guess what it's like for them. I hear about the different teachers, but I don't know what teaching is like for them.


Even people in my own group in Japan. For instance, Brad Warner in the States, who wrote a well-known book about Buddhism and teaches Buddhism in the States. Although I studied with him in Japan for more than eight years, I can't guess what it's like for him. So I can't tell you in general. But I can tell you my experience. In nineteen seventy-seven I went to Japan. I suppose I was searching for something, but I didn't know what I was searching for. And then at the weekend, I had free time from my work, so I went to a seminar on Zen with this little Japanese monk. And I listened to him talking. And that was the start for me, in nineteen seventy-seven. Ah, thirty years. You think about thirty years. And I don't really know why. I listened to this little Japanese monk, but I couldn't understand sometimes what he was saying. But something made me continue. And I continued every week, going to practise zazen and then listening to talks.


And I continued for about fifteen years, every week. Sometimes I felt, This is very interesting. Yes, I'm beginning to understand. And sometimes I felt, What am I doing? I can do something else. I can go swimming, or go outside from Tokyo. So what was it that made me continue? Sometimes understanding. Sometimes not understanding. Sometimes I disliked this little man. He had a very sharp voice. And if you disagreed with him, he'd become very loud. Blah blah blah blah. And I kept going every week, every week. And then I started to help him with the translating and publishing of the books about Master Dogen. I didn't know who Master Dogen was. What are these books about? But I still continued. Then one day, two American students who came before me were talking to each other. This weekend we have this ceremony and... What time are you going? So I thought, Hmm, something is happening. So I rang up my teacher, and I said, Would you tell me what's happening this weekend? He said, Oh yes, we're having a Buddhist precept ceremony. Would you like to take the precepts? So I said, Oh yes. And I went and took the precepts, and became a Buddhist without knowing what the precepts were, or what the meaning is. And I feel that this kind of strange situation continued for thirty years. If I look back, it's as if my life has a direction. But my life didn't tell me the direction. So I'm going somewhere, but I have to wait, and then I can look and see, Ah, I see, I'm going there. Do you have that experience? Where am I going? I see, I'm going this way. So, luckily, I didn't have a strong ambition to have some particular job or to be some particular person. So I could follow where I'm going. And I continued helping my teacher with translating and editing and publishing books about Dogen. I'd like to check through the words, to make the English smoother. So I continued doing it for more than fifteen years, in my spare time. And slowly I discovered, Oh, I can understand. But I didn't feel I studied. I checked it, and put in a stop and a comma, and made the sentences a little bit more beautiful. So I was quite surprised after several years. Ah, yes, I understand the meaning. So when I understood the meaning, I felt quite happy, but I didn't have the chance to do anything, because I was living in Japan. So my teacher is very vigorous in his teaching. For many reasons, I decided to return to the UK. But when I say I, I mean we, with my wife. So when I decided to return to the UK, I thought maybe I could talk about Dogen in the UK. I said to my teacher, Do you think I can talk about Dogen in the UK when I return? And he said, Yes. If we don't start talking, we can never learn to teach. So even if we don't feel ready, we can start. So I said, Okay, thank you. And I said to him, There's something called a transmission. In Buddhism, there's something called transmission of Dharma. So I said to him, Can you tell me if it's important? So he said, Oh yes. Do you like it? Yes, okay, yes.


So then, after one or two months of preparation, I took the ceremony to transmit the Dharma. And actually, at the time, I wondered if I would get something, something transmitted to me. But after the ceremony finished, and about one year passed, I realised I didn't have anything, just like in the ceremony. So then, back in the UK, I thought I could talk about Dogen. So I joined the AZI group in Bristol, because one of their members had come to Japan several years before. So I made friends with him, and I went to visit the group. And I sat zazen with them two or three times a week. And I said to them, Can I talk about Shobogenzo? And they said, Okay. So I started to talk about Shobogenzo. And because I understood what Shobogenzo is talking about, I could speak with confidence. But I noticed that members of AZI didn't like my confidence, because I'm a new person. I came from outside. And I was wearing a robe. So this was unusual for them. They had a rather clear organisation. So I jumped in, and I continued talking for about eleven months. And after eleven months, the leaders of the groups in England said, We're not happy about the talks. And you don't seem to be so exact with ceremony like we are. So we'd like you to come to a meeting. So then I attended the meeting, with maybe fifteen people. I saw a monk from France called Jean-Paul, and the people who were heads of the dojos in many parts of England. And they said, I think it's better if you follow our ceremony, our way. And when you follow our way for one year, maybe you can give some talks again. They said to me, What do you think? Can you agree?

So inside myself I had two feelings. Shall I agree with them? And I can cooperate, which is rather nice. I can sit together with other people. Or shall I tell them some criticism about them, which is against the Buddhist precepts? And I suddenly decided I'm going to tell them my real feeling. So I told them some things which I found difficult. I said I can't just follow your way blindly. And in any case, I don't like the way your group is talking during zazen. And other things.


So I thought, Okay, now it's finished. Then after the meeting finished, two of the dojo leaders came to me. And they said, Would you come and talk to our groups? So I was very surprised. I thought I'd thrown everything away. But something came back, which I couldn't guess at all. And I went to talk to these groups. And then they left AZI and joined together with me. And we now have those groups in the UK. So then I started to hold a sitting in a room in my house. And one person came. And then another person came. And then Andrew was living in London. And I met him in Japan a couple of years before. So he came from London. Then another person came. I don't know where these people came from. Slowly we had a group. Then the people in London said, It's too far. Will you come to London? So I went to London. Then we had a group in London. Then Nishijima Roshi came. My teacher came from Japan to Brussels. So I went to meet him. And we had the session, yeah. And during the session, there was a young man from the Czech Republic who asked Nishijima Roshi about zazen. So he explained to this young man how to practise zazen. And then I got an email, and his name was Pavel. So then you came to England? From the Czech Republic. And I was very surprised. And he came again. And he came three or four times. Then he said to me, Would you come and check your product? I said, Okay. And I came to Lotus Centre three years ago. And then the next year we did the same thing: we came here. And now I come again. And Pavel says he would like to make some more permanent meeting in the Czech Republic, sometime in the future. So, to me, how I got here from Tokyo in nineteen seventy-seven is a kind of puzzle. Of course I made choices, but I didn't have a plan.


I received a ceremony from my teacher called Dharma transmission. But I didn't get anything. And then some people say to me, You're a Zen master. But it doesn't feel like that at all. It feels like I'm following my life. My life is going somewhere. If I watch carefully, I can keep up with myself. So that's how I became a Buddhist teacher. And I think everyone who practises zazen recognises something similar. The word I use is unfolding. In our normal life, we have to plan for the future. We want to move to a new house.

We decide to live with our partner. We decide to have children. We decide to change our job. All these decisions are important. And these decisions we make by thinking and talking. The Buddhist way is somehow beneath, or simpler, or more profound. Of course I make my decisions, like everybody does. I'm thinking about my life, thinking how to live, how to do my job.


But underneath, my life is somehow flowing forward and I'm following it. But I don't know where it's going. But it came here today. That's my experience as a Buddhist teacher. I think if you have a wall, and you have some very soft mud, and you throw the mud at the wall, most of it slides off. But a little bit stays.

So if you keep throwing, (splat) something builds on the wall. I think this is how I learned Buddhism.


So, although I should not make a recommendation to other people, I would like to do so. Besides the decisions and thinking and planning that you make in your normal life, practise zazen. Every day if you can, or whenever you can. And then you can follow the stream of your life, and find out where you're going. Like a mystery ride. People talk about the Buddhist way. But the Buddhist way is not some kind of path which you find and then you follow it by getting knowledge, or talking and learning. Although, of course, those things are important. The Buddhist way comes from balance. When we practise balance, instead of choosing between this way or this way, we can find the middle way. We don't know what it is, but we do. So if we practise zazen and balance our body and mind, all the very small choices which we make subconsciously sometimes lead our life. But we can't see clearly what we chose. But the problem is that Buddhism came together with different cultures. So it's puzzling, which is culture and which is Buddhism. I practised Buddhism that came from Japan. So it has a certain cultural tradition. Is that important or not important? Some groups think that it's very important. So they like to follow Japanese custom, or wear Japanese clothes, or Tibetan clothes. But whether it's important or not, we have to find out for ourselves. We have to separate between what is the cultural custom and what original Buddhism is saying. And it's a very difficult job. Everywhere in the West now there are different Buddhist groups, different Buddhist books, different coloured Buddhist robes, different kinds of bowing, different kinds of prostrating, different coloured cushions. What's important? What's not important? This is a very difficult problem, which we are trying to solve now. So the people who solved this problem are me and you. We say, Okay, I try zazen. Or I'm going to go to a Theravada group. Or I'm going to read this book. And then we compare with our life. And we say, No. Or, Yes, oh yes. So everybody's choosing, based on whether they think what is being taught is real. Whether it makes sense to them. Whether it makes sense to you in your life. So we can't know the result.


There might be very realistic groups in Tibetan Buddhism. I don't know. And many people are going in that direction. And maybe people think that, for instance, Dogen's teachings that I'm teaching are not so interesting, so nobody goes this way. So I can't decide. Everybody decides this way or this way. So ordinary people decide what is realistic by listening and reading and practising, and then we can see which way, for instance, the Buddhist tradition is going. But nobody knows. We have to watch the situation.


Participant: In Asia, there are some wonderful flowers growing which you can pick as they come and enjoy them.

Mike: Flowers. That's very true. But I don't think there are so wonderful flowers in Asia. People who've never been to Japan, for example, they… I believe that Japan is a very spiritual place. There are temples in the mountains. The roof. Pine trees. The monk is walking. There must be wonderful spiritual culture. But it's a complete dream. Europe is more spiritual than Japan, I find. But we want to dream that they are spiritual societies. My teacher says that Buddhism can only survive in the West now. And maybe it comes back to Japan and China afterward. Because people are interested to find out and compare. But in Asia, people are not interested. It became a kind of dead tradition in other countries. So it's up to us.


Question: Anybody can, or I don't know if I understood well, that people can start to teach Buddhism. I think there was no restriction in this, what you said.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: I think it's too general, no? I mean, there is a precept not to sell the wine of delusion, and I think it's going against this precept.

Mike: I didn't say that precept.

Participant: Yeah, but... I mean, it's one of...

Mike: No, yes, I understand. No, what my teacher said to me was...

Participant: I don't know whether I understood it well, but that his teacher said that Buddhism can be read, as it were, by anyone, and thereby actually to teach, right? And my remark to that was that there is a precept which says not to sell the wine of delusion, which is like not to interpret wrongly, or somehow... Well, simply somehow not to pass on the teaching distorted.

Mike: What my teacher said to me was, If you want to teach, you have to start, even if you don't feel ready. So he didn't mean anybody who wants to teach should start teaching. He meant if we wait until we feel ready, it's too late. And it's true. If we start now, we can learn. However, I think there may be people who want to teach, and they are free to start teaching. But people who are listening to them can decide whether they want to hear them or not. I don't think ordinary people are stupid. So if I want to teach about Buddhism, I feel I'm opening myself, so everybody can look at me. If I don't feel confident that I'm telling the truth, I can't continue.


If there are people who want to become famous teachers, for example, they can decide to talk about Buddhism. And if they feel that they're not being honest, they can hide it. And usually people hide it by becoming very grand, and making their authority very strong. But I think if we look at those people, we can see what they're really like. Well, I think Darwin's theory of evolution applies even to Buddhism. So of course it will take some years, maybe even decades, for Buddhism to become established in the West.

At the moment, although there are lots of different groups, we haven't got to the heart of Buddhism yet. So people have to visit lots of different groups, trying to make sense of everything. So I think that situation will continue for a long time. But eventually, I think people generally will understand what Buddhism is about. And then if there are people who are teaching Buddhism to become famous or important, or because they want to build a big organisation, it won't be so successful. But it's only my guess. So I think, another ten, twenty, thirty years, the situation will slowly change.


Question: Do you teach Buddhism full time, or do you have another job?

Mike: I have another job. But fortunately, my other job is that I can work at home, and I can do the work on my computer. I can choose the schedule. So I can choose when to work, in the morning or afternoon or evening. Or I can work today, or not tomorrow. So it's a very fortunate situation for me. But I need the money. His first student was the president of a large cosmetics company. And so he said to my teacher, I will pay everything for you. When you finish your job, you can come and work in my company. But your job will be just to teach Buddhism. I will give you an office. I will pay to publish all your books. And I will pay to have sessions in the temple. But he continued to do that for more than forty years. His name is Mr. Ida.

And he is a very great man, because, thanks to his benevolence, I could also attend the session. And he paid my train fare. And so on. But it's a very unusual situation. So let's finish now by chanting Fueko.

[recitation, 00:56:38–00:57:23]
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Summer 2007 — Uji

    

Venue: Earth Spirit





  What the series says (short overview)


  
Across these five talks, Mike reads Dogen’s Uji from his own modern interpretation, rendering its title as “time-present” to suggest a oneness of time and our existence in time. In his reading, the chapter sets contradictory pictures of time side by side – a measured process through the day, a journey that leaves the past behind, a range of peaks seen from where we stand, a series of separate moments – and these pictures are models, not descriptions of what time is. What they point to, for Mike, is the concrete present in which we already are, a present moment that is already complete,3.9 though we easily overlook it because we are trained to prefer words about it to our own experience. This does not abolish ordinary time: Mike holds that a civilization rests on a shared belief in time as a measurable process, and that finding a crack in our linear view of time is a kind of liberation,2.14 not a claim that there is no such thing as time.

He prepares the ground for the chapter with Susannah Vrobel’s question of how the now can have depth, Nagarjuna’s verses on the interdependence of past, present and future, and Dignaga and Dharmakirti’s theory of instantaneous being; their present as a point without duration makes no sense to him, because we are still here. Time as we measure it is for him a shared human concept, and what these Buddhist thinkers and T. S. Eliot point to once it is set aside is, in his account, the present moment where we are; in zazen we investigate it as participants, losing ourselves in thought and coming back, again and again, to what we are actually doing. Taking up the chapter’s line that the person I think of as myself is one I put together at one time-present, Mike says that we construct ourselves and our world at each moment, and he reads its person who sees only each thing, each thing, not as a superhuman ideal but as the simple state of action that everyone knows, as in cutting a bramble in one fluid act. Against the belief that our past has made us what we are, he presents, in his own words, what he takes to be Dogen’s other view: what we are like now is just what we are like now, while stressing that Dogen does not deny the scientific view of cause and effect and that in another way we can of course learn from the past. When the chapter says that people treat the state of a buddha as something to attain by effort, although even that effort is time-present, Mike sums it up in a line he links to Wittgenstein: the place we are all trying to get to is the place we are already at. Reading that time-present is made real without ridding ourselves of hindrances and delusions, he explains that trying to get rid of what hinders us actually hinders us: we come into the present naturally, by leaving things as they are, because being fully present is a state of body and mind, not just a mental state. He reads the chapter’s statement that nothing could ever be made real without our moment-by-moment effort as Dogen’s description of reality – a person and the world meeting in an instant4.5 4.6 4.7 – and carefully distinguishes it from solipsism.

Science, he adds, can link one event to the next in ever finer detail but can never find what is in the gap between them, and he relates the chapter’s warning against assuming an unchanging entity that passes from moment to moment to the self, the life and the flowing time we put behind the present. Toward the end of the series, Mike reads Baso’s answer about raising an eyebrow and winking as showing that our life is created moment by moment by our action now,5.1 5.2 5.3 beyond right and wrong; plans remain necessary in society but are not our life itself, and this does not mean we should stop caring about right and wrong. He does not call conceptualization bad and grants that talking about time requires labels, but from the word Dogen uses in the original, which translates as restrict, he concludes that to describe something is to restrict it,5.10 5.11 since a label turns a flow such as anger into an object. He calls the chapter difficult because, without denying our normal view of time, it puts forward the almost unacceptable point that we are just living at this moment, and he traces Dogen’s realization to what we notice in zazen. In the closing discussion he places the state of buddha in being natural in this moment rather than in something to be attained, and says that, although we cannot find out who we are, knowing that we can’t find out who we are is finding out.
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




The depth of now

At this retreat, I’d like to talk about the Buddhist theory of time. Two years ago, I think it was August 2005, I went to a conference in Oxford on ‘Consciousness Studies’, and I met a German woman there called Susannah Vrobel, who gave a paper on ‘The Nature of Now’. Her paper was quite mathematical, but the fact that she was trying to investigate the nature of now made me very happy, because no matter how we try and investigate something, the fact that we’re investigating it is the most important thing. She was interested in how “the now” can contain depth. We always think of now as being part of the line of time, just a point on that line. I sent her my modern interpretation of Master Dogen’s chapter ‘Uji’ and wrote a paper on it for her book about the now, so I thought it’d be a nice thing to talk about it too.1.1 1.2 1.3

I feel that her theory that time has a depth suggests some richness or depth in the present moment. I think a lot of the people doing research into consciousness will eventually have to look at their own experience to make sense of things. That’s my hope.1.12 1.13

Stcherbatsky’s Buddhist Logic has a chapter called ‘The Theory of Instantaneous Being’, and the two philosophers he concentrates on, Dignaga and Dharmakirti, lived in the sixth and seventh centuries; they are not in the line of transmission of Master Dogen. Their philosophy is very abstract, but as abstract philosophy, parts of it are quite good.1.4


… there is no other ultimate reality than separate, instantaneous bits of existence. … Ultimate reality is instantaneous. … The essence of reality is motion. The world is a cinema. … Thus it is that ultimate reality for the buddhist is timeless, spaceless and motionless.1.5 1.6 1.7



This suggests a picture of reality as frames in a film. Now, now, now, now. There’s quite a lot wrong with that view if we look at it. We can’t really believe that we’re living in a cinema, that our life is a projection of images. And, indeed, Master Dogen, while not rejecting that view, goes in a different direction in the end.1.7

Before then, in the second century, Nagarjuna, an ancestor in Master Dogen’s lineage, had already written about the present moment, in the chapter of his MMK entitled ‘An Examination of Time’; I translated the MMK into English in 2002. He’s saying that past, present and future are all dependent on each other, but it’s impossible to work out which comes first.1.8 1.9


The nature of time is instantaneous and so it cannot be grasped. Static time, which can be grasped, does not exist.1.9



By ‘static time’ he means the kind of time we envisage: ‘It’s ten to twelve.’ We can grasp it, but it does not exist. What we can understand is not the real nature of time, it’s a kind of construction. He says that constructed time depends on things: we only measure time by events, and events are always connected to things. But, in reality, the world is not composed of things, it’s composed of one whole. And when we practice zazen, after our minds have settled down, we’re not differentiating, we don’t have any concept of time, and time does not exist for us. So this is what he’s saying in this verse. It’s incomplete, but that’s what he says.1.9

Many years later, T. S. Eliot wrote verses in ‘Burnt Norton’ that are remarkably similar to Nagarjuna; whether he’d read Nagarjuna is not known. What they are all talking about is something to do with the fact that although, in our normal lives, we think we know what time is, in our very real experience we can’t find the nature of time. The moving-on-ness we invent in our brains and share it with each other. It’s no good me saying to the cat, ‘Hey, it’s twelve o’clock.’ But it is good me saying it to David, because David shares the same concepts as I do. So, time is a human concept. And what they are all saying is, ‘Well, besides that human concept, what is there?’ What they’re pointing to is: throw all that away, and the only thing we’ve got is the present moment, where we are now.1.10 1.11

Dignaga and Dharmakirti say that the present hasn’t got any duration. That doesn’t make any sense, or at least I certainly can’t make any sense of it. To me, something has duration, there’s a width to what we’re doing. Although what we’re doing is now, I can’t see now as a kind of point. Because we’re still here, aren’t we? Their theoretical analysis of the present moment leaves us wanting: if there’s a moment here, and then the next moment, there must be a gap in between! How wide is the gap?1.11 1.16

Investigating as participants

Zazen is a repeated experience of the now. We could say, on one point of view, that when we sit practicing zazen, we experience here and now. We’re often drifting off, we bring ourselves back – thinking to ourselves, ‘Oh, who said zazen was supposed to be peaceful!’ – and in that process we can see the nature of what’s drifting off, and where it comes back to. Something slowly clarifies. We’re actually investigating the same thing that Susannah Vrobel is, but from a much more participatory point of view. Although the scientist wants to be an observer, and has to be in order to be objective, they can’t help participating. Whereas we stupid buddhists can just participate freely, and maybe one day something might become a bit clear about it!1.15 2.13

When I wake up after a disturbing dream and walk into the bathroom to wash my face, I suddenly realise, ‘Oh, this is the world I’m actually in, with water, hands,’ and I feel very happy, because I return to reality. So returning to reality is to participate in the world. We are participants.1.16

Science is a very powerful exploration of truth. And more and more people involved in scientific exploration are interested in practicing zazen. Maybe intuitively they realise that sometime in the distant future they’re going to have to jump out of all this. I don’t know. But I’m sure that if people pursue the truth with the most powerful tools that we have, they’ll get closer to it.2.19 2.20

Time-present

It’s quite a big problem, simply because we think about it. Master Dogen realised this and he wrote ‘Uji’, an essay full of images and metaphors. It’s not an ‘A, B, C, D, therefore E’ logical exposition. It’s more a whole kaleidoscope of images and concepts around the subject of ‘What is time? What is existence?’1.17

U means ‘existence’, or ‘being’, or ‘is’; ji means ‘time’. ‘Existence-time’, the title in our book, puts me in an abstract frame of mind, and ‘being-time’ sounds like a verb. It could be ‘time-being’. But I came up with ‘time-present’: for me, ‘to be present’ is ‘to be’, so ‘time-present’ says what I feel Uji says, better than any of the other ways. It may not do for you, so you can put your own title on it. ‘Time-present’ suggests a oneness of time and our existence in time. That is difficult for us to think about, but actually we’re always one with the time now.1.18 1.19


A buddha of old said:

Time-present is standing on the mountain heights. Time-present is sinking to the depths of the ocean. Time-present is an angry demon, time-present is a buddha. … time-present is pervading the whole Universe.1.20



What the writer of this poem, Master Yakusan Igen, wanted to convey was not a series but a collection of concrete happenings: not just time, but time happening, time-events. Another title for the chapter would be ‘The Now’. So he wants to say that time-presents are concrete, real. The pervading the whole universe, we can interpret, means sitting in zazen, when we stop dividing ourselves from the world.1.20 2.1


Master Dogen comments, Time present means that time is the present, and the present is time. The state of buddha is always made real at a time, and because of this, the state is illuminated by the light of the present.2.1



In Japanese, time present means time is the same, identified with, inseparable from present. So the state of Buddha is the state of being in the place where we are, being awake to the time and place where we are now. The light of the present doesn’t necessarily mean some kind of spiritual searchlight. It can also be interpreted to mean that when we are actually in the present, we can see things more clearly. In those moments in zazen where we’re just sitting and our eyes are just seeing naturally, everything is brighter.2.1 2.2

A process we share

Then Master Dogen puts another point of view. We shouldn’t reject the idea that there is a flow of time, 24 hours in a day. We feel time subjectively – the last zazen session went like a flash – and we measure it objectively with clocks, but in both cases we see time as moving. He would be silly to reject that, because without viewing time as a process, we can’t really function as a human society. We could probably function as a loose band of animals, but we couldn’t function as a civilization. So a civilization is based on us sharing the belief in time as a continuous process.2.2 2.3 2.4

He says that although we don’t doubt that there is something called time moving on, usually, we don’t really know exactly what it is. And then he brings us back and says that everything that’s happening actually is always now. We can only doubt now.2.4

Then Master Dogen creates a picture of linear time: events as a journey, like crossing a river or a mountain pass that we leave behind. We construct our journey and call it our life. When I talk about our holiday in the south of France in July, it’s as if it’s back there somewhere. I don’t know quite where, but it’s back there, and we’ve moved on.2.12

Our ability to conceptualize is so powerful that we can’t escape from our conceptualization. The thing is, to be trapped in one view makes it difficult for us to see reality: we can’t see that really the past has gone forever. We can do something now and call it putting the past right, but it’s not putting the past right; it’s putting the present right.2.13 2.14

So to find a crack in our linear view of time is a kind of liberation. It doesn’t mean we have to say there’s no such thing as time. It seems inevitable that we have to agree and accept and believe in a shared flow of process, because that’s what keeps us as a civilization going. But to be trapped in it means that we’re forever trapped in past, present, future, and that can sometimes create suffering for us.2.14


Seeing time simply as flowing away is not enough.3.4



In our ordinary life, especially when we’re working, with appointments and deadlines, we are immersed in the process view of our life, and we hardly have time to be where we are. Although we can’t appreciate where we are, we are always here. In a way, we all experience time present; but if in our mind we are carried away somewhere else, we don’t appreciate what’s around us.3.4 3.5

Pictures, not descriptions


We must also understand that all the people and things in the universe have their time present.2.5



The present moment belongs to each entity, each person and thing individually. I have my now. You have your now. But at the same time, all those individual time presents are inclusive: at this moment, everybody’s time present is one time present. So he’s pointing out that time present is both independent and inclusive, which are two opposite things. That’s contradictory, because he finds real experience contradictory, depending on how you look at it. He’s trying to describe the indescribable.2.5 2.6

We normally think that things happen at different nows, and those nows are a kind of journey, and we’re on that journey, so the past is back there and we’re heading over to the future. Then he changes to the opposite point of view.2.15


But this is not the only way to think about it. At the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river, we are present there, and so time is present there. … The time when we are crossing the mountain pass is also a real time present.2.15



What he’s saying is that we sense some kind of depth or spread of time even in the present moment, and we’re grasping for images to satisfy our experience. Instead of going past, present, future, we can think of the present, and the past and future being out there, like a big range of mountains. Astronomers looking at distant stars are looking over a panorama of time. It’s a similar kind of image. Only an image. He was writing in the 13th century, without the vocabulary of psychology or astronomy, so he created poetic images to try and say similar things.2.15 2.16 2.19

He’s not saying that’s really how time is. He’s creating different viewpoints, and these viewpoints are models. And just as with scientific models, the model is not the reality. So even Master Dogen is not able to actually describe what time is, but he gives more than one viewpoint, and that’s the great importance of his work. He contradicts himself: it’s now, now, now; no, it’s a journey; no, it’s arrayed like this.3.3


In actual fact, all the things in the whole universe are time present, that are both continuous and separate.3.5



In this line, Master Dogen introduces a huge contradiction. He says that we think of time flowing like a river, but if we look at it more closely, in order to make sense of the present being now, there must be a gap between this present and the next present: moment, moment, moment, like frames in a film. He doesn’t say both are wrong. He says both are true views.3.5 3.6


Although time can be seen as a process like this, times arriving do not pile up on top of times past. Neither do they extend out in a continuous line.3.7



So he means that times don’t come on top of each other and make a pile of time, and they don’t come one after the other as a line. So he’s denying that our images are true.3.7

Our actual experience is rather more unusual than we normally notice. We’re always here. We never see the moment changing to the next moment, yet it’s always changing. We can’t make any sense of how I can see you without linear concepts of time, but that doesn’t mean it fits exactly the model that we make sense of. We’ve constructed our ship called civilisation, and we haven’t realised that there’s water out there. It doesn’t mean that when we notice we’re in a boat, we should jump out of the boat. Just we can notice where we are: that we’re always here, that everything is always changing, and that there are contradictions.2.16 2.17

We construct ourselves and our world


This person, who I think of as myself, is a person that I put together at one time present.2.6



To realize the truth means to realize what is real in each concrete now, and this is what it is to practice a Buddhist life. We construct ourselves. At this moment, I construct an image of myself, and I hold it; the next moment, I hold it. And the memory of all those held images of myself I think of as permanent Michael. Our conceptualization of the universe, too, is something we construct at every moment. In zazen we sometimes have moments where what’s happening just happens: we hear noises on the roof. Then we construct our world again, familiar to us and shared between us all. I can say, ‘It’s raining now,’ and we may all think, ‘If it’s raining tomorrow morning, we’ll have to work inside.’ So in constructing our world, we all construct a future. What Master Dogen is saying is that this is a construction which human beings make to interpret the world. But in the present moment, there is only what is happening to you, uninterpreted.2.7

The simple state of action


But the person who has clarified their real state sees only each thing, each thing, each thing, and lets go of understanding the nature of each thing.2.8



It sounds a kind of mindless way to live, a kind of superhuman state. But of course he doesn’t mean that there are people who live their whole lives like that; he’s not talking about something permanent. Within our lives, we’re doing it all the time. Those chopping down the brambles may have been just taking each thing, each thing: instead of thinking, ‘That’s a so-and-so. Shall I cut it here?’, in one fluid act, you catch hold of it and cut it. So it’s just the simple state of action which we all experience every day, sometimes more, sometimes less: hiking, swimming, music, painting. In action, we clarify our real state. In action, we are in the same state as buddha.2.8 2.9 3.2

In zazen, too, we have periods where we experience each thing, each thing, without interpreting. There is no part of the universe that’s not here. It doesn’t mean it’s all here, but it means we have no boundaries, because we haven’t divided ourselves off from it by thinking or by using language.2.9

Concepts and the world

Conceptualization causes confusion, but it can also be beneficial. So we shouldn’t think that conceptualization is bad, but we should notice what happens when we conceptualize. We can say we live three lives simultaneously: the conceptual world that we create, the physical world that we sense with our senses, and the world of action, where we’re just acting, like a baby. When we act, both those worlds disappear, and the world of instantaneous reality shows itself: the reality in which we are, here and now, always. Not through, but not without our senses. In zazen, there is a state where we don’t focus on either of those. It doesn’t exclude them; if you like, we’re defocusing, embracing everything. I always say it’s like walking on a tightrope: we wobble between the mental and the physical. But that’s only a picture, and all these words are very difficult.2.9 4.16 4.17

Western civilization is biased towards the conceptual: right back from the ancient Greeks, we value ideas about the world as much as or more than the world itself. Since Plato, we tend to prefer the conceptual and try and make our real world fit in with it. Everything abstract is important in a society which is based on constructions that we share. But we can’t make the world fit in exactly with our concepts, and we don’t know whether our ideas are realistic or not until we try them out.2.9 2.10 2.11

So what we try and do, at least, is to understand what it is that we construct and share, and what is basic, unconstructed and shared, and go backwards and forwards between them; and we get some feeling for who we are and what we’re doing. This is what we do in zazen in a very simple way. We lose ourselves in our thoughts, and then we come back to what we’re actually doing, again and again. Kind of mental aerobics.2.11

The present moment is complete


… They themselves are only reality presenting its results at this time present as causes and circumstances.3.8



That’s a completely unsatisfactory group of sentences, but it’s the best I can do to make it easier. We think who we are has been made by who we were in the past. But Master Dogen is presenting another view: what we’re like now is just what we’re like now. I’ve got a sore throat this morning because I talked too much last night, smoked twenty cigarettes and drank two pints of beer. But Master Dogen’s saying another view is just you have a sore throat this morning, and the sore throat, the cause of the sore throat, are all contained in now. It sounds kind of almost heresy, certainly as far as scientists are concerned.3.8

People say to me, ‘Why did you go to Japan?’ I trot out my little story, but in the end I went. Master Dogen is saying that the fact that you’re here contains all the causes and circumstances of you being here. In other words, he’s suggesting that the present moment is complete.3.9

Science is founded on the belief that cause and effect is absolute; otherwise we couldn’t have any science at all. And Master Dogen doesn’t deny that view, but he keeps putting a different view, and he puts it as though it is the only view. People mistake their view of reality, which they form from their past experience, for reality itself. But Master Dogen says that reality is not actually based on past experience. It’s just complete here and now.3.9 3.10

He might say the most important thing is not to cut yourself; the most critical thing is, don’t do it now. And he’s suggesting that not to do it now is in a way unrelated to anything other than now: it’s only related to me, my finger, the knife, and my action. Watching professional tennis on the television, it seems to me that on the baseline they’re trying to drop off everything that happened before and just be there. That’s the kind of view that Master Dogen put in. You can’t learn from the past. However, in another way, of course we can learn from the past.3.10 3.11

He’s saying that all the process markers of time that we use – two o’clock, six o’clock, yesterday, next year – are all time present, actual concrete time. We are concrete nows. At one moment of nowness, we are all in this room, and at that instant, reality is complete. We can’t move David off the sofa and keep the sofa here. He’s saying time present is the only reality, and it’s indivisible. The universe is created at this moment. We can’t escape from this moment.3.14 3.15

Where we already are


… they feel that the state of a buddha is not time present, but a state they must make efforts to attain. … But even the moment in which they make their efforts and reject the state of buddha because they cannot see that it is their state is also time present.3.13



That’s a very common situation in Buddhism. People think that the state of a buddha can’t be just being here and now. They think it’s something they haven’t got and therefore must get. So the place we are all trying to get to is the place we are already at – Wittgenstein, Culture and Value.3.13


Even the times when we seem to be blundering along heedlessly are at time present. … We should neither confuse it with not being present, nor force it into being present.3.16



He’s suggesting that we can never escape from reality. When we’re confused, feel a bit ill, feel well, whatever, they’re all reality as it is. And to be in our place in the universe is not to avoid being in the present moment, and neither is it trying to be in the present moment. So he’s suggesting a middle way between trying to do something, get something, or be something, and avoiding it.3.17

Question: Am I perhaps trying to be more present?

Try not to try.3.18


We suppose that time just passes away. And do not understand that time never arrives.4.1



We don’t have any feeling of this moment changing into this moment. We’re so used to our processed view of time that few people can see clearly this moment, here and now. He’s saying that even among those who live in the present, it’s very difficult to find somebody who can express what is here and now; he calls it the ineffable something, because it’s impossible to describe the content of the present moment. Whether he includes himself among those who cannot express it clearly or not, I don’t know. And among those who assert that they know what the Buddhist truth is, most of them, according to Master Dogen, are still groping around trying to find out who they already are.4.1 4.2


… time present is always made real without ridding ourselves of hindrances and delusions.4.3



That’s quite an interesting statement, because it suggests that trying to get rid of things that hinder us actually hinders us. If we hear what the Buddha’s state is, we immediately want to try and get it, and we imagine we have to get rid of our thinking, our busy mind, and so on. But he says none of that’s necessary, because in order to be fully in the present moment, it’s not a question of getting rid of things, but just leaving things as they are. He’s describing a situation where we come into the present moment quite naturally, and the reason is that to be fully present in the here and now is not a mental state, but a state of our body and mind.4.3 4.4

He suggests that there are benevolent forces helping us when we make a wholehearted effort. We don’t come into the present moment by getting rid of things that stop us coming into it; something brings us into the present moment. We can find more detailed explanations of what benevolent forces might be, but the fact is that the moment when we become fully present just appears. We can notice it in zazen: we may have a very busy mind, or achy legs, and then suddenly we’re sitting just where we are, for a second or half an hour.4.3 4.9 4.10

A person and the world meeting


… without our own moment-by-moment effort in time present, nothing could ever be made real or continue from one moment to the next.4.4



What he seems to be suggesting there is that our wholehearted effort in this moment is everything. We could say it creates the world. It makes everything real. We normally think that the world exists independent of us, but we can never ever test that situation out; our real experience is always that the real world in front of me and me are one inseparable whole. So me acting in the present moment, being fully here, to Dogen, is creating the world. A very strange statement, really. But Master Dogen doesn’t say, like solipsism, that the world only exists in my mind. He says reality is the joining between me and the world in this moment. It’s not that reality is inside me, or reality is outside me, but me and reality at this moment joining, inseparable. That’s reality.4.4 4.5

In wholehearted effort, we are not interpreting the world, we’re participating in the world; if we’re interpreting the world, we’re separating ourselves mentally from it. Much of the time we think that the effort we’re making is for an abstract goal, so we direct part of ourselves outside what we’re doing; when we don’t, it becomes more whole, or full, or something. That’s why sport has become so popular: running for the sake of running. And we practice zazen for its own sake. Wholehearted effort is Master Dogen’s phrase to describe the instant of our life existing, which is some kind of full dynamicness. And reality is a person and the world meeting in an instant. This is his image. This is his description of reality.4.5 4.6 4.7

Real for Master Dogen is a very simple, direct real, not the abstract real of what a film on the television is portraying, but the reality of sitting in front of the screen, watching it. It doesn’t mean that the film is not real. But it’s a different kind of real.4.8

We can’t escape from being here. Practicing zazen teaches us that our being here, sitting in zazen at this moment, is reality. He goes further: he says it makes reality, creates reality. Without making this moment, there can’t be another moment. I can’t do any better than that. It’s quite inadequate, really. We think that we’re separate from the world, but the momentary experience of me practicing zazen is the whole of the universe at one moment: me and the world meeting, you and the world meeting, me and you meeting. So we are making reality. That very, very simple, indescribable, ungraspable experience is Master Dogen’s reality. On top of it, we put our interpretation.4.14 4.15

About the universe making itself real, I can’t say anything. If it talked about the state of Buddha making the whole universe real, then there’s me in there, because I practice zazen. But that sentence is about something that’s beyond me.3.18 3.19

Nothing passes between moments


… An example of this momentary progression is spring. … But our practice teaches us that the passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object.4.10



He wants to say that moments continue moment after moment, but not like the wind or rain sweeping across the country; those moments are independent. That appears to deny that there’s any law of cause and effect, because the law of cause and effect links this moment to the next. But if we look at cause and effect in great detail, we find the same conclusion at its root. Scientists are always looking in more and more detail to link one action to the next action by a law. But however closely you go, you can never find out what’s in the gap between one action and the next action. So even science will never be able to fill up that gap.4.10 4.11

He comes back to the example of spring.4.12


But spring is made real at every time present in the process of spring.4.13



At this time it is spring. At this time it is spring. We construct a season we call spring by stringing all those together. We give a name to a container called spring, but our actual experience of spring is momentary.4.13 4.14


… if we think that there are only individual things that change on the outside, but there is some real unchanging entity that passes from moment to moment … we are becoming lax in studying Buddhism in our practice.4.13



We often put some unchanging entity behind the present moment in which we exist: a constructed self, our idea of who we are, our idea of our life, our concept of time – an unchanging, flowing entity moving behind this talk, which we call time.4.13

Our life is our action now


… what was Bodhidharma’s intention in coming from India to China? On hearing this question, Master Baso Doitsu replied, At one time present he was moved to raise his eyebrow and wink. At another time present he was not moved to raise his eyebrow and wink. At one time present to raise his eyebrow and wink was right, and at another time present to raise his eyebrow and wink was wrong.5.1



Master Dogen introduces this story here because it illustrates natural behaviour in time present. Usually we think that our life is a path: we decide where it is going to go, and then we follow it. So the question why Master Bodhidharma came to China is really a question about how we decide the course of our life. Master Baso’s reply illustrates the fundamental Buddhist view: our life is determined at each moment by our action in this moment, not by our plans, hopes, desires, wishes, dreams. In the present moment, there is no direction. We can think where we’re going, but our action doesn’t know where it’s going. We can see a path by looking backwards, and then we can plan the future. That’s one view. But the ultimate Buddhist view, in a very real sense, says actually our life is just created at this moment.5.1 5.2 5.3

That’s not to deny the value of making plans. We could never function in society without plans. But our plans are not our life itself. What we do in this moment is the footprint of our path. So beyond right and wrong even, whether we like it or not, our life is actually created moment by moment. But on top of that simple fact, we have our life in society.5.3 5.4

This story illustrates that our action in the present is our life, beyond right or wrong, beyond good or bad. But that doesn’t mean that therefore we should try to live a life that doesn’t care about good or bad, right or wrong, and doesn’t care about anything in the future. It’s simply pointing out a very, very simple fact. Master Bodhidharma acted naturally at each moment, following the circumstances of his life, and his actual life was not limited by ideas of right and wrong. I don’t know why he says raised his eyebrow and winked. The question is much more fundamental: how do we live our Buddhist life? Where are we going? And Master Baso’s answer is, here, here, here.5.5 5.6


… Being right has become part of him and pulls him in.5.6



That suggests that if we practice zazen, make our body and mind balance, then the balanced state pulls us into right action. In doing, we can’t see right or wrong; afterwards, of course, we can see it. But we can do right or wrong, and doing right or wrong is not only a function of our intention or our moral point of view, but of our whole state of body and mind. And when he says the mountains and the oceans are time present, he’s welding together circumstances and space-time, here and now. The circumstances we’re in at this moment cannot be separated.5.6 5.7

In normal life we can reflect: if I hadn’t got angry with that bloke last week, it would have gone much smoother. But we can’t actually make any final decision, and that’s why the only thing that’s important is what we do now.5.15

To describe is to restrict

Master Kisho’s poem about will and words is a very simple, realistic description of giving a talk. Sometimes he wants to say something but can’t find the words; at another time he’s got the words but not the will. Master Dogen’s comments create an image of just now, unrelated to before or after: just at this moment, I produce words. We don’t know consciously, one millisecond before we speak, what we’re going to say, but we do speak. Very often we just speak.5.8 5.9

The Buddhist view of time present is an instantaneous being: not an instantaneous occurrence, but an instantaneous existence. Everything happens now, independently of everything that happened at other times. But that doesn’t mean that Buddhism denies cause and effect.5.9


The word will describes will itself and depicts will as an object. …5.10



He’s talking about how we attach labels to something; because we attach a label to something, we make it into an object. Anger is a label for a fluctuating flow of something in our bloodstream; once we’ve labelled it, we can say, ‘I have to let my anger out.’ So words make reality into objects. In the original, Master Dogen uses the word which actually translates as restrict. And I thought about it for a very long time, and I realized that to describe something is to restrict it: to limit it, to define its boundary. Sylvia is the black thing over there that stops where the red sofa begins. I’m restricting you. So we create objects with our language.5.10 5.11


… a description of a thing is never the thing itself. When I meet a person, a person meets another person. When I meet myself, a manifestation meets a manifestation.5.11



I’m not sure of the meaning of those two statements, but I suppose when I meet a person, I can see a described, limited person; when I meet myself, I don’t know my boundaries, so what I’m meeting is unclear to me.5.11

In his own version of the poem, with will and words half present, he deconstructs the objects that the poem creates in our mind; and half of time present, or a quarter, or none of time present, is all in time present. So he wants to go beyond the images, suggesting that we can experience the world now, now, now, rather than through the process view that we are often trapped in. Or we could do both.5.12 5.13

To be human and to discuss things like time is to use containers; we can never get rid of them. So what Master Dogen’s trying to do is really impossible: to talk about what it would be like outside all the labels that we put on things, using labels.4.14

Although we are experiencing time present, right in front of us here and now, we might tend to be confused by somebody’s words about it, because we are trained to prefer those words to our own experience. We prefer the words to the state, and that’s the habit of our civilization. Fortunately, we then end the talk and we go and sit, and we realize that the words were just words. But the words are about something real: the reality that we’re in now.3.17 3.19 3.20

Natural in this moment

The chapter is very difficult to understand, because, without denying our normal view of time, it puts a point of view which is almost unacceptable: that we’re just living at this moment. What we do at this moment is our life itself. When we act, the world is here at this moment, so we can say the world is created at this moment – which, in a Christian culture, sounds as if we must be God. It’s describing what we notice when we practice zazen. That’s where his realization comes from. So because we practice the same practice, we can get a faint scent of what he’s talking about.5.14 5.15

People in Master Dogen’s time and people now who are involved in studying Buddhism in many different ways think that the state of Buddha is something to be attained, some special state, and they don’t realise that the state of buddha is the state of somebody who’s natural, naturally in this moment. We can’t find out who we are. But knowing that we can’t find out who we are is finding out. To know who you are is to forget who you are, he writes in Bendowa. To realize is to make real; we interpret realizing and knowing as some intellectual process, but it’s not that. To know who you are is to be comfortable in the present.5.18 5.19

Question: So it’s happening now: everybody’s a Buddha?

Everybody’s a Buddha when they’re a Buddha, and nobody’s a Buddha when they’re not a Buddha. When we’re acting in a natural state, sincerely, doing our best at this moment, we can say we’re a Buddha. We do it sometimes. Other times, we impose our views and cover our natural self up, and then we’re not a Buddha. But the state of Buddha is not static, and the words are limiting what we can say.5.20
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Uji 1: The Depth of the Present

    
Mike opens Uji by asking how the present can have depth and offers “time-present” as his own name for Uji
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike opens this first Uji talk by asking how the present can have depth rather than being merely a point on a line of time. He does not claim that Buddhist teaching offers an easy theory of time; he stages the difficulty through Susannah Vrobel’s work, Buddhist philosophy, and the audience’s questions. For him, the investigation matters even when its mathematics or abstractions are hard to follow. His own name for Uji, time-present,19 is intended to hold together time and our being present in it.

To set the problem, Mike recounts theories that describe reality as instantaneous, kinetic, timeless, or a sequence of film frames. He says the cinema image cannot simply be accepted, and he finds the excellent philosophy of Dignaga and Dharmakirti very abstract. His reading of Nagarjuna treats past, present, and future as mutually dependent, so that a graspable “static time” is not the real nature of time but a construction measured through events and things. Eliot’s verses interest him because they also point toward an always-present end, although he does not know whether Eliot read Nagarjuna. Mike’s own reservation is that the present cannot convincingly be reduced to a point without duration: we are still here. He calls time a human concept11 insofar as people share it, while asking what remains when the conceptualised flow is put aside. The answer he explores is the present moment in which we are, not a finished theoretical solution. In zazen, he says, noticing thought, drifting, and returning lets people investigate this directly as participants rather than detached observers. Waking from a disturbing dream into the world he is actually in, with water and hands, is for him a return to reality. The opening does not settle every question before Uji begins; Mike explicitly says the chapter is a rich kaleidoscope of images and concepts rather than an A-to-E logical exposition. He then offers “time-present” as his modern, non-exclusive translation choice, because “present” can also suggest being. Yakusan’s poem closes the session by presenting time-presents as concrete events:20 mountain, ocean, anger, buddha, ceremony, temple, ordinary person, and the universe. The practical ending – stopping at twenty past twelve and continuing this afternoon – keeps that claim tied to the time of the talk itself.










Complete English transcript


Unfortunately there was a problem with the audio recorder for this series of talks, and comments by other people were not recorded clearly enough to transcribe properly. Apologies for that.

At this retreat, I’d like to talk about the Buddhist theory of time. There’s a bit of a background to that, which I’d like to tell you about.

As some of you know, two years ago, I think it was August 2005, I went to a conference in Oxford on ‘Consciousness Studies’. There were all kinds of people from different disciplines there – mathematicians, physicists, psychologists, boat builders, buddhists, all kinds of people. And they were all contributing their papers, or some of them contributed papers, about the nature of consciousness, which is a very big subject at the moment, particularly in artificial intelligence studies - because, as technology advances, in order to make intelligent systems they want to find out what intelligence is, and nobody’s quite sure what it is. So if they want to make machines that model the human capacity for thinking, they need to find out what thinking is. And thinking is related to consciousness, so they’re trying to find out what consciousness is.


Overall, I was very impressed and happy to go there. I didn’t contribute anything, other than by listening, and I held a zazen session in the mornings. But I met a lot of interesting people there, and one was a German woman called Susannah Vrobel. She’s one of these multi-discipline people - I think she trained as an artist but ended up as a theoretical physicist. And she gave a paper on ‘The Nature of Now’, and the title of the paper struck me when I was looking through the programme. “ ‘The Nature of Now’! Goodness! Are these people into that?” So I went along, and her paper was very theoretical and very complicated, and quite mathematical; but the fact that she was trying to investigate the nature of now made me very happy, because no matter how we try and investigate something, the fact that we’re investigating it is the most important thing. So, although she is investigating the nature of now from a mathematical, which is an abstract, theoretical, basis, one never knows where one ends up. We talked a bit and she sent me some of her papers when I got back to Bristol, and I became a bit more interested because her ideas are based on fractals. I don’t know if anybody knows what fractal geometry is, but a simple explanation is if you take the leaf of a fern and you look closely at it, each separate branch on the fern is the same shape as the whole leaf. And if you take one branch, on that branch there are separate little stems, and each stem is the shape of the whole branch. And if you take a little stem and look at the little leaf on the stem, each leaf is the same shape as the stem, as the branch, as the leaf, as the whole thing. So it’s a kind of pattern where the same fundamental pattern is embedded inside, inside, inside. And lots of people have found this very interesting, and there’s a whole branch of mathematics concerned with it.


So, Susannah Vrobel was interested in how “the now” can contain depth. We always think of now as being part of the line of time - now will soon become the next now, and so you’ve got a series of moments that make up a line of time. And we always think that now is just a point on that line. So to meet somebody who thought that now, the present moment, had some kind of depth in it, even from the theoretical perspective, is very interesting to me. And we corresponded a bit. I can’t follow everything she says or writes, but it’s very interesting to see somebody in that field. And when she wrote to me, I sent her a copy of a chapter in Master Dogen’s Shobogenzo called ‘Uji’, ‘Existence-Time’, which I think is chapter 11. Uji: existence-time. In that short chapter, Master Dogen explains his view about existence-time. And, actually, from the theoretical point of view, what Susannah Vrobel was looking at has some kind of similarity to Master Dogen’s view, from a theoretical basis. So she was very interested, and she said, ‘Can I send it to some friends of mine?’ So she sent the chapter ‘Uji’ – not the chapter from the book but my modern interpretation – she sent it to a few other people, and then she asked me if I’d write a paper on it for a book that she’s publishing, which is going to be a collection of all different papers from all different people that she’s working with, about the now. So I wrote this paper, with great difficulty, and sent it off to her, and it’s going to go in the book. So having done all that work to write the paper, I thought it’d be a nice thing to talk about it too. So that’s what I’m going to do.


Now, first of all, let’s start off with a bit of history. I don’t know if anybody’s seen this book, Buddhist Logic, by a buddhist scholar called Stcherbatsky who lived in the 1920’s–30’s in St Petersburg. In St Petersburg, they had a buddhist university, which was very famous, and he was one of the academics there. He produced two volumes about buddhist philosophy, going right back to the Sanskrit buddhist philosophers, and it’s an excellent book. It’s very heavy going, in two volumes. This is volume one, and if we look through the chapters we get titles like, ‘Part One: Reality and Knowledge’; ‘Part Two: The Sensible World’; ‘Part Three: The Constructed World’; ‘Part Four: Negation’; ‘Part Five: Reality of the External World’. And then if we look at some of the sub-headings, for instance, Part Two: The Sensible World, ‘Chapter One: The Theory of Instantaneous Being’; ‘Chapter Two: Causation’; ‘Chapter Three: Sense Perception’; ‘Chapter Four: Ultimate Reality’. Those of us who have studied Master Dogen’s writings can feel quite familiar with some of those headings – they’re what we find Master Dogen talking about. In particular, ‘Chapter One: The Theory of Instantaneous Being’ is quite interesting, so I’m going to quote just a little bit, here and there, from what they wrote. The two buddhist philosophers that Stcherbatsky concentrates on, they lived in the sixth and seventh centuries. One was called Dignaga, and the other one was called Dharmakirti. I think Dharmakirti is quite a famous name, as a buddhist philosopher from the sixth century. Neither of these two buddhist philosophers are in the line of transmission of Master Dogen. Master Dogen’s line of transmission goes back to Master Nagarjuna in the second century, then back to Gautama Buddha, as all lines do; but Dignaga and Dharmakirti are on different lines. And, actually, on reading their excellent philosophy, you can see that it’s very abstract. But as abstract philosophy, you can understand parts of it are quite good.


There’s lots and lots of history here, but let me read you just a paragraph from the second part of this chapter:


Such is the leading idea of Buddhism - there is no other ultimate reality than separate, instantaneous bits of existence. Not only external entities, whether it is God or Matter, are denied reality, because they are assumed to be enduring and eternal, but even the simple stability of empirical objects is something constructed by our imagination. Ultimate reality is instantaneous.




That’s their basic position. Another part, in a sub-heading called ‘Reality is Kinetic’. ‘Kinetic’ means moving, dynamic, so ‘reality is kinetic’ suggests that reality is never the same, it’s always changing.


The essence of reality is motion. The world is a cinema. Causality – that is, the inter-dependence of the moments following one another – evokes the illusion of stability or duration. But they are, so to speak, forces or energies flashing into existence without any real, enduring substance in them, but also without any interval, or with an infinitesimally small interval.




So this suggests a picture of reality as frames in a film. Now, now, now, now. As these nows flash past the lens of the projector, what we see is the flow of our life. Now, there’s quite a lot wrong with that view if we look at it. We can’t really believe that we’re living in a cinema, that our life is a projection of images. And, indeed, Master Dogen, while not rejecting that view, goes in a different direction in the end.


Thus it is that ultimate reality for the buddhist is timeless, spaceless and motionless.



That means that everything is frozen in the now.


But it is timeless not in the sense of an eternal being, spaceless not in the sense of a ubiquitous being, motionless not in the sense of an all-embracing motionless whole; but it is timeless, spaceless and motionless in the sense of having no duration, no extension, and no movement. It is a mathematical point-instant.



That, obviously, is a very theoretical view. And anybody who knows the theory of calculus, differentiation and integration, will be able to see some mathematical basis for what they say. Anyway, this is the kind of thing that Dignaga and Dharmakirti wrote about in very great detail, and Stcherbatsky translated from the Sanskrit in this very excellent book.


But, in the sixth and seventh centuries when they were heavily into this theoretical philosophy – before then, in the second century, Nagarjuna, who is an ancestor in Master Dogen’s lineage, had already written about existence-time, about the present moment. This is what he writes in one of the chapters of his work Mulamadhayamakakarika (MMK), which I translated into English in 2002, so this is my translation. This is in a chapter in the work which is entitled ‘An Examination of Time’. And this is my interpretation of what he said in Sanskrit:


Surely if the present and the future exist relative to the past, They will both be contained in time past. But if the present and the future are not both contained in the past, How can they be related to it? Again, it is impossible to establish the existence of either the present or the future without their being related to the past.



Obviously, we can’t say something is in the future unless we relate it to the present, so the present is always related to our past.


Thus present and future time do not exist as such. Using the same process, it can be clarified whether present time – or future time – Comes before, after, or between the other two, or whether they are all a unity.




His way of writing is not completely clear to us. But, what he’s discussing here is the relativity between what we think of as past, present and future, and that they’re all interdependent: in order to have a future, we have to have a present and a past; in order to have a past we have to have a present and a future; and so on. So he’s saying that they’re all dependent on each other, but it’s impossible to work out which comes first.


The nature of time is instantaneous and so it cannot be grasped. Static time, which can be grasped, does not exist.



By ‘static time’ he means the kind of time we envisage. Time now. We can grasp it, we can say ‘It’s ten to twelve, and soon it’ll be five to twelve, and twenty minutes ago we were eating biscuits and drinking coffee.’ So that’s what he calls ‘static time’. We can grasp it, but it does not exist.


Since [real] time is impossible to grasp, how can we understand it? If time depends on things, how can time exist when there are no things? And as there are no things anywhere, how can there be time?



So that’s a rather puzzling couple of lines. But what he’s saying is, because we can’t grasp the actual nature of time itself, it’s very difficult to understand it. What we can understand is not the real nature of time, it’s a kind of construction. Our lives are constructed. He says that constructed time depends on things. For instance, we only measure time by events, and events are always connected to things – table, chair, me, you, air, space. So, things are the basis of the constructed time that we understand. But, in reality, the world is not composed of things, it’s composed of one whole. So, in the oneness or wholeness where we don’t name things, how can there be time? And if we think about those sentences, they sound quite difficult; but if we remember what we were just doing, practicing zazen: when we practice zazen, after our minds have settled down and we’ve stopped thinking, we’re not differentiating, we’re not thinking of things. And in that state, we don’t have any feeling about time, we don’t have any concept of time, we’re not worrying about time, and time does not exist for us. So this is what he’s saying in this verse. It’s incomplete, but that’s what he says in the MMK.


Then, interestingly, many, many years later, the poet T. S. Eliot, in his poetic work the Four Quartets - one of the four Quartets is called ‘Burnt Norton’, and in ‘Burnt Norton’ he writes this:


Time present and time past Are both perhaps present in time future And time future contained in time past. If all time is eternally present All time is unredeemable. What might have been is an abstraction Remaining a perpetual possibility Only in a world of speculation …



And he goes on for a few more paragraphs, and ends up:


Time past and time future What might have been and what has been Point to one end, which is always present.




Now, those verses are remarkably similar to Nagarjuna. And it’s known that T. S. Eliot had an interest in Buddhism. Whether he’d read Nagarjuna is not known.

[inaudible comment] Is it? He must have pinched it then. So, what these Buddhist philosophers and Nagarjuna and T. S. Eliot are talking about is something to do with the fact that although, in our normal lives, we think we know what time is - ‘It’s about twenty past, it says on my watch.’ We all know, don’t we? And yet, in our very real experience, we can’t find the nature of time. We can have an object which moves on, every time we look at it it’s moved on. But the moving-on-ness we invent in our brains and share it with each other. So it’s no good me saying to the cat, ‘Hey, it’s twelve o’clock.’ But it is good me saying it to David, because David shares the same concepts as I do, but the cat doesn’t. So, time is a human concept. And what they are all saying is, ‘Well, besides that human concept, what is there?’ And what they’re pointing to is, ‘Besides the concept of time, and the fact that when we look at the little movement and the little shapes we can interpret it as some kind of abstract flowing – throw all that away and what have we got? The only thing we’ve got is the present moment, where we are now.’ And that’s common for all three. Dignaga and Dharmakirti are very theoretical on that, they say it’s just this point that hasn’t got any duration, that the present hasn’t got any duration. That’s quite difficult, it doesn’t make any sense, or at least I certainly can’t make any sense of it - to me, something has duration, there’s an extension, there’s a width to what we’re doing. Although what we’re doing is now, I can’t see now as a kind of point, an immediate point. Because we’re still here, aren’t we?


That’s the background. Anybody want to raise any comments or questions on that background so far?

The theoretical and intellectual [inaudible].

That’s right, and this is the difference. And, incidentally, Susannah Vrobel who’s studying time, she practices some kind of meditation. I don’t know exactly what she does, but she does meditate every day. And I feel that just the fact that, for instance, she is working on a theory that time has a depth, that statement suggests something different from our normal view of time. In other words, some richness or depth in the present moment.

Now is the extension in which we’re existing, the thing that makes it existable to us, as opposed to this pinpoint instant. Even a pinpoint has its extension.


Ah, not theoretically.

Not theoretically? Well, that’s the problem isn’t it, that you can’t think about the pinpoint that exists.

That’s right. So, her theory is solving that problem. In other words, if we say we’re only existing now, it’s a very short time to be or do anything, isn’t it? (laughs) So, how can we just exist now but also feel a richness and depth to everything? I think that a lot of the people who are doing research into consciousness and artificial intelligence will confront these kinds of problems again and again, and they will have to, eventually, look at their own experience to make sense of things. That’s my hope. It may be some years down the line, but I felt very much at that conference that these people who were exploring the nature of consciousness - which is very much related to the now, which is very much the centre of Buddhism - because they’re looking at something that’s reality, eventually, if they keep going, they will have to come round to looking at real reality, not abstract reality. So, twenty years, fifty years, a hundred years, it doesn’t really matter. They’re studying the right thing.


[inaudible comment about Susan Blackmore] Yes. The whole of the book that she is writing, and that she read a little bit of to you, and I’ve been reading a bit of it, is about that: What is the nature of our actual experience now? And if we think about it, we can tie ourselves up in tremendous knots. If we’re very clever, instead of tying ourselves up in knots, we can construct wonderful theories. And some of those wonderful theories have some kind of benefit to human beings, although they are theories. Myself personally, if I try to think about, in detail, what my experience now is, it drives me up the wall. I’d much rather go and have a cup of tea and go out in the garden. But some people have the mental concentration to hold themselves to it, and then they produce some kind of theory.


[inaudible] … there’s two things simultaneously going on. There’s the experience of the interpreter, so my experience … (inaudible).

Yes, it’s true. And what we do is, we could say, on one point of view, what we do when we sit practicing zazen in the room next door is we experience here and now. We’re often drifting off, we bring ourselves back. We notice - even when we’re drifting off and coming back, again and again, thinking to ourselves ‘Oh, who said zazen was supposed to be peaceful!’ - in that process we can see the nature of what’s drifting off, and where it’s drifting off to, and where it comes back to. So, even although we’re thinking and stopping thinking, thinking and stopping thinking, something slowly clarifies about what we’re doing when we’re thinking and stopping thinking. And where we actually are when we’re stopping thinking, and where we are when we’re thinking we’re somewhere else. All that is very useful to us. We’re actually investigating the same thing that Susannah Vrobel is, but from a much more participatory point of view. Scientists are observers, and in science, in modern times, they have a big struggle between the observer and the observed. In theoretical physics and in advanced nuclear physics they find that to observe something has an effect on it. So how can you watch it without affecting it? And what effect am I having when I watch something in order to see what’s happening? All that area is being fervently discussed, because the scientist has to be an observer. But although the scientist wants to be an observer, and has to be in order to be objective, they can’t help participating in it. Whereas we stupid buddhists can just participate freely. So, if we don’t mind being a bit stupid, we can participate in the experiencing of reality again and again and again, and maybe one day something might become a bit clear about it! (laughs) ‘Ah, I see! … (inaudible).’


I sometimes wake up in the morning, after having had a disturbing dream – nice disturbing or nasty disturbing, it depends on the day - but, if I feel a bit kind of harrowed when I wake up because I’ve had a dream that’s kind of disturbed me, I get out of bed feeling kind of ‘Ughh’. But, when I get out of bed and walk into the bathroom to wash my face I suddenly realise that, ‘Oh, this is the world I’m actually in, with water, hands,’ and I feel very happy, because I return to reality. So returning to reality, returning to this place, is to participate in the world. We are participants. … Any more comments?

[inaudible]

That’s right. So we can say that although Dignaga and Dharmakirti were very excellent and great buddhist philosophers, their theoretical analysis of the present moment leaves us wanting. It’s impossible for us to solve the problem you’re talking about. We can say in theory, ‘The present moment is infinitely short’ - in ancient Buddhism I think it was supposed to be sixty four ksanas, which was their, you know, micro-micro-second measurement in ancient times – ‘then the next moment starts.’ But, actually, that doesn’t satisfy us, because it doesn’t actually explain anything: ‘If there’s a moment here, then the next moment, there must be a gap in between! How wide is the gap?’ And then we can go on and on and on.

It’s not just an infinitely short, but an infinitely large point. It’s without direction. So it’s infinite in dimensions, without direction..

It’s a problem of measurement. To talk about it you have to measure it (inaudible).


[inaudible]

Yes, there’s lots of different ways to talk about it.

[inaudible discussion]

Yes, so it’s quite a big problem, simply because we think about it. Master Dogen realised this and he wrote this chapter called ‘Uji’. And in ‘Uji’ he discusses all the different things that everybody talks about here, in an essay which is full of images and metaphors, so it’s quite rich. It’s not a kind of, you know, ‘A, B, C, D, therefore E’ kind of logical exposition. It’s more a whole kaleidoscope of images, concepts, and so on, around the subject of ‘What is time? What is existence?’ So, I’d like to go through that, bit by bit, in the next few talks.


This is my modern interpretation of the chapter ‘Uji’. It’s based on what’s written in the Windbell book, plus Nishijima’s previous translation which is not so literal, all put together. Let’s go through it paragraph by paragraph and see what Master Dogen says, and then afterwards we can come back to the questions and descriptions.

First of all, the title ‘Uji’ is two Chinese characters. U means ‘existence’, but it also means ‘to be’. In English, and in many European languages, we have two sets of words – kind of simple, concrete words, and abstract words. So ‘being’ and ‘existence’ is one example. ‘Being’ is somehow warm and real; ‘existence’ is somehow abstract, but they’re referring to the same thing. If something exists, it is; but to say ‘it is’ is different to saying ‘it exists’, in the sense that one is more abstract than the other. U means ‘existence’, or ‘being’, or ‘is’, or ‘are’, singular or plural. And ji means ‘time’. So uji means ‘being-time’, or ‘existence-time’, or ‘existent-time’, or ‘time-is’. I wrestled around with the title, and I felt the title used in our translation in the book, ‘Existence-time’, somehow, for me, puts me in an abstract frame of mind. So I wanted to find a phrase that is more concrete. The obvious choice would be ‘Being-time’. But ‘being-time’ sounds like a verb, you know, ‘Let’s practice being time’. So somehow it doesn’t grab me.


How about ‘Time-being’?

‘Time-being’, yes. That would do. But I came up with ‘Time-present’. For me, the word ‘present’ also suggests ‘existence’ – ‘to be present’ is ‘to be’. So, for me, ‘time-present’ says what I feel Uji says, better than any of the other ways. It may not do for you, so you can put your own title on it. It could be ‘Time-being’, yes. So, ‘time-present’ suggests a oneness of time and our existence in time. And that in itself is difficult for us to think about, but actually we’re always one with the time now. We’re always present in the time now. If you substitute another title for the chapter, then you have to substitute it all the way through the phrases. It may give a different taste to the chapter, so that’s a project for somebody else to do.


The chapter starts off with Master Dogen quoting a poem. The poem was written by a buddhist master, a buddhist ancestor, in I think the ninth century, Master Yakusan Igen. And this is the poem:


A buddha of old said:




Time-present is standing on the mountain heights. Time-present is sinking to the depths of the ocean. Time-present is an angry demon, time-present is a buddha. Time-present is a formal ceremony, time-present is the temple compound. Time-present is an everyday individual, time-present is pervading the whole Universe.



In this poem, what the writer wanted to convey was not a series but a collection of concrete happenings. So not just time, but time happening, time-events. Another title for this chapter, instead of ‘Time-present’ or ‘The Time-Being’, would be ‘The Now’. If you use ‘now’ in the very widest sense, we can make it embrace time and what’s happening in time. And, in fact, in the paper I wrote I used the word ‘the Now’ as a synonym for Uji, because I like it. So, Master Yakusan says:

‘Now, standing on the top of a mountain. Now, sinking to the depths of the ocean. Now, angry. Now, calm and serene. Now, I’m in the middle of a formal ceremony. Now, the concrete compound of the temple in which I live. Now, an ordinary person. Now, edgeless, pervading the Universe.’

So, he wants to say that time-presents are concrete, real. However, we have to be a bit abstract because looking at my watch it’s twenty past twelve, and at twenty past twelve we stop the talk. So, ‘Time-present is stopping the talk.’ And we’ll continue this afternoon.

Thank you.
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Uji 1: The Depth of the Present
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




The nature of now

At this retreat, I’d like to talk about the Buddhist theory of time. At a conference in Oxford on ‘Consciousness Studies’ I met Susannah Vrobel, who gave a paper on ‘The Nature of Now’. It was very theoretical and quite mathematical; but the fact that she was trying to investigate the nature of now made me very happy, because no matter how we try and investigate something, the fact that we’re investigating it is the most important thing. One never knows where one ends up.1 2

She was interested in how “the now” can contain depth. We always think that now is just a point on the line of time. So to meet somebody who thought that the present moment had some kind of depth in it, even from the theoretical perspective, is very interesting to me. From the theoretical point of view, what she was looking at has some kind of similarity to Master Dogen’s view in his chapter ‘Uji’. I wrote a paper on it for her book, with great difficulty.3

A world of instants

Those of us who have studied Master Dogen’s writings can feel quite familiar with some of the headings in Stcherbatsky’s Buddhist Logic, such as ‘The Theory of Instantaneous Being’ – they’re what we find Master Dogen talking about. The two buddhist philosophers Stcherbatsky concentrates on, Dignaga and Dharmakirti, lived in the sixth and seventh centuries; neither of them is in the line of transmission of Master Dogen. Their philosophy is very abstract, but as abstract philosophy parts of it are quite good.4


… there is no other ultimate reality than separate, instantaneous bits of existence. … The world is a cinema. … It is a mathematical point-instant.5 6 7



So this suggests a picture of reality as frames in a film. Now, now, now, now. There’s quite a lot wrong with that view. We can’t really believe that we’re living in a cinema. And Master Dogen, while not rejecting that view, goes in a different direction in the end.7

Time that cannot be grasped

Before them, in the second century, Nagarjuna, an ancestor in Master Dogen’s lineage, had already written about existence-time, about the present moment. His way of writing is not completely clear to us. But he’s saying that past, present and future are all dependent on each other, and it’s impossible to work out which comes first. This is my translation:8 9


The nature of time is instantaneous and so it cannot be grasped. Static time, which can be grasped, does not exist.9



By ‘static time’ he means the kind of time we envisage: ‘It’s ten to twelve.’ We can grasp it, but it does not exist. What we can understand is not the real nature of time, it’s a kind of construction. He says that constructed time depends on things. For instance, we only measure time by events, and events are always connected to things. But, in reality, the world is not composed of things, it’s composed of one whole. So, in the oneness where we don’t name things, how can there be time? But if we remember what we were just doing, practicing zazen: when we’ve stopped thinking, we’re not thinking of things, and time does not exist for us. So this is what he’s saying in this verse. It’s incomplete, but that’s what he says.9

A concept we share

Many years later, T. S. Eliot writes in ‘Burnt Norton’:10


Time past and time future What might have been and what has been Point to one end, which is always present.10



Those verses are remarkably similar to Nagarjuna. It’s known that T. S. Eliot had an interest in Buddhism. Whether he’d read Nagarjuna is not known. [inaudible comment] Is it? He must have pinched it then.11

What these Buddhist philosophers and Nagarjuna and T. S. Eliot are talking about is something to do with the fact that although, in our normal lives, we think we know what time is – ‘It’s about twenty past, it says on my watch’ – yet, in our very real experience, we can’t find the nature of time. The moving-on-ness we invent in our brains and share with each other. It’s no good me saying to the cat, ‘Hey, it’s twelve o’clock’, but it is good me saying it to David, because David shares the same concepts as I do. So, time is a human concept. And what they’re pointing to is, ‘Besides the concept of time – throw all that away and what have we got? The only thing we’ve got is the present moment, where we are now.’ And that’s common for all three.11

Dignaga and Dharmakirti say that the present hasn’t got any duration. That doesn’t make any sense, or at least I certainly can’t make any sense of it. To me, something has duration, there’s a width to what we’re doing. I can’t see now as a kind of point. Because we’re still here, aren’t we? Their theoretical analysis of the present moment leaves us wanting. We can say in theory, ‘The present moment is infinitely short – then the next moment starts.’ But that doesn’t actually explain anything: ‘There must be a gap in between! How wide is the gap?’11 16

Depth in the present moment

And I feel that just the fact that Susannah Vrobel is working on a theory that time has a depth suggests something different from our normal view of time: some richness or depth in the present moment. So, her theory is solving that problem. In other words, if we say we’re only existing now, it’s a very short time to be or do anything, isn’t it? (laughs) So, how can we just exist now but also feel a richness and depth to everything?12 13

I think that a lot of the people doing research into consciousness and artificial intelligence will have to, eventually, look at their own experience to make sense of things. That’s my hope. I felt at that conference that these people exploring the nature of consciousness – which is very much related to the now, which is very much the centre of Buddhism – because they’re looking at something that’s reality, eventually, if they keep going, will have to come round to looking at real reality, not abstract reality. Twenty years, fifty years, a hundred years, it doesn’t really matter. They’re studying the right thing.13

[inaudible comment about Susan Blackmore] Yes. Her book is about that: What is the nature of our actual experience now? We can tie ourselves up in tremendous knots, or, if we’re very clever, construct wonderful theories, and some of them have some kind of benefit to human beings, although they are theories. Myself personally, if I try to think about what my experience now is, it drives me up the wall. I’d much rather go and have a cup of tea and go out in the garden.14

Participating

We could say that when we sit practicing zazen, we experience here and now. We’re often drifting off, we bring ourselves back, thinking ‘Oh, who said zazen was supposed to be peaceful!’ In that process something slowly clarifies about what we’re doing. We’re actually investigating the same thing that Susannah Vrobel is, but from a much more participatory point of view. The scientist has to be an observer in order to be objective, but can’t help participating. Whereas we stupid buddhists can just participate freely. So, if we don’t mind being a bit stupid, we can participate in the experiencing of reality again and again, and maybe one day something might become a bit clear about it! (laughs)15

Sometimes I wake up after a disturbing dream and get out of bed feeling ‘Ughh’. But when I walk into the bathroom to wash my face I suddenly realise, ‘Oh, this is the world I’m actually in, with water, hands,’ and I feel very happy, because I return to reality. Returning to this place is to participate in the world. We are participants.16

Uji as time-present

It’s quite a big problem, simply because we think about it. Master Dogen realised this and he wrote ‘Uji’, an essay full of images and metaphors. It’s not a kind of ‘A, B, C, D, therefore E’ logical exposition. It’s more a whole kaleidoscope of images and concepts around ‘What is time? What is existence?’17

U means ‘existence’, but it also means ‘to be’, and ji means ‘time’. ‘Being’ is somehow warm and real; ‘existence’ is somehow abstract, but they’re referring to the same thing. The title in our translation, ‘Existence-time’, somehow, for me, puts me in an abstract frame of mind. So I wanted to find a phrase that is more concrete. The obvious choice would be ‘Being-time’. But ‘being-time’ sounds like a verb. So somehow it doesn’t grab me.18

How about ‘Time-being’?19

‘Time-being’, yes. That would do. But I came up with ‘Time-present’. For me, the word ‘present’ also suggests ‘existence’ – ‘to be present’ is ‘to be’. So ‘time-present’ says what I feel Uji says, better than any of the other ways. It may not do for you, so you can put your own title on it. ‘Time-present’ suggests a oneness of time and our existence in time. That is difficult for us to think about, but actually we’re always one with the time now.19

Yakusan’s poem

The chapter starts off with Master Dogen quoting a poem by Master Yakusan Igen:20


A buddha of old said:

Time-present is standing on the mountain heights. Time-present is sinking to the depths of the ocean. Time-present is an angry demon, time-present is a buddha. Time-present is a formal ceremony, time-present is the temple compound. Time-present is an everyday individual, time-present is pervading the whole Universe.20



What the writer wanted to convey was not a series but a collection of concrete happenings: not just time, but time happening, time-events. If you use ‘now’ in the very widest sense, we can make it embrace time and what’s happening in time. In the paper I wrote I used ‘the Now’ as a synonym for Uji. So, Master Yakusan says: ‘Now, standing on the top of a mountain. … Now, an ordinary person.’ So, he wants to say that time-presents are concrete, real. However, we have to be a bit abstract, because looking at my watch it’s twenty past twelve, and at twenty past twelve we stop the talk. So, ‘Time-present is stopping the talk.’ And we’ll continue this afternoon.20
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Reading the opening paragraphs of Uji from his modern interpretation, Mike shows Dogen setting several views of time side by side: time as the present, time as a measured 24-hour process, and time as a journey or a landscape of peaks. His point is that the linear, shared view of time is a construction we cannot do without, and yet finding a crack in it is a kind of liberation.14 He stresses that this does not mean saying there is no such thing as time.

Dogen's text first identifies time with the present, whose light illuminates the state of buddha; Mike relates this to moments in zazen when everything is simply brighter. Mike explains that Dogen does not reject the flow of time that we feel or measure with clocks, because a civilization rests on a shared belief in time as a measurable process.3 4 The text then gives every person and thing its own time-present; Mike admits that nows which are independent and yet all one now sound contradictory, because Dogen finds real experience contradictory. We also construct ourselves and our world at each moment, he says, and he thinks of the remembered self-images as a permanent Michael. Against this, Dogen's text describes a person who sees only each thing and lets go of understanding its nature. For Mike this is not a superhuman way of living but the simple state of action8 9 that everyone knows, as in cutting a bramble in one fluid act or in moments of zazen without interpreting.

He does not call conceptualization bad: we live at once in a conceptual world, a physical world and a world of action, but Western civilization since the ancient Greeks and Plato has preferred the conceptual and tried to make the real world fit it. Zazen, in his account, repeats a simple movement of losing ourselves in our thoughts and coming back to what we are actually doing, so that slowly we get some feeling for what we are doing. Dogen's image of a journey, with past events left behind like a river or mountain pass we have crossed, is the ordinary linear view; being trapped in it, Mike says, means being trapped in past, present and future, which can sometimes create suffering. The text then makes the time of crossing the pass itself a time-present and suggests seeing time as if looking out over thousands of peaks rather than as passing us by. Mike compares this with astronomers, who look over a panorama of time when they see stars at different distances. He presents these as poetic images that Dogen, without modern vocabulary, created to describe an experience more unusual than we notice: we are always here, and yet everything is always changing. Noticing that we live in the ship of civilization, he adds, does not mean jumping out of the boat.










Complete English transcript


So let us chant Kaikyoge before the talk.

[recitation, 00:00:06–00:00:39]

Carrying on from this morning, everybody got a copy?


So we've got Master, 13th century— sorry, Master, 9th century, Zen Master Yakusan Igen's poem, Time present standing on the mountain height, time present sinking to the depths of the ocean. Time present, an angry demon. Time present, a buddha. Time present, the formal ceremony. Time present, the temple compound. Time present, an everyday individual. Time present, pervading the whole universe.



The pervading the whole universe, we can interpret that he means sitting in zazen. When we sit in zazen, we stop dividing ourselves from the world, and we're sitting in the whole universe. So lots of snapshots, concrete times, and this is what he wants the poem to convey. So the poem identifies time present, or the now, with actual concrete circumstances. If we were to write it in a normal way, we would say, At a certain time, so and so happened, then at another time, so and so happened. But the poem is written more simply.


Master Dogen comments, Time present means that time is the present, and the present is time. The state of buddha is always made real at a time, and because of this, the state is illuminated by the light of the present.



So, Time present means time is present. In Japanese and Chinese, you can put two characters together in a compound, uji, the title of the chapter. And in English, we normally want to insert something, time and present moment, to link two things together. But in Japanese, time present means time is the same, identified with, inseparable from present. ‘The state of Buddha is always made real at a time.’


So the state of Buddha is the state of being in the place where we are, being awake to the time and place where we are now. ‘And because of this, the state is illuminated by the light of the present.’ It doesn't necessarily mean some kind of spiritual searchlight, in a metaphorical sense. It can also be interpreted to mean when we are actually in the present, we can see things more clearly. And when you're sitting in zazen, you notice the times when you are reflecting inwards. Although your eyes are open, you are not looking at what's outside.

What's outside has a kind of film over it, we could say. It's not bright. But when, in those moments in zazen, where we're just sitting and our eyes are just seeing naturally, everything is brighter. So we can say the light of the present is illuminating, and we are illuminated by it. Master Dogen goes on, having identified time and present as one thing, and talked about Buddha being in the present moment and being in the present moment is an illuminated state, he then puts another point of view. ‘But we must also study time as 24-hour time this day.’

In other words, we shouldn't reject the idea that there is a flow of time, 24 hours in a day.


Anger has its time, and so it is 24-hour time. 24-hour time is relative. Although we can't be sure if one period of 24 hours is longer or shorter or faster or slower than another, we still say that a day lasts for 24 hours.




So here he's saying we can see time as a continuous process. Through 24 hours. And in that seeing time as a continuous process, sometimes we see it subjectively, relatively.

So maybe this hour will go very slowly, but the last hour, when we were sitting there, may have gone very quickly, and the next hour may go very quickly, and the next five minutes may go very slowly. Those relative feelings, experiences we have, are one way to look at the flow of time. Another way is to be objective and to measure time with little clockwork devices. So that ties us to something physical, something external. So then we measure time objectively according to external measuring devices. But in both cases, we see time as moving.

So we say, the last zazen session just went like a flash, but of course I know that it took one hour because I can measure it. So we have these subjective and objective views of time flowing as a process. So he doesn't want to reject that. He would be silly to reject that, because without viewing time as a process, we can't really function as a human society.


We could probably function as a loose band of animals, just following circumstances, but we couldn't function as a civilization. So a civilization is based on us sharing the belief in time as a continuous process, which we can measure more or less objectively. Four hundred years ago, not very objectively, using the sun and so on. But these days, very objectively. So our actions are timed very exactly to our measurements. Whereas four hundred years ago. Probably didn't matter so much whether you were on time or not, because nobody knew what on time was. When everybody arrived, that was on time. When the sun came up, that was on time.


He carries on, and although we never doubt our ability to trace clearly the passage of time, we cannot be sure that we know clearly what time is. As ordinary people, we have many doubts about many things, but our doubts are not always the same. They are always changing. But although this is true, every one of those changing doubts is time present.



So first of all, he says, although we have a subjective, relative view of experience of time, and we also have a more objective, measurable view of time, we don't doubt that there is something called time moving on, usually. And although we don't doubt it, we don't really know exactly what it is. And then he points out that ordinary people, we doubt lots of things, but our doubts change from day to day, from moment, year to year. And all those doubts, or lack of doubts, happen in a time present. So he goes away into subjective and objective process view of time, and then brings us back and says, but everything that's happening actually is always now. Our doubting takes place now. We can never doubt in the future. We can never doubt in the past. We can only doubt now.



He goes on. We understand that the universe consists of all the things contained in this world. We must also understand that all the people and things in the universe have their time present.



So here, he is taking a subjective view of time, that every separate person, thing, has their own present moment. It's an individual thing. We all have our own present.


Just as individual things are independent of each other, so individual time presents are independent of each other. This means many people can want to find the truth at the same time, and there can be many times at which a single person wants to find the truth.



What he wants to say there is that— The present moment belongs to each entity, each person and thing individually. But at the same time, all those individual time presents are inclusive. So at this moment, everybody's time present is one time present.

But everybody, looking from their own point of view, has their own time present. I have my now. You have your now. So he's pointing out that time present is both independent and inclusive, which are two opposite things. The independent means to be separate; the inclusive means to be together. No. Yes, you can say so, yes. No, he's saying that we all experience an individual now, but our experience of the individual nows are all now. So two different points of view: the individual point of view and the collective point of view. So he's trying to describe real experience.


So it doesn't always sound objective and logically consistent. In fact, those two things that he points out there, that we've all got our own nows, but all our own nows are all one now. Contradictory. That's because he finds real experience contradictory, depending on how you look at it. So we can say that the now, now includes a whole array of personal nows. And a single person experiences a series of personal nows: my now, my now, my now, my now.

So he's creating two different images of what now is. An image of now, now, now, now, and an image of now, now, now, now. So one is a horizontal picture of all these nows, and the other one is a picture of a line of nows.

Participant: Well, a line.

Participant: You have a perspective when you take all the nows in the same year.

Mike: Yep.

Participant: You have a horizontal perspective when you take all the nows in different years.

Mike: That's it. That's the image. Or, as I learned when I listened to Baron Boen's paper, his masterclass, in music you have depth in a chord that way and that way. So this is the image he's creating in trying to describe the indescribable. ‘This is true not only of wanting to find the truth, but also of actually realizing the truth and actually practicing a Buddhist life.’ So we can want to find the truth and we can realize the truth at a moment, at a moment, at a moment.


This person, who I think of as myself, is a person that I put together at one time present. We can apply this thinking to everything in the universe, and this kind of intellectual analysis is the starting point of Buddhist practice.




So, to realize the truth, the phrase to realize the truth, which comes up so much, means to realize what is real in each concrete time present, in each concrete now. And this is what it is to practice a Buddhist life. We construct ourselves. We put ourselves together at each moment. So at this moment, I construct an image of myself, and I hold that image of myself. The next moment, I hold it.

And the memory of all those held images of myself I think of as permanent Michael. In the same way, our interpretation or conceptualization of the universe is something we construct at every moment. Practising zazen, we sometimes have moments where what’s happening just happens. Or sometimes, sitting in a chair, we just have moments of what is happening happen. So we hear noises on the roof, we’re sitting, we’re listening to somebody talking. Then we interpret or construct our world again, and the world we construct is familiar to us and shared between us all.

So I can say, It’s raining now, and we may all think, Oh, if it’s raining tomorrow morning, we’ll have to work inside instead of outside, or, Did I switch the heater on in my room? or whatever. So in constructing our world, we all construct a future. What Master Dogen is saying is that is a construction which human beings make to interpret the world. But in the present moment, there is only what is happening to you, uninterpreted.



And he goes on to explain that more. But the person who has clarified their real state sees only each thing, each thing, each thing, and lets go of understanding the nature of each thing. And at that moment, time present contains the whole of time, and that time contains all things. Thus the whole of existence, the whole universe, is present at each moment of time. Have a quick look to see if you can find any part of the universe that has escaped from this present moment.



Participant: (laughs)

Mike: It's all there. What he's creating here is a picture of a person who is not constructing their world. And we can't really imagine that there can be people who just see each thing, each thing, and let go of understanding the nature of each thing. Sounds kind of mindless way to live. But of course he doesn't mean that there are people around who live their whole lives just seeing each thing, each thing, each thing, each thing. But within our lives, we're doing it all the time. During zazen, many of us did it. Many of you did it.

I was thinking about how to make a pattern for a kashaya. But those fortunate ones who were chopping down the brambles from the hill may have been just taking each thing, each thing, each thing, and not understanding the nature of each thing. So instead of catching hold of a plant and thinking, Oh, that's a so-and-so. Now I'm going to cut it. Shall I cut it here? In one fluid act, you catch hold of it and cut it.


So what he's describing is not some kind of superhuman person who goes through life without interpreting the world, but just the simple state of action which we all experience every day, sometimes more, sometimes less. And of course, our experience in zazen. In zazen, although we have lots of thoughts coming and going, we also have a period where we experience each thing, each thing, without interpreting. And in those times, everything is contained in those times. There is no part of the universe that's not here. It doesn't mean it's all here, but it means we have no boundaries. We are part of one huge whole because we haven't divided ourselves off from it by thinking or by using language.

It causes confusion, but it can also be beneficial. So we shouldn't think that conceptualization is bad. Don't do it, but we should notice what happens when we conceptualize. Yes. Yes, in a society.

Question: But because it's sick in the world of total conceptualization, is this what I'm doing?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: I'm not feeling able to see myself,

Mike: Yes.

Participant: whatever I need that

Mike: Yes.

Participant: to be able to be brought to you.

Mike: Yes. Yes. Yes. That's right. We can say living three lives simultaneously: the conceptual world that we create, the physical world that we sense with our senses, and the world of action, where we lose both and we're just acting, like a baby. So we inhabit three lives at the same time. But our civilizations have biases. So Western civilization is biased towards the conceptual. Right back from ancient Greeks and before, we value ideas about the world as much as or more than the world itself. And this was the— who was had the story of the shadows on the back of the cave, Plato.


So Plato said that there is a real life, which is the conceptual, and there's the physical world which follows it. And from that time, we tend to, tend to prefer the conceptual and try and make our real world fit in with the conceptual. And that's created the whole of our civilization. Somebody thought, That's a nice barn. We put stuff at the top and a dragon, and made those rough walls to get people to pay to come in. And then they did it, and we come in and we say, Oh, that's a nice place for the dragon. We can sit in here and have talks.

So that's based on the conceptual. We've constructed something from our minds and all gone along with it. But, yes, go on. Morality, yes. it Yes. It can do. We can do, but very often our abstract morality doesn't follow through into our actions, and we can see that so many examples of that, it's unbelievable. In fact, the people who are most abstractly moral often have dark secrets. The American preacher who's shouting about the sinfulness of sex was nipping round the back to the motel where he had a little lady.


So abstract morality is important. Abstract, everything abstract is important in a society which is based on constructions that we share. But we can't make the world fit in exactly with our concepts. This is the problem. So if we believe our concepts are of paramount importance and try and make the world fit in, we usually have big problems. But the difficulty is for human beings is we don't know whether our ideas are realistic or not until we try them out. And then when we try them out, we don't know whether to go with our idea or to give up our idea and follow reality.

Stubborn people hold on to their ideas sometimes and have good results sometimes. Sometimes they have disastrous results because their ideas are unrealistic. So how do we find our way through that maze? Well, what we try and do, at least, is to understand the nature of what we do when we conceptualize, and what it is that we construct and share, and what is basic, unconstructed and shared, and go backwards and forwards between them, and we get some feeling for who we are and what we're doing. And this is what we do in zazen in a very simple way.

We lose ourselves in our thoughts, and then we come back to what we're actually doing, which is something very, very simple. Then we lose ourselves in our thoughts, and we come back to what we're doing again. And slowly, slowly, we get some feeling for what we're doing. Oh, I'm losing myself in my thoughts. Oh, I'm coming back to reality. Oh, I'm off in my thoughts again. Oh, now I'm back in reality. Very good exercise. Kind of mental aerobics. Master Dogen goes on.

Now he's onto a slightly different subject, still about the now or time present, but from a slightly different tack.



Until we study the Buddhist view, it is normal to think that time present means that one particular time we become angry, another particular time we become a Buddha, and we imagine events as part of a journey, as though we were crossing a river or walking over a mountain pass. And although we feel fairly sure that the mountain pass or the river are still present back there when we cross them, we have already passed them and moved on to be illuminated by the present, leaving them behind in the far distance.



So here, in 13th century medieval Japanese, Master Dogen's creating a picture of linear time, linear progression of time. So he's saying, normally we think, okay, there's now, and there's the now that's just gone, and there's the future now, and they're all like on a journey.

So what we did this morning is somehow back there over the hill where we just came from, and then we're going over this hill up to the top of there, and then down again. So we imagine this journey, and we call that journey life. And we all do it. We construct our journey and call it our life. And we somehow think that the past is back there, back there somewhere. We went on holiday to south of France, Yoko and I, in July, and if I start talking about it, tell you where we stayed and everything, it's as if it's back, back there somewhere. I don't know quite where, but it's back there. The holiday's back there, and we've moved on.


Participant: Some suppositions have the idea of the past as being in front. You can see it, whereas the future is behind you in the distance.

Mike: That's a good one.

Participant: Put those people up if you incline if you look along the timeline because they can see where this game is pointing.

Mike: Yes, that's nice. Spike Milligan. I'm walking backwards for Christmas across the Irish Sea. Yes, that's good. Simile. And all these kind of similes, metaphors, as the one he's creating in this paragraph, give us different views on what our experience is. It seems to be very about ideas of time breakdown, because it's hugely possible to conceive, say, other than through the metaphor of a landscape or event. Does seem, yes.

Yes. But to solve the problem of that impossible situation, the practice does it. Because zazen is a repeated experience of the now. And human beings are so intellectual, our ability to conceptualize is so powerful that we can't escape from our conceptualization. So some people like to talk about what happened to them in the past a lot, especially people talk about their holidays. Oh, and then we went here, and then we went there, and then they get the photographs out, and it's real, you know. They're describing their journey that they've been on. And sometimes that's quite boring to listen to.


Other people let go of the past, and once something's happened, they're not interested in it anymore. And sometimes they can be quite boring too. But the thing is, to be trapped in one view makes it difficult for us to see reality. So if we're only trapped in the view of, you know, then we can't see that really the past has gone forever. So whatever happened in the past, we can't put it right now. We can do something now, and we can call it putting the past right, but it's not putting the past right; it's putting the present right.

So to find a crack in our linear view of time is a kind of liberation. It doesn't mean we have to say there's no such thing as time.

Participant: I'm not late because there's no time. Walk into work at half past five in the evening.

Participant: [unclear, 00:39:04–00:39:12: “You can compare the situation of time in a way. At some point, you sort of there because we agree.” / “You get a bit of comparison with the idea of a time with a blank sample of it, you assume it's there because we agree it's there.”]

Question: Yes. You mean that we shouldn't do that?

Mike: It seems inevitable that we have to do that.

Participant: Yeah,

Mike: It

Participant: sure.

Mike: seems inevitable. We have to, inevitably, we have to agree and accept and believe in a shared flow of process, because that's what keeps us as a civilization going. But to be trapped in it means that we're forever trapped in past, present, future, and that can sometimes create suffering for us. Yes. Yes. Yes. No, I don't know either.


We could say, in a way, if we said instead of time being spread out like a journey, has a depth in something, we're grasping for images to satisfy our experience. Master Dogen gives an example in the next paragraph. So he said in that paragraph we just read that we normally think that things happen at different nows, and those nows are kind of journey, and we're on that journey, so the past is back there and we're heading over to the future. Then he changes to the opposite and different point of view.


But this is not the only way to think about it. At the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river, we are present there, and so time is present there. Time cannot elude the present. Accepting that time does not appear and disappear. The time when we are crossing the mountain pass is also a real time present. And even if time were to appear and disappear, the time when time is actually present is also a time present. Then how can the time when we are crossing the mountain pass, or crossing the river, not be swallowed up in the time when we are illuminated by the light of the present? How can we say that the time when we are crossing the mountain pass, or crossing the river, does not spew out this present brightness?



The bigger one. But what he's saying in that paragraph is similar to what Stuart is trying to express, and that is we sense some kind of depth or spread of time even in the present moment. How should we describe it?


So he says instead of thinking of time and being a journey going that way, we can think of time spread out that way, or spread in that way. But actually astronomers do this, because when they look out into the universe at stars, they know that the light from the stars took so many years to get back, get to Earth. So when they're looking out at the star... A hundred million light years away, another one two hundred million light years away, they're looking over a... they're looking over a panorama of time. Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. That's right.

So our ability to hold something in our memory, a trace in our memory, allows us to make these constructions. Yes. Yes. Yes.

Participant: Actually, half of the community are in it.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Nothing about faith. But if you do it, I don't know. If you don't have faith, you might forget it, isn't it? It might be the only way forward, but if you just go down, have faith in the creator of all man.

Mike: Yes. Yes. But when the astronomer stands looking through his telescope and he sees stars over there and over there, he knows that those are in the past. So he's seeing in the past. And this is the image that Dogen is, similar kind of image, trying to create. Only an image.

It's only creating ways to look at our experience, because our actual experience is rather more unusual than we normally notice. Because we're always here. We never see the moment changing to the next moment, yet it's always changing. Yes, it would be fantastic. Yes. Certainly, if we think about how our experience works, touch, sight, we can't explain it in terms of an instant. It needs a process for us to understand it.


So in order to understand how I can see you, I have to talk about light coming from you into my eye, and then signals coming from my eye to my brain, and then so on. And that all only makes sense in time, and scientists measure how many milliseconds it takes and so on. So we can't make any sense of it without linear concepts of time. But the fact we can't make sense of it doesn't mean it fits exactly the model that we make sense of. Does that make sense? Yes.

Participant: The kind of structure. The difference between sort of swallowing, swallowing and vomiting off.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: And that's, swallowing is like an inclusive thing.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: And vomiting off is kind of differentiation from a human.

Mike: Yes, that's right. It is a difficult thing he's talking about, but the difficulty is something we don't notice, the unusual situation that we live in. We've constructed our ship called civilisation. We are floating along in it and we haven't we haven't realised that there's water out there. It doesn't mean that when we notice we're in a boat going along in the water, we should jump out of the boat.

Just we can notice where we are. We can notice that we're here, that we're always here, that everything is always here, that everything is always changing, and that there are contradictions. I'll just go on to the next paragraph.



Although the angry person is an event in the past and the Buddha is here today, we can also think of time as if going up into the mountains and looking out over thousands of peaks, rather than seeing time as passing us by. The time peak when we become angry is then a time present, even though it seems to have receded into the past. And the time peak when we become Buddha is also a time present, even though it seems to be back there.



So another, the image we were talking about just now of looking out over the past and future, rather than the linear view. ‘Then a pine tree is a time present, and a bamboo thicket is a time present.’ So the pine tree and the bamboo thicket are concrete objects existing at the present moment. So just briefly to recap, the chapter started off with a poem which said, Reality is now, reality is now, reality is now.

Now I'm angry, now I'm happy, now I'm outside, now I'm inside. So breaking up our idea of time being a flow. Then Master Dogen went on to say, But although reality is now, now, now, we can't help see time as a process through the day. Then he went on to say, But when we think of time as a process through the day, we think of it as a time and a journey, linear journey, right? Past, present, future. But we can also think of it another way.


Instead of going past, present, future, we can think of present. And the past and future being out there, like a big range of mountains. He was writing in the 13th century. He didn't have the vocabulary of psychology, astronomy, you know. He didn't have the benefit of Einstein's theory of relativity, curved space, time differentials, digital clocks. So he created poetic images to try and say similar things. So he's exploring the way we look at time and giving us different ways to look at it. Yes.

Participant: I think you could say that the actual thing is there will come to you working with loads of people requesting loads of directions for the trip.

Mike: Yes, absolutely. It's good news, yeah. Because we're searching for the truth, if we carry on searching, we'll find it. Of course, if we search for the truth in the wrong direction, we may never find it. So, for instance, if we decide that everything can be solved by crystal gazing, we can crystal gaze from now until we die, but we won't get any nearer the truth. But we have something more excellent than crystal gazing called science. And science says, look at what's outside, and then say, Huh, that's probably not true.

Let me find out if it is or not, and then thoroughly pull the thing apart to see whether it's true or not. And if you can't prove that it's false, then you say, Okay, for the time being, that's true, and then you move on. So that's a very powerful exploration of truth. So if science continues in that way, it must find, must move closer to the truth.


Question: that is a non-conceptual experience

Mike: Yes.

Question: rather than a conceptual?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: So it matters how long you conceptualize about it. You might get closer to it, but you're always going to miss it until you drop that concept.

Mike: Yes. So it's quite interesting that more and more people involved in scientific exploration are interested in practicing zazen. Because, for instance, I went to this consciousness conference, and on the Saturday morning I gave a zazen sitting in the morning, and on the Sunday morning somebody else did mindfulness sitting. Now, I might not think mindfulness sitting is as good as zazen. But at least these scientists exploring all these conceptual ideas are sitting like this. It's amazing, really, isn't it? They must be doing that for some valid reason. What is it?

They may not know. So maybe intuitively, people who are exploring this what is true from the scientific perspective, maybe intuitively they realise sometime in the distant future I'm going to have to jump out of all this. Or maybe they're trying, maybe they already know that they're going to have to jump out of it, and they're trying to find the link between outside and inside. I don't know. But I'm sure that if people pursue the truth with the most powerful tools that we have, they'll get closer to it. Shall we stop?

Well, at the end of the talk, let us recite Fueko. The first three lines of Fueko, we chant at normal speed. Sorry, four, four lines, and the last three lines we chant slower. But just follow everyone else.

[recitation, 00:56:49–00:57:41]

Thank you very much.
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Time is the present


… Zen Master Yakusan Igen's poem, … Time present, an angry demon. Time present, a buddha. …1



So the poem identifies time present, or the now, with actual concrete circumstances.1


Master Dogen comments, Time present means that time is the present, and the present is time. The state of buddha is always made real at a time, and because of this, the state is illuminated by the light of the present.1



In Japanese, time present means time is the same, identified with, inseparable from present. The light of the present doesn't necessarily mean some kind of spiritual searchlight, in a metaphorical sense. It can also be interpreted to mean that when we are actually in the present, we can see things more clearly. In zazen, there are moments where we're just sitting and our eyes are just seeing naturally, and everything is brighter.1 2

Time as a measured process

Then Master Dogen puts another point of view: ‘But we must also study time as 24-hour time this day.’ We shouldn't reject the idea that there is a flow of time.2

The last zazen session just went like a flash, but I know that it took one hour, because I can measure it. So we have these subjective and objective views of time flowing as a process. He would be silly to reject that, because without viewing time as a process, we can't really function as a human society. We could probably function as a loose band of animals, but not as a civilization. So a civilization is based on us sharing the belief in time as a continuous process.3 4

My now and our now

Master Dogen says that every separate person, thing, has their own present moment. I have my now. You have your now. But at this moment, everybody's time present is one time present. So he's pointing out that time present is both independent and inclusive, which are two opposite things. Contradictory. That's because he finds real experience contradictory, depending on how you look at it.5 6

Constructing ourselves and our world


This person, who I think of as myself, is a person that I put together at one time present. …6



The phrase to realize the truth, which comes up so much, means to realize what is real in each concrete now. And this is what it is to practice a Buddhist life. We construct ourselves at each moment, and the memory of all those held images of myself I think of as permanent Michael. In the same way, our interpretation of the universe is something we construct at every moment, and the world we construct is shared between us all. In constructing our world, we all construct a future. What Master Dogen is saying is that is a construction which human beings make to interpret the world. But in the present moment, there is only what is happening to you, uninterpreted.7


But the person who has clarified their real state sees only each thing, each thing, each thing, and lets go of understanding the nature of each thing. …8



He doesn't mean that there are people around who live their whole lives like that. Within our lives, we're doing it all the time. Those who were chopping down the brambles may have been just taking each thing, each thing: in one fluid act, you catch hold of a plant and cut it. So what he's describing is not some kind of superhuman person, but just the simple state of action which we all experience every day, sometimes more, sometimes less. In zazen, although we have lots of thoughts coming and going, we also have a period where we experience each thing without interpreting. We are part of one huge whole because we haven't divided ourselves off from it by thinking or by using language.8 9

Three lives

It causes confusion, but it can also be beneficial. So we shouldn't think that conceptualization is bad, but we should notice what happens when we conceptualize. We can say we're living three lives simultaneously: the conceptual world that we create, the physical world that we sense, and the world of action, where we lose both and we're just acting, like a baby. But Western civilization is biased towards the conceptual. Right back from the ancient Greeks, we value ideas about the world as much as or more than the world itself. Plato said that there is a real life, which is the conceptual, and the physical world follows it. From that time, we tend to prefer the conceptual and try and make our real world fit in with it.9 10

But we can't make the world fit in exactly with our concepts. If we believe our concepts are of paramount importance and try and make the world fit in, we usually have big problems. But the difficulty for human beings is we don't know whether our ideas are realistic until we try them out. So how do we find our way through that maze? What we try and do, at least, is to understand what we construct and share, and what is basic, unconstructed and shared, and go backwards and forwards between them. This is what we do in zazen in a very simple way. We lose ourselves in our thoughts, and then we come back to what we're actually doing, again and again. And slowly, slowly, we get some feeling for what we're doing.11

The journey and the crack


Until we study the Buddhist view, it is normal to think … we imagine events as part of a journey, as though we were crossing a river or walking over a mountain pass. …12



Here Master Dogen's creating a picture of linear time. We construct our journey and call it our life, and we somehow think that the past is back there somewhere. Zazen is a repeated experience of the now. And human beings are so intellectual that we can't escape from our conceptualization.12 13

To be trapped in one view makes it difficult for us to see reality. Whatever happened in the past, we can't put it right now. We can do something now and call it putting the past right, but it's not putting the past right; it's putting the present right. So to find a crack in our linear view of time is a kind of liberation. It doesn't mean we have to say there's no such thing as time. It seems inevitable: we have to agree and accept and believe in a shared flow of process, because that's what keeps us as a civilization going. But to be trapped in it means that we're forever trapped in past, present, future, and that can sometimes create suffering for us.14

Peaks and a panorama of time


… At the time when we are crossing the mountain pass or crossing the river, we are present there, and so time is present there. Time cannot elude the present. …15



What he's saying in that paragraph is similar to what Stuart is trying to express, and that is, we sense some kind of depth or spread of time even in the present moment. So he says instead of thinking of time as a journey, we can think of time spread out. Astronomers looking out at stars are looking over a panorama of time; they're seeing in the past. This is a similar kind of image that Dogen is trying to create. Only an image. It's only creating ways to look at our experience, because our actual experience is rather more unusual than we normally notice. We're always here. We never see the moment changing to the next moment, yet it's always changing.15 16


… we can also think of time as if going up into the mountains and looking out over thousands of peaks, rather than seeing time as passing us by. …18



He was writing in the 13th century. He didn't have the vocabulary of psychology, astronomy, or the benefit of Einstein's theory of relativity. So he created poetic images to try and say similar things.19

The ship of civilisation

We can't make any sense of how I can see you without linear concepts of time. But that doesn't mean it fits exactly the model that we make sense of. We've constructed our ship called civilisation, and we haven't realised that there's water out there. It doesn't mean that when we notice we're in a boat, we should jump out of the boat. Just we can notice where we are: that we're always here, that everything is always changing, and that there are contradictions.17

From the discussion

Because we're searching for the truth, if we carry on searching, we'll find it. Of course, if we search for the truth in the wrong direction, we may never find it. We can crystal gaze from now until we die, but we won't get any nearer the truth. But we have something more excellent than crystal gazing called science. And science says, look at what's outside, and then say, Huh, that's probably not true. Let me find out if it is or not, and then thoroughly pull the thing apart to see whether it's true or not. And if you can't prove that it's false, then you say, Okay, for the time being, that's true, and then you move on. So if science continues in that way, it must move closer to the truth.19

Question: That is a non-conceptual experience, rather than a conceptual?

Yes.20

Question: So you might get closer to it, but you're always going to miss it until you drop that concept?

Yes. So it's quite interesting that more and more people involved in scientific exploration are interested in practicing zazen. These scientists exploring all these conceptual ideas are sitting like this. They must be doing that for some valid reason. Maybe intuitively they realise, sometime in the distant future I'm going to have to jump out of all this. Or maybe they already know, and they're trying to find the link between outside and inside. I don't know. But I'm sure that if people pursue the truth with the most powerful tools that we have, they'll get closer to it.20
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
In this session Mike reads further in his modern interpretation of Dogen’s Uji and treats its conflicting pictures of time as models, not as descriptions of what time really is. What they point to, in his reading, is a present moment that is already complete,9 which we tend to overlook because we are trained to prefer words about it to our own experience.

The passages he reads from the chapter say that seeing time simply as flowing away is not enough, and that time present can also be thought of as a process, yet moments neither pile up nor extend in a continuous line. Mike stresses that Dogen does not call either the flowing or the momentary view wrong but presents both as true, and that he puts each new view as though it were the only one. Even Dogen, he says, cannot actually describe what time is; the importance of his work lies in giving more than one viewpoint. Against the usual belief that what we are like now was caused by our past, Mike presents Dogen’s other view: what we are like now is just what we are like now.8 His example is a sore throat after a night of talking, smoking and drinking, with the sore throat and its causes all contained in the present. Mike notes that Dogen does not deny the scientific view of cause and effect, and Mike himself grants that in another way we can of course learn from the past. Tennis professionals who drop everything that happened before so as to be ready for the next ball illustrate for him the view Dogen puts forward: just being in that moment.

The chapter then says that people who do not see reality as this time present treat the state of a buddha as something to be attained by effort, although even that effort is time present. Mike sums this up, with a reference to Wittgenstein, in the line that the place we are all trying to get to is the place we are already at.13 In a concrete now, he says, the whole universe is complete at once, so that we cannot move someone off the sofa and keep the sofa here. He reads the chapter’s lines that even heedless blundering is time present, and that the vivid state of being in our own place should neither be confused with not being present nor forced into being present, as a middle way between trying to be present and avoiding it. Our confusion while trying to understand such words shows, for Mike, how strongly our civilisation prefers words to the reality they describe.19 20 The words of the talk are only about what is here now, he concludes, and after the talk everyone goes to sit.










Complete English transcript


Shall we recite Kaikyoge?

[recitation, 00:00:03–00:00:39]

If you remember, yesterday we did the first few paragraphs from Uji. First of all, the poem, which presents concrete instances of happenings, concrete nows. Then Master Dogen's commentary that although reality is just concrete nows, we also need to accept the view of time as a process through 24 hours in a day. And in that process view of time, we have sometimes a subjective feeling. We say time flies, or time drags, and also an objective feeling. We can measure time with measuring instruments, clocks and watches, position of the sun and so on.

And then he said that time presents, or nows, belong to each person independently. But we all share one now, so now is also inclusive. And then he said that we construct our life, we construct our image of ourself that existed in the past, is here now, and will be here in the future, and that we think of as myself. And we also construct a picture of the universe, a picture of our life through time.


So that's talking about the process view of time, which relies on memory. But then he switches his viewpoint and says that somebody who has clarified their real state only sees now, now, now. And doesn't hold on to the past. Lets go of understanding the nature of what's in front of us. And that sounds rather idealistic if we read it, to imagine being in that state. It sounds a kind of superhuman state. But of course he's not talking about something permanent. He's talking about the state of action. And in action, we do what's in front of us, and immediately we move on.

We're presented with the next thing. So in action, when we're not evaluating the world or constructing an image of the world, we just have now, now, now, now. And we all experience this in our own lives, hiking, swimming, martial arts, music, painting, and so on. All our activities have a large proportion of action. And in action, we clarify our real state. In action, we are in the same state as buddha. And then he said, ordinary people who haven't studied the Buddhist view imagine time as a line. He doesn't say a line, he says a journey, where we are going over mountain pass and along the valley and so on. So the things that happened to us last year or last month are back there, and the things we haven't come to are in front.


So his image is of a line of our life, and we think that that's the way that our life is. But he suggests another way to think about it. Instead of a line with the past behind us and the future yet to come in front of us, as all events as mountain peaks. So we stand from the top of the peak where we are at this instant, and all the past and future are arrayed spatially as peaks.

It's an image he's creating. He's not saying that's really how time is. He's creating different viewpoints, and these viewpoints are models. And just as with scientific models, the model is not the reality. So even Master Dogen is not able to put reality. He's not able to actually describe what time is, but he gives more than one viewpoint, and that's the great importance of his work. He contradicts himself. He says, It's now, now, now, and then he says, No, it's not. It's a journey, and then he says, No, it's not. It's arrayed like this. And he says that— oh, that's where he got to.

He suggests by using the word... The past swallowed up in the present, and the past being spewed out by the present, which suggests kind of one containing the other. And this, of course, is very interesting to scientists, people who are trying to investigate the nature of fractal time, fractals and nestings, inside something inside something else inside something else inside something else. So that image is rather useful. Do you remember whether we did the next paragraph? ‘Although the angry person is in the past, the Buddha is here today.’ Ah yes, that's the one that we're arrayed over many peaks.


So that's where we got to, the end of that one. For the next paragraph.


Seeing time simply as flowing away is not enough. Thinking that the only property time has is the ability to flow is not enough.



So our normal linear view of time is not enough.


If we think of time only as flowing away, then there must be gaps between the instants of time present as they pass.




Ordinary people only see time as something that flows away, and that is why they do not experience time present and have not heard it explained.



[unclear, 00:08:54–00:09:01: “Ordinary people. Oh yes, I suppose they might do.” / “ordinary people he's Well, yes, I suppose I might be.”] He's talking about, in our ordinary life, we are immersed in the process view of our life. Especially when we're working, we've got appointment, deadline, and time that things happen, and we're totally immersed in that time. And we hardly have time to be where we are.


We are somewhere else, thinking about the next thing because we've got some kind of pressure or we're in a hurry. And so we're totally immersed in this process of time. Time is flowing and carrying us with it, and we can't even sometimes appreciate where we are. Although we can't appreciate where we are, we are always here. But ordinary people only see time in that way, and they cannot, they do not experience time present, or do not fully experience time present. Of course, in a way they do. We all experience time present.

But if our mind, if in our mind we are carried away somewhere else, we don't appreciate what's around us. So if we hurry, we may trip over our shoelaces.


In actual fact, all the things in the whole universe are time present, that are both continuous and separate. Real time is always time present, and so it is always this time present.



In this line, Master Dogen introduces a huge contradiction.

He says, Time flowing, we think of time flowing as if it were a river, but if we look at it more closely, in order to make sense with the present being now, there must be a gap between this present and the next present. So that's a separated or discrete view of time as moment, moment, moment, moment. But even though we can imagine time as moment, moment, moment, moment, we can still believe that those moments are part of a flow. So he says, well, he doesn't say no, both are wrong. He says both are true, both are true views.


One view of time is flowing like a river. Another view of time is a series of momentary flashes like frames in a film. The next paragraph begins with a but, and I wonder if that but should be there. Anyway, I can take it off.


Time present can also be thought of as a process. Time proceeds from today to tomorrow. Today proceeds back to yesterday. Yesterday proceeds on to today. Today proceeds on through tomorrow. Today. Tomorrow proceeds on through tomorrow.



So he's saying that if we think of time, we can think of time going through today through to tomorrow, but we can also think backwards.

We can go backwards, what happened this morning, what happened last night, and so on. So if we imagine time as a process, we can move forward and backward. Along that line. Are we maybe going backwards or are we going forwards? Some people, I've read some people investigating the nature of the arrow of time. Anybody heard of the arrow of time? Yeah, and whether time is going, whether we're moving forwards or moving backwards. Sprung into my mind.



Although time can be seen as a process like this, times arriving do not pile up on top of times past. Neither do they extend out in a continuous line.



So he means that times don't come on top of each other and make a pile of time. So now, next moment, the next moment, the next moment, and they don't come one after the other as a line. So now, next moment, next moment, next moment. So he's denying that our images are true.


And for this reason, we see that Master Seigen's life was made up of moments of time present, and so were the lives of Master Obaku, Master Baso, and Master Sekito.



So the life of these three great Buddhist masters was made up of moments of time, but those moments of time didn't add up to make a line, neither did those moments of time pile up to make a pile. So Master Seigen's life wasn't a line of events through time, neither was it a pile of events in time.

So in that way he's saying that although these three great masters lived moment by moment, those moment by moments don't accumulate anywhere.



Both I and the external world exist in time present, and so practice and realization of the truth exists at time present. All our daily struggles are also at time present. People have their own views today, and they think these views are produced by their own causes and circumstances. Although they think that their views form the basis of and are based on their experiences, they are not the basis of their reality.




They themselves are only reality presenting its results at this time present as causes and circumstances.



That's a completely unsatisfactory group of sentences there, but it's the best I can do to make it easier. I wonder if it has done. We think our views now are determined by our circumstances in the past. So we think who we are has been made by who we were in the past. And we think, for example, that what we're like now has been caused by what happened in the past. But he's presenting another view where he says what we're like now is caused by what we're like now.

What we're like now is just what we're like now. So, for instance, we could say. I've got a sore throat this morning because I talked too much last night, smoked twenty cigarettes and drank two pints of beer. So I've got a sore throat this morning. But Master Dogen's saying another view is just you have a sore throat this morning, and the sore throat, the cause of the sore throat, are all contained in now. So he's denying our process view of life. It sounds kind of almost heresy, certainly as far as scientists are concerned. Oh.


Participant: You could even

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Right. It's you know, it's clear.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Right. It's it's clear.

Mike: Yes, that's right. Yes, that's a nice example. Well, people say to me, Why did you go to Japan? And I trot out my little story, but in the end I went. And there's a very famous koan story which is actually quoted later: Why did Master Bodhidharma come from China to India? And I guess Master Bodhidharma could trot out his little story too. And why did you come here? And you can trot out your little story, Master Dogen saying that the fact that you're here contains all the causes and circumstances of you being here. In other words, he's suggesting that the present moment is complete.

And science, of course, is founded on the belief that the present is caused by the previous moment, or in other words, that cause and effect is absolute. So what happened now is caused completely by the circumstances. Otherwise, we couldn't have any kind of scientific investigation, and we couldn't have any science at all. And Master Dogen doesn't deny that view, but he keeps putting a different view. And when he puts a different view, he puts it as though it is the only view. So you get paragraphs with completely contradictory views all put one after the other.


So people mistake their view of reality, which they form from their past experience, they mistake that for reality itself. But Master Dogen says, well, reality is not actually based on past experience. It's just complete here and now.

Question: So how long do you really have to wait?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: You didn't even delete it. You just deleted it.

Mike: Yes. Yes, so he might say, the most important thing is not to cut yourself. It doesn't matter how you cut yourself, when you did it before, what the reasons were before. The most critical thing is don't do it now. And he's suggesting that not to do it now is in a way unrelated to anything other than now. It's only related to me, my finger, the knife, and my action. So it's a kind of denial of our civilized view. But I don't know why I always bring up the example of tennis.

I can't play tennis, but it seems to me a kind of excellent example, because watching it on the television, if you see professionals playing tennis, seems to me very clear that when they're jogging on the baseline there, they're trying to drop off everything that happened before and to be ready to hit the ball. So whether they made a mistake in the last... So, because their racket was too high or too low, or whatever, they seem to throw it away.


And to me, they seem to be just trying to be in that moment, to drop off all examination of their failings, their negative feeling if they lost a point, their excited feeling if they won a point, and just to be there. That's the kind of view that Master Dogen put in. Right. You can't learn from the past. Yes. However, in another way, of course we can learn from the past. We can discuss how we did things and make sure we don't do them that way again, or discuss how we did them, make sure we do them that way again.

Participant: Except that everything is too old. They can't be

Mike: We

Participant: doing it.

Mike: do believe it works, don't we?

Participant: Can you just come tell me what I mean in terms of a simple thing? The changing The changing? What the f we do with it. Non-speech, like the other I don't really have to say about it, I could be out like that. Yes, nothing to be afraid of.

Mike: No.

Participant: It's okay.

Mike: Yeah.

Question: Just like I thought this reasoning, there's just like an effective philosophy. Just as we will It just seems very very bizarre that it won't just Is there anything I should do?

Mike: Yeah. It's a way to lead our lives, and it's a way that society often teaches us to lead our lives, but there's an alternative way. That's right. That's right.


Participant: But then we have all these paradoxes just to give them a lot of being what we're doing, if you decide why did you do that? The enemy came and said why did you do that? Tell him that's what he's doing wrong.

Mike: Yes. Yes.

Participant: That's a fine example.

Mike: Yes, and often we don't know that we're making up a story.

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: We believe that what we're doing is explaining.

Participant: Yeah. It is important for politicians to report everything that comes to their feet, but it was a moment of my

Mike: Well, that's a very good example.

Participant: What does that add to anything? I mean we can't say.

Mike: Yes. Not to be able to explain what we're doing is a big, a big weakness in modern life, isn't it? Somebody says, Why did you do that? He says, I don't know. Then you do something else. Why did you do that? I don't know. People think you're crazy.

Participant: You can get knocked out for talking about that as well.

Mike: Pardon?

Participant: You can get knocked out for talking about that as well.

Mike: Can you?


Participant: Is it because she's asking the right thing? I don't know. She might not know what he's doing.

Mike: Doesn't know what he's doing. It's the most dangerous kind of person there is, somebody who doesn't know what they're doing. Yes. What was I doing? Next paragraph.


People do not see reality itself as being this time present. What exists at this moment. And so they feel that the state of a buddha is not time present, but a state they must make efforts to attain.



That's a very common situation in Buddhism. People think that the state of a buddha can't be just being here and now, the mind in the present moment, the body in the present moment.

They think it's something they haven't got and therefore must get.


But even the moment in which they make their efforts and reject the state of buddha because they cannot see that it is their state is also time present. It is the time present of a person who has not realized who they are.



So the place we are all trying to get to is the place we are already at.

Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, [unclear, 00:28:46–00:28:47: “verse 78.” / “verse seventy.”]


It is time present that causes the hour of twelve o'clock and the hour of two o'clock, as arranged as they are today, as they rise up and drop away at their place in the universe. Two o'clock is a time present, six o'clock is a time present, living beings are time present, buddhas are time present.




So he's just— He's going back to the viewpoint that the poem expressed in the beginning.

Participant: He's switching it, what is normally your beings in the foreground and time is in the background. He's switching it in the foreground, so time is in the foreground.

Mike: Or maybe trying to arrange them one on top of the other. So he's saying all the process markers of time that we use in our lives — two o'clock, six o'clock, now, later, a little earlier, yesterday, tomorrow, this year, next year — are all markers that we use to indicate time. And all those are time present. They're actual concrete time. We are concrete times. Or we are concrete nows is better. So we are all a concrete now. Now is complete with all of us exactly as we are now.


The concrete time present of being angry makes the whole universe real. The concrete time present of being a buddha makes the whole universe real. The time present in which the universe makes itself real is called perfectly real.




So now he's really deep into reality. ‘The concrete time present of being angry makes the whole universe real.’ Here he's trying to collapse our images into each other, if you like. So concrete now, me, angry, universe, all one. At one moment of nowness, we are all in this room. At that instant, reality is complete. So the whole of the universe is arranged exactly as it is at each concrete [unclear, 00:32:00–00:32:08: “meal.” / “nail.”] We usually think the world is made up of parts, and we give all the parts names, and in our minds we can move the parts apart. But at this instant of time, there's nothing separate. We can't move David off the sofa and keep the sofa here. Everybody is in a complete universal instant. ‘The time present in which the universe makes itself real is called perfectly real.’ So I can't comment on that, really.


The state of Buddha, which wants to search for the truth, practice zazen, attain the truth, and enter the balanced state to make the state of Buddha real, exists at time present. It is making perfectly real that the whole of time is the whole of existence, with nothing left over. But since something left over is just left over, even making the whole of time present only half real is making half of time present wholly real.



Well, he's saying time present is the only reality, and it's indivisible. The universe is created at this moment.

We can't escape from this moment. Yes.


Participant: Half a centimetre.

Mike: Yes, it's beyond our discrimination. So beyond good, bad, half, whole, one or two, and so on. So he makes a wordplay on that. Half of reality is wholly real, whole of reality is half real. Yes. Could be. ‘To leave those heedlessly—’ oh, sorry.


Even the times when we seem to be blundering along heedlessly are at time present. To leave those heedlessly blundering time presents as they are is to see that they have their own places as time present. The vivid state of being in our own place in the universe is time present. We should not.




We should neither confuse it with not being present, nor force it into being present.




‘Heedlessly blundering time present’, he's suggesting that we can never escape from reality. And when we're confused, don't feel clear, feel a bit ill, feel well, whatever, they're all reality as it is. And when we are in our own place in the universe, then we are in time present and in a vivid state. And to be in our place in the universe is not to avoid being in the present moment, and neither is it trying to be in the present moment. So he's suggesting a middle way between two positions.

One is to try to do something, get something, or be something, and the other is to avoid it. We may be trying desperately to understand what these words mean. The feeling that we're heedlessly blundering along, and if we feel like that, we can notice how biased our civilisation is towards understanding. Because actually, it's only me sitting here reading out these words that I made up to try and explain the words that a thirteenth-century person made up, to try and describe something that we're all in now, that we may have time where we think.

Although we are experiencing time present, right in front of us here and now, we might tend to be confused by somebody's words about it, because we are trained to prefer those words to our own experience.

[inaudible, 00:38:29–00:39:50]


Participant: And I’m worried somewhat about how much I’m going to do, because I should be doing more, more. I was maybe wondering if I’m trying to be more present.

Participant: I’ve actually done this in experience.

Participant: [unclear, 00:40:01–00:40:15: “In, in done, I think, when people try and be very, use the literature, try and be very careful, and then they become very ...” / “Is it? Is it done? Or is it finished? It's been People who try and be very Oh, here is you look at two sides, you try to be very quick at Okay. And then they were trying to be very quick at despair.”] But a few years afterwards, [unclear, 00:40:18–00:40:19: “confused.” / “it just seemed to happen.”] But we're obviously present all the time.

Mike: What was the difference? Try not to try. Yeah. Risking it. So we can do the same thing listening to Buddhist talk. If we get, if you get trapped in my complicated attempt to describe Dogen's complicated words, all we're doing is preferring the words over what the words are talking about. What the words are talking about is actually what's here now, at this moment. That's all. So to get confused and to heedlessly blunder along trying to understand is our kind of habit. So if you like to go for a walk instead, that's nice.

I can't put it in any other way, if you'd like to.

Question: Why are they even coming up with it?

Mike: I can't. I mean, I can't. I don't know what to say about that, really. The universe... ‘The time present in which the universe makes itself real is called perfectly real.’ I can't help you, but I can't say anything about it. Is the universe... can we find an example of the universe making itself real?


Question: What it means to expect the five senses in which everything is whole. So is it not the five senses?

Mike: Could be.

Participant: It doesn't have that fuzzy screen like that. We think it is the other one. We think it wants to come forward.

Mike: Could be.

Participant: Because it led to the previous chapter, the entire paragraph, the topic paragraph in today's paper, makes the whole world appear. whole of the community.

Mike: Well, I think it's not concerning me at all, so I can't really speak about it. If it talked about, as in the previous sentence, the state of Buddha makes the whole universe real, then there's me in there, because I practice zazen. But that sentence is about something that's beyond me, so I don't know what to say about it. As I said in the beginning, I can't say anything about this sentence. Yes, it's true. Yes.

So I'll say again, sometimes when we listen to a Buddhist talk, we hear the words that the person giving the talk is using to describe a state which is right here and now in front of us that we're all experiencing. But we prefer the words to the state, and that's the kind of habit of our civilization. So that's our habit, is to discuss the words. Which are about something which is in front of us. That's all it's about. That's all it's saying. That's all it's about.


Participant: I can't get rid of something that you have. It's kind of exciting, but I mean, it's kind of exciting to just

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: sort of watch.

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: It can't be in. It's

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: just you're describing it in a different way.

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: You know, even if it's your kind of slicing your slice of a crop, you

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: know, these tiny things through the normal conception of kind of describing it kind of down a way. So there's all the different individual ears.

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: And So one could say it has a little clip of a human, you know, growing through time.

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: There is other perspective, because you're sort of describing it.

Mike: Yeah. So, can you see what I mean about us preferring the words to the reality? This is us, and this is our civilization. Fortunately, we then end the talk and we go and sit. And when we go and sit, we realize that the words were just words. And you may even think, well, Mike Luetchford's only saying, you know, these words, they're only words. But the words are about something real. And the something real is the reality that we're in now. In now. In now. So I think I'll stop there. Because I've run out of words. Thank you very much. We have to recite Fueko.

[recitation, 00:47:30–00:48:28]






  

[image: ]
Uji 3: The Complete Present

    
Talk digest






  Michael Eido Luetchford
Summer 2007 — Uji, Session 3.
Venue: Earth Spirit.

  
  Source: audio transcript.



Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




Images of time

Yesterday we did the poem, which presents concrete nows, and Master Dogen's commentary that although reality is just concrete nows, we also need to accept the view of time as a process.1

That process view relies on memory. But then he switches his viewpoint and says that somebody who has clarified their real state only sees now, now, now. That sounds a kind of superhuman state. But of course he's not talking about something permanent. He's talking about the state of action. In action, we do what's in front of us, and immediately we move on. And we all experience this in our own lives. In action, we clarify our real state. In action, we are in the same state as buddha.2

Then he says ordinary people imagine time as a journey: what happened to us last year is back there, and what we haven't come to is in front. But he suggests another way: all events as mountain peaks. We stand on the peak where we are at this instant, and all the past and future are arrayed as peaks.2 3

It's an image he's creating. He's not saying that's really how time is. He's creating different viewpoints, and these viewpoints are models. And just as with scientific models, the model is not the reality. Even Master Dogen is not able to actually describe what time is, but he gives more than one viewpoint, and that's the great importance of his work. He contradicts himself.3

Flowing and moments


Seeing time simply as flowing away is not enough.4



So our normal linear view of time is not enough. In our ordinary life, we are totally immersed in this process of time. Time is flowing and carrying us with it, and sometimes we can't even appreciate where we are. Although we can't appreciate where we are, we are always here. But ordinary people only see time in that way, and they do not experience time present, or do not fully experience time present. Of course, in a way they do. We all experience time present.4 5


In actual fact, all the things in the whole universe are time present, that are both continuous and separate. …5



In this line, Master Dogen introduces a huge contradiction. He says we think of time flowing as if it were a river, but for the present to be now, there must be a gap between this present and the next present: moment, moment, moment. He doesn't say both are wrong. He says both are true views. One view of time is flowing like a river. Another view of time is a series of momentary flashes like frames in a film.5 6


Although time can be seen as a process like this, times arriving do not pile up on top of times past. Neither do they extend out in a continuous line.7



So he's denying that our images are true.7

What we're like now


… Although they think that their views form the basis of and are based on their experiences, they are not the basis of their reality.

They themselves are only reality presenting its results at this time present as causes and circumstances.8



That's a completely unsatisfactory group of sentences, but it's the best I can do to make it easier. I wonder if it has. We think who we are has been made by who we were in the past. But he's presenting another view: what we're like now is just what we're like now.8

For instance, we could say: I've got a sore throat this morning because I talked too much last night, smoked twenty cigarettes and drank two pints of beer. But Master Dogen's saying another view is just: you have a sore throat, and the sore throat and its cause are all contained in now.8

People say to me, Why did you go to Japan? And I trot out my little story, but in the end I went. And why did you come here? You can trot out your little story. Master Dogen's saying that the fact that you're here contains all the causes and circumstances of you being here. He's suggesting that the present moment is complete.9

Science is founded on the belief that cause and effect is absolute. And Master Dogen doesn't deny that view, but he keeps putting a different view, and he puts it as though it is the only view. So you get paragraphs with completely contradictory views all put one after the other.9

So people mistake their view of reality, which they form from their past experience, for reality itself. But Master Dogen says, well, reality is not actually based on past experience. It's just complete here and now.10

Just being there

He might say the most important thing is not to cut yourself. It doesn't matter how you cut yourself before. The most critical thing is: don't do it now. It's only related to me, my finger, the knife, and my action.10

I can't play tennis, but it seems to me very clear that when professionals are jogging on the baseline, they're trying to drop off everything that happened before and to be ready to hit the ball. They seem to be just trying to be in that moment. That's the kind of view that Master Dogen put in. You can't learn from the past. However, in another way, of course we can learn from the past.10 11

The place we are already at


People do not see reality itself as being this time present. … And so they feel that the state of a buddha is not time present, but a state they must make efforts to attain.13



That's a very common situation in Buddhism. People think that the state of a buddha can't be just being here and now, the mind and the body in the present moment. They think it's something they haven't got and therefore must get.13


But even the moment in which they make their efforts … is also time present.13



So the place we are all trying to get to is the place we are already at. Wittgenstein, Culture and Value.13

A complete universal instant

Master Dogen is saying all the process markers of time that we use, two o'clock, yesterday, next year, are time present, actual concrete time. We are concrete times. Or we are concrete nows is better. Now is complete with all of us exactly as we are now.14


The concrete time present of being angry makes the whole universe real. The concrete time present of being a buddha makes the whole universe real. …14



Here he's trying to collapse our images into each other, if you like: concrete now, me, angry, universe, all one. At that instant, reality is complete. We usually think the world is made up of parts, but at this instant of time, there's nothing separate. We can't move David off the sofa and keep the sofa here. ‘The time present in which the universe makes itself real is called perfectly real.’ So I can't comment on that, really.15

If it talked about, as in the previous sentence, the state of Buddha making the whole universe real, then there's me in there, because I practice zazen. But that sentence is about something that's beyond me.19


The state of Buddha, which wants to search for the truth, practice zazen, attain the truth, and enter the balanced state to make the state of Buddha real, exists at time present. It is making perfectly real that the whole of time is the whole of existence, with nothing left over. …15



Well, he's saying time present is the only reality, and it's indivisible. The universe is created at this moment. We can't escape from this moment.15

Neither avoiding nor trying


Even the times when we seem to be blundering along heedlessly are at time present. … The vivid state of being in our own place in the universe is time present. … We should neither confuse it with not being present, nor force it into being present.16



He's suggesting that we can never escape from reality. When we're confused, feel a bit ill, feel well, whatever, they're all reality as it is. And to be in our place in the universe is not to avoid being in the present moment, and neither is it trying to be in the present moment. So he's suggesting a middle way between two positions: to try to do something, get something, or be something, and to avoid it.17

Question: Am I perhaps trying to be more present?

Try not to try. So we can do the same thing listening to a Buddhist talk. If you get trapped in my complicated attempt to describe Dogen's complicated words, all we're doing is preferring the words over what the words are talking about.18

Preferring the words

We may be trying desperately to understand what these words mean. If we feel that we're heedlessly blundering along, we can notice how biased our civilisation is towards understanding. Because actually, it's only me sitting here reading out these words that I made up to try and explain the words that a thirteenth-century person made up, to try and describe something that we're all in now. Although we are experiencing time present, right in front of us here and now, we might tend to be confused by somebody's words about it, because we are trained to prefer those words to our own experience.17

Sometimes when we listen to a Buddhist talk, we hear words that describe a state which is right here and now in front of us. But we prefer the words to the state, and that's the kind of habit of our civilization. Fortunately, we then end the talk and we go and sit, and we realize that the words were just words. But the words are about something real, the reality that we're in now. So I think I'll stop there, because I've run out of words.19 20
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike reads on through Master Dogen's Uji in his own modern interpretation and draws out how we come into the present moment: not by first getting rid of hindrances, but naturally, by leaving things as they are.3 The chapter says that time-present is always made real without ridding ourselves of hindrances and delusions, and Mike notes that trying to get rid of what hinders us actually hinders us. In Mike's reading, Dogen suggests that wholehearted effort in this moment does not only place us in the present but makes things real, so that reality is a person and the world meeting in an instant.7

Mike begins with the chapter's remark that time never arrives and that few people see time clearly as here and now. Even those who have long asserted that they have it, according to Dogen, are still groping around trying to find out who they already are. Coming into the present, Mike explains, happens naturally rather than as the result of an effort to remove obstacles, because being fully present is a state of body and mind, not just a mental state. He is careful to distinguish this from solipsism: Dogen does not say that the world exists only in my mind, but that reality is the joining of me and the world in this moment. In the discussion he describes wholehearted effort as participating in the world instead of interpreting it, and he gives sport and zazen as examples of activity done for its own sake. The reality Dogen means, Mike says, is not the abstract reality of what a film portrays but the simple, direct reality of sitting in front of the screen and watching it.

The chapter then says that this momentary continuance is not like wind or rain sweeping from east to west, and that the passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object. Mike compares this with science, which links one event to the next in ever greater detail but can never find out what is in the gap11 12 between them. In Dogen's example, spring is made real at every time-present, and Mike explains that we construct the season we call spring by stringing those moments together. To think that some unchanging entity passes from moment to moment behind changing things is, the chapter says, to become lax in studying Buddhism, and Mike adds that this is how we put our self, our life and our concept of time behind the present. Returning to zazen, he says that practising it teaches us that our being here at this moment is reality, and that Dogen goes further and says that it makes reality.14 He then distinguishes three worlds: the reality in which we always are, the world of ideas and thoughts, and the physical world of the senses. When we act, he says, the other two worlds disappear and instantaneous reality shows itself, not through our senses but not without them. In zazen we focus on neither of those worlds, a defocusing that embraces everything, although Mike admits that all these words are very difficult.










Complete English transcript


Okay.

[recitation, 00:00:32–00:01:06]

On with time.


We suppose that time just passes away. And do not understand that time never arrives.



Time never arrives. Time never arrives. Although we talk about the present passing into the past and the future coming, we don't have any feeling of time arriving. We don't have any feeling of this moment changing into this moment, changing into this moment.


Although our understanding itself is time present, our understanding of time does not influence circumstances.



So the character of here and now is not changed by the fact that we understand it or misunderstand it.


People see time as coming and going, and there are few people who can see it clearly as time present, here and now.



So we're so used to our processed view of time, coming, future coming and the past going, that few people can see clearly this moment, here and now.


Then how can it be easy for them to get the time to attain the truth?



Attaining the truth means to see what's real here and now, and what's created here and now. And seeing what's real here and now means being in time present.

So people who see time only as coming and going can't see just the present moment here and now. And because they can't see the present moment here and now, they don't attain the truth. It's difficult for them to attain the truth.



Even among those who see time as what is present now in the universe, who can express clearly what the ineffable something is that they have already got?



So he's saying even people who can, who are, who live in the present, who are not distracted into thinking about a place where they are not, even among those people, it's very difficult to find somebody who can express what is here and now, and he describes what is here and now as the ineffable something. And he describes it as the ineffable something because it's impossible to describe the content of the present moment. So whether he includes himself among those who cannot express it clearly or not, I don't know.


And even among those who have long been asserting that they have it already, none of them have stopped groping around trying to find out who they already are.



So he's referring to people who say that they've realised what the Buddhist truth is, and among those people who assert that they know what the Buddhist truth is, they're clear about it, most of them, according to Master Dogen, are still groping around trying to find out who they already are. So if we realise what is true here and now, we don't need to grope around to find out who we are.


But leaving these people to their time present, even attaining the truth and the balanced state is just time present that appears to come and go.



But his last paragraph describes the real situation. Everything is just time present. Reality is just this moment of the present. It's difficult to grasp the nature of the present moment intellectually, and it's even more difficult to express what is already here.



Next paragraph. In short, time present is always made real without ridding ourselves of hindrances and delusions.



It's not a question of getting rid of things that prevent us being in the now. If we get an image or an idea that we want to be in the here and now, like Master Dogen tells us, we may think that we've got to get rid of something. We've got to get rid of the things that stop us being in the here and now. But he's saying we can always come into the present without getting rid of things that hinder us.

That's quite an interesting statement, because it suggests that trying to get rid of things that hinder us actually hinders us. And it contains in it a sense that, for instance, if we hear what the Buddha's state is, we immediately want to try and get it. And to get it, we imagine we have to get rid of all things that are not the Buddha state. So we try and get rid of our thinking, or we get rid of our busy mind, and so on. But he says none of that's necessary.

And the reason he says it's not necessary is because in order to be fully in the present moment, it's not a question of getting rid of things, but just leaving things as they are.


The benevolent forces that appear to the right and left of us are the time present of our wholehearted efforts in this moment.



So he suggests that there are benevolent forces to the right and left of us. When we make a wholehearted effort, these benevolent forces are helping us.


He's describing a situation where we come into the present moment quite naturally, not as a result of trying to be here rather than somewhere else, but just quite naturally. And the reason he describes it as a natural occurrence rather than result of our efforts to get rid of things that stop us being in the here and now is because to be fully present in the here and now is not a mental state, but a state of our body and mind. So it's as a physical component as well as a mental component.


All the living beings of the land and oceans are also the time present of our wholehearted efforts in this moment. All the beings in this world and other worlds are also the time present of our moment-by-moment wholehearted effort. Our practice teaches us that without our own moment-by-moment effort in time present, nothing could ever be made real or continue from one moment to the next.



What he seems to be suggesting there is that our effort, wholehearted effort in this moment, is all. Not only is it being in this moment, but it's everything. We could say it creates the world.

It makes everything real. We normally think that the world exists independent of us, and we can imagine that if we're not here, the world is still here. But actually, we can never ever test that situation out. And our real experience is always the world, the real world in front of me and me are one inseparable whole. So me acting in the present moment, being fully here, to Dogen, is the world, is creating the world. A very strange statement, really.


So, explain what solipsism is. It's that I am dreaming the whole world, or my mind is producing the whole world. So as far as I know, it's not, you can't know that anything is real at all, because it's all being thought of. So the difference in, between Master Dogen's view and solipsism, is that Master Dogen doesn't say the world only exists in my mind.

He says reality is the joining between me and the world in this moment. So it's not that there's nothing real out there. It's not that reality is inside me, or reality is outside me, but me and reality at this moment joining, that is me being here at this moment together, inseparable. That's reality.

Participant: [unclear, 00:14:31–00:14:37: “Not consciousness. Not all together.” / “What does that sort of thing look like for the whole heart of effort could be? Not consciousness.”]

Mike: Could be consciousness, yes, but if we can define consciousness, we could, yes.

Participant: I just wonder if he's saying something more like that than what we normally understand by a wholehearted effort, which is...

Mike: Well, yes, he talks about wholehearted effort in the sense that when we make a wholehearted effort, we are not interpreting the world, we're participating in the world. So we have different modes of being. If we're interpreting the world, we're separating ourselves mentally from the world, which means we're splitting something in our perception between me and things. But when we make wholehearted effort, we stop doing that. But because we stop doing it, it doesn't exist.

Participant: Well, it's not not a wholehearted effort or understanding directly that is the expression of wholehearted effort. It's not a

Mike: It might be.


Participant: I think where I have a bit of difficulty, if in the, in the, say, eleventh century, this writing would make sense because you... I can't imagine what it's like to be in the eleventh century, but your experience would be very much based upon your existence and your life. Whereas in the modern world, we can turn on a television and you can see images from another side of the planet.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: And I think that's where it becomes a bit more difficult to interpret what Master Dogen's saying, because what comes into your existence is something which is not part of your world, although it is actually part of your world, but it seems like, well, it is not a different part of the planet.

Mike: Yes. Yes, because we've created a whole virtual world which

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: we share and inhabit.

Participant: I think we're impeded in the modern world in that respect because...

Mike: In one respect we might be, but in another respect, for instance, we human civilization has thought about what it's all about for much longer, so we can say things like consciousness, and we can say words like action, and we all practice some kind of activity, not because we're apt to plant carrots, but just for its own sake. And all those things probably denied to people in the 13th century. To practice something for its own sake is very difficult. But we always practice for their own sake, and we practice zazen for its own sake.

But if you've got to work from dawn to dusk to make enough food to live, then you can never realize... that you're doing things for their own sake.


Participant: I think that's the wrong stuff I was thinking about. [unclear, 00:17:56–00:18:02: “It's just a matter of if it's a problem with the fact that we just can't let anything exist to happen at the time.” / “It's just a matter of existence. It's just a matter of anything that exists to happen at the time.”] [unclear, 00:18:06–00:18:10: “I mean, I don't think you can catch your breath, but I will work in the best you can.”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:18:11–00:18:17: “and so if you have to get along with it and it's your part of it.” / “You're not going to pass it in one place or anything. Just so that the fact that they're alive, it's not quite worth it.”]

Mike: Yes, lots of different levels we can discuss this at. If you go into biology, I suppose you could say, you know, if you look at a cell under a microscope, all you can see is little things dashing around. So really, life is wholehearted effort. It's all these little things dashing around. You see a slide of the microscope blow-up of blood vessels and the blood pumping away there. Yes. On the other hand, we can say at our level of our ordinary lives, we're all always making a wholehearted effort, but we think that the effort we're making is for an abstract goal much of the time.

And so, in a strange way, we direct part of ourselves outside what we're doing. However, sometimes we don't do that. And when we don't direct part of ourselves outside what we're doing, it becomes more whole, or full, or something. And this is why all the sporting activities of the modern world have become so popular. Because unconsciously, people notice that to make wholehearted effort, not because they have to finish a deadline, not because they have to go somewhere at six o'clock, but just because they're on the running treadmill, they're running for the sake of running.

And then some people find that too simple, so they put earphones on and watch television above in the sports hall, and take themselves out of the moment that they're in. So we have a choice. So yes, wholehearted effort is Master Dogen's phrase to describe the instant of our life existing, which is some kind of full dynamicness. And reality is a person and the world meeting in an instant, in an instant. This is his image. This is his description of reality.


So ‘our practice teaches us that without our own moment-by-moment effort in time present, nothing could ever be made real.’ So real for Master Dogen is a very simple, direct real. It's not an abstract real. We have lots of abstract reals. One abstract real might be the reality of watching a film in the television, and knowing the film is portraying something that was real, or may be real somewhere. But he's not talking about that reality. He's talking about the reality of sitting in front of a television screen, watching film. So that itself is reality.

Film portraying a slice of reality in another place or at another time is not what he's talking about. But the reality of being in front of the screen, watching the screen, that reality. It doesn't mean that the film is not real. It doesn't mean that what it's portraying was never real. But it's a different kind of real. I wonder how many people understood his talks when he gave them. And after he died, they put all his, after Master Ejo had edited them, they put them all in the big box and kept them locked up for [unclear, 00:22:36–00:22:50: “a hundred” / “400”] years.


I suppose it was because they're so very difficult that people couldn't grasp what he was trying to say. And it's still the case now. But we can somehow grasp little parts of what he's saying because, in a sense, the world has moved on through the centuries. Because human beings have been living. Another 800 years since Master Dogen's time, we've been peering at who we are and what we're doing a bit more. So all the disciplines that we engage in, whether they're scientific disciplines or artistic disciplines, are all peering at what we are. When the artist paints a picture, he's peering at what everything is about.

When the scientist peers into the microscope, he's trying to see what it's all about, and so on. So because we've been peering at ourselves for longer, we may have a few more clues when we read what Master Dogen wrote. I'm not sure whether we have or not, really. But I think it's possibly we can grasp a bit more of what he's saying than people living then, in one way. But because our lives are much more complicated, and we're much more trapped in the virtual society, it may be more difficult sometimes [unclear, 00:24:47–00:24:50: “to...” / “to proceed.”]

Participant: You answer my question, though. The fact is I'm sitting in the living room watching a television screen, and that is my reality.

Mike: Yes. So in that paragraph, two important things. First is, we don't come into the present moment by getting rid of things that stop us coming into the present moment. That's the first thing he says. Something brings us into the present moment. He suggests benevolent [unclear, 00:25:26–00:25:36: “fortune.” / “thought in it,”] But we might say that our physiological state changes, and the endomorphins in our blood stop our brain activity being so busy, and we feel more at peace, or something like that. So we can find more detailed explanations of what benevolent forces might be. But the fact is that the moment when we become fully present just appears.


We can notice it in zazen. We may have a very busy mind in zazen, or achy legs, and then suddenly we're sitting just where we are for a second or half an hour.


So the last sentence says, Our practice teaches us that without our own moment-by-moment effort in time present, nothing could ever be made real or continue from one moment to the next.




But he then picks up on that last statement: We should not understand that this momentary continuance is like the wind or rain sweeping from east to west.



So he wants to say that moments continue moment after moment, but it's not like a kind of progression, like the wind or rain sweeping across the country.


The whole universe is progressing from one moment to the next. Not static, but also not a continuous process.




And then he gives an example. An example of this momentary progression is spring. It has many different aspects, the passing of which we call the progress of spring. But our practice teaches us that the passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object.



So again, he's saying that there's some kind of process or progress from moment to moment, but those moments are independent. There's nothing external that changes the world from this moment to the next moment. And that appears to deny that there's any law of cause and effect, because the law of cause and effect links this moment to the next moment. But if we look at the law of cause and effect in great detail, we find the same conclusion at the root of cause and effect as Master Dogen says here.


When scientists study cause and effect, the way something is working, they look at what's happening in this moment, they look at what's happening in the next moment. And they make a theory. So this happened, and then that happened. So, for instance, if I take an organism and I inject this amount of chemical into it, then it does this.

And then, in order to find out why it does this, they look at even smaller detail at the moments of time where things are happening, and they say, Ah yes, I inject the chemical there, and then that causes another chemical to be generated here, which causes another chemical to be generated there, which has that effect. And then they say that's a more detailed explanation. And then later on they go in more and more detail. So scientists are always looking in more and more detail to link one action to the next action by a law.

But however closely you go, you can never find out what's in the gap between one action and the next action. So even science will never be able to fill up that gap.


Participant: [unclear, 00:30:41–00:30:47: “there was this sort of thing that you think was a crime, was a separate thing.” / “And then you can swap out that just upside, so it's exactly the same. I thought it was the same, but”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:30:48–00:30:49: “So you just kind of move in and” / “it didn't just seem to move in.”]

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: [unclear, 00:30:50–00:30:53: “move it, but where is this problem?” / “There, that's where it is. Where is it? That's completely.”]

Mike: That's the problem, yes. I can't think of some really good examples. But if you look at the procedures of a particular science, you'll see that what all science is doing is looking at more and more detail at what's happening in their particular field. If you take atomic physicists, they want to find out what's happening with little particles of matter. So they build huge accelerators and smash these particles of matter into smaller particles, and they want to smash those smaller particles into ever smaller particles.

Then they can see why did this particle go that way, and that particle go that way. So then they have to build a bigger accelerator to see in more detail. But there is no end to that process. As we proceed with the process, we understand more and more clearly why that A happened, and then why B happened next. But the closer and closer we get to it, the more difficult it is to find out the reason why one event causes the next event. And this is the real problem in modern physics, the modern atomic physics.

So what Master Dogen says is, ‘the passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object.’ There is nothing external that causes this moment to pass on to the next moment.


And he comes back to the example of spring. For example, momentary spring passes through a process that we call spring. But the passing is not spring itself. We just think of spring as the movement of momentary spring through the process of spring.



So he's deconstructing the words we use to describe, in this case, the passing of the seasons.


So we can say it's spring now, there's blossoms on the trees, and we can say that spring is passing because momentary spring, blossom on the tree, blossom on the tree, is progressing, and that progression we call the passing of spring. So he's deconstructing the way we talk about process, progress.


But spring is made real at every time present in the process of spring.



So at this time it is spring. At this time it is spring. At this time it is spring. But we construct a season we call spring by stringing all those together.


We need to come back to this again and again. In discussing the momentary passing of time, if we think that there are only individual things that change on the outside, but there is some real unchanging entity that passes from moment to moment, moving through all worlds and all times, we are becoming lax in studying Buddhism in our practice.



So in this last sentence he's saying, if we think that things change from moment to moment, but behind that there is something that continues, then we're not understanding Buddhism clearly. So we can say, we often put some unchanging entity behind the present moment in which we exist.

We put a constructed self, our idea of who we are, behind it. We put our idea of our life behind it. We put our concept of time behind it. So we're putting a concept of time behind this talk as it proceeds from moment to moment, unchanging, flowing, unchanging, flowing entity moving behind it, which we call time. But he says that way of thinking is becoming lax in studying Buddhism.


Question: [unclear, 00:36:56–00:36:59: “How do you think your work is carrying within your thought?” / “How do you think your work is going to continue to grow?”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:37:07–00:37:08: “Well, that's the way to do it.”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:37:09–00:37:11: “It's unjustified, isn't it?”]

Mike: Yes. No. We give a name to a container called spring, but our actual experience of spring is momentary. So our collection of momentary springs we call spring. So ‘momentary spring passes through the process of spring.’ Very difficult, isn't it, what he's talking about. Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:37:50–00:37:51: “Is this the”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:37:54–00:37:57: “This one will be completely in in life.” / “This one, we probably put it in a T-monet block.”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:37:58–00:38:01: “And we will just get completely” / “And we will do something strange.”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:38:01–00:38:04: “into it.” / “Because it's going to be something quite different. It's just”]

Mike: Yes. Yes. Sometimes, but we can never get rid of them, because to be human and to discuss things like time is to use containers, or to use…

Participant: [unclear, 00:38:21–00:38:26: “An extra word I think is a good idea, because all kinds of things” / “Yes. You can make it for them. You can make it with a foreground thing.”]

Mike: it would be impossible.

Participant: [unclear, 00:38:27–00:38:29: “it wouldn't be easy.” / “It wouldn't be impossible.”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:38:30–00:38:31: “An extra word.” / “It isn't.”]

Mike: So what Master Dogen's trying to do is really impossible. He's trying to talk about what it would be like outside all the labels that we put on things, using labels.

Participant: [unclear, 00:38:47–00:38:50: “It's not about getting rid of things, it's just exposing them.” / “It's not about getting rid of them, but just choosing them.”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: It's just falling through them, it's just like we did.

Mike: Yes. Yes. We can't escape from it.

Participant: [unclear, 00:39:35–00:39:36: “We can't escape.”]

Mike: Yes. We can't escape from being here.

Participant: [unclear, 00:39:41–00:39:42: “We can't escape from being here.”]

Mike: Yes.

Participant: [unclear, 00:39:43–00:39:44: “We can't escape from being here.”]

Mike: Yes. But when we practice zazen, practicing zazen teaches us that our being here, sitting in zazen at this moment, is reality. The very simple experience. So he goes further than is reality. He says makes reality, creates reality.

Participant: [unclear, 00:40:22–00:40:23: “And if you don't make any difference.”]

Mike: Which paragraph?

Participant: [unclear, 00:40:30–00:40:39: “There is something around here is wrong. We don't really really need to do this yet.”]


Our practice teaches us that without our own moment-by-moment effort in time present, nothing could ever be made real or continue from one moment to the next.



So, without making the effort to practice zazen, we can never see that actually being here in this moment is this moment, makes this moment. And without making this moment, there can't be another moment. I can't do any better than that. It's quite inadequate, really.


We think that we're separate from the world. We think that, for instance, that we're, I am practicing zazen in the zendo with everybody else. But our actual momentary experience is not like that. The momentary experience of me practicing zazen is the whole of the universe at one moment. So he says we create it. Reality is me and the world meeting at this moment, you and the world meeting, me and you meeting. So we are making reality.

Participant: I wasn't conscious or aware of it.

Mike: Reality is being made at this moment, at this moment. And reality is being made at this moment in this room by all this collection, at this moment. We notice that we're just sitting here, and there is something. And we notice it again and again and again. And we notice not time passing, but just this, just this, just here, just now, just everything. So that very, very simple, indescribable, ungraspable experience is Master Dogen's reality. Always present, always here. On top of it, we put our interpretation.


Participant: Yes, because the

Mike: So we can say there's three worlds. There's the reality. In which we are, here and now, always, there's the world of our ideas and thoughts and interpretations, in which we think that we exist, and there's the physical world, which gives impulses to our nervous system and our senses, smell, touch, taste, hearing, and so on, and we think that's real. And when we think about the world, we can never get out of the world of thinking. When we experience the world through the senses, we can never get out of the world of sensual perception.

But when we act, both those worlds disappear, and the world of instantaneous reality shows itself. Not through, but not without our senses. So it's a question of focus. For instance, we can focus our consciousness. We can focus our consciousness. The right word's here, but let's say the right word's here. But let's say, so for instance, sitting in zazen, we can, so for instance, sitting in zazen, we can focus on the pain in the knee, or the sound of somebody coughing, or a bird outside. And if we focus our senses on the physical, then we're in that physical world.

Or we can focus our consciousness on our idea, and in which case we're in the world of ideas. But in zazen, there is a state where we don't focus on either of those. We focus on something else. And it doesn't exclude them, but we're not focusing our consciousness on one or the other. If you like, we're defocusing. So we're embracing everything. Or another way is we're getting rid of those other two worlds and entering a world of reality. But all these words are very difficult, aren't they?

Participant: They can disappear in the heat of summer again in the winter.

Mike: Yes. Yes. But when we focus on, for instance, the rain on the roof, it's there. But if you run across the room to do something in an emergency, because Nick tumbles off the sofa clutching his chest and you're a doctor and you run across the room, the rain— all right, clutching his leg. The sound of the rain is still there, but it's not in— you're not focusing on it. You may be focusing on everything. So it's not that our senses disappear, but we don't focus our consciousness in one direction.


Participant: [unclear, 00:49:24–00:49:31: “or not very unusual for a father to want them to be made in by a regular and experience one side of the other.” / “I have to go again and use it on one on the beat, you might think about one experience one side of the line to the other.”]

Mike: Yes. Yeah.

Participant: [unclear, 00:49:37–00:49:45: “It's noticeable beyond what is amount of father how that is is like one side of the other.” / “The statement you're talking about is either how that fits into a second time period being one side of the line to the other statement.”]

Mike: Well, I always say it's like walking on a tightrope. And in order to keep our balance on a tightrope, we need to wobble. And the two sides that we wobble between are the world of thinking, or our thoughts, and the world of our senses, or the physical. So we wobble between the mental and the physical. But that's only a picture.


Participant: [unclear, 00:50:11–00:50:26: “In the core of your conceptual world, which is such an idea of reflective way of experience of other as something, which is” / “See you later. in the context of conceptual use, such in the ideas, if it's just a range of experience or something like that.”]

Mike: Yes. Yes, I don't know whether idealism and materialism sound like philosophical categories to me. We're trapped in the world of thinking, and we're trapped in the world of hearing, seeing, touching, tasting. But our ability to describe our real experience is so limited, because even if I say, you know, we're trapped into the world where we're only listening to the rain, actually, we're never in the situation where we're only listening to the rain. Our consciousness is darting around all over the place, all the time. So to try and pin it down is always to miss the point. But that's the best we can do. Our senses are also limited.

For example, we know radio waves exist because you can turn a radio on, or you can turn your mobile phone on. Well, not here, but you get reception. You, what we don't worry about the fact that we don't have a, we don't have radio antennas as you. It's just a part of reality that we're just not able to sense. It's still there, isn't it? Yeah. So, positing of what reality is is very, very difficult to grasp. Very difficult to grasp. Just this moment here and now, us and the world, the benevolent forces that are...

Participant: [unclear, 00:52:37–00:52:44: “With the short complicated sentences, you can actually get a very long …”]

Participant: Because if you don't draw that the bottom of the balloon is going to be still, the bottom of the balloon is going to be still, then you only begin to get any idea of the balloons, you need to think about how they're going to be without a balloon. And I'm not worried about that, because you have to realise that they are already attacking the balloon.

Mike: Sometimes animals do have a way of explaining, and some people like to keep a pet because the pet is always showing them how to be in the present moment. So it's a kind of teaching, and trees teach us too. When they wave about and make nice sounds, and the rain teaches it. So they know how to explain it, but they don't need words.


Participant: So what we just said in this example in this thing is that when we want something very much we immediately put a label on that and we give a definition for what we want. So when we don't want it, we just have it. We don't label it by what they are.

Mike: So babies are like that, and so we have to train them. You can't have it now; you have to wait a little bit longer. And if you successfully train your baby, they don't wake you up in the middle of the night. They wake up at six o'clock. She sleeps through to six now.

Participant: [unclear, 00:54:40–00:54:42: “You do see the social appeal to it.” / “Yes.”]

(laughter)

Mike: But on the other hand, babies also train us. Very difficult, isn't it? Yes. My words are only my attempt to make Master Dogen's words easier. But some of you might read what Mike Cross wrote in the books and find that easier than my easier version. But we can only try. But certainly, mine is easier than looking at the Chinese characters.

So he was a very unusual man to spend the whole of his life trying to put into words some... ‘left of us, are the time present.’ Fifty-three when he died, and I think he wrote, and I think he wrote the majority of the Shobogenzo chapters within quite a short time, when he was at Kippoji Temple, I think a lot of them were written. So he had a kind of, seemed to have a burst of three or four years where he wrote lots of the chapters. But I'm not, I'm not, I don't have the details in my head.


Anyway, I won't go on because the next part is the story. So I'll leave that to the story and the rest. Can we get through the rest? I see. We can probably get through the rest, [unclear, 00:57:12–00:57:14: “am I?” / “of mine.”] Questions. I'll read the story now. Questions. I'll read the story now, then we're prepared.


One day, at the suggestion of Master Sekito Kisen, Master Yakusan Igen asked Master Baso Doitsu a question.



They weren't all masters at that time; they were masters and disciples, but posthumously they get awarded the title.


The question is, I have more or less understood the meaning of Buddhist theory and its classification. [unclear, 00:57:48–00:57:55: “But Bodhidharma's intention in coming from India to China. Bodhidharma's intention in coming from India to China.” / “but what is Dharma's intention in coming from India to China? What is Dharma's intention in coming from India to China?”] On hearing the question, Master Baso replied that one time present he was moved to raise his eyebrow and wink.




At another time present he was not moved to raise his eyebrow and wink. At another time present— at one time present to raise his eyebrow and wink was right, and at another time present to raise his eyebrow and wink was wrong. When Master Yakusan heard these words, the whole of Buddhism became clear to him, and he said to Master Baso, When I studied with Master Sekito, I was just a mosquito sitting on the back of an iron ox.



So we can discuss it tomorrow.

Shall we chant Fueko at the end of the talk?

[recitation, 00:59:00–01:00:18]
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




Time never arrives


We suppose that time just passes away. And do not understand that time never arrives.1



Although we talk about the present passing into the past and the future coming, we don't have any feeling of time arriving.1


People see time as coming and going, and there are few people who can see it clearly as time present, here and now. … Then how can it be easy for them to get the time to attain the truth?1



Attaining the truth means to see what's real here and now, and what's created here and now. And seeing what's real here and now means being in time present. So it's difficult for people who see time only as coming and going to attain the truth.1


Even among those who see time as what is present now in the universe, who can express clearly what the ineffable something is that they have already got?2



Master Dogen is saying that even among people who live in the present, it's very difficult to find somebody who can express what is here and now. He describes it as the ineffable something, because it's impossible to describe the content of the present moment. Whether he includes himself among those who cannot express it clearly or not, I don't know.2


And even among those who have long been asserting that they have it already, none of them have stopped groping around trying to find out who they already are.2



If we realise what is true here and now, we don't need to grope around to find out who we are.2


But leaving these people to their time present, even attaining the truth and the balanced state is just time present that appears to come and go.2



Master Dogen's last paragraph describes the real situation. Everything is just time present. Reality is just this moment of the present. It's difficult to grasp the nature of the present moment intellectually, and it's even more difficult to express what is already here.2

Without getting rid of hindrances


… In short, time present is always made real without ridding ourselves of hindrances and delusions.3



Master Dogen is saying we can always come into the present without getting rid of things that hinder us. That's quite an interesting statement, because it suggests that trying to get rid of things that hinder us actually hinders us. If we hear what the Buddha's state is, we immediately want to try and get it, and we imagine we have to get rid of all things that are not the Buddha state: our thinking, our busy mind. But he says none of that's necessary, because in order to be fully in the present moment, it's not a question of getting rid of things, but just leaving things as they are.3


The benevolent forces that appear to the right and left of us are the time present of our wholehearted efforts in this moment.3



So he suggests that there are benevolent forces to the right and left of us. When we make a wholehearted effort, these benevolent forces are helping us.3

He's describing a situation where we come into the present moment quite naturally, not as a result of trying to be here rather than somewhere else. And the reason is that to be fully present in the here and now is not a mental state, but a state of our body and mind.4

Something brings us into the present moment. We might say that our physiological state changes, and we feel more at peace, or something like that. So we can find more detailed explanations of what benevolent forces might be. But the fact is that the moment when we become fully present just appears. We can notice it in zazen. We may have a very busy mind, or achy legs, and then suddenly we're sitting just where we are for a second or half an hour.9 10

Effort that makes the world real


… All the beings in this world and other worlds are also the time present of our moment-by-moment wholehearted effort. Our practice teaches us that without our own moment-by-moment effort in time present, nothing could ever be made real or continue from one moment to the next.4



What he seems to be suggesting there is that our wholehearted effort in this moment is all. Not only is it being in this moment, but it's everything. We could say it creates the world. It makes everything real. We normally think that the world exists independent of us, but we can never ever test that situation out. Our real experience is always that the real world in front of me and me are one inseparable whole. So me acting in the present moment, being fully here, to Dogen, is creating the world. A very strange statement, really.4

The difference between Master Dogen's view and solipsism is that Master Dogen doesn't say the world only exists in my mind. He says reality is the joining between me and the world in this moment. It's not that reality is inside me, or reality is outside me, but me and reality at this moment joining, inseparable.5

Participating in the world

Master Dogen talks about wholehearted effort in the sense that when we make a wholehearted effort, we are not interpreting the world, we're participating in the world. If we're interpreting the world, we're separating ourselves mentally from the world, splitting something in our perception between me and things. When we make wholehearted effort, we stop doing that.5

Question: In the modern world, we can turn on a television and see images from the other side of the planet… Aren't we impeded in the modern world in that respect?

In one respect we might be, but in another respect, human civilization has thought about what it's all about for much longer, so we all practice some kind of activity, not because we're apt to plant carrots, but just for its own sake. All those things were probably denied to people in the 13th century. To practice something for its own sake is very difficult. But we practice zazen for its own sake. But if you've got to work from dawn to dusk to make enough food to live, then you can never realize that you're doing things for their own sake.6

We can say at the level of our ordinary lives, we're always making a wholehearted effort, but much of the time we think that the effort we're making is for an abstract goal. So in a strange way, we direct part of ourselves outside what we're doing. When we don't, it becomes more whole, or full, or something. This is why the sporting activities of the modern world have become so popular. Unconsciously, people notice what it is to make wholehearted effort, not because they have to finish a deadline, but just because they're on the running treadmill: they're running for the sake of running. And then some people find that too simple, so they put earphones on and watch television, and take themselves out of the moment that they're in. So we have a choice.7

Wholehearted effort is Master Dogen's phrase to describe the instant of our life existing, some kind of full dynamicness. And reality is a person and the world meeting in an instant. This is his description of reality.7

A simple, direct real

Real for Master Dogen is a very simple, direct real. It's not an abstract real. One abstract real might be watching a film on the television, and knowing the film is portraying something that was real, or may be real somewhere. He's talking about the reality of sitting in front of a television screen, watching film. That itself is reality. It doesn't mean that the film is not real. But it's a different kind of real.8

Nothing external between moments


… We should not understand that this momentary continuance is like the wind or rain sweeping from east to west.10




… our practice teaches us that the passing of time from moment to moment involves no external object.10



So again, he's saying that there's some kind of process or progress from moment to moment, but those moments are independent. There's nothing external that changes the world from this moment to the next moment. That appears to deny that there's any law of cause and effect, because the law of cause and effect links this moment to the next moment. But if we look at the law of cause and effect in great detail, we find the same conclusion at its root as Master Dogen says here.10

Scientists are always looking in more and more detail to link one action to the next action by a law. Atomic physicists smash particles of matter into ever smaller particles, and then they have to build a bigger accelerator. There is no end to that process. But however closely you go, you can never find out what's in the gap between one action and the next action. So even science will never be able to fill up that gap.11 12

Spring and the unchanging entity


… momentary spring passes through a process that we call spring. But the passing is not spring itself.12



He's deconstructing the words we use to describe the passing of the seasons. We give a name to a container called spring, but our actual experience of spring is momentary.12 14


But spring is made real at every time present in the process of spring.13



At this time it is spring. At this time it is spring. But we construct a season we call spring by stringing all those together.13


… if we think that there are only individual things that change on the outside, but there is some real unchanging entity that passes from moment to moment, … we are becoming lax in studying Buddhism in our practice.13



We often put some unchanging entity behind the present moment in which we exist: a constructed self, our idea of who we are, our idea of our life, our concept of time. But he says that way of thinking is becoming lax in studying Buddhism.13

What zazen teaches

We can't escape from being here. When we practice zazen, practicing zazen teaches us that our being here, sitting in zazen at this moment, is reality. The very simple experience. So he goes further than is reality. He says makes reality, creates reality.14

Without making the effort to practice zazen, we can never see that actually being here in this moment is this moment, makes this moment. And without making this moment, there can't be another moment. I can't do any better than that. It's quite inadequate, really.14

We think that we're separate from the world. But the momentary experience of me practicing zazen is the whole of the universe at one moment. So he says we create it. Reality is me and the world meeting at this moment, you and the world meeting, me and you meeting. So we are making reality. We notice that we're just sitting here, and there is something, again and again: not time passing, but just this, just here, just now. That very, very simple, indescribable, ungraspable experience is Master Dogen's reality. On top of it, we put our interpretation.15

Three worlds

So we can say there's three worlds: the reality in which we are, here and now, always; the world of our ideas and thoughts and interpretations, in which we think that we exist; and the physical world of our senses, which we think is real. When we think about the world, we can never get out of the world of thinking. When we experience the world through the senses, we can never get out of the world of sensual perception.16

But when we act, both those worlds disappear, and the world of instantaneous reality shows itself. Not through, but not without our senses. Sitting in zazen, we can focus on the pain in the knee, or a bird outside, and then we're in the physical world. Or we can focus our consciousness on our idea, and we're in the world of ideas. But in zazen, there is a state where we don't focus on either of those. It doesn't exclude them. If you like, we're defocusing. So we're embracing everything. Or another way is we're getting rid of those other two worlds and entering a world of reality. It's not that our senses disappear, but we don't focus our consciousness in one direction. But all these words are very difficult, aren't they?16

I always say it's like walking on a tightrope. To keep our balance, we need to wobble between the world of thinking and the world of our senses. But that's only a picture.17

Putting it into words

What Master Dogen's trying to do is really impossible. He's trying to talk about what it would be like outside all the labels that we put on things, using labels. We can never get rid of them, because to be human and to discuss things like time is to use containers.14

Our ability to describe our real experience is so limited. We're never in the situation where we're only listening to the rain; our consciousness is darting around all over the place, all the time. So to try and pin it down is always to miss the point. But that's the best we can do.18

My words are only my attempt to make Master Dogen's words easier. But we can only try.19






  

[image: ]
Uji 5: Life Moment by Moment

    
Mike reads Baso’s raised eyebrow as a life made by present action, and words as restricting what they describe







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Summer 2007 — Uji, Session 5.
Venue: Earth Spirit.

  
  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)


  
In this last session on Uji, Mike reads Baso's answer about Bodhidharma raising his eyebrow and winking as the fundamental Buddhist view of what a life is: our life is created moment by moment by our action now,2 not by a course planned in advance. Because the same gesture was right at one moment and wrong at another, Mike takes the story beyond right and wrong to what is actually done in the present. He does not deny the value of plans, saying that we could not function in society without them, but they are not our life itself.

Looking back, he explains, we can see a path and project it into the future, while action itself is directed into the here and now and does not know where it is going. Dogen's line that being right has become part of him and pulls him in leads Mike to the reading that, when zazen balances body and mind, the balanced state pulls us into right action.6 7 Doing right or wrong, he adds, is not only a function of intention or moral views but of our whole state of body and mind. When Dogen writes that the mountains and oceans are time-present and would not exist without it, Mike says Dogen is welding together circumstances and space-time, the here and now. Master Kisho's poem about will and words being present or absent is for Mike a realistic description of giving a talk, in which we often just speak without knowing a moment before what we will say.

Noting that in the original Dogen uses a word that actually translates as restrict, Mike concludes after long thought that to describe something is to restrict it,11 because a label turns a flow such as anger into an object. In Mike's reading, Dogen's own version of the poem, with will and words half present, deconstructs those objects so that we can experience the world now, now, now, rather than only through the process view that often traps us. Mike calls the chapter very difficult because, without denying our normal view of time, it puts forward an almost unacceptable point: that we are just living at this moment. He traces Dogen's realization to what we notice when we practise zazen. In the closing discussion, explaining a passage of the chapter, he says that people think the state of Buddha is something to be attained, while it is the state of somebody being natural in this moment. We cannot find out who we are, but knowing that we can't find out who we are is finding out,19 and to know who you are is to be comfortable in the present. For him, everybody is a Buddha when acting naturally and sincerely in this moment, and is not one when they cover their natural self with their own views.










Complete English transcript


So we recite Kaikyoge.

[recitation, 00:00:05–00:00:38]


One day, at the suggestion of Master Sekito Kisen, Master Yakusan Igen asked Master Baso Doitsu a question. I have more or less understood the meaning of Buddhist theory and its classification, but I want to ask you, what was Bodhidharma's intention in coming from India to China? On hearing this question, Master Baso Doitsu replied, At one time present he was moved to raise his eyebrow and wink. At another time present he was not moved to raise his eyebrow and wink. At one time present to raise his eyebrow and wink was right, and at another time present to raise his eyebrow and wink was wrong.




When Master Yakusan heard these words, the whole of Buddhism became clear to him, and he said to Master Baso, When I studied with Master Sekito, I was just a mosquito sitting on the back of an iron ox.



The reason Master Dogen introduces this story here is because it illustrates natural behaviour in time present, in the now.


Usually we think that somebody's life, or our own life, is a kind of path that we walk, and we decide which way to go, where our life is going to go, and then we follow it. So the question of whether, why did Master Bodhidharma come from India to China, is really a question about how do we decide the course of our life. Why did Master Bodhidharma come to China? What was his intention? Or, in other words, did he plan to come for a certain reason? And Master Baso Doitsu's reply says, just at one moment he raised his eyebrow and winked.

Just at another moment he didn't raise his eyebrow and winked. Just at one moment he raised his eyebrow and winked, and it was the right thing to do. Just at another moment he raised his eyebrow and winked, and it was the wrong thing to do. And that illustrates the fundamental Buddhist view towards what our life is, rather than— our life being a planned course, which we then sail along, our life is determined at each moment by our action in this moment. Not our plans or thoughts, hopes, desires, wishes, dreams, but our action in this moment.

Our action in this moment, our action in this moment is our real life. So, in a very real sense, just what we do now, just what we do now, just what we do now creates a path. But the thing is, in the present moment, there is no direction. We don't know where we're going. Of course, we can think where we're going, but our action doesn't know where it's going.


Our action is directed into the here and now. So our action directed into the here and now doesn't have a direction into the future. We can see where we're going by looking backwards and seeing where we came from. And then we can see that we're on some kind of path. And then we can think where we must be going in the future, and we can even plan it. And having planned it, we can walk along that path. That's one view. But the ultimate Buddhist view, in a very real sense, says actually our life is just created at this moment.

At this moment, just what we do now. Is our direction at this moment.

Participant: What science not includes the thoughts of its members to be.

Mike: Sometimes they do, sometimes they don't. Sometimes we make a plan and it influences our action. Sometimes we don't make a plan and it doesn't influence our action. Sometimes we make a plan and it doesn't influence our action, and so on. But it's our action which actually is the course on which we're headed. That's not to deny the value of making plans. We could never function in society without plans. But our plans are not our life itself. What we do in this moment is the footprint of our path that we're following. This is what the essence of the story is.


So beyond right and wrong even, in the story, Master Baso says, Bodhidharma raised his eyebrow and winked and it was wrong, and another time he raised his eyebrow and winked and it was right. So beyond right and wrong, whether we like it or not, our life is actually created moment by moment. Each... Step. That's the actual fact. But on top of that simple fact, we have our life in society.

So of course we make plans, and then we follow the plans, and sometimes our actions seem to follow what we imagined in our head, and sometimes closely, sometimes not so closely, sometimes not at all. Sometimes we make plans but throw them out of the window. Sometimes we don't make a plan, but we follow a very nice course. So there's many different situations. But at the very fundamental level, just where we put our foot at this moment is where we're going.

So it's a very short-sighted view. Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. No. And that's the secret of good management. Yes. No. That's right. So we can have excellent plans.

For instance, you can go and study how to make management plans and become an excellent theoretical manager, but be absolutely useless in practice because you're looking where you're going, but you're not looking where you are. Yes. Yes. Yeah.

Participant: In reality, there is a difference.

Mike: Yes. And reality is what we must follow.


Participant: But at what point in your evidence does God say there is a public defence against it,

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: that overall, should God and Allah not possibly be thinking about the death penalty?

Mike: Yes. Yes. That's right. And whether the thoughts in our head about where we're going influence our action or not, our action is what determines where we are. And so this story about Master Bodhidharma illustrates that our action in the present is our life, beyond right and or wrong, beyond good or bad. But that doesn't mean that therefore we should try to live a life that doesn't care about good or bad, right or wrong, and doesn't care about anything in the future. That's right. Yes. Simply pointing out a very, very simple fact. And when Master Yakusan heard that, it clicked.

So he said, when I was studying with the master that I studied with before, I was just a little insignificant thing, sitting on his back. So Bodhidharma acted naturally at each moment, following the circumstances of his life. And his actual, actual life was not limited by ideas of right and wrong. Yes. Maybe, yes. I don't know why he says, raised his eyebrow and winked.

Question: I could just raise your eyebrow, don't we?

Mike: Yes. And John was saying yesterday that there's some information or record in a sutra that Master Bodhidharma was actually sent to China by his Indian master. I don't know anything about Master Bodhidharma's history. But the question is not, you know, did he ask his master whether he could go or not, or was he planning to establish a temple in China after he got there? The question is much more fundamental than that.


How do we, how do we live our Buddhist life? Where are we going? And... Master Baso's answer to where we're going is, Here, here, here.


Then Master Dogen comments, No one else could have uttered these words of Master Baso's. The eyebrow Master Bodhidharma raised, or the eye he winked, may indicate a mountain or an ocean, because the mountains and oceans in his eyebrows and eyes are one whole.



He's creating images here of Master Bodhidharma maybe sailing on a ship across the sea to China, and he sees a mountain.

But in the instant that he sees the mountain, his eye and the mountain, the boat and him, are just the circumstance at one moment.


Being moved to raise an eyebrow, he sees the mountain. Being moved to wink, he rules the ocean. Being right has become part of him and pulls him in.



That suggests that if we practice zazen, make our body and mind balance, then the balanced state pulls us into right action. We act right because we are balanced physically and mentally. ‘Wrong is not always done, and not doing is not always wrong.’ So...

We've done the chapter Shoaku Makusa, and he's commenting using those words. Shoaku is not always makusa. Makusa is not always shoaku. To point out that in doing, we can't see right or wrong in doing. Afterwards, of course, we can see it. But although we can't see right or wrong, we can do right or wrong.


But doing right or wrong is not only a function of our intention or our moral point of view, but of our whole state of body and mind.


All these are time present. The mountains are time present, the oceans are time present. Without time present, the mountains and the oceans would not exist. We cannot deny that time present is the mountains and the oceans here and now. If time present decays, so do the mountains and the ocean.



So he's welding together circumstances and space-time, or here and now.

We can't separate them only in our mind. The circumstances we're in at this moment cannot be separated.


If time does not decay, neither do the mountains and ocean. It is from this truth that the bright star appeared to Gautama Buddha, the state of Buddha appeared, his ability to see the truth appeared, and his acknowledgement of Mahakashyapa appeared. All are time present. All are time present. Without time present, nothing could be here and now.



So again, he's driving home the fact that time present, or the present moment, the here and now, is the only thing that's real. Everything [unclear, 00:17:44–00:17:45: “is.” / “is real.”] He then goes on to another story, or another poem, by Master Kisho from the Sho region.



Master Kisho from the Sho region is a descendant of Master Rinzai and the successor to Master Shuzan Shonen. On one occasion, he preaches to the assembly, at one time present will is present but the words are absent, at one time present words are present but the will is absent, at one time present both will and words are present, at one time present both will and words are absent.



And in that poem, Dogen is quoting the words of a Chinese Zen master who, describing in a very realistic way his experience of preaching to his students. Sometimes he wants to say something but can't find the words.

At another time, he's got some words to say but he hasn't got the will to say it. At another time, he's got both the will and the words to speak. And at another time, he hasn't got the will or the words to speak. So it's a very simple, realistic description of giving a talk. Anybody given a talk can recognise those circumstances that happen.

If we're lucky and things are nice, we've got the will and the words, and what we want to say comes out of our mouths, and then we hear it, and then we realise what we wanted to say by hearing. But sometimes it doesn't.



Master Dogen comments, Both will and words are time present. Both presence and absence are time present. Before the moment of absence has ended, the moment of presence has come. Before the will has left, the words arrive. To be present does not mean that something has arrived. To be absent does not mean that something has left.



Now, all these short sentences are creating an image of just now, unrelated to before or after, unrelated to I've got some idea in my mind and now it's going to come into my vocal cords and I'm going to say it. But just at this moment, I produce words. Instantaneous, completely independent act in the present. And I think...

People who are studying artificial intelligence, consciousness and all those subjects are very interested to find out how it is that our brain can produce speech, which represents ideas in our mind, and then we produce the sounds which make that speech. And it all happens in an instant. And we don't know what we're going to say consciously one second, one millisecond before we speak, but we do speak. It's the kind of strange, very strange situation.

Sometimes we might think what we want to say and then say it, but very, very, very often we just speak. Words are just coming out.

Participant: Thinking out loud.

Mike: What being more mindful? Spontaneousness. Yes, because... The Buddhist view of time present is an instantaneous being, not an instantaneous occurrence, but an instantaneous existence. Then everything happens now, independently of everything that happened at other times. But that doesn't mean that Buddhism denies cause and effect.



Time present is like this. Presence is just being present. It is not being absent. Absence is just being absent. It is not being present.



So they're just simple facts of the present moment.


The word will describes will itself and depicts will as an object. The word words describes words themselves and depicts words as an object. The word description describes description itself and depicts description as an object.



So he's talking about the role of language in our, how we use language, how we attach labels to something. And then because we attach a label to something, we make it into an object. So we use the word will to talk about something that is ineffable, that comes and goes inside us. Once we've labelled it, it becomes an object.

So we can then say, I have the will, I don't have the will. We can say anger, right, anger is a label for a fluctuating flow of something in our bloodstream, for example. Once we've labelled anger, we can make it into an object, and then we can say, I have to let my anger out, otherwise it will build up inside. Or, you know, he suppressed his anger. It was bursting out of his ears. So, words make reality into objects. In the original, Master Dogen uses the word which actually translates as restrict. So he says, ‘The will restricts the will.’


And I thought about it for a very long time, and I realized that to describe something is to restrict it. So, for instance, if I describe the carpet, it restricts some part of space. To describe something is to limit it, to define its boundary. Sylvia is the black thing over there that stops where the red sofa begins, and a white piece on the end which stops where the carpet begins. So that's defining Sylvia. I'm restricting you. Yes. Yes, ‘and makes description and depicts description as an object in time present.’ So we create objects with our language, with our names.


Description describes things, but a description of a thing is never the thing itself. When I meet a person, a person meets another person. When I meet myself, a manifestation meets a manifestation.



I'm not sure of the meaning of those two statements, but I suppose when I meet a person, I can see a described, limited, objective person. So I meet a person. But when I meet myself, I don't know my boundaries, so I meet something, but what I'm meeting is unclear to me. I suppose that's the meaning.



If there were no time present, none of this could happen.




In summary, will is one time present that makes the universe real. Words are one time present in the balanced state. Being present is just the time when everything is here and now. Being absent is just the time when a fact is not here and now. This is how we should understand and make ourselves real.



And then he goes on to finish the chapter in this way. ‘Although this poem is how one master of the past expressed himself. I feel moved to express my own understanding,’ and he makes up his own version of the poem.


Will and words being half present is also time present. Will and words being half absent is also time present. At time present. We can study the situation like this. He was moved to raise his eyebrow and wink in half of time present. He was moved to raise his eyebrow and wink in the jumble that is time present. He was moved not to raise his eyebrow and wink in half of time present. He was moved not to raise his eyebrow and wink in the jumble that is time present. To experience arriving and leaving like this is to experience time present. To experience being present and being absent like this is to experience time present.



So his version of the poem goes beyond label. He deconstructs the objects that the poem creates in our mind by saying half of time present instead of whole of time present. And of course the half of time present, or a quarter of time present, or an eighth of time present, or none of time present, is all in time present. So it's deconstructing words.


So he wants to go beyond the images that the poems create with his own poem. And he says that this is the way we should experience arriving and leaving, suggesting that we can experience the world now, now, now, rather than the process view that we are often trapped in. Or we could do both. And that's the end of the chapter.

Is there any more? ‘Shobogenzo Uji. Dogen wrote this chapter at Kosho Horinji Temple on the first day of winter in 1240,’ so he was 40 years old. Kosho Horinji was a temple he moved to after leaving Kyoto, for unexplained reasons, possibly because somebody set fire to his temple, and before setting up building Eiheiji. So most of the chapters of Shobogenzo seem to have been written in Kosho Horinji. So he fled, he moved out of Kyoto because he was unpopular, it seems. Lots of enemies.

Yes, in the Buddhist world, yes, that's where all the enemies are, full of jealousy, infighting. Yes. And Master Ejo, who was Master Dogen's successor, copied out the chapter during the summer sesshin in 1243. He was the master Dogen's editor.


Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Me? No, I composed it from reading the book, the chapter we've got in the book. That's one source. The translation that three of us worked on back in the late seventies, before the translation that's in the book, which is more interpretive. And my understanding from going through it through the years, those three sources. I didn't go back to look at the Japanese. I can't, but with great difficulty, and Yoko's help, I can look at the Japanese. If I get completely stuck, then I have to go back and ask Yoko. No, not many.

It's very difficult to understand, because it puts, as well as putting our normal view of time, it doesn't deny our normal view of time, but it puts a point of view which is almost unacceptable. And that is that we're just living at this moment. What we do at this moment is our life itself. When we act, when we're here at this moment, the world is here at this moment. So we can say the world is created at this moment.

And all those kind of statements sound, if you say the world is created at this moment in a Christian culture, with the backgrounds we have, it brings in all things about creation into our subconscious mind, doesn't it? As if, well, we must be God then if we're creating the world at every moment. Yes.


Participant: We're in the intellectual level.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: So,

Mike: It's describing what we notice when we practice zazen. That's where his realization comes from. So because we practice the same practice, we can get a faint scent of what he's talking about. No, we can never actually tell, but in normal life we can reflect on what happened and say, well, it's better if I haven't done that. This is what we do, isn't it? If I hadn't got angry with that bloke last week, you know, it would have gone much smoother.

We reflect on, you know, people are still reflecting on the Gulf War and the Iraq War, and if we hadn't done this and we hadn't... But we can't actually make any final decision, and that's why the only thing that's important is what we do now. Go on, Sylvia. I don't know. I don't know whether they understood, how many people understood. The message.

But certainly, for instance, Master Dogen's, that the society into which he was born was the royal court, political, about manipulation of power and people, and in that area they would never have been able to accept what he's saying. But I don't know. Not my work. They all had their temples and their... away from the city. So I think for us, for English speakers, maybe the best source to find out a bit about Master Dogen's life is Stephen Heine's latest, or one of his latest books, called Did Dogen Go to China? It's full of very factual information about Master Dogen, and I don't... it's very difficult to know where the sources for that kind of information are, and it doesn't seem very clear exactly what he did in different parts of his life. For instance, it's not clear where actually he went and in what order he went to different places when he went to China, and so on. Yes. Yes. And some of the chapters are actually surviving in his own calligraphy. So this on the back here is Master Dogen's own writing from the Kanzazengi. That survives.


Participant: Is that me? Yes, ma'am, I see. It looks like me. So that's great. And there's also a question I would like you to answer, thank you.

Mike: But they never invited Nishijima Roshi there. So only just sometimes some monk has recognized something startling in [unclear, 00:42:49–00:43:01: “Shobogenzo interpretation of the Shobogenzo” / “Koshijima Roshi's interpretation of the Shodan Gendai”] and wanted to hear more. But in the main, they don't, to hear radical interpretation. They didn't give him opportunity to give a talk. He registered his temple, yes, but his temple is on the internet. But I think the same situation exists everywhere.


In Bristol, there's another group of very sincere practitioners, a Chan group, and they're led by a Buddhist teacher called John Crook, who's quite well known and is a descendant of Master Sheng Yen, the Taiwanese teacher, who's very revered. And I've never met John Crook, but he's quite old. Every year he gives three talks in the Bristol group. So I wanted to go to listen to his talk, and so last year I got a flyer because the person who arranges his group lives next door to Ralph. So Ralph brought me this flyer, and the three lectures were about Shobogenzo, so I wanted to go.

So I couldn't go to the first one because of some other prior commitment, and I was preparing to go to the second one, and Ralph turned up and gave me a CD of the first talk, which his neighbour had presented him with. So I listened to the CD, and I was so shocked at John Crook's interpretation of the Shobogenzo that I decided I wouldn't go, because if I went I would get so angry, I would disturb the talk and disturb myself, because his interpretation of the chapters of the Shobogenzo were utterly and completely different to the interpretations that I've learned and what I studied.

So completely different. I was quite shocked because I had quite a lot of respect for him, not having met him, but having read some of the things he wrote. But still, he didn't have any idea what the Shobogenzo chapter that he was talking about was actually saying. And of course it's difficult because it's such a difficult book, and we produced these four volumes, but you read some of those and they're impenetrable. Because they're impenetrable, I've been trying to produce modern interpretations, and some of my modern interpretations are still impenetrable. Yes.


Yes. Every bit. Yes. Yes. Yes. Right. Is it? This is it. Yes.

Participant: (reads)


People do not see reality itself as being this time present, what exists at this moment, and so they feel that the state of a buddha is not time present, but a state that they must make efforts to attain.



Participant: [unclear, 00:48:49–00:49:09: “It is normally something you realize, whatever, and the gap between. It is not something you know, but it is more to be in Time-Present than you can, but you can't actually know.” / “What does that mean, that we can realise who we are, but that will also be coming and going with illusions? Then it's going to be real, but maybe when we know who we are, this knowledge will be in place that we can't, that we actually know it.”]

Mike: Do you know who you are? No. Do you know who you are?

Participant: If you go on and ...

Mike: So people think, people in Master Dogen's time and people now who are involved in studying Buddhism in many different ways think that the state of Buddha is something to be attained. They must get some special state, and they don't realise that the state of buddha is the state of somebody who's natural, naturally in this moment. Yes. So... yeah. Yes. ‘Manifestation meets manifestation.’ Yes. Yes. We don't know who we are, yes. Pardon? There's only one thing to do.


Participant: I don't know what I am, but I don't know what I'm supposed to do.

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: I don't know what I am.

Mike: We can't find out who we are. But knowing that we can't find out who we are is finding out. So when Master Dogen says they don't, state that they cannot see the person who has not realized who they are, he doesn't mean literally we all know exactly who we are, but those people don't know who they are. That's too mechanical an interpretation. To know who you are is to forget who you are, he writes in Bendowa. To be who you are, yes. So it's a question of, maybe the words are misleading.

To know who you are, what kind of knowing? To realize who you are, what does realizing who you are mean? Well, we could translate it as making who you are real. To realize is to make real. But we interpret realize as some intellectual process, and to know as some intellectual process, but not that. To know who you are is to be comfortable in the present. So what he's saying there is people who don't notice that reality is just what's here and now.

Those kind of people think that a Buddha is not just somebody being fully here and now, being satisfied with themselves and the world here and now. They think it's something to be attained. But even though they think it's something to be attained, it's happening now.


Participant: It's happening now, everybody's a Buddha.

Mike: Everybody's a Buddha when they're a Buddha, and nobody's a Buddha when they're not a Buddha. Yes. Yes, so we can say when we're acting in a natural state, sincerely, doing our best at this moment, we can say we're a Buddha. We do it sometimes. Other times, we cover our natural self up. We impose our views on it and cover ourselves up, and then we're not a Buddha.

Participant: People are trying to learn today in the past, but they're being like that and they don't understand that why is that and they don't realize it.

Mike: They don't realise it, yes. And even if we tell them, they won't accept it. What? Buddha. Just another name again. Yeah. But the state of Buddha is not static. Yeah. So the words are limiting what we can say.

Is that enough? Twenty past twelve. So this is the end of the talks. Thank you very much for listening patiently and contributing such valuable comments and questions. And if anybody's got suggestions to change the wording, please email me. They're always useful. And that's the end of one thing and the beginning of another. Let us recite Fueko.

[recitation, 00:56:44–00:57:31]

Thank you. What's next?
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Uji 5: Life Moment by Moment

    
Talk digest






  Michael Eido Luetchford
Summer 2007 — Uji, Session 5.
Venue: Earth Spirit.

  
  Source: audio transcript.



Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




A life made by action now


… what was Bodhidharma’s intention in coming from India to China? On hearing this question, Master Baso Doitsu replied, … At one time present to raise his eyebrow and wink was right, and at another time present to raise his eyebrow and wink was wrong.1



Master Dogen introduces this story because it illustrates natural behaviour in time present. The question why Master Bodhidharma came to China is really a question about how we decide the course of our life.1 2

Master Baso’s reply illustrates the fundamental Buddhist view: rather than our life being a planned course, which we then sail along, our life is determined at each moment by our action in this moment. Our action in this moment is our real life.2

In a very real sense, just what we do now creates a path. But in the present moment, there is no direction. Our action is directed into the here and now; it doesn’t know where it’s going. Looking backwards, we can see that we’re on some kind of path, and then we can even plan where we must be going. That’s one view. But the ultimate Buddhist view, in a very real sense, says actually our life is just created at this moment.2 3

Sometimes we make a plan and it influences our action; sometimes it doesn’t. That’s not to deny the value of making plans. We could never function in society without plans. But our plans are not our life itself. For instance, you can go and study how to make management plans and become an excellent theoretical manager, but be absolutely useless in practice, because you’re looking where you’re going, but you’re not looking where you are.3 4

Beyond right and wrong

So beyond right and wrong even, whether we like it or not, our life is actually created moment by moment.4

But that doesn’t mean we should try to live a life that doesn’t care about good or bad, right or wrong, and doesn’t care about anything in the future. Simply pointing out a very, very simple fact. Bodhidharma acted naturally at each moment, following the circumstances of his life.5

But the question is not whether he asked his master if he could go, or was planning to establish a temple in China. The question is much more fundamental than that: how do we live our Buddhist life? Where are we going? And Master Baso’s answer to where we’re going is: here, here, here.5 6

Balance and right action


… Being right has become part of him and pulls him in.6



That suggests that if we practice zazen, make our body and mind balance, then the balanced state pulls us into right action. ‘Wrong is not always done, and not doing is not always wrong.’ We’ve done the chapter Shoaku Makusa, and he’s commenting using those words, to point out that in doing, we can’t see right or wrong. Afterwards, of course, we can see it. But although we can’t see right or wrong, we can do right or wrong. But doing right or wrong is not only a function of our intention or our moral point of view, but of our whole state of body and mind.6 7

Time present and speech


… The mountains are time present, the oceans are time present. Without time present, the mountains and the oceans would not exist.7



He’s welding together circumstances and space-time, or here and now. The circumstances we’re in at this moment cannot be separated. He’s driving home the fact that time present, the here and now, is the only thing that’s real.7

He goes on to a poem by Master Kisho, a Chinese Zen master describing his experience of preaching. Sometimes he wants to say something but can’t find the words; at another time he’s got some words but hasn’t got the will to say it. It’s a very simple, realistic description of giving a talk.7 8


Master Dogen comments, Both will and words are time present. … Before the will has left, the words arrive.9



All these short sentences are creating an image of just now, unrelated to before or after. Just at this moment, I produce words: an instantaneous, completely independent act in the present. We don’t know consciously what we’re going to say one millisecond before we speak. Sometimes we might think what we want to say and then say it, but very, very often we just speak.9

The Buddhist view of time present is an instantaneous being, not an instantaneous occurrence, but an instantaneous existence. Everything happens now, independently of everything that happened at other times. But that doesn’t mean that Buddhism denies cause and effect.9

Words as labels


The word will describes will itself and depicts will as an object.10



Because we attach a label to something, we make it into an object. We use the word will to talk about something that is ineffable, that comes and goes inside us. Once we’ve labelled it, it becomes an object. Anger is a label for a fluctuating flow of something in our bloodstream, for example; once we’ve labelled anger, we can make it into an object and say, I have to let my anger out. So words make reality into objects. In the original, Master Dogen uses the word which actually translates as restrict.10

And I thought about it for a very long time, and I realized that to describe something is to restrict it. To describe something is to limit it, to define its boundary. So we create objects with our language, with our names.11

Dogen’s own poem

Then he goes on to finish the chapter, and he makes up his own version of the poem.12


Will and words being half present is also time present. … To experience arriving and leaving like this is to experience time present.12



He deconstructs the objects that the poem creates in our mind by saying half of time present instead of whole of time present. So he wants to go beyond the images that the poems create with his own poem. And he says that this is the way we should experience arriving and leaving, suggesting that we can experience the world now, now, now, rather than the process view that we are often trapped in. Or we could do both. And that’s the end of the chapter.12 13

An almost unacceptable view

It’s very difficult to understand, because it doesn’t deny our normal view of time, but it puts a point of view which is almost unacceptable: that we’re just living at this moment. When we’re here at this moment, the world is here at this moment. So we can say the world is created at this moment. In a Christian culture, with the backgrounds we have, that brings in all things about creation into our subconscious mind, doesn’t it? As if, well, we must be God then if we’re creating the world at every moment.14

It’s describing what we notice when we practice zazen. That’s where his realization comes from. Because we practice the same practice, we can get a faint scent of what he’s talking about.15

The state of Buddha

People in Master Dogen’s time and people now who are studying Buddhism think the state of Buddha is something to be attained. They don’t realise that the state of buddha is the state of somebody who’s natural, naturally in this moment.18

We can’t find out who we are. But knowing that we can’t find out who we are is finding out. When Master Dogen says they cannot see the person who has not realized who they are, he doesn’t mean literally we all know exactly who we are, but those people don’t. To know who you are is to forget who you are, he writes in Bendowa.19

To realize is to make real. But we interpret realize and to know as some intellectual process, but it’s not that. To know who you are is to be comfortable in the present. But even though they think a Buddha is something to be attained, it’s happening now.19

Question: So it’s happening now: everybody’s a Buddha?

Everybody’s a Buddha when they’re a Buddha, and nobody’s a Buddha when they’re not a Buddha. When we’re acting in a natural state, sincerely, doing our best at this moment, we can say we’re a Buddha. We do it sometimes. Other times, we cover our natural self up. We impose our views on it, and then we’re not a Buddha.20

The state of Buddha is not static. So the words are limiting what we can say.20
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Summer 2008 — Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika

    

Venue: Earth Spirit





  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these five talks from the 2008 summer sesshin at Earth Spirit, Mike gives a rough overview, in his own words, of most of the twenty-seven chapters of Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika (MMK), a work that seems to be very difficult to understand and that he translated, not as a scholar, simply to see if Nagarjuna said the same kind of thing that Dogen said, which he admits gave him a kind of bias. In Mike’s reading, Nagarjuna is trying to cut through the category-based analysis of reality in the Abhidharma, and many of the chapters return to the theme of ‘not separate’, for instance between a subject and an object or between an agent and an action: our language divides the world into pieces, which, Nagarjuna says, is the only way we can talk about it, but it is not actually always like that. Already in the second talk Mike names two consistent themes that, he says, Nagarjuna develops throughout the book: the point of view of the present moment and the point of view of unity of experience. Mike stresses that Nagarjuna is not a nihilist, although he has been labelled one because of his constant denials: what he says is ‘no, not that’, and what he points to is something real here. He does not reject cause and effect either, Mike says, and, like Dogen, he does not deny the value of categorisation.

In the first chapter, as Mike explains it, Nagarjuna rejects the Abhidharma theory of the conditions under which things come into and go out of existence and keeps four of its categories as fundamental characteristics of reality itself: an abstract and a physical side, which are only two sides of one thing, immediacy, the fact that we are always here in the present, and the universal, the universe as a whole, undivided. The chapters on the senses, on emotion and on action and agent, as Mike presents them, make the same point of non-separation: the taster, the chocolate and the ‘nice’ form one indivisible experience, the emotion we feel and the ‘we’ who feel it are inseparable, and in the real act of picking up a book the one who picks it up, the hand and the book are indivisible. Mike calls the Abhidharma an incredibly analytical work, like an attempt to describe the whole world in categories; its authors had no tools and in their place based their categories on meditative insight, which he thinks meant imagination, and so constructed a kind of pseudo-science, very sophisticated for its time, which is just what Nagarjuna wants to cut through. Mike finds the reason for this cutting through in zazen: one of the fundamental principles of Buddhist teaching is that reality is one, and once we settle down a bit in zazen we notice that we are sitting in something that is not separate, because we are not separating it. The centre of Buddhism according to Nagarjuna and Dogen, he says, is not to divide the world into categories, as the very powerful and beneficial pursuit we call science does, but to stop dividing the world into categories. When we stop, it is as if the categories, pulled out on bits of elastic, zip back into the middle and leave something undivided, and in zazen, he says, we do not do something to make ourselves whole but stop doing everything; if we aim to be whole we can never be whole, Mike adds, but we become whole when we act fully, because then there is no space or time in which to think about what we are doing. Thinking and planning belong for him to the level of daily life, which Nagarjuna calls samsara, and we cannot function without them, but at a fundamental level there is a gap between thinking and acting that we do not notice.

In the chapter on formation Nagarjuna says that the world we form in our consciousness is made up of misrepresentations, but, as Mike explains it, he does not mean by this that we live in an illusion; he means that human beings construct a world and share it, a world of things like a bank, marriage or a retreat, which for Mike is not real in the sense that Nagarjuna means, yet which we need to affirm because we live in society. When Nagarjuna denies process, Mike says, he does so in order to put forward the existential viewpoint of reality being immediate, here and now, and Nagarjuna suggests that process is a human explanation for reality; time, too, is for both Nagarjuna and Dogen a construct, in Mike’s account, because ‘now’ is always here. Asked what changes once we know this, Mike answers that the question is abstract, whereas their teaching is concrete: this moment, here and now, is all there is, and if that makes a difference, he cannot say what the difference is. What we get from realising that reality is here and now is very simple, he says, but it is very difficult to keep ourselves in the present, and to remain in the present and not drift off too much we practise zazen, where we keep drifting off into thoughts and bringing ourselves back. In the last talk Mike skims through chapters 22 to 27 and reads two verses: the last verse of the book, a homage to the Buddha who taught the true dharma as the relinquishing of all views, suggests to him that all views are constructs and that reality is that which is left when all our views cease, and the dedicatory verse at its beginning states, for him, that reality is just here, just at this moment. We cannot live in society without views, he says, but we need to be able to relinquish them, which is what we do, or try to do, in zazen; although Nagarjuna does not mention zazen in the MMK at all, the last verse suggests to Mike that Nagarjuna must have practised it.






  Talks in this series



  MMK 1: The Four Conditions

  Mike introduces Nagarjuna’s verses and interprets the first chapter as four characteristics of reality itself

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 1

  
  



  MMK 2: Non-Separation

  Mike surveys chapters 2 to 11 and their recurring theme: what language divides is not separate in reality

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 2

  
  



  MMK 3: Cutting Through Categories

  Mike explains that reality is undivided and that we become whole when we stop dividing it and when we act

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 3

  
  



  MMK 4: Constructs and the Present Moment

  Mike surveys chapters 13 to 21: our shared world, process and time are constructs; reality is here and now

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 4

  
  



  MMK 5: Relinquishing All Views

  Mike skims chapters 22 to 27; for him the last verse suggests reality is what is left when views cease

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Session 5
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MMK 1: The Four Conditions

    
Mike introduces Nagarjuna’s verses and interprets the first chapter as four characteristics of reality itself







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Summer 2008 — Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika, Session 1.
Venue: Earth Spirit.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the first of five talks on Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika (MMK), Mike introduces the work and explains its first chapter, on conditions. In his reading, Nagarjuna rejects the Abhidharma theory of the conditions under which things come into and go out of existence, and keeps four of its categories as fundamental characteristics of reality itself: an abstract side, a material side, immediacy and the universal.

Mike says that little is known about Nagarjuna historically, but almost everyone agrees that the MMK, twenty-seven short chapters of four-line verses, is his. He explains the name as ‘Fundamental Verses of the Middle Way’; the work is short but very hard to understand, and the six or more English translations differ widely. His own translation, published in 2002, is not a scholarly one: he made it to see whether Nagarjuna says the same kind of thing as Dogen, and he admits this bias. Parts of the MMK criticise Buddhist ideas of Nagarjuna’s time without saying whose they are, and much of that teaching was based on the Abhidharma, an analytical work that tries to describe the whole world in categories. According to Mike, some Buddhists felt this was like an imprisonment, and this led to the split between Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhism.

The first two characteristics reflect the Buddhist belief that body and mind, or spirit and matter, are one: everything has an abstract and a physical side, and these are two sides of one thing. The third, immediacy, means that everything we experience happens in the present, and the fourth means that reality is the universe as a whole, undivided. Since Nagarjuna does not say what they are characteristics of, Mike takes them to be characteristics not of entities but of reality itself, ‘this thing which we don’t know, that we live in’. Asked whether we need to know all this, he answers that it is an individual decision, since any life is a matter of choosing a way to live and carrying on with it. For him the study has helped him understand Dogen better, though he cannot say whether it has helped him live better. He also explains that the Sanskrit hetus means both ‘reason’ and ‘cause’, and that such ancient words are hard to understand in modern terms, because in the second century there was hardly any investigation of physical matter. Finally he notes that Dogen read the MMK in Kumarajiva’s Chinese translation, which has differences and omissions, and quotes Nagarjuna in Shobogenzo chapters such as Bussho.






Complete English transcript


Before I start the talks, a couple of things:

The first thing is: As many of you know, my wife and Buddhist companion for thirty years, Yoko, can’t be here this year, but she sends her greetings to everybody. I just spent a month in Japan with her. Unfortunately she can’t travel; she has a problem with her back, so she is stuck in Japan. But we recorded a short video with a little message from her. As it is on my laptop, I suggest that in the free time I’ll set it up and play it to any of you who want to listen to her message. She says hello; she misses everyone.

The second thing: Are there any questions about Zazen? As Zazen is kind of the centre of what we do, so if we have anything we want to talk about regarding Zazen it is important we do so.


Question: Can we hear your version of the Heart Sutra?

Mike: Nobody quite knows whether Heart Sutra that we just chanted originated in Sanskrit or whether it was written in Chinese. There are some suggestions that Nagarjuna wrote it, but I don’t think they hold water. It’s a sutra, a chant. If it originated in Sanskrit, it is a bit longer than what we chant. If you look at the Sanskrit original, it has a beginning and an ending.

Very, very, very roughly this is what it is about: Gautama Buddha is having a weekend retreat and everybody is gathered together and one of the senior disciples asks him: “If we get young people coming to practice Zazen, what should we tell them?” And one of the other senior disciples answers and says: “We should tell them that when you sit in Zazen, you drop off all conceptualisations. You don’t think about the world, you don’t imagine the world in terms of words, concepts, things. There are no ears, no eyes, no noses, no heads, no fingers, no recorders. When we sit in Zazen, the world is whole, undifferentiated. And in that undifferentiated state we can notice the nature of reality.” This having been said, Gautama Buddha says: “Right on; that’s exactly it. Well done, all the gods in heaven will be happy.”

On our Dogen Sangha website there is a Sanskrit version and my translation and also an interpretation I wrote. If you translate it literally, the phrases are quite archaic. And if you don’t read the beginning and ending which aren’t in the version you chant, then you can’t see that it is talking about Zazen. So it is a description of the state in Zazen, the simple state, where in Dogen’s terms we cast aside images in our mind and thoughts and just sit – which we find difficult.

Anything else about Zazen?


OK; so I’ll go on to Nagarjuna: I didn’t know anything about Nagarjuna until about 1990 when Nishijima Roshi, my teacher in Japan, started reading about one of his works. It turns out nobody else knows anything much about Nagarjuna. If you Google Nagarjuna you get enough pages to keep you going for a couple of months, but if you read about who he was, it seems that nobody really knows very much historically, in a scholarly way. It is not completely clear exactly when he lived, exactly where he lived, exactly what he wrote, but he is revered in Buddhism.

There are lots of articles on the Internet, but this is one I printed off and I will read you the first paragraph:


“It has been said that after the Buddha, the single most important figure in the entire Buddhist tradition was a monk named Acharya Nagarjuna, sometimes called the second Buddha. As is the case with many religious giants, we know little about the historical Nagarjuna. Scholars usually placed him some time in the late second century B.C. but he may have lived a hundred years before or after that period. According to tradition, Nagarjuna was a scholar monk at Nalanda University, the great Buddhist centre of learning in North-East India. Although we know him through his body of writings, we don’t really know how many Nagarjunas there actually were, for it is unlikely that all the works attributed to him were written by the same person. There may well have been three or four monks all writing under the same name. We do know that Nagarjuna’s writings are the basis for the Madhyamaka or the ‘Middle Way’ School of Buddhism and that Nagarjuna himself became the most influential figure in the development of Mahayana Buddhism, which had begun to emerge during the first century B.C. out of disagreements within the Indian sangha about the path to enlightenment. This is despite the fact that his writings never mention many of the main Mahayana ideas such as the Bodhisattva ideal or the ‘identity of form and emptiness’, and so on…”



There are a few articles – there is a long entry in Wikipedia and so on – I printed them all off and I’ll leave them lying about on this table. So if anybody likes reading, they can read these articles about the historical facts.


I got to know about Nagarjuna through my teacher and with my teacher we started studying the Sanskrit original of one of his main works which most scholars agree is definitely his. There is a lot of controversy about many works that he is supposed to have written, but almost everyone agrees about this one central work. It is called in Sanskrit ‘Mulamadhyamakakarika’.

The original writings of Buddhism that have been preserved, the Tripitaka, were all written in Pali. Pali is a kind of dialect of Sanskrit. The grammar is slightly simpler, but it is very, very similar. If you know Sanskrit, you can more or less understand Pali and vice versa. Nagarjuna wrote in Sanskrit, but he wrote about ideas that had been recorded a lot of the time in Pali. So both languages come into it.


‘Mula’ - (I won’t put the accents in; the accents in Sanskrit just tell you whether to make the pronunciation long or short) – ‘madhyamaka’ – ‘karika’: Mulamadhyamakakarika, which some people call MMK for short.

‘Mula’ means ‘fundamental’ or ‘basic’ or ‘root’ or any other words that you can find that have that kind of meaning of ‘deepest, most fundamental, root’. ‘Madhyamaka’ means the ‘middle’ as an abstract noun, in the sense of the ‘middle way’ which is a common Buddhist concept, but actually only means ‘the middle’. ‘Karika’ means a verse or a poetic work or a work in verse or verses. So ‘Mulamadhyamakakarika’ means ‘fundamental middle verses’ or ‘fundamental verses of the middle’ because ‘middle’ is a noun. So a good translation would be: ‘Fundamental Verses of the Middle Way’, or something like that.

There have been at least six translations into English; the first one was back in the 1960s, the latest one before mine is by Stephen Batchelor – I am sure many of you have heard of him. He calls his translation ‘Verses from the Centre’ and his work is based on Nagarjuna’s work, very beautifully written and rather poetic. Stephen Batchelor is an excellent writer, but his version is not actually a translation of Nagarjuna’s work; it’s based on Nagarjuna’s work and conveys the meaning of some of Nagarjuna’s work, but some parts are missing. He missed out chapters which are very difficult. So he calls it ‘Verses from the Centre’; everybody can make up their own meaning for that but it means something about explaining the middle way in Buddhism.


Nagarjuna’s MMK is not very long: It is 27 chapters and each chapter has between 10 and 30 verses and the verses each have four lines. The lines don’t rhyme but there is a certain kind of rhythm to the way it is written. Although it is not a huge work, it seems to be very, very difficult to understand. As I said, there are at least six different translations into English. If you read them, you will find a lot of differences between them. Some of the translation make no sense to me at all and others, for instance Stephen Batchelor’s, are just very beautiful, but not necessarily very accurate.

I actually did not have any intention to translate it originally or to publish a book, but once I started it, I didn’t stop and some people encouraged me to make it into a book and publish it. I’m not a scholar; some of the people who have translated it are Buddhist scholars. That means they have studied a lot of the early Buddhism and early works and the people, the names, the concepts and so on in great detail. I can’t claim to have done that, but in translating Nagarjuna’s work I did have to start probing into some of those early works to see what they were talking about. It’s not a scholarly translation – my purpose was simply to see if Nagarjuna said the same kind of thing that Dogen said. So I had a kind of bias to start with. I was looking for the same things that Dogen said in what Nagarjuna said. What kind of effect that has had on the translation I can’t judge, I am too close to it.


I found it very, very difficult to do and I was very unsure about whether I should make a book of it or not. It would stand next to scholars like Stephen Batchelor, people who are well-known, even huge names in the Buddhist field. But something in me thought ‘Well, why not? I’ll publish what I have done and other people can judge.’ And while doing that I thought, ‘If I publish all the translations from Sanskrit as well, then people who are Sanskrit scholars or other people who are interested in the actual translation process can look at it, pull it to pieces, decide where I have made mistakes and work from there’. So the book is a kind of part of a process; it is by no means complete. It doesn’t contain a full explanation, even of what I wanted to do. But it contains a kind of record of the work I did over nine years.

Having finished the book I felt relieved, but I haven’t talked about it since I published it in 2002. One reason for that is that I have almost felt too close to it and I wanted to somehow let it drift away from me; then I could look at it again. It wasn’t until this year when Sylvia suggested I talk about it that I thought ‘Ok, I’ll make a start’.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: In my talks I have picked out bits of Nagarjuna before, but I have never tackled him head on. But because a lot of the things he says are so powerful and so exactly parallel to what Dogen says, it has been nice to quote some of his teachings.


This is a kind of experiment as I have not talked about him or the book before. The work was written in the second century or thereabouts which is a long time ago. Those of you who have studied Dogen with me know how difficult it is to understand something that was written eight hundred years ago by Dogen in a different language and a different culture. And Nagarjuna is further before Dogen than Dogen is before us. So the world was very different then and the way people talked about ideas was very different. The work is also very complex. All this makes it very difficult to attempt to interpret what this man must have been trying to say. In addition, the Sanskrit itself is often not clear. I have read all the translations that there have been so far and it’s obvious that in some of the verses it’s not clear what he is trying to say. It must have been clear to him, but it’s not clear to us. That is reflected in my book as well; when you read some of the verses you might think ‘What???’ – Well, that is probably because it is not clear. Other verses are very clear.

I think the best thing to do is to start off from the general point of view and then maybe work gradually over the five talks towards the more specific. So I would like to give you a kind of overview, first of all of what is in the ‘Mulamadhyamakakarika’, the subjects of the twenty-seven chapters if you like, and then generally work in from that.


One difficulty with the MMK is that parts of it seem to be criticisms of existing Buddhist ideas, that is to say ideas about Buddhism that existed in Nagarjuna’s time. He doesn’t often quote these specifically, but he criticises them. So he is criticising somebody without saying clearly who that somebody is or what that somebody believes. That makes it a little difficult somehow in certain chapters: ‘Is he saying something or is he rebutting something?’ ‘Is it his own view or somebody else’s view that he is stating?’ Sometimes it is clear and sometimes it is not.

In Nagarjuna’s time a lot of Buddhist teachings were based on the ‘Abhidharma’. Does anybody know anything about the Abhidharma? Well, the Pali Text Society is slowly translating all these works of Buddhism that were written in Pali and I have a book here that is a translation into English of a summary of the topics of the Abhidharma. The Abhidharma is one of the three works of teaching of Buddhism and it was associated with what some people call Hinayana Buddhism or ‘Small Vehicle’ Buddhism. It’s an incredibly analytical work; it is full of categories. It is actually almost impenetrable to me because everything is mentioned in terms of the twenty-seven so-and-so’s, the thirteen so-and-so’s, the four so-and-so’s. Some of these have come through in other forms of Buddhism. Dogen often mentions ‘the three poisons’, ‘the four worlds’ and such like. In the Abhidharma there are hundreds of these categories and each category is explained: ‘the sevenfold human beings’, ‘the four god kings’, ‘the thirty-three gods’, ‘four kinds of karma’ – you just turn the pages and they are everywhere. It’s very, very analytical. Everything is prescribed. It’s like an attempt to describe the whole of the world in terms of categories. For instance, you might think of ‘consciousness’: ‘How many different kinds of consciousness are there?’ ‘Ah, there are seventy-three’…and each one is described. How many different kinds of ‘hate’ are there? Twenty-one and they are described. It’s all in here.


A lot of the early teachings of Buddhism were based on this. But because some people felt that it was like an imprisonment, that something which they wanted to be free and flexible had become rigid and imprisoning, there was a split in the Buddhist Sangha, I think about a couple of hundred years after the Buddha’s death. This happened when Hinayana Buddhism and Mahayana Buddhism split. Mahayana Buddhists – they didn’t call themselves that although we do – said: ‘All these categories are too much. We can’t live by categories.’ They wanted something more fundamental, more free and uncategorized teachings. The other group, the Hinayana group (‘Hinayana’ means ‘small vehicle’ and ‘Mahayana’ means ‘large vehicle’ – so I think the Mahayana Buddhists must have invented the terms) seem to have wanted rules to live by.

To come back to Nagarjuna, each chapter is entitled ‘Examination of …’ or ‘A Study of…’; so all the chapters are an examination of this or an examination of that. The Sanskrit word is ‘pariksa’ and it means a ‘study’ or ‘examination’ or ‘investigation into’ and of course, you can translate it as you like.


The first chapter is an ‘Examination or an Investigation into Conditions’, ‘Pratyaya’. Here Nagarjuna talks about ‘conditions’. What does he mean by ‘conditions’? The conditions he is talking about are the conditions the Abhidharma set down for things to appear in the world. In the Abhidharma analysis of reality it is said that every entity comes into existence, stays in existence and then goes out of existence. ‘Entity’ means not only things, objects, but feelings and ideas, everything; so everything is coming into existence, existing and then dropping out of existence. They had this very complicated theory, even of priorities. So if something comes into existence while something else comes into existence, this one takes priority over that one and then that one drops out before this one. It reminds me of atomic physics in a way because what atomic physics is looking at is little particles appearing and streaking through hydrogen chambers and then disappearing again. So it is a kind of fundamental theory of matter, things coming into existence or arising, continuing in existence, presumably when we see them, like this one and then disappearing. It’s much more difficult to accept that the theory is making any sense in today’s world where we have a tremendous amount of knowledge about science, atoms and molecules and everything like that, and where we can construct things like a tape recorder. What the Abhidharmans said is that everything has a cause or a condition for it to come into existence and of course they categorised all these different conditions for things to come into existence and then the conditions for them to stay in existence and so on.


In the first chapter of the MMK Nagarjuna refutes this view of the world. He says that he thinks that there are only four conditions and they are not conditions for things to come into existence and pass out of existence. They are more fundamental characteristics of reality. He says that the Abhidharmans’ theory of conditions is for him a non-starter – it doesn’t explain the world. But he doesn’t reject four of their categories. He says four of them rather than being conditions for coming into existence they are fundamental characteristics of reality. The first two are: the abstract or ideal – reality always contains an abstract or ideal side and the physical or material: everything has a physical or material side. We know from general Buddhist teachings that a fundamental belief in Buddhism is that matter and spirit are one, body and mind are one – in other words, the Buddhist view is that everything had two sides, an abstract side and a physical side. But those two are only two sides of one thing. Human beings have an abstract side and a physical side; everything has an abstract side and a physical side. So those two conditions that Nagarjuna states are linked to the Buddhist belief in body and mind being one, or spirit and matter being one.


A third condition he says is immediacy; we actually exist in the present. We actually are always here in the present and the present is a kind of knife edge between past and future. But everything that happens always happens in the present. Although things have happened in the past and may happen in the future, everything that we experience is in the present. So his third fundamental characteristic (he uses the term ‘condition’ but we could call it a characteristic or even a ‘belief’, though that may be too abstract) is ‘immediacy’.

His fourth characteristic of reality is the ‘universal’. By the ‘universal’ he means – I mustn’t use the word ‘god’ – but the universe as a whole is reality. There are a set of universal laws that govern reality and that reality includes the whole universe and is whole and undivided. So that is his fourth characteristic. He calls them ‘conditions’ – pratyaya; he uses the same word that the Abhidharmans used. But he has a different slant on them.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: He doesn’t say what they are characteristics of. So we can assume that they are characteristics, not of an entity, but of reality itself. We have to be a bit careful because there is a whole lot of teaching in Buddhism about the difference between entity and reality in the sense that in the Heart Sutra that Rob talked about it says that in reality, names and entities don’t exist. This doesn’t mean that there are no things, but that we don’t ‘thing’ them, we don’t abstract them from the whole. So Nagarjuna’s four pratyayas or conditions or characteristics are characteristics of reality.


What reality is, is the question. Is it a collection of little particles? That is what they are trying to find out at CERN at the moment – although they stopped for a few months – that is what they are looking for, the nature of reality, the nature of fundamental matter. Is reality composed of lots of little entities, which we’ll give names to? Or, for instance, as the physicist David Bohm has suggested, is it some deep, flowing flux in which little whirlpools appear and the little whirlpool might be me or you or a table or a chair? That is the big question.

Nagarjuna doesn’t say these are characteristics of entities. So we can assume he means that these are characteristics of this thing which we don’t know, that we live in. That’s Chapter 1.

Maybe if you have questions about each chapter you should ask them now before I move on, rather than forgetting them - as long as they are easy questions. (Chuckles.)

Participant: I have a question but I am not sure if it is about this chapter, but it is a question about the nature of reality.

Mike: I can answer that. (Laughter.)

Question: Do we need to know all this?

Mike: That’s a very good question and I can’t answer it. (Laughter.) I can’t answer it.

Question: When we sit in Zazen, is this going to come into our consciousness and are we going to go ‘Oh! I understand it all!’ and sort of disappear and become god or something or can we just get by without actually knowing?

Mike: I think the answer has to be first of all an individual one. Do I need to know this or am I happier going for a walk over nearby Dundon Beacon?


Question: Is knowing this going to make a big difference to us? I get the impression from reading different things that somehow if you find the truth, it will make a huge difference to you and so we are trying to understand something that is almost un-understandable.

Mike: Yes, in that I think we’re pursuing the same thing from a different angle as the physicists in the large hadron collider project. So hearing about that last week, ordinary people might ask ‘Do we need to have this, twenty-seven kilometres of tunnel, billions and billions of dollars to smash little particles into each other? What are we going to find out from it? How will it make our lives better?’ But with that project it’s easier to see that, for instance, the technology developed to cool down the tubes might have spin-offs for medical science, for freezing embryos or something; the technology needed to make very efficient electrical generators that pass currents round very large areas without loss, will have spin-offs for making electrical wiring in houses more effective. So we can say, ‘Ah, yes, we can see all the benefits coming out of that project, even though what they are actually trying to do is to smash atoms together, which is a ridiculously crude way to look at reality. But in Buddhism we are tackling it from a different aspect and it is very difficult to see if there might be any spin-offs, what they might be and why we are doing it.


Participant: If we sort of suppose things are as we imagine them to be, we don’t have to think about them, about what is underneath our own way of thinking about them.

Mike: A lot of Buddhist teaching, a lot of Nagarjuna’s teaching, is peering at our normal experience and saying something about it which is different from what we normally conclude.

Participant: Ah, right – so it is worth it because it is going to make us question …

Mike: For me it’s worth it; it has been worth it but at times I wonder whether it’s worth it, what I am doing. But actually our life, anybody’s life, is really choosing a way to live and then just carrying on with it. Some people choose to take a piece of metal in one hand and a hammer in the other hand and hit against a block of stone and carve little shapes and other people get little pieces of wire and string them on a big box and then scrape a piece of wood over it and make noises. We are all doing strange things and we find out individually whether we get some benefit or not. So you have to decide whether it is beneficial or not for you to study Buddhist teachings. What I am saying is that it’s an individual decision.


Participant: I think the question is essentially about what you were saying earlier about the split in Buddhism; it’s the same question with the higher and lower vehicle. It is about ‘Do we need all this to live our lives well in relation to ourselves and others and the natural world?’. It’s in that spirit of enquiry.

Mike: Yes, I understand and what I am saying is saying is ‘You have to answer it yourself’. So you can go off with the Mahayanists or the Hinayanists or you can hover in the middle and decide later.

Question: Mike, does it help you understand Master Dogen any better?

Mike: Yes, very much. Whether it has helped me to live my life better, I can’t answer.

Question: Because you haven’t got a ‘you’ that you can compare it to. Is that right?

Mike: Yes, it’s a valid question. Yes.

Question: A striking comparison immediately, isn’t it? As there are four conditions and Nishijima’s four views used to decode Dogen. It must have been quite a shock when you came up against that? Or was it the other way round? Did it inform his thinking?

Mike: It did inform his thinking, yes. It captured his attention, yes.


Question: Can I ask a question about the actual translation? You said the spiritual and material are separate but in the four causes ‘hetus’ it doesn’t say anywhere in your translation ‘spiritual’. You have got ‘the four conditions are causal, objective, immediate and universal’; so ‘causal’ and ‘spiritual’; can you say something about this?

Mike: Well, ‘hetus’ actually means ‘reason’ as well as ‘cause’; so ‘reason’ is abstract. Reasons for things are explanations we need. You can’t find a ‘reason’ anywhere in this room, can you? It’s abstract. So the Sanskrit word ‘hetus’ means both ‘reason’ and ‘cause’, because in ancient India, in the ancient world, they hadn’t yet started the investigation into reality which we call science. So even their ‘causes’ were in a way conjectured and it hasn’t been until hundreds of years later that we started investigating what we call ‘cause’. We think of ‘cause’ as physical, don’t we, usually, because of the influence of science? So ‘hetus’ is abstract.

Question: No relation to ‘spiritual’? You said ‘spiritual’ material earlier on, but…

Mike: Yes,…

Question: I don’t really get the relationship between ‘hetus’ and ‘spiritual’? You said there is no divide between the two; earlier on did you say ‘spiritual’?

Mike: Spirit and matter, yes. In Buddhism there is no division between ‘spirit’ and ‘mind’ and ‘abstraction’ and ‘conceptual’; they are all in the same area. Buddhism doesn’t divide ‘spirit’ from ‘mind’. For something abstract or mental or spiritual I use the same word.

Question: So that is ‘hetus’ as well?

Mike: Not exactly; I am giving a kind of explanation of the chapter. If you would like to go through it on the Sanskrit basis, I will have to explain it in a different way, because I can’t cope with explaining the actual meaning of the Sanskrit words at the same time as giving an overall overview.

I won’t go on to Chapter 2 because I can’t go through it in five minutes.


The point that Peter (last comment) raised is actually important but I can’t talk about everything at the same time. So what I’m going to try and do is to give a very rough overview of the chapters and then we can come back. I hope I won’t take a whole talk for each chapter because that means we will have to have twenty-seven talks. I will speed up.

But this point is very valid: How do we take these words that are used in Sanskrit and understand them in modern terms? In the second century there was no investigation of physical matter, or only a very small amount. There were the ‘materialists’ who believed that what was hard and in front of you was the only reality and there were ‘spiritualists’ who believed that reality was somewhere else, in another world and we were just mirroring it. But there weren’t the same kind of people who we have as scientists now, who actually investigate the nature of physical reality in a very detailed way. That reflects back on the use of the Sanskrit words and how we translate them. Actually it is very complicated and very difficult.

How can a word like ‘hetus’ mean ‘cause’ and ‘reason’? Certainly most people think that a ‘cause’ of something is something solid and definite. But the ‘reason’ for something has a slightly different meaning. Yet in Sanskrit the same word is used, i.e. which meaning is it? All those kinds of questions…

Participant: It’s not that simple in ‘Aristotle’, like ‘formal cause’ and ‘effective cause’…

Mike: I don’t know very much about Aristotle apart from a general outline of his teachings. It must be the same translating from Greek, yes.


Question: Would Dogen have read Nagarjuna?

Mike: Dogen read Nagarjuna a lot but he read him in a Chinese translation which was done in the third or fourth century by a man called Kumarajiva. Kumarajiva’s mother was Indian and his father was Chinese; so he was bilingual I suppose and he translated lots of Sanskrit works into Chinese. However, scholars have suggested that he didn’t do it all himself because there are a tremendous amount of translations attributed to Kumarajiva. He couldn’t have done them all himself and it’s thought that he must have had a group of people and gave the work out to them and so they all did a bit. It becomes quite clear when comparing some of his translations from Sanskrit into Chinese that there are mistranslations, some of them quite serious. He translated the Lotus Sutra into Chinese and there are omissions in that and errors and he also translated Nagarjuna’s MMK into Chinese and there are differences and omissions in it without any doubt.

So Dogen studied Nagarjuna’s work in Chinese and writes about it in the Shobogenzo.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: He quotes Nagarjuna to support his own views, in several chapters, for instance in the chapter ‘Bussho’ – which I have given talks on – he quotes Nagarjuna, a story about Nagarjuna, yes.

We’ll stop there and continue this afternoon and I’ll move through the chapters more quickly as I get used to it.

If anybody wants to browse these articles, I’ll leave them on the table.

Thank you very much.
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Mike surveys chapters 2 to 11 and their recurring theme: what language divides is not separate in reality
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the second talk on Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika (MMK), Mike moves quickly through chapters 2 to 11, explaining in his own words what each chapter examines rather than reading its verses. As he presents it, one theme keeps returning: our language divides the world into separate pieces and builds theories from them, while in reality what we separate, such as a subject and an object or an agent and an action, is not separate.

Chapter 2 says that what we see and experience as movement is not movement, and Mike compares this with quantum physics and with the Buddhist view that everything exists only at this moment. In the chapters on the senses and on emotion he finds the same point: the taster, the chocolate and the ‘nice’ form one indivisible experience, and the emotion we feel and the ‘we’ who feel it are inseparable, although we come to think of anger as a substance. Asked how this wisdom can help with anger or depression, Mike answers that it cannot be applied like something learned and then put into practice; yet to realise clearly the nature of reality has great power, acts as a catalyst and changes us. He adds that life itself, unseparated, contains intelligence, as the behaviour of animals and cells shows, though he does not deny the value of thought, which has created civilisation.

Chapter 7 rejects the Abhidharma theory that the world is formed by little dharmas arising, continuing and ceasing: if something causes them to arise, something must cause that too, and the regress has no end. Mike stresses that Nagarjuna rejects a causal explanation because no primary cause can be found, but not cause and effect itself. From the Buddhist view that only the present instant exists, cause and effect can be called the same, which does not mean that they do not exist. When a participant says that a model can never be the real thing, Mike answers that a model is very helpful as long as it is based on real experience, like a book on swimming written by someone who can swim. Despite his constant denials Nagarjuna is not a nihilist, Mike says, because he points to something real here. In chapter 8 the person, the hand and the book are indivisible in the real act of picking it up, and chapter 10 applies the same non-separation to flames and burning wood. According to Mike, the theories of masters such as Nagarjuna and Dogen try to describe their real experience, based on practising zazen, and Buddhism accepts different viewpoints instead of rejecting all but one. He ends with chapter 11, where Nagarjuna says that we do not know the beginning of anything, and names two of the consistent themes that develop through the book: the present moment and the unity of experience.






Complete English transcript


Before I begin, just a few words about Zazen. After a day and a half of Zazen sometimes pains start appearing or we start to feel a bit tired – maybe this hasn’t happened yet, but what I want to say is, please take charge of your own sitting. Of course, when we sit together formally in a room, we feel ‘I shouldn’t move’ or ‘I should put up with it’ and of course that is useful; it is a kind of discipline of sitting together. But at the same time, please don’t feel trapped by the situation. If you move because your posture needs adjusting, it doesn’t disturb anybody, really it doesn’t. You can see that if someone next to you moves because their legs are painful or something like that, it’s not disturbing at all. So do something about your situation if you want to; don’t feel trapped into some kind of hell. We are not looking for heaven, and we are also not looking for hell and this kind of thing: ‘I hope the bell rings soon, I hope the bell rings soon…’ Or if you really, really didn’t sleep well and you can’t keep awake and are thinking ‘Ah, I’ve got to go in there and sit again’ – don’t. Go for a walk instead. I am not encouraging everyone to go for a walk instead of Zazen because that’s really not what we are here for. But, please, take charge of your own sitting. Feel responsible for yourself and don’t feel trapped by the formal situation; it’s important.

I took a long time to say that Chapter 1 is about some fundamental conditions. Nagarjuna rejects the traditional interpretation of the Abhidharma and says that there are some fundamental things about reality, that there are four of them not five or six or seven and he gives them names, but doesn’t talk about them in any more detail.


So I will move on to Chapter 2, which is a very strange chapter entitled ‘Examination of What Has Moved and What Has not Moved’.

What he basically says is that there is no such thing as movement. (Chuckles.) Immediately we think ‘Ah, yes, like the frames in a film. All the frames are still pictures, but when you play them, they’re moving.’ But we are not really in a film; so it’s very hard for us to find the real meaning of this. But he says quite clearly that what we see and experience as movement, is not movement. We can look at that at various levels. Anybody who knows anything about quantum physics can look at it from that level because quantum physics states quite clearly that particles do not move from one energy position to another. They disappear from one position and appear in another position. There is a whole field in atomic physics concerned with how that can possibly happen and a lot of theories. Of course, it is only theory, but it has some kind of parallels.

Another way is to look at it from the Buddhist perspective of everything being just at this moment, just at this moment and between moments we build a kind of smooth scenario. But whichever way you look at it, it is quite difficult to really feel and believe that what we see as movement isn’t movement; of course, it is - but it’s not. So that’s that chapter. It’s quite difficult to translate because of the way it is expressed in Sanskrit, because of the different verbal forms which are very similar.


Chapter 3 is an examination of the organs of sight – that means the eyes, I suppose – and by inference the other organs of the senses. He does an examination of sight and he says the same is true of all the other senses. Basically, he looks at sight and kind of explores it. We normally think we are looking out at something. We may feel that a kind of ray goes out of our eye. But any examination of physics, of the theory of light, will tell you that all you actually do is point your retina in that direction and beams of light come back into the eye. So you are receiving something, but it doesn’t feel like receiving; it feels like looking. He talks about whether there is somebody who is seeing and whether there is something seen; so that involves an issue which he is touching on in lots of chapters, which is the difference between a subject and an object or the difference between me and the other.

This is a very consistent theme through many of the chapters. He explores the organs of sight and then says that hearing and tasting and all those are the same. And really it is based on the fact that we say, ‘I tasted the chocolate and the chocolate tasted nice’. But what he wants to move towards - and Dogen does the same thing - is that the ‘taste of the chocolate’ and the ‘nice’ are actually all one thing. We can’t talk about them without saying ‘there is a taste’ and ‘there is a chocolate which tasted’. There is my tongue and there is something which is nice, but actually the experience is just one. The experience of tasting chocolate which is nice can’t be had without the taster, the chocolate, and the ‘nice’, but they are not separate things. This doesn’t mean that the chocolate and my tongue is all a kind of solid mass, it means that the situation is indivisible. If you take the tongue away, the chocolate and the ‘nice’ don’t work; if you take the chocolate away, the tongue and the ‘nice’ don’t work. That kind of theme he talks about a lot.

I’ll keep moving forward and then we can have more time for questions every now and then.


Chapter 4 is an examination of the Skandhas. Some of you will have heard of Skandas. There are five of them and they are variously translated as ‘aggregates’ which is a really weird word to me, the ‘aggregates’. ‘Aggregates’ is something you mix in concrete, isn’t it?

Question: Collectable things?

Mike: Yes, I think that’s the meaning of aggregates and that’s the sense in which he means it, but it’s not a very commonly used word. Another translation is ‘constituents’, parts of something. He goes through the five aggregates or the five constituents, the five skandhas and examines the traditional interpretation that the aggregates are caused by apparent causes which bring them into existence and those aggregates then cause the things in the world. He talks for instance about the fact that if physical form has a cause, i.e., something that caused the physical form, made it come into existence, then they are not separate. So a lot of this examination is around the theme of ‘not separate’. The reason he concentrates on this theme of ‘not separate’ - whether it is between a cause and effect, or an eye and what is seen, or an actor and the action, - is that our language divides the world into pieces and then puts the pieces into theories. He says that is the only way we can talk about it, but that it is not actually always like that.

He goes through the different skandhas, five of them. Does anybody know what they are? There are various different translations, but one translation is ‘form’ (i.e. physical form), ‘feeling’ (i.e. sensual feeling, not emotional feeling), ‘thinking’ (i.e. perception), and conceptual constructions.

Question: Is that volition?

Mike: Yes, they are different translations. If you look at the actual Sanskrit words, it is very difficult to exactly differentiate between them. So the first one is physical and the others are mental, it would seem. There is also another, completely different interpretation of the five skandhas which is entirely physical. But that’s not what he deals with. If you look in dictionaries of ancient Buddhist writings, it is very difficult to pin the five skandhas down absolutely exactly. Different translations will give slightly different words and so on. But in any case his theme doesn’t depend on the meaning of the skandhas; it depends on whether there are things called skandhas that cause things to happen or cause things to come into effect. That’s the theme.

If you think I should stop for questions, you should stop me.


Chapter 5 is an examination of the six elements. Again these are categories in the Abhidharma. The six elements are: earth, water, fire, wind, space, consciousness and these were used to explain the nature of reality in ancient times. Nagarjuna again takes one of them– space – and has a look at it. He talks about what space really is. Dogen does the same. There is a story in Shobogenzo where one monk says to another ‘What’s space?’ (‘ku’ in Japanese). ‘Show me what space is.’ And the second monk goes like this (trying to grab a chunk of air). The first monk says ‘No, it’s not.’ So the second monk says ‘Well, show me what it is?’ so the first monk grabs hold of the first monk’s nose and says ‘That’s space!’ (Chuckles from the audience) – How can a nose be space? But anyhow, that’s the story.

So, what is space? Science says that space is full of energy, of course. So do we have space or don’t we have space? Nagarjuna looks at it from many points of view, from his position in the second century.


Chapter 6 is the examination of emotion and the person who feels emotional: the ‘emotional’. Again this is an examination of the way we separate with words things which are in fact one. He doesn’t specifically talk about ‘anger’, but it is quite a good example to give you a feeling for what he looks at. We often feel that there is something called ‘anger’ and ‘anger’ actually exists somewhere. So we say ‘If you don’t let it out and keep in inside, then it will build up’ and so on. We come to believe that there is actually some kind of substance called ‘anger’ or some substance called ‘love’ or some substance called ‘dislike’ that actually exists and is flowing around us. Nagarjuna says that the emotion we feel and the ‘we’ that is feeling it are inseparable and that is the basis of the chapter. So again the theme is non-separation in reality.

Question: I think this is a very interesting topic …how to work with this, how to make good use of it in real life for example dealing with depression or anger. Could you give us any examples, if it’s possible to make use of Nagarjuna’s wisdom?

Mike: Completely impossible. (Chuckles.)

Question: Impossible?

Participant: Somehow I can really relate to that. When you get angry, it’s all-consuming.

Mike: You’re angry – the world is angry?

Participant: No, my anger. It’s like it takes over. It’s not something separate; it’s not that it’s happening to me; it’s me and the anger altogether. Maybe we should realise that it’s not separate. It’s the idea that it’s separate that makes it difficult to deal with.

Mike: Well, we are becoming clear about it with the advances in biology and those kind of sciences, psychology and so on, that actually our moods are cause by endomorphines in our blood and so on. We are realising that what we’re feeling is us. It’s not that ‘we are feeling it’ which is how we have to express it in language but ‘we are it’. Yes, noticing that fact and becoming clearer about that fact itself, is all we can do. We can’t say ‘Right, now I know that, I am going to use it in my daily life’. That’s why I said, it is absolutely impossible to apply. However, to realise clearly the nature of reality has a great power. Somehow it’s a catalyst. We can see this in our own lives. Sometimes for no apparent reason after a period of difficulty or something like that, we suddenly realise the situation in a flash. We might realise how stupid we have been or something and that realisation itself changes the situation completely. We think that if we learn something, we then need to apply that learning, i.e. to think about the idea, put the idea into practice to solve our problems. But it’s not necessary to do that with Nagarjuna’s teaching or Buddhist teaching. What’s necessary is to see clearly and recognise clearly the nature of ourselves. And doing that, which is not an intellectual exercise only, but an exercise of our whole body and mind, we know when we realise something through and through. When we do, it changes us and changes the world. I don’t know how.


Question: Doesn’t exactly the same happen though when we don’t realise it?

Mike: No. If we don’t realise, we don’t realise it. And if we realise it, we realise it.

Question: But whether we realise it or not, everything is still in a constant state of change, isn’t it?

Mike: Yes, the world goes on changing, yes. But something happens which solves our problems. Realising how we are solves our problems. We feel so often that to solve a problem is to remove it; but that is not always true. The solution to a problem is often to understand…; no, not ‘to understand’ that suggests some kind of thinking, but ‘to realise’ what the situation is. This itself solves the problem.


Question: The difference between ‘You make me angry’ and ‘I am angry’ is quite profound, isn’t it?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: There is something else in there. Some psychologists say that we have stimulus and response and if you look at it from the Pavlovian point of view, your response is determined by the stimulus. But with free will there is a space between stimulus and response and you can choose your response, you can choose not to be angry.

Participant: You can learn not to be angry…

Participant: Yes, that is exactly what Mike is saying. That if you understand how we function, you can use this moment to choose your response.

Mike: Yes. I’d like to add further that language restricts us in explaining it. Because we can choose, I agree completely, we can choose how to act. But that suggests a space for thinking about it and then making a decision: ‘Ah, shall I …?’ – It’s not that kind of choice. Nagarjuna’s theme of separation draws our attention to the fact that human beings have separated life into two. We’ve abstracted the mental side. We have developed a way of organising the mental side and then we want to use that to control the physical side. We call that intelligent behaviour. But watch a spider weaving its web or an ant running about: How do they decide what they are going to do next? Their behaviour, as any animal’s behaviour, is incredibly sophisticated. Are they running about thinking ‘Ah, yesterday I decided to hide some nuts here; so today I am going to hide the nuts over there’? This is how nature programmes talk about it: ‘Now the squirrel is running around collecting nuts for the winter’. ‘Ah, winter is coming…’ (laughter.)

This is how we talk about it because we abstract the mental from the physical. But life itself, unseparated, contains intelligence. We can live life without separating it. One way is to separate, to think and then make our actions obey our thoughts and that is the way that human society has developed and it’s valid. Look at our civilisation – it’s great. But it’s not the only way. We can live without abstracting thought from action and reality because most of the world does, and you can see from the behaviour of living things that their behaviour is intelligent. We even talk about cells and cell membranes and how signals pass from the cells outwards and inwards; incredibly intelligent behaviour. But there is no little brain there that’s abstracting and thinking ‘Send signals out now; I’m going to get them back’.

So the way we think about life doesn’t actually often match the world around us. But that’s not to deny the value of thinking; it’s the value of thought that has created the whole of civilisation, good and bad. But this separation is something that Nagarjuna wants to point to and to point us back into a non-separated life, that means our living itself contains everything that’s needed. We don’t necessarily have to sit down and think our way through our life. Often if we do that, we suffer and we have a hard time; not always, we can have good times thinking about life as well.


Chapter 7: ‘Examination of the Formed World’ – ‘formed world’ is Samskrta; and there is another chapter called ‘Samskara’ which is the same – ‘sam’ means together and ‘skr’ is the verb ‘to make’. So the crude translation of ‘sam-skr’ is ‘make together’ and the best way to interpret it is ‘the examination of the formed’.

What does he mean by the ‘formed’? He means the world in front of us that we see, that is formed. Now, the Abhidharmans had this theory about dharmas arising, continuing and then ceasing. They said the whole world is formed by these little dharmas – maybe we could call them atomic particles – coming in, existing, disappearing. And all these billions and billions of things coming in, existing and disappearing cause the unceasing changing of reality. That was their theory. But Nagarjuna demolishes that by saying things like ‘Well, what causes them to arise?’ and if what causes them to arise is something non-existent, then where is it and what causes that thing to arise and what causes the thing that caused that thing to arise and you have got infinite regression. So what he is talking about here is something similar to what we discuss in science in modern day times about the origins of the universe. Only we have got back to the big bang. What caused the big bang? Nothing caused it. So where did it happen from? Well, it didn’t happen from anything. Well, what was there before that wasn’t there before? So it’s the same problem. The Abhidharman theory is a world resting on explained nothingness and he says that you can’t have that kind of situation. And he goes through it in great length.


Question: What’s his conclusion?

Mike: In conclusion, the process of dharmas arising, continuing in existence and ceasing are an illusion. They are as unreal as the city of Ghandarva. The city of Ghandarva was a legendary city somewhere in India and was full of gods, I think.

Question: So, is it that we haven’t so much got an explanation for the cause of the universe as a disagreement, completely deconstructing the view that he would have received?

Mike: Yes, and he is rejecting causal explanation to a degree. But we have to be careful there because he doesn’t reject cause and effect. That would be silly and Buddhism doesn’t reject cause and effect. But he rejects a causal explanation because you can’t find a primary cause.

Question: So he says it didn’t appear and it didn’t disappear either?

Mike: Yes, he says so, yes.

Participant: It’s both appearing and disappearing.

Mike: And neither appearing nor disappearing.


Question: Cause and effect are … [inaudible] are the same thing, the same instant – is that right?

Mike: You can say so, but we have to be careful because it’s obvious to us all that things that happen to us have a cause. We cause things and then we have to experience the effect and that is the foundation of science. So when we say things like ‘cause and effect are the same thing’, we have to be very careful to explain what we mean. It’s necessary to say that there is a different point of view: One point of view says that everything we do has a cause and everything we are doing now causes something else and that’s the basis of our whole world and the basis of our life. So what we do now is a cause, the effect happens sometime in the future.

However, Buddhism believes that this world is just this instant; the future doesn’t actually exist. It’s a potential. The only thing that exists is the present, which keeps appearing. If we take that point of view - which is a really weird way to look at things - then what is happening now is an effect of something that happened in the past and it’s also a cause of something that will happen in the future. So we can say cause and effect are the same or we could say cause and effect don’t really make any sense. But it doesn’t mean that they don’t exist. It’s a different point of view.

Participant: And Nagarjuna said it’s a perspective. He is asserting the nature of reality; so the two things can coexist, cause and effect and they’re instantaneous.

Mike: Yes, that’s right. It’s a paradox; it’s a philosophical paradox. It’s a paradox between determinism and freedom which has been around for thousands of years. But it’s also although we don’t recognise it as such, a very real and important problem in our lives whether we are determined by what we do and where our freedom lies. So it’s real. It sounds a bit up in the clouds and philosophical, but actually we are all in that situation, in that paradox.


Participant: So it’s just the same as Dogen, really; quite fundamentally.

Mike: Yes.

Question: Is he ultimately saying that if you believe that any of these ways of explaining, any of these views ultimately represent the real situation or if you can represent the real situation, then you just are misunderstanding the nature of…, eh,… if you are trying to understand the nature of reality, by understanding it, by inventing frameworks and perspectives…

Mike: By making models…

Participant: Making models, yes, and a model can never be the same as the real thing.

Mike: No, but the model is very helpful as long as the model is fairly close to what we are going to do, as long as whoever made the model based it on their real experience. So if somebody writes a book about swimming, you expect them to know how to swim. If somebody has never swum but has seen people swim, writes a book about how to swim, it is a little bit suspect. And if you read a book about how to swim, it does not mean you know how to swim. But you get in the water and then you say: “Ah, I see…It’s completely different from what you wrote, but it was quite helpful to read the book.”

Question: Isn’t there a danger of just going along with these concepts because they relieve our suffering?

Mike: Which concepts relieve our suffering?

Participant: We might hang on to any concept if it relieves our suffering.

Mike: I am trying to think of a concept that relieves my suffering. Usually they make me suffer; all my concepts make me suffer, even the nice ones, because I dream about nice things which aren’t here and I want them. My happiest times are when I am not thinking about concepts and I just seem to be quite happy in the present, like a child. That’s when I feel most content.


Question: So is he just taking away all the concepts then? Obviously the Abhidharmans … [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, conceptual categorisation of reality is what the Abhidharma is. What Nagarjuna says is that reality is not those categories.

Participant: He is not offering a solution; he is refuting the other…

Mike: Yes, and because he is refuting that, lots of people said he was a nihilist, that he was just saying ‘everything is rubbish’. But he is not saying ‘everything is rubbish’ although it appears so. What he is saying is ‘No, not that idea, no, not that, no, not that, no… it’s something here – real’. So, he is not a nihilist although he has been labelled as one because of his constant denials. And you can see the same in Dogen. Dogen is a bit more personal; he talks about people with ideas not just the ideas. He says they are like ‘dogs in the street’ or ‘mad men’ or ‘there are some ragged monks who do so-and-so’. But he is doing the same thing, ‘No not that, no, it’s not that theory; reality is not a theory’.


Participant: So to return to an earlier point, you seem to imply that thinking that we think our way through life is sort of OK or it works in our civilisation…

Mike: It created our civilisation.

Participant: Yes, but in fact that’s an illusion because we might think that we think our way through life. But if you look at what we actually do, then you notice that whatever we say – whether we say, we think our way through life or not – in fact we don’t.

Mike: Yes, that’s what I’m saying. A good example is that we are all talking but where are the words coming from? We’re led to believe that we think about what we are going to say and then say it but we very, very rarely do. We might have some kind of vague, fleeting something and then words come out. I am not thinking what I am going to say and then say it; although what I am saying hopefully makes some kind of sense, it’s not coming from thoughts about the words I am going to produce. So where does it come from? What puts it together in a way that makes sense? I am saying that speaking itself contains the structure of speaking; living itself contains the structure of living. What human civilisation has done is to split it in two and said ‘We must order things abstractly and then make the things fit into the abstract order that we have created’. And we believe that that’s what we do and we are taught to try and do it; ‘Think before you act’ and so on. What I am saying is that is not necessarily necessary.

Question: When you speak, isn’t what is structuring that a kind of social reality of whatever you have been brought up with; the language and everything is kind of unconsciously manifesting itself. So that is quite different from thinking and then speaking.

Mike: Yes, there are some interesting modern theories about how language is produced coming from people who are studying artificial intelligence; one quite famous researcher called Daniel Dennett has written quite a lot about trying to demolish the model that somewhere in our brain is this control centre where things come in (Cartesian Theatre). This is the way we are taught to believe, to look at ourselves: Things come into the control centre and then something decides, I decide and then, I direct my body. He says it doesn’t work, it doesn’t hold water. Which is all to the good because it supports the Buddhist teachings of Nagarjuna and Dogen. But of course, they can’t explain it in the same terms.


Chapter 8: ‘Examination of Action and Agent’. ‘Action’ is something we do and ‘agent’ is the person who does it. ‘I pick up the book’ and what he says is that I and the book in the act of me picking up the book are not separate. That doesn’t mean that I and my hand and the brown book all merge into some sticky mass; it means that in that real act, I and my hand and the book are indivisible. If I say ‘I pick up lots of books’, that’s an abstraction and in that abstraction I can imagine lots of books and me picking them up. But in reality, not abstracting, when I pick up the book, there is something real which is indivisible. That’s me, my hand and the book; so I, my hand and the book are one.

Participant: A thing has happened that involved all that carrying on.

Question: Is it a bit like saying that when the world was created in the Big Bang and what we are doing now are all still happening at the same time?

Participant: Yes…, you could say…

Participant: It’s an action and a result.

Participant: A cause and effect thing…

Mike: We have to be careful because the Big Bang is an idea; we’re not ideas.

Participant: Oh, ok, …[inaudible] Oh, forget it… (Laughter.)

Mike: What we could say is: The creation of the world, me and you, the carpet and the Dragon Room at EarthSpirit are all happening now. So the creation of the world wasn’t in the past; it’s now.

So the real Big Bang is at this moment.

Participant: Like we see stars that have long disappeared; but we can still see their light.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: So, in effect, in a way they are still there in this moment when we see their light.

Mike: Yes.

Question: It’s very interesting, isn’t?

Mike: Yes; it’s quite difficult to think about; it drives you mad. This is why we practice Zazen after the talk. (Laughter) … to stop thinking about it.


Question: [inaudible]… How limiting is our use of language in making sense of what’s going on in our mind?

Mike: Good question…

Participant: Because there isn’t a word in the English Language – there may be in the languages people know in this room – that describes I wouldn’t have said the “thing” that we were talking about when cause and effect… There is nothing in the English Language that allows me to articulate that…therefore embedded in my mind…

Mike: No, because it is not happening in your mind. So, abstractions will always be abstractions. We can’t put reality into our mind. Our mind is part of reality but reality is not part of our mind.

Participant: I want a new language.

Mike: Alright. (Makes a crowing sound – laughter.)

Participant: So much better.

Mike: Or Pavel will talk to you in Czech or Henrik will talk to you in Swedish…Ralph will talk to you in poetry – that’s another language.

So that was ‘Examination of Action and Agent’: Some of these are quite short chapters.


The next chapter is an ‘Examination of What Precedes’; what he means is ‘what precedes the present moment’. This chapter is a criticism, a rebuttal of a theory that was existent about our experiences. We think of ourselves and our experiences as happening to us. So he says we think that if a person is having an experience, then in the way that we talk about it, the person who exists, who’s having the experience, must be a person who has not yet had the experience. And the experience that is being had by the person must exist as an experience without being had; and then he kind of deconstructs it. He is deconstructing our language and again you can see the theme, the person and their experience are… ‘interdependent’ is not enough … are one thing. Although language forces us to say ‘I am experiencing something’, actually, that experience I am having is an inseparable reality. It sounds abstract, but it’s actually true and this is the point. I think John said earlier that studying ancient works by people two thousand years ago, or eight hundred years ago sometimes forces us to look at things in a different way, in a way that we are not taught to look at things and maybe in our particular society or culture things aren’t looked at in this way at all.

You can get the same experience by going to live in a completely different culture, finding people doing things in a completely different way. When I first went to live in Japan, I had a very angry first year because these people were all doing things the wrong way! And I slowly realised that it wasn’t the wrong way at all, it was just a different way.

Chapter 10: ‘Examination of Flames and Burning Wood’. Just as Dogen does, Nagarjuna discusses lots of topical themes in the Buddhist world of his time. ‘Flames and Burning Wood’ were used as a kind of metaphor for cause and effect; If you have a log with some flames on it, what comes first, the flames or the burning log? Can the flame exist without the burning log, is the log burning without the flame? And so on and so forth… Again, we are back to the same thing: non-separation of the real situation. He hammers it in quite a lot because there was so much analysis of the type that is in the Abhidharma that theories were out of control. So he wanted cut through all this theorising and reposition reality at the centre of the explanations.


If you read lots of Buddhist books written by scholars who don’t practice Zazen or who don’t necessarily practise anything, they discuss things in a theoretical, abstract world, which has very strict rules in the scholarly tradition; they’re discussing things based on abstractions. But all of the theory of great Buddhist masters like Nagarjuna and Dogen and many others, although it’s theory, is attempting to describe their real experience, reality itself, not based on their thoughts about reality but based on their real experience; and their real experience is based on practising Zazen, which is only one way to experience reality. Even Dogen says there are many, many thousands more ways because we are always experiencing it, but Zazen is particularly simple and stupid so we can’t miss reality. Well, yes, we can, but we have to try quite hard.

The great masters developed their theories from that very simple experience. Thus Nagarjuna wanted to cut through all this theorising that was based only on theory and substitutes for it. His theories are based on reality as he experienced it. The world can judge whether what he experienced is something that we can accept as real or not. Only we can judge that.

Question: So, Mike, would this be an example of Nishijima’s three philosophies and the one reality? This would be an example of the third kind of philosophy, would it? It’s philosophy but it’s philosophy rooted in an understanding of the present moment being reality, Buddhist reality?

Mike: Yes. It’s quite complicated, isn’t it? We have to look at things from different points of view to make sense of them. Usually we like to polarise our views. This way to look at things is right; that way to look at things therefore is wrong. That’s what happens between political parties for example. ‘They’re all completely wrong and I am right’ and the other side saying, ‘No, they’re all completely wrong and I’m right’.

But Buddhism says: ‘Not right or wrong, but we need different viewpoints’, just the same as you need to look at things from different angles. There is an old simile about lots of blind men standing round an elephant, trying to guess what animal it is. We need to look at the elephant from lots of different perspectives because we are so rooted in our own particular subjective view; we need to accept lots of different viewpoints on reality. The viewpoint of immediacy or the present moment is an unusual viewpoint. So that is one of Buddhist philosophy’s contributions to the philosophical world. How about this for a viewpoint: ‘Cause and effect happen at the same time. The past isn’t real, the future isn’t real. What you are saying is just a theory.’ How about that for a viewpoint? – ‘Oooh!’ the scholars go, ‘No, that’s not acceptable.’ – Here’s another viewpoint: ‘That’s black – no, it’s not – it’s white.’ The scholars go: ‘Oh, you can’t have black and white together. It’s either black or white’. So Buddhism is introducing a philosophical point of view that is unusual and breaks all the rules by not rejecting the others.


Chapter 11, a very short chapter: ‘Examination of Starting Point and Ending Point’. There was a lot of discussion, then as now, about the origins of the world and whether the world would go on forever or whether it would end some time. According to Nagarjuna, the Buddha says there is no starting point and no ending point to the world; the world has no beginning and no end, and if there is no beginning and no end, there can’t be a middle either. He ends by saying that not only do we not know the beginning of this life, we actually don’t know the beginning of anything. We don’t know the beginning of an effect, the beginning of a cause, a characteristic or that which is characterised, a perception or a person who is perceiving.

That’s the end.

Participant: The beginning…

Mike: The end of the beginning of the end.

I’ll stop there; but you can start to see consistent themes. Although his subjects in the chapters are different, there are some kind of consistent themes that he is developing. One is this point of view of the present moment, another is the point of view of unity of experience and so on, in many different phases, and he develops them throughout the book.

To be continued tomorrow…But we have just a couple of minutes, if there are any questions.


Question: [inaudible]… ‘When you die, the world dies with you’ – what does he say about this? Because for each of us the world exists only as far as we perceive it and when we die, there is no world left. Maybe it’s there for other people…[inaudible]

Mike: I don’t agree that there is no world after we die.

Question: How do you know?

Mike: I don’t know. How do you know?

Participant: I don’t.

Mike: So, I don’t agree. ‘When we die, the world dies with us’. Certainly, I suppose, we could say that after we are dead, we can’t experience anything. In that sense there is no world. But from a common sense view, after I die, I am sure everybody else will carry on living.

Question: But assuming we die, we can’t have the same effect can we? We are a cause of things happening, while we are alive. But we are less likely to cause things to happen when we are dead.

Mike: You could cause plants to grow on the top of your grave, ...

Participant: That’s true.

Mike: …cause the soil acidity to change, cause your family to weep, and so on; so we can have quite a powerful effect by dying. But after we die, the world disappears; yes, in a sense it does. After we die, the world stays as it is; yes, in a sense it does. Which one is right? We’ll have to wait and see.

Participant: There is a Swedish poet who says that we think when life ends, death begins, but when life ends, death ends.

Mike: Yes, you can say so; (the bell rings). The lecture has ended.

Thank you very much.
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MMK 3: Cutting Through Categories

    
Mike explains that reality is undivided and that we become whole when we stop dividing it and when we act
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the third talk on Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika (MMK), Mike says that a full overview of the work in one weekend is impossible and turns to what Nagarjuna is cutting through: the category-based analysis of reality in the Abhidharma. He finds the reason in zazen: reality is one and undivided, and the centre of Buddhism, according to Nagarjuna and Dogen, is to stop dividing the world into categories, so that we become whole.

Mike reads from an extract on matter that he printed out from the Abhidharma, with its twenty-eight types of material phenomena, and calls it a very sophisticated analysis that, seen from hundreds of years later, is not very accurate. Asked whether its ‘meditative insight’ meant thinking or sitting, he answers that he thinks it meant imagination: without tools, its authors constructed a kind of pseudo-science, very sophisticated for its time, and it is just this that Nagarjuna wants to cut through. In zazen, Mike says, once we settle down a bit, we notice that we are sitting in something that is not separate, because we are not separating it. He compares the categories to things pulled out on bits of elastic: when we stop pulling, they zip back into the middle and leave something undivided, the wholeness that both Dogen and Nagarjuna try to put into words. According to Mike, the two masters do not deny the value of categorisation but point to something other than thinking that, if you like, does not exclude intelligence. Nagarjuna seems to put nothing forward, Mike says, yet what he puts forward is ‘not putting forward’, which is already here in front of us.

If we aim to be whole we can never be whole, Mike says, but we become whole when we act fully, because then there is no space or time to think about what we are doing. Everybody becomes whole like this millions of times every day, yet modern society values thinking and planning, while Buddhism suggests that we give value to the moments of acting. Asked whether there is a space for thinking within being whole, he calls it a difficult area and says that there is a space not for thinking but, if you like, for intelligence, recalling a koan story in which a master sitting in zazen is ‘thinking about not thinking’, which is ‘different from thinking’ (hishiryo). With Dogen he says that ‘thinking is self’, so the self comes and goes, and to say both that there is no self and that there is self is true. Answering a question about planning, Mike places thinking and planning at the level of daily life, which Nagarjuna calls samsara, and says that Nagarjuna’s two truths are not two things but two ways of describing reality. We cannot function without planning, but at a fundamental level there is a gap between thinking and acting that we do not notice, and Mike stresses that he is not saying that thinking is not useful.






Complete English transcript


After the last talk I had the feeling that I had kind of been rushing through the chapters one after the other, skating across them and I wonder if we’ll reach the end even of the summary of the chapters. I realise that to give you a whole overview of the MMK in a weekend is impossible; so I’m not going to try. We may only just get part of the way through it, but we can continue at other retreats or whenever you like. It’s a huge work and it is very difficult to explain.

As you have seen from my summaries so far, Nagarjuna is trying to cut through the category-based analysis of the Abhidharmas and I have a book here which is a summary of the Abhidharmas - which I know Ralph has had a look at; I don’t know whether anybody else has – but I also printed out an extract from the Abhidharmas, the section on ‘matter’ so that you can see what these characteristic categories of reality sound like.

I’ll just read some of it to you. This shows you what Nagarjuna is cutting through (and then we’ll have to find what he is cutting through to):


“The Abhidharma enumerates twenty-eight types of material phenomena which are briefly comprised of two general categories. The four great essentials are the primary material elements: earth, water, fire and air. These are the fundamental constituents of matter which are inseparable and which in their various combinations enter into the composition of all material substances from the most minute particle to the most massive mountain. The great essentials are called elements because they bear their own intrinsic natures; derived material phenomena are material phenomena derived from or dependent upon the four great essentials. These are twenty-four in number. The great essentials may be compared to the earth; the derivative phenomena to trees and shrubs that grow independent on the earth. All these twenty-eight material types of phenomena are distributed into eleven general classes. Seven of these are called concrete produced matter, since they possessed intrinsic natures and are thus suitable for contemplation and comprehension by insight.”




So “contemplation and comprehension of matter by insight” – “The other four classes are called non-concretely produced matter”, then we have “the concretely produced matter, the earth element, the water element, the fire element, the air element; sensitive material phenomena, other material phenomena; these are the five sense fields which serve as objective support for the corresponding type of sense consciousness. It should be noted that the tangible object is constituted by three great essentials”, and so on.


“Material phenomena of the heart: The heart base has the characteristic of being the support for the mind element and the mind consciousness element. Its function is to uphold them. The life faculty is the material counterpart of the mental life faculty, one of the seven universal tetasikas and edible food has the characteristic of nutritive essence; its function is to sustain the physical body. Non-concretely produced matter: the types of matter in groups 8 to 11 are designated non-concretely produced because they do not arise directly from the four main causes of matter but exist as modalities or attributes of concretely produced matter. Thus they are not included among the ultimate realities.”



So it’s a very complicated and sophisticated analysis of matter.


Question: It sounds a bit like a scientific textbook, doesn’t it?

Mike: Yes, but we can see from hundreds of years later that it is not actually very accurate now. Even primary school children could give you a more accurate description of what matter is composed of than the categories here because their investigation of matter was often based on meditative insight. You can read in the early sutras about some types of meditation. They are described as having eight or nine levels and at the eighth level and sometimes at the ninth level during meditation you’re supposed to be able to apprehend or see or in some way intuit the fundamental building blocks of matter. What a modern physicist would give to be able to do that…

Participant: …modern science has these tools. So there is a difference because we have tools and they are very sophisticated, but nonetheless they are only tools and the smaller the particle the larger the tools you have to use.

Mike: That’s interesting.

Participant: [inaudible]…but people who are really advanced in meditation can see somehow into matter. If you think that an atom is a very small thing but it is really emptiness … So, really, matter is full of emptiness. So, in this sense, I think people are really able not somehow to intuit but to be [inaudible] …

Mike: Do you think so? Right, and you are a physicist?

Participant: I am a physicist.

Mike: Have you met one of these people?

Participant: Well, no; but there must be…

Mike: Have you ever met a Zen master who can do that?

Participant: Well, I don’t think… they would not discuss it with you because it is not important for them…

Mike: So, you have never met somebody who can actually do it. Ok.

Participant: I have never met anybody who actually claims he can do it. I only know it from … but I can form a logical explanation how it could be.

Mike: Aha.


Participant: Yet scientists often have a kind of intuitive… They make leaps in understanding; maybe they don’t understand why. But they have to back it up with… I assume – I don’t know – that often they are wrong because their tests don’t support their idea but sometimes they are right and where that comes from I don’t know. But…

Participant: Maybe that comes from thinking a lot more, meditating in a way …

Participant: …if you spend a long time doing something, you just get…

Mike: You get a feeling for something.

Participant: If you write poems or you do physics, there is a kind of mystery to the doing of it.

Mike: Or if you a cabinet maker, you get …

Participant: You think ‘Oh, that wasn’t a good idea; it’s crap. I should have done it differently, I should have…

Mike: Yes, we have our intuition, yes. But in these early Abhidharmas they didn’t have tools and in place of tools they developed their theories based on meditative insight and this is where all the categories come from.

Question: Can I ask you a question about that? When they say ‘meditative insight’ they mean ‘thinking’, ‘a reflection about something’ or do they mean ‘sitting down’…?

Mike: What I think they mean is ‘imagining’, they mean ‘imagination’, yes.

Question: Speculation?

Mike: Yes, because I don’t believe and I have no basis other than my own experience that you can see the basic fundamentals of matter by sitting and looking into your mental area. I can’t believe that that is possible. But they did do that.

Question: They did speculation and drawing conclusions from what they experienced?

Mike: Yes, because they had no tools; they did what they could. And so they constructed a kind of pseudo-science and it’s very sophisticated for its time. However, it is just this that Nagarjuna wants to cut through.


So why does he want to cut through such a sophisticated description of reality? His whole work is really cutting through all this causal-based, category-based analysis of reality. And we can find the answer in Zazen because one of the fundamental principles of Buddhist teaching is that reality is one. We don’t know what reality is, but we know that it’s one – which means there is only one reality and it’s not in parts. And when we sit in Zazen and once we settle down a bit – my language is misleading – but we notice that we are sitting in something that is not separate because we are not separating it. If we stop separating the world into categories, we find that there aren’t any categories - I know, it sounds a very stupid thing to say.

The centre of Buddhism according to Nagarjuna and Dogen is not the state where we separate the world into categories; we know now that there is a pursuit that has at its centre separating the world into categories and we call it science. It is very powerful and of great benefit to human beings. However, the centre of Buddhism is not to divide the world into categories but to stop dividing the world into categories or stop dividing what’s in front of us into categories. If we do that it’s as if all these categories are being pulled out on bits of elastic and when we stop pulling them out, they all zip back into the middle again and we have something in the middle which is undivided.

So, when we sit in Zazen, we don’t do something to make ourselves whole, we stop doing everything, in order to make ourselves whole. It is this stopping of categorisation, stopping pulling ourselves apart that is the most fundamental activity of civilised human beings. We become whole, naturally: Our elastic pulls us back!


That’s the ultimate experience that both Dogen and Nagarjuna try to put into words, that wholeness or undivided something. Although human civilisation has separated the world into abstract knowledge, intelligence and so on and physical matter and so on, Buddhism says that the world exists undivided and in that undivided world intelligence is there, and matter is there, and spirit is there and everything is there: it is unseparated. In letting ourselves become whole we become – whole – I can’t find another word. And that’s why Nagarjuna is so focussed on cutting through what seems to be a very sophisticated and in many respects very excellent way of trying to categorise and understand reality.

The Abhidarmas are really very complex and divide reality into very minute categories. Eighteen kinds of matter born of karma; there are five sensitive organs; there are for great essentials and it goes on. If anybody wants to read it, this is just from the Internet.

Participant: I suppose there are still schools of Buddhism subscribe to this stuff…

Mike: I suppose so, yes. But I’d like to make it clear that the only two Buddhist masters of the past that I have studied are Nagarjuna and Dogen. They don’t deny the value of categorisation, but they do point to something which is other than thinking or categorisation. That’s the issue here because that something other than thinking or categorisation doesn’t exclude intelligence, if you like. The whole living thing that’s not thinking separately from being is still intelligent, whereas human beings have developed intelligence as something separate from being. So if you study a lot and have a lot of knowledge, people will say you are very intelligent. And if you don’t go to school and don’t learn anything, people say you are not intelligent. But Dogen says Buddhism is beyond ‘stupid’ and ‘intelligent’. And what he means by that is not ‘if you are stupid, it’s ok’, ‘if you are intelligent, it’s ok’ but when you let go of categories and become a whole person, your intelligence is there in your whole life.


Participant: [inaudible]…From what I remember of reading Nagarjuna, is that he kind of gets you to a situation where you can’t say anything. So his analysis about movements kind of reduces you to silence.

Mike: Yes, I suppose that might have been his purpose…

Participant: He’s doing what might have made people characterise him as nihilistic.

Mike: He doesn’t seem to put anything forward; that’s right. He seems to say ‘No, not that, no, not that,’ but he doesn’t seem to put anything forward. But what he is putting forward is in front of us. What he is putting forward is ‘not putting forward’ and it’s very valuable because it is already here without being put forward.

Participant: So Dogen is coming from a slightly… Nagarjuna is criticising this tremendous scholastic categorisation and he’s come to his position. Dogen takes the same position but his background is criticising the excesses of the Rinzai people who were trying to…[inaudible] Dogen and Nagarjuna seem to come to the same position but their language is different.

Mike: Yes, the way they write is different but they both are saying ‘No, not that’ and Dogen is doing exactly the same thing in the sense that Nagarjuna is doing. He takes commonly held Buddhist concepts of his time like ‘Buddha nature’ and he says that it’s not like what people say it is.


Participant: When you talk about being whole, you say that it is the state we are in before we start discriminating and separating; it’s not something that we aim to be; it’s just something that happens.

Mike: No, if we aim to be whole, we can never be whole. But if we stop trying to be whole, we are whole. So we become whole when we act. Because when we act, we lose the ability to split ourselves and reflect on what we are doing. In other words, we can’t think at the same time as act, not if we do something properly. Of course, you can do things and think at the same time and people in my bank do it sometimes and count out the money at the same time. I always count it very carefully again afterwards. (Laughter)

Multi-tasking is a very attractive thing, but what Buddhism says is something more simple: When we act fully, there is no space or time in which we can think about what we are doing at the time we are doing it. So we become whole. Everybody becomes whole millions of times every day and without that ability we can’t live. If you imprison somebody in a situation where they can’t act, they become very stressed and you can see this in situations like the one that hostages experience: Terry Waite and Brian McCarthy, remember those two guys? If we are denied the chance of becoming whole, we can’t live as human beings.

However, we don’t notice those opportunities when we are becoming whole and we don’t talk about them and we don’t value them even. What we value in modern society are the other parts, thinking and planning. Buddhism suggests that we give value to the moments of acting.

Question: Do you think Buddhism has influenced Japanese society and their way of living? Because you were saying for example that Yoko found it very strange that people would talk and count the money at the same time.

Mike: Yes, very deeply, I find it’s so deep in Japanese society that people don’t even know that it’s there, but in their way of being and in their way of acting, yes. They’re used to just doing something and not trying to do something else at the same time and they don’t worry about whether they are thinking about what they are doing, they just do it. So sometimes that appears to be stupid.


Question: Is it not the case that there is a space for thinking within being whole, in the way that acting is a vessel?

Mike: It’s a difficult area because we are on the borders of what we can describe. There is not a space for thinking but there is a space for intelligence if you like. So just that we are not thinking in an abstract way, doesn’t mean our actions are non-intelligent. It’s a very difficult area to talk about and one ancient master said that there is a state called ‘different from thinking’. There is a famous koan story; I think it’s Master Nangaku. A monk says to him when he is sitting in the Zazen posture, ‘What are you thinking about in that still, still state?’ And the master says, ‘I am thinking about not thinking’ which has a kind of humorous angle to it. And the monk says to him, ‘How do you think about not thinking?’ The master says, ‘It’s different from thinking’. By ‘different from thinking’ he is suggesting that what he is doing does contain some intelligent behaviour but it’s not thinking. We don’t have a word for it. He says ‘hishiryo’ or ‘different from thinking’.


Participant: It’s quite difficult not to think.

Mike: Yes, though it’s not denying thinking.

Participant: When you sit there thinking ‘I mustn’t’.

Mike: Yes, we go through different phases in Zazen. First of all, we sit down and we are thinking or fragmented thoughts come and go and then we try and stop. And when you try and stop, if you consciously try and stop, you’re kind of like a zombie and you can sit like a zombie like that. But after we do that for a bit, we enter a state where we are not like a zombie denying our thinking, we are not consciously thinking, there is another state, which doesn’t exclude some kind of cerebral activity, but it’s not thinking as we normally talk about it.

Question: And we get there through practice?

Mike: Yes, you do.

Question: If we keep practicing?

Mike: No, you get there every time you practice Zazen. If we have had a very busy week or if we have been thinking a lot, our Zazen is full of thoughts for quite a long time. But they will eventually die away if we keep at it.

Participant: Because of the inherent nature that we have – in other words, it’s not a case of having a lot of knowledge and then putting it into practice. It’s a case of practicing a physical action which actually includes our inherent nature, our nervous system the way it is, our bodies the way they are, etc. There is very little you actually have to do except …

Mike: …Stop doing.

Participant: But just get the posture; the posture itself creates this circumstance where our inherent nature is allowed to be the way it really is.

Mike: Yes, we have to keep creating models of Zazen because we are talking about reality and none of the models hit the target. I often say, ‘We sit in a balanced posture, not forward, not backward, not to one side or the other’ and I say ‘Thinking pulls us to one side and perception, that’s our senses, pulls us to the other side. Somewhere in the middle is balance.’ But that is a model; it’s not really like that. But then, it is something like that.


Question: Our default condition?

Mike: Yes, it’s being natural. It’s what we do; it’s what we are when we stop trying to be something else. But to stop trying to be something else is incredibly difficult.

Participant: I have been downloading some talks from the San Francisco Zen Centre site talking about this subject and the self and all those sort of things, how you drop the self, etc; and he said that. He said, ‘This is our default condition’ and when we start ‘grasping’ at things that’s when our self arises. That’s when we become this thing that [inaudible]…in fact if we didn’t do that, if we just stayed in this default state, that’s our natural condition. It’s only when we start grasping at things and thinking about things that what we consider our self comes up.

Mike: Yes, we can say in a more direct fashion, as Dogen does, ‘Thinking is self’. So it’s not ‘I think and then my self appears’, which suggests some kind of process. It’s ‘Thinking is self’. So ‘no thought’ is ‘no self’. We sometimes have a self and sometimes we have no self. Buddhists who say there is no self have only got half the story because self comes and goes. John Hart plays sax and he was saying the other day that when he plays a solo with his group, he disappears. And people say, ‘Oh, that is a kind of subjective feeling’, but for John it disappears, there is no self. This does not mean there is no John. People see him on the stage. In other words, to say there is no self is ridiculous; but to say there is no self and there is self, both - the paradox - is true.


Question: Can we talk about a ‘nominal’ self and an ‘apparent’ self…?

Mike: Well, these are all the categories that were invented through the ages because Brahmanism also has a concept of anatman. That came into Buddhism and was misunderstood. So there is a whole school of Buddhism that denied the existence of self. But, you know, who is this, if it is not me? We have to accept a simple interpretation of our life even though there may be a philosophical interpretation. We have to accept more than one view. Otherwise we can’t make sense of things. If you go to work and say, ‘I am a Buddhist, so I’m not here’ (Laughter) or ‘Reality is the present moment – so, don’t tell me to do anything tomorrow’.

These are truths, but they are not true. They are true and they’re not true. So without conflicting paradoxical views we can’t understand our lives.


Question: But in terms of Nagarjuna’s writing: when he talks about the thing that moves and then does something and that that actually isn’t originated by the thing that moves in the first place, is that to do with what you have just been describing, in the sense that we enter into this different state during the course of an action which really does leave behind this thing that we were two seconds ago? In a sense we vanish from that thing because the action itself doesn’t involve what that thing was two seconds ago…

Mike: Yes, it’s all wrapped up in there. It’s almost impossible to put it into words, isn’t it?

Question: Yes, but is that what he is getting at?

Mike: He is not getting at anything specific, but what you say is a part of what he is getting at. What he is saying is that what you see as me moving is one way of looking at it. This is where Stephen Batchelor’s rather poetic rendering of some of the MMK is very nice. If anybody is really interested in what Nagarjuna says, it’s worth reading Stephen’s book although he has a different take on things. I have never met Stephen Batchelor but he has a kind of theme to his writings and thinking which is ‘What is this?’, ‘Who am I?’ and he has used that theme in here. Nagarjuna doesn’t write in a questioning way, but Stephen Batchelor has put it into a questioning way and sometimes that’s very effective.

“Walking” he calls that chapter:


Is walking not the motion between one step and the next? 

What moves between them? 

Could I not move as I walk? 

If I move when I walk there would be two motions, 

One moving me and one my feet, 

Two of us strolling by …



So some of what he writes captures something very, very well. Nagarjuna doesn’t write like that, but it still captures something about the chapter. So if you are interested, it’s worth reading that. I don’t think it’s worth reading most of the others.

Participant: But it ties in with what you were talking about, all our invisible little actions which we overlook in the name of what we regard as more important. We can overlook those things but they are actually more valuable than sometimes we give them credit for.

Mike: Yes, in fact they maintain our life. Our actions maintain our life but we don’t realise it. When you were saying, Rory, about the explanation from the San Francisco Zen Centre, if we hear an explanation about our ‘default’ state, it’s easy to think: “Ah, I want to get that; I don’t have that, so I want to get that ‘default’ state”. But that’s not it. We all have it; it comes and goes. It maintains our life. Everybody, every living thing has it. But we human beings have developed our intellectual area so much that we miss these little important actions which we are doing all the time, all the time.


Question: Do we recognise it, are we going to sit there and wonder and then say ‘Ah, that’s it!’

Mike: Answer me; I don’t know. Are you ever going to?

Participant: Well, you say, we do it every time we sit in Zazen; we reach that state.

Mike: John recognises it clearly because he actually remembers that when he plays the sax and plays a solo, everything is gone but everything is there.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Interesting. This is one of the places that Dogen writes about Nagarjuna in the chapter called ‘Bussho’ (‘Buddha nature’). He quotes the story about Nagarjuna giving a talk and during the talk the audience and Nagarjuna become one. Historically that has been described, I suppose by people who were there and then wrote down that Nagarjuna ‘appeared as a full moon’. There are several hundred years between Nagarjuna and Dogen and in Dogen’s time there was this story that Nagarjuna gave a talk about the Buddhist dharma and he changed into a full moon. There were pictures of a seat with a full moon and Dogen asked the head monk of the temple ‘What’s that full moon on the seat?’ And the head monk answered ‘It’s Nagarjuna who changed into a full moon.’ But what that story is about is exactly what you say, Barbara. There are moments when you are giving a talk or if you are a teacher and you are teaching a class, where something becomes undivided and you know it.


Participant: You don’t know it, surely, until afterwards; if it’s undivided, then it’s in the nature of it …

Mike: You know it at the time but you know it as an experience.

Participant: Yes, you experience it. You don’t reflect on it.

Mike: No, you don’t reflect on it. It’s not necessary to reflect on it.

Participant: What’s more curious, is that apparent dominion that we think our thoughts have over our lives….it’s just odd that people kind of think their thoughts are them.

Mike: Yes, but it’s very, very powerful; usually, when I say that Buddhism says you can act, just act, you don’t need to think about your actions, people find that very, very strange because our whole civilisation is based on planning, in other words, ordering our reality in our mind in an abstract way and then organising our body to follow that abstract picture. That what’s happens when we hear about something like enlightenment, you feel ‘Oh, enlightenment – I want to get that’ and then you try and get it; but you can’t.

Participant: It’s like somebody who wakes up during the night and then goes back to sleep and thinks he’s never slept…It’s just mad.

Mike: That’s nice.


Participant: Like so many people enjoy playing sports. They enjoy it and they know it is beyond thinking. I think that’s a kind of a contradictory to the common philosophy of our modern civilisation.

Mike: We can say that sport has done far more for modern societies than many religions have because it has allowed people to find their natural state. However, sport has developed into lots of other things besides now. We are in danger of practising sport and throwing away what we get from it. I noticed this in my health club where I used to go for a work-out every week and there were always people there who were on the treadmill or something and they would be chatting away. That’s something else and to me that is throwing away the nice state you can get from doing sport. They’re just throwing their benefit away. Other people who are doing work-outs for the sake of making themselves stronger or bigger or faster or something also do this in a way; if you are extreme about it, you are throwing away the benefit of sport. You can see it in the Olympics which have got bigger and grander and bigger and grander and bigger and grander – the Chinese Olympics were just something else, weren’t they? I was glad to hear that the London Olympics were going to move away from that because sport is in danger of losing the benefit of sport.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: No, not special moments; Dogen says this very strongly in the Shobogenzo that ‘realisation’ means just ‘making yourself real’. (We use the English word ‘realisation’ for the Japanese ‘satori’. This is because ‘satori’ is often translated as ‘enlightenment’ which is really a kind of carrot dangled way in front in the distance)

Participant: Be ordinary…

Mike: Be ordinary, yes. Realisation is a normal state which we don’t need to know about. In modern western civilisation we want to be right, we want to be good; not only do we want to be right and to be good; we want to know that we are right and good while we are doing it and be acknowledged, yes.

But none of these are the aims of Buddhism.


Question: Could you say something about constructive thought in the sense that when I am faced with a problem, I often have to think about that problem, I can’t just act. Generally, it’s when I have got quite a few problems and sometimes I make space to sit down and write them down and make decisions. So I am actually thinking, using my imagination to think ‘Now, what’s the consequence of this?’ and then make a decision to follow things through. Now where do you put that in action?

Mike: We can’t make one picture because what you are talking about is a mode of living which Nagarjuna calls samsara or ‘daily life’. Samsara means ‘going round’ – so in our daily life, our normal life in society we function using shared concepts, like ‘pin number’. You can’t pick up a ‘pin number’ but we all know what a pin number is. Or a ‘deadline’, everybody knows what a ‘deadline’ is, but where is it?

We have a kind of level of living where we live according to human values which we have created and shared in human society and we can’t deny them because you can’t function unless you live at that level. But that level is a different level to the level that Buddhist philosophy is trying to grasp and Nagarjuna says that there are two levels or two truths: the truth of the ordinary world and the ultimate truth. But then he proceeds to say that they are exactly the same because it is not that there are two things, one underneath the other or one above the other, but there are two ways of talking about or describing reality. So, you sit down and you think about a problem and you work it out, and I do too, and then we put it into action. That is what we do, it’s true; and we can’t function without it. I plan what I am going to talk about and then I talk about it. But at a fundamental level that is not actually what happens. The gap between our thinking and planning and our actually acting is huge, but we don’t notice it. We feel, we are taught to feel, we learn and believe that our thoughts flow into action, but they don’t. We stop thinking at one point and we start acting at another point. At that point …


Question: Doesn’t the planning have an effect on what happens when it happens?

Mike: Yes, it does; but I have not seen anybody who can explain how that effect from thinking comes into action. We somehow believe that from thinking automatically we act, don’t we?

Participant: [inaudible]…my thinking is a suppressed speaking… In my thinking I just kind of suppress the volume.

Mike: Yes, but while you are talking, you are not thinking about what you are talking, are you? I don’t mean your brain is dead, but you are not thinking what to say.

Participant: I am saying the opposite. We think that speaking is a kind of manifestation of thinking. It seems to me that my thinking is a manifestation of my speaking. It’s just quieter.

Mike: Maybe. Yes, it’s very difficult; I don’t know how best to put it, but the other day I was talking again with John who teaches music and music technology. I am learning to play the accordion and because I haven’t played a musical instrument for many years, it’s taking me quite a lot of effort. When I practice something, practice, practice, practice then if I stop and later come back to it, somehow the practice has transferred itself into what I am doing and I don’t know how that happens. John describes it as a ‘practice bank’. So, using the same analogy, we can say that when we think about something, there is a kind of ‘thought bank’. Our plan goes into a bank and then when we act, it mysteriously is there in our actions.


Participant: So you don’t have to think because you have already done the thinking…

Mike: Well, we don’t think when we act. So there is a gap between thinking and acting. But we never notice that gap because we say we are thinking what to do, and then we do it. But even Wittgenstein, who was both mad and very sane at the same time, said that he finds a gap between thinking and doing.

Participant: Watching …[inaudible] they mentally visualise things. When it comes to the real action they have already done the thinking; they just act.

Mike: Yes, yes. I wonder if that is true. Is it true?

Participant: It was my experience. When I was younger, I did a lot of practice on the flute and got good, then I gave it up and it gradually tailed off and for ten years I didn’t play at all. And when I took it out again, I couldn’t get a note out of it. But within two weeks of very intermittent kind of messing about with it I was playing again and then very quickly got better than I ever was. I got technically better, things I used to have lots of trouble with I don’t have trouble with now, which was counter-intuitive. I thought ‘I haven’t been working my fingers, so what’s been going on?’ All sorts of other things…

Mike: All sorts of other things are going on which are not ‘thinking’ as such. We could say that they are different from thinking but they are certainly not ‘thinking/planning’. Between thinking and planning and doing there is a gap; just that we don’t see it.


Participant: It’s not true at all that we visualise a situation and then put it into action because the real situation is never what you visualise.

Participant: [inaudible]

Participant: The marathon winner in Bejing literally said: “Well, I sat down with my team and we planned the way I would run the race. I went through it in my mind;” and then, very interestingly, she said, “at a certain point in the race I realised that this was the time to go”. She didn’t say “I thought about it”; she didn’t say “This was the point when I had to put my plan into action”. At some point in the race it was just NOW.

Participant: The one who won the cyclist gold said ‘it all went to plan’.

Participant: I suppose the learning of a saxophone requires quite a lot of thinking initially, practising, using your fingers,… We were talking about the spider yesterday going about weaving its web. But a spider can’t play saxophone.

Mike: Never seen one, no.

Participant: I just find in that way, thinking is very good for human beings because we can learn these new things consciously. When it comes to the actual activity, they kind of become more automatic, so they don’t require thinking. But initially, when you are playing football, for example, the teacher will say “OK, now you trap the ball like this…”; they teach you how to do that. So, it’s kind of quite useful initially…

Mike: Yes. Nobody is saying thinking is not useful. I am not saying thinking is not useful; I am just saying that there is a gap between thinking and acting. That’s all.

Participant: [inaudible]…I know from my own practice of Tai Chi that you learn and learn and learn and you repeat certain movements and then they start to flow into each other and then you don’t think you just act. If you have forgotten something, you get stuck and then your thinking appears. But until that moment it just flows; but it requires a certain amount of preparation.

(The bell rings.)

Mike: Thank you very much.
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MMK 4: Constructs and the Present Moment

    
Mike surveys chapters 13 to 21: our shared world, process and time are constructs; reality is here and now
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the fourth talk on Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika (MMK), Mike surveys chapters 13 to 21 in his own words and keeps returning to one contrast: the world, the process and the time that we construct on the one hand, and on the other reality, which for Nagarjuna and Dogen is undivided and is here and now. Asked what changes once we know this, Mike answers that the question is abstract, whereas their teaching is concrete: this moment, here and now, is all there is.

Chapter 13, on formation, is for Mike about the world that we think we live in: Nagarjuna says that it is made up of misrepresentations, but he does not mean that we live in an illusion; he means that human beings construct a world and share it, the subject of John Searle’s book The Construction of Social Reality. Such constructions, like a bank, marriage or a retreat, are not real in the sense that Nagarjuna means, and they can make us unhappy when we forget that they are just constructions, yet because we live in society we need to affirm the constructed world. In chapter 14 Nagarjuna points out that something which is one, as Buddhism says of body and mind, does not need combining, because it was not two in the beginning, and Dogen touches on the same theme when he says that Buddhism is beyond sameness and difference. In chapter 16 Nagarjuna refutes the ancient Indian view of an eternal soul passing through a succession of lives: he denies reincarnation because body and mind are one, so a soul cannot go off to another place without matter, and Mike says that Dogen also says no. Mike calls chapter 17 a kind of denial of process: Nagarjuna does not deny cause and effect as such, but from an experiential point of view reality is just here and now, and process, he suggests, is a human explanation for reality. When it is put to him that the ‘here and now’ is as much a construct as anything else, Mike grants that it is a construct, then throws the questioner a book, asks whether it was caught in the past, in the present or in the future, and says that one thing we can do in the present is act. Chapter 19, on time, parallels Dogen’s Uji: for both Nagarjuna and Dogen, Mike says, time is a construct because ‘now’ is always here. In chapter 21 Nagarjuna again seems to deny process, which according to Mike he does in order to put forward the existential viewpoint of reality being immediate, here and now; that does not mean that there is no cause and effect or that science is untrue.

As soon as we think about this, Mike says, there is an abstract concept and we have missed what Nagarjuna and Dogen are saying. For him the effect of realising that reality is here and now is as simple as someone serving coffee realising that now is the moment to serve it, yet it is very difficult to keep ourselves in the present and not to get lost in generalisations, into which we go off without realising it. If we try to be mindful consciously, we tend to watch ourselves, which is an intellectual exercise too; according to Dogen, Mike says, getting into the present is not an effort of intention but depends on the state of body and mind, and so we practise zazen, where we keep drifting off into thoughts and bringing ourselves back. When a participant objects that bringing ourselves back implies intention, Mike agrees and adds that it is not just the body or the mind that does it: both do it, we do it, life does it. Buddhist theory disturbs us when we first come across it, he says, but if we carry on studying and practising, the teachings become quietening. Buddhism is not a process to make ourselves peaceful in some kind of bliss, Mike says, but so that we can see ourselves more clearly, warts and all.






Complete English transcript


Chapter 13 is called ‘Examination of Formation’; the word in Sanskrit is ‘samskara’ and we have to guess: ‘formation’ of what? It’s clear from the chapter that he means the world that we think we live in, in other words the conceptual entities that surround us.

He starts off by quoting the Buddha who said that if something is a misrepresentation of reality, then it is false. He says that in that case the world that we think we live in, the world that we form in our consciousness is made up of misrepresentations. So they’re untrue. But he does not mean we live in an illusion. He means that human beings construct a world and share it. There is an American philosopher called John Searle (some of you may have heard of him) He has written a very nice book even though it is a bit heavy in parts, called “The Construction of Social Reality” and it is exactly this subject that Nagarjuna is talking about. If you say to a cat ‘How much have you got in the bank?’, it won’t understand the word ‘bank’. It may understand ‘How much have you got?’, but it won’t understand what a bank is because a bank is something that we human beings have constructed. If you say to a squirrel ‘What’s the time?’, it won’t be able to answer you, because time is something we constructed.


The world we have constructed is the world we inhabit. But although we inhabit the constructed world, in fact we live in reality. But the constructed world is different from reality in the sense that it is only shared by human beings or at least pretty much so; some dogs come into it a bit, because they think they are members of the family and the family is a construction. Marriage is a construction and Buddhism is a construction, a retreat is a construction, and so on. We have constructed a very sophisticated world which is a real construction but the fact that it is a construction means that it is not real in the sense that Nagarjuna means; and a lot of the constructions we make and share in our daily life are capable of making us unhappy, very wound up, very tense, very worried, and lots of things like that because we forget that they are just constructions and that they aren’t real. On the other hand because we live in society, we need to affirm this constructed world that we live in.

Nagarjuna discusses the formation of the constructed world and it’s interesting to read John Searle’s book because although some of the chapters are very, very heavily philosophical, others are very nice to read and easy to understand.


Chapter 14 is called ‘Examination of Combining’ and in this chapter which is also short as the previous one, Nagarjuna discusses the tendency we have of believing that things are separate and then putting them together to make something which is one. For instance, Buddhism says ‘body and mind are one’; so we can think that there is something called ‘body’ and there is something called ‘mind’, but that they are somehow joined together. Then we can start making links between them – and we do, of course, – to make one out of two separate things. But what Nagarjuna wants to point out is that something which is one is not two. Combining is a kind of false act, if you combine two things to make one. It’s rather that that something was not two in the beginning and of course, this comes back to his discussion about subject and object, action and the actor, emotion and the person who is feeling emotion. In our heads we want to think ‘Ok, he says the emotion and the person feeling the emotion are one’. So we try to combine them. But he wants to point out that something that is one doesn’t need combining; there are not two things to be combined; it’s undivided - if you can catch what I mean. That’s the subject of that chapter.

Dogen touches on the same kind of theme when he says things like ‘Buddhism is beyond sameness and difference’. Two things which are the same and two things which are different – the difference is the act of differentiating. But he says that Buddhism is beyond sameness and difference, which means it’s not things made into one or combined; it’s something which has never been divided.


Chapter 15 is quite a difficult chapter about ‘Examination of Self Nature or Innate Existence’ and this is heavily tied up again with Abhidharma, which defines different substances, matters and states with either being innate (which means they are kind of eternal properties) or not innate. In this chapter Nagarjuna discusses the difference between something which is said to have its own innate self-nature which in his time suggested something like a permanent entity that exists forever. Applied to the human being it meant, of course, that you had a soul, something which is unchanging and continuing on and on, forever. Something which is not innate applied to a human being suggested the opposite to having a soul, which was a kind of nihilist view, an annihilationist view which holds that when the body dies, everything dies and that there is nothing separate from the body; the body is the basis of everything. He discusses that dualism between the two.

Question: When the body dies, the mind dies?

Mike: Yes, that sounds quite reasonable, I suppose, in this day and age; but it had ramifications in that the people who believed in annihilationism in the Buddha’s time held that you didn’t therefore need to be responsible for your actions because there was no follow-up. So it’s not just a simple materialist view, it was a bit more than that.


Chapter 16 is ‘Examination of Bondage and Freedom’. This refers to a widely held view in ancient India that we have an eternal soul, that it passes through a succession of states or lives which was referred to using the word ‘samsara’ which is the same word that Nagarjuna uses to refer to daily life. Sometimes the same words are used with different senses by different groups of Buddhists. In ancient India before Buddhism samsara was used to mean ‘passing through different lives again and again’. You’re dead and then you live another life and then you are dead and then you are born again and so on, whereas Nagarjuna uses it to refer to passing through the cycle of living every day, every day, every day. In the ancient view, the eternal soul passes through a succession of lives because it is bound by suffering and ignorance and things like that and grasping, but eventually escapes into freedom which is a kind of nirvana or in Brahmanism becoming one with Atman. It’s that view which he refutes. He says that things can’t pass from this life to another life, either as permanent things or as non-permanent things; the same is also true for living beings. He denies reincarnation - which is quite a major statement in the second century when there were no tools to look at the nature of life and death and they knew very little about biology and that kind of thing. Belief in life and after-life was quite natural, but Nagarjuna denies it, because, he says, body and mind are one. If the mind is eternal and passes on somewhere else, there must be a body that passes with it; you can’t have one without the other. You can’t have matter without spirit; you can’t have spirit without matter. They’re both two halves of one thing; so, you can’t have this ‘soul’ going off to another place because it must be accompanied by matter and we can’t see it by looking in any of the five ways, he means by looking at the five skandas. So this is quite an important chapter, quite an important refutal in his time: No reincarnation, either for things or for people.

Question: What happens now?

Mike: What happens now? I go on to Chapter 17.

Question: No reincarnation – what happens?

Mike: When you die? The Buddha was silent, so who am I to speak? (Chuckles.)


Participant: I think some Buddhists believe that the five skandas fall apart and then they are recombined…

Mike: Ah…?

Participant: …and that is how they explain reincarnation; not one which reincarnates but it’s all the different elements and they recombine…

Mike: Rather like a transporter?

Participant: Something like that and then you get a new identity which appears somewhere.

Mike: Right.

Participant: I think, it’s quite a nice way around this.

Mike: Yes, it is a way around it, not a way through it, yes. Well, they may be right; we have to wait and see. Unfortunately, in the history of human civilisation, which is quite short, maybe four thousand years, there is absolutely nobody who has been dead and come back and talked about it, who has actually given a talk about it and said ‘Look, I’ve actually been dead’. People have seen tunnels of light and been on operating tables and have seen things and have then been brought back but there has actually been nobody who has died quite clearly, died and then come back again – so what can we say about it?

Participant: The Dalai Lama would argue with that and Jesus would as well…

Mike: They might argue with it; but they argue while they are alive.

Participant: I don’t think the Dalai Lama would argue with it. [inaudible]

Mike: Well, Nagarjuna says ‘no’ and Dogen also says ‘no’ because it denies the Buddhist belief in the oneness of body and mind which if understood simply and directly means no spirit without matter, no mental without physical because they’re not separate things, they are one thing. There isn’t one thing which is mental and physical put together; that’s what the chapter on combining is talking about. There aren’t two things put together; there not glued together with Araldite. There is only one thing; so, how can one half of it pass on without the other half? That is the basis of their very clear, almost dogmatic statement. That’s why they can make the statement because they believe absolutely that physical matter and form and the mental or spiritual side of things are two sides of one thing.


Chapter 17: ‘Examination of Action and its Effect’. This is a quite interesting chapter; it’s quite a long chapter and it’s a kind of denial of process, which is a big thing to deny. Nagarjuna starts off by giving an example of the accepted way of describing how actions generate an effect and that effect generates the cause; the cause produces something else and therefore life goes on as a process.

How can he deny process? Well, he doesn’t deny cause and effect per se but he says there is an experiential point of view which holds that reality is just here and now, and in being just here and now, process is not an appropriate description of an existential state. He suggests that process is in fact an explanation, a human explanation for reality and that we can never actually pin down a process because we say a cause has an effect. But if we want to explain how a cause has an effect, all we do is break the link between that cause and effect into smaller causes and effects. That’s what science does: A goes ‘bang’ and B shoots off there – so how does that work? Well, it works because A does this and then B does this and you get smaller and smaller explanations of smaller and smaller gaps in timing, if you like. But at the smallest gap in time – this may not be up-to-date information, Barbara is suggesting that there are new theories – for instance, in traditional quantum physics an electron moves from one energy level to another, yet how it gets from A to B, nobody knows. There have been lots of discussions and theories: people like David Bohm have suggested there is something else deep underneath and that these electrons are just tips of some underlying flux which is reality in order to try and explain how this particle affects that particle; nobody has got the answer. We actually don’t know how something causes something else at the ultimate level. Is it reasonable to say that? (turning to Barbara who is a physicist)

Participant: It’s also a different way of description because you can sometimes select a particle which is at a different point, very small but as a point or as a wave which is energy and I think people use it at their convenience. Sometimes it is more convenient to see the particle and sometimes it’s more convenient to see the energy wave as it is…[inaudible]

Mike: But nobody knows how non-local events happen.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: So, at the fundamental level we don’t know how A gets to B.


At the normal level of understanding A causes B by this process. But that process is a kind of invention, we can suggest, or a kind of human way of giving a reasoned explanation for how things happen, although at the fundamental level it doesn’t work yet. Does that make sense?

Participant: It’s our way of thinking…

Mike: Yes, and it suggests that what we call ‘process’ is a way of explaining what we experience, what we remember as against what we experience now, as against what we anticipate, past present and future. Buddhism says present is real; past and future are not real in the sense that they are not here: We can’t act in the past, we can’t act in the future, we can only act now. So, process, including all scientific description and all our ways of describing the world, are steps that go from the unreal past through the real present to the unreal future.


Question: How does ‘here and now’ differ as a construct from ‘past’ and ‘future’?

Mike: It’s a construct.

Yeah.

Participant: Time bends with gravity, as I understand it. So if there is enough gravity we can go back. So it’s all… Stop right there! It does strike me that the ‘here and now’ is as much a construct as anything else we are talking about.

Mike: (Throws the questioner a book.) Did you grab that in the past, in the present or in the future?

Participant: I didn’t, I missed it. (Laughter.)

Mike: (The book is thrown back to ML; he only just catches it.) I got this in the present; and it hurts in the present where it hit me. So you can’t do that with the past or future. One thing you can do in the present: you can act. You can’t do that…

Question: But where is the present?

Mike: It’s gone. It’s here.

Participant: But it wasn’t an instantaneous act

Mike: You’re right.

Question: I mean, is that not his point, that instantaneousness is a construct as well?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: The experience isn’t a construct. It’s just the instance of talking about it is a construct.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: And it’s almost like language is a meta-construct. So all these things are made possible because written language exists.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: We should stop talking then.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Steady on! (Laughter.)

Mike: It is difficult to talk about these issues and there are lots and lots to say if we want to go into them deeply. I agree with what was said.


Chapter 18 ‘Examination of Self’: Nagarjuna discusses belief in a permanent self. This is linked to one of the previous chapters, whether there is a self or no self. This is indeed quite a widely discussed topic.

Chapter 19 ‘Examination of Time’ and the content of this chapter parallels what Dogen writes in the Shobogenzo in the chapter called ‘Uji – Existent Time’ and of course, Nagarjuna points towards ‘all is in the present’. So the past is in fact in the present.

Question: In Dogen’s time, did they have clocks?

Mike: I don’t think so, probably candles with rings round the edges, water wheels, incense…

Question: What about Nagarjuna?

Mike: You’ve got me there.

Question: I didn’t think we discussed time until fairly recently. In the eighteenth century… when was it when the chronograph was invented? Fairly recently?

Mike: Yes, I am sure.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: But even in ancient Buddhist sutras they write things like ‘one instant in reality is four hundred and eighty thousand ksanas’ or similar things, ksanas being subdivisions of time. Obviously people have been thinking about time for a long while.

Question: Man invented time, didn’t he?

Mike: Well, that’s the question, yes.

Participant: Started measuring things…

Mike: Time is certainly very deep-rooted in our way of life. As we have developed ways of measuring it, it has become more important to us. But the point of view that’s presented by both Nagarjuna and Dogen is a kind of existential point of view that time is a construct because ‘now’ is always here. We talk about the passing of time but in fact the main characteristic of the present is that it is always present. So Dogen says that time is existence itself. If you read T.S. Elliot, in some of his poems, particularly in the ‘Four Quartets’, his verse sounds almost like Nagarjuna’s, almost word for word. I wonder if T.S. Elliott read Nagarjuna.


Participant: Dogen’s work very closely seems to mirror clearly so many of the concepts…

Mike: Yes, but is that because he read him or was it because he was doing the same experiment?

Participant: Yes.

Question: Experiment?

Mike: The experiment being sitting in the dojo.

Question: Are there any other patriarchs that you are aware of who have made such a coherent attempt…?

Mike: No, unfortunately not because I am not a scholar. In the thirty years that I have been studying Buddhism I studied Dogen, on and on and on. Then Nagarjuna popped up because my teacher studied Nagarjuna. So I studied him, on and on and on, and that’s about all I know. So there are huge gaps in what I know and I can’t give you a scholarly answer. But I’m sure there must have been because the Buddha, Nagarjuna, and Dogen are in the same line of transmission.

Participant: But the direct correlation of their investigation of reality is quite striking.

Mike: Yes, because they were both excellent teachers, I suppose. And they both cut through all the crap and if you cut through the crap, what’s left is pretty well the same.

Chapter 20 is entitled ‘Examination of Synthesis’, but the subject matter is the relationship between the cause and its effect, how a cause produces an effect. Some of the chapters overlap and in some cases although the title says one thing, the chapter talks about something else.

I read somewhere that it’s possible that Nagarjuna wrote the MMK, not as series of titled chapters, but as a series of blocks of verse and somebody put in the titles for the chapters at a later date. It certainly seems reasonable to me, because in at least one chapter the title is not what the content is about.


Chapter 21 is about the Abhidharman theory that matter or fundamental particles come into existence, stay in existence and then come out of existence. Its title is ‘Coming into Existence and Passing out of Existence’. The Abhidharma says that reality is a continual flow of conditioned dharmas (dharmas meaning things or particles here), coming in and going out, everything is arising and ceasing and that’s what we see in front of us. But Nagarjuna denies that. Again it seems like he is denying process and when he denies process in this chapter and in other chapters, he is doing so in order to put into the fore the existential viewpoint of reality being immediate, here and now. In order to put that forward he denies that process is real, existent. That doesn’t mean that there is no cause and effect or that science is untrue or the way we talk about our lives is untrue, but simply that his definition of ‘real’ is something which is here and now. So in the ‘here and now’ you cannot talk about process. Well, you can utter one word of a sentence about process.


Question: Could you say it’s all in the words again? Because we know we can reduce the fractional series to zero. In other words you shoot an arrow at something you can show that the arrow actually never hits whatever you are shooting at because it gets halfway round, it gets a quarter way round because of this fractional series to zero. But that’s a word game because the arrow does get there.

Mike: Yes.

Question: So aren’t you just saying that it is a restriction of language that there is no process?

Mike: No. He means that there actually is no process. So he is saying that process is a language construct, a construction of language.

Participant: Yes, but saying that ‘there is no process’ is a language construct.

Mike: Yes, saying anything is a language construct. (Laughter.) Well, yes, in a way you are right, so how do you get out of that? You don’t write anything.

Participant: We know it happened; the arrow does get there [inaudible]; there is a cause and effect.

Mike: But it might miss.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Right. So from our normal point of view, the arrow hits the target and that’s an accepted point of view but what the Buddhist teaching tries to put forward is another point of view and that other point of view has value.

Participant: The arrow and the target are one thing; they are undifferentiated reality.

Mike: The arrow and the target?

In reality, the instant the person fires the arrow at the target, there is only one thing: person/arrow/fire/target. But then in the next instant there is something else.

So, it sounds bizarre to think like that and we can’t see any value in thinking like that.

Participant: Like freeze-frame the lot of it.


Participant: Sachs, the man who wrote ‘The Man Who Mistook his Wife for a Hat’ wrote also a fable called ‘The river of consciousness’ that deals with this, and he quotes your favourite philosopher Dan Dennett talking about looking back. In the instant we also have a memory to look back to which we bring in our consciousness into the present. So the present moment is, if you like, drawing from a memory and Sachs says this is so. He quotes that the human brain experiences stillness in a moment and closes off, then opens and closes off. So that’s the way it can take in all the data in front of it. It doesn’t take in data that flows; it takes in data that is instant, then it closes and it opens, like a shutter. But it seems like a flow because there is also the element of memory which brings in the previous moment and brings it into the present and the memory comes into the perception of the moment as well and that’s how we function as living organisms. It’s the intrinsic sort of way we function.

Mike: Yes, so the memory of the past and the present event at the moment we construct them into a process…

Participant: Yes, into a flow.

Mike: But there is actually only the memory present.

Participant: I think this supports your text.

Participant: Vision works the same way. So we think we got stereoscopic vision; we don’t have anything like that.

Mike: No, we don’t update the peripheral vision very often unless something moves there.

So it’s not a kind of philosophical idea that the reality is the present moment and so on; they mean it as a real statement of real fact. And it’s so unusual to us to think like that that it feels very bizarre and we wonder ‘What’s it all about?’. We are sitting in a room moving our hands round, that’s real isn’t it? But investigations into psychology and various sciences are not disproving these kinds of statements.


Question: Now we know that, what’s changed? How is that going to change things? Or is it going to change anything?

Mike: You mean what does knowledge change?

Participant: No, knowing this, that there is no past and no future, there is only a present…

Mike: Well, for instance, you’re discussing what will change if we know that. You’re discussing an abstract idea, aren’t you, what will change if we know that the present is all that exists, so you are generalising. You are not just saying for yourself what is changing in my life if I realise that this moment is the only moment there is; you’re making a construct: What will change for us if we know that the present is all there is? All abstract, right?

What I am saying is that their teaching is not what you are saying, which is abstract, but that this moment, here and now, is all there is. That’s concrete. Your question is completely abstract. It’s an abstraction of the present; it’s an abstraction of ‘you’ into ‘us’ as a generalisation. You can’t get an answer to your abstract question in the abstract. The answer is this moment, here and now, right now, is all there is. And if it makes a difference, I can’t tell you what the difference is.

Participant: I take your point.

Question: Could you rephrase that ‘it is all we can know’?

Mike: We don’t need to know it. It’s not necessary to know it. Do you know this moment? No. (Pause.) How about this one?

Question: In fact it’s not necessary to know it; in fact it’s impossible to know it. Could you say that?

Mike: I can’t keep up with it; it keeps changing.


Question: Doesn’t that undermine all action though?

Mike: You’re doing exactly what Rory is doing, you moved from this concrete reality into an abstract generalisation. But what they’re talking about is not the abstract generalisation, but this moment, here and now, is all there is. This moment, here and now, is all there is. Is there another moment which is not here and now for you? Are you somewhere else other than here, now? Are you at some other time other than here?

Participant: No.

Mike: No. That’s all they’re saying. So if we think about it, immediately we think about it, there is an abstract concept, we have missed what they are saying. Because what they’re saying is not an abstract concept. Now is now, this ‘now’.

Question: It’s all really understandable as a form of experience, isn’t it?

Mike: Yes.

Question: But is the value of the truth that it refutes false doctrine? So you were talking about the Abhidharma – Dogen, I think, was a master of the Abhidarma - and doctrines, ideas can be very powerful in motivating us; what people believe in causes them to fly aeroplanes into tower buildings or to mutilate their daughters whereas the truth can help us to refute false notions. It’s not necessary that truth is something that we do live by, whatever, but it helps us in itself to refute something that is false. For instance, if I do say, I’m actually also in Chiswick that is a false notion, isn’t it? People do believe that there are ethereal bodies, for instance, that they have astral travel. I am sure lots of people who come here, probably the next group, believe that and that would condition the way they behave.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Now is important, yes; so what is the effect of realising that fact? Well, for instance, and this is not a criticism, when I went to get coffee this morning, you were serving coffee but you were actually talking about how to practise kinhin with somebody over here. So I said to you ‘Coffee, please!’ and then you suddenly realised that now you were supposed to be serving the coffee. That’s the thing you get from realising that reality is here and now. That’s all; there isn’t anything more complicated. It’s very, very simple but very difficult to keep ourselves in the present. See where your feet are; don’t trip over your shoe laces. Don’t get lost in generalisations – and that’s very difficult because we go off into generalisations without realising it. We take something real and we abstract it and we are talking about something else, something that’s not real, immediately. We talk about something that’s not real and we don’t realise it. What’s real? Ten past six.


Question: So that’s how we put it into our practice?

Mike: Yes.

But if you try and put it into practice and ‘be mindful’ like lots of people suggest these days, if we try and do it consciously, what we tend to do is try and watch ourselves and that’s an intellectual exercise too. How to get into the present is the problem. What Dogen says is that it’s not an effort of intention. It depends on the state of your body and mind. To remain in the present and not to drift off too much we practise Zazen. Because practising Zazen stops the habit of drifting off into thoughts, because we keep drifting off and bringing ourselves back. We might do it a hundred times during half an hour of Zazen. But if we carry on doing that every day, every day, year after year, we slowly get used to bringing ourselves back from what we are drifting off to.


Participant: But, Mike, you say ‘bringing ourselves back’, but that implies that it is an intentional thing.

Mike: Yes, yes, yes. I agree. (Chuckles.)

Participant: But it’s a bit like the learning of the truth that you were talking about. It’s the body knowing it; the body does it.

Mike: Yes, you can say so.

Participant: Something does it.

Mike: Yes. Saying ‘the body does it’ is the opposite of saying ‘the mind is doing it’. Actually both do it; we do it; life does it.

Participant: It’s like learning an instrument.

Mike: It is done.

Question: Isn’t it that the purpose is essentially humanistic, that is to say to help us in our lives? It’s not to challenge us so we get disturbed like the idea of an arrow disappearing halfway between the bow and hitting the target. It’s actually to help us live.

Mike: The practice is to help us live; the theory is to calm our minds about how it all works. It doesn’t seem to do that but it will if you keep on. Buddhist theory disturbs us when we first come across it. When we come across some of the bizarre teachings of Buddhism which are so foreign to our normal ways of thinking it’s quite disturbing. But if you carry on studying and carry on practising, then the teachings of Buddhism are not disturbing, they are quietening.


Participant: But our suffering, well, my suffering comes so much from memories, from projections, from constructs,…

Mike: Yes, mine too.

Participant: …from something that happened twenty years ago…

Mike: Yes!

Participant: …and it is for a momentary state as if it is actually happening, but it’s not. And this is the thing, you can go round in circles, discussing abstractions but when you actually sense that their purpose is to help you to grow beyond that kind of living, where you are totally caught up in mental constructs and you are suffering as a result; then it makes sense. If it is an examination of arrows in space, you can just drive yourself nuts thinking about it.

Mike: Yes, that’s true.

Participant: I can feel that only this present moment exists, yet memories from the past that I know are just images in my mind do affect me in this present moment though.

Mike: Yes, they do. But if we notice again and again that they are only memories in our brain, we get used to these kinds of things floating around. Some people are so possessed by their memories that they can’t function – and sometimes I’m possessed by my memories so I can’t function. But at times like that if I practise Zazen, I realise that the memories that are possessing me are just memories in the present and they are memories of things that have already gone and then I feel peaceful again.

Participant: Memories have a physical base in the brain; so for example with Alzheimer’s part of the brain is destroyed. There are synaptic pathways which are almost infinite in the brain and they can be activated just by a molecule, a smell and bring back a memory involuntarily; it’s not something we do, it happens, we don’t know why they emerge. I don’t know why I said that... Oh, yes, I was talking about memory; we can’t evade memory, it just happens.

Mike: Buddhism is not a process to make ourselves peaceful without memories, without disturbances, in some kind of bliss. It’s not; it’s so that we can see ourselves more clearly, warts and all. To know yourself is not to know the perfect self you would like to be, but to know the self that you actually are, and that is often the self we actually don’t want to know, isn’t it?

Participant: [inaudible] … and sometimes in Zazen you face it and it’s difficult not to run away from the cushion.

Mike: Yes, it’s true.

Participant: And it’s ok, I think.

Mike: Yes, it’s ok.


Participant: But that’s not really true, is it, because if a child is doing something we disagree with we say ‘You naughty boy, but he’s not really naughty; but in some way it upsets us and we label him: ‘naughty boy’. And that ‘naughty boy’ echoes throughout the day, ‘That’s the naughty boy’. But the next moment he might be doing something that really is laudable.

Mike: There is a suggestion here that modern parents shouldn’t say ‘You are a naughty boy’ but you say ‘What you did was naughty’. ‘Your action was not in harmony with the universe’ you could say to your child. (Laughter.)

They’re not naughty; it’s what they have done that is unacceptable or has consequences we disagree with. We are training them to live together in society because we all have to live with each other and it’s quite difficult. We are all human beings and are stubborn. Even the quietest persons have their own strong opinions and feelings and we have live together, and so there is a lot of bumping and bashing around. We have to train ourselves.

Question: So when we are sitting in Zazen, we are not being naughty are we? (Laughter.)

Mike: It is impossible to be naughty when you are sitting in Zazen, absolutely impossible.

Question: You should sit in it all the time then, shouldn’t you?

Mike: You should! (Laughter.)

Thank you very much.
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MMK 5: Relinquishing All Views

    
Mike skims chapters 22 to 27; for him the last verse suggests reality is what is left when views cease







  Michael Eido Luetchford
Summer 2008 — Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika, Session 5.
Venue: Earth Spirit.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the fifth and last talk on Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika (MMK), Mike skims through chapters 22 to 27 and reads two verses: the last verse of the book and the dedicatory verse at its beginning. For Mike the last verse, which pays homage to the Buddha who taught the true dharma as the relinquishing of all views, suggests that all views are constructs and that reality is what is left when all our views cease.

Chapter 22 examines the Tathagata, a name for the Buddha, who soon after his death was elevated to the stature of a god, with nirvana as a kind of Buddhist heaven; what Nagarjuna does, Mike says, is talk about Buddha-nature in a real sense, the nature of somebody who has woken up. Of the two readings ‘thus gone’ and ‘thus come’, Mike finds ‘thus come’, arriving in the present as you are, much easier to understand than the metaphor of crossing over to the other shore. In the last line of the chapter, he says, Nagarjuna refutes the belief that Buddha-nature is an innate, soul-like essence. Chapter 23 points out that opposites such as good and bad depend on each other and are therefore constructs, and when Dogen calls ‘good’ a construct, Mike says, this does not mean that there is no right conduct but that there is no ‘good’ existing separate from conduct, so it is not a denial of morality. Chapter 24 discusses emptiness rather than the four noble truths; Mike says that he is quite unhappy with this chapter and that the way Nagarjuna talks about emptiness and the word itself make it very difficult to translate, and the Sanskrit sunya also means zero, the point between plus and minus, which we can relate to balance. Basically, he says, Nagarjuna uses ‘emptiness’ for the state where our conscious awareness is empty of the discriminating conceptual entities, and his statement that the empty state is the basis of the world says to Mike that reality is not conceptual: a tree grows whatever we call it. Asked to explain Buddha-nature, Mike calls it our natural state when we are fully in the present; for instance, in zazen we balance ourselves, keep discarding passing images and thoughts and become more aware of where we are and what we are doing. Then we have Buddha-nature, but we cannot find it, because it does not exist, and in answer to a participant who cites the koan of Joshu’s dog Mike says that we have our own true nature, but not what we mean by the concept ‘Buddha-nature’.

Chapter 25, Mike says, makes nirvana a real state that real people have in the present, and chapter 27 examines all the views we have about life and reality; when we stop thinking about or reflecting on our life, he says, we are actually in our life. Asked how to relinquish a view of him, Mike suggests shutting one’s eyes or throwing a book at him, because in the instant of acting we stop looking and interpreting for a split second. In the dedicatory verse, which Mike reads in a literal translation and then in his own smoother rendering, the realised universe that the perfectly awakened one taught does not arise or cease. For Mike the verse states that reality is just here, just at this moment: there is no next moment, only this moment, which goes on forever and is only now, so it is both instantaneous and eternal, and Dogen, he adds, says clearly in Uji that moments are not lined up in a series. In the closing questions Mike says that the words of Buddhist philosophy point at something outside the words, and that we cannot live in society without views but need to be able to relinquish them, which is what we do in zazen. The last verse suggests to him that Nagarjuna must have practised zazen, and he ends by telling everyone to take away nothing but their bags and to forget all the talks: we can live life freely, he says, and he asks everyone to practise zazen every day.






Complete English transcript


I will just skim through the subjects of the remaining chapters of the MMK and then I want to discuss the verse he writes at the very beginning of the book and which I didn’t mention, and the verse he writes at the end of the book, because they are both rather nice.

Chapter 22 is the chapter on ‘The Examination of Buddha-Nature’, actually in Sanskrit it is ‘Examination of Tathagata’. ‘Tathagata’ is a Sanskrit word which means ‘Buddha’. ‘Tatha’ means ‘here’ or ‘just as it is’. ‘Agata’ means ‘gone’; ‘a’ is a negation; ‘gam’ is the verb ‘to come’, so ‘gata’ is its past participle, i.e. ‘come’ and ‘a-gata’ is ‘gone’. With ‘tatha’ and ‘agata’ the two a’s in the middle become long so Tath-aa-gata.

So ‘Tatha-agata’ means ‘gone just like that’; it sounds terrible as a translation. But it is used to describe the Buddha and that is the title of the chapter. The chapter is actually talking about the nature of a Buddha, the nature of a Tathagata. This is because the Buddha was very soon after his death elevated to the stature of a god. He is perfect, he had all these special characteristics and after he died, of course, he went to nirvana, which is a kind of Buddhist heaven. So he became a god after he died. And therefore nirvana became a special heavenly kind of state.


What Nagarjuna does in this chapter is talk about Buddha-nature in a real sense, i.e. the nature of somebody who is awakened. The word ‘Buddha’ comes from the verb ‘budh’ which means ‘to wake up’, not anything of a spiritual awakening but simply just ‘to wake up’. So ‘Buddha’ which is the past participle of the verb ‘budh’ means ‘awoken’ or ‘woken up’. So Buddha is somebody who has woken up.


Question: Mike, in what sense would they have understood ‘Thus gone’ and ‘Thus come’? What does that mean? Why was that used as an epithet for the Buddha? What does it say about him?

Mike: There is some controversy over whether it is actually ‘thus come’ or ‘thus gone’. Maybe ‘thus come’ is easier to understand: ‘thus’ or ‘as it is’ or ‘just like this’, i.e. ‘come into the present just like this’, somebody who is here just like this, who has arrived in the present ‘just like this’, somebody who is himself. That is how I understand it.

‘Tatha-agata’, ‘thus gone’ people have suggested means ‘gone to the other shore’ because there is this poetic rendering of becoming enlightened as crossing over to the other shore. I’m not sure as to where all this came from. But it is in the Heart Sutra which we chanted just now, the last line: “Gatei, gatei, paragatei, parasamgatei, bodi sowaha” which means ‘Gone, gone, gone to the other shore’ and that was used as a kind of metaphor for crossing over to this other state. Actually, although this metaphor is very widely used, it doesn’t make any sense to me and ‘thus come’, in other words, ‘arriving in the present as you are’ is much easier to understand as something real that makes sense now. Thank you.


So, people thought nirvana is somewhere on the other shore, really heaven, somewhere you go to where everything is perfect and the Buddha is there. It is interesting that in Japan where Buddhism has been part of society since the ninth century, i.e. a very deep part of the social structure, everybody becomes a Buddha after they die. The polite way of referring to a dead person is ‘Hotokesama’ and hotoke means the same as ‘Tathagata’ and ‘sama’ is the polite form of ‘san’, just an honorific suffix. If you want to refer to a dead person in Japanese, you say ‘Hotokesama’, ‘the honourable Buddha’. So all Japanese people become Buddhas after they die, which is a bit sad really because they never get to wake up until after they die. They have gone to the other shore, they have gone to nirvana.

So this kind of idea comes from the early interpretation of ‘Tathagata’ as being a god, a perfect, supra-human being existing in a super state. If you want to, you can imagine that there are people like that. I have heard of people like that, actually, and I have heard that there are Buddhist masters, Zen masters who can remember past lives and who can remember their previous lives – so it may be true I’ve heard. It’s easy to hear about superhuman people. I have never met one; so I don’t believe it. I only really believe what I have experienced in that kind of area. All these tales about ‘Oh there is this Tibetan master who remembers who he was two hundred years ago…’ – I don’t believe them. I think, it is all imagination. However, if somebody has met a superhuman being, really actually met one and noticed that they are superhuman, then speak up now, please.

Participant: My wife!

Mike: Your wife?! Yes, yes. (Laughter.)


Question: Does Nagarjuna continue to refute standards, concepts of his time regarding Buddha nature?

Mike: Yes, he does. But it is very difficult for me to go into the details of the chapters at the same time as talking about them generally. I seem to need a different part of my brain. But, yes he does. For example, he says in the last line of the chapter: ‘However, Buddha nature is not innate and neither is this world’. ‘Innate’ means ‘possessing of a permanent soul-like essence’. So in just that last line he is refuting the belief in soul, the belief that Buddha-nature is a kind of innate essence or quality and it passes on as you are going into nirvana. Yes, he keeps refuting it all the time.


Chapter 23 ‘Examination of Opposites’: In this chapter he points out that our categorisation of opposites ‘good and bad’, ‘right and wrong’, ‘like and dislike’ depend on each other. You can’t have ‘good’ unless you have ‘bad’; you can’t have ‘heaven’ unless you have ‘hell’. You can’t have ‘high’ unless you have ‘low’ because they define each other. Therefore they are constructs.

Dogen says in the Shobogenzo that ‘good’ is a construct. That almost sounds immoral. However, it doesn’t mean that there is no such thing as right conduct but it means that there is no such thing as ‘good’ existing separate from any conduct waiting for the conduct to find it. ‘Good’ doesn’t exist on its own, ‘bad’ doesn’t exist on its own. This denies, for instance, the existence of evil. There can be evil conduct, but evil does not exist without conduct. And good conduct does not exist without its opposite. So here we have not a denial of morality but a pointing out of the way that we form opposites.


Chapter 24 is ‘Examination of the Four Noble Truths’. However, the main content of the chapter doesn’t discuss the four noble truths; it discusses emptiness.

Emptiness is one of his core themes in the book. It is a very difficult theme and I am quite unhappy with this chapter. If you read this chapter and it doesn’t make sense it is because it doesn’t make sense, not because you don’t understand it. It is a very difficult chapter because in the first six verses he gives a kind of normal interpretation of emptiness that was around in his time and then from verse 7 onwards he says all that is wrong. But the way he talks about it and the word ‘emptiness’ itself makes the chapter very, very difficult to translate into English.

‘Emptiness’ in Sanskrit is the word ‘sunyata’ and ‘sunyata’ is an abstract noun formed from the adjective ‘sunya’ which means ‘empty’. But ‘sunya’ doesn’t only mean ‘empty’ it means ‘bare’, ‘desolate’, ‘alone’, ‘without anything’ and it also means ‘zero’ or ‘not plus and not minus’ if you like. Quite interestingly, it is related according to etymologists to the Arabic word ‘chifra’. This gave rise to the Latin ‘zephyrum’ which is the root of the English word ‘cipher’. ‘Cipher’ was used to represent zero until a couple of hundred years ago. So ‘sunya’ has also the meaning of the zero point between plus and minus, zero on a graph or zero on scales, i.e. we can say it is related to balance. ‘Sunya’ doesn’t simply mean ‘empty’ in the sense of a box that is empty (looks inside the one in his hand) – Oh, it’s not empty – (laughter). We don’t really know the way it was used, but in Buddhism ‘sunyata’ is used to describe some kind of quality. Whether that quality referred to things or to people, to conscious states is not very clear. So there are a tremendous number of different renderings of emptiness. Sunyata was translated into Chinese as ‘ku’ which means ‘empty’ but also means ‘sky’ or ‘space’. So there is another confusion: Is space empty? Another character was also used, namely ‘mu’. ‘Mu’ is a kind of negation.


The whole area around ‘emptiness’, the words used in English, the words used in Chinese and Japanese, the word used originally in Sanskrit, is very confused. There are lots of different ways in which you can translate ‘emptiness’ and in this chapter I haven’t really found the right way to do it. But basically Nagarjuna uses the word ‘emptiness’, to put it simply, to describe the state where our conscious awareness is empty of the discriminating conceptual entities.

Question: So, similar to Dogen in that sense?

Mike: Yes.


Question: Does everything relate in the same way Dogen’s writing does to Zazen and the life that grows from the practice?

Mike: Well, Dogen talks about Zazen. He has written chapters about Zazen but Nagarjuna doesn’t mention Zazen or Dhyāna in his MMK at all.

Question: So it’s not really known as to what extent he practised Zazen?

Mike: No. However, he is down as one of the patriarchs. We practise Zazen because Dogen teaches Zazen and Dogen’s master taught him Zazen and Dogen’s master’s master must have taught Zazen and so back to Nagarjuna. If you believe that - and it is a kind of belief - you can convince yourself that he must have practised Dhyāna or Jhāna in Pali.

Question: Do you sense it through the writing, basically?

Mike: Yes, yes.

Question: So if you read that chapter on emptiness and you think about a word to mean ‘zero, balance, base’ then it might be easier to understand maybe?

Mike: I wish that were true. If you think of the word ‘emptiness’ or empty’ as having a whole range of meanings… The thing is I don’t think one word will work through the whole chapter, although I have done so. However, to use different words in different verses is very difficult. So I am not sure how to do that, really.


I am not happy with that chapter, but he does discuss the meaning of ‘emptiness’ and he says that the empty state is the basis of the world which to me says that reality is not conceptual, it is real. We have concepts, but reality doesn’t have concepts. A tree grows whether we call it an oak, an elm, an ash or even a tree. It doesn’t need a name in order to exist. But we need a name in order to talk about it.

Question: Is that Buddha-nature, a tree growing?

Mike: A tree growing, Buddha-nature? A tree is Buddha because it is not worrying about anything.

Question: So growing is its nature?

Mike: But to grow is our nature…I don’t quite follow you.

Question: But a tree growing is Buddha-nature?

Mike: No. A tree growing is a tree growing. It’s not anything else; it’s just a tree that’s growing.


Question: Can you explain Buddha-nature then?

Mike: Yes. Buddha-nature is our natural state when we are fully in the present. If somebody is fully in the present or awake he is called a Buddha and their nature is called Buddha-nature. For instance, when you practise Zazen, you balance yourself and you keep discarding your various fragmented images and thoughts coming and going in your mind and you become more aware of where you are and what your are doing. Then you have Buddha-nature. But you can’t find it because it doesn’t exist. So you don’t have anything really.

Participant: There is this koan. A monk asked Joshu ‘Has a dog got Buddha nature?’ And Joshu said ‘mu’.

Mike: Yes. I think, he should have asked the dog and the dog would have said ‘Whoof!’. Yes, it’s quite a long complicated koan, much discussed, but when Joshu said ‘mu’ when he was asked another time, he said ‘u’ and ‘mu’ means negative and ‘u’ means positive. So, have you got Buddha-nature? Well, yes, but no, because we all have our own nature but it is not a concept. We haven’t got what we mean by the concept ‘Buddha-nature’ but we have got our own true nature. We have got it and we haven’t got it.


Question: Sorry, not the same point but if Nagarjuna in the 2nd century was denying reincarnation and if Dogen several hundred years later is also denying reincarnation, why is it that in my son’s religious study lessons at school they teach that Buddhists believe in reincarnation?

Mike: Because there are other lineages which believe in reincarnation; for instance, Tibetan Buddhism, which is very strong and powerful in England, believes in reincarnation, which suits a Christian society because Christians believe in life after death. So it’s just right for us, really. Tibetan Buddhism may have influences from previous religions, just as Buddhism has influences from previous religions which believed in reincarnation and a life after death. Brahmanism believes in reincarnation, but Buddhism doesn’t. But it’s a common assumption that Buddhist believe in reincarnation.

Participant: [inaudible]

Participant: I have heard that the Buddha wouldn’t discuss the subject.

Mike: What happens after death? It’s a difficult one to discuss, isn’t it really?

Participant: There is the story of the master who was asked if there is life after death and he said ‘I don’t know; I’m not dead yet’.

Mike: Yes.

Chapter 25 is a discussion of nirvana, making it into a real state that real people have in the present rather than some mythical place you go to.

Chapter 26 is an examination of the twelve-fold chain of cause and effect, of the twelve links which is a causal description of the development of consciousness.


Chapter 27 is the ‘Examination of Views’ where he discusses all the different views that we have about life and reality. He culminates with his last verse which is written on the back of the book:


I pay homage to Gautama Buddha, 

To he who out of compassion 

Taught the true dharma 

As the relinquishing of all views.



This suggests that all views are constructs, and dharma or reality is that which is left when all our views cease, in other words, when we stop thinking about or reflecting on our life, then we are actually in our life. So when we are thinking about reflecting on our life, we are pulling ourselves out of life to look at life.

Question: So ‘views’ is rather like ‘opinions’ not viewing, like me viewing you now, I am looking at you – it’s not that kind of view?

Mike: You could say, it includes that, yes.

Question: So, if I relinquish my view of you now, how would I do that?

Mike: Shut your eyes or pick up your book and throw it at me. So if you act, in the instant of acting you stop looking at me and interpreting what you see for a split second.

Participant: [inaudible, 00:28:29]

Mike: This is too difficult for me to answer. (Chuckles.)

Participant: I thought you had the answer to everything.

Mike: Yes, I do; that is my answer. (Laughter.)


In the beginning of the book Nagarjuna has a kind of dedicatory verse which I didn’t quote but this verse sums up what he wants to say in four lines. This is what it says:


Not ceasing, not arising, not cut off, not eternal, 

Not identity, not difference, not coming, not disappearing. 

That which the perfectly awakened one taught is the realised universe, freedom from hindrance, happiness. 

I salute him, the best of speakers.



That’s a literal translation; you can make it sound more poetic than that, which I did try to do and it is in the beginning of the book.

So this is my interpretation of this to make it sound smoother:


‘The realised universe that the perfectly awakened one taught 

Does not arise or cease’.



In other words, our real experience in this moment is not of something arising in front of us or ceasing in front of us. Therefore reality does not arise from somewhere and disappear to somewhere.


‘It is neither eternal nor transient, 

It doesn’t last forever and it doesn’t only last now. 

It is not found in sameness nor is it in difference 

It’s beyond categorisation, 

It does not appear, nor does it disappear, 

It is free of all hindrances and is happiness itself. 

I revere what the Buddha says above all others.’




His statement there is that reality is just here, just at this moment. This moment doesn’t come from the previous moment and doesn’t disappear so that the next moment can come, because reality has the very strange quality about it that it is always here. We can invent models of reality, like that it must resemble the frames of a film: this moment and then the next moment. But that is only a model; there is no next moment. There is only this moment and this moment goes on forever; so it’s eternal. But this moment is only now so it’s also instantaneous; so it’s both instantaneous and eternal.


Our model of reality stretches from past to present to future. We make a line of time: the previous moment, the next moment, this moment, the moment after this, the moment after that. But Dogen says quite clearly in Uji, reality is not lined up in a series, moments are not lined up in a series, neither are they piled on top of each other. Reality has a quality about it which we can’t grasp. It’s always changing, it’s always here, it never comes, it never goes. It’s infinite and it’s also instantaneous. It is beyond all opposites and it’s here now. Can you understand that?

So all our models, you know, passing from past to present to future are only models. We can’t see the present moment going into the past; we can’t see the present moment going into the future; there are no cracks in the present. It’s just present, continual present, but it’s not continuous. In mathematics there are two ways of basically modelling time: one is continuous which is analogue and the other is discrete like for instance, digital music, lots of little pulses. Reality is both, analogue and digital, or both particle-like and wave-like. And it is always here.

That’s all I want to say about MMK this time and there is an awful lot more to talk about it. To talk about it in detail, to go into some of the verses to discuss what he actual says would have to be another project at another time, or series of talks at another time.


Five minutes of questions:

Question: Do you think this is why Japanese doesn’t know the future tense? They only use the present tense… [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, which appears as a weakness, especially in the strategic, political and economic field. Japanese society is very present-oriented and appears to be short-sighted from a western strategic kind of way of looking at life, yes. We can see the weaknesses of such an outlook, but there are also strengths. I discovered this quite soon after I went to Japan. Because I was involved in training technicians, I wanted to plan it all out. But the Japanese people I worked with just wanted to start. I said ‘You can’t start without planning – I just don’t know where I am going’. But while I was arguing and thinking and planning, they already were two steps on the road. It took me about three years to realise that that also works. You can actually take a step without any thinking or planning and then you can take another step; then you can actually walk, you don’t have to think where you are going in order to walk. But both sides have strength and weaknesses. I am not suggesting one is better than the other.


Any other comments or questions?

Participant: That last verse is a brave thing to write at the end of a book where he has been expressing views, isn’t it, to pay homage to he who told the true dharma relinquishing all views; it’s a bit like in ‘Wenderwal’ where he says ‘what’s the good of writing books?’

Mike: Yes, what is the use of the words on this page?

Question: Is it the same you were getting at, is it the same thing you were saying earlier?

Mike: Yes. He is saying that ideas are different to reality and that Gautama Buddha taught reality; he didn’t teach ideas. The dharma is not an idea; Buddhism is not an idea. It’s not a philosophy; although there is Buddhist philosophy, the philosophy points out of philosophy. The words are pointing at something outside the words. And the fact of words pointing to something outside the words is important; otherwise we get trapped in words.


Question: Regarding the thing about views, doesn’t he also means we all have opinions about people and races and ideas, that by relinquishing all those preconceptions you are going to be a lot more relaxed about life?

Mike: Yes. But it is a very difficult thing to do because society demands that we have opinions and views; human society requires us to have them.

Participant: It doesn’t require us to have extreme views

Mike: You can say ‘relinquishing’ them is an important word because we can’t live in society without views but we need to be able to relinquish them. And this is what we are doing in Zazen. We go in there and we give up all our thoughts, or try to. We relinquish all views. That last verse suggests to me that Nagarjuna must have practised Zazen, that he was a teacher of Zazen and that all the people in the lineage of teachers from Gautama Buddha taught the practice of Zazen. And Dogen says that that is what is taught, the practice of Zazen.


Participant: So what we can take away from here is a balance between …

Mike: Your bags, nothing else. Don’t take any of Earth Spirit’s stuff away, please leave it all here.

Participant: …a balance between relinquishing views…

Mike: No, don’t take anything away. Just go away at the end of the weekend with your bags, I’m serious. You can forget everything; forget all the talks, forget all this because it’s finished. Don’t hang on to any of it. Just go home and enjoy stopping off at the motorway services…

We can live life freely. We can do what we want with our lives. Buddhism doesn’t say ‘Live this kind of life, that kind of life’. It says ‘If you live in this way, you can be awake; you can be happy. Sometimes you’re happy and sometimes you’re unhappy. You can be contented about sometimes being frustrated; You can be unworried about the fact that you worry.’ So, just get on with your life and practise Zazen every day, please.

And now our resident poet, Ralph, will read one of his poems which is pointing to reality outside of words.

Participant: Words pointing to reality outside words is poetry. I am leaving immediately after this, so I would just like to say thank you for that.

(Here follows the poetry reading)

Mike: Thank you very much.

So, now it’s time to get ready for Zazen.
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February 2009 — Cholín

    

Venue: Cholín, Czech Republic





  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across the five talks of the Cholín winter retreat, Mike sets a simple Buddhism against the wish to get something special, from a hierarchy and its ceremonies or from zazen as a way to enlightenment, and against a morality of first thinking what is right and then trying to do it. What he offers instead is attention to how we act now: our action itself is intelligent, our action at this moment creates our future, and when we are balanced, our action is the best it can be.

Buddhism has become very popular in the West, he says, but he thinks there is a hidden crisis: its teachings have very little in common, and some teachers build large groups with the teacher at the top of a hierarchy, supported by ceremonies and clothing, while creating such hierarchies is in Buddhism a very big barrier to finding out what reality is. Original Buddhism, in his view, is about losing all the things with which we cover up reality and returning to our normal state, and he says we should resist building hierarchies and each find our own way rather than somebody else's, although a teacher is necessary if we want to learn something. We have ceremonies, he says, not because they have some sacred meaning, and robes or a rakusu are only objects into which we put value by making them symbols; in that sense everything has two sides and is both sacred and ordinary. The basis of Buddhism, in his words, is to make our ordinary life into a ceremony by paying attention to simple things like washing our face or eating a meal, and ceremony in Buddhism is a kind of model that helps us notice them and, little by little over many years, rearrange our values. Morality in Buddhism is, he says, slightly different from a set of rules given by a religion: as he presents Dogen's teaching, right and wrong are not separate from our conduct, so instead of first thinking what is right, Buddhism concentrates on being balanced when we act, which he thinks is a more practical morality. He grants that we cannot stop judging what has already happened and that thinking can improve a social system, but he says that he personally had no success in changing himself by thinking about it. Love and hate are, for him, two sides of the same thing, so cultivating loving-kindness seems to him to cultivate one side of reality and ignore the other, and he suggests that we give up trying to make the world or ourselves better and simply try to be normal, since if we give up trying to be better, the world becomes better.

Zazen, as he presents Dogen's teaching, is giving up all hope to become a better person or to reach a special state, and when we give up that hope we become a normal human being who is awake to the world, which Buddhism calls Buddha. The best chance of being balanced, he says, is to stop wanting to be balanced, as a judo competitor has to give up the intention to win, and he calls zazen the simplest sport and, because it has no intentional aim, more powerful than sport, in which a balanced state is very easy to lose. Western civilisation, he says, has for thousands of years separated thinking from doing, which has been its greatest strength and also one weakness, and so we forget that actions themselves contain intelligence, as in a spider which makes its web intelligently without thinking as we think. In the same way, in his words, living itself is intelligent, our life being a series of steps, and Buddhism calls this intelligence prajñā, which he explains as before thinking or before knowledge. The past has ended and the future has not happened yet, he says, so we are in the present: we receive the results of our past conduct, at every moment we make one step and are free in simple actions, and where we actually arrive comes from each of these steps, never the aim we imagined, which is only an idea. Following Nagarjuna, he distinguishes social reality, in which we think, plan and live with other people, from ultimate reality, our simple action at this moment, and he says that everybody lives both at the same time and that when we make efforts to balance body and mind, we can take part freely in the social world. He does not reject goals, since without a goal we do not get out of bed, but he says that we have to keep throwing them away while we also need them, and that facing a worrying future can be hard, he agrees, but even then we are living step by step, with a stability that zazen can give, which, like the stillness deep in the sea in the image he takes from Dogen, is not the same as a peaceful mind.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike argues that behind the popularity of Buddhism in the West there is a hidden crisis: people find teachings with very little in common, and many groups grow into hierarchies with special ceremonies and clothing that support the teacher at the top. Original Buddhism, he says, is about losing things and returning to our simple, normal state through zazen, so in Buddhism we should resist building hierarchies and find our own way.

He doubts the common view that everybody in Buddhism believes the same thing, and says that before we can have a useful dialogue about Buddhism we need to know what it is. Some people believe it is a religion in which Gautama Buddha became a god after his death and we become more and more perfect over many lives, but Mike cannot believe in that kind of Buddhism and prefers the very simple one he learned for thirty years, twenty years in Japan. In large Western groups a hierarchy forms with the original teacher at the top, and a special transmission from the top, ceremonies, robes and special colours support that structure, as they do in Christian Europe. Although creating hierarchies is almost natural human behaviour, he calls it a very big barrier to finding out what reality is, because we look to the people higher up to give us something. To see what is real we need to lose all the things with which we cover up reality, and our normal state is similar to when we were children: open, cooperative, honest and simple. Life in society is severe and makes us think in complicated ways, so we desperately need space to become simple, even stupid, for a short time, and by practising zazen simply every day we can let ourselves come back to reality. This, he says, is the centre of Buddhism, which Gautama Buddha taught after sitting in zazen, and he thinks the Buddha might have walked back into the forest had he seen the huge religious movement built after his death. He recalls that after Japan opened its borders in 1860, people ashamed of a simple religion for farmers tried to destroy original Buddhism and introduced more spiritual and hierarchical groups, while a few teachers kept its original nature, which led to Shunryu Suzuki in the United States and to Deshimaru, a student of Kodo Sawaki, in France. In both cases the organisations grew hierarchical after the teachers died, and Mike says he does not feel at the head of an organisation, because when he teaches he is teaching himself.

In the discussion he says there is nothing wrong with dressing like a Japanese or a Tibetan monk, but it does not give us anything of religion: the small piece of cloth he wears is comforting but cannot teach him how to live, and robes, incense and beautiful chants are decoration, like singing the national song before a football match. A participant describes four years in a traditional Zen community in Europe where learning the rules and ceremonies cost her integrity, and Mike agrees that such discipline has value but that it is easy to lose sight of one's own integrity, so people in Europe should look at what Buddhism is about and find their own way rather than somebody else's. When Roman tells how the community around the teacher he started with has shrunk to a few people, Mike replies that he thinks we should not do anything, neither encourage anybody to come nor stop anybody from leaving, and that we should accept this sad, or sometimes happy, fact.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Traditionally, before the talk, we chant a verse called Kaikyoge, and after the talk, we chant another verse called Fueko. Some of you will be familiar with Fueko because it's part of the chants in the service in Master Deshimaru's group, I think. So before we start, let's chant Kaikyoge. It's a very slow rhythm: one, two, three, four.

[recitation, 00:03:00–00:03:45]

As many of you know, I don't like to give a long talk with nobody participating. So it's nice if I can talk about something for ten or fifteen minutes, and if you have a question, please ask it when you have the question, because questions are a very important way to clarify Buddhist philosophy. And the simple, stupid questions are the most important. Very sophisticated, complicated questions are too difficult for me to answer. So you may hesitate, but please overcome your hesitation. And you don't have to ask questions in English, because Roman is an excellent interpreter. If you disagree with his interpretation, please correct him.


I think in the UK people ask questions in this situation maybe more easily, sometimes too much. People who are not from the UK, please join in; I want to hear your opinions, not only questions. If you disagree with something, it's fine to say so. I think, as any of you who are scientists or work in the scientific area know, understanding develops best by dialogue, even sometimes by disagreement, but not by some kind of reverence. So I don't like reverence.

If any of you have questions about zazen, please ask me at any time during the retreat, and we can come into the dojo and try to find a solution. Or if it's a more philosophical question about zazen, please ask it. Even if we're talking about some different subject, you can ask a question on a different subject. It doesn't matter.

So this morning I want to talk about the state of Buddhism in the West. In Western countries Buddhism has now become very popular, so it would seem that Buddhism is becoming stronger, and Christianity and traditional religion are becoming a bit weaker. So the situation sounds very encouraging. But I have a different opinion. I think that in the West, in Buddhism, there is a hidden crisis.

I meet many people who are interested in Buddhism. But if they read different books about Buddhism, or go to groups who practise Buddhism, they find very little in common, sometimes nothing in common. And so it's very confusing for people. So usually people decide: this group suits me, or I like that group, the way they do things. And so we have a situation where there are lots of different teachings about Buddhism, but very little in common.


There must be many people who would disagree with me strongly. They would say, Oh no, everybody has the same thing in Buddhism. We are all one. We all believe in the Four Noble Truths, we all do meditation, and we all revere the Buddha. But I think that the tendency in the modern world to believe that we all believe the same thing is misleading.

People like to cooperate, and this is very useful. In the small city in the UK where I live, I often get letters from other religious groups: Christian, Hindu, Muslim. And the two large universities in the city have formed inter-religious groups, and these inter-religious groups have funding from the university or the government to encourage inter-religious activity and discussion between different religions. I don't mean that that is not useful. Of course it's very useful. But I think that within the area of Buddhism we don't yet know what Buddhism is. So before we can have a useful dialogue about Buddhism, we need to know what it is.


Some people believe that Buddhism is a religion, and that Gautama Buddha, whose statue is by the flowers, is a kind of spiritual being or a god. This happened soon after Gautama Buddha died, two thousand years ago. They made him into a god. And they said that after he died, he entered a special enlightened place called Nirvana. This belief is still very strong. In some groups of Buddhism they believe that we go on to another life after this life, and then even another life after that next life. All the time we are becoming more and more perfect, until we attain some godlike state. But I can't believe in that kind of Buddhism at all. So I like to tell people about the very simple kind of Buddhism which I learned for 30 years, 20 years in Japan. And it's so different from some of the other Buddhist teachings that I wonder if it's the same thing or not.

Some of the people who are teaching Buddhism in the West like to build up very large groups, so they're very diligent in getting new people to join them. And then, when they have joined the group, the group has many, many different activities. And then there is a hierarchy within the larger group. The original teacher is at the top, and all the people underneath hold him up, or her, and gently push them into heaven. Unfortunately, these leaders are not familiar with heaven. Sometimes they do very embarrassing things. Their followers...

Roman: Hide the facts.

Mike: Yeah. So this kind of activity has been very common in human societies for thousands of years. We can see it in all religious groups, in the groups in Europe that for thousands of years have mainly been Christian groups. And we can find this behaviour in Christian groups everywhere.


The person at the top has a direct telephone line, or maybe broadband. Oh, God. And this special transmission goes from the top person to other people, then to the lower people, and then to the very lowest people. Then it's necessary to introduce ceremonies and even clothing to support that structure. This is very familiar in Christian Europe, and it's also very common in Buddhist groups now. In the Christian hierarchy, the person at the top wears very special clothes, with a hat and very beautiful robes, and they have many people going round helping them and so on.

And I've seen the same thing in Buddhist groups. For instance, in some Buddhist groups the robe which Buddhists wear has a very special significance. Or the colour is very special: a certain colour means something special. But unfortunately, although this kind of activity of creating hierarchies, and organisations which support a hierarchy, is very common, almost, we can say, natural human behaviour, in Buddhism it's a very big barrier to finding out what reality is. We look to the people higher up the hierarchy to give us something. And then if we get something, we feel happy, and if we don't get anything, we feel disappointed.


But original Buddhism is about losing things. We can say it's about losing everything. This doesn't mean we should take off all our clothes, give away our money, our car, and have nothing. It means that in order to see what is real in life, we need to lose all the things with which we cover up reality. There's a very well-known quotation from the Bible, the Christian Bible, where Jesus says that to enter heaven you have to become like children. Actually, I don't know what he meant, but I feel that it contains some kind of truth.

In Buddhism we try to return to our normal state, and we can say that our normal state is something similar to when we were children. That doesn't mean to behave childishly. It means to be open and cooperative and honest, and simple. And all of these qualities we can lose very easily. I frequently lose those qualities: in daily life, in working, in becoming stressed, in dealing with life's problems. Sometimes we stop being open; it's too painful. Or we start to think in very complicated ways, because being simple doesn't seem to work.

So, of course, to return to some simple natural state like a child is a kind of dream or a kind of ideal. However, life in society is very severe. More and more, we need to use our brains to deal with things in society: to make choices about our bank details, our work, where we're going for a holiday, what we're doing in our job. So we desperately need some space in our life, to become simple for a short time, to become stupid for a short time. And if we practise zazen simply, every day, we can let ourselves come back to reality.


This is the centre of Buddhism. This is what Gautama Buddha taught after he sat in zazen for, I think, forty days or some period. But after he died, people were very diligent in creating some huge religious movement, with gods and kings and chief priests and assistant priests and monks and nuns and ordinary people and so on. I think Gautama Buddha might have walked back into the forest if he had seen it. It's not necessary. Of course, human society can't help these things.

When we work in society, there are many organisations with hierarchies, and that kind of structure always appears. But in Buddhism we should resist it, because if we don't resist it, it will grow, and grow and grow. And we'll have very, very hierarchical Buddhist organisations which are worshipping themselves and have lost the ability to be simple. So this is my feeling recently about Buddhism in Europe.

In 1860, Japan opened up its borders after 300 years of isolation. And for the next forty years the government brought in many, many Western ideas and Western systems. At that time they saw very spiritual, hierarchical religions in Europe, and they looked at the very simple Buddhism which existed in Japan and felt a bit ashamed that their religion was for farmers, only for some peasants. So they tried to destroy original Buddhism in Japan. They burned the temples, and they sacked the priests. And they created new Buddhist groups which were more spiritual, more hierarchical, and introduced those into Japan. And so the simple nature of Buddhism was almost lost.


But there were a few teachers who taught their students the original nature of Buddhism. One monk was called Nishiari Bokusan, and he taught a Buddhist teacher who taught, for instance, Shunryu Suzuki. Shunryu Suzuki went to the United States in the 1960s and taught very simple Buddhism, and he told his students, Don't go back to Japan. And in Europe there was Master Deshimaru, who was taught by a Japanese monk who studied original Buddhism. That monk's name was Kodo Sawaki. And Deshimaru came to France and started to teach original Buddhism. But in both cases, after they died, the organisations grew and grew and became hierarchical.

So we should resist this. This is my feeling. We should resist building hierarchies, because it makes simple Buddhism into something spiritual and something complicated. Of course, it's necessary to have a teacher if we want to learn something. But I don't feel, for instance, that I am at the head of an organisation, because when I'm teaching, I'm teaching myself, or reminding myself. So I'm very thankful that people come and listen. If nobody comes to listen, I will stop. This is my attitude.


So I'd like to have a discussion in the next 20 minutes, if you have comments or questions from your own experience. So please speak if you'd like to. If it's silent for a while, it's more difficult to speak; it becomes more and more difficult. So we have to cough and move around.

Question: Are there groups in Japan that are operating in the same way that you teach? Or are you suggesting that they've come more to Europe now?

Mike: They've come to Europe and the States, and there are very few groups in Japan. This is why Shunryu Suzuki said to his students, Don't go back to Japan. And Deshimaru said to his students, Don't make contact with Japan. Actually, both groups made contact with Japan after their masters died, because they felt lonely, lost.

Participant: It must be very difficult for them, since it derived from Japan, such a big religious group, to just cut off contact with the roots of where it started.

Mike: It might seem difficult, but only if we believe there's something very special to get. If we believe there's something to get, then we have to find somewhere to get it from. But the teaching of Buddhism is not like that. Many people believe that if we dress like a Japanese, for example, or like a Tibetan, then we've got something about religion. But actually, it's not true. Of course, there's nothing wrong with dressing like a Japanese monk or like a Tibetan monk. There's nothing wrong with dressing like a footballer, or like whatever. Everybody has uniforms.


And I'm wearing this little piece of cloth, and other people are wearing the same, so it's kind of comforting. When I wear this, I feel, Oh, I'm Buddhist. But it can't teach me how to live. This cloth can't teach me how to live. But I can find out how to live by getting rid of all those extra things and looking at life simply. But we like to have lots of things, a ceremony, for example. So people from the States who went back to Japan wanted to become more Japanese, I guess. Maybe they believed that it was more Buddhist or more enlightened. Unfortunately, it's not true.

Even if we have very beautiful robes and dress, and even if we can hold a stick of incense in a special way, and even if we can chant a very beautiful chant, we are far from any enlightened state. But to wear a uniform, to put incense into the bowl nicely and to have a nice aroma in the room is nice. It's decoration. It's like singing the national song before the start of the football match, with the children. It's human society's ceremony. And I want to talk more about ceremony, maybe tomorrow.


Participant: Just to comment a little bit on what you were saying: I found all of it very, how shall I say, illuminating, and confirming the little experience I have in the field. From my own experience, just to say, I spent four years in a fairly traditional community in Europe, a Zen Buddhist community. I arrived hoping it would be like you described, what you do: a tradition where you discuss with people, where you learn by asking questions. And I found I was buried in all the things I had to learn to succeed in this world, in...

Mike: This community.

Participant: Yeah, I mean in this particular community. So my mind, my energy was taken up with learning how to put the incense, with wanting to do it right, with being stressed about not doing it right. You know, just the whole set of rules and ceremonies. So in the end, when I came away, I realised that I had lost more and more of my integrity and my authenticity.

Mike: Yes. Everything has value, so even training in that way has some value. We can get benefit from learning discipline, from following somebody else's instructions, doing something in a certain way, by somebody else's instructions. But as you say, it's easy to lose sight of your own integrity.

Participant: I think, from what you said just now, I'm beginning to appreciate that aspect of my training there, and I did when I was there. Because I think being at the bottom of the pile in middle age, when in ordinary society I had already got a little bit higher in the pile, at the bottom of this particular community, I was right at the bottom. And in my life before, at the school, I was a senior teacher. What I experience now as positive, what I see now as positive: I learned not to mind very much about my image, what I presented to people, what people thought of me. That had been very important to me before, I think. So I think something opened up there.


Mike: In my talk I don't mean to appear critical of all other Buddhist groups or anything like that. But I feel it's important that in Europe people start to look at what Buddhism is about, not to hide themselves in learning lots of ceremonies, but to find their own way, not somebody else's way. I don't want anybody to follow my way. My way has been like this. Everybody can follow their own way.

Participant: So I was just thinking: you've only been coming here for four or five years, and I was wondering how you felt the culture of the Czech Republic, the cultural environment, looked for the establishment of some sort of original Buddhism.

Mike: I think it's very nice here. In my small experience, you people here in the Czech Republic have some kind of pragmatism, which is maybe missing in the UK. And you are more straightforward.


Roman: So, it's nice. Well, I feel, when Mike was talking about the crisis in Buddhism... When I started to practise twelve years ago with Master Grégoire Debailly, there were about forty people at the summer session. And now there are only three or five people. It's a little bit sad for us. I think that in this frenzied modern world there are few people who would still stick to pure Zen. A lot of people are interested in Zen art, Zen philosophy, calligraphy, ikebana and different things, but most people leave pure meditation. When Grégoire Debailly started to teach here, most of his students were, like, university students. Over time, as they started their own families and careers, the community began to shrink.

Mike: Thank you. Yes, I just have to reply quickly. I think we should not do anything. If our group gets smaller, we can teach one person or two people. If there is nobody, we can stop. People should decide freely. I never want to encourage somebody to come or stop them from leaving. Everybody makes up their own mind. This is a sad fact, or sometimes a happy fact. So we have to accept it. Thank you. Okay. So at the end we chant Fueko. The first three lines are a little faster, and the last four lines are slower.

[recitation, 01:01:16–01:02:15]

Mike: I'm sorry, it's the first four lines, the last three lines.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Following Dogen, Mike presents zazen as giving up the hope of becoming a better or special person, and with it the hope of reaching some special state. Asked whether the purpose of zazen is a balanced state, he answers that this purpose is in our mind: we may sit down intending to make ourselves balanced, but on the cushion we have to give up that hope, since the best chance of being balanced is to stop wanting to be balanced.

He starts from a habit he sees especially in Western culture, where we rush forward towards our intentions and forget where we are, so one effective practice is to train ourselves to be where we are, to be aware and to give up our eagerness, at least a little. Asked about different factions of zazen, he contrasts Japanese Rinzai teachers, though not Rinzai himself, who taught that zazen can give something very special called enlightenment, with Dogen's teaching that zazen is giving up all such hopes and beliefs. When we give up the hope of a special state, he says, we become a normal human being who is awake to the world, which Buddhism calls Buddha. To someone who feels that zazen brings even more thinking than daily life, he answers that our zazen is the result of the way we live, so we cannot expect miracles, but if we stop ourselves every time we notice that we are thinking, we become a little more settled. He compares our consciousness to a glass of water clouded with ash, which settles only when we take our finger out and stop stirring, and we have to train ourselves to do this again and again. Thoughts in zazen are inevitable, because we notice them only after we have already thought, but we neither think nor keep thinking intentionally, and after zazen we can do what we like with the thoughts we remember.

According to Dogen and to his teacher, Mike says, the true meaning of shunyata, emptiness, is a very fine balanced state without the busyness of our consciousness, which everybody experiences, for instance after a few days of sesshin or a long hike in the mountains, but which comes and goes. He calls zazen the simplest sport and recalls that even Dogen wrote that zazen is only one of millions of ways to the balanced state. Sport can give a very nice balanced state of body and mind, but its intentional aim, such as the intention to win, often disturbs it, while zazen has no intentional aim and is therefore much more powerful. Even in a judo competition, he notes, the person has to give up the intention to win on the mat to get the best chance of winning, and in Buddhism our intention is to have no intention. Zazen is more powerful than a walk in the mountains, where we may spend the whole time talking about some situation we left behind, because in zazen nothing distracts us; asked whether this is because its result is emptiness, he says no, just because it is simple and severe. Asked about the line in Fukan-zazengi about what is neither thinking nor not thinking, he says Dogen writes about a state different from both, which we cannot become clear about by thinking, because for thousands of years Western civilisation has learned to separate thinking from doing. We do not imagine a spider making its web as thinking about each step, yet every action of the spider has thinking inside it, and Mike says we have forgotten that actions themselves contain intelligence, although we act like this all the time. He calls this subject, which Plato's perfect world of ideas and Christianity's perfect heaven made much stronger in the West than in Asia, the heart of one weakness of Western culture, but also its greatest strength.








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Thank you. Shall we recite Kaikyoge to start the talk?

[recitation, 00:01:10–00:01:53]

One reason that we practise zazen facing the wall is to develop eyes in the back of our heads. Once we develop eyes in the back of our heads, we can notice, after we go through a door, that it's left open.

More seriously, especially in Western culture, we concentrate on what is in front of us, what we see and what we're thinking. This makes us excellent at projecting into the future, projecting into the space in front of us. And because of this cultural habit, we move forward. If we have an intention, we move forward towards the intention. If we have something to do, we move towards the thing to do. If the telephone rings, we move towards the telephone. And we completely forget about where we are, or the place we have just left behind us. So we rush forward into the future, leaving lots of things trailing behind.

One effective practice is that we can train ourselves to be where we are, and to look out of the back of our heads and the sides of our heads. Or, generally speaking, just to be aware. To be aware means we have to give up the eagerness for what we want to do. So we have to give up our eagerness, or control our eagerness, just a little. So try it. Does that make sense?


Participant: I mean, would it be sensible to be... I mean, it's okay to be eager, but to be eager all the time, you know, each moment, so that you continue to have this sort of positive outlook, but you're still in the moment, still being eager. Rather than eager to get to the end, can you still be eager while you're actually getting there, and you're still...

Mike: Well, when I say eagerness, I mean our tendency to want to be somewhere we're thinking about. But of course, there is another kind of eagerness, or vitality, which we can have at every moment. Does anybody have any questions or comments, generally about zazen, or around the subject I'm talking about?

Participant: You said this morning that there were different kinds of factions of Buddhism.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Are there different factions of zazen as well, which have kind of broken away, or...

Mike: Yes, there are. For a long time, there has been a tradition of believing that if we practise zazen, we can make ourselves into a better person, living in a special state. And there were Japanese teachers in the Rinzai school, but not including Rinzai himself, who taught that if you practise zazen, you can get something very special, which they call enlightenment. So this creates in the person who is practising zazen a kind of hope or eagerness to get something better, to become special, to attain some special state. But according to the teachings of Dogen, the 13th-century monk who founded the teachings which I follow, zazen is giving up all those kinds of hopes and all those kinds of beliefs, and all hope to become a better person.


When we give up all hope to become a better person, or a special person in a special state, then we become a normal human being who is awake to the world. In Buddhism, that's called Buddha. So that's quite a different view, I think.

And then there are many other different forms of meditation, where people consciously have something in their mind, or consciously meditate on some kind of subject or some kind of image. But that kind of practice is completely different to zazen.

Robert: I have a question about zazen. I have such a feeling that I'm thinking too much during zazen, and sometimes I even feel that I'm thinking more than in daily life, simply one thought after another. I probably ask this question, but maybe you could say something about this.

Mike: When we sit in zazen, we notice how we are. If, for instance, we spend a lot of time thinking as part of our work, or just as part of our character, then when we practise zazen, we notice our thinking. But our thinking has no target.


So when we're thinking as part of our work, for instance, my work is computer work, so I spend a lot of time thinking and then typing. But I don't notice the thinking separately from the typing. It's my work; I'm just working. When I practise zazen, I'm not typing; only the thinking is left. So sometimes we notice that we're thinking so much. So it's a result of our life. Our zazen is the result of the way we live. And even when we practise zazen and notice we're thinking a lot, even though that's the case...

If we sit in the balanced posture, and if we stop ourselves every time we notice that we're thinking, then we become a little more settled. So we can't expect miracles. If we have a very, very busy, stressful couple of weeks and then practise zazen, we feel the whole stress coming out. If we have a nice holiday for a couple of days and feel rested and happy, then our zazen will usually be more peaceful. So zazen is not a way to get rid of all the things we did in our life. The way we live shows in our zazen, without fail.

So the effect of zazen is very subtle and slow. Even if we have very thinking-based work, if we practise zazen every day, we can just let ourselves settle a bit. Even if it's only a little bit, it's a very great help.


So I sometimes use the simile of a glass of water which has some ash in it. We put our finger in the water and stir the water around, and the water is cloudy. If we take our finger out of the water and stop stirring, the water, the cloudiness, settles. The ash settles to the bottom. So this is like our consciousness. We're always stirring our consciousness. And even in zazen, we take our finger out, and then... So we have to train ourselves: take your finger out. Again and again and again and again and again. So this training is very valuable.

Participant: I would like to ask maybe a deep question. Do you think maybe it's beneficial if during zazen there is a lot of thought? Most of the time the thoughts are not very useful, or they're stupid and so on. But sometimes it may happen that there is a thought which in ordinary, hurried life wouldn't come to you, because you are too busy thinking of something else. And I wonder what you do if, for example, you have this kind of thought, how you approach it. Do you analyse this thought, let's say after zazen, and say what this thought meant? Because I think some thoughts may be beneficial for the person, even if they come in zazen. So I think maybe it's not a good idea to follow them in zazen, because you should just let them go. But after zazen, maybe it can help, I don't know.

Mike: We often have thoughts in zazen, and we can't stop them unless we notice them. But usually we've already thought, and then we notice. We don't notice until after we're thinking, so then we can't stop it. Retrospectively, we can't stop it. So it's inevitable to think during zazen. But we don't intentionally think, and we don't intentionally keep thinking. So sometimes the thoughts which come up are strange. Sometimes they make sense, sometimes they don't. Sometimes we remember them afterwards; sometimes we forget completely. If we remember them afterwards, we can do whatever we like with those thoughts, quite freely. Only during zazen do we stop our train of thinking when we notice. And after zazen, we can do what we like.


Participant: Zazen and that highest pure state, shunyata, Buddha. Just a few words.

Roman: How does the state of shunyata, Buddha, relate to zazen?

Mike: The word shunyata in Sanskrit means emptiness. But I'm not sure of the connotation of emptiness when you put it into Czech. In English, emptiness suggests nothing at all. And so there has been lots of discussion about the word shunyata in Buddhist circles. But according to Dogen, and according to my teacher, the true meaning of shunyata is the very fine and nice balanced state which we experience in our lives, sometimes during zazen, when our busy mind settles: after we've been practising at the sesshin for a couple of days, for instance, or after you go for a long hike in the mountains and you sit to eat your lunch, and your mind is empty of all thinking, and you feel simply satisfied. So that is the emptiness of busyness in our consciousness, the absence of busyness in our consciousness. Does that make sense? So we all experience it, everybody, not only Buddhists. But it doesn't stay. It comes and it goes.


Participant: Mike, in the past I've heard you speak about certain sports, or associate them with practising zazen, and the similar state that perhaps you get in both. So why should we practise zazen and not just go and play sport?

Mike: Yes, I think zazen is the simplest sport. And even Dogen writes in his teachings that zazen is only one way to get the balanced state, and there are millions of other ways. However, if we practise a sport, we get a very nice balanced state of body and mind because of our effort. Most sports have some intentional aim, and that intentional aim sometimes, often, disturbs the sports person's nice state. But very excellent sports people train themselves to keep in a balanced state and to give up their intention to win.

At the highest level of competition, if you have a strong intention to win, you often make mistakes. So sport is an excellent way to get a balanced state, but it's very easy to lose it. So because zazen doesn't have any intentional aim, it's much more powerful, because we can attain the balanced state and there's no reason to get rid of it.


Participant: I was always told that one can learn from one's mistakes, and if one achieves a sort of perfect state in zazen, then theoretically one will never make a mistake.

Mike: Yes, that's true. Just for the one second when you have the perfect state, you never make any mistake. So it's true for one millisecond.

But often, for instance, if we come to the sesshin after practising zazen for some time and keeping away from the disturbances of everyday life, we go home and we feel, ah, very nice and happy and balanced and satisfied. And then sometimes, from our deep subconscious, we feel that we miss the disturbance. So we think, oh, I'll just have a couple of glasses of wine tonight. Or, hmm, I feel too peaceful, so I... And then we disturb ourselves a bit, and we feel better.

Participant: Yes, and actually we've been talking here about zazen being a means to some balanced state, and sport too being a means to it; whether the intention or purpose of zazen is to reach that balanced state at all.

Roman: We've been talking about zazen and sport as two different ways to achieve a balanced state.

Mike: Yes.

Roman: But is it true that there is this intention in zazen? Do we intentionally try to achieve a balanced state in zazen?

Mike: No.

Participant: No. I think the question is a bit different. I'm sorry, maybe I'm changing the topic.

Roman: Whether the purpose of zazen is a balanced state.

Mike: Yes, that's a good question.

Roman: Yes, it is.

Mike: But that purpose is in our mind. So before we practise zazen, we might have an intention: I'm going to sit to make myself balanced.


Roman: You know, my wife asks me: Why do you practise zazen?

Mike: This I can reply to. It's a question of the difference between thinking and doing. In our mind we say, I want to become more balanced, so I practise zazen; I'm going to practise zazen. This is the intention. We want to do it; we intend to do it. However, when we sit on the cushion and take the posture of zazen, we have to give up that hope, because that's the only way to make ourselves balanced. So we want to become more balanced, and then we sit down and give up that hope to become more balanced. This is very strange, but it's the same in sport. Somebody playing a competitive sport wants to win. For instance, in a judo competition, the person wants to win, wants to win. But when they get onto the mat, they have to give up that intention to win, to get the best chance of winning. So the best chance of being balanced is to stop wanting to be balanced.

Participant: That seems to tie in with what you're saying this morning about not having a hierarchy of any sort.

Mike: Yes. Of course, in our minds we have lots of intentions all the time. But in Buddhism, our intention is to have no intention, or our aim is no aim.


Participant: So when you go out in the mountains...

Roman: When you go hiking in the mountains, you achieve this balanced state. But do you think that when you practise zazen, the state you achieve has more value? Because both in the mountains and when you practise zazen, there is nothing special you get. So does zazen have some deeper meaning?

Mike: No, but it's more powerful, because there's nothing to distract us. If we go for a walk in the mountains, sometimes we can actually spend the whole time talking to our companions about some situation which we left behind. So we are not walking in a simple state. There are lots of ways of walking. But if we practise zazen, the situation is more bare, more stark. And so in that way, it's more powerful. So that's why I say zazen is the simplest sport.

Participant: Is that right? Is it because the result is nothing rather than something? The result is nothing, it's the emptiness.

Mike: No, just because it's simple. Simple and severe.

Participant: You said earlier, Mike, that when you notice a thought, we should stop the thought.

Roman: Yes.

Participant: And I wonder how the line from Fukan-zazengi translates so far, about the essential skill of Buddhas, which is neither thinking nor not thinking. Non-thinking, is that right?

Mike: Yeah, this is a very interesting subject, and it's difficult to understand if we think about it. And it's very closely connected with the development of Western civilisation. We know the state which we call thinking. We know the state which is without thinking, where there is no thought. But Dogen writes about a state which is different from both of those. And if we think about that problem, we can't become clear about it. The reason is that for thousands of years in Western civilisation, we have learned to separate thinking from doing. So we are taught, and our culture teaches us, that we think about something, then we do something. And we're not very familiar with the situation of thinking doing.


For instance, in human society, we believe that we think our way through our life. We plan and make a strategy, and then we act. And that belief has created our excellent civilisation. So, as a result of that, we've come to believe, or we've come to see, animals or nature, for instance, as not thinking. So, for instance, if you see a spider in the corner of your window making a web, and the spider is moving along, making the web, we don't usually imagine the spider is thinking about it: Okay, now I'll go up here and then put one down to there.

So we know the spider doesn't have the same way of being that human beings have. So the spider is somehow doing wonderful things, but he's not thinking like we think. This is the result of our belief in the separation of thinking and doing. We've forgotten that actions themselves contain intelligence. So every action of the spider has thinking inside the action, not separate from the action. We are so used to believing that thinking is separate from acting that we can't imagine something which is acting and thinking at the same time. Although we do it all the time, we don't believe it.


So what the spider is doing is different from thinking. It's not that the spider's not thinking, and it's not that the spider's thinking. He's doing thinking. Or he's whole. He's not separate. But human beings have been separating thinking and doing, or mind and body, for thousands of years. So we forgot that there can be action which is intelligent without separate thinking. But it's a big subject, because it's at the heart of one weakness in our Western culture, but also its greatest strength. That was a bit heavy, wasn't it?

Participant: Do you think that it's also a weakness for people in Asia, because Dogen wrote about this subject, so...

Mike: Yes, not only in Western culture, but especially in Western culture. Because in addition, we had Plato and Aristotle, and Plato said there is a perfect world of ideas and this imperfect world, which is a kind of shadow. So there's the perfect ideal and the imperfect physical world. And then Christianity came with the belief in a perfect heaven and an imperfect world. So that division was made much stronger in the West than in Asia.

Next time. I have to follow the bell. Thank you very much.

Participant: Shall we recite?

Mike: Yes. Let's recite Fueko. So, the first three lines are slow... sorry, the first four lines are slow. I can't read. And the last three lines... sorry.

[recitation, 00:56:17–00:57:18]
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike argues that Buddhist ceremonies and objects are not sacred in themselves: we put value into them by making them symbolic, so everything has two sides and is both sacred and ordinary. We have ceremonies, he says, because through them we teach ourselves to behave properly, and ceremony in Buddhism is a kind of model for us to notice the ceremonies in our life, since the basis of Buddhism is to make our ordinary life into a ceremony.

He starts from the confusion of people who go from one Buddhist group to another and meet very different ceremonies and traditions, and from a dojo in Bristol, where new people were at first happy to follow a new way of doing things and even of dressing, but after some time wanted to know what else is there. Dogen, he says, taught that just to do zazen is everything, but he also wrote that we should explain what Buddhism is and criticised people who only did ceremonies without any explanation. After the original Buddhism was almost destroyed in Japan at the end of the 19th century, monks and nuns lost the ability to explain what they were doing and concentrated on doing it; in Japan, where people are generally obedient, this has not been a problem, but European societies are not like that, so we must be able to explain. Bowing deeply before a Buddha statue gives you nothing from the statue, and wearing a rakusu or a robe does not make you holy, although it reminds Mike to behave properly and feels to him like a tent of Buddhism around him; his own teacher used to take his robe off and drop it on the floor. Mike suggests that joining a choir and singing the Matthew Passion may bring a Buddhist the same merit as chanting Hannya Shingyo. If after the ceremony we go home and lie in front of the television for hours, our nice behaviour before and our lazy behaviour after may cancel each other out; people who behave well at the sesshin and then behave differently afterwards do not understand what Buddhism is about, because the ceremonies outside the sesshin, such as washing our face in the morning or eating a meal at a table, are more important than the ceremonies inside it. At the sesshin, away from home and the pressure of work, we can do simple things like cutting leeks a bit more slowly and carefully, and when we return to our normal life we can remember that the simple things are valuable and that the values we give to things in our busy lives are sometimes false. Changing our lives and rearranging our values in this way takes many years, day after day, which Mike calls a Buddhist way, a slow revolution.

Asked what the rakusu and kesa represent, Mike explains that the rakusu, a miniature travelling robe, has developed into a symbol of taking the Buddhist precepts and becomes important when your teacher writes your Buddhist name on the back and you receive it at a ceremony. He adds that the rakusu he is wearing is not important to him, because he bought it in a shop, and that each person has their own feeling about their rakusu, but we should not make it sacred. Asked whether wearing a rakusu can give people a false impression of hierarchy, he says yes and warns against making the robe a hierarchical symbol, because anybody can make a robe, its colours have no meaning and the Japanese system of black robes for trainees is only some kind of invention. For Mike, tradition is what you really learn from a real person, your teacher, not what you read in a book, so he does not add Hannya Shingyo, which his teacher never taught him, to what he himself does, though he is happy to chant it when others want to, as with members of a Scottish group, and he does not refuse people who want to do something a little different. Part of the precepts ceremony is giving a rakusu, and Mike does not refuse someone who wants to buy one, but he thinks that making one yourself is much nicer than people think; when a participant adds that a kesa cannot be sewn with the end in mind, only one stitch at a time, he calls it a symbol of your character: you meet yourself, in Buddhism we are always meeting ourselves, so we should not try to meet another self.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Shall we recite Kaikyoge?

[recitation, 00:01:35–00:02:15]

Ceremony and tradition. Sometimes it seems that Buddhism is composed completely of ceremony. People who go to different Buddhist groups to find out what Buddhism is go from one group to another, encountering very different kinds of ceremonies and very different kinds of tradition. So it's very difficult for them to understand what is behind the ceremonies, what is represented by the traditions. And many people try to put together their experience of the different ceremonies and traditions.

So I think it's important, certainly for those people who are confused, new people who are interested in Buddhism, that we can say something about what ceremony represents and why we follow certain traditions. Of course, it's not always necessary to have an explanation. And just to follow a certain way of doing things without asking questions is very nice. But my experience with a group in England that has this approach is that new people, first of all, are very happy to follow a new way of doing things, a new kind of tradition, new kinds of ceremonies, and even new ways of dressing. It's natural to feel that you're joining a group of similar people.


So when I went to the dojo in Bristol, in England, based on the Deshimaru tradition, I put on the black koromo. When everybody wears a black koromo, they feel part of one and the same group doing the same thing. And when somebody new joins our group and we explain to them, when you enter the dojo you bow, then you walk around this way, at first they are a little confused. But after doing it one or two times, they get to know the form of the ceremony, the kind of tradition. And it makes them feel comfortable and included. They've become a member of a group.

However, what I noticed in the group I went to in Bristol is that after some time, people want to know: what else is there? Is it just joining a group and dressing like a Japanese monk, or not? And sitting on a cushion? If we can't explain to people something about what's behind this tradition and these ceremonies, people don't feel satisfied. The person who founded the tradition which we follow was called Dogen. And he taught that just to do zazen is everything. And he's right, in a sense.


But he also wrote that we should explain what Buddhism is. He criticised people who only did ceremonies, even though they just practised zazen and did ceremonies without any explanation. Unfortunately, people in later ages in Japan weren't able to hear his words clearly. And because of the situation at the end of the 19th century, which I mentioned yesterday, when the original Buddhism was almost destroyed in Japan, people, monks and nuns, lost the ability to explain what they were doing. So they concentrated on doing it: this is the way you hold the incense. No, not like this, like this. This is the way you hit the bell, like this. Not like this, not like that, like that.

And that kind of tradition is very strong in Japan, even now. Japanese culture is very strong on doing things, learning to do things by doing things, and not very strong on explaining. Generally speaking, people in Japan are very obedient. So, generally speaking, there hasn't been a problem with acceptance. So Buddhism in Japan has become a religion of ceremonies. People learn the ceremonies and follow the tradition. Then they feel members of a group. Then they feel comfortable, like sitting in a bath of warm water. As long as you don't get out, it's very nice.

However, the nature of European societies is not like that. So we must explain. We must be able to explain what we're doing to people. Even if sometimes the words seem to be too much and we feel it's useless, we should try.


Dogen himself wrote this. Although he wrote many, many instructions and details about his Buddhist practice, in the end he said, These are only words. They're useless. So we should do these useless things. The reason that we have ceremonies in Buddhism is not because they have some sacred meaning. Do you understand? For instance, if you stand in front of the Buddha statue and bow like this very deeply, you don't receive anything from the Buddha statue. It's only a statue. It's not a real person.

And if you wear certain kinds of things, like I'm wearing now, it doesn't make you holy. You don't get some special power into your chest. It's just a piece of cloth. However, human beings give symbolism to clothes and so on. So when I wear this, it reminds me, ah, I should behave properly.

And that symbolism I put here into this rakusu, or when I wear a robe, practising zazen: it's a kind of symbol of thanks to the person who invented Buddhism. It feels to me like a tent of Buddhism surrounding me. But it's only a robe made of cloth. If you take it off and drop it on the floor, you won't be punished.

Although people say you should never put your robe on the floor, my teacher used to take his robe off and drop it. For instance, if he wanted to go out to the toilet, he'd take his robe off and just... So it's not that these Buddhist symbols don't have any value. But we put the value in them. The things themselves aren't sacred. And they're not ordinary. They're just objects. And we put value into them by making them symbolic.


So when we make this room into a dojo, which is the style, we feel it's a kind of important place, or some kind of sacred place. But now we have moved the altar over there, and we're sitting in a different way, and it's just an ordinary room. So we should notice these facts. We shouldn't try to make Buddhist objects or Buddhist things, Buddhist ceremonies or parts of Buddhist tradition holy or sacred. And of course they're important, so we can feel that our rakusu is important, or that the things we use in Buddhism are important. The point is that everything has two sides. One side is important or sacred, and the other side is ordinary. Everything is both sacred and ordinary.

When we learn a ceremony in Buddhism, for example, some groups have a service after zazen and chant Hannya Shingyo and some other chants. And there it's important to sit properly and chant properly with other people, and to hit the mokugyo properly. If everybody cooperates, it's a very unifying activity. But you don't get some special merit from it. Or maybe you get some special merit from everything which is chanting or singing. Maybe the same merit comes from joining a choir. So joining a choir and singing the Matthew Passion has the same merit for a Buddhist as chanting Hannya Shingyo. So the reason we have ceremonies is that we teach ourselves to behave properly or nicely.


But if, when we leave the ceremony, we go home and lie on the floor and turn on the television, and our posture is very bad, and we watch a film for three hours until we're very tired and sleepy, then our nice behaviour before and our lazy behaviour after may cancel each other out. People who come to a Buddhist session, for instance, where we try to behave very correctly and very cooperatively, and then after the session behave in a different way, don't understand what Buddhism is about, because there are other ceremonies outside the sesshin which are more important than the ceremonies inside the sesshin.

For example, getting out of bed and turning on the tap and taking some water and washing your face and taking a towel and drying your face and taking some toothpaste and putting it on the brush and putting it in your mouth: it's a more important ceremony. And sitting down on a chair in front of a table with the meal, putting your meal on the table and then eating with a knife and fork. Not too slowly, not too quickly. And if possible, not reading a book at the same time. It's a kind of ceremony. However, we don't notice it. We don't notice its importance. And so we ignore the ceremonies in our lives. We say, I haven't got time for breakfast. I eat my lunch, I eat my dinner sitting in front of the television. And so on and so on, ad infinitum. And then when we go to the dojo, or we go to a sesshin, we behave very nicely. And then when we leave, we go back to our other habits.


Of course, it's not easy in daily life in society to find time to make our life a ceremony. But we need to realise that it's a very, very important thing. We can make ceremonies important in Buddhism when we're away from home, at the sesshin, because we don't have any pressure. But when we're at home and there's the pressure of work, oh, I have to be at work in ten minutes, it's very difficult. Or we have children and we can't find time to do things slowly. It's very difficult. However, the basis of Buddhism is to make our ordinary life into a ceremony. Not some kind of sacred ritual, but just to pay attention to the simple things that we do as the basis of our life. This is very important in modern life, because we give different values to different activities.

For instance, we say, Oh, my breakfast is not as important as a meeting with my boss. Or walking carefully down the street is not as important as getting where I'm going as quickly as possible. So living in modern society, we give everything a value: more important, less important. But those values are often false values. When I say false, I mean they don't help our lives in the end. If we don't live our lives regularly, then we will receive the result.


If we work very, very busily for 15 hours a day in front of a computer for four, five, six years, without giving any value to our posture, without giving any value to having a break, after five or six years we will receive a result. And society will receive a result. That result may be some physical illness, or there are many different kinds of results from our behaviour.

Ceremony in Buddhism is a kind of model for us to notice the ceremonies in our life. Being away from home at the session, we can do things a bit more slowly, a bit more carefully, and enjoy them. Simple things: cutting the leeks, or cutting the onion, or chopping the wood. Then when we return to our normal life, we can remember that the simple things in our normal life are valuable. And the values that we have to place on different things in our busy lives are sometimes false.


So it takes many years to change our lives. Little by little, we can rearrange our values. It's very difficult. It's a struggle to do it. Just practising zazen every morning is very difficult to fit into our schedule. So we make an effort today, stupidly, to value the simple things in our life. And then tomorrow we do the same thing. And then the next day, we forget and become very busy and unbalanced. And then the day after, we remember again. So going through life day after day, week after week, year after year, in this way, our life slowly changes. That's a Buddhist way. Slow revolution. I'll stop there. There are lots of things I haven't said, so we can talk now.

Participant: Rakusu and kesa for practice: what do the rakusu and kesa really represent, and how can one qualify for wearing a rakusu and kesa?

Mike: The rakusu was invented in Japan, or possibly China. It's a miniature travelling robe. But it's developed into a symbol of taking the Buddhist precepts. So when you make a rakusu, or sometimes receive a rakusu, and your teacher, who gives you the precepts, writes your Buddhist name and so on on the back, then you receive it at a ceremony, and that is a kind of formal entry into becoming a Buddhist. And then, of course, it becomes important.

So this rakusu is very important to me because it has very important things written on the back. Actually, it's not, because I bought it in a shop. No, it's not important for me. But I have another one, which I received from my teacher. But it's rather old and it's coming to pieces. So I bought this one to wear instead. But if I lose this one, it doesn't matter. So maybe it looks very important and very grand. Actually, to me, it doesn't matter. So each person has their own feeling about their rakusu. And of course, if you receive your rakusu from your teacher with your name written on the back, then it becomes valuable for you. But don't make it sacred. Doesn't make it holy.


Participant: Do you think that wearing rakusus can give people a false impression that there is a kind of hierarchy within?

Mike: Yes. The robe, for example, is more powerful than the rakusu. It's bigger. But the robe is the same: it's a symbol of something. But that symbol is created by us. So although my teacher used to drop his robe on the floor, his robe was still important to him when he wore it. But we shouldn't make the robe some kind of hierarchical symbol. Anybody can make a robe, even if they're not a Buddhist. So if somebody who has never practised zazen before comes with a robe, I don't mind if they wear it. Traditionally, first you receive a rakusu, and then afterwards you make a robe or buy a robe or receive a robe. Master Dogen said you can make a robe out of lots of different things: paper, or leather, or old material, and so on. And any colour is okay, but not a bright colour. And the colours don't have any meaning.


However, in Japan, they decided that black robes are for trainee monks and nuns. So if you wear a black robe in Japan, you're a trainee. And after you have finished your training, you can have a coloured robe. But this system is only some kind of Japanese invention. When I went to a sesshin with Philippe Coupey about six years ago (he is one of the teachers of AZI), people complained to him that I was wearing a green robe. So he said to me, Do you have a different colour robe you can wear? I couldn't understand why he wanted to change the colour of my robe.

But I suppose green has some special meaning. But I would like to say very strongly, if they think the colour of a robe has a special meaning, they don't understand anything about Buddhism.

Participant: I think I've got a question.

Mike: Why is the tradition important? Why don't people stop wearing them?

It's quite interesting how tradition develops and changes. I only follow what my teacher told me. I don't try to build up some kind of tradition which I didn't learn from him, by reading books or watching other people and putting it together. Because the meaning of tradition in Buddhism is what you learned from the person who taught you. He is quite a rough man. So he never taught us to chant Hannya Shingyo. And he used to drop his robe on the floor sometimes. But he encouraged us all to make robes and wear them. I didn't learn to chant Hannya Shingyo and have a ceremony with a mokugyo, so I don't do it. But if somebody wants to do it, I'm happy to do it.


So, for example, when we have a session with members of the Scottish group, which is Stuart's group, we all chant Hannya Shingyo. But I don't put it onto what I'm doing. So what I do has the strengths and weaknesses of my teacher. But it's only tradition. So tradition is what you learn from your teacher, not what you read in a book. That's not tradition. Tradition is something real that you really learn from a real person.

Actually, after I left Japan, one member of my teacher's group trained to be a nun. And when she came back to my teacher's group, she criticised him for not chanting Hannya Shingyo. But I never experienced it with him, so it's not my tradition. To me, it's not a question of learning something new to increase my knowledge of Buddhism. It's simply a question of doing what I was shown. But I don't refuse people who want to do something a little different.


Participant: Often people ask if they have to make a rakusu in order to take the precepts.

Mike: If you want to become a...

Participant: So I'm saying it's the other way round. The question is how to take the precepts...

Mike: If you want to become a Buddhist formally with a particular teacher, then you can ask the teacher to take the precepts. I don't know about other teachers, but if somebody asks me to do the precepts, I say yes. But in the simple ceremony, part of the ceremony is to give a rakusu. So if there's no rakusu, we can't do the ceremony. But if somebody wants to buy a rakusu, for example, I don't refuse. But I think making a rakusu yourself is nice, much nicer than people think.

Participant: This is just my opinion, but the nice thing about making a rakusu or a kesa is that you can't really make one with the end in mind, because it takes a lot and it's quite hard work. If you try and make a kashaya, a big robe, thinking about getting a robe at the end, you can't do it. So you just have to make one stitch at a time. A stitch. So it becomes a thing. It's not... well, it's a symbol of Buddhism. As a symbol of Buddhism, it's also a very real symbol of one simple action after another.

Mike: The symbol of your character. You meet yourself. Yes. In Buddhism, we're always meeting ourselves. Sometimes frightening, disappointing, happy, sad, worried. So don't try to meet another self. Just meet the self that you are.

Shall we chant Fueko?

[recitation, 00:56:07–00:57:04]
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike contrasts Buddhist morality with the usual idea of morality as a set of rules given by a religion: in Buddhism, he says, right and wrong are part of what we do, and there is no concept of what is right waiting for us to do it, which is what Dogen writes in his teachings. So instead of thinking what is right and then trying to do it, Buddhism concentrates on being balanced when we act, and Mike thinks this is a more practical morality.

He admits that this sounds almost immoral, and that for most people in countries with a Christian history, where the moral code came from God and spiritual religions clearly separate and define right and wrong, it sounds like no morality. Yet in countries governed by such religions for hundreds of years, he observes, people can argue about right and wrong but cannot make their actions be right. For Mike, whether we actually do right or wrong is not a question of thinking but of our whole body-mind: when we are balanced, our action is the best it can be, and to make our state of body and mind the best we can, we practise zazen, though there are many other ways. Asked whether one can still judge decisions, since he had called the reasoning of the banks in the financial crisis immoral, he answers that it is not that there is no right and wrong, but that right and wrong are in what we do, and that judging something that has already happened is too late. We cannot stop judging, and he does not think that learning the lesson afterwards is a waste of time, but it does not work very well, as he knows because it does not work very well for him. To the question whether Buddhism believes that everyone is good at the core, he replies that right and wrong action exist in reality, but good and bad actually do not exist: only human beings, with their ability to think, separate reality into good and bad, right and wrong, while in our actual experience of living all these things are mixed up together. Being balanced, he adds, does not mean that everything will be perfect, because human beings can only do the best they can.

Of an approach that a participant has noticed in some Buddhist groups in the West, cultivating loving-kindness, he says that love and hate are two sides of the same thing, so cultivating loving-kindness seems to him to cultivate one side of reality and ignore the other, and he wonders whether it works. Analysing what we did and deciding not to do it next time works, he says, in the area of intellectual work, but if it really worked, we should have stopped making our big mistakes, and personally he had no success in changing himself by thinking about it. When a participant objects that society does not work, he replies that it does, and he says that analysing is not worthless at all, but that our state of body and mind while we analyse is important for a balanced analysis. Following Nagarjuna, he distinguishes social reality, samsara, where we cannot do without analysis and planning, for instance to open a bank account or to improve social systems, from ultimate reality, nirvana, which is just our action at this moment, and he says that just our action at this moment creates our future. At that level balanced action brings the best result, just as, while walking towards our aim, we should watch where we put our feet at every moment. Asked whether we should try to make the world better, he says no, nor even ourselves: in his view, if we give up trying to make ourselves better, we become a little better, because we let ourselves become naturally who we are. Since everything we do is always both for ourselves and for others, he says we need not worry about being selfish or altruistic, and from the life of his eldest sister, a missionary who loved other people but not herself, he learned that we should be a bit selfish and a bit selfless. Finally, he describes the sangha as people practising Buddhism together in a group, where just being together already means learning from each other, without any special effort to exchange experiences.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

What I said about the chants at mealtimes, the same is true of these chants. The first chant is Chinese. The second chant has got four lines of Japanese and three lines of Chinese.

Roman: That's where the rhythm changes. But it doesn't mean that it moves.

Mike: So let's recite the first Kaikyoge.

[recitation, 00:01:21–00:02:04]

This afternoon. But I'll start off talking about morality. People normally think of morality as a set of rules given by a religion, a set of rules that we should follow to make our behaviour good. But in Buddhism, morality is slightly different. First of all, I don't call Buddhism a religion, because we don't have a belief in God. We believe in this world. So the question then is, where does our moral code come from?


In Christianity, for example, the moral code came from God, written on pieces of stone. And in spiritual religions, ideas of right and wrong are very clearly separated and very clearly defined: this is right and this is wrong. But in Buddhism, we say that right and wrong are part of what we do. That means that there isn't a concept of what is right, an idea of what is right, waiting for us to do it. This is what Dogen writes in his teachings. And it sounds quite a terrible thing to say: there's no concept of right. But he doesn't mean there's no right, or no wrong. He means that right and wrong are not separate from our conduct. So what we do is right or wrong in the doing of it. So Buddhist morality is not separate from our behaviour.

This sounds almost immoral, but actually it's a nice way to live. Life is very complicated, and we need freedom to act. If we act right, if our behaviour is right, then the result is good. So in Buddhism we concentrate on our actual behaviour: not on thinking what is right and then doing it, but just on doing it.

But many people think that's impossible. If you don't think first of all, how can you do what is right? Or how can you stop doing what is wrong? Buddhism says that whether we actually do right or do wrong is not a question of thinking. It's a question of our whole body-mind, or our action itself. And when we are balanced, our action is the best it can be. And when we are unbalanced, our action may be wrong.


So in Buddhism we don't concentrate on thinking what is right and then trying to do it, or on thinking whether something is wrong and stopping doing it, but on being balanced when we act. That's a very strange idea. And for most people in the countries with a Christian history, it sounds like no morality. But actually, I think it's a more practical morality. For instance, in countries that have been governed by spiritual religions for hundreds of years, although those religions have very strict moral laws about right and wrong, and people can argue about and discuss right and wrong, they can't make their actions be right, and they can't make their actions not be wrong.

So in Buddhism we focus on the state of our body and mind, and then act freely. And to make our state of body and mind the best we can, we practise zazen. But there are many other ways to make our state of body and mind balanced. So when we are balanced, we can act without worrying about right or wrong. This is what Dogen taught. And it's very, very different from the concept of morality in normal society today.

But we have large problems with morality in modern society, because the power of religions is weaker. For instance, in the recent world financial crisis – based on what the others were doing: this bank is doing it this way, so it's okay for me to do the same. But that's immoral. So I think the question of morality has become quite important in society.


So that's all I'm going to say, and we can have a general discussion. But if you don't want to talk about morality, we can talk about something else.

Participant: Can one still make a judgement about a decision, like a bad decision having been made or a good decision? I mean, I'm a bit confused, because your last statement was about saying that the banks are immoral, but I understood that at the beginning what you said was that there isn't a right or wrong.

Mike: It's not that there isn't a right and wrong, but right and wrong are in what we do. I've forgotten what your question was. Is it right to moralise about the bank? We can't stop making judgements. We should notice that if we judge something that has already happened, it's too late. Because human beings can't stop judging things which have already finished, they say, we can do it, we can use it next time. Or they say, we can learn the lesson from this time. So we must discuss whether it was right or wrong after it has finished, and then next time we can prevent it. I don't think that's a waste of time, but it doesn't work very well. The reason I know that is because it doesn't work very well for me. But we can't stop.


Participant: I have also got a question; I will be able to express it. If you say that if one is balanced, they do the right things, I wonder: it would mean that people in their nature are right, or they are good, because if they are in a balanced state, they will do the right things. Does Buddhism believe in that, like, the basis that everyone is good? Because I'm not sure about that, that everyone is good from the core, but because many things in the world happen, they become, or they act, badly or something like that. Can you comment some more on this?

Mike: Well, the difficulty in your question is that right action and wrong action exist in reality, but good and bad actually don't exist. For instance, only human beings make judgements about good or bad. And the other problem is what I said about Buddhism: if we are balanced, then our behaviour is right. We think in our mind that this then means everything will be perfect and good, but it doesn't mean that. In reality, human beings can only do the best they can. In reality, there is no right separate from wrong. Right and wrong exist mixed up together. Good and bad exist together in everything.

Happiness and sadness are mixed up together in our lives, and so on. Only human beings, with our excellent ability to think, separate this reality into this is good, this is bad, this is right, this is wrong, this is happy, this is sad. But our actual experience of living has all those things mixed up together. Does that answer something?


Participant: I've noticed, Mike, a different approach in some Buddhist groups in the West currently. The approach seems to be that if you cultivate loving-kindness and compassion towards yourself and towards others, that will then translate into more moral behaviour.

Mike: Yes, I've heard that.

I think love and hate are two sides of the same thing. Love doesn't exist separate from hate, or like doesn't exist separate from dislike. If we love somebody very passionately, it can turn to hate very quickly, if we have an argument. So to cultivate loving-kindness seems to me to be cultivating one side of reality and ignoring the other side. So I wonder if what they say works.

I can't believe it works, but I've never tried it. I don't want to be a loving, kind person. I want to be me. Can I help you? This is what Christians... I went to a Christian church and Christian Sunday school, and it was the same: I'm your neighbour, I love you. And Christianity preached loving-kindness for many years. But if you look at the history of Christianity, it changed to the reverse: we want you to be loving and kind, and if you aren't loving and kind, we're going to kill you.


I didn't try it. Actually, I have tried something like what you're saying, really. I had a Buddhist teacher, and he was very loving and kind. So the whole group looked up to him as a role model of kindness and love, but it made me feel very bad myself, because I felt very inferior.

Roman: Yeah, it's true. So when I met Mike, I relaxed.

Mike: Because I'm an asshole sometimes.

Participant: Yeah, exactly.

Mike: Just sitting in front of an audience, I can hide my other side.

Question: Do you think we learn by experience, Mike?

Mike: I think we learn by experience through our body and mind. For instance, we learn to ride a bicycle by experience, and our body and mind remember. Or we learn some skill, a physical, mental skill, and it stays with us. But the idea of analysing what we did and then saying, ah yes, next time I'm not going to do it, works in the area of intellectual work.

But if it really worked, surely we should have stopped making the big mistakes which we make. We don't seem to. If you look at yourself and also look at society, it doesn't seem to be very successful. Although we want to change, and we can think how to change, we can't actually do it by thinking about it.

Of course, you can notice that something's wrong with the system, and then you can change something about the system and make it work better. But personally, I had no success with changing myself by thinking about it.


Participant: Do you think we're just avoiding unpleasant feelings, so we ignore, as you put it, the bad? Well, we avoid anything that's not pleasant, so that's why it's all so imbalanced. And society avoids unpleasantness, and so everything's got to be advertised as being good.

Mike: Yes, but it's kind of natural.

Participant: That's why it doesn't work. That's why society doesn't work, isn't it? Because it's—

Mike: Well, it does work.

Participant: It doesn't work. Banks, for example. It hasn't worked.

Mike: Can I say, I agree that analysing doesn't work sometimes, or often, but I don't agree that it never works. It often works: you can analyse and then decide that you will not do it next time, and often it works. It doesn't always work, this is true.

Yes, it's true.

Participant: Good. Then analysing is not worthless.

Mike: Not worthless at all, no. But our state of body and mind when we are analysing is important, to get a balanced analysis. So if we...

Participant: ...if we are hungry, for example, then the analysis might be diluted.

Mike: Yes. Or if we are very disappointed, and we are disappointed with ourselves, and we want to change something, we analyse it and say, next time I'm going to do this, but it may not be realistic.


So there seems to be a kind of conflict between what I say and what you say, or there seem to be two different levels, and it's true. And this is one of the difficult parts of the Buddhist view. Of course, our whole society is based on analysis and thinking, and if we don't think, we can't open a new bank account just by practising zazen. We can't decide the schedule for our future work just by practising balance. And we can't improve situations in society without thinking about the social systems and then creating them and changing them. So that's true, and we live in that world.

The Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna called that world in which we live and think and plan and so on the world of social reality, or samsara. But he said there's another level, or... this is very difficult to talk about, because the words are misleading. But there's another aspect, because everything we do has a result. Every action we take at every moment has a result.

So while we're proceeding in social reality, analysing a situation or creating some situation and so on using our brain power, at every moment we're doing something. We might be sitting thinking and forgetting to eat, or working at the computer, making our plan and forgetting to rest.


So at that level, our balanced action is important, and our thinking is not important. So, these two aspects: one Nagarjuna calls the social reality, samsara, where we live and think and interact with each other. And the other is ultimate reality, or nirvana, which is just our action at this moment. And just our action at this moment creates our future, whether we're thinking and forgetting to eat, or working too hard, while we're making our plans. So at this ultimate reality level, our action, balanced action, will bring the best result.

So there are these two aspects to our life. While we're walking towards our aim, we should watch where we put our feet at every moment, because where we put our feet at every moment determines whether we get to our aim or not. Can you see that?

Participant: Yes. That means we should somehow try to be balanced, be practising zazen, and then another time analyse and think, and just together do work.

Mike: Yes, yes. So if we make efforts to balance our body and mind, then we can take part in the normal social world freely and do our best, make our best efforts to think and to correct our mistakes or whatever. Does that sound very complicated?


Question: Do you think we should try to make the world better?

Participant: I have a similar question. Because you mentioned in your comment of falling karma that there's something like: our good intentions lead to hell.

Mike: The way to hell... with good intentions.

Participant: I would like to ask if we can really do something on the way for other people. Is it possible to help this way?

Mike: Do something for other people?

Participant: Yeah, it's okay.

Mike: If we think about the situation, we say that I'm doing something for somebody else, or we're doing something for ourselves. But in reality, everything is both for ourselves and for somebody else at the same time. We can't separate them. So there are always both sides. Sometimes we only talk about one side, but both sides always exist.

So we don't need to worry about being selfish or altruistic, because we're always partly selfish in everything we do. So even if we are altruistic, we get some selfish benefit.

My eldest sister was a Christian missionary. And she loved to do things for other people. So she spent her whole life working in Thailand, doing things for other people, and other people thought she was wonderful. And when she came back from Thailand to England, she lost the ability to do things for other people, and she was faced with the fact that she didn't like herself. So in the end, she killed herself, because she loved other people, but she didn't love herself. She was selfless, and she wasn't selfish.

What I learned from that is we should be a bit selfish and a bit selfless. So she gave me a very clear lesson about Christian goodness. It was good for lots of people, but it wasn't good for her. I've forgotten your original point.


Participant: I think we should try to make the world better.

Mike: No, no. Nope. We should try to make ourselves better. But we shouldn't do that either. Who should we try to make better? Not the world, not ourselves. If we give up trying to be better, then the world becomes better.

If we give up trying to make ourselves better, magically, we become a little better, because we let ourselves become naturally who we are. And that's the best we can be. We all have our own characters, our own history, our own childhood background. So don't try to be worse, but don't try to be better. Just try to be normal. Don't hide the bad and promote the good, but just be normal.

Christianity tries to promote the good and eliminate the bad, to get rid of evil and fill the world with good. And then the people who believe things like that look around: where is the good? Where's the bad? It must be in you. So that separation has a very powerful and unhappy effect. Heaven and hell are here, unseparated.

So I think the Buddhist teaching of being normal or balanced is quite different from spiritual teachings. And Buddha's teachings of just doing the best you can, making your effort at the moment of the present, are very different from the spiritual religions' belief: to do the best, do good, and make ourselves better day by day to become closer to God.


Participant: About the function of sangha: I don't remember you ever talking about—

Mike: Sangha?

Participant: About sangha.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: I thought this might be like collecting experience in Buddhist life, so you can see what's happening in other lives and you can learn from it. But now I wonder: you said, or you are talking about, analysing one's own behaviour. So can you analyse behaviour this way, or on some level learn from it? Or maybe, generally, what then is the function of sangha, if this doesn't...

Mike: Sangha in Sanskrit means association or group.

Participant: Because what actually interests me is what the function of the sangha is. I assumed that the sangha would actually make it possible to collect experience somehow, for example also from the other members of the sangha, and so... Mike, but from the discussion, or from what he said here, it followed for me that actually it's quite hard to learn through some analysis, through some accumulating of experiences.

Mike: Yes. People who are practising Buddhism together in a group, we call sangha. Because we practise together in a group, it's impossible not to learn from each other. Being together itself means we learn from each other, whether we like it or not. But on top of that, we can discuss with each other and learn different ways of doing things. It's true. But the basic thing is, just being together itself, just practising together itself, already is learning from each other. So it's not necessary to make a special effort to exchange experiences. We can, but it's not something we have to do actively. It happens.


For instance, I don't ask lots of people questions about how they do things in our sangha, but I learn from everybody all the time. I notice your sincere behaviour and your very serious questions. So something comes from that: I learn something, I get something from that. Or sometimes if I feel irritated at something and I notice other people are very calm, then I learn something about myself and other people. So it happens by being together.

But sometimes we don't notice it, or we don't know about it. But still it happens. That's how I think about the sangha. You rang the bell, so we have to finish. So let's recite Fueko.

[recitation, 00:57:39–00:58:42]

When I'm talking, I look down here because I have to concentrate to explain what I want to say. But when I'm looking here, I keep thinking, oh, I want to look at people. But if I look at you, I can't remember what to say. Actually, it's all written here. Some things are very difficult to talk about, so I think we do very well to talk between two languages about quite difficult topics. And Roman is exhausted.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike contrasts our normal view of life, in which we create our life by remembering the past and planning the future, with the Buddhist view that living itself is intelligent. Buddhism says, he explains, that the past has already ended and the future hasn't happened yet, so everything is in the present, and at every moment we make one step that creates our future.

Normally we hold an image of our life like a straight line of time, and Mike describes his own plans, from returning to Bristol to visiting his daughter in Australia, as this kind of image inside his head. In the present we are already receiving the result of our past conduct, as when we feel sleepy after staying up late, but we are creating the future at every moment through small choices, such as putting a leg up or leaving it down, and Mike calls this a very simple freedom. We think about some goal and try to get ourselves towards it without noticing where we are going, yet according to Mike we never end up at our aim, because the aim is only an idea when we make it, like a holiday hotel that turns out not to be finished. Taking one step changes the problem itself, just as the view keeps changing when you hike in big mountains, so we can proceed stupidly, not finding a solution from here but solving the problem by walking into the future. Like the spider, which does not think how to make its web but creates it as it moves, our life unfolds in spite of our efforts to plan, although Mike adds that he does not mean we shouldn't think where we are going or that we shouldn't plan. In Buddhism this intelligence is called prajñā, which Mike explains as before thinking, or before knowledge, more subtle than wisdom and sometimes more stupid than it. Mike notes that in many situations we make choices without knowing why, which we notice in emergencies, when we act intelligently without thinking; Dogen, he says, calls this different from thinking, and Mike presents living according to prajñā as a valid and nice way to live, though you can't become rich or famous that way.

Asked why we sometimes don't live in that natural way, Mike answers that we are human and that the best we can do is to notice two situations: social reality, the world we create in our lives with other people, which exists in our consciousness, and ultimate reality, our simple actions at every moment. Everybody lives in both, so Buddhism doesn't belong to Buddhists; we can't get rid of social reality, but while rushing towards some aim we can notice our feet, and in his view both ways of living are the same, although, he says, it sounds like a contradiction. When a participant suggests that this instantaneous view is not really a view but what is real, Mike replies that it is still a perspective, while life itself is only one and has no view or words. To a participant who has been told he may be made redundant and is surprised by his own anxiety, Mike says that such feelings are natural and can't be avoided, that problems are our life itself and we can only face them, and that we can have some other kind of stability, which is not in our mind but in our moving forward. He recalls Dogen's image of the sea, which is still deep down while on the surface there are storms, and says that zazen can give us the stability of the deep ocean, which is not the same as a peaceful mind. On goals, Mike agrees that it is important to have a goal and that without one we don't get out of bed, but in the Buddhist view the goal is what gets us out of bed, into the bathroom and down the stairs. Bringing ourselves back into the present, as tennis players try to do after missing a shot, is to throw away our goal, so in that sense we have to keep throwing it away, but we also need it.
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If anybody living in this area, the Czech Republic, Slovakia or so on, wants to buy the Shobogenzo books or the Shinji Shobogenzo book, which are published by me, you can buy them from me at a very cheap price. If you contact Pavel, he can email me, and I'm happy to sell the books to people over here. I think five pounds for one book and about five pounds postage, so maybe ten pounds, book plus postage. If you buy them somewhere else, they're quite expensive.

Shall we chant Kaikyoge?

[recitation, 00:02:53–00:03:36]

Today is the last opportunity to have a talk, so I'd like to talk about the Buddhist view of living itself. The Buddhist view of living itself is rather different from our normal view of our life in society. Living in normal society, we all create our life by remembering what happened in the past and planning what will happen in the future.

For me, I have an image of my life in my head. I'm going back to Bristol, and Bristol exists over there. I came here from Bristol last week, and now I've spent a few days here in the Czech Republic. Tomorrow I'll return to Bristol. Then next weekend I'm going to an accordion workshop. Later in the year, I'm going to Scotland for a retreat. And I'm going to visit my daughter in Australia. So inside my head, all this is my life.


We all hold an image of our lives inside our head. And that image is like a straight line of time: the past is back here, the future is over there, and I'm in the middle. So I'm moving along from the past through the present to the future, like a train. In order to move forward into the future, I need to think what I'm going to do next, plan, and then do it. This is our normal view of our life. And this is the way that society works, because we plan our future activities in cooperation with other people. And so we can all meet here together.

But the Buddhist view of life is a little different. I'd like to say more stupid. But the word stupid is not exactly right. If you remember, I talked about the spider on the first day here. And I said the spider is doing and thinking as one thing. That is, the spider's actions themselves are intelligent. So without thinking, the spider acts intelligently. In Buddhism, the view of our life is similar to that.


Buddhism says that the past, everything we did in the past, has already ended, although we hold the memory of the past with us all the time. That memory of our past we are holding in our consciousness in the present. And although we hold an image of the future in our consciousness, actually, the future hasn't happened yet. So we are in the present. The past is in the present, and the future is in the present. Our whole image of our life is in the present. Everything is in the present.

In the present, we are already receiving the result of what we did, of what we ate, of how we slept and so on. If we stay up late and don't sleep enough, we feel sleepy. If we've had a lot of wine to drink, we feel heavy. So in the present, we are already receiving the result of our past conduct.

However, the future hasn't been created yet. Or, more accurately, we are creating it at every moment. My action in the present creates the future. I pick up the sheet of paper, and the world changes. You put your hands together, and the world changes. If you leave at one o'clock this afternoon, it's different from if you leave at two o'clock this afternoon. So at every moment we make small choices, and those small choices are stepping into the future, step by step.

So although in our minds we may be thinking about plans and making arrangements for future things, actually, at every moment we make one step. One step. And our action at every moment creates the next step. So we're creating our lives at every moment. We create our own future, and we live the result of our own past. We cannot escape the result of our past conduct. We are free to choose which direction to go in this moment.


So Buddhism says that in this moment we have freedom. Not freedom in the sense of I can do anything, if I have lots of money, I can do anything. Not that kind of freedom, but a very simple freedom. Put my leg up or leave my leg down. Cough or not cough. Blow my nose or wait. Talk or keep quiet. So Buddhism says these simple actions in the present actually create our future.

But normally we don't think like that. We think about some goal or aim we want to get to, and we try to get ourselves towards it without noticing where we're going. So sometimes we don't end up at our aim at all. In fact, we never end up at our aim, because our aim is only an idea when we make it. But when we arrive there, it's always different.

For instance, if you book a hotel in the south of Spain for a holiday, looking at the beautiful photographs in the brochure: Should we have this room? That would be nice. And when we arrive, the hotel isn't finished yet. Or we worry ourselves about an interview we have to go to. We think, oh dear, I'm going to make a mess of it, I feel very nervous. But when it happens, we perform quite confidently.


So although we are always creating aims, we don't notice that we never reach the aim which we created in our mind. Where we actually arrive is where we arrive from each action, moment by moment. So this Buddhist view of life says that our action in the present is important. Although we might worry about big problems in the future, actually, we can only take one step at a time. And taking one step, the problem itself changes.

If you've been hiking in big mountains, you might have had the experience of walking along and looking at the place you're going to in the mountains. But after five minutes, you look again, and everything looks completely different. Another ten minutes, and everything looks different. You can see round the corner, down the valley. So you have to change where you're going according to what you see at this moment. I talk about walking in the mountains because I've done a lot of it. But it's similar walking through a city. Every few metres, your view of the city changes.

And this is true of our life. So although we might have a big problem to solve, we can't solve it completely from here, but we can take one step. Then the problem may change a little. Then we take another step. Then it might seem like a different problem. So we can proceed stupidly, not finding a solution to our problems from here, but solving the problem by walking into the future. Because our walking into the future is intelligent even when we don't think about it.


Although the spider is not thinking how to make his web, as he moves, he creates his web. Where is the plan? The spider has a little plan. It's mysterious. So living itself is intelligent. We can move forward in our life, acting in our life, not always thinking where we're going. I don't mean we shouldn't think where we're going. But we should notice that living itself is intelligent. So our lives unfold in spite of us.

In spite of our efforts to plan, our life unfolds as it does. I don't mean we shouldn't plan. But our life itself is a series of steps, moment to moment, and those steps themselves are intelligent. In Buddhism, this intelligence is called prajñā. Prajñā in Sanskrit: pra means before, like Latin pre, and jnana, the verb jnana, is like the Greek gnos. It means thinking or knowledge. So prajñā means before thinking, or before knowledge.


So, in Buddhism, we say that our life is led by prajñā. Some people translate this prajñā as wisdom. But it's more subtle than wisdom, and sometimes more stupid than wisdom. We're walking along the street on the left-hand side, and we cross over to the right-hand side, and something falls on the pavement. There are many situations in our life where we make choices without knowing why. We notice these in very severe or emergency situations. Sometimes in an emergency situation, we act and then we say, I don't know what I did, I just did it. We act intelligently without thinking.

Dogen calls this different from thinking, because we can't say it's not intelligent, but we can't say that it's normal thinking. So Buddhism says we can lead our lives in this way, according to prajñā. It's a valid way to live: just acting at every moment, adjusting our plans according to the scenery at this moment, noticing that each step is some kind of small solution. So it's a nice way to live. But you can't become rich, or famous. So lots of people don't like it.

So I'll stop talking now. Please talk about anything.


Participant: I would like to say something. You said that in our lives, we always like to project some goal into the future. So I would just like to share my experience. I started playing guitar when I was eight. And for a long time, I thought that the only thing in life that would satisfy me would be to become a professional player. So for years I was practising, playing shows, but somehow it was always a struggle. And finally, at one moment it happened, and at that moment I realised that that's not it. What I imagined it would be was completely different in reality. It was a dream. But then, after some time, again I started to enjoy playing, just playing.

Participant: There are some situations that feel very natural to... When I'm cycling through Glasgow, the streets of Glasgow have got many potholes in them, and I have to avoid the potholes, otherwise I fall into them. So I suppose my question is: why do we sometimes not follow that way in some situations?

Mike: Because we're human. So the best we can do is to notice that there are two situations. One is social reality, which is the world we create in our lives with other people and society and work and so on. And this reality exists in our consciousness, or in our head, not only our head. And then ultimate reality, which is our simple actions at every moment. So everybody lives both of those. Everybody. So Buddhism doesn't belong to Buddhists. Everybody on this earth is living in both those ways.

But society doesn't teach us to live in the ultimate reality, simple reality. So we have to rediscover it for ourselves sometimes. You can't get rid of the other one. But while you are rushing forward to reach some aim, you can notice your feet. So both ways of living are the same. It sounds like a contradiction.

Participant: Except that one is real and one isn't real.

Mike: Yes, but they're both the same. So while we are living in our created world, we are also living in the real world at the same time.


Participant: It's interesting, though, isn't it, that this sort of instantaneous view, or the instantaneous nature of existence, is called the Buddhist view.

Participant: Yes, but actually it's real, and in fact it's the other way round, isn't it? This is real, and maybe we should talk about the human view, because that's the one that is a view, a perspective.

Mike: Yes. Well, no, it's a perspective or a view. It's my view, for example, or Nagarjuna's view, or your view. It's a way of looking at life, or thinking about life. And when we're in our normal social role, we have another way of thinking about life. But life itself is only one. It doesn't have any view or any words. It's just life, and we do it. So not Buddhist life or social life, just life itself.

Roman: I think you mean that the Buddhist view points to reality, but it's still a view. It's a way of explaining something, but we still call it Nagarjuna's view or Dogen's view. But you mean it points to something real that is beyond views.


Participant: Mike, if we have something in the future which is very worrying for us, it can be very hard to live step by step.

Mike: Yes, but we are living step by step. Very hard, step by step.

Participant: Recently I've been told that I may be made redundant after 20 years working for... And it may not happen for a year or two years. But I've been really surprised by how anxious that's made me feel, and the effect that it has had on me, or on how I live. I don't know what my question is.

Mike: It's natural to feel anxious and afraid and rejected and all the feelings like that. And you can't avoid it. The way forward is to feel like that. But as the days pass, things will look different. It may get worse. It may get better. But it will be different. So we can't avoid problems. Problems are our life itself. We can only face them. Even when we're crying and shaking, we can face something. If we try to avoid problems, our life becomes very miserable.

But we can have some other kind of stability, which we can hardly notice if we are very, very worried or anxious, because that stability is not in our mind. It's in us, in our moving forward. In the Shobogenzo, Dogen wrote a chapter called Zazen, the State Like the Sea. He wanted to make an image: deep down, the sea is still, but on the surface there are storms. So we can't avoid the storms on the surface. But zazen can give us the stability of the deep ocean, which is not the same as a peaceful mind. So even when we are worried, frightened, upset, very, very chaotic, still we can have stability. This is called coping with life.

Roman: Last night I couldn't fall asleep, and I kept thinking about something, and maybe until three in the morning I couldn't stop, couldn't fall asleep. But at about three, I realised that I wasn't worrying about not falling asleep. And I know that maybe five years ago, I would have been very furious, and maybe I would have broken something out of frustration. So I think this is the difference between... I think maybe the session helps me too, or maybe the session is the reason why I couldn't fall asleep. But definitely, I think zazen can help us face a problem without jumping out of the window or hitting someone. So eventually I fell asleep.


Participant: But if we have a goal, it greatly increases the probability that we will reach it, or maybe not exactly the image that was in our mind, but something like that.

Mike: Yes, it's true.

Participant: That means it's quite important to have a goal,

Mike: Yes.

Participant: so that... And the question then is: what is a worthwhile goal in life, for example? What...

Participant: A carrot on a stick.

Mike: Just up here, then we get up, and then we wash our face, and then we go to work, and we come home. So it's important to have a goal, yes.

Participant: And it's important to throw it away.

Participant: Both.


Participant: Perhaps the problem that some people have with goals is the expectation that they're going to achieve the goal, rather than just going along.

Mike: Yes. I'm not saying you shouldn't have goals. You can live a goal-driven life, and lots of people do. And without a goal, we don't get out of bed. But the Buddhist view is that the goal gets us out of bed, the goal gets us into the bathroom, the goal gets us down the stairs. So it's a different kind of view. It doesn't mean you have to throw away your other views.

Participant: Is each of those actions the giving up, like, you know, when you do zazen, you should just give up, or like a sportsman, I suppose?

Mike: Yes. For instance, if you watch professional tennis players playing a match, you see them waiting for the new serve, and they're bouncing about. Why are they bouncing about? Because they want to get themselves into a position where they're not thinking where the ball will come, or they're not thinking, I might miss the ball, or I want to hit the ball, but they're just waiting there. Or if they've just missed a shot, you can see them trying to forget, to bring themselves back into the present. And bringing ourselves back into the present is to throw away our goal.

So in that sense, we have to keep throwing it away, but we also need it. I'm sorry I can't give a simple explanation of the whole of life. But I just do my best.


Participant: I was recently reading a book about Shunryu Suzuki, and one of his students apparently made the point that there's just too much suffering in the world. And he replied, No, there's just the right amount of suffering. It struck me as quite an outrageous comment at the time. But for me it points to something really quite... how other this kind of Buddhist viewpoint actually is from my own, really, culturally perhaps.

Participant: I mean, Suzuki had a very difficult life, lived in a difficult period of history, and had a lot of personal tragedy. It wasn't coming from a place of complacency. It wasn't sort of sitting on some lotus.

Participant: That's right.

Roman: He wasn't complacent. He wasn't pretending to be perfect.

Participant: He had lots of tragedies in his life. He knew what suffering was.

Participant: What is it you said that made them laugh? Are you a religious one?

Participant: No, no, no. I just want to say to Paul: I got made redundant four or five years ago. And I was terrified. And in fact, I got made redundant, and I spent a few delightful months cooking and spending time with my baby daughter. And then I got a job which was much nicer than the last job. So I think it's very bad the way that companies make people redundant, because they tell you months in advance that it's going to happen, which encourages you to worry about things which haven't happened yet. But in fact, the things that haven't happened yet are completely different from the way you think they will be.

Mike: So a wonderful job is waiting for you.

Roman: I think it also applies to breaking up with people. Yeah, a beautiful...

Mike: A wonderful woman is waiting for you.

Roman: Oh, and it leaves you? A better one is waiting there.

Mike: No, not better, but also one that is different. A wonderful future is waiting for us all. And here it is.

Participant: I'm not here.

Mike: Thank you very much.

Participant: Thank you.

Mike: Shall we recite Fueko?

[recitation, 00:57:01–00:58:02]

Thank you very much.

Participant: Thank you.

Mike: And thank you very much for interpreting.
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July 2009 — Dibbavana

    

Venue: Dibbavana Meditation Centre, Mariánské Lázně, Czech Republic





  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these four talks at the Dibbavana retreat, Mike sets Dogen's teaching against the idea, common in many Buddhist groups, that practice is a climb towards a special goal: as Mike reads him, Dogen says that the state that we are seeking is just the state in zazen, which Mike describes as a balanced, normal state of body and mind rather than a superhuman one. From this he draws the same point about effort, aims and morality: in zazen the aim of our effort is just effort, the centre of Dogen's Buddhism is action in the present moment, and if we practise balance, acting simply and sincerely is, as Mike reads Dogen, not doing wrong.

He sets out from the successful Buddhist centres in Europe, whose structures set up a hierarchy with an enlightened person at the top, calls that picture an illusion and says that Dogen's teachings have no hierarchy of wisdom and rest on the belief that everybody who practises zazen is a Buddha, new or old. The same picture shapes the common belief that enlightenment is attained by constant effort, so that some groups hold very intensive meditation for weeks; Mike calls this attitude a waste of time, saying that ten minutes every day is better than sixteen hours for two weeks. Retelling the story in the Shobogenzo of Daikan Eno, who answered the head monk's poem about constantly polishing the bright mirror of our consciousness with a poem saying that there is no bright mirror, he says that practising zazen is not making an effort to make ourselves better and that the goal of practising zazen is to have no goal. Drawing on what medical science has learned since about 1900, he explains that sitting upright lets the spine lengthen and the nervous system become balanced, so that zazen is a standard method of balancing the body, a nice normal state rather than a spiritual one, and he adds that the essence of Buddhism is so simple that we find it difficult to understand. In the discussion he says that we cannot get rid of ego, since constructing a self is part of being human, but that every time we act sincerely, self and other disappear, and that Buddhist belief is a belief, also a physical one, that what we are experiencing is real.

He says that we can keep our long-term aims while giving up our aim just at this moment, and from his years of mountaineering he concludes that we can move towards our aim by giving up our aim, as footballers say they are not thinking about winning but just playing the match. This attitude of putting ourselves into the present he calls action, gyo in Dogen's teaching, and he says that for Dogen zazen is action, that action is the centre of Buddhism, and that because society values a stockbroker's work above cleaning the toilet, we need a philosophy that says all action is the same. Asked about goals, he says that a goal is only in our mind and is imagination, so that when we reach it the situation is always different, and that although we believe we make our life with our plans, our actions make our life. Asked about Dogen and time, he says that Dogen treats action and time as the same and that in the Uji chapter he has several views, among them that time is existence and that the only real existence is this moment, while what we call time is, in Mike's words, something we construct and share. He reads the ten precepts, which in Japanese say not doing rather than do not, as guidelines that show the limits of our freedom, and notes that Dogen, who wrote them down in the Shobogenzo, also says that if we break them there is no blame and we should just continue. In the chapter Shoaku Makusa, Mike says, Dogen teaches that there is nothing called right waiting somewhere for us to find, and that if we practise balance and act in a balanced way our actions are not doing wrong, which Mike admits sounds too simple and proposes to test in practice, calling the Buddhist way an experiment called life. As he reports Dogen, if we practise zazen, all our mistakes lead us to the truth, and Mike adds that regular zazen does not stop our wobbling but keeps it from becoming extreme, which is the best we can do. He presents Buddhism as a middle way between following what other people do, which he sees in Japan, and the abstract, God-based morality of the West, and he agrees with a participant that decisions based on thinking, such as investing money, still require thinking, while underneath them lies intuition, prajñā, which is balanced when our state is balanced.






  Talks in this series



  No Hierarchy of Enlightenment

  Mike contrasts hierarchical Buddhist centres with Dogen’s teaching that all who practise zazen are Buddhas

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 1

  
  



  Enlightenment as a Normal State

  Mike rejects enlightenment as a superhuman state won by greater effort: the state we seek is that of zazen

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 2

  
  



  Effort for Its Own Sake

  Mike: we give up the aim only for this moment and keep the long-term one; actions, not plans, make our life

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 3

  
  



  Precepts as Guidelines

  Mike: precepts are limits of freedom; for Dogen, simple, sincere action is not wrong when practising balance

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 4
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No Hierarchy of Enlightenment

    
Mike contrasts hierarchical Buddhist centres with Dogen’s teaching that all who practise zazen are Buddhas







  Michael Eido Luetchford
July 2009 — Dibbavana, Talk 1.
Venue: Dibbavana Meditation Centre, Mariánské Lázně, Czech Republic.

  
  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike contrasts the Buddhist centres that are flourishing in Europe, which build communities around a hierarchy with an enlightened person at the top, with Dogen's teaching, which has no hierarchy of wisdom or enlightenment. That hierarchy, he says, is an illusion, and Dogen's Buddhism rests instead on the belief that everybody who practises zazen is a Buddha, whether new or old.

He describes groups, especially those set up by Tibetan groups, that buy large houses, offer activities for adults and children and do a lot of good work, and he links their success to the community of the church, which some people miss now that Christianity has become weaker and church communities have largely disappeared. Dogen also founded a temple and wrote very detailed rules, but Mike explains them by the needs of men from many villages living together in a very unhygienic thirteenth-century Japan, calls the effort to live by those rules today misguided and, while granting that the rules may sometimes be Buddhism, warns that believing very strongly that they are may lead in the wrong direction. A large centre needs rules and a structure, but whereas a business needs its structure to fulfil its purpose, the purpose of these centres' structure is a hierarchy in which the person at the top is supposed to know everything, be enlightened and never lose their temper, while the new people at the bottom know nothing. Dogen's rules, by contrast, were not a hierarchy of wisdom, his group functioned in a reasonably democratic way, and Mike's own teacher, though stubborn and powerful, never imposed such a structure and was open to anyone who wanted to talk to him. Since nobody simply knows the truth, and some people we call stupid are wise while some we call wise are stupid, Mike says we need our freedom to find the truth, and he prefers his group's open, somewhat chaotic style to a conveyor belt moving upwards to eternal bliss, something he has never experienced. Big structured groups are okay to some extent, but in the modern world we no longer need to leave our families in order to practise, so he favours lots of small gatherings and practising zazen at home.

Asked how spreading Zen fits with a hierarchy that at some point stops working, he says to let it break up but to continue to practise and keep in contact, since it is not necessary to get large numbers of people, and he himself has never tried to build a group. He notes that Dogen too had a very small group and founded Eiheiji because a very rich sponsor encouraged him, and he gives a basic Buddhist rule: be very careful where you put your foot now, but don't worry where you're going. Asked why the Theravada and Tibetan schools teach levels of enlightenment while Dogen's Buddha was simple and realistic, he answers that human beings like to be important and try to live according to what they believe, so if they believe that a person can become perfect, they want to be like that. The Pali sutras mix very spiritual ideas with profound and simple ones, he says, and levels of enlightenment already existed in the yogic tradition with which the Buddha practised until, after eight years, he walked out of the forest and sat down again in the same posture, having by then given up trying to become superhuman. The Buddha then noticed he was human, and Mike adds that being normal and human is okay, that what matters is not understanding why people go different ways but choosing which way we go, and that becoming simple, giving up a very strong intellectual aim so that we can follow reality more easily, is the aim of Dogen's teachings. He also grants that other Buddhist activities have value and can help lonely people make friends, though he thinks it almost impossible for them to find out what Buddhism is that way.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

At the start of the talk, let us recite Kaikyoge, the verse to open sutras. This chant is all written in Chinese, so even when Japanese people chant it, it's not easy to understand the meaning. And every word has the same length, so we chant it with the same equal length. But the chant which we do after the talk, Fueko: the first three lines are Japanese.

Sorry, the first four lines are Japanese. And so they have a slightly different rhythm. I think a lot of you know that chant already. The last three lines are again Chinese, so they're slower and equal. So even Japanese people chant a mixture of Chinese and Japanese. But it sounds nice. So let's chant Kaikyoge.

[recitation, 00:02:05–00:02:57]

I'd like to talk about the difference between Zen Master Dogen's teachings and what seemed to me to be the teachings of other Buddhist groups. Of course, I don't have so much experience of other Buddhist groups, so I may be mistaken sometimes, or make some wrong comments. But at least I know about Master Dogen's teachings, so I won't make a mistake there. No.


There are lots of Buddhist groups in the town where I live, and in different parts of England. And I noticed in the last ten years, since I came back from Japan, that some of them are very successful and vigorous. Especially the groups which have been set up by Tibetan groups seem to be very successful, and they do a lot of good work. Often these groups are able to buy a large house and make it into a Buddhist centre, and there are two very close to my house.

There's also one in Glasgow, which I visit often, because the Glasgow Zen group practise Master Dogen's Buddhism in one room in their centre. They are very successful at building communities. And I think in Europe, since Christianity became weaker, some people miss the community of the church. For thousands of years, churches built small communities here and there. When I was a child in the country in Somerset, we went to church two times a day, and also Sunday school for children, and everybody knew everybody else.

They were friendly and visited each other's homes and so on. So these were an important part of life. But these days those communities have largely disappeared, at least in England, because people stopped going to church. My parents stopped going to church, but I never asked them why. So the role of community which religious groups can build is very important. And these groups, successful communities built around Buddhist groups, have lots of activities, for adults and for children.


They have a celebration for the birthday of Buddha, and they have activities for celebrating other important dates. One particular group that's popular in the UK holds camping weekends where you can also learn to meditate. So these kinds of groups are very popular. People are happy to join them and make new friends, and happy to join in the activities. However, looking from the viewpoint of Buddhism, from Dogen's teaching, we can find some differences. Although Dogen himself founded a temple, and he wrote very detailed instructions for people on how to live in the temple. I think these were only men, no women.

And the people who came to live in Dogen's temple must have come from many different villages and small towns, mainly in the countryside, in the thirteenth century. And they came to live together in a monastery, a temple. If you read Dogen's instructions for living in a temple, there are many, many rules. Some of these rules are for basic hygiene: hygiene when washing your body, going to the toilet, washing your clothes or robes, and also preparing food.

And all these rules were very important because Japan in the 13th century was a very unhygienic place. The men coming to stay in the temple with Master Dogen would probably not be used to living together with other men. Some of them would have been quite stubborn and tough; others would have been quite gentle. So without the kind of rules which Dogen wrote down, it would have been difficult to make some kind of successful community. I heard that there are some temples in Europe, for instance in France, where they tried to live using the rules which Dogen wrote eight hundred years ago.


But I think that kind of effort is misguided, because in the modern world the situation is different. Almost everybody cleans their teeth at least once a day. We can have a shower or a bath whenever we like. We have doctors and hospitals. We don't need to have the same kind of rules that Dogen made.

But some people think that the rules that Dogen made somehow are Buddhism. And they may be, sometimes. But if you think very strongly that the rules which Dogen wrote down for living are Buddhism, you may go in the wrong direction. If we go back to these communities in Europe which I'm talking about, they also have many rules. And it's necessary, if you have a large centre, to have rules, to have a structure. And if you have a structure, you have to have somebody at the top. We know this is true in normal business. So in a business organisation we have managers, executives at the top, and then managers underneath, and then workers underneath, and then maybe freelance people underneath. Because without a structure you can't fulfil the purpose of the business. However, the Buddhist centres which are forming in Europe don't have the same purpose as a business. So their structure has a slightly different purpose. The purpose of their structure is to set up a hierarchy. And if you have a hierarchy, the person who's at the top should know everything, and people going down from the top know less and less, until the new people at the bottom know nothing.


This is a structure which is introduced into many Buddhist centres. And from the Buddhist teachings over the thousands of years, they have put into this structure a kind of power base, a base of power. The person at the top is in charge, is wise, is enlightened, has no problem, is always peaceful, never loses their temper, never has sexual desire, always treats everybody equally. Generally, is a wonderful person.

This is quite a common situation. But it's all an illusion. And this illusion creates misunderstandings about Buddhism. A very enlightened person at the top, other people who've been hanging around for a long time and are almost there, and then so on, down to the new people who look around like this: What should I do? And so on. And I think those new people are very important. They are sincere and they have no immediate aim. Master Dogen's teachings don't have that hierarchical structure. Of course, as I said, he had a very strict set of rules.

But those rules were not a hierarchy of wisdom, or a hierarchy of enlightenment. His group were not like that. And so they functioned in a reasonably democratic way. Dogen's descendants: I don't know the early people, they were dead before I was born. But I heard about Kodo Sawaki from my teacher. And my teacher himself didn't have any hierarchy of power. Of course, my teacher is a very stubborn and powerful man, but he never imposed that kind of structure on our group. If you wanted to talk to him, you could just go and talk to him.


If you wanted to visit his house, you could call him and go and visit his house. So he was very open, and unstructured. So the Buddhism I learned as Dogen's Buddhism doesn't have a hierarchy of wisdom. Some people are wise, and some people are not so wise. Some people we call stupid are wise. Some people we call wise are stupid. Some people are wise today, stupid tomorrow, and so on. So the structure of our group reflected that real situation: listening to somebody today, disagreeing with them tomorrow. Anybody who has followed the internet blogs centred around my teacher for the last few years can see this open situation.

It looks a bit chaotic. But after noticing the nature of the structured centres in Europe, I prefer our style. What is the truth? We don't know. Now I know, now I've forgotten. So, in order to find the truth, we need our freedom. If we join a group where there is somebody who knows the truth and other people who don't, then we join a kind of conveyor belt, moving upwards to eternal bliss.

I can't say whether that's true or not, but I never had any experience like that in my life. So, from my observations, I think that to have a big structured group is okay to some extent. But the need to have big structured groups is not so strong in the modern world. In Dogen's time, you needed to leave your family in order to have some freedom to practise zazen.


If you stayed at home, you had to join in the family life, producing food. Days were quite long. There was not much leisure time. But in modern times we can take Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, yes, and practise Buddhism. So the function of these Buddhist centres, to create a community, may be nice, because many people in modern cities and towns are lonely. So to join a big club which is founded on compassion and loving kindness sounds wonderful.

But I think, for me, they seem almost exactly like the church I used to go to when I was a child. The group I studied with, Dogen Sangha, and the people in it: I think we are interested to teach people how to practise zazen, for people who want to, and to find a way to do that. The best way seems to be to make lots of small gatherings: different people coming at different times, practising zazen at home, exchanging our experiences. So this is my idea of how to spread Dogen's Buddhism.

It is founded on the central belief that everybody who practises zazen is a Buddha, and new or old is not important. This is what Dogen says. So that's what I wanted to say this morning, and we can have a talk about it now, if you like.


Mike: Did I make you all go to sleep?

Question: Is it Kaisen's way, to make the structure?

Mike: What is it?

Participant: And I think he does it in order to create as many disciples as possible, so that Zen spreads among more people. But at a certain moment it seems to me that it then starts to slow down or to fall apart, not to work, on that hierarchical structure. So it's a very good example.

Mike: Oh.

Question: How to put it together?

Mike: Let it break up. But continue to practise, and continue to keep in contact. And I think that it's not necessary to get large numbers of people. So I never tried to get anybody. But once, when somebody who had come for four or five years said they didn't want to come anymore, I was very sad, so I rang them up and said, ‘I'm sorry, something's not good enough for you.’ But besides that, if people don't come, I don't mind.

If they come, I don't mind. So I never tried to make a group. Pavel kept coming, and I couldn't stop him. So I realised after ten years… That way seems to be kind of too easy-going. But it's not. However, I don't do anything from an idea to build something.

Partly because I'm not so good at organising. If I start to organise something, I can't guess the chaos. So I just let things develop naturally. Or not. Actually, in Bristol, where I live, we have a group, and maybe six or seven years ago we had fifteen people coming. Recently only four. So I don't try to increase it. Even if one person learns how to practise zazen every day, it's great.


Participant: He gives those people a feeling of merit for how many disciples they will have or gather. So that is a great merit.

Mike: He gives students merit for… disciples and new students. He gives them merit?

Participant: Feeling of merit. This is very important. This is the most important of all.

Mike: I see. Yes.

Participant: You should abandon yourself, and your power, your… all… everywhere.

Mike: I see. The more people you bring, the better you are, or so. I see. No. And I think Dogen didn't like to do that, so he had a very small group. He even lost his temple for some years and lived in a small cottage. And he founded Eiheiji because a very rich sponsor encouraged him to build it.

And then suddenly a lot of monks from another group came to him. But I didn't do any evangelical… yeah, getting others. My teacher had four of us for maybe fifteen years. Then we left and some other people came, but those few people are now in different countries, and something's happening. But whether it's successful or not doesn't matter. There's a basic rule in Buddhism, which I can talk about more later.


Be very careful where you put your foot now, but don't worry where you're going. Or, as the famous Buddhist author Brad Warner wrote in his book, if you're firing an arrow, be very careful how you aim, but don't worry where your arrow goes. So this is a very important Buddhist attitude. It sounds quite stupid in the modern world.


Roman: These Theravada and Tibetan schools constantly talk and teach about a huge number of different levels of enlightenment and purity of mind, and they keep emphasising it. And also about a hierarchy of beings, from some kind of worms up to heavenly beings.

Mike: Superhuman… really? So if you believe that, then you…

Roman: No. I don't understand it: they keep claiming this is what Buddha taught, and keep quoting what Buddha said, that if you do this, you will get to that level. And it looks as if there were two Buddhas in history: one who practised zazen and didn't try to reach any levels, and the other one who led to these Theravada and Tibetan schools.

Participant: I guess there seem to be two Buddhas: one that is very idealistic and encourages people to try to attain higher and higher levels and try not to be reborn as worms or cows, and that is the basis for Theravada or Tibetan Buddhism. And then there is Dogen Zen, which teaches about a Buddha who was very simple and very practical and realistic and didn't teach about any hierarchy or any levels. So how come there is such a huge difference between these two schools?

Mike: You can notice that we human beings like to be important. So if we become important and then we believe that we are important, then we live like we are important. Then we start believing that there are very important people and not so important people. And this is one result of the spiritual development of civilisation. So it's a characteristic of human beings to believe things. And once we believe something, we try to live according to that belief. So if we believe that human beings can become some special perfect being, then we want to be like that.

Participant: Yeah, but they claim this is what Buddha taught, the levels of enlightenment, the levels of peacefulness. They keep saying this was Buddha's teaching.

Mike: Well, unfortunately, the Pali sutras, which are the only record of the Buddha's teachings, are quite mixed: lots of very spiritual ideas and also very profound and simple ideas, all mixed together. So I suppose people see things in different ways. Some people wrote down what they thought the Buddha said, and other people wrote down what they thought the Buddha said, but those people had a different understanding. So, for instance, levels of enlightenment in meditation already existed before Buddhism. It was what the Buddha practised with the yogic tradition.


And you can read in Indian philosophical texts about the nine levels of consciousness of the yoga teachers, and so on. But it's clear from the stories of the Buddha that he spent eight years in the forest trying to reach the highest level of consciousness, sitting in the lotus posture. And to do that, the yogins taught that you shouldn't have too much to eat, you should deny physical things, in order to become a superhuman being. But after eight years, the Buddha walked out of the forest, and then he sat down in the same posture. By this time he'd already given up trying to become superhuman.

So then he noticed he was human. And to be normal and human is okay. So I think it doesn't even matter if we can't understand why some people go this way and why some people go that way. If you want to study it, it's fine. But the most important thing is: which way do you go? Scholars can make very detailed studies and help us understand, but without understanding we still have to choose. We don't need to understand in order to choose. Many people go to lots of different Buddhist groups, and then they're thinking which one to join. That's a slow way. You can just say, ‘Oh, I'll do that.’

So the Buddha's story of coming out of the forest is a story of somebody throwing away his hope to become perfect, superhuman, and becoming simple. And this is the aim of Dogen's teachings. So to become simple, we need to give up a very strong intellectual aim. And then we can follow reality more easily.

Roman: That's something.


Mike: I think it's taken a long time for the West to play with Buddhism: to try it, to write about it, experience it, go and live in Japan, go and live in Southeast Asia, try wearing these clothes, try wearing different clothes, try having this kind of bell, try having that kind of bell. But in the end, we have to find out what Buddhism is about without the bells and clothes.

Anyway, cheer up. It'll soon be lunchtime.

Roman: I agree.

Mike: I don't think the other kinds of Buddhist activities are without value. Everything has some kind of value. So the Buddhist centre at the bottom of my road sells very nice zafus, for example, and they have a very big hall. So that's nice for me. But also people who are lonely in modern life can join the large organisation, make friends and so on. But I think it's almost impossible for them to find out what Buddhism is.


Question: Do you live alone?

Mike: I live alone, yes.

Question: Yes. You have children, or?

Mike: I have two children.

Question: And have good contact with them?

Mike: Yes, I stayed with my daughter in Australia, where she lives, for a month, just before.

Question: And they understand you?

Mike: I don't know. Do they understand me? Do I understand myself?

Participant: Well, it's not a philosophical question.

Mike: They know what I'm doing, yes.

Participant: Yes, yes. But they are… in agreement, somehow,

Mike: They agree with you in a way, or?

Participant: In some way, some, not all.

Mike: No, I don't think so. They're not against it. But they know what I'm doing, and they're happy for me to do it. But, for instance, when my daughter comes to stay, she doesn't practise zazen.

Question: And do you have no problem with this?

Mike: No, I don't mind.

Question: And before?

Mike: Before?

Question: Before, ten years ago, for example, didn't you have any problem that your daughter doesn't do zazen?

Mike: No, no, never. But if she practises, it’s nice. She practised zazen once, when she stayed with me, and I thought, ‘Ah, that’s nice.’

Question: Because before, we talked about this question, and I remember that Buddha’s son, they gave him the name Rahula.

Mike: Yes.

Question: For this… attachment. It means attachment.

Mike: Right. You mean attachment to my family, from me, is that your question?

Question: Maybe, yes. How far is this attachment to children, for example, in your spiritual life or Buddhist life, or…

Mike: I have one daughter in Australia, so we are very close, but I don’t see her so often. But we talk on the telephone. And I have one stepson in Japan, and I don’t see him very often, and he’s a very busy doctor. And I’m single now, because my wife wanted to become divorced. So I don’t have any attachment. But I ring her up every week, and we have a nice chat, a conversation. So my situation is difficult to understand.

Shall we stop? More questions? Comments?

Okay, let's turn the echo off.

[recitation, 00:56:29–00:57:32]

Mike: Thank you very much.

Participant: Thank you.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that the idea of enlightenment as a special superhuman state, free of problems and mistakes and reached sooner by ever greater effort, is complete rubbish. Following Master Dogen, he says that the state that we are seeking is just the state in zazen, which even a beginner has, and that the most important thing is to practise every day, because ten minutes every day is better than sixteen hours for two weeks.

Because we start zazen hoping to find something special and find only our confused and chaotic self, many people doubt this, and the wish to become better and better through zazen is very strong. Mike tells the story from the Shobogenzo of Daikan Eno, a labourer at a temple, whose reply poem to the clever head monk's poem said that there is no bright mirror to polish, and who was then secretly given the transmission by the master of the temple. What Daikan Eno realised, Mike says, is that practising zazen is not making an effort to make ourselves better: we do make an effort, but the aim of our effort is just effort, as when we clean the windows just for the purpose of cleaning the windows. So the goal of practising zazen is to have no goal: many beginners want to know what the purpose is, it takes a while to get used to this, and it is puzzling especially for Western people.

Mike then explains the physical side of zazen, which Dogen could not explain in his time because there was no medical science. Sitting upright in a balanced posture lets the muscles between the bones of the spine relax, so the spine becomes a bit longer, the pressure on the nerves to the organs becomes less and the nervous system becomes balanced. Seen like this, zazen is just a standard method of balancing our body, a nice normal state rather than a spiritual one, and teachings about attaining something special, making great efforts or wearing unusual clothes are all a kind of hobby. In the discussion he adds that the effort in zazen is to sit and let the spine lengthen while looking for a balance between too much tension and too little effort, and that a participant's constant wondering whether he is practising rightly is itself a normal attitude. Each of us, he says, can only attain our own normal state, and we are getting it every day. Asked about ego, Mike says that we create a picture of ourselves and then believe it, that we cannot get rid of ego, but that every time we act we let go of it, and when we act sincerely, self and other disappear. He tells people not to try to bring zazen into everyday life, but to practise zazen every day and live their normal life without worrying, because practising zazen changes our physiological state and this change stays in the body for some time. He ends by describing Buddhist belief as a belief that what we are experiencing is real, not an intellectual belief but also a kind of physical one, a belief that comes when we practise zazen on and on.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Shall we recite Kaikyoge?

[recitation, 00:00:13–00:01:06]

This afternoon, I'd like to talk about the state called enlightenment, because in the talk this morning I described how many Buddhist groups which have a kind of spiritual structure put enlightenment at the top. And so, to attain enlightenment by constant effort is a common belief in those groups. And so naturally, people think if they make a bigger effort, they get enlightenment quicker. And if they make a superhuman effort, they might get it in one week or two weeks. And this leads to, for instance, some groups having very intensive meditation, many hours a day for several weeks. This attitude, to me, is a waste of time. The most important thing in our practice is to practise every day. Ten minutes every day is better than sixteen hours for two weeks. In Dogen's time, they had long retreats in the summertime. And this was a tradition that came from India.


But in those countries there is a rainy season. And in a rainy season, it rains very hard for several weeks or even months. So to have a retreat during that weather, when it's impossible to work in the fields, is a very nice tradition. But the most important thing is to practise every day. And I want to explain a little bit why.

People think that so-called enlightenment is a special superhuman state where we no longer have any problems. And we no longer feel unhappy. We no longer suffer. We no longer make mistakes. And so on. But this is complete rubbish. And if we look at the teachings of Master Dogen, we can find lots of descriptions by him where he says that the state that we are seeking is just the state in zazen.

And even a beginner has the same state as somebody who's been practising for a long time. But that makes us very puzzled, because when we start to practise zazen, we can't find anything in our state that's special. And we hope to find something special. But all we find is our confused and chaotic self. And that's it. So Dogen says, That's it. But many people doubt it.


The tendency for human beings to want to get better and better, to practise zazen to become better and better, so that our state in zazen gets better and better, is very strong. There's a story in the Shobogenzo which Master Dogen describes, about the life of a Zen master called Daikan Eno. He was the sixth person to receive the transmission after Bodhidharma, who brought the practice of zazen to China from India. And actually, he didn't join the temple as a monk. He worked in the temple outbuilding as a labourer, a worker. And I think his job was to grind corn, to make flour. And in this temple, the chief priest was a very clever intellectual.

And he was very proud of his understanding of Buddhism. So he wrote a poem on a piece of paper and hung it on the wall in the temple corridor. I can't remember the poem exactly, so this is a kind of rough idea. It said something like, Our consciousness is like a bright mirror, and we have to constantly polish it and clean it to get free from dust and dirt. And he wrote this poem and put it on the wall. And I suppose that Daikan Eno must have seen this poem. And he knew the character of the head monk.


So secretly he wrote his own poem in reply. And in his poem he said, There is no bright mirror, so what is the use of cleaning and polishing? And he pinned the poem on the wall. And when the master of the temple saw the poem, he tried to find out who wrote it. And eventually he found that Daikan Eno had written it. So some time later, in the middle of the night, secretly, the head of the temple, the master of the temple, invited Daikan Eno to his room and gave him a transmission of Buddhism and a robe and the bowl and told him, Please leave the temple now, because other people will be jealous.

So, in that simple story, we can see that what Daikan Eno had realised, which the head monk had not realised, is that practising zazen is not making an effort to make ourselves better. Of course, we make an effort in zazen. But the aim of our effort is just effort. To say that our effort is just effort sounds strange. We're used to making effort for an aim.


So if we don't have an aim, sometimes we think there's no point in making an effort. We can see this attitude in many activities. For instance, if we walk around our house, we look and say, Oh, it's not dirty, so I don't need to clean yet. Or, Oh, the windows are not dirty, so I don't need to clean them. But according to Buddhism, we clean the windows for the purpose of cleaning the windows. We clean our room just for the purpose of cleaning our room.

This is a very strange idea to Western people. But in Japan, we can still find this attitude, after hundreds of years of Buddhism. But it's disappearing. So, just to do something for the sake of doing something is what Daikan Eno realised, and the head monk at that temple didn't realise. Just to practise zazen for the sake of practising zazen is what Dogen teaches. And to practise meditation in order to make ourselves more pure, or better people, is not Buddhism. It's some kind of spiritual attainment. Goal. Goal. Goal. But I think this is quite a strange attitude for most people. And for that reason, many people who start to practise zazen want to know what the purpose is, or what should I do, or what should I focus on? The habit of pursuing a goal is very strong in us.


But the goal of practising zazen is to have no goal. It takes a while to get used to that. And it takes a while to realise what that feels like: sitting in zazen, not having any goal, not trying to do anything, not trying to get anywhere. And so this is quite puzzling, especially for Western people, when they first start to practise. In Master Dogen's time, he couldn't explain the physical side of zazen in the same way that we can today, because there was no medical science. People didn't understand the workings of the nervous system until about 1900.


But since 1900, medical science has made great discoveries. And we can now understand how what we do changes our physiological state. What we eat changes our physiological state. And we know about the effects of all kinds of drugs on our physiological state. When we sit in zazen, we are sitting in a physical posture. Physical posture, sorry. Sitting upright in a balanced posture allows the spine to become relaxed, or, in more detail, it allows the strong muscles between the bones in the spine to relax. And so our spine becomes a bit longer. And because our spine becomes a bit longer, the pressure on all the nerves which come through the spine to all the different organs in the body becomes less. So the functioning of the nervous system becomes balanced. If we sit like this for a long time, because our spine is twisted like that and our muscles are tense all along this side, the nervous system is biased towards one side. And this affects the balance in our body.

So we can describe the state in zazen as being the state where our nervous system can be balanced. There are lots of different states where our nervous system can be balanced. For instance, if we keep moving around in all directions, which we do in physical activities and sport, we can make our nervous system balanced, because it's not biased to one side. But if we sit still, then we unbalance our nervous system. Not sitting still, but keeping active, helps to balance our body. Zazen is just this function. But we can do it without going out into the sports field, or running or walking in the rain or hot sun. So zazen became a standard method of balancing our body. People in Dogen's time couldn't explain it like that.


They didn't have the knowledge to explain about the nervous system. And there weren't many activities like there are today, sport and other physical activities and so on. So we can be much clearer about what zazen really is. And if we see it as balancing the body, we can see that it's just having a nice normal state. Not a spiritual state, but a balanced state. And if we practise zazen for several days, like we are now, we can feel settled and contented. So, if people can understand that the function of zazen is very simple, like this, then they can see immediately that all the other teachings, which are about attaining something special, making great efforts, doing strange practices, wearing unusual clothes, making beautiful noises, are all a kind of hobby. But the essence of Buddhism itself is very simple. And that's why we find it so difficult to understand. Thank you. The end.


Roman: I feel that my back is somehow naturally crooked. I feel that I can't reach that upright posture at all, where the muscles can relax. Can that perhaps affect the state of zazen, or can I somehow get to the balanced state even though my spine is not straight? I'd like some comment on that.

Mike: Yes, no problem.

Participant: Okay. But I still feel that during zazen I have some tension there, and that it actually somehow suppresses the effect of zazen that Mike talked about. I mean, you spoke about nerves and the flow of energy, so I think it's this block, and maybe it's suppressing it.

Mike: Maybe, or do you think it is?

Participant: I don't know.

Mike: Can you imagine what it's like if it didn't suppress it?

Participant: No, I haven't had this experience, so maybe… Sometimes maybe I'm more energised and I can get closer to this posture, so then I feel better, but I don't know.

Mike: Yes, so we all have different bodies, differently shaped bodies, and some people have spines which are shaped like this. And some people have very curved necks. My neck is curved. Some people's necks are very straight. So when some people sit in zazen, their back and their shoulders and their neck and their head are beautifully straight. Yours is. But other people, like me, you can see a curve here. So my neck is curved. The bones are curved here. I can't straighten them out. And if I make a very great effort to straighten them, I create tension.

So the effort we make in zazen is to sit and let our spine lengthen. And how to do that exactly, we don't know for our own body, so we try. And sometimes we feel too much tension, too much effort. Sometimes we feel too tired, not enough. And so we're looking for a balance all the time. So that's zazen.


Participant: Yeah. I would like to know about this effort. I don't know what the measure of this effort is, or actually what I have to do during zazen in my mind and in my body, because sometimes I feel I just… I can't focus so much. I just feel sometimes—

Mike: This is why you are such an excellent practitioner. Always—

Participant: Oh my God.

Mike: —you're wondering, Maybe I should be a bit different, this is not quite right. So this attitude is normal. If you think, I'm practising beautifully, this is not so good. So your feeling is just your feeling. Your feeling that maybe this is not good enough, or maybe…, this is just your feeling. What you are actually doing is making yourself into an excellent Buddhist person. Isn't it?

Roman: Yes. You mean the sincere effort?

Mike: Sincere effort.

Roman: That's what Karel has. Sincere effort is important.

Mike: Yes, and sincere effort doesn't know where it's going. This is why new people practise zazen and sometimes they don't know. So Master Dogen says that effort is the effort in zazen, and we get used to it, but we don't lose that feeling.


Participant: I think it's quite natural that we can't see the results of our practice, because I can't see any results. But still, I'm making a constant effort. Even in the physical posture, lengthening the spine and balancing the body on the cushion is the most important.

Mike: The most important thing. So whether we feel unsure or not about what we're doing, or whether we're wondering or not, is just our wondering.

Participant: Which is sometimes puzzling. For example, if you have a friend who doesn't know anything about Buddhism, and you want to explain to him—

Mike: Why am I doing this?

Participant: Yes.

Mike: It's quite—

Participant: Difficult.

Mike: Difficult. Yes. Impossible.


Participant: Isn't it because some people, like Pavel… I think he's such a balanced, realistic, normal person, so he cannot see any difference. So I think it doesn't mean that for him practising zazen is useless, not at all. But with me, for example, I'm often very excited or often very confused or very sad. I see the difference after even five minutes of zazen. So some people are naturally balanced, and they cannot see—

Mike: —a difference, because they are excellent even before practising. Some people are so lousy, like I am, so I can be a little bit better after zazen. Should I agree? What can I say to you?

Participant: So much praise for everyone.

Mike: Can we rewind and play it again?

Roman: But does it make sense?

Mike: We all have our own life. We have our own childhood, our own influences, our own problems, our own way of living. All those things make us. So we can only attain our own normal state. You can't have Pavel's normal state. I can't have your normal state. You can have your normal state. You're getting it every day. That's it. Enjoy it.


Question: So I'd like to ask: apart from the meditation of zazen, the Buddha defined ego as the biggest illusion, which gets in our way and separates us, and he explained how that ego works, put together from those five elements. How can this be connected with what you say about zazen?

Mike: I never tried.

Participant: But how to use it, or whether not to use it, or just to sit zazen and balance?

Mike: I don't think the Buddha talked about ego. He talked about atman and anatman, and self and other. And he talked about not choosing self over other, and that's really talking about ego. And he also explained that we build up a picture of ourself for ourself, our own me. We create a me all the time. And that me is only our creation. It's not an illusion. We really create it, but it doesn't exist anywhere, only in our mind. But there is another self which is real, and that self is moving in the world.


So I think the Buddha was talking about the way we create a self, a me, and then we believe it. So: I am an important Buddhist teacher. People should serve me. They didn't serve me today. This is very bad. So I can make up a self, then I can believe that self. Or you can do the opposite, you know: I'm just a very humble person. I don't understand anything. I can't do anything. My life is miserable. We can make up ourself and then believe it. And the Buddha said this self is not the real self. It's a construction. But I don't think we can get rid of ego.

We cannot get rid of ego. It comes and goes for everybody. Some people have a very external ego, so they're confident and speak loudly. Other people have an internal ego, so they're quiet. But still, they have an ego. It's part of being human. But when we prefer ourself to others, then we believe that the self which we constructed is real. So not to prefer self or other, to balance between inside and outside.


When we balance between inside and outside, we forget which is me, which is you, which is what I want, which is what you want, and so on. I think we couldn't exist in society without an ego, because it's necessary in the society which we created. But it's also necessary to let go of it sometimes. So, having a balanced ego. Though I think people who try to get rid of their ego are just making their ego stronger.

Participant: It's said that by practising zazen and then having a very clean consciousness and so on, you see that ego is a construction. That's what I'm practising for, for example.

Question: Can you see that ego is a construction during zazen?

Participant: Sometimes it helps, yes, of course. It helps that before I was in some construction of myself, or of somebody. So we can drop the construction, leave it. For me, during zazen it's like that. It's very important.


Question: Do you think that our belief in our constructed self, or this ego, can weaken or change, become more balanced, that the belief itself can somehow be let go of?

Mike: Did somebody… I didn't hear the first part.

Participant: The belief in this constructed self or this ego that we create, which may not be balanced, which may be biased towards the inner, can it be let go of or diminished?

Mike: The belief in the ego. I think once we realise that we create a picture of ourself, once we notice that, it has already changed.

Participant: We always need some kind of belief in me, so we always need some kind of construction. We always need—

Mike: We can't stop it. We can't stop—

Roman: Not possible.

Mike: —creating ourself. But when we act, every time we act, we let go of it. So if we act sincerely, then self and other disappear, or ego and the world disappear. So the central thing is action, which I want to talk about tomorrow, because action usually means doing, moving, but in Buddhism it has a wider meaning. So if we think about zazen as balancing, we can say balancing everything. We are balancing inside and outside. We're balancing self and other. We're balancing pure and impure. So, for instance, in zazen, I don't have pure thoughts.

Sometimes there are very impure thoughts, and sometimes neither pure nor impure. So I'm always wobbling like this.


Participant: My experience is that in that posture it's easier to accept yourself and everything, you know, even if you have impure thoughts or pain. I mean, sometimes, not often, but sometimes for a few seconds it's okay. One thought after another, one feeling: I'm not sitting well. But it's not so fixed. Usually in life, you have an idea and you grab it and won't let it go, and there is conflict with other people. But zazen is just opening. So the thought is still here, but for a second it's not so important. And it's not something special. Sometimes it's just so ordinary that it's boring.

Participant: I thought it would be something exciting, you know, some experience. But it's just life.

Mike: Just life, yes.

Participant: Smells.

Mike: Your life, yes.

Participant: And somehow it includes everything. Ideas, feelings, pain, sounds.

Mike: Yes. Me too. But many people say, Oh, I want to bring zazen into my everyday life, or, How can I transfer zazen into my everyday life? And I say to them, You can't, don't. Because if we go into a job... [inaudible, 00:47:35–00:47:46] We can't deal with our problems. So the attitude is: practise zazen to practise balance, then live your life just how you want to. That's very important, because practising zazen changes our physiological state. So this change stays in our body for some time. And this is the benefit of zazen. We don't have to try. So practise zazen every day and live your normal life without worrying, whatever it is.


Participant: I think that every time we are talking about this, we are talking about the conflict, or maybe not the conflict, the difference between our beliefs, or the intellect, or our thoughts, and the experience of reality. For example, there is a whole library of Buddhist words, thousands and thousands of categories of Buddhist theory. If you go to the forest, there is nothing like this. And for me, it's quite difficult to realise this difference between my thoughts, my beliefs, and to realise that it's just my thoughts. Yes, it's very difficult.

Participant: It's a whole library of very complicated teaching, and what you say is a few sentences, very simple. Everything summarised in a few sentences.

Mike: This is very important, to cut through a very complicated explanation. And all the Buddhist teachers, back from Dogen and Nagarjuna, tried to cut through the complicated explanation.

Participant: Yes, I agree with this completely. But it's quite funny that the whole library is totally complicated and that people believe it, and everything is really so simple. In fact, there's nothing to teach.


Participant: What I meant is that, for example, I can believe in reincarnation or whatever, but I don't think it's important in my life. So, in my case, I'm not interested in, you know, studying things about reincarnation and past lives and so on, because I can't see anything of this in my life.

Participant: So I think when we realise what life is like, quite simply, we notice that these other complicated things are not important.

Mike: So if people want to believe them, they can believe them, but it's irrelevant. Which means that it's not so important what I believe in. Is it important or is it not? Well, it may be, for example, your motivation to do things, or not to do things, so somehow it's important, but on the other side it may be different from real life.

Participant: Well, it's very important what you believe in. So we should believe in reality, and reality is what is here and now.


Mike: So Buddhist belief is believing in something which is always changing. So it's very important to believe in this which is always changing, not something else, somewhere else. So it's not a kind of abstract belief like we normally think. For instance, Christian belief: I believe Jesus died to save everybody from their sins, or something. Belief. But Buddhist belief is different from that. It's a belief that what we are experiencing is real, and this is the world, and everything is obvious. Nothing is hidden. So we believe that. And that belief is not intellectual belief. It's also a kind of physical belief.

So if we practise zazen on and on and on, it comes. I don't know where it comes from. I don't know what it is. But some kind of belief. I can say, This is real. Reincarnation is not true. How can I say that? Many sincere people believe in reincarnation, but I feel that it's irrelevant, because I believe in this world.

Shall we stop? Sorry, no more questions. I have to stop you there. Please keep them all for tomorrow. Thank you. We have the chant, Fueko.

[recitation, 00:55:41–00:56:58]
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike argues that making effort for the sake of making effort, an attitude he finds very unusual in Europe outside sport or playing music, means giving up our aim just at this moment while keeping our long-term aim. Dogen calls this attitude of concentrating on the present moment action (gyo in Japanese), although Mike is not sure that action is the best English word, and for Dogen zazen is action and the practice of action is the centre of Buddhism.

Mike stresses that he is not talking about giving up the aims of normal life, since a company that gave up the aim of making a product could never sell it or make any profit. When we shop, we can forget our shopping list at the instant we put something in the basket, and when he climbed in the Himalaya after careful preparation, putting one foot in front of the other magically brought the climbers to a different place, so we can move towards our aim by giving up our aim. Sports people know this too, because holding on to the aim strongly disturbs our freedom, and famous footballers say that they are not thinking about winning but just play the match. Everybody's life is full of action, but in our advanced civilisation we cover it up with thoughts about something else, and if we keep worrying about the future or about what others think of us, our life becomes difficult and, in the extreme, full of unhappiness and stress. Human beings therefore need a place where they can act in the present, such as a walk, a game of squash or getting up to make a cup of tea, but there is no teaching that gives value to such simple activity. Because society values the stockbroker above the person cleaning the toilet, Mike says we need a philosophy that says all action is the same, and to understand and practise action is what Dogen calls the great task.

In the discussion he says that when we reach a goal it is always different from what we imagined, as the retreat house near Pilsen turned out to be, and that nobody knows where we are going because the future is not here yet. We choose a direction at every moment, so our plans don't make our life; our actions make our life, a viewpoint he contrasts with the strong bias towards achieving goals and perfection that Christian spiritualism and Greek idealism gave Western civilisation. Dogen's teaching about action, he says, is simple and severe, or dry: it does not tell us whether to get married or whether to become rich, but only says that our life is our action, so we should balance body and mind and act in a balanced way. Asked how Dogen relates action and time, Mike answers that Dogen says they are the same, that in the Uji chapter he gives several views and images of time, and that the only real existence is this moment. What we call time is, in Mike's words, something we construct and share by agreement, which Nagarjuna calls the constructed world.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

First of all, this afternoon there's free time from two o'clock till four o'clock, as usual. But in the free time this afternoon, I'm going to do a precept ceremony for Robert to receive the rakusu and the Buddhist precepts. The ceremony is about maybe 45 minutes, and we're going to do it in the dojo with a small table and a chair, and me and Robert and two people, Pavel and Andrew, as assistants.

If anybody wants to come and join, they're very welcome. But it's not obligatory; you don't have to. If you want to go for a walk, that's fine. From two o'clock we're going to have just the explanation, to see where to put the table and so on, so I think the ceremony starts at 2:30. So if you want to come at 2:30, please come. You just have to sit and watch. Sorry,

Roman: Oh no.

Mike: I didn't give time.

Jana: Oh, I think they understood.

Mike: You understand? Yeah. Okay, so that's okay, I don't need to. Yes, Kaikyoge. Let's recite Kaikyoge.

[recitation, 00:01:53–00:02:48]


Yesterday I talked about making effort for the sake of making effort. I think, generally speaking, to make effort for the sake of making effort is a very unusual attitude in Europe. I think the main area where this attitude appears is in sport, or other physical activity, or activities like playing a musical instrument, where people get used to making an effort for the sake of making an effort. This attitude is not unusual in Japan, for instance, where people's attitude is simpler in general.

In order to make an effort for the sake of making an effort, we need to throw away our goal. To throw away our goal seems aimless. Civilisation in Europe is so used to pursuing some aim: sometimes a spiritual aim, sometimes a material aim, sometimes a business aim, and so on. And of course it's clear that if we don't pursue an aim in normal society, we can't achieve anything. If we give up the aim of our job, for instance to make a product, then we never make the product.

And therefore we cannot sell the product, so the company cannot make any profit. So I'm not talking about giving up the kind of aim that we hold in our normal life. I'm talking about giving up our aim just at this moment. And in fact, we can give up our aim just at this moment but keep our long-term aim. For instance, in our everyday life we can have an aim to make ourselves healthy. But just at the moment when we're doing the exercise, we can give up our aim to make ourselves healthy.


If we have the aim to go out to the supermarket and buy a list of shopping, then when we actually go to the supermarket, at the instant when we take something from the shelf and put it in the basket, we can forget about our shopping list and just put the product in the basket. So the kind of giving up the aim which I'm talking about applies to our action in this present moment. Another example: if we go for a hike in the mountains and want to get to the top of one mountain, we look at the map and plan which way we're going to go.

Then we set off with our companions towards the mountain. But in every step, we can give up the aim of getting to the top of the mountain. And if we do that, magically we find that we are moving towards the mountain. I did mountaineering for many years, at quite a high level, and this was my real experience. For instance, when we were climbing in the Himalaya, we made very careful preparations, getting special food, special clothing and everything.

But in the actual situation, putting one foot in front of the other, then stopping and looking back, magically we moved to a different place. So we can move towards our aim by giving up our aim. This is very important in sporting activities, because if we hold on to our aim strongly during our sporting activity, the mental effort of focusing on our aim disturbs our freedom. And so many sports people know clearly that during their activity the most important thing is what you're doing now.


If you ask famous footballers about the match which they're just going to play (for instance, a journalist says to them, Do you think you're going to win today?), they often say, I'm not thinking about that. Just play the match. So there is something in the way that we can lead our lives where we give up trying to get somewhere. But that doesn't mean we don't achieve anything. It's an attitude in the present moment, an attitude where we focus on what we're doing now, not where we're going next.


These two attitudes, to focus on what we're doing now and to plan what we want to get, where we want to get to: if we think about them, they seem to be contradictory. But in reality they're not. So we can have both attitudes at the same time. We can plan for the future and forget about the future. Now this attitude of just concentrating on the present moment, giving up our aim and doing something here and now, is called action in Dogen's teaching. Gyo, in Japanese. Gyo. Whether action is the best word in English, I don't know. It covers not only moving or doing something, but also putting ourselves into the present.


So for Dogen, zazen is action. Although we're not moving around, we're giving up our aim, giving up all ideas and focusing on where we are now. So in Dogen's language, this is action. The practice of action is the centre of Buddhism. Action is different from ideas. Action is different from what we think it is. Everybody leads a life which is full of action, but in our advanced civilisation we cover it up. So the person walking along the street towards their office may be thinking about what they're going to do when they get there.

So although they're acting, they're covering it up with their thoughts about something else. And I do this, you do this, everybody does it. However, without the action itself, which is different from thinking, we can't lead a normal life. So if we keep thinking about something else while we're leading our lives (for instance, keep worrying about the future while we're living today, keep worrying about what somebody else thinks about us, keep dreaming of our new boyfriend or girlfriend), our life becomes rather difficult. And in the extreme situation, it becomes full of unhappiness and stress. So human beings need a place where they can act in the present and throw away their thinking, their hopes, their intentions and so on.

And everybody finds this to some extent: to go for a walk in the countryside, to go and play squash, to go to the gym, to play the piano, to get up from the computer and make a cup of tea.

All these are ways where human beings act. But there is no teaching to give value to this very, very simple activity. But Dogen taught that action is the centre of Buddhism, the centre of our lives, the centre of the universe, and the most important thing.


We need the freedom to act, and we need a philosophy that teaches us the value of action. Human beings in our very sophisticated society don't realise the great value of something simple. The person in the stockbroker's office, working on the computer, transferring very large amounts of money by pressing fingers on pieces of plastic, says he is, or she is, a very, very important, valuable person.

But the person three rooms away is cleaning the toilet, and they think they're a very poor and ignorant person. But one is doing this, and one is doing this. So of course, in society we give value to different actions. For this reason, we need a philosophy that says all action is the same. If we have that philosophy, we can give value to all human beings equally and do all activities equally.

So to understand what action is and to practise action is what Dogen calls the great task. And that's the centre of his teaching. The end. Ask me a question.

Participant: That means you are saying that to have a long-term goal is okay, just to forget the goal at the time when you are doing something.

Mike: Yes. When you reach your goal, it will be completely different, and you forget that it's different, so you think you have reached your goal. So actually we never reach our goal, but in our mind we think that we reach our goal.

Roman: Why don't we reach the goal?

Mike: Because our goal is only in our mind, and it's imagination. And when we reach it, the situation is always different.


Participant: How different?

Mike: For instance, I was going to go to the Czech Republic, to a retreat near Pilsen somewhere, in a house which is run by a Theravadan Buddhist, and I imagined a two- or three-storey house with lots of very small rooms, somewhere quite near to Pilsen. But here I am, and it's completely different, and it's not so near Pilsen. So I got to my goal, but my goal is different. That's all. It's different.

Participant: But these are only things that are not so important, I think.

Mike: No, it's not important.

Participant: But your goal is important. Your goal is teaching, for example. You are teaching here now the same way as you were thinking about it before.

Mike: No, no, it's not true.

Participant: Not true.

Mike: I never know what to say.

Participant: Yes, so you didn't prepare your talks beforehand?

Mike: I have some kind of vague shape or colour, and I also always feel a little worried. So, what shall I talk about?

Participant: You give yourself the situation.

Mike: We all do, yes. Of course we reach our goals in our daily life. We do what we want to do, it's true. But from another point of view, what we achieve is always different to what we imagined. So we accept it and we move on, yes. But from one point of view, our goal is always here, but reality is not here yet. That's all.


Participant: From my experience, most of the time we are not even aware that we have a goal. We are doing something, but, you know, when you become so frustrated, that means that somewhere you have a goal, but reality is completely different, and that creates frustration.

Mike: That's true, yes.

Participant: So maybe you do not think to yourself, I have a goal.

Mike: That's true, yes.

Participant: We hide our goals from ourselves sometimes.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Yes. So it takes a long time to figure it out: why am I not pleased with my life, or with something in my mind? And then it clicks: okay, all the time I was trying to achieve something, but it was an illusion. And I was, as Mike said, covering up simple activity with my thoughts. For example, when I play the guitar, I usually cover it up, so my mind is somewhere else. But I can bring it back because it's activity. This is activity which is simple, and you just give up, give yourself to music. But sometimes, you know, your mind is somewhere else.


Roman: You described the moment, but I think it's important to have some direction in your life. You can live only without direction, or, for me, it's important to have some direction, some direction between something, not...

Mike: I think it's very important to have a direction in your life, and I don't think you denied it.

Participant: No, I agree, it's the same, yes. But not to... to be yourself that you have some goals or some direction, and be frustrated by that.

Participant: It took ten years to figure out that my goal was: I want to be the great guitar player. But I didn't know that I had a goal, and so I was always unsatisfied. I would see some great player, and I was, you know, like in a competition. But I didn't know what the problem was. The problem was that I wanted to achieve something with my playing. It was not enough just to take the guitar and play.

Participant: But at the moment that you know about this, you have the same direction. You can have the same direction, but not criticise yourself that you are not so good. You accept your direction, that you want to play well, not be a famous guitar player.

Participant: Just to pick up the guitar and play. And then put it down and do something else, and forget about the guitar. Then the other day, pick it up and play.


Question: But how do we select the long-term goal? Which one is good, and which one is worthwhile?

Mike: We can choose freely what our goals are, and we can head towards them as fast as we can. It doesn't matter. But actually we don't know where we're going. People who want to know very, very clearly where they're going are usually a little insecure. So they need to have a very clear idea where they're going. It makes them feel more comfortable and gives them confidence. But actually, nobody knows where we're going, because the future is not here yet.

Participant: So we might select anything and just go to Mars.

Mike: So we're selecting our direction at every moment. We think that we are selecting the direction of our life by planning or thinking in our head and by deciding what we want, what we don't want, what we like, what we don't like and so on. But every single moment we are choosing a direction, sometimes consciously, sometimes unconsciously. Every step, every moment, every step, we create the future. Even when we walk along the street and cross over from the right side to the left side, it changes our life. We stop at the traffic light and wait for the green, or we run across the road.

All those decisions make our real life. So we are making our life with our actions, although we believe we are making our life with our plans. To plan is natural and part of human society, and I don't mean don't plan, just move. Crazy. But we can notice that our plans don't make our life; our actions make our life. That's all. Just notice.


Participant: There's some idea that you have some wish, and this wish is very important for you, and you should abandon the wish in the moment, forget it. But some time in life, some years in the future, maybe many, many years, it happens that the wish is...

Mike: It's completed.

Roman: Ah yes, it's true.

Participant: But now you are... yes, that was the wish that I had before, twenty years before.

Mike: Yes, that's true. Sometimes, yes. Sometimes it's not true. There are many different circumstances in life. Sometimes we get what we want. Sometimes we don't get what we want. Sometimes we want what we get. Sometimes we don't want what we get. So, many different circumstances. But what we get depends on our action at every moment. This is a rather unusual way of looking at life, which is not so common in Western countries, in Western civilisation. For thousands of years we have had a Christian background, which is based in part on Greek philosophy, and Christian spiritualism: God is speaking to us.


Christian spiritualism and Greek idealism combined gave Western civilisation a very strong bias towards achieving goals or reaching perfection. And this fact built the whole of our civilisation, and this recorder on the floor. So everything in human society is the result of that way of thinking. So Buddhism introduces another viewpoint. Not that this viewpoint is right and the other viewpoint is wrong. Just another viewpoint.

And this other viewpoint is very simple and very important, because we don't notice it. We don't notice that we change our life at every moment.

Participant: You said that this viewpoint, the philosophy of action, is quite unusual for our society, I mean Europe, America.

Mike: Yeah. But I think that the philosophy of action was taught by Dogen, Nagarjuna and so on, so they must have had the same problem. So, for instance, it's common to the whole of human society.

Yes, so for instance, Nagarjuna had the problem because Indian society was very intellectual, very philosophical, and there were many very philosophical and intellectual traditions in ancient India, which you can see if you read the philosophies of great Indian philosophers and so on. And Dogen had the same difficulty, because he was surrounded by people who were practising many different kinds of Buddhism that came from many different places. And he wanted to teach the philosophy of action in a simple, direct way. So many times he criticised other ways of thinking and so on. Yes, so the problem exists all the time, I guess.


Participant: So it's our nature that we are driven by our thoughts.

Mike: Yes, it's our nature, but it's also a result of the direction of our society. Society can take different directions over hundreds of years, and we can say that sometimes society becomes very idealistic, or sometimes society becomes very materialistic. So our normal attitudes in society and our values change, and we can see different values in societies. Now the world has become much smaller; we can see many different societies that have very different values. For instance, in the 1970s Japan became very important, and everybody wanted to do business with Japan, and everybody wanted to learn about Japanese methods. And people in the West wrote that Japan had some special secret of success; many books were written. And the reason was that they found a whole society doing something from a completely different point of view. No secret, no special power, just they had a different viewpoint. And when the West saw this viewpoint, they couldn't understand it. Businessmen couldn't understand, for example, having meetings with Japanese. And there were lots and lots of thick books written about it. So this was Western culture meeting Japanese culture.

And now I think maybe a similar thing happens with China, to some extent. We don't realise that the Chinese way of doing things is fundamentally different from ours. We tend to think everybody's the same underneath, so really they're like us. So we give reasons to people's actions based on our own social values. But the teaching about action is independent of those things, because it's very simple.


Participant: I think that now the situation is that Buddhism is being created in Europe, finding the ways; it's also mixed with Christianity and tradition in Europe, and then something other comes out.

Mike: I think that if we see the real situation, then we accept the real situation. That's not very clear. Of course, Buddhism has come to the West from different sources: from southern India, from Burma, from Thailand, from Japan, from Korea and so on. And we all have Christian values in the West from many hundreds of years, and sometimes we don't realise they are Christian values. So Buddhism in the West is a kind of mixture, and we're finding our way and finding what Buddhism is about. So it takes a long time. Yes.

Participant: It will not be the same Buddhism as in Thailand, Japan, Korea and so on.

Mike: No, not the same, no. But the same.

Participant: Because the nature of people is different.

Mike: Yes. But the nature of the universe may be the same. Doesn't have to be. Yes.


Participant: I think that's the most important point.

Mike: Although scientists have said there may be parallel universes, there may be many different ones, I think there's only one, actually. So the teaching of Buddhism, Dogen's teaching about action, is rather simple and severe, or dry. It doesn't tell you whether you should get married or not, or how to live your life in society, whether to become rich or poor, and all these kinds of things. It doesn't say anything about them. It just says that our life is our action, and our action makes our life. So balance your body and mind, and then act in a balanced way, and get on with your life, whatever.

Even if you're a Christian, you can practise zazen and lead a balanced life, I hope.


Question: Is that noise the oven? Okay. I thought maybe the universe is humming. In what way does Dogen explain the relationship between action and time? Because it's not clear to me. I read some of his essays in Shobogenzo, and he has very strange, I mean, ideas about time, so that basically the nature of time is not what we experience as time. We experience, like, linear time.

Mike: Linear is linear.

Participant: Linear, yes. Time flows from the past; now is the present; the future. But he says that this is not the nature of time. So could you explain? I think that he says that action and time are connected.

Mike: He says they're the same. In the Uji chapter, actually, he has different views. He says that we think of time flowing like a river, from past to present to future, but our actual experience is now, in which time is existence, or existence is time. So what he's saying is this: in our normal lives we remember the past and think about the future, and that's normal, so we can say that the past and the future are within me now; but the only real existence is this moment.

So in that sense, what we call time is a kind of invention, which we need to function in society, but actually time is now, just now. But he doesn't give only one point of view.


Participant: No, no, I've read it a few times and can figure it out. You know, sometimes he says the present goes to the past. So I thought that he's talking about our psychological states, because in our mind we can move when we want to.

Mike: Yes. And he says, for instance, we usually think of time like a line. The past is like a line going backwards: yesterday, and then the day before yesterday, like a line. But he says we can think of time past like standing on the top of a mountain and looking out over all the other peaks. So there's yesterday, there's tomorrow, there's last year. So he creates lots of images which are different ways to look at time. He has lots of different images in the chapter. And he also says time is just here, just now.

Or in other words, what we think is time, we are constructing and sharing. So you look at your watch, I look at my watch, we say, Oh, another four minutes, and I look at the little hand and it's moving, so I think time is moving. So you agree? No. So if you don't agree, then we don't have time.

We need agreement, so we construct and share time.

And we construct and share the past, and we construct and share the future. So Nagarjuna calls this the constructed world. And there's an excellent American philosopher called John Searle, who has written a very excellent book called The Construction of Social Reality. It's a bit philosophical, but he's talking about how human beings create our world by sharing our thoughts and feelings, and then we believe that world is real.


Participant: What about animals? Or dogs? They live with us.

Mike: I'll ask the cat whether it's the end of the lecture.

Participant: Is it time to stop?

Jana: I don't know.

Participant: No idea what you're thinking.

Participant: The cat is not sharing.

Participant: But it's not there. Yeah, it's not.

Participant: No, I don't think so. Maybe a little bit. Domestic animals share.

Participant: Yes, they do, don't they? We had a little cat, and at eleven o'clock it used to come in and go meow, meow, every day. Yes. So it's sharing.

Participant: Oh my, that's sharing. And it's a reflex.

Participant: Oh, reflex. It's nothing else.

Participant: Oh, no.

Roman: No.

Participant: I thought it was sharing.

Participant: I think you need concepts to create concepts. But it's the subconscious part of our brain. It's not real.

Participant: Maybe it's not really just a reflex.

Participant: They have a very beginning intuition. They intuit your world in some form, I think. Maybe I'm mistaken.

Participant: Yeah, maybe.

Participant: And people who have domestic animals also give something to the life of the domestic animals.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: They construct too.

Mike: They're part of the human family to some extent.

Participant: Yes.

Mike: Yeah. But, you know, this is not part of our family, and wild animals are not part of our family. So we share a different consciousness with most wild animals and birds and fish.


Participant: There's some kind of treating illness by being very close to some animals.

Roman: Oh yes.

Participant: I think it's to abandon our construction and be more relaxed.

Mike: Yes, I think the animals do that, don't they? Yes. People like to have pets because pets have a different value system. For instance, dogs are usually always happy to see you, even when you're in a bad mood, or...

Participant: Compared to women, for example.

Participant: A dog is better than a woman. Sometimes.

Mike: Okay, it's twenty past, I noticed. So let's chant at the end of this talk.

Jana: No.

Mike: I thought we were half hour.

[recitation, 00:56:32–00:57:52]

Mike: That's Japanese, and that's Chinese. Medieval Japanese and medieval Chinese, not modern. So a modern Japanese person can't usually understand.

Participant: Because we chant it after zazen every...

Mike: Yes.

Participant: In zazen, but...

Mike: Yes, you do, yes.

Participant: More... I used to sing it more quickly.

Participant: More quickly?

Participant: Yes. Ah, more quickly. But is it better not so quickly, or...? Negawakuwa kono kudoku o... I guess.

Participant: Okay, yeah. Make a pause. I think we'll get to the fragment.

Mike: The first part doesn't have such a strong rhythm, but the second part does. Yes. So there's no rhythm in the first part: negawakuwa kono kudoku o motte amaneku issai ni oyoboshi.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads the Buddhist precepts not as instructions but as guidelines that tell us the limits of our freedom, and he follows Dogen, who says that when we break them there is no blame and we should just continue. Drawing on the Shobogenzo chapter Shoaku Makusa, he explains Dogen's surprising claim that there is nothing called right waiting somewhere for us to find, so that for someone who practises balance, to act simply and sincerely is not doing wrong.

Mike notes that the original Japanese form, nani nani shinai koto, is more accurately translated as not doing, so not getting angry rather than do not get angry. Sometimes we only find the limits of our freedom by stepping outside them, as some little children have to touch; there is no sin in Buddhism, but there is wrong conduct, and it brings a result. Where spiritual religions ask God for guidance, Buddhism has no God, and in the koan story that Dogen writes about, a master answers that the most important thing is not to do wrong and just to do right, which a child of three can understand but an old man of eighty cannot do. For Mike this means, as Dogen says, that right doesn't exist as an abstract concept: what is right and what is wrong depends on the real situation at this moment, and making an abstract decision about it is not realistic. When a participant doubts whether they can trust themselves, he answers that even without believing it we can practise zazen and act, an experiment called life whose result we can only judge after a long time. Asked about learning from mistakes, he says that, according to Dogen, if we practise zazen all our mistakes lead us to the truth, and that instead of learning lessons we realise what we are like, a realisation that is itself a kind of change. Our life is full of wobbles even when we practise zazen, but regular practice keeps us from wobbling extremely, and that is the best we can do.

In the discussion Mike contrasts the traditional Western reference, God, with the Japanese one, what everybody else is doing, and presents Buddhism as a middle way that says balance yourself, so that your life is affected too much neither by others nor by abstract thinking about right. We cannot get rid of the feeling about right and wrong that comes from our culture, but we can let it be background music and, as Dogen says, just move on even if we break the precepts. Mike sees the spread of sport and the many balanced people it produces as a hopeful sign, while participants answer that in the former communist bloc people seem more stressed, and he grants that they may be right, while still seeing the world as getting better overall. When a participant objects that just acting does not work for decisions such as financial ones, Mike agrees that activities based on thinking need thinking, but, when the participant suggests intuition, adds that underneath the thinking we have intuition, which is also based on balance. He calls it prajñā, which he explains as what comes before thinking, and says that a balanced state gives a balanced intuition, although he himself cannot tell when he has intuition.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

At the beginning of the talk, let's recite Kaikyoge.

[recitation, 00:00:08–00:00:53]

This afternoon I'm going to talk about the relationship between action, which we talked about this morning, and the precepts. That is, not to do wrong. The precepts which we heard in the ceremony: instructions, what not to do. And these are the ten fundamental precepts. These precepts are written in the Shobogenzo by Dogen, the same precepts. They're written in the chapter called Jukai. And yet he writes in other places in the Shobogenzo that even if we break the precepts, we can continue without blaming ourselves. So then, what are the precepts?

And what can we do to stop doing wrong? The question how do we stop doing wrong is a question everybody asks themselves, sometimes generally, sometimes specifically. Not only individuals, but also countries, because when we're making decisions about what to do, we always want to choose the right way. The right way is not the wrong way, so we're choosing not to do wrong. And the precepts themselves are not such detailed guidelines.

Rather than instructions, they seem to be guidelines or advice. In English they're written, Do not get angry, Do not criticise, and so on. In the original Japanese, the verbal form is nani nani shinai koto. Nani nani shinai koto is more accurately translated as not doing, so not getting angry. Not getting angry, rather than do not get angry. Not criticising other Buddhist monks or lay people, rather than do not criticise.


So if we look at them in that way, they seem to be guidelines. They tell us the limits of our freedom if we want to have a satisfactory life. But sometimes we can only find the limits of our freedom when we step outside the limits. Even a child: if you say, Don't touch, don't touch hot. Hold. Some children never touch. Some little children have to touch. So Master Dogen recognised that sometimes we step outside the boundary, which is breaking the precepts. And so he said, There is no blame. We should just continue. There is no sin in Buddhism. However, there is wrong conduct.

And when we do wrong conduct, we receive the result. So the question is: there are only ten precepts, which say rather general things. Don't desire too much. Don't desire too much, so what does that mean? It's not so exact. So the question is, how do we decide what is right and what is wrong? In spiritual religions, the people who believe in the religion will often pray to God, for example, to guide them. So, please God, make my action right so that I don't do wrong and go to a good place called heaven, and not the bad place called hell.


But in Buddhism we don't do that, because we don't have a God. Master Dogen wrote one chapter in the Shobogenzo whose title in Japanese is Shoaku Makusa, and it means not doing wrong. And in it he talks about this problem. Usually we think that we can decide in our mind what is right and what is wrong, and then we can do what is right and not do what is wrong. This is what we think. But reality is often very different.

There's an ancient Chinese koan story, which Master Dogen writes in the Shobogenzo, where a Chinese government official asks a Buddhist master in China, What is the most important thing in Buddhism? And the master replies, Not to do wrong. Just to do right. So the government official says, If that's all it is, even a child of three can understand it. But the old Buddhist master replied to him, Even a child of three can understand it, but even an old man of eighty, like me, cannot do it. So we can see in our societies many discussions, abstract discussions about right and wrong, and many criticisms of past actions. This was wrong, this was right, this wasn't good, we must learn the lesson. But still, it's very difficult for human societies to decide what is right to do. In the chapter Shoaku Makusa, not doing wrong, Master Dogen says something which, to me, is quite surprising. He says there's nothing called right which is waiting somewhere for us to find it and do it. So he means that thinking about right, even making an abstract decision about what is right, is not realistic. Then what's his idea of acting right? Again, his answer is surprising. He says that if we act, if we practise balance and act in a balanced way, then our actions are not doing wrong. So if we practise zazen every day and act sincerely in our daily life, we don't do wrong. This is the best situation for human beings. But it sounds too simple. So I wonder what people think about it.


Participant: We trust ourselves to do right.

Mike: Can we?

Participant: Well, it sounds a bit... I don't know, actually. I like the idea, and I kind of believe it when you say it, but I wonder whether in daily life, even practising zazen, I can trust myself not to transgress at work, in relationships.

Mike: Yes, I wonder if I can.

Participant: But he's saying you can.

Mike: He's saying that is the way not to do wrong. So the Buddhist life based on zazen and the balanced life is not doing wrong. And he says right doesn't exist as an abstract concept. This means that what is right and what is wrong depends on the real situation at this moment. So in this real situation at this moment, there is something right and something wrong. And in our action we can avoid doing wrong, and we can act. And that's the best human beings can do. So your question is very important: can we believe it?


And another question is, even if we don't believe it, can we do it? And I think the answer is yes, we can. Even if we don't believe it, even if we're not sure whether what Dogen teaches is true or not, we can practise zazen every day and just act freely and see what the result is. And then, after a long time, we can have some kind of feeling about whether what he says is realistic or not. Without the experience, we can't evaluate what he says. So we have to be stupid and say, Yes, he's right, I'm going to do it, and then twenty years later we can decide.

Participant: Okay. Experiment.

Mike: Yes, an experiment called life. So to follow the Buddhist way is a kind of experiment. I think if you maybe don't believe, then you need to ask yourself if you know something better, and if not, then anyway there is no choice. If you know something better to do... I don't know.

Participant: Because if I need to wait 20 years, then after 20 years it will be too late.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: It still won't be good, so I need to know now.

Mike: Right. So you have to answer that yourself.


Of course, describing it in words makes it sound simple, or too simple, or too crude. But if we practise zazen and balance our body and mind, then our actions will not be wrong. We are not doing wrong. But although we're not doing wrong, sometimes we feel we're doing wrong. So we don't need to worry about those situations, because if we're leading a sincere life, it's the best we can do. As you say, there's no alternative.

So it's not a question of how much we worry, or whether we can decide in our mind or not. It's simply a question of leading a life which is based on doing things, rather than thinking about doing things first and then doing them.


Although we think about doing things before we do them, it's actually impossible for us to decide what will be right and what will be wrong in many situations. Of course, I don't mean things like, Shall I rob a bank? Yes or no? Just do it. Not that kind of situation. I mean real situations where we are concerned to act in the best way. So in that situation, Dogen says, to act in the best way, if you are a person who practises zazen, is just to act.

Not that if you're a drug addict you can do the same, or, you know, if you're a mercenary soldier you can do the same. He's talking to people who are following a life based on practising balance. So he says, if we practise balance in our life every day, then to act is to do right.

Not to force ourselves to act, but simply our actions will be the best we can do, and the best we can do is not doing wrong. So it's different from our thinking about it. Even after we act, when we think about it, we may think, Oh dear, I shouldn't have done that. But sometimes life is very complicated: sometimes we do something and we think, Oh. Then one day later we realise that actually the situation seems different again. We think, Oh, I see. So situations are always changing.

And what Dogen is saying is that there is no abstract rightness. There is nothing in our mind that can guide us by thinking, This is the way to go, this is not the way to go. If we are practising balance, then to act simply and sincerely is not doing wrong; it's the best we can do. That's what he's saying.


Question: And what about learning from our mistakes, when you clearly see that you have made a mistake? Or you have hurt somebody, or you have crashed a car because you drove too fast. I think it helps me to remember: next time don't do it, last time it didn't work out, so I can...

Mike: Did it work?

Question: Maybe. Yeah, maybe I can remember some place somewhere: last time I went too fast, so this time I will go slower, whether I practise zazen or not. Right?

Mike: Have you tried both? Going around the corner before you practise zazen and going around the corner after you practise zazen?

Participant: Well, sometimes after zazen I'm very energetic and enjoy doing things, and I do too much.

Roman: You know, so zazen doesn't prevent me from making a mistake. But I agree that...

Mike: So Master Dogen says that if we practise zazen, all our mistakes lead us to the truth.

Of course, sometimes we think like this, yes, and we think, I won't do it again, or, Oh God, that's terrible. But I think another way to look at it is that instead of learning lessons, we realise what we're like. So if we make some big mistake, we notice it, and we realise what we did. I think that realisation itself is a kind of change. You don't have to keep remembering it.

Participant: Yeah, it's unnecessary to blame, because it doesn't help the situation to feel guilt, but to remember, Oh, that was a mistake.

Mike: Yes, sure, we can remember it.

Participant: But that was a mistake, and just keep going without worrying about it.

Mike: Yes, that's right.


So we can't stop our mind, we can't stop evaluating, we can't stop criticising ourselves sometimes, praising ourselves sometimes. But separate from those mental activities, what Dogen is saying is, for somebody who practises balance: just go on, just go on, just go on. Our life is full of wobbles. Sometimes we are overexcited, sometimes we are depressed, even though we practise zazen. We have wobbling.

But if we practise zazen regularly, or if we practise some kind of balance activity regularly, we don't wobble extremely. So we may be depressed this morning, then we get up and practise zazen and we feel a bit better. So the wobbling is not so much. So our life goes like this, not like this. That's the best we can do. That, according to Dogen, is not doing wrong. That's all we can do. Everything else is part of life.

Question: Can I interpret it for myself as letting our actions find their own way?

Mike: Yes, that's very nice. Yes, that's a very nice expression.

Participant: It seems to me very contradictory to our culture.

Mike: Yes, it is. And it's...

Participant: I've heard this before, but it's quite difficult to practise it, to live it, to accept it.

Mike: Yes. And in a way, what we have to accept is what we're doing. So we have to accept our life, which we are doing.

Participant: Yeah, but still you are talking to yourself: Was it right? Or was it wrong? And still having something in the back of your head talking to you.

Mike: Yes. So we can let that continue, this background music.


Participant: Is it the same in Asia? I mean, they have no Christian background, so...

Mike: I don't know about China and Korea, but in Japan, for example, there is no strong concept of sin. So there is no strong concept of right and wrong as a concept. Of course, people are concerned with doing right and doing wrong, but they think that discussing it is not so helpful. And so instead of that, they are concerned about what other people see. In the West we're concerned about, I must do what is right under God, for example. So right is a spiritual, abstract thing. I mustn't sin, I must be good. Rather talking, abstract thinking.

Question: Individual?

Mike: Individual. So our reference is God, traditionally. But in Japan, for example, their reference is everybody else. So: should I go across the road here? The light is saying red. What's everybody doing? Oh, they're going, so I go. And this is a big weakness in Japanese culture. Many forms of sexual misconduct in Japan grew from this habit. Oh, he's doing it, so it's okay for me to do it. Oh, she's doing it, so it's okay for me to do it.


So, for instance, 15 years ago people discovered that some clever men encouraged schoolgirls, 15, 16, 17, to sell themselves to older men for some money. So they go to a hotel with the older man and have sex, and everything is arranged by mobile phone. Once these clever men encouraged one or two schoolgirls to do it, it spread through the whole of the country. So there's a huge problem with schoolgirls who are quite normal, but all their friends are doing it. Ah, I went with this man to a hotel and he gave me, you know, 2,000 crowns, and I could buy this nice coat. Oh, good, so I'll do it too. So in that way, their moral base is what other people are doing.

Jana: Some people are more feminine than others. It's a different attitude.

Mike: Yes, yes, yes. Yes, a different attitude, it's true. That's extreme, of course. So Buddhism is neither one nor the other, but says, balance yourself. Make yourself balanced, and then your life will be balanced, will not be affected too much by others, and not affected by your thinking too much about right in the abstract. So I think many Eastern societies don't have such a concept as sin, for example, whereas in Europe we have an old feeling: sin, sex is bad except in certain special conditions, spiritual things are good, physical things are bad. So we have a very exact feeling about right and wrong. No, that's wrong. I'm right, you're wrong, this kind of thing.


And we can see it quite clearly in our politics and everything. But in the East, most Eastern countries have a less clear attitude. It doesn't mean they're immoral. They have a different attitude, not from Buddhism.

Participant: If you take Islam.

Mike: Islam.

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: I think Islam is all coming from God, isn't it?

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: So if you're wrong, you must be punished. So Buddhism is a middle way between following other people's morality and constructing an abstract morality for yourself. But it says, act, act in a balanced way. Act without doing wrong. And then if you make a mistake, that's the best you can do. So move on, move forward. Mistakes are in the past. Move forward. So not irresponsible, but a sincere way of living. All situations are different. All solutions to different situations must be different. Life is very complicated, and so the best we can do is to act straightforwardly, if we practise zazen, as Master Dogen teaches. But we can say something a bit wider than that: I think in the modern age there are many ways of balancing the body, and certain kinds of physical activity also give us a nice balance.


So we can say that if we have a balanced life, then we can act. We can step forward. But still, you act within the framework of your culture, the society you live in. So if we think about it, it might be better to get out of the society in which we live. But this is a kind of dream. I lived in Japan for 25 years, but I am still a European through and through. I still have a feeling about right and wrong, for example, in my culture. So we can't get rid of them. We can learn to move forward and let it be background music. So Master Dogen says that even if we break the precepts, just move on, just move forward. We don't need to do a hundred prostrations and pray to Buddha.

Participant: Mike, about what you said: I think that even in China, during the time when Chan, Zen, was really popular, that was also the time of Confucianism... So there was... because Confucianism is the total opposite of Buddhism, with its own morality, doing what's good for society. And they attacked Buddhism for being immoral: that Buddhist monks only care about meditation, they are not earning money and... So I think, I don't know what I think, but I think that Buddhism is pretty much isolated in that kind of lifestyle.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: I don't know any other philosophy or teaching which has that kind of approach.

Mike: Isolated, yes, understood.

Participant: Because usually when people hear that in Buddhism there is no right or wrong, they may think, Okay, I can do wrong.

Mike: Yes, but it's not true. It's not true. There's no right or wrong, but right and wrong are actions.

Participant: Yes, not defined.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Like pixel-defined.

Mike: Yes. But I think one hopeful thing... In medieval China, for example, which you were talking about, and even up to the present day, Buddhism has been isolated and misunderstood. But because of the spread of physical activity like sport in the modern world, there are many balanced people. They don't call themselves balanced, but they're balanced. So the world is discovering balance. And at the same time, spiritual religions overall are becoming weaker. In Europe, for example, Christianity is becoming weaker overall, in some places a bit stronger, and Islam seems to be becoming stronger.


But I think even in Islam there is an internal problem between people who want to be modern and people who want to be... the Orthodox. Yes, Orthodox. So that internal struggle is going to become stronger. But at the moment the Orthodox people are fighting very hard. I think that's a sign that it's getting weaker.

And you can see it in Iran, for example, because the power of the mullahs is getting weaker. People are demonstrating in the streets, and the Iranian government is becoming stronger to suppress them. So I think the modern world is noticing that leading a balanced life produces a contented society, slowly. So in that case, maybe they will notice what Buddhism is saying, or they can steal what Buddhism is saying. It doesn't matter.


Question: Do you feel that people are more balanced now?

Mike: Yes, I think so.

Participant: In Western countries?

Mike: Yes. In Western countries, I think so, yes. When I was a child, my parents were very restricted by the church and Christian ideas, and that restriction made them unhappy. But I'm more free. And lots of people have more freedom to lead their lives in Western societies, and they have more free time to relax and make their lives balanced. And many companies have introduced conditions so that, for instance, women don't have a lot of pressure. Of course, it's not complete. Or they are watching to see whether people are too stressed at work. All these things didn't exist fifty years ago.


It's optimistic, isn't it?

Roman: I have a different, or I have the opposite feeling, that people are more stressed, or I don't know, maybe in the Czech Republic, or maybe it's just my view.

Mike: Yes, maybe you're right.

Participant: It's a point of view of fifty years; your point of view is twenty years, or sixteen. You see only a short, short period. You know, in the Western countries... in the communist bloc it's not so. It's very dynamic and very stressed. The people are more free, but many people don't know what to do with the freedom, or people getting richer, there is richer, there is not richer. It's very...

Mike: I agree with what Karel says, and people's lives are very busy and so on, and I understand that. But I think that's part of the process.

Participant: Many possibilities too. The balance, yes.

Mike: I wonder if maybe under communism people were happier. Your father says it's better.

Jana: It's the same: people want to catch up with the West, so that's why they are busy. The Western countries are more relaxed because they continue their development at the same pace. But we had forty years of nothing, and then we want everything.

Mike: Yes.

Jana: So that's why the situation is rather different here.

Mike: Do you think that the Eastern Bloc countries learned something from that experience that the West didn't learn?

Jana: No, I don't really know. Nothing different.

Participant: No, not at all.

Mike: It was just a waste.

Participant: I think basically the politicians are like children. They must grow up in our countries. The children cannot see. In France there is a good politician. I mean, if I'm a five-year-old politician, then there is no culture of democracy. It's a very long process.

Mike: So what I said is too optimistic.

Participant: Everyday life during communism was quiet. For most people, normally, they didn't want to find something else, but it was not so dynamic. Quiet.

Mike: They don't have responsibility for their life. So, like...

Participant: Yes, in this case only a small part, a small part.

Mike: Well, there are many problems in modern society, yes, and different parts of Europe are moving, and even parts which didn't have a communist regime have many problems.


But overall, I see people with the freedom to balance their lives everywhere. You have the freedom to balance your life. And Japan has a very vertical society, and people have always been very obedient, so they are in a very narrow place and they can't move. They just have to go like this. But at work this was worse than anywhere else. In Japanese companies you just have to do what you're told. And many, many people had a lot of stress and mental conditions and so on.

Participant: Yeah, many suicides.

Mike: Many suicides, that's right.

Participant: Yeah. That was all.

Mike: But now these big corporations, for instance Fuji Xerox or Panasonic, are all trying to restructure their corporations. So, we must have special seminars for women to encourage them to be managers, and we have to give men time off to be with their wife when they have a baby, and all these things they're putting in. Incredibly quickly, they're changing their whole structure. So there are many optimistic things too, all mixed up together. But I think the world is getting better.


Roman: I want to ask you about this acting, when you are deciding whether to act or not. I think this applies only when you are judging good or bad. But does it apply, or I think it does not apply, when you make, for example, financial decisions. I think it does not apply just to act, because there are... I think I heard this from you already earlier, so I tried to apply this to other decisions. And I think it does not work when you are trying to judge, you know, I don't know, in my work, for example, whether to start this project or, I don't know, something else. So in this case, in this decision, it does not apply. Only when you are judging this is good or this is bad, like from morals or from, I don't know how to say it.

Mike: Yes, I agree with you. If activities are based on thinking, then we have to think. So if you have to decide whether to put your money in this company or invest your money in these shares, you have to think about it. You can't go, I'm a Buddhist. I agree, absolutely. So it's actually quite difficult to talk about this, because even if I talk about right and wrong in action, my words... How can I talk in one hour, two hours, three hours, one week, two weeks, three weeks about how to act in this world, with all the different activities and all the different kinds of jobs? So I agree absolutely with what you say. If we're in business based on thinking about what to do, we must think about what to do. Yes.


Roman: But sometimes, even in business, for example, you don't have clear information or clear data or whatever, so you cannot decide consciously, or based on intellectual decisions. So I thought it may engage your subconscious or unconscious, or intuition activity. So in that way it may help, but I don't know if... I'm just considering. Or maybe I just wanted to point out that it applies more in deciding this is good and this is bad, but maybe not in the other things.

Mike: Yes. It applies to going ahead with something or not going ahead with something. So even if we think about alternatives to make a decision, underneath the thinking we have intuition, even in business. And excellent business people have very good intuition. So we're going to make a contract with this company, then something: no, I'll stop. This kind of intuition is very important in business. So intuition is also based on balance. In Buddhism it's called prajñā. And pra...

Question: Prajñā is balance?

Mike: Intuition.

Participant: The intuition, so...

Mike: So, prajñā. Pra means pre, before, and jñā means consideration or thinking. So prajñā means before thinking, or what comes before you think about it. So this is intuition. So even when we're thinking about a problem, we already had some intuition. And if our state is a balanced state, our intuition is balanced. So we can rely on it.


Question: We should decide it more by intuition than... when we practise zazen, it's more important to decide by intuition than by thinking.

Mike: I don't know, because I can't tell when I have intuition. It's not some kind of ping. Just sometimes, oh, I don't know. Intuition is so delicate. So I don't know when it comes, or whether it comes, or whether it's intuition or not. So I can't answer your question.

Participant: I think that intuition is included in action, so we don't need to worry about it.

Mike: Yes. Yes, yes. It's very quick. So anyway, talking like this creates many images. These images are only our ideas. Real life is not even like what I'm talking about. And this is important. So we can just use the talks as some kind of stimulus, stimulation, something of that sort.

Roman: Or... hmm.

Mike: Yeah. Or the opposite. Thank you very much. So let's chant Fueko at the end of the talk.

[recitation, 00:56:44–00:57:57]

Mike: The difference between the Japanese sentences and the Chinese sentences: a different, completely different rhythm. Like if you're chanting in Czech and then in Latin. Really? What were you chanting?

Jana: I remember it from films, but I can't. I've never...

Participant: Yeah, you could be the producer.

Jana: Yeah, but we couldn't even go to classes like that at grammar school, for example. But I don't know.
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
Through the three talks of the Brno weekend retreat runs one idea, that everything has two sides, and Mike uses it to question views that hold on to one side only. What he sets against them is not the better of the two sides but balance in the middle, putting the sacred and the ordinary together and making an effort to be upright rather than good, and with Dogen he keeps both sides in view: that in this moment our action can be free and that we never escape from cause and effect.

In his honest opinion, which he calls only the opinion of a human being, Japanese temple Buddhism separates the sacred from ordinary life, leaves nearly all young monks frustrated by strict discipline and rules written in the 13th century, and has failed as a way of teaching because Japanese people hate zazen. Against it he sets a simple Buddhism of zazen practised regularly at home, for some minutes or half an hour a day, in which ordinary things have a sacred face and sacred things an ordinary face, and he answers the monks' frustration with balanced effort, not trying too hard yet making some effort. Spiritual religions, he thinks, are basically one-sided as well, because they want to keep only the good and get rid of the bad, and Western civilisation has for more than two thousand years been idealistic, making an effort to attain its ideas, with wonderful results, he says, but its idealism is taught so strongly that we do not notice the value of simply acting. The popular idea of karma as a destiny from past lives or as fatalism comes, in his view, from Buddhism mixing with other religions, and Dogen does not believe in it. Science, which we must believe because it works, is something we now believe absolutely, he says, and what a whole society believes absolutely becomes real for it, as when medieval people believed that God saved Brno from the Swedes.

Opposites such as big and small or good and bad are relative and form part of one continuous whole, so Buddhism makes no effort to be good or to stop being bad but makes an effort to be upright, the middle way between them. Mike recalls that Dogen, who as a young monk asked why we need so much effort if we are all Buddha, eventually realised that we make effort just for the sake of making effort, and Mike adds that we do this every day, in many situations, whenever we simply act, for instance by speaking without first thinking what to say. When he turns to cause and effect, he says that Dogen's two views, that in this moment our action can be free and that we never escape from cause and effect, do not fit together, because life is also a puzzle. Since even atomic physics cannot say how one event leads to the next, he suggests that what we take as cause and effect is a kind of belief in process, which is very powerful and works almost all of the time but also causes all our unhappiness, while, as Dogen sees it, reality goes from moment to moment in an unknown way. Belief, he says, depends on whether we lean towards the spiritual or the material side, and if we keep wobbling instead of fixing our evaluation on one side and practise zazen over many years, we form a belief on which we can quietly insist, as Dogen did. Buddhists, he says, are not the only balanced people, but Buddhism is a way to practise balance and to understand how important it is, and for everybody, not only Buddhists, it can, in a way, affirm that making an effort is important, that it is enough simply to act, to move into the future without worrying too much and to accept the good and bad together. He also qualifies these claims: he grants that temples have some value, that rules give us freedom up to a point while from another point of view they suppress it, and that cause and effect is not an illusion.
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Mike’s own opinion: Japanese temple Buddhism failed to teach what Buddhism is; he encourages zazen at home
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  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike starts from the idea that everything has two sides and that in balance, which zazen practises, the two sides disappear, and he applies it in his honest opinion of Japanese temple Buddhism, which separates the sacred from ordinary life and, in his view, has failed to teach people what Buddhism is. Against it he sets a simple Buddhism in which zazen is practised at home in daily life and the sacred and the ordinary are put together.

He says he does not like sacred and special things, and that the ordinary situation of the retreat, with its difficulties, may be much better than a sacred one. Temples in Japan look peaceful and ordered and offer a break from normal life, which he grants has some value, but nearly all the young men who become monks there are very frustrated. After three years in a training temple such as Eiheiji they are so sick of zazen and temple rules that they stop practising, and in their own small temples they conduct funeral and remembrance ceremonies that pay very well. He admits that this sounds exaggerated and that there are exceptions, though very few, and says that because Japanese people hate zazen, teaching through temples has been a failure, which is why some monks, such as Shunryu Suzuki and Deshimaru, came to America and Europe. The traditional way dresses Buddhism in Japanese clothes and ceremonies in a special place, whereas the other way teaches zazen separate from sacred places, for ten minutes before work or after watching television, and he thinks this has much more value. Ordinary things like washing our face have a sacred face, sacred things like bowing in the dojo have an ordinary face, and putting the two together, he says, is what they are doing at the retreat.

Asked why the monks are frustrated, he points to strict discipline and temple rules written in the 13th century, which obedient Japanese monks put up with until it is over, and he sets against this balanced effort: not trying too hard, yet making some effort. When the interpreter Roman remarks that great Japanese teachers did not criticise the system, Mike answers that Kodo Sawaki criticised it with his actions by keeping away from temples, and that Shunryu Suzuki and Deshimaru left Japan. Because it is hard for Europeans to see the real situation, he says clearly that practising zazen regularly in daily life is the most valuable thing and that formal Buddhist practices are not so important. He also thinks that Zen in Europe has reached a critical stage as Japanese Buddhist authorities gain control of it, so it is important to escape from them. Asked about zazen, intuition and correct action, he says that in zazen we practise stopping our normal thinking, which covers up an intuition that directs our action before we think. Stopping our busy mind uncovers this intuition, but we cannot recognise or grasp it, and in Buddhism it is called prajñā, what comes before thought. At the end he says that the same schedule at every session is nice because we do not need to think, so up to a point rules give us freedom, while from another point of view rules suppress our freedom, because everything has two sides.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

So we recite Kaikyoge. If you don't know how to chant it, just follow everybody else.

[recitation, 00:00:56–00:01:44]

About our present situation. Everything has two sides. Everything has two sides. There is nothing without two sides.

But if we practise balance, which is, for instance, zazen, two opposite sides of something become balanced against each other. In that balanced position, both sides disappear. This morning I felt our situation here was chaotic. And I was thinking in my mind, ah, Karel didn't arrange everything properly. It's not good enough. But after practising zazen twice, I notice Karel's very great efforts to bring us together in this place.

So I'd like to thank you for your struggling. And I would like to ask everybody to struggle too, to make these two days balanced, to find two sides of everything, not only one side.

When we chant Kaikyoge, we put our hands together, and some people close their eyes. And it sounds very sacred and special.


I don't like sacred and special. Actually, I hate sacred and special. So maybe our situation here, which is ordinary and with different difficulties, is a much better situation than a sacred or special situation. A couple of days ago, in Pavel's apartment, we watched a DVD about Zen Master Deshimaru, who came to France in 1965 and established many groups to practise zazen.

And in 1971, he returned to Japan with a French filmmaker to make a film about Buddhist temples, Zen temples in Japan. We watched the film for about forty-five minutes, and I couldn't watch any longer. I want to tell you my honest opinion about it. But it's only the honest opinion of a human being.

It's not some kind of pronouncement of truth. Many people think that teachers, when they say something, only say things which are true, or things that are wise. But that's not true. So this is my honest opinion. I lived in Japan for more than twenty-five years altogether. And I visited the temple for sesshin more than a hundred times. And I noticed that in Japan, Buddhism is separated from ordinary life into an area called sacred. In this sacred area, everything is peaceful. Everything is balanced, everything is wonderful. So when we see a film about temples in Japan, or even temples in Europe, they seem to be wonderful. And of course, they are, to some extent. We can take a break from our normal life and go to a very peaceful place, where everything is ordered and everything is according to a fixed routine, and so on.


So I can't deny that they fulfil a function. They have some kind of value. However, they have another face. Nearly all the young men who go to live in Buddhist temples and become monks in Japan are very frustrated. For instance, they go to a temple, a training temple, for instance Eiheiji, and they stay there for three years normally. After following the life of the temple for three years, they are so sick of practising zazen and obeying temple rules that they don't practise zazen any more.

In their own small temple, they like to relax and drink beer. And they conduct funeral ceremonies. Funeral ceremonies pay very well. And then after one year they have a remembrance ceremony, which pays very well. And after three years, and after five years, another remembrance ceremony, which pays very well. So even small temples can become quite rich.

Then the head monk can buy a nice car. And at the weekends they can visit nice areas in the entertainment districts and get rid of their frustration. Of course, this sounds like I'm exaggerating. Surely there must be temples in Japan which are not like that. Yes, there are, but they are very, very few. So, if Buddhist temples in Japan are like that, it means that they have not been successful in teaching Buddhism in Japan. Although the temples in Japan have been going now for hundreds of years, and there are lots of temples everywhere, in small towns and large towns, these temples have not been successful in teaching people what Buddhism is.


So, if you ask a normal Japanese person, do you practise zazen? They say, What? Such a… Oh no! It's too painful. So it's very clear that Buddhist teaching in Japan has been a failure. For this reason, some monks came to Europe and to America. For instance, in America, Shunryu Suzuki, and many other people. And in Europe, for instance, Deshimaru, and other monks. And some of those people are teaching zazen in a simple way.

And some teach in the traditional Japanese way. To teach Buddhism in the traditional Japanese way is to dress up in Japanese clothes and to do special Japanese ceremonies in a special place. But the other way is to teach zazen separate from sacred or special places, to teach people to practise zazen at home when they have ten minutes: in the morning before work, in the evening after watching the television, at the weekend after returning from the pub.

And I think this has much, much more value than the traditional Japanese way. In Japan, they separate sacred things from ordinary things. So inside the temples and sacred places, everything is calm and beautiful. But inside those monks in those temples, everything is not calm and beautiful. Even if their faces look calm and beautiful, many of them are very frustrated. So I would like to encourage people to practise the simple Buddhism, where two sides, which are sacred and ordinary, are put together.


So if we put together the sacred and the ordinary, we can find the balance. Ordinary things which we do every day, washing our face, cleaning our teeth, eating breakfast, have a sacred face. Sacred things that we seem to do, for instance bowing to enter the dojo, chanting and so on, have an ordinary face. So to put together these two faces— So this is what we're doing here today. So thank you. I'll stop talking, and we can talk about anything, as long as it's sacred, or ordinary.

Question: I would like to ask your opinion about the frustration of the monks that you mentioned. What, in your opinion, is the reason for the frustration, and that they don't like to practise zazen any more? Because they're forced to do it.

Mike: Discipline in the temple is quite strong when they train them. And they have to practise zazen for very long periods, and they have to get up early. And they follow rules for the temple which were written in the 13th century, which is ridiculous. So they feel this is ridiculous. But in Japan, people are rather obedient. So they don't complain. They put up with the situation, on and on and on. Then, when it's finished: hooray.

We can find the same situation after sesshin sometimes in Europe. Ah, that was a good sesshin. Let's go and have a drink.


Participant: Yes. I think this is very similar in our country: when people finish some school, they say, Wow, we've finished, and they forget everything.

Mike: The secret is balanced effort. Don't try too hard. Even if you try too hard, you can't get any enlightenment. But you have to make some effort. So we make effort in a balanced way. But unfortunately, in Japan, this situation does not exist, generally.

Roman: Some of the great Japanese teachers of the 20th century, like Sawaki or Suzuki, didn't criticise the situation. I have never come across such criticism. I agree with you, but they never mention it: We practise too hard, or something.

Mike: So, for instance, Kodo Sawaki criticised it with his actions. He never had a temple. He kept away from temples when he started teaching, and travelled from place to place. Shunryu Suzuki left Japan and went to America. Deshimaru left Japan and said to his disciples, Don't go back to Japan. But they forgot what he said. So they went back to Japan and became part of the Japanese Buddhist system.

But here in Europe, we don't know. It's difficult for us to see the real situation with Zen. So it's necessary to say clearly: just to practise zazen in our daily life regularly, some minutes each day, or if it's possible, half an hour each day, is the most valuable thing. And to follow formal Buddhist practices is not so important. But meeting together like this is a nice way to encourage each other.


Do my words sound too critical? I think Buddhism which came from Japan, which people call Zen, has reached a kind of critical stage in Europe. Just in the last ten years, Japanese Buddhist authorities are getting control of Zen Buddhism in Europe. So it's important to escape from them, as quickly as possible. This is my opinion. I'm trying to think of something cheerful to say. You can't have biscuits and coffee at a Japanese sesshin. But here we are encouraged to eat biscuits and drink coffee. And many different kinds of biscuits are better.

Question: Do you have the same schedule during the retreat in Shizuoka, in Tokyo, with Nishijima?

Mike: Yes. Yes.

Participant: Even the biscuits?

Mike: No.

Participant: Oh.

Mike: No, that's a biggie, isn't it? Because the monks in the temple cooked food for us, and we ate food in oryoki bowls, three bowls: rice and soup and pickles, and so on, because this is the method in the temple. But before the talk, we had cups of green tea and Japanese sweets, for instance osembei.

Sembei is a kind of crunchy biscuit, but it's not sweet. Or small rice cakes with bean paste inside. So, a kind of Japanese biscuit.

Roman: In temples, do they usually eat in the dojo or in some other place?

Mike: In training temples, they do. In all other temples, they eat in the kitchen, or sometimes at McDonald's, which is very popular in Japan. So in many, many temples, the monks have completely abandoned a monk's life and are just sitting around the kitchen table, eating and talking and drinking.


Participant: What about us?

Mike: Of course, as I said, there are some exceptions. But the most important point is, even with these exceptions, the method of teaching using temples is a failure in Japan, because Japanese people don't like it. They hate zazen. Children hate zazen too, because sometimes in the holidays they have to go to a temple and sit in zazen. And they're very obedient, so they do it. But they don't like it.

Roman: I once met a Japanese woman in Prague, and I told her that I was practising zazen, and I thought, well, she would be excited. And she said, Are you a kind of hippie?

Participant: No.

Mike: Does anybody have a question inside their head which they can't make into a noise? Please make a noise. Please make a noise, like…

Roman: How do the Japanese authorities look at more and more Europeans coming to Japan and leading retreats or becoming head monks, like Brad Warner or the German monk at Antaiji? Are they suspicious?

Mike: Their attitude is very interesting. They say, Oh, foreign people like it. What we're doing must be good after all. So they are very pleased. And they like foreign people to practise in the same way that they do. So Japanese teachers like to have temples in Europe, for example. They feel, oh yes, it works here, it must be right.


Question: Could you tell us something, Mike, about zazen, intuition and correct action?

Mike: So when we practise zazen, we practise stopping our normal thinking, or stopping using this brain here, which is called the cerebral cortex. So we use this part all the time. We can't live in society without using this brain. But we have another brain, which is called the old brain. And somewhere in our brain, we have some kind of intuition, which is some kind of direction for action before we think. Everybody has it. But because we concentrate on thinking, thinking here, we cover up our intuition.

So in zazen, when we notice we're thinking, we stop, many times. So training ourselves to stop our busy mind uncovers our intuition. But when our intuition is uncovered, we can't recognise it.

So if we look for something called intuition, we can't find it, because it's very subtle. But it directs us.

So our actions come from intuition, if we make our thinking more quiet. But as Karel said last week, sometimes we have to think. We can't calculate a financial investment without thinking.

Question: Sometimes it's difficult to decide. In such a situation, people don't know whether it's better to prefer intuition or an idea.

Mike: Yes, so we can't decide. Intuition is before we decide. Intuition is our action itself: to stand up or sit down, to ask a question or keep quiet. So it's very subtle. We can't grasp it. We're walking along the street, and suddenly we cross over. And we think, I'm going into this shop. And in the shop we meet a friend. Oh, hello. So we didn't think about it. So intuition in Buddhism is called prajñā. Prajñā is a Sanskrit word: pra means before, and jñā means knowledge or thought. What comes before thought, we can't think about.


Participant: I think it was said about Hitler, and this is also this understanding of intuition, also a strong intuition, that he avoided many bomb attacks, because he had some meeting, but he was going to the meeting and he said, No, I'm going there. He didn't have information that there was a bomb, but it was many times. It was not just coincidence, you know. So he avoided it, he just went away, out of plan, completely somewhere else, and the bomb exploded somewhere. I have seen a documentary where the author had, like, the same interpretation of intuition, that it is something before the action, and that Hitler actually avoided many bomb attacks.

Mike: Yes. And even very wicked people have intuition. Everybody has intuition. The state between this extreme and this extreme, we pass through in the middle. So Hitler had very, very strong hate for Jewish people, for example, some very deep psychological problems. But even Hitler passed through the centre sometimes. So we can lead our life like this: extreme, extreme, extreme, and sometimes balanced. Or we can practise balancing our body and mind, and then we live like this, not so extreme. But not like this. It's only a dream. So it's like that.


I was going to say that I didn't talk about temples this morning because you just came from a temple. I decided yesterday, actually. So if you have some other opinion, please tell me.

Participant: In fact, Roshi says the same as you. He is really disappointed that in Japan most monasteries are oriented just to making Zen priests, and they don't sit zazen at all. It's possible to become a Zen priest without having sat even one single zazen in one's whole life. There are monasteries where they just do the ceremonies over and over again so that they do them properly, and earn money, and so on, but they don't actually sit zazen there at all. And Roshi tries to simplify the old forms, just to find the essence, which still helps us, although some of the forms are still kept. Because last year during this session, it was the first time when I felt for a very short moment that these strict rules can help me, that they make me free. I don't have to think about how to do it, how the food is served, how the food is eaten. I just do it the way it's given, and I am completely free. It took me three years of zazen to get there, and one doesn't keep that state all the time, but it has its meaning. So it was very strange for me, and Roshi is trying to find this balance. So in fact he says the same as you, and he compares it with Christianity: when it comes to Japan, it can be purer, in a better form than Christianity here in Europe, because most people here can't distinguish between local traditions, cultural habits and Christianity. And when Zen comes here, it's easier to find the essence of Zen or of Buddhism than in Japan, because in Japan it's mixed all over. And vice versa, Japanese people can find the Christian essence of this teaching better than we do. So it's always this balancing, in fact.


Participant: We can also say that when one gets used to the ceremony, it is, like, simpler. Even if I know the chanting, for example, when something is, like, fixed, with some given rules, the ceremonies, then one… Each of us is an individual, right; someone needs it more, someone less.


Participant: Karel says that he also thinks that when we get used to ceremonies or these rituals, we don't have to worry about them, and it helps him to be focused, to concentrate, and he has no problems.

Mike: It's true. But if you live like that, you become very frustrated. One member of our group in London, Christine, lived in the temple which is run by Jean-Pierre Faure in France. And she lived there for four years.

And she followed the rules. But after a few years, she found that the rules were too suppressing, suppressing the individual. So it's nice for a short time, but we need freedom. So, for instance, it's nice to have the same schedule for a session every time: zazen in the morning, then breakfast, then zazen, then coffee, then the talk, so we don't need to think. Maybe tomorrow we don't need to think. So yes, up to some point, rules give us freedom. But from another point of view, rules suppress our freedom. Everything has two sides. But it's very nice not to have to think, what am I doing today? Oh, what's the time now? Just do it and do it and do it.

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: So our schedule is the same as the roshi's schedule in Japan, with one difference: we practise zazen after the talk, because after the talk people are often thinking a lot. So if we practise zazen after the talk, we can forget about it.

Participant: When, for instance, somebody new comes who doesn't know much about Buddhism and would like to start, then such talk can, like, awaken the motivation to practise zazen.

Mike: A question. Can such talk like yours motivate people to practise? I don't know. I don't know the result of my talk. Sometimes I think, oh, that's a very poor talk. And somebody says, Oh, thank you, that's very good. So I can't tell.

So it's like we throw the words out. Where they go, we don't know. Maybe you catch them, maybe you don't. At 12.30 we practise zazen again. Yes, chant. So we're going to chant Fueko, and the rhythm is a little different for the first four lines, and then the last three lines are steady and slow.

[recitation, 00:56:32–00:57:43]
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike argues that the opposites we name with words, such as big and small or good and bad, are relative and form part of one continuous whole, and that Buddhism therefore makes no effort to be good or to stop being bad but makes an effort to be upright, the middle way between them. This effort, he says, is made just for the sake of making effort, a teaching he calls almost unknown in Western civilisation, which has been idealistic for more than two thousand years and makes an effort to attain its ideas.

To show that opposites are relative he notes that a small room in the Czech Republic may be a big room in Japan, and he prefers a model like a stick moved between two extremes, which lets us ask how much love or how much hate rather than use fixed words. Spiritual religions, in his view, are one-sided, because they insist that we should be good and get rid of the bad, while Buddhism says neither good nor bad but in the middle, since our real actions are very complex and we do not know all their results. This is why, he says, Dogen tells us not to make an effort to become Buddha, which would mean becoming some good person, so that not making that effort is to be upright, and to be upright is Buddha. Dogen as a young monk asked why we need to make so much effort if we are all Buddha, and eventually realised that we make effort just for the sake of making effort. After a participant's story about a master who keeps telling a student at the top of a tree to climb higher, Mike recalls Dogen's metaphor that to act in the present moment is to step from the top of a hundred-foot pole, since each moment is separate and the next one is unknown. When a participant objects that effort for its own sake is possible only in zazen, sport or free time, he replies that we do it many times every day, for instance when we open our mouth and just make a word without first thinking what to say. Because of the very strong teaching of idealism we do not notice the value of such actions and call them stupid, while Buddhism said they are okay.

In the discussion he explains greed, anger and ignorance as states we should avoid, which produce a physical reaction and change the physiological state of our body, so that Buddhism calls them poisons, though he admits that the real meaning of ignorance is not so clear. Asked whether zazen is enough to cure very strong desire, he says it depends on each circumstance, since practising zazen helped two of his students who used to be alcoholics, while for others the physical state may be almost impossible to recover. Once you are angry, he agrees, it is too late, and he calls Nishijima's advice to just stop it a kind of hope, because he has seen Nishijima when he did not catch himself. Some people are naturally balanced and others unbalanced, as Mike was when young, until rock climbing gave him an opposite to thinking and worry, so Buddhism is not the only way to balance but a way to practise it and understand how important it is. This is why it can appeal to unbalanced people who feel the opposite pull between the physical and the mental, and Mike recalls that Nishijima once said he might be a terrible person if he did not practise zazen. He concludes that Buddhism can affirm for everybody that making an effort is important, that we can just act and move into the future without worrying too much, and that we can accept good and bad together, free from religion.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Shall we recite Kaikyoge before the talk?

[recitation, 00:00:13–00:00:57]

This afternoon I want to talk more about two sides: everything has two sides. But this time in terms of opposites. We have lots of words for opposite things or opposite states. Big, small, high, low, far, near. Right, wrong. Good, bad. Love, hate. These are very common words for opposite things. And because we use language to give words to opposite things, sometimes we make the mistake of thinking that something called big or small really exists. But it's easy to see, for instance, that big and small are relative. A small room in the Czech Republic may be a big room in Japan. A tall person in Japan may be a short person in England. So these opposites are relative. Hot and cold. Of course, we can use scientific measurements to make the measurement objective. So, for instance, 40 degrees centigrade is hot.

Ten degrees centigrade is cold. But still, these terms are relative. The temperature of the sun is very, very hot. So when we notice that the opposite words we use for states are relative, we can make a different model to help us understand reality. Instead of having fixed words, for instance love or hate: how much love? How much hate? We can notice that in reality these states, which we call opposite, form part of a continuous whole.

A continuous whole.


Roman: Can you try to say it one more time?

Mike: They form part of a continuous variation. So, in order to illustrate it, I like to use a model like a stick, which we can move from this extreme to this extreme. I like this model, but it's only a model. But using this model, I can say, I love you very, very much. Something's a little bit big. Something's a little bit small. So I like this scale because, for me, it's nearer to reality.

The reason I'm talking about this model is that it helps me to understand good and bad. Good is here. Bad is here. They are part of something. We all contain bad and good. A little bit good, a little bit bad. However, spiritual religions insist that good is what we should be. Bad is what we should get rid of. God is good. The devil is bad. Heaven is good. Hell is bad. So they want to get rid of all the bad side and just have the good side.


So I think spiritual religions are one-sided, basically. And if you try very hard to be one-sided, after some time you feel much better. So we can find examples of very good people who like to be bad sometimes. We can find examples especially in Christianity. Buddhism says neither good nor bad, but in the middle. To be balanced in the middle is to be good and bad at the same time. Or to stop separating the world into good and bad. Of course, sometimes we do something which we think is good.

Sometimes we do something we think is bad. But our real actions are very complex. We do not know all the results of one action. So if we say we should only do good actions and we shouldn't do bad actions, then we are trying to be only on this side. So Buddhism doesn't try to be good, and doesn't try to be bad. It doesn't make any effort to be good. It doesn't make an effort to stop being bad. But it makes an effort to be right. Right: in English we can say upright. Can you say it in English? To be upright is the best we can be.

Not worrying about good and bad. This sounds irresponsible to some people, but in fact it's the middle way between good and bad. And if we follow the middle way, we can act upright. This is the reason that, for instance, Dogen says, don't make an effort to become Buddha. To become Buddha means to become some good person. So for Dogen, not to make an effort to become Buddha is to be upright. And to be upright is Buddha. So it's a strange kind of contradiction. We make an effort, but we don't make an effort to be good. We make an effort to be upright. That's it.


So please say something.

Participant: I don't know if it's a koan or just a normal story about a master and his student. The master asked his student to climb a tree, to the top, to the very top.

Roman: And he asked him: Continue, continue. He did not know how, and so he made one step, but then it was not possible any more, and he asked him again. So does it agree with your understanding of zazen, or... I don't know.

Mike: I don't know the story.

Participant: The master says, Climb higher, higher, and the student says, I can't, and the master says, Just higher. That's the whole story.

Mike: I don't understand that story. What did the student say next?

Participant: He doesn't know how to.

Mike: No.

I haven't heard this story before. If I were the student, I'd like to climb down and stand by the master on the ground. So this is the highest state. But I wasn't there.

Roman: Is it related to the story about jumping off a hundred-foot pole? Maybe you remember it: jumping off a hundred-foot pole.

Mike: That's an expression which Dogen uses in Shobogenzo as a metaphor.

Participant: When I was practising with Grégoire, he told us about this koan during zazen, and he explained that it means that we should try to sit as upright as possible and keep pushing ourselves up and up. As if it was a physical explanation. See?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: That was his explanation.

Mike: Yes, this is what I did. I used to be only one metre fifty. That's rubbish. What was Dogen's interpretation? He said that to act in the present moment is to step from the top of a hundred-foot pole.


So every human being, at every moment, is stepping from a hundred-foot pole, because the next moment is unknown, and each moment is separate. So the hundred-foot pole represents this moment: very short and very high. And then we step.

It's important to make an effort. So I don't mean we don't need to make any effort. Dogen, as a young man, as a young monk, had this question: If we are all Buddha, why do we need to make so much effort? In the temple where he lived, they made lots of effort to clean the floors, to read sutras and study. Nobody could answer his question. But eventually he realised that we make effort just for the sake of making effort. This teaching is almost unknown in Europe, in Western civilisation. For more than 2,000 years Western civilisation has been idealistic.

To be idealistic is to follow our idea. So we make an effort to attain our idea, and the result has been wonderful. Making an effort to follow our ideas produced this wonderful recorder. But the Buddha's teaching is different. Buddhist teaching is: make an effort just to make an effort. Do something just for doing it. This is a very unusual teaching, which we can only find in sport. And even in sport it becomes covered up by ambition and many other factors.


Participant: Effort just for the sake of making an effort is something you can do practically only in zazen, and maybe in sport or in your free time, but not generally in life.

Mike: No, you can make an effort just for making an effort many, many times, in different situations. If you open your mouth to say something and don't worry what comes out of your mouth, but just make a word, you are making an effort for the sake of making an effort. If you think about what to say first and then try to make a noise which matches your thinking, this is the normal Western way: I must think about it carefully.

And then I must speak. So, many, many situations: every day you are making an effort just for making an effort. But because of the very strong teaching of idealism in Western civilisation, we don't notice the value of it. So, for instance, we think that if I say something without thinking about it, it's stupid. If I clean the windows but the windows aren't dirty, it's crazy. If I lead my life without thinking where I'm going, that's stupid. But Buddhism said all those stupid things are okay.

Question: Does it put the same value on both things, also on the other one, where there is thinking? The same value, or...?

Mike: You know, Buddhism puts value on action. It says that what we do creates our life. What we do at every moment creates the future. So it encourages us not to worry, but to act.


Question: But by acting, they don't mean thinking, in this sense?

Mike: No. So the problem for us in the Western countries is: how can we do that and also continue our complicated idealistic lives? How can we act without worrying where we're going, and at the same time think about where we're going? So we have to try, and we find it's possible.

Participant: I like the idea you mentioned at the previous retreat: that you might have a long-term goal, for example to be successful at work, but just forget it in the present moment. This may be the right way.

Mike: Yes, yes.

Participant: Because actually, in my opinion, it's the answer to what Karel asked: his claim was that it doesn't work in normal life, but I think it works like this: you can have the goal you want to achieve, but at that moment you forget it and just act. In fact, I thought about it for a very long time, because for me there was quite a contradiction between not having goals and just acting, and this might be the solution.

Mike: We can't find a solution in our own brain. We can't find a solution in our brain and then do the solution.

Participant: But we might select some direction and then try to go in that direction, but at the same time just forget it in the present moment, and maybe we will reach the destination or not, but it's not so important.


Participant: But this is the main thing.

Mike: And what is this?

Participant: Also a direction, but we only act in the present. Basically, we always forget it: now, when we're cutting the vegetables, I don't have to think that we want to get somewhere, but it can be something in the background. But as I'm cutting vegetables,

Roman: Don't remember the direction.

Mike: Yes.

Roman: For example, when cooking a meal, he is focused on cutting vegetables, but all of a sudden he has an idea: now I will grab a cucumber.

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: So you... That's a Buddhist idea, isn't it?

Mike: But it doesn't come from... So it should still be the idea.

Participant: It surprised me: is it something Buddhist?

Mike: It's a Buddhist cucumber.

Participant: If it comes from intuition, then it would be a kind of Buddhist approach. I don't know what will come then.

Roman: There is an idea: I will do this and that. And then I'm doing something, acting, acting, and then I have an idea: I'll do this.

Mike: Yeah, yeah. That's not a question, no. It's wonder.

Participant: Thinking aloud.


Question: I'd like to ask if there is any difference between balance and ignorance, and what the difference is.

Mike: Balance and ignorance, in English?

Question: No, in Buddhist theory.

Mike: Balance is only an idea. Ignorance is only an idea. But the idea of balance refers to some kind of state which is between opposite sides. This is the usual meaning of balance. If I balance this on the floor, like that. Ignorance usually means lack of knowledge. But in Buddhism it's sometimes used as a translation of avidya. There are three categories in Buddhism: greed, anger and ignorance. And those refer to states which we should avoid. Avoid getting angry. Avoid desiring too much, which is greed. And avoid ignorance, which means purposely not finding out. So we should avoid being purposely ignorant.

Roman: And this is because in Czech we also have two kinds of translation. Ignorance is, as you said, not knowing enough or not having enough knowledge, but in Czech we also understand it as being cynical: I don't care.

Mike: Okay, yes, that's what it says.

Roman: The source of problems is not caring or not knowing, in Buddhism. Does it mean we don't care enough, so that causes problems, or we don't study enough and that causes problems?

Mike: I think, for instance, the three categories which I mentioned, greed, anger and ignorance, refer to states which produce a physical reaction in our bodies. So, for instance, greed, to desire too much or to be greedy, is a physical feeling. To be angry is a physical feeling. And to purposely deny our intelligence is a physical action. And so they change the physiological state in our body. So they last for some time.

So in Buddhism they're called poisons, because they produce some kind of poison in our body, which we can now understand more with endomorphins and so on. That's the best I can do.


Roman: Can you give an example of ignorance changing the physical state?

Mike: Don't keep asking me questions. I don't want to talk about it. I just want to sit here. Oh, that's... it's the remote. Oh, don't call me. Don't talk to me. Give me a beer. I want a beer. I don't want to talk to you.

Participant: I want to drink beer.

Roman: So it means not caring: I don't care.

Mike: I suppose so. It's not actually so clear, the real meaning. So we have to find a meaning. But I think the three categories, the three poisons, mean poisons. So we can understand anger, because when we get really angry, not politically angry, but really angry, we feel it in our body, even after ten minutes, or even after ten hours. And if we get angry constantly, we change the physical state of our... And with greed, when we desire too much, very strong desire, we change our feeling. Very strong sexual desire. Very strong desire for material things. Very strong desire for drink, alcohol. We change the state of our body. So we need to look for some meaning for ignorance which matches those two.


Question: I wonder, in this extreme case, when your desire is too strong and so on, as you said: do you think that zazen, practising zazen, is enough to cure this? Because if you have such strong feelings...

Mike: You mean if somebody has very strong feelings?

Question: Yes. And if he sits,

Mike: Yes.

Question: whether it would be too strong to solve the problems by sitting.

Mike: So it depends on each circumstance. If somebody leads a life very, very strongly based on desire for a long time, I mean extreme, it may be impossible for them to recover their normal state. But, for instance, I know two students of mine who used to be alcoholics, and practising zazen helped them to return to their normal self. But there may be other alcoholics who have been drinking too much for too long, so their physical state is almost impossible to recover.

Roman: About saying stop being angry or greedy or ignorant: as I understand it, you can only change the circumstances that are leading to this situation, but at the moment you cannot change the fact that you are angry.

Mike: Once you're angry, you're angry, yes. Once you're angry, it's too late.

Participant: Yes. I remember a video with Nishijima. I don't understand it exactly, but it was about anger, and

Mike: Anger.

Participant: Anger, yes. The student asked something about anger: What to do when you are already angry? And Nishijima said, Just stop it. And the student asked, But how to stop it? And Nishijima said, Just stop it. I don't remember it quite exactly. And I think Brad Warner also wrote something similar, not that I am a jiujitsu practitioner, about anger: Kill your anger was the title of the chapter. At first I didn't understand it completely. I don't understand completely how to do it.

Mike: Nor do I. Nor does Nishijima. Well, I think what he says is a kind of hope. So if we can catch ourselves, we can stop sometimes. But I've seen Nishijima when he didn't catch himself. So it's a kind of hope, or a kind of effort.


Question: But there are people who have been ignorant their whole life.

Mike: Yes.

Question: Do they feel comfortable?

Participant: I don't know. They are still healthy, they feel comfortable.

Question: No, they have stayed ignorant and they feel okay, comfortable, so this poison doesn't affect them in a bad way.

Mike: If they feel comfortable, they're not ignorant.

Question: So then they are balanced, not ignorant.

Mike: I don't know which.

Question: My husband, for example: he doesn't care about so many things, and she just comes: So, Daddy, let's speak about death. Oh, come on, I don't care about it. But he's okay, he's completely okay.

Mike: So we all have our own situations. Some people are naturally fairly balanced people. Other people are fairly unbalanced people. When I was young, I was rather unbalanced. So I used to think a lot and worry a lot. And then I started to go rock climbing, and I found rock climbing and mountaineering gave an opposite to thinking and worry. So people naturally try to find balance in their lives. But there are many different situations: how we are brought up by our parents, and so on. So we shouldn't think that only Buddhists are balanced. But Buddhism is a way to practise balance and understand how important it is. It doesn't mean that you get it and no one else gets it.


So, for instance, if you like to be an artist, you can go to art school, and you can learn how to paint and how to draw and so on. But it doesn't mean that other people can't paint or draw. So to follow the Buddhist way is to concentrate on living a life of balance.

So sometimes it's very appealing to unbalanced people, like me. My teacher, Nishijima, said once that if he didn't practise zazen, maybe he would be a terrible person. No comment. But it's true: if in our own life we can feel the opposite pull between the physical and the mental, then sometimes that kind of person is interested in finding the balance between the two. So they may be interested in Buddhism. So, in a way, Buddhism can affirm the valuable things about human life.

And not only for Buddhists, but for everybody. They can affirm that to make an effort is important. Not to be clever or not to be stupid, but just to act. Not to worry too much, but just to move into the future. Not to try to be very good, but to accept the good and bad together. Free from religion. And this is a contribution that Buddhism can make. Very simple. Can we stop now? Thank you very much.

Participant: Let us recite Fueko.

[recitation, 00:57:22–00:58:31]

Mike: I like your socks. I just saw them now. Wow. Life and death.






  

[image: ]
Karma, Cause and Effect

    
Mike on Dogen: action is free in this moment, yet we never escape cause and effect
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  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike explains that karma originally means simply action, and that Dogen holds two views of cause and effect that do not fit together: in this moment our action can be free, yet we never escape from cause and effect. He suggests that cause and effect is a powerful explanation based on process, a kind of belief that works almost all of the time, while reality itself goes from one moment to the next in an unknown way.

In Buddhism, he says, karma came to mean the result of our action, and mixed with other religions it is often taken as a destiny from past lives or as fatalism, which is confusing when we look at Dogen. According to Mike, Dogen does not believe in karma from past lives or as determinism and teaches that only this moment is real, but he also wrote that when we act there is always an effect, which we notice straight away, after a while, or cannot find at all. In our mind we link cause and effect with linear time, so if the past is gone and the future is not here, we cannot explain how the past reaches the present or how our action now affects the future; Dogen's two views do not fit together, Mike says, because life is also a puzzle. Science studies cause and effect in ever smaller steps, as with the sugar in his tea, yet at the smallest steps atomic physics cannot say how one event leads to the next, which Mike calls a mystery. This does not make cause and effect an illusion, he says, but what we take as cause and effect is a kind of belief in process, and since reality moves on in an unknown way, in each moment we have freedom.

Mike adds that whatever a whole society believes absolutely becomes real for it, as when medieval people believed that God saved Brno from the Swedes, and that today we believe absolutely in scientific explanation. When a participant says that we function only in a process-based view and cannot understand an immediate one, Mike answers that we are nevertheless living immediately, that living so without thinking clearly about process feels like having no direction, and that the process-based view also causes all our unhappiness. He says that dependent origination, as Tibetan Buddhism interprets it, means that everything is connected, which is true, but he does not think we need it to see this, and if Buddhism taught only that, science would be better, he thinks, so there is more to Buddhism than that. Asked about scientists who believe in God, he says that he cannot believe in somebody outside the universe controlling everything, since there would have to be another universe for God to live in, created in turn by another one, which he calls Nagarjuna's argument. In the discussion of belief and experience, he explains that belief affects our actions and what we notice, depends on whether we lean towards the spiritual or the material side, and grows as our evaluation and our belief reinforce each other until we become dogmatic. If we practise zazen and evaluate our experience from many different perspectives over the years, he says, we form a belief on which we can quietly insist, and this is what happened to Dogen.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Shall we recite Kaikyoge?

[recitation, 00:00:07–00:00:46]

I don't have a subject to talk about today, so please introduce a subject, somebody. It doesn't have to be true.

Participant: Oh.

Mike: It would be nice if it was.

Question: Well, I would actually be interested if you could say something about action and effect, I mean cause and effect, because it seems that all Buddhism, popular Buddhism, is based on this kind of theory, and karma and so on. But I think that your point of view, or Dogen's point of view, is a little bit different. So I would like to… I heard it from you actually, but it's still quite puzzling for me, so if you could say a few words about the link between cause and effect, action and effect, and karma.

Mike: The word karma in Sanskrit, the original meaning, or the simple meaning, is action. But in Buddhism, it came to have the meaning of the result of action.


This is quite often the case. If you look in a big Sanskrit dictionary, you can find the meaning of a word, and then underneath it says, in Buddhism, and gives a different meaning. So in simple Sanskrit the meaning is action, but in a Buddhist context it has come to mean the result of our action. And more than that, because Buddhist writings have become mixed with many other thoughts from other primitive religions.

For instance, Brahmanism. Karma is often taken to mean some kind of destiny, which is the result of our past lives, or some kind of accumulation of all our actions over many, many years, as a kind of burden. It's also taken to mean some kind of fatalism. For instance, something happens to me and I say, Oh, it's due to my karma. So I think that's quite confusing when you look at Dogen's writing and thinking.

Dogen says that we don't live again after we die. He says that we can be free in the present moment, but he also says that we always receive the results of our actions. So clearly, Dogen doesn't believe in the idea of karma from past lives, or karma as some kind of determinism.

The centre of his teachings is that in this moment our action can be free. Only this moment is real. All our memories of the past and all the effects of the past are now in this moment. The actual events which happened in the past have gone; the results of our actions in the past are here now. The future has not arrived yet, but our thoughts and feelings about the future exist in the present. So for Dogen, the present contains infinity, or eternity. However, he also wrote two or three chapters where he says, We never escape from cause and effect. When we do some action, there is a result or an effect. Sometimes we notice that effect straight away. Sometimes we notice it after a short while.

Sometimes we notice the effect after a long while. And sometimes we can't find where the result is, but it's there somewhere. It's impossible to break cause and effect.


When we think in our mind, cause and effect is a link between the past and the present. For instance, I drank some tea, so I feel full. I had an argument with my partner, so I feel angry. In our mind, we link cause and effect with linear time. To reconcile those different views is impossible. Reconcile means to put together the parts.

If the past is gone, why does the result of our action in the past come into the present? If the future is not here, why does our action now have an effect in the future? So Dogen's two points of view don't fit together, and the reason for this is that life is also a puzzle. In actual reality, for instance, scientists are studying the cause between one event and another event.


A very simple example: I can put sugar in my tea, then I can stir it, then I can taste it. Not enough sugar. Then I put a bit more sugar in, then I stir it, then I taste it. Ah, that's better. So if I'm a scientist, I can study that cause and effect. I can look at the composition of sugar and the composition of tea, and the chemistry which happens when I put sugar in tea, and what happens when the tea goes onto my tongue. And I can study it in more and more detail. Because I put sugar in the tea, the tea changes into something a little different. And when that different tea touches my tongue, the signal that goes to my brain is a little different, a little stronger. So in that way, science can study cause and effect in very small, detailed steps.

So we believe in cause and effect. All around us, science has made clear the causes and the effects of many different things. If you drink dirty water, you become ill. If you wash your hands after travelling on the bus, you don't catch a cold. And they can tell us the reason: there are very small germs on our hands, and they come onto the places on the bus, and then we put our hands to our mouth, and so the germs go into our body. So we can believe it absolutely. Science explained cause and effect.


But if we look very, very closely at science, for instance at atomic physics, scientists are trying to look at the smallest pieces of matter, called atoms and electrons, and quarks and neutrons, and so on. And the amazing thing is, when they look at cause and effect in these very, very, very small steps, they don't know how reality gets from one cause to one effect. This is the state of modern atomic physics. They realised that the step from one event to another event is a mystery.

This is very important, because we can notice that, although cause and effect explained by science is very powerful for us… It's powerful because it breaks processes into steps, and then breaks a step into smaller steps, and then breaks a step into smaller steps, and then breaks a smaller step into smaller steps. But at the smallest steps that human beings can see…

They can't explain how something causes an effect. This doesn't mean that cause and effect is some kind of illusion, but it does mean that what we take as cause and effect is a kind of belief in process. So it's a way to understand the world which works almost all of the time. But we don't know how we come from the last moment to the present moment. We don't know how we go from the present moment to the next moment. It's a mystery.


Mystery is disturbing, so we use science to explain it. So in that way, Dogen is saying that our explanation called cause and effect, which is based on process, describes reality. However, reality itself goes from one moment to the next in an unknown way. So in this moment we have freedom; in the next moment we have freedom. That's his point of view. There are two ways to look at it. Does that make sense?

Participant: Yes, but it's very difficult to understand.

Mike: Yes. Yes. It's understanding. So understanding reality is impossible. But we make lots of models and lots of explanations, and some of them are very powerful. The most powerful is science. Two hundred, three hundred years ago, the religious explanation was very powerful. They said, Oh, you have a red patch on your arm, it's a result of sin.

Or, the citizens of Brno have all got a disease and they're dying, it's the judgment of God. Everybody believed this completely. Now we have science, which explains things with a very powerful method. It's stronger than religious explanation. We can say, No, this is not from sin, this is because you have an allergy. If you stop eating so many biscuits, this disappears. But even though science is strong, many people still believe in religious explanation.

But they call it New Age spiritualism. Well, I would say more New Age spiritualism.


So although science is very, very strong, and we must believe it because it works, there is nothing in reality called process. There is only now. But it's impossible to understand that there is only now. So in our brain we think about the past, the present and the future, and things going through a process. And this way of thinking works very well, so we believe it almost absolutely. But in two hundred years' time, things may be different.

If the whole of society believes something absolutely, it becomes real for them. In medieval society, people believed in the power of God absolutely. So they all believed absolutely that God saved Brno from the Swedes. It was not just, Yes, I believe it, he doesn't believe it, maybe. Everybody believed it was true. Everybody believed that sin is the result of doing bad. A kind of punishment from God. We can't believe that anymore, but we believe absolutely in scientific explanation.

We can't imagine another situation. So it's difficult to understand.

Participant: It's very difficult to understand. I think that there are two points of view: process-based and immediate, if I call it like this. So I think for all of us, we function only in the process-based view, and we can't recognise or understand the immediate point of view.

Mike: No. But we are living immediate. But if we live immediate without thinking clearly about the process, we feel something without direction. Just doing one thing, just doing one thing, just doing one thing. We don't like that feeling, or we worry about that feeling.


Participant: I can understand, but the process-based view also causes a lot of trouble for humans.

Mike: Yes, it does. Although it's very strong and powerful, it also causes all our unhappiness. Yes, in very simple ways.

Participant: It seems to me that most popularised Buddhism is based on a process-based view. It doesn't talk about the immediate.

Mike: No.

Participant: Which is strange.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Maybe you just didn't understand Buddhism at all.

Mike: I think so, yes. For instance, Tibetan Buddhism interprets the famous phrase… that famous phrase… Yeah, that's it: dependent origination. Dependent origination means everything is connected together. And it's true, and especially in modern times we feel it's true. We discover that the Shell Oil Company burning oil in Africa creates clouds of pollution in Estonia.

We discover that everything in the world is linked together, so we're very worried about human civilisation destroying the world. But I don't think we need to believe in dependent origination at all to reach that point. If Buddhism is only teaching that, science is better, I think. Science can clarify very clearly the connection between our conduct here and the result there. So there is more to Buddhism than that.


Question: What is your opinion of current modern scientists, mathematicians or physicists who still believe in God? For example, my headmaster is a mathematician. I think he's an extremely intelligent person. He's Catholic; he believes in God. And he says that science doesn't deny God because, for example, nobody knows what was before the Big Bang. Or astronomers?

Participant: Astronomers, yeah. There is a famous Czech astronomer, an astrophysicist actually. He's very popular, and he also believes in God. And he says, We know what happened a tiny little fragment of time after the Big Bang, or science can find out, but we can never find out what happened at exactly the moment of the Big Bang.

Question: And he believes in God. So you must have come across some modern scientists who claim they believe in God.

Mike: Yes, I have heard a lot about it, and it depends what they mean, really. If you believe in somebody outside the universe who is controlling everything, I think it's impossible to believe that.

Actually, I think that the Big Bang theory is ridiculous, because nobody can explain what came before. If they can't explain what came before, I think the theory is ridiculous. So I guess after another fifty years we will have another theory. But if people believe that this world is so wonderful, and so complicated, and so complex, that it's a mystery…

They can call it God if they like. But in that case, God has to contain everything bad as well as everything good, everything evil as well as everything good. So that's all right.


Question: But why is it not possible to believe that something outside the universe exists?

Mike: It's not possible for me to believe it, because in that case there must be another universe which God lives in. And then something must have created the universe which God lives in, so there must be another universe outside God's universe which created God's universe. And then there must be another universe which created the universe which God lives in. And this is Nagarjuna's argument, in the second century. So to believe in something outside of this universe is impossible for me.

Participant: I think it matters, or it is important, how you define this universe. If you define it as three or four dimensions, then this is the universe. I don't know how physicists calculate this, but they insist there are more dimensions, maybe.

Mike: They say that from their equations there are more dimensions. So their equations come from their heads. But I'm waiting for one of them to poke their finger into another universe. Then I'll believe it. Our senses can reach only these three or four dimensions. There will not be anybody… Then the scientists with ten dimensions can keep their dimensions inside their heads.


Participant: I think we are back to my question that I asked you last weekend about the connection between belief and experience, because I've been quite obsessed with this problem recently. I don't know why, but it seems contradictory to me. I can believe in many things, but I wonder whether it helps me to experience reality in a different way. And I like what your teacher says, that the universe is God and God is the universe. Somehow it fits with my… I'd like to add: the universe is the devil, the devil is the universe. Not to replace it, but to add. So somehow, in my mind, I made a model: I separate these two things, belief and experience.

Mike: Belief is a very strange thing, because we believe many things at different levels. But at a kind of primitive level, belief affects our actions. So if I believe that fruit with purple skin is bad for you, I don't eat plums. If I believe that my hands can transmit energy into other people, I can put a bed in a room and have patients and put my hands above them, and if they believe that too, they will pay me money to do it.

So it depends on our experience, on what we do and the result. But what we believe also changes what we notice. If we are a little bit unbalanced towards the spiritual side, like this, then if somebody says, You have an aura around your head, and there is a gap in your aura, I can fix it for you, we believe it. So then we will pay some money or go to some place to have it fixed. But if our state is a little bit towards the materialistic side, we can't believe things like that. We can't believe anything which is not physical. So different people have a different balance between the mental and the physical in their characters.

And so they see their experiences in slightly different ways, and then they say, Yes, I believe that, that really worked. And if it continues like that, they believe it. And if the belief gets stronger, it goes into our body, not only our mind. So we become dogmatic; our belief becomes much stronger.


So our belief depends on our state, whether we're a spiritual person or a material person, because this determines how we evaluate what happens to us. And then that evaluation strengthens our belief. But if we're not fixed too spiritually or too materially, but wobbling here, we evaluate what's in front of us differently today, tomorrow maybe, this morning, this afternoon. This morning we think, Yes, yes, zazen is the truth, and it's making me perfectly balanced. And then this afternoon we sit, our legs are aching and our back is aching, and we think, Ah, let's get out. So this is very helpful for us, to evaluate our experiences in different ways. But many people like to fix their experience on one side, their evaluation on one side. And then that creates belief, and belief creates the evaluation, and evaluation creates belief.

So it becomes stronger and stronger. For somebody who practises zazen, it becomes stronger in us to notice, Oh, my mood is different, I see things differently. I see. I'd better believe in that. I'd better not believe my feelings too strongly, I'd better not believe my thoughts too strongly.

So, let's carry on. If we believe in that, we're believing in reality, and that belief becomes stronger in us.


Participant: There are people who practise zazen and believe in God.

Mike: Yes. So if they continue to practise zazen, I hope they keep evaluating their belief.

Participant: You can believe in God like some kind of universe which is helping us, or you can believe in God like somebody who is

Mike: giving you messages about how to live. So many different cases.

Participant: It seems like a message again. I was in a fog.


Question: Do you think that belief is just a thought?

Mike: No, it comes into our body and mind. But what it is, I don't know. In the beginning it's just a thought, something that comes from what we're doing. If this thought fits our experience, then we can… Not only thought. So a child can believe that their father is perfect, just because they're evaluating the experience of being with their father, who seems to be big and strong and capable. So they have some kind of belief. And then when they become a teenager, they realise, No, he's not, he's a shit.

Participant: Or, I believe Mike feels balanced now. No, it is not just a thought; it's based on how I feel, you know.

Mike: You keep your beliefs to yourself. I know.

Participant: It's based on what I see, how you sound, how you look, right? It's not just, I believe this, and maybe it's completely out of reality.

Mike: Yes. So in Buddhism, to believe that practising zazen makes us balanced is a belief. But when we first practise zazen, we can't believe it. So we practise, and we hear somebody say, You're a buddha. But if we continue day after day after day after day after day after day after day after day after day practising zazen, after a long time, evaluating from many different perspectives, evaluating when we feel happy, evaluating when we feel miserable, evaluating when we feel excited, evaluating when we feel depressed, evaluating when we feel desire, evaluating when we feel hungry, evaluating when we feel drunk, over the years we form a belief. Then we can insist on our belief quietly. This is what happened to Dogen.

That's the best I can do. Time to finish: the last sitting, and then prostration and closing. Then we come back and have lunch. Okay.

[recitation, 00:57:41–00:58:47]

Participant: Thank you very much.

Mike: Thank you.
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these three talks from the 2009 sesshin at Earth Spirit, Mike sets out to say clearly how the Buddhism he learned from Nishijima differs from other forms of Buddhism: what he wants is a Buddhism free from ‘Buddhism’, in which zazen and the practices that go with it work in modern life with modern people. In his view Buddhism has been hijacked by academics, who tell us what Buddhists in the past said and did, and by religious groups, which treat it as a spiritual path to bliss under someone who knows the secret, while the place to look is not away from here but right here in our own experience, which is for him the essence of Dogen’s teachings. He calls this attitude a small and possibly unsuccessful revolution, and it does not reject ceremonies, symbols or other people’s approaches as valueless: they have value in human society, but giving ceremonies and symbols a special sacred meaning instead of seeing them realistically is, in his view, a mistake.

Even Dogen, he says, has to be read critically: he was a thirteenth-century poet who wrote practical rules to teach a rough group of young monks how to live together, not metaphors for life, and rather than putting ourselves into his life we have to put ourselves into our own life in front of us, using our own terms and concepts. Mike tests the difference on one of the koan stories Dogen collected, in which Yunmen says that a treasure hidden in this heap of flesh holds up the lantern, goes inside the Buddha Hall and brings the monastery gate to the top of the lantern, and on John Daido Loori’s commentary, which says that the last line cannot be discussed and invites the reader to trust and enter the mystery. He grants that we can read the story as a metaphor for something ineffable and feel a sense of wonder if we choose to think like that, but he asks whether we want mystical interpretations of Buddhist stories or realistic interpretations which we search for in our own experience. In his own reading, the old monk Yunmen is hanging lanterns at night, as in a Japanese monastery, and as he walks across the gravel towards the temple gate, the gate, lit by the lantern on his staff, seems to come up to the top of the staff; doing this fully, he notices that there is something very valuable in a bag of skin, that he is alive and acting, so what the story describes is just his everyday life, not a metaphor or a spiritual essence. What decides which reading we prefer, he suggests, is where we look for reality – in the mystery of the universe or the spiritual world, in the physical world, for instance in science alone, or somewhere else – and he says he used the story to show how our interpretations are influenced by our own preferences, not to claim that his group alone is right. Yet, to laughter, he calls the view that no approach is right or wrong completely wrong and holds that it is necessary to fight for what describes something real for us, while other people can do what they like.

Turning to the symbols of his own dharma transmission from Nishijima, Mike unpacks a stick, a whisk and a silk certificate and calls such things empty trappings: a piece of wood, some horse hair and some silk that we invest with meaning, as a keen footballer would invest Maradona’s boots with something although they are only boots. The certificate lists his ancestors back to Shakyamuni, and for him ‘authentic’ simply means a list to which you add your name at the bottom and which you pass on to someone who practises zazen as part of their life. The state it speaks of is one in which we prefer a realistic way of looking at things to a spiritual or an overly materialistic one, so whoever says of the old monk that he is just hanging up the lantern can add their name to the list. Chanting the Hannya Shingyo or bowing in the dojo is, for him, a simple ritual that is nice to do, but nothing in the chant itself gives us anything spiritual that singing something else would not; when a person chants, something real happens in that meeting, and its value lies in what is happening now. This does not mean that nothing is sacred for him: he feels that the sacred and the ordinary are two sides of one thing, which are not separated when we are present and acting, and when a participant speaks of reverence and awe under the night sky, he answers that they are there for everybody and that we do not need Buddhism to tell us so. He warns that groups built on spiritual hierarchy tend to lead people to hand their own responsibility to a perfect individual, and he even asks whether he too sets up a hierarchy by giving his answer from his seat. His certificate, he says, gives him nothing but a piece of silk onto which he himself projects the authority, the proof of a teacher lies in what the person is like, and he feels that the vertical hierarchy that has come over from Japan into Zen is quite counterproductive to understanding what Buddhism has to offer. The simple point behind the koan stories, he says, is that reality is just here, now, and in an increasingly virtual society this is vital, because without concentrating on the ceremony of washing our face and cleaning our teeth we cannot live properly.






  Talks in this series



  Buddhism Free from ‘Buddhism’

  Mike says academics and religious groups have hijacked Buddhism and asks how zazen can work in modern life

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 1

  
  



  Yunmen’s Lantern Without Mystery

  Mike sets Daido Loori’s mystical commentary on a koan against a reading drawn from our own experience

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 2

  
  



  The Empty Trappings of Transmission

  Mike unpacks the symbols of his dharma transmission and says that what counts is the state here and now

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 3
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Buddhism Free from ‘Buddhism’

    
Mike says academics and religious groups have hijacked Buddhism and asks how zazen can work in modern life







  Michael Eido Luetchford
September 2009 — Earth Spirit, Talk 1.
Venue: Earth Spirit.

  




  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the first talk of the 2009 Earth Spirit sesshin, Mike sets out to say clearly how the Buddhism he learned from Nishijima differs from other forms of Buddhism. In his view Buddhism has been hijacked by two groups: academics, who tell us what Buddhists in the past said and did, and religious groups, who treat it as a spiritual path to bliss under someone who knows the secret. What he wants instead is a Buddhism free from ‘Buddhism’, in which zazen and the practices that go with it work in modern life with modern people.

Mike calls this a small revolution, an overturning of what Buddhism is about, though he admits it may not succeed and says his aim is not to criticise other groups. Books about what Dogen did in China in 1227 tell him nothing about what is here and now, and groups built on spiritual hierarchy lead people to hand their own responsibility to a perfect individual, who then has to hide their humanity. Even Dogen has to be read critically: he was a thirteenth-century poet who wrote practical rules for a rough group of young monks, not metaphors for life, and we have to put ourselves into our own life, using our own terms and concepts. Ceremonies such as chanting the Hannya Shingyo or bowing in the dojo have value as simple rituals, but giving them a special sacred meaning is, in his view, a mistake.

At the start of the session Mike answers questions on zazen: the eyes stay open because zazen is between internal and external, and balance is a kind of wobbling with stillness at the centre of the activity. He says that a few minutes every day matter more than five hours a day on a sesshin followed by nothing, and from his own hip problem he advises changing the leg on top. In the discussion at the end he says that the sacred and the ordinary are two sides of one thing, and that when we are present and acting they are not separated. He takes Nagarjuna’s statement that nirvana and samsara are the same to mean that everything is sacred and ordinary. Asked about doing good, he says that we do not have to be good: if we live a balanced life, the best we can do is enough. He says that the bodhisattva phrase ‘save the world before you save yourself’ is misunderstood: saving the world is saving yourself, and he describes action that is neither altruistic nor selfish but both, while granting a participant that this might be wishy-washy.






Complete English transcript


As usual I would first like to talk about or answer any questions about Zazen because Zazen is really the centre of what we do. So, if anybody has any questions, comments, suggestions about Zazen itself, speak up.

Question: Could you say something about closing your eyes during Zazen?

Mike: If you close your eyes during Zazen on purpose, usually you end up in an internal world. For that reason we keep them open naturally. But if they suddenly close, (Laughter.) …if you close them, there is no problem, just keep them closed for a bit. But if you keep them closed all the time on purpose, you will end up in an internal world.

Question: But if they do fall closed and it feels nice, should you be trying to open them and waken yourself up?

Mike: If you need to wake yourself up, open your eyes and wake yourself up.

Question: Couldn’t you indulge yourself for a couple of minutes? (Laughter.)

Mike: No. Well, I can but you can’t. (Laughter.) Sometimes we are practising and our eyes close quite naturally and that’s fine; just don’t intentionally keep your eyes closed all the time. There are lots of meditation practices which involve you concentrating on your inner state. Zazen is not that; for that reason we start with our eyes open and generally keep them open. If our eyes glaze over, we are usually concentrating on an internal state or sometimes we catch the cat running across the lawn or a shape on the wall and we are concentrating on the external world. But Zazen is between those two states, between internal and external. When your gaze is just falling on the wall or on the garden but you are not looking at something purposefully and you are not concentrating on your internal conversations, that is the right state. It’s between external and internal.


Question: Can you say something about movement or stillness during Zazen?

Mike: Yes, it is not necessary to keep rigidly still. If you try to keep still, it creates tension. However, when we find a nice balanced posture, that means when our weight is over our sacrum, and our head is nicely balanced over our shoulders, then we don’t need to move. So it’s just sitting like a pile of bricks one on top of the other. If you get them balanced, then you can take your hand away.

But it’s almost impossible to sit without moving. We are always wobbling a little bit and I like to explain that by saying that balance is wobbling. When you ride a bike, you have to wobble from side to side to balance, or if you happen to walk along a tightrope, it’s the same. The idea of perfect balance which is some kind of middle state where you don’t move is just a dream; it’s not real. Also, we have all got different tensions in our bodies and when we practise Zazen, sometimes we notice them. We might notice that our shoulders are tensed in a certain way after twenty minutes and we release them and feel the relief. Gradually we drop off tensions and that is a kind of movement.


So it’s ok to move but we don’t intentionally do a particular movement. Our intention is just to sit in balance; but to sit in balance we need to seek balance so to speak. Actually, for me, Zazen is not still. It is a kind of activity; but the centre of this activity is stillness. Just in the same way as it is at the centre of all simple activities: dance, yoga and lots of others. Stillness does not always mean physically not moving, but that something is still and at the centre of it.

Question: So if we have to scratch or we have something in our eye, you know, these are very simple questions…

Mike: Yes, if I have a scratch, I put my hand up slowly, not as normally. So if during Zazen my head itches, I kind of go like this. (Lifts his hand very slowly to his head.)

Question: Mike, do you have any guidelines for the duration and frequency of Zazen?

Mike: My teacher always said, an hour a day. You can do half an hour in the morning and half an hour in the evening, or forty minutes/twenty minutes. However, that hour a day is a kind of advice for somebody who wants to practise Zazen every day as a life practice. But if you are just starting or haven’t made it into a regular practice, then it is quite difficult to do an hour. In that case, do fifteen minutes in the morning and ten minutes at night. If you can’t do an hour, it doesn’t matter. But just like any practice, if you practise, then you know that you practised regularly and if you don’t practise, you know that you haven’t practised regularly. It is a practice.


That is what I always remember: an hour a day. Sometimes I don’t do an hour a day; sometimes I do two hours a day. But I never do nothing. I never do no Zazen a day. Sometimes when I have jetlag from having been to Japan and back, I even sit for only five minutes, just in case.

Question: Do you have any advice for when one gets into an uncomfortable position and there is pain, how not to end up focussed on the pain?

Mike: If you can change your position so that it is not painful, it’s good. We all have our own problems with our bodies, especially as we get older. I have a problem with my hip which I have had for five or six years now and I have had to adjust slightly the way I sit because if I sit like I used to sit ten years ago, it bloody well hurts. I used to sit very upright and keep very straight but I found that if I drop my pelvis a little bit, I can still keep my upper body straight and it doesn’t hurt so much. So it’s ok to do that and it’s most important that we see Zazen as a practice which is sometimes uncomfortable, as any sport is. Anybody who trains knows that pain is involved and to be able to cope with pain sensibly is a very, very valuable thing. We can’t live without pain and Zazen can teach us how to manage pain to some extent. When I heard some people say: ‘Break through the barriers of pain’ I thought ‘crap’. But it is true that if you force yourself, you can get through some quite severe pain and you enter some kind of a strange state; but it’s not necessary to behave like that. It’s more important to practise, say twenty minutes a day every day, or a few times a week than it is to practise five hours a day for five days on a sesshin and then do nothing. It’s much more important to do just a few minutes a day even if it is just fifteen minutes. Zazen is very simple, an almost stupid activity, but it is very powerful. We don’t notice; we only notice if we keep doing it for a long time. Then we notice that it does actually have a big effect on us.


Any other questions?

Question: I sit in half lotus and I always sit with my left leg on top of my right thigh because I find the other way quite uncomfortable. Is it important to try and switch over regularly?

Mike: I asked my teacher that about twenty years ago and he said: ‘No, it’s not important. You can keep sitting in the same way for a long time.’ But he was wrong. (Laughs.) The reason he was wrong is that he never had any problems; he has very short legs, he’s Japanese, so he was familiar with sitting on the floor since he was a child.


I followed his advice and after sitting in the same way for about fifteen years I developed this hip problem which is without any doubt the result of me sitting one way without changing for a long time. So I would say, change even if it is uncomfortable. You could say, one day sit one way and one day sit the other way. Or, in the morning sit one way, in the evening sit the other way. If it is really uncomfortable the way you don’t like, have a bath and then do it that way. One way would be to practice twenty minutes/half an hour in the morning in the way that it is most comfortable to you and then in the evening have a bath and do ten minutes in the way that you don’t like. Slowly it will become easier, because otherwise our pelvis gets twisted and over a long period there might be problems.

Question: I started to move from quarter lotus to half lotus and I have really noticed a strengthening of my posture. I wonder if you have any comments on quarter, half, full lotus and its relation to the sitting.

Mike: It’s difficult to explain but it’s obvious when you do it. If you can sit in full lotus, i.e. if you can sit in full lotus reasonably comfortably, you notice immediately that it is very stable and strong. It feels like you are locked onto the floor in three points. It feels rock solid whereas if you sit in half lotus, sometimes it feels like you are going to one side and that’s a fact. So there are differences.

You can also sit in the Burmese position which I haven’t done; it is quite uncomfortable for me as I have long legs, it opens my hips more than if I sit in half lotus. So you can feel the difference. However, if we try intentionally to sit like this: very straight and stiff – I knew somebody who used to sit like this intentionally – his back was all curved and you could see the tension in the back of his neck.


Do what’s comfortable. If you never sit in half lotus because it’s painful, you never will. If you try to sit in half lotus now and again, you might find it gets easier. But it’s not about attaining the posture of the Buddha; it’s not a competition. People have different flexibility; work it out for yourself and if you can sit with your legs in half or full lotus, you will feel a lot more solid. But you have to deal with your own body.

Alright, I’ll start with what I was going to talk about. I’m not sure how this is going to go.

This is the ninth retreat at Earth Spirit but it’s actually the tenth anniversary of me coming back to England from Japan. When Yoko and I came back, we didn’t have any intention to form a group as such. It wasn’t until a year after we came back that we started having people to sit at Somerset Street – some of you will remember – and from there things slowly developed.

During the ten years I have given lots of talks about different things, most of which I can’t remember but one thing I do remember. In all the talks I have given I am always searching for what it is I want to talk about. I am searching for it before I start talking and I am also searching for it, as I am talking, as if there is something I want to talk about, but I have got to find what it is. That has become very clear to me this last year; I don’t know why something kind of emerged. My first talk this year was in the Czech Republic in the winter retreat in February where I think I said something like ‘There is a crisis in Buddhism’. I want to enlarge on that theme.


Up to now I haven’t really outlined in detail what I think that crisis is because Buddhism comes in lots of different shapes and sizes. As some of you know, at the end of my street there are two different Buddhist groups; they are both large and one of them has got a peace café which makes really nice food. And John’s group in Glasgow practises in a Tibetan centre which is very big, well organised, well run; a vigorous group of people. And here am I, I have been back in England for ten years and we haven’t got a big vigorous group of people; we are a straggly bunch spread out through the country.

Yet nevertheless I always felt from the beginning that what I learned in Japan and the only thing that I can teach is different from all these other groups. So I have never gone along to other groups and I have never joined in with other groups. That’s partly because of my character: I have always been a bit of an outsider, a lone wolf. But it is also because I think that what I learned in Japan and what Nishijima’s other students learned from him is very, very different from other forms of Buddhism. I almost don’t like saying this, you know. ‘Different from other forms of Buddhism? – Surely, you are not going to go round criticising other forms of Buddhism?!’ You know there is a precept which says you should not criticise other Buddhists, and so on. Well, I am not really criticising, I just want to explain. Some of you heard of Brad Warner and his books; he recently came to give a talk in London and he stayed in Bristol for a few days and gave a talk. He reminded me again of how differently he and I and other people in the group that we call Dogen Sangha see Buddhism.


It has become important to me to say very clearly what that difference is and that is what I want to do in these talks. My aim is not to criticise other groups and say ‘Oh, what they are doing, is wrong’ – I might do this from time to time, but I usually do it in private (Laughter.) – but to point out something which I think is very important because it is the only viewpoint on Buddhism that I can teach. As I say, it has been ten years now and I don’t think I am going to be able to integrate with all the other kinds of Buddhism and the other kinds of belief. That’s not to say they don’t have value – I think all human activity has value and all human activity contributes in different ways to society, so I think, that’s good.

But I feel that more than a crisis in Buddhism there is a revolution happening in Buddhism, yet that revolution is only happening with me. That sounds arrogant – I don’t mean a revolution that is going to succeed or a huge revolution, I mean a small overturning, revolving – is that the root of the word? - of what Buddhism is about and so I’d like to call it a revolution. But it may not be successful.


However, if I compare what I am teaching with all the other teachings that I can read about or hear about, I think they are completely different. I also feel that Buddhism as I see it has been hijacked by two groups. One group is the scholastics, the academics. They have hijacked Buddhism, so that if you go into a bookshop and buy a book about Buddhism, it will often tell you about a Buddhist, usually in the past, what that Buddhist said, did, where he lived and what he thought, and so on. To me that is talking about something else, it is not talking about what Buddhism is now, in my life, in this area.

For instance, you can read many books about Dogen and the Shobogenzo and when he wrote it, how he wrote it, what it means, analysing the sentences and so on, but this doesn’t tell me anything about what is here and now. I think that is a kind of hijacking of Buddhism. It’s taking Buddhism out of something real and useful into an area of discussion about what Buddhists did or are doing. You can find many excellent books on the subject. If, for instance, you want to read about what Dogen did in China in 1227, there are some great books that will tell you. But when you read them, you know what Dogen did in 1227, but what will that do for you? Do you buy this book or not? So I think, one group that has hijacked Buddhism is the scholastics.


The other group is the ‘monastics’ or the ‘religious’, I don’t know what to call them, the group of people who think that Buddhism is a spiritual religion leading to bliss or happiness. They have hijacked Buddhism in a very powerful way and there are a lot of them. Usually they have somebody at their head and that somebody is always is smiling because they know the truth: ‘If you come and study with me, I will tell you what it is…’ and almost all of those sort of groups are founded on spiritual hierarchy just like Christian churches. Somebody knows better than anybody else what the secret is; so you go and try and get it for yourself.

But if you join a group like this, what tends to happen is that you give up your own responsibility to find out what your life is about to this perfect individual who is up there somewhere. You try and get what they have got, which I think is quite dangerous. It is possible to read these days about many charlatans and people who set themselves up to be some kind of spiritual leader and then turn out to have lots of dirty secrets on the side. The more spiritual these leaders are, the more they have to hide their humanity, the other side of their personality away. You can read lots of examples in all different kinds of religions and lots in Buddhism, different Buddhist centres, different Buddhist teachers. They have their problems because they are human and actually they aren’t gods. They have to hide all the imperfect things away and find a secret outlet for them. That’s true of everybody, actually; we all have to hide away and find secret outlets but part of that is the result of living in society.


Anyway, I wanted to emphasise that I think that these two groups, the academics and the religious have hijacked Buddhism, so that instead of becoming a way to live or a real practical look at how we should live involving all the different aspects of modern life, it has become just like any other spiritual religion or any other theology, really.

What I want to do and what I hope I have been doing over the last ten years is to talk about Buddhism separate from those two camps. The reason I want to do that is because this is what Dogen teaches and the name of our group is Dogen Sangha, because it’s based on the teachings of this thirteenth century monk. But as this thirteenth century monk was talking about everyday life, people have even hijacked what he wrote about, what he taught. For instance there are groups in France that try to live according to the thirteenth century rules he wrote down for how to live in a temple. Without any imagination they think they can take a book written in the thirteenth century and reproduce that kind of life today and if they do that, they will get some kind of special spiritual reward.


So it’s necessary for us to look very critically even at what Dogen wrote. The thirteenth century is a very long time ago. He was a poet and his language is wonderful even after having been translated from Chinese and Japanese into English; what he says still has great power and great depth. But he was a person of his time. For example, he had a group of men, no women, all in a little temple out in the sticks north of Kyoto in Japan. He wasn’t well liked by the other Buddhist temples in Kyoto because he had gone off to China and came back and started teaching these weird things; so they all pushed him out. He then built this temple up in the sticks; he got these young men who came to live with him to be monks. But what do you think those people might have been like, where would they have come from? Well, they certainly weren’t all refined, educated nobility; some of them were probably farmers, tradesmen’s sons and so on who had all come from different directions and decided to come and live in this community with Dogen. A rough lot: they didn’t know how to interact with each other probably; they were very likely rather strong-minded. This made it necessary for Dogen to create rules for a community, quite strict rules: how to cook, how to wash the rice and so on. But although he wrote all these things with a practical purpose in mind, you can buy books these days that take Dogen’s rules for how to conduct yourself in the kitchen and kind of theorise as to how these can be applied to our lives in other forms. Cooking the rice can be a kind of metaphor for washing the car or I don’t know what. But they miss the point. Dogen didn’t write things as a metaphor for life, he wrote them to teach his ragged bunch of monks how to live together. That’s one example of what I think is hijacking Dogen’s teachings.


Again, if you read the Shobogenzo, it is all very difficult to understand because it is all written in thirteenth century Japanese and Chinese and it sounds very flowery and he talks about the gods in heaven. So people say, ‘gods in heaven’: that must mean he did believe in gods. And things like that without realising that in the thirteenth century life was very different. Nobody studied psychology. The concepts didn’t exist to talk about our internal states and the kind of problems human beings have in the way that we can today. He wrote using a completely different paradigm. If we are not aware of that, we are likely to try and get from Dogen’s writings something which is not there. It may appear as if he were some kind of god who attained some sort of super special state and that if we make great efforts and imagine what he might have meant, we too can get that state. But I think that’s a mistake. I think that the main thing that we can get from studying Dogen’s writings is the realisation that this guy lived in a different age, but although he lived in a different age, now and again we can see a faint trace of what he was talking about. And what he was talking about was his age and his life in front of him. If we study his works and try and put ourselves into his life, we are making a mistake because we have to put ourselves into our life in front of us, using our terms and our concepts.


There are lots of ceremonies in Buddhism and this is another problem because ceremonies are very nice and they are very comforting and if we join a group and do ceremonies together it makes us feel secure; it makes us feel a member of the group and that’s nice and quite important, of course. But lots of people in Buddhism mistake the ceremony for what Buddhism is about. So they concentrate on the form of the ceremony and give it sometimes undue importance. They think that everything has got to be exactly right so that you can perform the ceremony exactly right and then you get some kind of merit from the ceremony itself. Of course, we do get merit from doing ceremonies just the same as at the start of a football match all the players line up and sing the national anthem or whatever. So that ceremony has value. In the same way, when joining the scouts there is a little ceremony and so on. But to give those ceremonies in Buddhism some kind of special sacred meaning is a mistake, I think. What the ceremonies in Buddhism help us to see is the value of other ceremonies in our ordinary life and there are lots of them, like sitting down to eat together or - can anyone think of another one?

Participant: Doing Zazen together…

Participant: Cooking…

Mike: Doing Zazen together, cooking… They are all kind of ceremonies. They are rituals, aren’t they? And ritual plays a very important part in human society. But many people perform Buddhist ceremonies and then when they get back to their ordinary lives, they ignore their own ceremonies. I think that is a mistake. So really what I am trying to do, and it is the only thing I can do, is to say that we have to find a Buddhism which is free from ‘Buddhism’. We have to find how Zazen as a practice and the other things that go with Zazen can work in the modern world, in modern life, with modern people. And to do that I feel is a kind of revolution because it means sweeping away lots of things that people think are important in Buddhism. To say then that they are not important in Buddhism is not to reject them as valueless. But if we see for example that chanting the Hannya Shingyo is not so important, but it is very nice to do, it is a unifying thing and it has its own value, then we can do it happily, and if we don’t do it, it’s ok too. In the same way we can see that entering the dojo and bowing towards the Buddha is not an act of sacred contrition or something to the Buddha statue, but is just a simple ritual – it’s a simple action. Putting your hands together and bowing is a simple action to do and if we see that and throw away the rest, then we can happily go in and bow, and if we forget to bow, we don’t beat ourselves up. I think this attitude is very important. Otherwise Buddhism will continue to be hijacked by people who want to make it some kind of way to a special spiritual state and all that goes with that, or a field of knowledge to be analysed academically.


I am going to stop talking here and I hope you can disagree with me.

Question: I wonder where the sacred is in your perspective.

Mike: Yes, I wonder. I feel the sacred and the ordinary, or sacred and secular are two sides of one thing. Everything has a sacred side and everything has an ordinary side; if we separate them, we can say, something is sacred or we can say something is ordinary. But if we don’t separate them, then the sacred side and the ordinary are still there but they are whole; so then we can just live with the sacred and the ordinary together. Nagarjuna who lived in the second century wrote about this and he used two Sanskrit words ‘nirvana’ - which actually people interpret as meaning a kind of blissful state but we can take it as a metaphor for sacred things - and ‘samsara’ - which means the daily round of ordinary life, and we can take that as a metaphor for the ordinary - are the same. What he meant is that everything is sacred and ordinary and we can notice sometimes one side sometimes the other. The other morning when I was feeling a bit fed up I looked out of the window and there were these little birds; I hadn’t seen so many birds in my garden and they were all talking and jumping about and I felt something very sacred and wonderful. At the same time we can feel that things that other people treat as sacred are just ordinary. You can go into a big cathedral with a camera and snap around. So, I think not to separate the sacred and the ordinary is quite a nice way to live.


Question: So then the focus of attention is being present?

Mike: Yes, being present or doing, acting is a way of unifying the sacred and the ordinary. Or if you like, when we are actually doing something there is no feeling of sacred or ordinary, or rather there is a feeling of both sacred and ordinary but not separated. Does that make sense?

Question: So you spotted yourself having a sacred experience spotting these birds…

Mike: It just felt wonderful – so that I thought ‘Oh, birds are incredible, aren’t they?’

Participant: Christianity likes to divide the sacred and the ordinary, body and mind.

Mike: Yes, that’s right. Our excellent ability to think has built our excellent civilisation. But it has also led us habitually to separate body and mind, sacred and ordinary, good and bad. In some ways we can’t stop doing that; whenever we think or analyse, we always do it in that way. But when we stop thinking and we are just present, then there is no sacred and ordinary, no good and bad, no right and wrong…


Question: So, that’s like an attainment there, isn’t it?

Mike: You could say it is an attainment or you could say it is a ‘dropping off’. You could call it ‘getting somewhere’ or you could say ‘giving up everything’.

Participant: Because I spot a nice sky and that’s a nice sky, I think to myself but it’s just the sky, but obviously there are two things happening: I am spotting myself seeing that it is a nice sky, and I am spotting myself noting that it is a nice sky. So there are two separate things.

Mike: Yes, but if you then jump on your bike and cycle along with the sky above you that is a third experience, isn’t it?

Participant: I suppose, it’s time, isn’t it?


Participant: Mike, I absolutely agree with you. I am not going to argue with you.

Mike: Oh.

Participant: In fact I am getting to the point of almost becoming agnostic. I am sort of rejecting this paraphernalia and the sort of things you described – this is a personal view – and I’m not saying I don’t take on what I have learnt and tested for my own life of Buddhism, from what I understand as Buddhism. I absolutely know that there is something concrete and profound about this simple teaching, but equally I do not believe in latching onto anything really, just in trying to live my life and conduct myself in a way that doesn’t create lots of hassle for everyone else and that’s it.

Mike: … and make sure the lines are straight.

Participant: Absolutely.


Question: What about all this ‘doing good’ business in Buddhism, you know?

Mike: I think it is a load of crap. However, it is also in me because we have lived in Christendom for a very long time. I would like to do good actually, but I am saved from that tendency by Buddhism.

Participant: What I mean is like this extremely wonderful, even more saintly than saintly good, this wanting to exist in the realms of hell to save the lost souls. I don’t know, it seems we have got to really be very …

Mike: I think we don’t have to, and to really realise that is quite liberating. We don’t have to be good. But if we balance ourselves, if we live a balanced life, then what we do is OK, it’s the best we can do. It’s enough. The best we can do in this life is enough. We don’t have to try to be, you know, ‘good’. I don’t mean we have to try not to be good, that’s different again.

Participant: No, no, I was thinking more of the ‘helping everybody’ thing.

Mike: It’s always nice to help people.

Participant: I was thinking more of the necessity of helping somebody. You must be helping somebody in order to be on the right road to wherever you are supposed to be going.

Question: It’s the bodhisattva idea, isn’t?

Participant: Yes, you have to save the world before you save yourself.

Mike: That’s misunderstood.

Participant: Yes, it is pushed quite hard by some Buddhist groups.

Mike: That’s a misunderstood phrase, not ‘save the world in order to save yourself’ but ‘saving the world is saving yourself’. I think, this must have been a mistranslation thousands of years ago. ‘Saving yourself is saving the world, saving the world is saving yourself’. It’s impossible to do something only for other people. Altruistic behaviour and self-centred behaviour as extremes we avoid. But there is another kind of behaviour which is neither altruistic nor selfish – it is both. We can act; so we don’t know whether we are doing it for ourselves or for others.

Question: Isn’t that a bit wishy-washy?

Mike: It might be, yes.

Participant: I just find that whole area a bit… I’ll think about it.

(The bell rings.)

Mike: Right.

Thank you very much.
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Yunmen’s Lantern Without Mystery

    
Mike sets Daido Loori’s mystical commentary on a koan against a reading drawn from our own experience







  Michael Eido Luetchford
September 2009 — Earth Spirit, Talk 2.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the second talk of the 2009 Earth Spirit sesshin, Mike takes one koan story from Dogen’s collection of three hundred to show the difference between how John Daido Loori looks at koans and how Mike and his group look at koan stories. In the koan Yunmen says that a treasure is hidden in this heap of flesh, that it holds up the lantern and goes into the Buddha Hall, and that it brings the monastery gate to the top of the lantern. Loori’s commentary says that the last line cannot be discussed and invites the reader to trust and enter the mystery, and Mike asks whether we want mystical interpretations of Buddhist stories or realistic interpretations which we search for in our own experience.

In the discussion, participants read the story as a metaphor for enlightenment, as a description of simple action or in the Rinzai way, as something beyond words, and some find the commentary deliberately obscure. Mike grants that we can read it as a metaphor for something ineffable and feel a sense of wonder if we choose to think like that. His own reading starts from a Japanese monastery at night: the old monk Yunmen hangs lanterns in the Buddha Hall and then walks across the gravel to the temple gate, which, lit by his lantern, seems to come up to the top of his staff. ‘Treasure’, Mike explains, is a Japanese way of saying something very important, and ‘heap of flesh’ or ‘bag of skin’ is a self-deprecating way of talking about the body. Doing something fully, Yunmen notices that he is alive and acting: there is something very valuable in a bag of skin, and what the story describes is just his everyday life, not a metaphor or a spiritual essence.

Mike then asks what decides which way we take, and suggests that it depends on where we look for reality: in the mystery of the universe and the spiritual world, in the physical world of science, or somewhere else. Asked whether he claims that his group alone is right, he says no; he wanted to show how our interpretations are shaped by our own preferences. When a participant says that the mystifying commentary suggests a teacher who has the answer, Mike asks whether he too sets up a hierarchy by giving his answer from his seat. He says that the teaching he wants to continue needs no level of spiritual attainment, only looking in the right place, which is right here in our own experience, and that this is for him the essence of Dogen’s teachings. He calls this attitude a small and possibly unsuccessful revolution, says to laughter that the view that no approach is right or wrong is completely wrong, and adds that it is necessary to fight for what describes something real for us, while other people can do what they like. He follows Dogen but says he is not a member of Soto Zen, and when a participant asks at the end whether the koan can be discussed after all, he answers that they have just discussed it.






Complete English transcript


(this talk was given before hearing of John Daido Loori’s death in October 2009)

This is from the ‘Quarterly Journal of Zen Mountain Monastery’ which is in Upstate New York, I think. John has been there, haven’t you, and the master there is John Daido Loori Roshi who is a master in the ‘Rinzai Koan Zen’ and also in the ‘subtle Shikantaza method of Soto Zen’. So he is a master on both sides of the fence. I don’t know whether they still do, but they used to have one koan story in every quarterly journal and this is one that I picked out. In fact he and Kazuaki Tanahashi have now published a translation of Dogen’s 300 koan stories just after we published ours. This is one from that collection, and I want to look at the koan and John Daido Loori’s commentary to investigate the difference between how he looks at koans and how we look at koan stories. I think this is quite important and it is the same theme that I talked about this morning (handout of koan story). [Editor’s note: footnotes in the PDF transcript give the two translations as The True Dharma Eye: Zen Master Dogen’s Three Hundred Koans (Dharma Communications) and Master Dogen’s Shinji Shobogenzo: 301 Koan Stories (Windbell Publications), and the handout as “It Just Can’t Be Discussed”, Mountain Record, Winter 2002, page 2.]

It’s arranged in a rather strange way; ‘the main case’ means the main koan story. The commentary is Daido Loori’s commentary on the koan. I don’t really understand what the ‘capping verse’ is but it’s some kind of poetic reply…

Participant: The teacher usually sticks it on the end. So if you were doing this kind of thing in a Rinzai setting I think, you would give us the koan and then you would have this capping verse. That is the teacher’s version of the story.

Mike: To cap it off? Right, ok. So here goes: These koan stories were collections of stories from maybe ninth, tenth century Chinese monasteries and other places where masters and monks studied and lived together and Dogen collected three hundred of those stories and they are scattered all the way through the Shobogenzo, where he discussed them. This particular story is also in Dogen’s book and it’s only three lines here.



“Yunmen said to the assembly, ‘In the universe there is a treasure that is hidden in this heap of flesh. It holds up the lantern and goes inside the Buddha Hall. It brings the monastery gate to the top of the lantern.’ That is the record of Yunmen’s words.



He was talking to his assembled monks and that is what he said and that is the basis of the koan story.


John Daido Loori’s commentary goes: “Although you may understand Yunmen’s, ‘It holds up the lantern and goes inside the Buddha Hall’, the question is, how do you understand ‘It brings the monastery gate to the top of the lantern.’ It just cannot be discussed. It is here that Yunmen demonstrates his skill at shattering intellection and dualities. He pulled out the nails, kicked out the wedges and let the whole construct collapse. Only the wonder of the mystery remains. We should enter here. An old master once said ‘The spiritual light shines alone, far transcending the senses’. Yunmen has smashed the senses away for you. Are you willing to trust and enter the mystery? Real teachers of our school don’t just present Buddhist principles and doctrines, they cut away the complications. Don’t you see, self-nature is Buddha nature, the true nature of ignorance is at once Buddhahood; the pure body of illusion is in itself the pure dharmakaya. The question remains, where do you find yourself?”



That’s his commentary. Then there is a capping verse which you can read on your copy and a long discourse which you can read to your heart’s content.


Can anybody make any sense of that story?

Participant: Not me!

Participant: He is deliberately trying to be obscure. He’s not trying to clarify the issue. There are more kind of questions in there than… [inaudible]

Mike: In the commentary. What about the original koan?

Participant: I’d quite like a picture of the monastery and where the lanterns were. He refers to monastery and lanterns but I don’t know where they put the lanterns in the monasteries.

Mike: Ok; I made a picture. This is my mock-up of a picture. There aren’t enough, but pass them round. You can just have a look and pass it on. (Picture shows the temple gate and old monk approaching with a lantern hanging from the end of his staff, casting a bright circle of light in the darkness.)

Participant: What is written down for me is that there is a treasure, that there is something that can be found that is freedom. There is something there, there is something that can be found.

Mike: Right.

[inaudible]

Participant: It seems like Yunmen is being pretty descriptive. He is holding up his lantern in the dark and all he can see is the temple gate. So there you are. It’s quite simple.

Question: Is he saying there is something else that can be illuminated by …that all is not dark?

Mike: ‘In the universe there is a treasure that is hidden in this heap of flesh.’

Participant: The heap of flesh is our body; so the universe is somehow inside that and it holds up the light, you know.

Mike: Yes, I know exactly what you mean. (Laughter.)

Participant: I mean, it’s so scary, you can make a hundreds stories out of it. But if I was going to have a go, I’d say: Well the ‘heap of flesh’ is the human body and you can’t separate yourself from everything around you as in ‘universe’. So you can’t deduct anything from the universe for you to be here. There is not somewhere separate other than… So the two can’t exist separately. And ‘treasure’, I’m guessing is the ability of your body to experience reality.

Mike: Right.

Question: Do I get a gold star for that?

Mike: Yes, two gold stars.

Participant: I think he is talking about simple action; he is just talking about lighting the lamp and the lights.

Mike: He is talking about somebody hanging up a lantern, isn’t he?

Participant: He is talking about someone lighting the lantern that’s lighting the …


Mike: Who do you think is hanging up the lantern?

Participant: The person that goes into the Buddha Hall.

Mike: Who is Yunmen talking about? Himself?

Participant: Yes.

Mike: So, ‘this heap of flesh’ is just Yunmen himself.

Participant: …who put the lantern up.

Mike: So, we wouldn’t say ‘this heap of flesh’ in modern language.

Participant: He wouldn’t refer to himself as ‘it’ either.

Mike: I don’t think he is referring to himself there is he? He is referring to anybody that goes into the Buddha Hall.

Question: What is the Buddha Hall?

Mike: This is the Buddha Hall.

Question: I know, I know, but does he mean it literally or figuratively?

Mike: You mean a figurative Buddha Hall.

Participant: If you read on, it tells you.

Mike: What does it say?

Participant: ‘This heap of flesh is each one of us. What is the treasure? The truth of the universe, the truth of the nature of the self.’

Mike: Right. So, ‘the truth of the nature of the self’ in each one of us goes into …

Question: The monastery gate is sometimes called ‘The Triple Gate’ which is the entrance into practice which in turn means doing Zazen then, isn’t it?

Mike: So, it’s all metaphorical? From what he is saying it seems to mean: Yunmen is saying there is a treasure hidden inside each one of us. This is our true self that is hanging up its lanterns in the hall of our Buddha nature; something like that? Does that sound nice?

Participant: I think it’s literal and then than second line is saying, ‘don’t think about that at all; just look at this lantern shining on the monastery gates’, saying ‘don’t dwell on it’.


Mike: Why does he say ‘shattering all intellection and dualities. It cannot be discussed’? The heading of the article is just ‘It Cannot Be Discussed’. Why does he say this last line cannot be discussed?

Participant: That’s the Rinzai thing, isn’t it? That’s their approach to koans, that you can’t discuss it. You can’t have an intellectual discussion about it. They are way beyond words.

Mike: Right.

Participant: And I think that is why he is asking all these questions. The commentary doesn’t explain anything; he is asking a load of questions.

Mike: Well, he is explaining what it is about for him.

Participant: Yes, but he is asking a load of questions. He isn’t giving you any answers. …[inaudible]…He is trying to make it almost sort of mystical, yes, it’s ‘beyond words’.

Mike: ‘Beyond words’, ‘cut away the complicated’, ‘are you willing to trust and enter the mystery’?

Participant: He gets more and more mystifying. I find I can make neither head nor tail of the commentary.

Mike: Well, we can make sense of it and it’s interesting to hear different people reply. There are some people who say, ‘yes, if we think of it metaphorically, we can make sense of it’. You know, inside each one of us there is some treasure. Ok, our soul, our spiritual Buddha, and in the Buddha Hall of life and so on. So we can imagine, it’s a metaphor for something very spiritual, can’t we, if we try; I can. That something is ineffable and we can’t pin it down; it’s a mystery. So we can feel a sense of wonder, can’t we, if we choose to think like that.

Participant: But I think it’s all about direct experience. You experience it and you can say something about it like an equal. That’s why it can’t be discussed. It’s not that it doesn’t exist but it’s just direct experience and then you have this so-called - I call it - washing-up water afterwards.

Mike: Right, so it’s about something we can’t discuss.

Participant: We can discuss but maybe not describe it. We can’t experience it by discussion.

Mike: Right. OK.


So, although he has written two pages of commentary; it can’t be discussed, is that what he wants to say, because that’s the title, isn’t it?

Participant: One of the Zen masters - I don’t know whether he was of the Rinzai lineage – said that we can’t share direct experience [inaudible] … with another person… [inaudible]

Mike: You can smell another person’s fart though, can’t you? (Laughter.)

[inaudible]

Mike: Well, we should though, if that’s direct experience.

Participant: He is not saying that none of it can be understood. He is saying the last sentence can’t be understood.

Question: All the other bit is an explanation; the last bit is real action, isn’t it?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: To me the commentary almost sounds like it could be a way of trying to escape finding a meaning in the last sentence because to me the last sentence doesn’t make sense. I could say it doesn’t make sense because it cannot be described but I don’t know if you can…

Mike: Yes.

Participant: It makes sense because it is real action and real action can’t be described.

Mike: So it makes sense then, if it’s real action? Ok.

Participant: I don’t know how to translate this properly into English but Wittgenstein said that at some point: ‘That which cannot be discussed about that you have to keep quiet…’

Mike: You should ‘pass over in silence’.

Participant: I have read some mystics previously and a lot of them also talk about the mystery and that this cannot be understood and there are books about it. I mean – well, then, stop it. Wittgenstein makes more sense than these people.

Mike: He does, doesn’t he?

Participant: Yunmen seems to be caught by a kind of mystery, maybe his life or where he is at this moment. But then he is just lighting the lantern, he is just doing something concrete. So, although he is maybe caught by the mystery of this present moment, maybe he is wondering, ‘what does it all mean?’. But then he is doing something practical and he is lighting the lanterns.

Mike: So, it’s something practical.

Participant: Sounds like the same things as you and your birds this morning, you are doing something and then you see these birds and you have a nice feeling.

Participant: Oh yes. He is walking through the darkness and suddenly he can see the temple gate; so it looks as if the temple gate had been brought to the tip of lantern.


Mike: What about the first bit?

Participant: The treasure hidden in the heap of flesh is the thing that’s happening; the shining at the top of his lantern.

Participant: I think with today’s technology…obviously I can’t interpret it the way it was written then, I can only interpret it now. When we look at the way that we age for example: our liver cells are replaced; basically we end up with a new liver every two years as an adult and a new skeleton every ten, for example, though some brain cells don’t replace themselves at all. What I am saying is that this heap of flesh – we have this concept of what we are – is actually completely replacing itself the whole time while we are alive. But we experience reality through this heap of flesh.

Mike: Sorry, I’ve changed from the person you were just talking to.

Participant: You have indeed; lanterns to me have something to do with illuminating something. So I assume it’s a light. The temple gates are there but you can’t see them until you throw some light on them and you wouldn’t be able to see them at all were you not there with your heap of flesh.

Mike: Right.

Participant: That’s the best I can do, Mike, sorry.


Question: What do we think about the lantern dispersing darkness? What if it’s the enlightenment which is illumination?

Mike: So, it is metaphorical?

Participant: Absolutely.

Mike: So you mean he is talking about something metaphorical.

Participant: Yes, I don’t think [inaudible] … has much to do with reality.

Mike: With reality?

Participant: No, it has several layers. The happening maybe real but ….[inaudible]

Participant: It seems to me to be a metaphor and concrete. The commentary is just kind of more or less mumbo-jumbo, coming from quite a confused person.

Participant: [inaudible] We all do Zazen here and I doubt that there is one of us who knows why we do it.

Participant: Oh, I don’t agree with that.

Participant: I just know I won’t ever stop doing it, but I don’t know why.

Participant: You don’t know that. (Laughter.)

Question: I don’t know that, but I think that. But could anybody really discuss what they get from Zazen. Is it explainable?

Question: That’s what the Heart Sutra is about?

Participant: Perhaps that’s what he means.

Mike: Form is emptiness, emptiness is form.

Participant: That is what is talking about here.

Mike: Form is emptiness?

Participant: The ‘heap of flesh’, you know, and the emptiness is the life and he is bringing them together in one place to say, ‘that’s how you see things’. [inaudible]… and you can’t talk about them as distinct things although he goes on to try to by saying ‘the spiritual light shines alone’. But actually, it doesn’t; that’s just one side. So it doesn’t actually shine. But it seems to me that’s what he is pointing to, the form and emptiness thing and then is saying ‘How do you resolve that? There you go, you look at the whole don’t you, you look at the gate …

Participant: It’s like that whole thing: If a limb breaks of a tree and there is no one there to hear it, would it make a sound? You know this whole philosophical thing, do you know what I mean? So, I think it is that sort of thing. If you’re there, then you can experience the monastery gate with your lantern in the dark.

Mike: Right.

Participant: Eight hundred years ago some bloke held up a lantern and noticed that it lit the top of the monastery and since then there have been so many castles in the air put around that statement that he probably just is going in and noticed that the lamp lit the top of the monastery, at least on that occasion so that everything that has been spun around it since …

Mike: Who shall we believe?


Question: What’s your take on it? Can you give us your take on it?

Mike: Now, my take on it! (Laughter.)

Question: Does it make sense?

Mike: Yes, if I go to a monastery in Japan in the evening, it’s very dark; so they hang lanterns around to light the place up. The old monk Yunmen is shuffling around with lanterns; he is going to hang lanterns in the Buddha Hall which is like this room, next to the Zazen Hall, hangs a couple of lanterns and then walks out to the temple gate which is on the outside of the temple and hangs a lantern up on the gate. While he is doing it, he feels the value of his action in the present moment because when we are doing something fully and we are not thinking about something else, we are just doing it, we can notice something very important. That very important something is our true self, our ability to act, the fact that we are actually doing something. It’s the fact that we are actually doing something that holds us in the present moment, which is a kind of treasure.

The use of the word ‘treasure’ is a bit misleading, but it means ‘something very important’. In Japanese they use the word ‘treasure’ to mean something that is important. For instance, you can say something like ‘I’ve lost my treasure’ meaning ‘I lost my glasses’. So there is a word in Japanese which we translate as ‘treasure’ but we would never say ‘treasure’ in English, we would say ‘something important’ or ‘something very valuable’. ‘Heap of flesh’ is just a way of people talking about themselves. ‘This bag of skin’ is another phrase; it comes up from Chinese stories. It’s a kind of self deprecating way of talking about your body.

Because, from an objective point of view, what is my body? It’s a kind of ‘bag of skin full of water’. But this ‘bag of skin full of water’ is only a materialistic description of me. In it there is something very valuable and the ‘something very valuable’ that is in this ‘bag of skin full of water’ is what makes a real human being. So ‘something very valuable inside a bag of skin full of water’ is a description of a human being from two sides. We are not either ‘a bag of skin’ or ‘something very valuable’ but we are the two together.


When Master Yunmen is walking around hanging up lanterns, he notices that there is something very valuable in a bag of skin, in other words he notices that he’s alive and acting. He goes into the Buddha Hall and hangs up the lantern and then he trots off through the darkness towards the temple gate which is across the gravel out there by the temple bell. And as he trots off in the darkness with the lantern on the top of his staff, the lantern starts to light up the temple gate as he gets nearer. As he trots across the gravel ‘crunch, crunch, crunch’ and the lantern lights up the temple gate, he sees the temple gate coming up towards his lantern and it comes up to the top of the stick as he hangs the lantern up. You can experience that if you go out in the dark with a torch tonight and you shine your torch around and walk towards something and everything else is pitch dark, the something comes towards you: common experience. What he is describing is just his everyday life. And in his everyday life there is something very important, not a metaphor for something else, not a description of some spiritual essence but just his life itself, just his simple life, hanging up a lantern and then marching up towards the temple gate which is coming up towards his lantern and he hangs it up.


Now, why should my description be any better than his, Daido Loori’s? This is the question we have to decide. Do we want to take spiritual or mystical interpretations of Buddhist stories or do we want to take realistic interpretations which we search for in our own experience? And we have to choose, so you can choose.

Question: Doing Zazen informs that choice though, doesn’t it?

Mike: Why?

Participant: Because in your own experience of practising Zazen, of experiencing your own life, the world becomes perhaps more sharply defined in the light of practising Zazen. So you have experiences like Master Yunmen’s which are just ordinary but at the same time you can see something special…

Mike: In the ordinary?

Participant: Yes.

Mike: Something ‘sacred’ in the ordinary?

Participant: I don’t know about sacred but very nice anyway.

Mike: Well, it’s a treasure.

Question: [inaudible] …That’s what he is doing, going on to talk about something else altogether, more mystical and so on. He isn’t just saying ‘Oh, look, how ordinary and amazing … and it’s just here. John Daido is going on to talk about all sorts of other things, you know, the Dharmakaya and… [inaudible] and so on… Maybe he is just trying to say the same thing but he is doing it in a very kind of ‘up there’ sort of way, isn’t he?


Mike: So what determines which way we take in trying to understand stories like this or Buddhist teachings of any kind? What determines it?

Participant: If you are the kind of person who for whatever reason is attracted to Rinzai Buddhism you are going to end up doing the kind of Zazen which they taught you which encourages you to look at these questions in that way.

Mike: Can you describe something without saying ‘people attracted to Rinzai Buddhism’?

Participant: It was the fundamental thing that I was saying.

Mike: I see.

Participant: Well, when you were saying ‘why would you do that?’

Participant: You are either the sort of person that tests things by some real experience or you are somebody who is prepared to think about things that can only exist in your mind.

Question: Is this the Robert Percy question?

[inaudible]

Mike: It could be. There is some difference, isn’t there? I would guess that it’s not whether you are attracted to Rinzai Buddhism or Soto Buddhism or Christianity or Islam. It’s something to do with where you look for reality…

Participant: Meaning…

Mike: …or truth or meaning.

Participant: What I was implying or perhaps this is just circular ‘Why would you look?’ ‘Well, because of the kind of person you are. [inaudible].


Mike: Where we look for our truth can determine how we understand teachings and what teachings we prefer and what teachings we look for and follow and everything. So there is something that predates whatever teachings we listen to and that is whether we prefer to look for reality in the mystery of the universe or in the spiritual world, or whether we prefer to look for it in the physical world, for instance, in science alone or somewhere else. Is there somewhere else? We can look for our own truth certainly in the spiritual world because we have got many examples of that over thousands of years in Europe. We can look for reality in the physical world because science is so well developed. We can understand in laymen’s terms what science is trying to do and where they are trying to look for it. But where else can we look for reality?

Participant: …[inaudible]… reality in art, in literature, in music, in painting? My sense of this commentary is that it’s just like bad poetry. This is my own response to it that it’s complete crap.

Participant: [inaudible]. He is very consciously recreating the ‘Blue Cliff Record’. That started off as a very urgent commentary.

Mike: Explain what the ‘Blue Cliff Record’ is.

Participant: It’s a koan collection that is very popular with the Rinzai people. But it’s in a particular style. So it’s always this, ‘you must swallow the red hot ball of doubt and vomit it out’ - kind of…it’s got a particular kind of urgency and style to it. And I think what Malcolm was talking about, about personalities, I think, that’s true. When I was at the Blue Mountain monastery, the emotional tone of the place was quite urgent, quite crisp, quite driven – it’s just who that appeals to. They liked to be up at three in the morning doing Zazen, doing Zazen till ten o’clock at night. It’s a particular type of personality. It’s not my personality.

Participant: But it’s interesting, isn’t it, because if you look at the tone of this conversation, the direction of this conversation for the last hour, it’s that our reality is defined by the people who are influencing us around us, so that the interpretations and the guesses and the hypotheses fundamentally change when you come in with your particular approach.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: And I find it fascinating to see how actually completely malleable human beings are. So it’s crisp when it’s crisp when we are around people at three o’clock in the morning and it’s something else when we are with Mike.

Mike: I sit up here behind the little table and I wait till last …

Participant: And you knock us all out!

Mike: I prearranged with Andrew to ask what my take was… (Chuckles.) – No, I didn’t actually.

Participant: …how much our reality isn’t defined by us. It’s defined by what’s around us.

Participant: The majority is suffering. Well, religion is primarily based on suffering or the relief of suffering. Be religious and you will go to heaven…[inaudible]

Participant: The personality thing, something like that, though you say it a lot better. The truth can’t be determined by these guys just investigating it from a particular point of view which is fundamentally flawed so that…[inaudible] Whatever you individually get from it, if it works for you, then it works in that way that it works for you. That’s all you can ever say about that really. It doesn’t really work for me; what you say works for me.

[inaudible]


Mike: Should we not say that they are wrong?

Participant: I don’t like saying that they are wrong.

Participant: One of my friends once said that there are an infinite number of parallel ways to God and I think that sums it up.

Mike: And - there may be an infinite number of Gods to go with those parallel ways.

Participant: I don’t think she meant God in a Christian sense. She meant the Absolute.

Mike: The Absolute?

[inaudible]

Mike: Does that mean that she knows what the absolute is and looking back from the absolute she can see that all these eighty-four thousand ways lead to the same point or does it mean she hopes that they do?

Participant: No, I think, that somehow temperamentally we choose different ways but they lead to the same, if you like, point.

Mike: To the same point, hopefully?

Participant: Yes, hopefully.

Mike: It’s a nice hope, isn’t it? And there’s lots of effort being put in these days to unify lots of different religions. For instance, I get a little booklet a couple of times a year from the universities in Bristol where they have an ‘inter-faith project’. And the inter-faith project wants to encourage meetings and seminars between all the faiths into which Buddhism is included, to unify everything…No, not unify everything, rather to find something in common.

Participant: That’s better.

Question: You once said that Zazen, our Buddhist way, is not the only way to attain the truth, how to experience the truth, that there are many different ways; but it doesn’t mean that we cannot criticise or correct something that we consider is wrong or a misinterpretation. So, we can criticise this teacher’s interpretation but it doesn’t mean that there aren’t different ways of how to experience the truth. You recognise that there are different ways to understand the truth but at the same time we want to criticise or work on something within Buddhism that should be understood. So, you are not saying that we are doing things in the only way that is correct, right? I am just checking because I think some people might misinterpret your attitude as saying that we are the only people who are right, that only we can obtain the truth and only we know how to do it. But that’s not your attitude?

Mike: No.

Participant: Just to stress.

Mike: Yes. What I really wanted to do was using this story to point out how we are influenced by different interpretations, but how the interpretations are influenced by our own preferences, if you like.


Question: Could I add something to that?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: What I have learnt from you just now is that I tend to go towards metaphor and the big picture to try and understand things. When I was looking at this, I was thinking, “I wonder what the ‘monastery gate’ means in thirteenth century China? I need to have that historical context to understand this”. But what I learnt in the way you interpreted this is that if I think about myself in this context, what the reality of my experience in acting this would be and that is another way to understand it.

Mike: Yes, exactly.

Participant: For me reading the commentary, by kind of ‘mystifying’ it, gives the impression that there is teacher that has got the answer and that I haven’t and it’s kind of a hierarchical position.

Mike: I agree; I feel that too.

Question: Don’t you see?

Mike: Yes, but am I not setting up a hierarchy by giving you my answer and because I am sitting here?

Participant: Your answer is not his answer. I was just thinking it’s almost like a multiple choice question; but in his case if it is a mystery, every answer is correct.

Mike: Yes, wouldn’t it be nice if every answer was correct.

[inaudible]… immediately whether I really know or I don’t. It may not be exactly what you have in your little book as the answer for you. That makes it much more interesting and makes it real for me.


Participant: There is a strong trend within religious circles that is referred to as the Dumassillian(?) approach which was I think started in the nineteenth century by a guy called George Dumassil(?). His idea was to find the unifying aspects of all religions, that there was some kind of true core that all religions belonged to. From my perspective this way of looking at it has become very popular with New Age and those sorts of books that want to be synthesising all these different things very superficially. Personally, I don’t know, but I can’t stand the stuff. But depending on how you look at it, you can choose to find all the things that are the same, bring those together, and then have some kind of very satisfied feeling that there is some underlying core that brings is all together. But with regard to your earlier question, ‘Is it ok to criticise, to make comments to other people?’ as a pragmatist my answer is: I think very much so because debate is useful. If you have a strong view and understanding and somebody says something completely different I think it’s stupid not to respectfully take a bit of the conversation and see if we can learn something both of us, rather than stressing the bits that we all can agree on which leaves us just with the most – how would you say in English – in Swedish we say ‘toothless’, the weakest, most diluted, boring stuff with all the good stuff off the table.

Mike: Yes. (Chuckles.)

Question: It’s a bit of marketing, isn’t it? They’re trying to get the Christians to buy this book and trying to get everybody to buy this book because it’s the common thing…but the difference is that the common thing with most religions is this ‘hope’ aspect rather than the ‘present moment’. Does that make sense?

Participant: I’d say that’s the difference … your explanation is much more concrete.

Mike: You know why?

Participant: You’ve been to a temple.

Mike: Yes - In the dark. And for me that’s the only thing that counts, i.e. direct experience. None of us ever believe anything unless we experience it. We hear it, we listen to it but we don’t really take it in unless we experience it.

Participant: Your explanation is based on something we could do as well; we could go to a temple, all of us if we have the cash to go to Japan, we can go to a temple and see that happening. But much of what’s written in this article, an awful lot of people have no means of penetrating by themselves.

Mike: So he very kindly gave them a way to understand it.

Participant: There is an awful lot of stuff which has been collected from all sorts of places and we have to take on trust which is not the same.

Participant: I don’t think you can have a fair assessment. I’m going to stick up for the underdog. It depends on your assessment of what Rinzai is all about. I’ve read a couple of books and the whole thing as John was saying, is about having to swallow this iron ball of doubt and to descend into a complete frenzy of self-doubt at your own intellectual processes of the ideas you have about the world and suddenly you get this kind of breakthrough. And I am sure for a lot of people that has an effect and they might end up at a very similar place that we are talking about, this kind of direct experience. Because of their personality they are attracted to something…[inaudible]


Question: There is a book that somebody has written recently about how after a shock or crisis people are sort of more malleable. So, is it just another way of controlling people? You lead them down this kind of way?

Question: So breakthrough or breakdown?

Participant: The Rinzai process disempowers people.

Mike: Speak up, Barbara. Barbara has been to many Rinzai places.

Participant: I am just thinking that one of the circles in this conversation…we are talking about direct experience, why do you read this book? Throw it away. Go and experience it and then you will see what it is.

Participant: Haven’t got the time.

Participant: Well, you have chosen something else but don’t deride people who do that…

Participant: I was just sticking up for it.

[inaudible]

Participant: No, I think you misunderstood me. I was sticking up for the Rinzai then. I was saying ‘It doesn’t matter how you get there, if it’s meaningful to you…’

[inaudible]

Participant: We are talking about this text.

Participant: He is a Rinzai priest.

Mike: No, he is not. He is a Soto priest. He is both, sorry.


Participant: Let me say one more thing. If you come to the lecture at the university and the teacher shows you lots of equations and you haven’t done maths before you are completely lost, i.e. it will be completely daunting for you. If you haven’t reached a certain stage of spiritual development – I use this expression for want of something better – that will mean nothing to you as well.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: I find if I go to books, some things make no sense to me. But three years later I go back and I see something more. This is incremental development, if you like.

Participant: You have to experience it.

Participant: Yes, experience but it’s also that the commentary always stems from the teacher’s own experience. It cannot stem from anything else and it may also mean that it may not be transferable, in the sense that I can go to ten lectures and only one teacher will sort of speak to me in a way that I can understand. That’s why we have this difficulty because we have teachers expounding as well as they can and students trying to understand as well as they can.

Mike: Well, that’s a nice description of something I have never been to, which is people who are talking in a very different way.


But leading on from this morning what I’d like to say is that the kind of teaching that I am trying to do and would like to continue doing is really completely different from that. You don’t need mathematics to understand what I am trying to say. You might not understand what I am trying to say because I don’t express it very well but it doesn’t need any level of spiritual attainment; it only needs you to look in the right place to understand it and that place is not away from here. And I think this to me is the essence of Dogen’s teachings. The place where you should look to understand what he is saying is right here, right here in our own experience and in our own lives and for me if you look anywhere else then it is something else and I’m not interested in that. And I think that in itself, that attitude is a kind of revolution, a very small and possibly unsuccessful revolution but I would like to continue with it because I think as you can see with this koan we can have very many different interpretations going off in many different directions but if we have experience and if we imagine ourselves in the situation then there is a simple explanation where the story makes complete sense.

Question: The only point I was trying to make is the fact that there is a simple explanation and it appeals to us here, generally. That doesn’t necessarily mean that it is the only way you can use that story. Because I think these guys know that that’s probably the simple explanation but the Rinzai tradition is very different, isn’t it?

Mike: Sorry, which was the point you were trying to make?

Participant: It’s different, but it’s not wrong and it’s not right. All these things are different but none of them are right or wrong.

Mike: I think that attitude is completely wrong. (Laughter.)

Participant: This reminds me of Brad Warner talking about this guy who was selling enlightenment for fifty-thousand dollars. If I cannot criticise this unless I have gone there and paid the fifty-thousand dollars myself, it becomes very complicated.

Mike: Plus, I think it is necessary to fight for what we think is right.

Participant: Yeah, for what we do.

Mike: I don’t mean in the sense of right and wrong but in the sense of what describes something real for us.

Question: For us?

Mike: No, other people can do what they like.

Participant: That’s my only point.

Mike: …but it doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t fight for it or speak up for it, does it?


Participant: This is coming back to the point you were making earlier about a crisis in Buddhism and that is not just a crisis in Buddhism. It is a crisis in the world. This approach arguably gives us a tool to support a change away from that crisis…

Mike: Well, it’s a world revolution. Yes!

Participant: If we can understand and articulate in a simpler way, it becomes more accessible and people benefit.

Mike: You don’t need to come to my monastery and learn for ten years before you understand; you don’t need to come to my lectures and read lots of books before you can understand. You can understand with whatever you’ve got now – is the attitude.

Question: Hasn’t that always been the message of Soto Zen?

Mike: Maybe yes, but I am not a member of Soto Zen. Although I follow Dogen, I am not a member of Soto Zen.

Participant: I can never remember the title of books I have read but I have read the story where Zen split from Rinzai because the farmer’s boy understood the message in a clear way and the monastery leader recognised this.

Mike: Master Daikan Eno.

Participant: And he had to hide him away because the jealous monks were trying to kill him or something but he was just a farm boy. He could hardly write but he understood the message…

Mike: …simply…

Participant: …and was able to voice it…

Mike: Yes, that’s a good example.

Participant: So that’s an idea that’s being going on for a long time…

(Bell rings.)

Question: Why is it when I am talking that the bell always goes? (Laughter.)

Mike: It was prearranged between us.

Yes, it is a good example, the story of Master Daikan Eno. Maybe we can talk about it some other time. Yes, it’s true; but I don’t think that is ‘Soto-Zen’ as such, rather it is a line of teachings which prefer to look at reality in our own experience rather than looking for it somewhere else. Somebody who is fairly straightforward sometimes can see what’s in front them better than somebody who is very intelligent and intellectual who can think about things a lot and tie themselves up in knots. Sometimes, yes.

Question: So it can be discussed?

Mike: We just discussed it, didn’t we?

Thank you very much.
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The Empty Trappings of Transmission

    
Mike unpacks the symbols of his dharma transmission and says that what counts is the state here and now
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In the third talk of the 2009 Earth Spirit sesshin, Mike takes the title a participant gave him, going on your spiritual path with your luggage, and unpacks a suitcase of the objects he received with his dharma transmission from Nishijima. A stick, a whisk and a silk certificate are, he says, only a piece of wood, some horse hair and some silk: empty trappings that we invest with meaning, while what Buddhism is about is the state here and now.

He starts from the Pali scriptures, where the Buddha says that what he teaches is neither spiritual nor material but a doctrine of the middle, and from his own path: years of climbing gave him a balance of body and mind, and in Japan he sometimes found the same state in zazen with Nishijima, so his entry into Buddhism had nothing to do with the spiritual. Dogen’s chapter Shisho, which says that no one becomes a Buddha without the certification of a Buddha, sounded fantastic to him, yet the ceremony itself did not seem to do anything. He compares the reverence we feel for such symbols to a keen footballer holding Maradona’s boots, which are still only boots. He does not mean that such things should be thrown away, since trappings have value in human society, but that we should see them realistically rather than spiritually. The certificate lists his ancestors back to Shakyamuni, and for Mike ‘authentic’ simply means a list to which you add your name and which you pass on to someone who practises zazen as part of their life. The state the certificate speaks of is one where we prefer a realistic way of looking at things to a spiritual or an overly materialistic one, so whoever says of the old monk in the previous day’s koan story that he is just hanging up the lantern can add their name to the list. Chanting has no intrinsic spiritual value either, but when a person chants something real happens in that meeting, and its value lies in what is happening now; coming down to earth means hanging a lantern on the gate, not collapsing the whole structure.

In the discussion Mike says that the certificate gives him nothing but a piece of silk and that he himself projects the authority onto it. People who teach without transmission do not worry him, since millions have realised what is in front of them in the arts, science, sport and everyday life, and the proof of a teacher lies in what the person is like. When participants point out that there is no real quality control, he agrees that in the Japanese tradition nobody can officially be struck from the list, and adds that with few students after ten years of teaching he is not so successful. When a participant notes that Kodo Sawaki, from whom Nishijima also learnt, is not on the list, he agrees that it does not tell the whole story and describes how a cultural revolution in Japan in the late 1860s left temples and ceremonies whose meaning nobody knew, while one or two people such as Kodo Sawaki saw through the form. The simple point behind the koan stories, he says, is that reality is just here, now, and in an increasingly virtual society this is vital, because without attending to washing our face and cleaning our teeth we cannot live properly. Mike finds the vertical hierarchy that Zen brought over from Japan counterproductive to understanding what Buddhism has to offer, and ends by noting that for people whose thinking is centred on the spiritual it all makes sense, which leaves for later the question of why we are sometimes spiritual.






Complete English transcript


Lying in bed last night before I went to sleep, I suddenly thought ‘I didn’t really explain what a temple gate was at all’. Somebody wanted to know what a temple gate was like and lying there I thought everybody probably thinks a temple gate is a gate. But a temple gate is a big structure, a ‘gate house’ we would call it, made of wood and in the temple wall with two big sides and a great big overhanging roof. In the middle is the door to enter in and leave the temple and often in the two side pillars which are hollow they have statues of Buddhist deities, sometimes two very fierce guardians of Buddhism with great evil faces and their tongues sticking out. If you look at that funny little pictures of the monk I gave you yesterday you can see the ceiling of the temple gate – and it is big – so on the ceiling where you can’t reach is a big hook where you hang the lamp. – I should have explained all of this yesterday and lying in bed I thought ‘Ah, I see’ – and the monk would go with the lamp at the end of a stick because he can’t reach. He goes like that and hooks the lamp onto the hook in the temple gate. Thus, as Yunmen is walking across the crunchy gravel, the lamp is going up and down on the pole and in the circle of the illuminating lamp the gate comes towards him; then he lifts his stick and the lamp like that (gestures) so the gate appears to come onto the lamp – that’s what I should have said yesterday. Have you got it?

Participant: Yes, no longer confused.


Mike: I didn’t have a title for my talk until I walked into the room just now and Barbara gave me a nice title. What did you say?

Participant: ‘To go on your spiritual path with your luggage’.

Mike: I am going to explain how I have been on my spiritual path with my luggage. People often think that Buddhism is a spiritual path and in fact if you read some of the description in the Pali sutras, it would seem that it is a spiritual path. However, you can also find in the Pali scriptures statements by the Buddha that what he is teaching is not either spiritual or material but a doctrine of the middle. So the question is, what’s the path that you follow that’s in the middle?

Well, in my case, as many of you know, I went to Japan after many years as a fanatic climber and mountaineer. In my climbing I had found a refuge from my busy mind; because if you do climbing or mountaineering or some other kind of intense physical activity which doesn’t have to be an outdoor pursuit but something that you concentrate on, you can find a nice balance, a physical/mental balance. You can make yourself feel whole and not so worried – because I was a very worried young man. I went to Japan without any knowledge of Buddhism and met this funny little Japanese monk called Nishijima and the practice of Zazen. I found that if I practised Zazen, I had the same nice state, sometimes, that I got during mountaineering.


So my entry into Buddhism was not anything to do with the spiritual. I don’t remember having read any Buddhist books – I had read a few books about TM and Indian teachers and so on. So I listened to the old – he wasn’t very old, actually, he was younger than I am now – Nishijima talking about Buddhism on and on and on and on for twelve years, practising Zazen with him every day and listening to his talking – sometimes he talked very insistently and loudly and almost quite aggressively but I just kept on listening and then after twelve years, Yoko and I decided to return to England.


Before we went to England, I went to his office and said to him: ‘Can I have the shiho?’ – Do you know what the shiho is? The shiho is what people call ‘dharma transmission’. Actually if you read the Shobogenzo, there is a chapter called ‘Shisho’ in Book 1 and it sounds fantastic. There is this special transmission outside the scriptures that you can get from a Buddhist master and then you become a Zen master.


Dogen writes: ‘Buddhas without exception receive the dharma from Buddhas; Buddha to Buddha and patriarchs (‘Patriarchs’ is a bit sexist, but you can read ‘ancestors’ for ‘patriarchs’), patriarchs without exception receive the dharma from patriarchs, patriarch to patriarch. This is experience of the Buddha’s state. This is the one to one transmission and for this reason it is the supreme state of Bodhi. It is impossible to certify a Buddha without being a Buddha. And no one becomes a Buddha without the certification of a Buddha, but who but a Buddha can esteem this state as the most honoured and approve it as the supreme. When we receive the certification of a Buddha, we realise the state independently without a master and we realise the state independently without ourselves.’



It sounded good and that is one of the chapters I helped to rewrite. So I had this idea that there is some kind of certification that I could become a Buddha. I didn’t really know what it meant but as I was going back to England, I asked Nishijima and he said: ‘Oh yes, I was going to ask you.’ So we agreed that he would give me the ‘dharma transmission’.


Those of you who listened to Brad talk know how he talks about it. Although I don’t talk about it like that, my feeling is the same. I went through a ceremony which was nice, which I did and went through with to the end, but it didn’t seem to do anything really. But I got some things to take on my travels. (Starts unpacking a suitcase with Soto-Zen paraphernalia.) I got a stick; you often see people like Daido Loori with these sticks. It’s called a kotsu and you hold it like this if you are a Buddhist master or sometimes you can lean on it like that and it has a very spiritual quality, in fact it has a life of its own. (Throws it on the carpet in front of him.) Stand up! (Laughter.) Oh, I thought it did… Actually, it is a piece of wood and although some Buddhist teachers use a piece of wood as a symbol of their authority, it is important to realise that it is only a piece of wood with some tassels on the end. You could make yourself one. The reason it’s in that shape is, I think, because, certainly in Tibet, in old times they used a human femur and the top of a femur is shaped like a curled scroll. So this is a kind of stylised version of a human femur. Why should a Buddhist teacher have a human femur? Well, I suppose, it is something very bare; it’s a bone bare of all the flesh and all the life. It’s something very basic and bare and quite severe. That’s what this is a symbol of.


And then I got something even better. Does anybody know what this is called? It’s a hossu. The great Buddhist master has the hossu and it’s a kind of symbol of what? Some people make it a kind of symbol of a special authority. But again, it is only a piece of wood. You can buy them in Japan through catalogues because Japanese monks like to have them for their chanting ceremonies. If you have a very nice, silky robe and one of these, you know, ordinary people can’t help but think that you’re great, really. And yet, I think, it’s real horse hair probably and it’s quite nicely made and woven but – John has got one too…

Participant: Not as nice as that one…

Mike: Haven’t you? I thought yours was nicer than that one.

Participant: No, yours is nicer.

Question: Could I borrow it for the flies?

Mike: Yes, you may because on its own it’s only a piece of wood and some horse hair; it has no life of its own; there is no spirit in it.


I think it’s important to emphasise that these trappings which people associated, for instance, with Buddhist masters, everything from this down to those things there (pointing at various other paraphernalia in the suitcase he has brought with him) are nothing other than symbols and we invest those symbols with some kind of meaning. If a man or a woman puts on a nice robe and holds those symbols and those symbols are familiar to us, we feel some kind of reverence. In the same way that, for instance, if you are a very keen footballer and somebody gave you a pair of football boots that were worn by Maradona you would somehow feel, you know, ‘These are Maradona’s boots’. Is that a good example? And you would invest them with something and actually they are only boots. All the trappings of what they call the Zen masters are the same.

I got these and I also got what is called a certificate and because I have given the same shiho ceremony to John and John, they also have a certificate like this. But mine is made of silk. It’s made of silk because Nishijima’s was made of silk. And his was made of silk because his teacher’s was made of silk and it’s wrapped up in this special white washi, Japanese handmade paper, so depending how you unwrap it you can make it more or less sacred. (Shakes it out of its wrapping.)

This says ‘Authentic transmission of Buddhist Patriarch Certificate transmitted to Patriarch Eido’ – so I’m a patriarch (my Buddhist name is Eido).

Question: In English?

Mike: Yes, in English.

Question: Is that valid?

Mike: That’s the big question really…And it has got a huge stamp with lots of wavy lines on it. So it’s beautiful, isn’t it? And on the back it says ‘Master of Dogen Sangha, Old Priest Gudo’ (Gudo is Nishijima’s Buddhist name). But that is only the outside; that’s the cover for the cover. And inside the real cover is the certificate itself and I’d like to show it to you because it’s exactly the same as Dogen’s certificate which is preserved in Eihei-ji Temple.


Inside is this piece of material like a table cloth really. It unfolds lengthwise and it unfolds this way and it has a kind of diagram on it. Can you see? I copied Nishijima’s which was just the same as this and the two Johns’ certificates are the same as this one; but we used different material, didn’t we, because writing on silk is very difficult. This ring here is all the names of my ancestors going right back to Shakyamuni Buddha. In the middle along that line it says ‘Shakyamuni Buddha Bodhi’ and then there is a red line that runs down here that says ‘Mahakashyapa Buddha Bodhi’ and then the line goes round ‘Ananda Buddha Bodhi’, ‘Sanavasin Buddha Bodhi’, ‘Upagupta Buddha Bodhi’, ‘Ditika Buddha Bodhi’, ‘Mishaka Buddha Bodhi’, ‘Vasumitra Buddha Bodhi’… so these are all the people in the line and it goes on and on. It gets round here to some familiar names like ‘Bodhidharma’ and then the Chinese masters which are written in the Chinese not in Japanese pronunciation. Then there is Dogen somewhere around here: ‘Dogen Buddha Bodhi’ and his successor was ‘Ejo Buddha Bodhi’ and then it goes right round here where it gets to ‘Rampo Niva’. He was my teacher’s teacher and became head of the Soto sect; he died about fifteen years ago. And then there is me and then the line goes back up through there and kind of links everybody up.


That is what people call the ‘transmission’. And down there it says: ‘In the Buddhist patriarchs’ life and blood and vessels realisation of the state has been transmitted here and now. Eido (that’s me) has received the transmission here and now. Japan 1990, Dogen Sangha, Gudo. Lots of people make this into something very special almost secret and they look to see whether somebody ‘has received the transmission of the dharma’ and things like that. For instance, in the organisation called the ‘International Zen Association’ their teacher Deshimaru died without making certificates for his disciples - which created a lot of problems because they didn’t feel they were authentic. But what does ‘authentic’ mean? Well, it is a list and you add your name to the bottom and you pass it on to the next person and they write their name on the bottom and they pass it on to the next person. So who do you pass it on to? You pass it on to somebody who you teach Zazen to or who you realise, practises Zazen as part of their life. That’s what it is all about.

At the bottom it says: ‘…has realised the state.’ Lots of people think that there is a special state to realise. There is a special state to realise and we talked about it yesterday. It’s a state where we prefer a realistic way of looking at things rather than a spiritual way of looking at things or an overly materialistic way of looking at things. So, when you meet somebody who says ‘Ah, he is just hanging up the lantern’, you can say ‘That bloke has got the state. Let him add his name to the bottom of the list’. And you make your list and pass it on. That’s all it is.


I didn’t feel particularly special, rather I felt a bit puzzled after the ceremony. I thought ‘Mmmh, ok. Well, that’s done then.’ All these objects plus black, shiny robes with little robes inside and lots of ceremony which lots of people give great value to are really empty trappings. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have them but it’s very important to realise what they really are. Once we realise what they are, ‘Oh, I see, it’s only a beautiful certificate’, it’s very nice and sometimes enjoyable to put the red stamps on. But it’s only an empty trapping. Yet sometimes empty trappings are important in themselves. I don’t mean that none of these things should be used and we should throw them all away but it’s very important to realise what they are from a realistic point of view not from a spiritual point of view. Unless we can erase the spiritual aspects of Buddhism, I am going to retire next year and practise the accordion which is much more realistic.


Participant: It seems to be the same with language and Rory’s joke about: ‘Oh, is it authentic?’ People might think that was a serious point. I haven’t spent twenty odd years in Japan and am in there reading, singing this thing, I haven’t a clue – you see what I mean? I realise, you just do it, you just sing it but part of me thinks: ‘I don’t understand’.

Mike: You chanting the Hannya Shingyo?

Participant: Yes, chanting things in another language.

Mike: Well, chanting is singing and producing a voice has an effect on us, hasn’t it? I think choirs are becoming really popular everywhere; there was a programme on the telly last week called ‘How a choir works’ with this very charismatic young choir master who is going to the different places and getting people to sing. It’s unifying and it’s joyful; singing or chanting changes your state by you doing it with lots of people. But there is nothing intrinsic in chanting, for instance, the Hannya Shingyo that gives you something spiritual that you don’t get somewhere else by singing something different. Singing is singing. But there are certain traditions and it’s nice to practise those traditions because traditions give us some kind of feeling of security sometimes. It’s nice to follow the same routine when we come and practise Zazen, like bowing when we enter the dojo, walking round the back of the table, I mean, walking round the back of the table with the Buddha instead of the front of the table (!), and all that and of course. We do it because it is kind of quite nice, isn’t it? But in itself, it doesn’t have any value.


Actually to me, it doesn’t matter what the chants mean. Paul asked me what the mealtime chants mean: we can translate them and they say things like ‘Thank you very much for your efforts in preparing the food’ and so on but actually it doesn’t matter. When we chant we are not kind of projecting our spiritual thanks somewhere to some farmers. I mean, can you think where you would have to project them to, down through the distribution chains; Kellogs are manufactured in Ireland, all our spiritual thoughts are wafting around so widely that probably when they get there, there won’t be very much for anybody. So it’s not that; it’s the actual activity that we are actually doing here and now and that’s what it is: the state here and now because that’s all that Buddhism is about. It’s realising that there is nothing behind where we are, there is nothing above where we are, there is nothing to attain in that sense but we need to come down to earth and coming down to earth is to hang a lantern on the gate not ‘to knock our wedges and pull out nails and collapse the whole structure’. But just do our normal things and the reason Buddhism reveres doing normal things is because that’s all there is because the future hasn’t come. All we can actually do is to get on with the next thing. Though perhaps we can’t stop worrying about tomorrow – worrying about tomorrow now doesn’t make any difference to tomorrow. But what we do in the next second does make a difference to tomorrow. Buddhism is about keeping remembering that and all the teachers who are on that list kept remembering that and the way they kept remembering that was by speaking it loudly to other people. If you tell things loudly to other people, in the end you hear it yourself. That’s all there is. The rest of it is trappings and the trappings themselves have value in human society but we shouldn’t be afraid to not do them sometimes or change them sometimes or whatever. If we don’t realise what the centre of Buddhism is but get caught in the trappings, then it is better to play the accordion… We could have an accordion band.


Participant: It’s actually quite a difficult instrument, the accordion. I tried it many years ago. Yes, you need good coordination because you have all the buttons on which you play the melody but then you have to pull this part …

Mike: Also there are Health and Safety considerations if there are children around because you could catch their fingers in the bellows.

So this is the Buddhism I learnt and you can see it in Brad’s rather irreverent attitude too whose talks some of you have heard. He is trying to do in a different way what I am trying to do too, which is to say ‘Don’t worry about all the trappings, you won’t get demoted, or you won’t get negative merit if you don’t bow before the Buddha statue or even if you say ‘fuck’ in front of the Buddha statue. The Buddha doesn’t mind because he is dead and that in there (pointing to the Zazen Room where there is a Buddha statue on a little altar) is just a piece of wood. But when the symbols and human beings meet, then something takes place.

So the chant doesn’t have any meaning really, even if a Japanese person chants those mealtime chants, he doesn’t understand what they mean because they are written in medieval Chinese. The chant on its own is worthless, but when the person chants, in those two meeting there is something real and that something real has value. But the value it has is in what is happening now not some kind of spiritual projection or moving up the scale towards enlightenment or anything like that.

That’s what’s on this certificate. So if you want one of these get that state and then write your name on the application form please and you can have it.


Question: How many copies of the application form?

Mike: Two hundred and fifty, oh no, ninety-one, one for each of those people.

Participant: But life has a complete mystery at its core. So the idea of reverence and awe by standing up there at night and just looking at the stars as we did last night and see two shooting stars I feel reverence, I feel awe and I feel that life is a complete mystery.

Mike: But that reverence and awe and mystery is there for everybody. Little children feel it often. We don’t need Buddhism to tells us that life has reverence and awe. We just need to slow down and stop getting trapped in the structures we build up. But yes, it’s true; everybody experiences that at one time or another.

Question: We don’t need to make any more of it than that though, do we?

Mike: No.

Participant: But what we often do is to say ‘Ah yes, that means something else which we haven’t got’ and then we have this big thing about not having it rather than just go ‘Hm, there … [inaudible].

Mike: ‘Doesn’t the moon look fantastic out there?’

Participant: Just let that be.

Mike: That’s right.


Question: But Nishijima also learnt from Kodo Sawaki and yet his name isn’t there. So that kind of represents something, doesn’t it? It doesn’t tell the whole story, does it?

Mike: Well, yes, it’s true. In the late eighteen sixties there was a kind of cultural revolution because Japan opened up after three hundred years of being a closed country and all these foreign ideas came in and the Japanese thought that Buddhism was quite a crude farmers’ religion, you know, practising facing a wall and so on and no such sophisticated spiritual philosophies like they saw in the western great churches. They had little wooden temples; they thought ‘We better get rid of this lot and get some of the western stuff’. So they tried to destroy Buddhism and they pushed the monks out of the temples, burnt a lot of the temples and tried to destroy the rather simple original Buddhism that had been in Japan for hundreds of years. In the process, people who were teaching it, stopped teaching it and stopped teaching people how to teach it. So they had the temples and the ceremonies but nobody knew what it was all about. Because of that they started concentrating on how you hold the stick of incense and what colour robe you wore because that was all they knew. But there were one or two people, including Kodo Sawaki, who saw through the form and taught what it was really about. My teacher studied with him when he was young; so that is where it all started for him.

Question: But this thing, doesn’t it give you the authority to teach?

Mike: It doesn’t give me anything other than that piece of silk; I project the authority that I think that gives me.

Participant: I was just wondering about how you feel about people teaching who haven’t had this transmission.

Mike: It doesn’t worry me at all. Is what they say that is important to me or actually what they do. You don’t have to have a certificate that says ‘I realised reality is what is in front of me’. Millions of people in the world have realised what is in front of them and you can find them everywhere, in the arts, in music, in science, in sport, in everyday life, in business. They have realised what reality is; they are balanced people but they don’t teach those facts clearly in the way Buddhism does.


Participant: I was just wondering about the value of this thing in terms of the teaching lineage. Do you have any ideas about that, that teaching is a tradition? – I suppose, in a way anyone can call himself a Buddhist teacher.

Mike: Yes, they can. But the proof of the pudding is in what the person is like. So even if you get one of these (pointing to the certificate of transmission), it doesn’t mean that you are going to convince people or teach people something valuable. I don’t know.

Question: There is no real quality control, is there?

Question: Well why do you assume that everybody who gets transmission has to be a nice guy?

Participant: No, but if the teacher is a man or a woman who can see the truth then they should really be able to see through another [inaudible] if you get my meaning.

Mike: Beautifully put; only, do you think that somebody, for instance me, who has got his name on the list, should be able to see through people? Do you think that I can see through people?

Participant: Well, I think …

Mike: Can you see through people?

Participant: I would hope I’d be able to…

Mike: Are there times when you can’t?

Participant: Oh, I’m sure there are.

Mike: Me too.

Question: In the end, you could size the people up, couldn’t you?

Mike: In the end, yes.

Question: But can you strike somebody from the list?

Mike: Evidently not in the Japanese tradition. Officially, you can’t, no.


Participant: Somebody said about ‘quality control’ and if you look at normal academic life, we have it. But it’s no guarantee either because we also let arseholes through if I can borrow this expression. No system is perfect [inaudible]. But when somebody has made great mistakes, we can strike him from the register. There was recently such a case, when a guy forged all the [inaudible], practically everything was forgery. In the end why would you want ‘quality control’; in the end Nishijima is also a man not superhuman.

Mike: Yes, he can make mistakes.

Participant: Has Nishijima ever commented on that? Because there are teachers to whom he has given the shiho where he perhaps feels now that it was a mistake.

Mike: Nishijima has commented on one teacher, yes, because he said to me last time I saw him two years ago that this teacher will never be his successor. I have no idea what he meant by that, but it was an expression of disapproval. But who is to say my name shouldn’t be on the list. Just I am doing what I can and whether you all stay or leave is a kind of proof. There are not many of us and I have been doing my thing for ten years; so I’m not so successful. I am wondering what is going to happen in a few years.

Question: ‘Not successful’ did you say?

Mike: Not successful, no. I should have hundreds of people and a big…

Question: This is not about numbers, is it?

Mike: Right. Well, I’m glad you said that, Rory.

Participant: You had me worried there for a moment.


Mike: But can you see all the traps. Can you see all the Buddhism that is around with all these different groups, all doing different things and in the middle of all that the threads of, if you like, the essence of Buddhism here and there through all the different forms and that’s what’s important, the essence of it.

Participant: But this is why you haven’t got hundreds of fellows there because people …[inaudible].

Mike: People like it all.

Participant: Oh, yeah, I mean it’s extremely popular. If you look at the people that [inaudible] the religions and branches of even Zen that have that [inaudible] and it’s all the ones that have got all of the extra bits and ‘this is important because I am special and this is a piece of paper of special significance’ and all that. People buy that big time. And that’s why a teacher in America can charge fifty-thousand dollars for enlightenment in one afternoon. People buy into that.

Mike: So, I am successful in not having…?

Participant: Yes.

Mike: Good.

John’s more successful than me.

Participant: I have heard a monk say that he took the monkshood because he liked dressing up.

Mike: Yes, there are all these things; and we are human beings. There aren’t any super humans.

Question: But did he say what happened afterwards? Whether he kept it up because he still liked dressing up?

Participant: I’ll ask him next time I see him.

Question: I am quite serious because it might be the initial stage but what does he do and think now?

Participant: I think he was part joking.


Mike: Right. So anyway I just want to make a clear point which you can see that at least in the teachings of what people call Zen which have these koan stories and stories of ancient masters and conversation between teachers and students. If you look and you get through the medieval language and metaphor you can see that what they are talking about is something very simple, that is: reality is just here, now, not somewhere else, not something that you get through to and haven’t got through to yet, but just what’s in front of us. And the reason why that is so valuable in modern society, is because society is very virtual now. We live in the world of thinking a lot. Our economic structures, our business structures, everything is now becoming more and more virtual. So it’s easy to mistake that virtual world for the world of tying our shoelaces and cleaning our teeth. But if we do that, we will miss something which is more than important, it is vital. Without concentrating on the ceremony of washing our face and cleaning our teeth and eating and keeping ourselves healthy, we can’t live properly and that is all that Buddhism is teaching.

Participant: There is a kind of tacit agreement between the teacher and the student. They kind of reciprocally (lift) each other up. If I am giving you a bigger plinth, what you have to say is more significant and because I am receiving it, I am more significant.

Mike: Yes, there is. And in Zen, that also originated in Japan. Because in Japan traditionally, they have this system which is vertically structured so the teacher is up here and you are down there and that is spread right through from all the schools to the universities, researchers… You know, in Japan scientific researchers can’t publish a paper in their own name until they’re about seventy. They have to put their teacher’s name on the paper: Twenty years research and you write your teacher’s name, your sensei’s name on there. How terrible is that?


Participant: There are rankings like that for potters, as well.

Mike: Rankings for potters?

Participant: If you buy a pot, you get their sort of lineage and their ranking and whether they are a ‘national treasure’.

Mike: To say ‘Right, my teacher’s teacher was head of the Soto sect reflects on me.’ That kind of hierarchy, I feel, is quite counterproductive to understanding what Buddhism had got to offer really.

Participant: When I went for the first time to Japan to work in Kyoto there was a group around the professor and they came in a very specific order, the oldest, the one who had been with him first would sit next to him and the one who came last would sit next to the door. Now they are breaking out of it – which is not simple because nowadays they also have less money so people don’t have jobs for life and that creates a lot of difficulties obviously…

Mike: Yes, Japanese society is changing slowly.

Participant: Yes, it is changing but clearly, it is like this example, you pull out all the nails and bindings and suddenly everything collapses. It’s too much ingrained in their thinking. I had a discussion with a colleague and I said to her ‘I will talk to the professor’ and she said ‘yes, he will listen because you are older than he is’ although he is hierarchically higher than me and I just laughed. But that’s how they think.

Mike: Yes, and that kind of thinking has come over, especially with Zen; I don’t know what it’s like in for instance Tibetan groups. I think they have a completely different approach but certainly in Zen groups that are around there is this hierarchy that has come over from Japan. Even, for instance, the biggest Zen group in Europe is the AZI, the International Zen Association and they’re really glued up with hierarchy and they don’t know how to get out of it, really.

Participant: I went to a Tibetan group a long time ago once and in that group at least had a hierarchy with some dead people as well. There was a teacher who was in some heavenly sphere and he had been reincarnated this many times. I asked the teacher that was there ‘how many times has your teacher been reincarnated, Rinpoche Such and Such?’ ‘Oh, thirteen times, excellent, very good.’ I couldn’t really understand what they were doing…

Mike: But if the centre of your thinking and feeling is spiritual, then it all makes sense and is very attractive. So it comes down, and this afternoon I will talk a bit more, it comes down to why are we sometimes spiritual. Some people are very materialistic and some people are very spiritualistic, what is that all about? We can talk about that more next time. But I’ll stop now.

This afternoon, in the free time, at half past two we are going to have a precept ceremony for Hal in here. It will last about forty-five minutes and if you want to come, you are welcome, but it is only a precept ceremony. You can come and join in which is just to sit and listen, actually. This room is probably the best because it is quite light.

Thank you.
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Venue: Dibbavana, Mariánské Lázně, Czech Republic





  What the series says (short overview)

  
In these five talks from the 2011 Dibbavana retreat, Mike says that we do not need to get rid of something inside us called unhappiness, or something called suffering, and that if we just practise balance, which can be zazen, our flow of feeling goes back again. Mike builds this on a story about Kodo Sawaki, who in a coal mine felt an elevator going up although it was still going down, and who said that all feelings of happy, sad, good and bad are just a slight difference in our sense of balance. Mike also says that it is no use thinking zazen is a kind of cure for everything: if a relationship has a problem, zazen helps but does not solve it, we have to solve it, and all zazen does is give us a balanced point of view. Mike thinks he said at a retreat in Slovakia that we should not think there is something called Buddhism to solve our life, and he says that we have to solve our life ourselves, which is what the Buddha's words "Be a light unto yourself" mean, although they sound very spiritual and profound.

Mike adds that the teachings of the people who followed the Buddha just point out some things we can use, and that the most important thing they pointed out is that if we balance ourselves, we can avoid being extreme, and then we can be reasonably happy. Mike says that good and bad are two sides of one thing, so we have to have both, and that it is a paradox about zazen that if we do not push ourselves to be better, we become better: zazen improves us because we accept both sides. Commenting on a story in which Shunryu Suzuki answers a crying student's question about suffering with "No reason", Mike says that he thinks suffering is one part of life, so the point is not to get rid of suffering but to overcome or transcend it, and, on another Suzuki story, that problems are the water we swim in, since without problems there is no life. About sitting when we have lots of energy, Mike says that we have to follow the flow of energy, that we can't force it in another direction and need not judge it, and that in training ourselves we can sit when we can sit, which he calls his approach, unlike some teachers who say that we should force ourselves through the barrier. Mike tells a koan in which an old monk says that two mud buffalo used to fight together, but they both walked into the sea and dissolved, and Mike reads this as the monk explaining something that happens to us: we have two different viewpoints inside us, and they fight with each other. In Mike's reading, the monk's mention of mud suggests that the buffalo are not real and his mention of the sea suggests practising zazen, and there is a possibility that they will walk into the sea and dissolve during zazen. Asked what happens if each buffalo goes in another direction and they do not disappear, Mike says that this is a different case: the story means two parts of ourselves, and if two parts of ourselves go in different directions, we become schizophrenic, so we need to keep fighting, otherwise we become dangerous.

Mike says that Shunryu Suzuki accepted a strange young man into his temple against his wife's wishes and that after a couple of years the young man killed her, and he thinks that this terrible situation made Suzuki very wise and that a very severe experience can be a great teacher: we do not want it, but sometimes we get it. Mike supposes that if we practise zazen for a long time, we find a kind of middle position in society, but if society moves to an extreme, we feel that abnormality, and so Kodo Sawaki felt it in Japan in the years leading up to the Second World War. Mike says that Shobogenzo has many descriptions that sound too beautiful and that what we write sounds better than reality, so he thinks that, in a way, Dogen's writings are nothing like reality. Pavel says that understanding a teacher's character lets him separate it from the teaching, and Mike then says that the transmission outside the scriptures, which sounds very mysterious in Buddhist writings, means what Pavel said, so Mike is trying to show his character as clearly as possible. Mike says that the koans of 10th- and 11th-century Chinese teachers just present one concrete situation after another, and that if we study them one after the other, we can understand some general principle, but we can't find any theoretical teachings in them: they are teachings themselves. Mike thinks that in modern times we are used to taking the theory out of a concrete situation very quickly, and says that it is not that we should never intellectualise, but that we need to know how to cut through intellectualising when necessary, because the real situation is on the other side of it.






  Talks in this series



  Sadness Is a Change in Balance

  Mike explains that feelings are slight shifts in our sense of balance, so we need not get rid of unhappiness

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 1

  
  



  Just to Be Alive Is Enough

  Mike reads stories about Shunryu Suzuki and says that a terrible experience made Suzuki very wise

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 2

  
  



  Freedom and the Teacher’s Character

  Mike supposes that even the kesa is only cloth and tries to show his character as clearly as possible

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 3

  
  



  Kodo Sawaki and Concrete Teaching

  Mike reads Kodo Sawaki's sayings, then contrasts the concrete koans with modern intellectualising

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 4

  
  



  When the Mud Buffalo Dissolve

  Mike tells a koan about two mud buffalo: our inner conflicts are not real and can dissolve in zazen

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 5
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Sadness Is a Change in Balance

    
Mike explains that feelings are slight shifts in our sense of balance, so we need not get rid of unhappiness







  Michael Eido Luetchford
August 2011 — Dibbavana, Talk 1.
Venue: Dibbavana, Mariánské Lázně, Czech Republic.

  
  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that feelings such as sadness and happiness are not fixed things inside us but only a slight change in our sense of balance, so we do not need to get rid of something inside us called unhappiness. He takes this from a story told by Kodo Sawaki, who went down a coal mine in a lift and, while it moved at a constant speed, felt that it was standing still or even going up, although it was still going down.

Sawaki said that life is like that: we notice a slight change in the balance and think we are going up or down, and Mike concludes that feeling sad, happy, sleepy or awake is okay because it is the flow of our natural energy. If we just practise balance, which can be zazen, our flow of feeling goes back again, like a big tree that the wind blows one way and then the other. When we try to get rid of a strong emotion such as sexual desire, it gets stronger, just as a cork pushed under water pops out when the finger is taken away. Mike adds that every human characteristic has two opposite sides, so very strong people are also very fragile, and that trying to keep only the good and get rid of the bad is impossible, because good and bad are two sides of one thing. He calls it a paradox of zazen that because we give up everything in it, including trying to improve ourselves, zazen improves us, and he says that we can practise with our stupid thoughts coming and going, the same as everybody else.

In the discussion, Mike admits that he used Boris's kind remark about his sad face as an example and says that sometimes our feelings are private. To a participant who has to behave professionally at work even when sad, he says that sometimes we have to act, recalls an old Japanese man who taught him how to bow to people he did not like, and says that having a family teaches people this, a training he missed and now has to do himself. When Boris asks where the border of acceptance lies, Mike says that the conflict is the same whether we see it inside us or outside us, and that in Buddhism we make decisions with balanced intuition, prajñā, so the decision makes itself. Asked about depression, he says that zazen changes our mood if we can do it, but that it is very difficult then and that zazen is not a cure for everything: it gives us a balanced point of view, but we have to solve our problems ourselves. Recalling the Buddha's words "Be a light unto yourself", he says that there is no Buddhism to solve your life, only teachings that point out that if we balance ourselves we can avoid being extreme and be reasonably happy. He also says that he does not think he can find himself permanently, perhaps because he is changing all the time and some Buddhist teaching says there is no permanent self, that every action has a result for which we are responsible, and, when a participant says that we only have to breathe in and out, that we breathe out and the universe breathes into us.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

This morning, Boris said to me, Oh, something bad happened. You look... your face. Did you? So I guess my face looked like that this morning. So I said, no, not bad, sad. So feeling sad is okay. And feeling happy is okay. And feeling sleepy is okay. And feeling awake is okay. Feeling up, and feeling down, is okay. Because it's a flow of our natural energy.

Somebody mentioned Kodo Sawaki just now. He told a story about when he went to visit a coal mine and got in the elevator with the miners. The elevator went down for some time. He said in the beginning he could feel they were going down. But after a while, he felt they were going up. So he shone his light on the wall of the shaft, and he realised they were still going down, although he felt they were going up. So he said he realised that when we're moving at a constant speed, it feels like we're stationary. And so we can feel like we're going up when we're going down. Sometimes.


And he said, Life is like that. We notice a slight change in the balance in our life, and we think we're going up, or we think we're going down. But actually, it's only a slight difference in our energy. So he said that all feelings of happy, sad, good, bad are like this: just a slight difference in our sense of balance. So sad is okay because it's just a change in our sense of balance. Happy is okay. It's just a change in our sense of balance.

We often think emotions are fixed: this is happiness, this is unhappiness. So I want to get happiness inside me and get rid of unhappiness, put in happiness, and so on. But according to Kodo Sawaki, it's just a change in our flow. There's no such thing as sadness, like this cup. So if there's no such thing, we don't have to get rid of it. People often feel they have some kind of feeling they must get rid of because it's not good. But according to Kodo Sawaki, this is just change. We sense a change in the balance. So in his story, the lift is going down, and if it goes down faster, you feel you're going down. If it goes down at the same speed, you feel you're standing still. If it goes down slower, you feel you're going up.

Participant: And Einstein noticed the same thing afterwards. He called it relativity.

Mike: So the point is that we don't need to get rid of something inside us called unhappiness. We don't need to get rid of something inside us called suffering. If we just practise balance, which can be zazen, then our flow of feeling goes back again. Like a big tree in the wind: it blows this way, I'm unhappy; it blows that way, I'm happy; and so on. So if we feel, I'm unhappy, oh, I'm going to stop, then this makes the force. We can let ourselves be as we are.


A good example of a strong emotion that we try to stop may be sexual desire. In modern life, society encourages us to feel sexual desire, through advertising or some kind of wanting and so on. But if we try to get rid of it, it gets stronger. My teacher used to explain it like a piece of cork floating on some water. If you push the cork down under the water, which is like suppressing something, as long as you keep pushing down, it's okay. If you take off your finger, the cork pops out. So there are many simple examples like this.

Human characteristics are very many, and we prefer some characteristics to others. For instance, we may think it's good to be strong. We should be strong, quite strong; we wish to be stronger and not weak. But actually, strong is here and weak is here, one hand. You can't have one hand without strong on one side and weak on the other side. So very strong people have a very fragile nature too. If they're very, very, very strong, they are very, very, very fragile. So from the Buddhist point of view, instead of developing one side and ignoring the other... So you don't want to be strong anymore, you want to be weak, because I can't be strong anymore. And everybody knows this feeling.


All human characteristics have two opposite sides. But we stupid human beings only want one side without the other. But it's impossible. It's like, in Christianity, trying to make the whole world good and get rid of bad. It's crazy. It's impossible. Good and bad are two sides of one thing. So we have to have both. Please remember that.

If we don't push ourselves to be better, we become better. This is a paradox about zazen. In zazen, we give up everything. And because we give up everything, including trying to improve ourselves, this improves us. So zazen improves us because we accept both sides. For instance, if you try to get rid of thinking in zazen, it's impossible. But if you live with your stupid thoughts coming and going in zazen, you can practise, the same as everybody else, with the stupid thoughts. But if you intentionally try to get rid of your thinking and find some special peaceful state... That's it. So, does anybody have something to say, or a question, or a discussion?


Boris: I wanted to comment. When I said to you that you shouldn't be sad, I meant in this moment that you should leave it, that you should not fix on it.

Mike: I know. It's naughty of me to use your example, because I felt your kindness in your words this morning. But afterwards I'm thinking, oh, sad. Yeah.

Boris: Because I want to be more open, because I feel that you are sometimes closing yourself in yourself.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: Private.

Mike: Keep out.

Boris: And many people like you, and it's very good to be with you. And if you are closed inside yourself, then it's not so possible.

Mike: Do you want me to be open?

Boris: No, no, no. I like it when people are open.

Mike: Sometimes we can be open. Sometimes our feelings are private. That's being human.

Roman: What if we mention that our closing affects others, like your moment of sadness affected Boris a bit?

Mike: Yes.

Roman: What if we mention it?

Mike: I would say, if I'm a very nice, round human being, I'd say to Boris, Sorry, Boris, about my sad face. I just have some sadness inside, but it's going to be okay. But actually, I'm not so round like that. But your words solved my problem.


Participant: But we can't always be the way we are. Sometimes we are expected to be different. For example, at work, when I feel sad, it's probably expected that I behave more professionally. So how to act in this?

Mike: Yes, so sometimes we have to act. Hello, nice to see you. When I went to live in Japan, there was one old Japanese man who was looking after me. And he taught me that if you have to greet some important person but you don't like them, in Japan you have to bow like this. And when you do this, you go... Yeah. So this is his way. You know, sometimes at work you have to say, Oh, hi. Nice to see you. How are you? Good. I haven't seen you for ages. Yeah, you have to do it. It's business. Can you do it?

Participant: Sometimes. It's not a very nice feeling. Oh yeah.

Mike: Some people can do it very well. Some people are too honest, so their feelings show on their face immediately. So people are different. So if your feelings show on your face, don't be a salesman, for example.

Participant: Mike, but it often happens that, you know, I'm not in the mood to go to work, or I feel sad, or upset, but I have to go in and put on a sort of different face. But that face sort of changes me inside. In the beginning it's forced, but gradually you just take it naturally, and you cheer up, and by the end of the day it's over. I mean, by the end it has to melt much earlier, and it's going to melt much earlier.

Mike: Yeah, it's true.


Boris: In the Czech Republic, I don't know about Slovakia, but in the Czech Republic I can see that people do not force themselves very much to hide negative emotions or negative feelings, while in Britain, or especially the U.S., people feel they should not show any negative feelings. So my colleagues, when they don't like each other, hardly greet each other. The people who like each other start long conversations. So it's not much; they just don't try to pretend. In Britain, people are in general very nice to me, asking questions all the time. But I don't know if they like me.

Participant: I heard that in Germany, in business, they call the English and the American way lying, because they find it disingenuous, they find it dishonest. Yes, that's what I heard, because they have a very straightforward way of dealing with people.

Mike: But what Patricia says is very important, because many, many people have to get on with their life, and even if they feel sad or unhappy, they have to get on with their life. And if you have children, this is a very important point. So other people save us. And I think especially having a family teaches us that. But to be frank with you, I missed it, because I didn't bring up my daughter. My marriage broke up when she was three years old. So I didn't experience that training. My daughter couldn't train me. So I have to train myself.

Participant: But you also do it for your partner, not only for children: you try to change your mood so that you are not sending negative signals to your partner. It depends, of course, but...

Mike: Yes, it's true.

Participant: Or you try to suppress the negative feelings in order not to spoil the mood.

Mike: Yes. The point is, if we suppress negative feelings a lot and don't express them, it doesn't work. So yeah, I'm still training.


Boris: Because in some teachings in Buddhism there is great wisdom, importance given to acceptance. To accept without a border. You should accept everything and go through it. That brings you to be more open... because without acceptance there is always some fight inside. It's very, very difficult to do. Where is the border between all this here and something in myself that I don't want to lose? If I should lose everything inside me, the border... I have had a lot of experience with this border, and it doesn't work. Sadness, deepness in myself, there is no... it doesn't work. So we should hardly fight against anything in any way. But my experience is that I don't know where the border is, let's say, when it would already disturb my integrity, and at that moment I don't know whether to move the border further or to build a border. But when I built a border, I don't know whether that was any good either. Yes, the question for me every time is: where is the border between myself and acceptance?

Mike: Do you mean accepting in yourself or accepting outside?

Boris: Outside, accepting outside.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: The world, people, relationships, work, everything, you know, like family. What to accept, what not to accept. Somebody says to you, I want to have children with you; you say yes. Somebody says to you, I don't want to have children with you; you say yes. If you give me all your money, you say yes.

Participant: Ah, that's not acceptance. No, no. If somebody says, I want to have children with you, and you don't want children, you accept your feeling. But what is also our point is that even things and people outside are somehow inside.

Mike: Yes.


Boris: What is more important, the feeling inside me or...?

Mike: It doesn't matter. They're both the same.

Participant: So you can choose which is more important.

Participant: The things that we feel, and sometimes some people are coming from outside. It's not always the same energy level. Sometimes it goes against.

Mike: Yes. So you must choose. But I mean, the conflict is inside us and outside us. So the conflict is the same, outside, inside. If there's no conflict, there's no problem. But when we have conflict, we see problems. So we think the conflict is outside, or the conflict is inside. Sometimes we think the conflict is outside. Or sometimes the opposite: something's wrong with me. But maybe both are the same problem. It's the same problem.

Boris: To accept yourself or to accept what is outside is the same. It depends on what you want, what you decide.

Participant: Yes. So it's up to you. You're right.

Boris: If I'm not wrong, I accept myself and I can refuse your recommendation.

Participant: If you want, yeah.


Mike: Well, this involves how we make decisions. In Buddhism it is said that we make decisions with balanced intuition, prajñā. So in our body and mind, something decides. Then we think about it. So the decision makes itself. But it's very complicated to talk about. I just want to point out that we don't need to try to change our emotions forcibly. For instance: I feel unhappy, I shouldn't be unhappy. Or: I feel annoyed, I shouldn't be annoyed. That's the starting point of the talk. But Patricia's way is nice. We can do something and change our...

Participant: There are times when something happens to us, and we tend to make a kind of programme: I will be sad, I will show myself to others. It's intentional; I decide to look sad or be sad. It's a sort of bad habit, playing. It doesn't seem like accepting, but more like, I don't want to get rid of this sadness, although I want to. As if you wanted to and at the same time didn't want to.

Mike: Yes. Everybody recognises that state, I guess.


Boris: And Mike, what about people in depression? You said that we are like a boat, and sometimes the wind blows this way and sometimes that way. And people in depression, for example, are like this for a long time. And they would like to get rid of it. So what is the...? Oh, they can go to a doctor and get...

Roman: The question was whether zazen helps... Zazen itself, because it helps to, let's say, go back somehow.

Mike: If you can do zazen when you're very depressed, it changes your mood, yes, but it's very, very difficult to do. If you're very depressed, it's very difficult to sit. So it's no use thinking zazen is a kind of cure for everything. I have this problem, I do zazen. Oh, I have a spot on my arm, I do zazen. Although ancient masters say that zazen can solve all our problems, it doesn't mean, you know, Oh, my motorcycle is broken,

Roman: in a way that you don't care anymore about the motorcycle.

Mike: Or even, you know, if your relationship has a problem, zazen helps, but it doesn't solve it. You have to solve it. All zazen does is give us a balanced point of view. And with a balanced point of view, we can do something. And our life moves forward. Who knows where. We think we are figuring out our life. Sometimes we think, what shall I do? I'm thinking about my life. While we're thinking about our life, our life is happening.

Boris: There are no words to think about life.

Mike: Yes. But the life we're thinking about is not the same as the life that is happening.

Boris: But thinking about life, about my life.

Mike: Yes. So, is it worth it?

Boris: I think it's worth it.

Participant: Ah, well, that's not worth it.

Boris: Not words.

Mike: Words. Not worth it. I think we need to think about our lives. Then we can find our own direction. We have a direction already, but then we think about it, and we go, ah, I see, I'm going this way. So zazen is nice to do in the morning and the evening. But if you do it all day, there's no time to live. Some people thought that if they practise, practise, practise, their life becomes better, better, better. So they're deluded. Don't be deluded. Because I'm already deluded, I need somebody to help me. So please don't be deluded.


Participant: How about a response to the previous question? We have some experiences, memories that are coming back. We want to change them, or...

Mike: Changing our habits.

Participant: Yeah, bad experiences are also coming back.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: What was the question? Well, this, about the experience that is coming back again and again from previous...

Mike: Well, as you say... I didn't understand. I understood what he said; I didn't hear the question. Maybe how to handle it. How to handle it? I don't know. How to cut it? I don't know. With me, sometimes I feel I want to be... I want to feel like this. I don't want to feel different. So a kind of stubborn feeling. So I find it very difficult to change myself then. So it happens many, many times, and then I can notice myself after many times. And maybe I can do something.

Participant: Sometimes I cry. Sometimes I run forty kilometres.

Mike: That's good.

Participant: Sometimes I cook.

Mike: Yes. I think I said in the retreat in Slovakia, don't think there is something called Buddhism to solve your life. There isn't. You have to solve your life. But the teachings of the people who followed the Buddha just point out some things we can use. And the most important thing they pointed out is that if we balance ourselves, we can avoid being extreme. Then we can be reasonably happy. So that's it. The Buddha said, Be a light unto yourself. Be a light to yourselves sounds very spiritual and profound. But it means solve your own problem. It's yours. And listen to wise words. And if they're not wise, don't listen to them.


Participant: I'm thinking, if we are stuck in some feelings, isn't it maybe useful to try to go back to the origin of it and find what caused it?

Mike: Yes.

Boris: To check if, at the moment, right now, it still remains. Is it still here, or am I stuck in some cycle? And this might help, Lucia thinks.

Mike: Is what still here?

Boris: The reason. To cut the knot.

Participant: Whether the reason is still there or it's just copying the reason of the past and the reason is no longer there.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: Is the problem still persisting right now, or only in the cycle?

Mike: Yes. So we can do that. Many people go to see a counsellor or therapist, and they look at the reason for their behaviour from the past, and they notice that although their behaviour is the same, the problem is not there. Just a trigger. Do you know trigger?

Participant: Mm-hmm.

Mike: Yes, that's the important part of therapeutic work.


Participant: Isn't it best to try first to learn who we really are and what we want, and then somehow to realise it? And through that understanding of ourselves, to learn, beyond conscious thinking, how to use prajñā, that instinctive wisdom, through practice, for example? That's how I understand it. Does it work like that?

Mike: Yes, I guess so. I haven't found myself recently. Sometimes I find myself, sometimes I lose myself. So I don't think I can find myself permanently.

Participant: Why not?

Mike: I haven't managed it yet. It's kind of...

Participant: A process. It's a process that is continuing.

Participant: This is the development.

Mike: Maybe, or maybe I'm changing all the time. In some Buddhist teachings they say there is no self, which means there's no permanent self. Everything's changing.

Participant: I think, you know, when we want to define ourselves as one fixed thing, then we are not open to different circumstances, and we get stuck at a certain point.

Mike: Yes, it's true.

Participant: On the other hand, Mike is unique. Only one. You are only one. Every river is unique.

Mike: Yeah, unique.

Participant: But we can't compare ourselves inside to some other selves.

Mike: No. It's true. Yes.

Participant: Now I'm self, now I'm self. It's very complicated.

Mike: Complicated, yes. True.

Boris: Because mostly we fix on something inside that we want to be, but actually we are unique. Unique all the time.

Mike: Yes.


Participant: Yeah. Doesn't that also bring us responsibility?

Mike: Responsibility? For...?

Participant: How we act, the way we put ourselves. Yeah, unique. Put ourselves.

Participant: Yeah, there are many, many such responsibilities, there are many responsibilities on ourselves. Is it, like, should it be, or is it responsible to try to know who we are?

Participant: For example, we cannot change jobs and companies every half year; I mean, it reflects on our life.

Mike: Yes, always. It's called karma. Every action has a result, and we have to accept the result. So if we accept the result of what we do, we are responsible for what we do.

Participant: But I think what you're saying about responsibility is something like: we have to do something.

Mike: But actually, we're responsible for everything we do. We can't escape.

Participant: The only thing we actually have to do is breathe in and breathe out.

Mike: Breathe out only.

Boris: And... it's all finished, no? Oh, great. Yeah.

Mike: No, the universe breathes into us.

Boris: That's right.

Mike: Yeah, we breathe out and the universe breathes into us. So we can do our half, and the universe does the other half.

Boris: But it's also a concept.

Mike: What? Concept?

Boris: Concept. Yes. Because we can say that the universe is also breathing out.

Mike: Breathing in. Yes.

Boris: Everything.

Mike: Yes. But it's time to stop now, so we can get to more serious things now.

Roman: Thank you very much.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike reads little stories about the Japanese Zen teacher Shunryu Suzuki, which one of Suzuki's oldest students collected from his fellow students for a book, and in the first of them Suzuki says that just to be alive is enough, which Mike calls a very profound thing to say. We usually think that we are alive for a reason, to do something or to help others, and Mike admits that sometimes being alive does not feel enough, but says that there is a state where we can feel that just being alive is enough, and sometimes we can catch it.

Suzuki also said that we should practise zazen like someone who is dying, for whom there is nothing to rely on; Boris describes this as no hope, no future, just this moment, and Mike says that it is very difficult to live like that, but it is a very true way. To a student who asked why there is so much suffering, Suzuki replied that there is no reason, and Mike adds that suffering is one part of life, so the point is not to get rid of suffering but to overcome or transcend it. Suzuki said that enlightenment is not a complete solution to all our problems, that a Zen master suffers in the same way as his students, and that hell is not punishment but training. On the fourth day of a sesshin, when his students were sitting with painful legs, he told them that the problems they were experiencing would continue for the rest of their lives, and Mike comments that without problems there is no life: problems are the water we swim in. Mike calls these answers very humorous but also true, and he points out that Suzuki paid no attention to whether his students were following the precepts but noticed how they were with each other. He then explains Suzuki's background: a simple temple priest who always wanted to teach zazen, Suzuki accepted a strange young man into his temple after the Second World War against his wife's wishes, and after a couple of years the young man killed his wife. Mike thinks that at that moment Suzuki lost everything and that this terrible situation made him very wise, so when he came to America in 1959 he had nothing to get and could see through things which deluded other people. He believes that a very severe experience can be a great teacher: we do not want it, but sometimes we get it, and it helps us to see reality.

Asked to compare Suzuki with Kodo Sawaki, Mike says that Sawaki taught in Japan before the Second World War, when people followed group ideas very strongly, and strongly criticised this tendency, while Suzuki came to a young, idealistic American society and wanted to burst the balloons of its strange ideas about enlightenment: different characters, different societies, different teachings. He adds that if we practise zazen for many years we can get a simple balanced feeling, so we can notice when the society we live in becomes abnormal, as he thinks Sawaki did. Asked about the situation today, Mike says that societies are slowly moving forwards and becoming freer, but that all religions are lagging behind: Christianity and Islam believe in a God outside the universe, which conflicts with scientific knowledge, and Buddhism is also stuck in the past. He says that he does not mean we should never study old knowledge; it is simply that if we do not bring the ancient ideas and the modern knowledge together, we have some kind of religion which is stuck in the past. When Boris asks whether the teaching about prajñā is old-fashioned too, Mike answers that just saying the word prajñā is old-fashioned, but trying to understand it in our modern life, perhaps as something that happens before our conscious thinking, is understanding it in a modern sense. Finally, recalling that the Lotus Sutra says the Buddha's teachings are written on stones and trees, he says that the true teachings are everywhere: if we know what they are, we can see them everywhere, and if we do not, we spend our lives looking for them in Buddhist books.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

In 1959, a Japanese monk went to America, and he died there in 1971. During that time, he set up a big Zen centre and had a hundred students. His name is Shunryu Suzuki. He never wrote any books, but his students published five books. This is the latest one I found, from 2007. I think he's a very unusual teacher. I never met him, but one of my friends who comes to the London group, Patrick, studied with him.

I suppose if you read books about somebody, they make the person sound wonderful. But he seemed to have some special quality in the way that he taught. So one of his oldest students collected small stories from all the students whom Shunryu Suzuki taught. He asked lots of students, please tell me a story about your experience with Shunryu Suzuki. And then he published them in this book. It's a rare book. It's called Zen Is Right Here. And you can understand the meaning. So I want to read you some of the little stories, because they're very nice.


One day a student was in the hall at Sokoji. Suzuki Roshi approached her. Sokoji is the name of the temple which he built. Just to be alive is enough, Suzuki said. And with that, he turned around and walked away. So, just to be alive is enough is a very profound thing to say.

Because we always think that we are alive for a reason. Our life has some reason. We are here to do something, or we're here to help others. Even one of the Buddhist vows says, We are here to help everybody else, save everybody else. But Suzuki says, just to be alive is enough. Of course, sometimes it's not. We're alive, but we don't feel satisfied. But there is a state where we can feel that just being alive is enough. Sometimes we can catch that state.

That's the first one. Next one. One day in a talk, Suzuki Roshi said, We should practise zazen like someone who is dying. For someone who is dying, there's nothing to rely on. When you reach this kind of understanding, you will not be fooled by anything.

Practise like someone who is dying. What is it for someone who is dying? Practise like...

Boris: Everyone is dying.

Mike: Oh.

Participant: Every moment.

Mike: Every moment. Yeah. But what did he mean, practise like someone who is dying?

Boris: No hope. No hope, no future. Just this moment.

Mike: Good.

Boris: No projections into the future.

Mike: Okay. Nothing to get. Just now. I think it's very difficult to live like that, don't you? Sometimes you can live like it for half an hour. Then the future comes. But it's a very true way.

They say that if somebody finds that they can't live very long because they have some disease, and if they accept that situation, they become very peaceful. I saw a documentary once which showed a person in that situation.

Participant: I know someone in that situation now.

Mike: Do you?

Participant: She has accepted it, and she's very peaceful. Very peaceful. She's going to die.

Mike: Maybe we all have to die then. Next one.


A student is filled with emotion and crying. Why is there so much suffering? Suzuki Roshi replied, No reason. Yeah, no reason. Some types of Buddhism say we should get rid of suffering. Some teachings say we should get rid of suffering by getting rid of our desire. I think suffering is one part of life. So not to get rid of suffering, but to overcome suffering, or transcend suffering.

This is a story somebody wrote about Suzuki. I was driving Suzuki Roshi and another student back to the temple from another place. My friend, who was sitting in the back of the car, had his packet of cigarettes in his pocket, and he asked Suzuki a question. Zen is hard, Suzuki said. It's at least as hard as giving up smoking.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: I don't know.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Yes, the pancreas. Pancreatic. Yeah, cancer, yeah.

Participant: Deshimaru also.

Mike: Did he? Really? Wow. Same age, same generation. Maybe something in the diet or something. Deshimaru smoked.


A student asked him, Is enlightenment a complete solution to all our problems? Suzuki Roshi replied, No.

A student asked him, Does a Zen master suffer in a different way from the way his students suffer? No, in the same way. If not, I don't think he's good enough.

They are very humorous answers, but also true answers. One morning in his zendo, a group was sitting around the breakfast table drinking coffee. A student asked Suzuki Roshi, What is hell? Hell is having to read aloud in English, he answered.

Once in a lecture, Suzuki Roshi said, Hell is not punishment, it's training.

About the sesshin here. On the fourth day of the sesshin, we sat with painful legs and aching backs and with hopes and doubts about whether it was worth it. Suzuki Roshi started his talk by saying slowly, The problems you are now experiencing... We were sure he was going to say... will continue for the rest of your life.

Of course. We think problems are something to get rid of, but without problems there's no life. So problems are the water we swim in.

One day during the tea break, a student who was standing next to Suzuki Roshi asked, So what do you think about all of us crazy Zen students? Suzuki Roshi said, I think you're all enlightened. Until you open your mouth.


So the whole book is full of these little stories. Suzuki Roshi arrived at the meeting place of the Cambridge Buddhist Society when he visited the east coast of America. When he arrived, everyone was cleaning the inside to prepare for his visit. They were surprised to see him because he had said he would arrive the following day. But he tied back the sleeves of his robe and said he wanted to join in the preparations for the grand day of his arrival.

A student asked Suzuki Roshi if he kept an eye on his students, if he watched his students, to see if they were following the precepts. I don't pay any attention to whether you're following the precepts or not, he answered. I just notice how you are with each other.

During a lecture, Suzuki Roshi said that life was impossible. [inaudible]

A student felt lethargic and discouraged about life and practising Zen. This is good, Suzuki said. All practice has these moments.

Can you get an idea of the man's character?

Boris: There is a video on YouTube where he teaches, of him speaking, yeah.

Mike: Really? Yeah. Is it good?

Boris: Not yet, but it's good. There is a blog where they publish all his talks.

Mike: Really?

Boris: Audio and also transcripts.


Mike: He was a simple temple master in Japan, but he always wanted to teach Buddhism abroad. He was married with three children, and in the temple that he was in charge of, he conducted funeral ceremonies for local people, and special ceremonies to remember people who died three years ago, and five years ago, and seven years ago. These are the main duties of a Japanese priest. But he always wanted to teach zazen. But for many, many years in Japan, ordinary people were not interested in zazen.

And he had a terrible experience, because there was a strange young man who wanted to study with him. This was just after the Second World War. So there were many young men who came back from the war, and they had many mental problems, especially because Japan lost the war. Before the war, Japanese people thought that Japanese morals were the best. So as long as they followed their moral code, everything would be fine. They had very strong confidence in following the rules of society and the moral code which they were taught at school. So when Japan lost the war, it was a huge shock for ordinary people, as if they had lost their god. So they lost all sense of what is clearly right and wrong. But of course their habits kept society reasonably good.

This young man wanted to live in Suzuki's temple and help him. But Suzuki's wife felt this young man was very strange, so she didn't want him to live there. Suzuki did not listen to his wife, because he felt Buddhist priests should be open to everybody, accepting everybody, even if they're strange. They must have some problem, and we should be compassionate. So he insisted that the young man could live at the temple. However, after a couple of years, the young man attacked his wife and killed her.


I think at that moment, of course, Suzuki was devastated, and felt that it was his fault. But I think at that moment he lost everything. That terrible situation made him very wise. So when he came to America, he didn't have anything to get. He just wanted to be himself and teach Buddhism. And he could see through things which other people are deluded by, because of his very severe experience. So I think a very severe experience can be a great teacher. Of course, we don't want it, but sometimes we get it. It can be a great teacher, and it helps us to see reality, which is severe.

So I think the reason behind Suzuki's wisdom was a very sad reason. But I think he is a very great teacher. His new wife, as I read, the wife he had in America, said about him, I think my husband is a great Zen teacher, but not a very good husband. I think she felt he spent a lot of time with the students and didn't speak to her as much as she wanted. Maybe.


I have to think of something to say. Where are the biscuits? Okay.

Boris: We have found a beautiful place for swimming today.

Mike: Did you?

Boris: Yeah. The other two cars gave up. They thought it was too terrible.

Participant: We found such a beautiful place for swimming.

Participant: And there were some other monks who came from Japan to the U.S. in the early sixties?

Mike: Yeah, before him, in the fifties.

Participant: In the fifties. Because he's probably the best known, no?

Mike: I guess so, yes. There were a couple of people before him. I forget their names, but one of them is quite well known. He had an American woman student called Ruth Fuller, Ruth Sasaki Fuller.

Participant: Sasaki? Sasaki Roshi?

Mike: Maybe, yes. She wrote a book about him. Okay. Yeah.


Participant: Do you think, when we compare the teaching, the style of Shunryu Suzuki and Kodo Sawaki, another famous Zen master in Japan, they seem to be very different people, or to have a different approach? Sawaki is very critical of all kinds of foolish things people do, very critical, and Shunryu Suzuki seems to be very kind and tolerant. But they teach essentially the same thing. Do you think so?

Mike: Well, Kodo Sawaki taught in Japan before the war. Between the two wars, Japan had a war with China, and then came the Second World War. So Kodo Sawaki taught between those two wars. During that time, Japanese society was very strange, and people were following group ideas very strongly. So he very strongly criticised Japanese people's tendency to be group-minded.

Participant: Yes.

Mike: And he was right, I guess.

He thought Japanese ordinary people were sometimes very foolish because they followed the group. Instead of following their own intuition, they always followed other people. And this situation led to the Second World War. So he criticised it very strongly. He must have felt a very strange feeling in Japanese society.

If we practise zazen for many years, we can get a kind of balanced feeling in ourselves. I don't mean some special peaceful state, just simple balance, not extreme. So we can notice what is ordinary, what is normal, and what is not so normal. So if the society in which we live becomes abnormal, we can notice it. I think he noticed it, and it disturbed him.

On the other hand, Shunryu Suzuki moved to America, and American society was very idealistic and young and interesting and energetic. People were searching for new ideas, new ways to live. So he tried to tell people what was sensible and what was silly. America had many strange ideas about enlightenment and things like that. So he wanted to burst the balloons which they were blowing up. So: different characters, different societies, different teachings.


Boris: What is your opinion about the situation today?

Mike: Today?

Boris: Yes, today. Europe or the whole world?

Mike: In the whole world? Oh, just let me think a minute.

Boris: You can see the situation, let's say, in Bristol and in Sedliště. You can see the movement in the situation in society and then in teaching and so on, and maybe you can see the situation of today, this period.

Mike: I think in many modern societies people are becoming more free, and women are becoming stronger and freer, which is a very big force behind society. So both men and women can find more freedom, generally speaking. So society is slowly moving forwards, positively. But sometimes a little bit this way, sometimes a little bit that way. Maybe ten years this way, fifteen years that way, twenty years this way.

Human understanding is developing very fast. People are finding the value of action, of physical movement. And because we have more free time, we can pursue physical activity.

The big problem is that all religions are lagging behind. Religions like Christianity and Islam are old-fashioned, because, for instance, they believe that everything is controlled by a God which is outside the universe, which conflicts with scientific knowledge. And Buddhism is also stuck in the past, because people want to learn about the five skandhas. They want to practise old traditional practices without trying to see whether they're valuable or not. So those religions, including Buddhism, are all out of date.

We can find more realistic thinking in all fields of society. Artists and craftspeople, scientists, doctors and so on are all making progress, and the knowledge in different fields is coming together. But generally speaking, religions are holding society back.


Participant: I don't agree. It's not about religion. It's about the church. It's different. It's not the same, because without the church, religion can naturally move on.

Mike: Move on.

Participant: But the church is a structure, and the structure is dead.

Mike: Okay.

Boris: I disagree.

Participant: Why?

Boris: I think that the problematic ideas are part of the religion, very often part of the teachings. Can you help me to separate faith and religion?

Mike: Faith and religion?

Boris: Yeah. Where is the difference?

Mike: It depends. Religion is faith in some being. But if we have faith in life, we don't call it religion. So I believe this table is real, and I'm living here. But that doesn't make me religious. But I believe that God is in heaven and is looking at us: that makes a religion.

Boris: I think it's difficult. Different people define religion differently. Your teacher Nishijima had an interesting definition of religion. I don't know exactly what it was. As Kodo Sawaki also said, it's a kind of balance or something. Zen teachers usually define religion in a very unorthodox, a very alternative way.

Participant: Or maybe facing God may be somehow part of human character, of the psychological system.

Mike: Yeah. I'm not human then. Yeah, it seems to be.


Boris: You said that religion, maybe Buddhism, is too much combined with old techniques, that everybody should know what karma is, and so on. But you translated a sutra from the second century, and you are very intelligent about these kinds of words, what they mean, and you search back in history to find out what is true. But for me it's the same if you teach the Prajnaparamita or something. It remains in the teaching for a long time, no?

Mike: Oh yes.

Boris: But why, for example, the skandhas? Were the skandhas wrong, or how?

Mike: It's not wrong. Old-fashioned.

Boris: Old-fashioned, yes. The teaching about prajñā is old-fashioned too, or?

Mike: It depends. If you say prajñā and only say prajñā, then it's old-fashioned. But if you say prajñā is something we can try to understand in our modern life, so maybe we can say something happens before our conscious thinking, then we are trying to understand it in a modern sense. Yeah.

Participant: I think, first, Mike wanted to say that we just shouldn't follow something that is already written in stone. We have to understand it in our current way of living, and transform it and update it.

Mike: But I'm saying very general things, only very general things. Well, there are many examples of ancient things which are interesting, many examples of old-fashioned knowledge which is important. So I don't mean we shouldn't ever study old-fashioned knowledge. It's simply that I think if we don't bring the ancient ideas and the modern knowledge together, then we have some kind of religion which is stuck in the past. That's all.

Like in Islam: Muslim extremists think they have to convert the whole world to Islam, and then they can go to heaven, based on ancient teachings. But it's obvious they can never convert the whole world to some ancient teachings. But they can't give it up. So they fight.

Participant: So, to you religion is denial.

Mike: Oh, no, they can't. We can't go back and get rid of the TV or media, go backwards. No, no, we can't. Which is what Islam, radical Islam, is trying to do.


Participant: I think everything could be used, really used. It can be useful. But from just Buddhism, which is teaching us everything: each book, each commercial, everything, you can learn something from it and use it.

Mike: Yes. Even in the Lotus Sutra, it says that the Buddha's teachings are written on stones and trees and everywhere. So it means that the true teachings are everywhere. So the question is, what are the true teachings? If we know what they are, we can see them everywhere. If we don't know what they are, we spend our life looking in Buddhist books, trying to find them.

Participant: Gary Snyder. I think he wrote it. He imitated it. It was his poem, in fact. It's from a part of Shobogenzo, about mountains and rivers. And he uses it in a strange way, because he wrote that the mountains and rivers live in us, and it's about us when we go to the supermarket and when we ride in the car and when we're sitting on the toilet and everywhere, and they're like that. I found that most of the students of Suzuki Roshi, like Philip Whalen, and I think Saylor too, have some podcasts, messages from the teaching, but they do it in a strange way, in a very, very American or European way, and I like it. The point is, I want to say that Suzuki Roshi and Kodo Sawaki are somehow in a more philosophical context, because they are both very silent, and maybe because I like that, because I like the Buddhist way in a very simple way, just like a Japanese way. You understood?

Mike: Maybe yes. Yeah. Okay, it's time to stop now. Thank you very much.

Participant: Thank you, thank you. Okay.
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Mike supposes that even the kesa is only cloth and tries to show his character as clearly as possible
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
At this retreat Mike has no subject in mind, only a strong feeling of change, and he connects it with not wearing his kesa: he supposes that even very important things like the kesa are only pieces of cloth, and although he does not mean that nobody should wear it, he wants to keep his own freedom. He supposes that he sensed that being a Buddhist teacher can mean losing your own freedom, and after he asks the participants to help him with a subject, the discussion turns to the character of teachers and to what students take from them.

Answering a question about how he deals with his errors, Mike says that sometimes he denies them and is very stubborn and sometimes he notices them and is very flexible, and he recalls Dogen's saying that even our mistakes teach us the truth, or lead us to the truth. When a participant calls the morning without the kesa a symbolic moment, Mike replies that you wear it sometimes and not at other times and that you have your own freedom; Pavel adds that it is we who gave things a value and that his strong wish to wear a kesa in zazen slowly disappeared. Asked why Dogen's Shobogenzo is full of grand, celebrating expressions, Mike says that he is guessing Dogen's character: Dogen lost his parents in childhood, he tried to find answers to life's problems, and so Mike thinks he must have been very lonely and unhappy inside. Mike says that many descriptions in Shobogenzo sound too beautiful, which he guesses was Dogen's character, that whatever you write sounds better than reality, and so he thinks that in a way Dogen's writings are nothing like reality: Dogen had the same life and the same unhappiness as we have, but he had great literary skill. Participants add that Dogen's style also reflects his age and culture, that Nagarjuna's MMK is dry where Dogen is poetic, and that a text can be read as pointing to something rather than as something to accept completely.

Pavel then says that the most important thing in his study of Buddhism was that he could understand Mike's character, because then he could separate the teacher's character from his teaching, and that afterwards it was much easier for him to understand Kodo Sawaki, Deshimaru, Nishijima and Suzuki. Mike replies that Buddhist writings speak of the truth being transmitted from person to person outside the scriptures, which sounds very mysterious, but that it means what Pavel said, and so he tries to show his character as clearly as possible. Pavel points out the problem that beginners try to copy their teacher; one participant admits to having parroted Mike for years, and in the next reply someone admits to having copied only his weaknesses. Mike says that it is very nice to try copying, because then you realise whether you are like that or not. He explains that in Japan the traditional method of learning arts and even sport is to copy, as in calligraphy, in pottery or in the soccer training of his ex-wife's son, whose class had no ball for a whole year, and that to artists in Europe this seems a very strange way to find your own voice. Yet when he speaks of someone who does not like to copy anybody, he adds that this is also a problem. Participants add parallels: Wittgenstein's students, who kept teaching his earlier philosophy after he changed, and Kodo Sawaki's answer to Uchiyama that he had been strong and independent even before he began zazen, so it had nothing to do with Buddhism. Near the end Mike answers a participant that it depends on character, as it does with relationships: some people have lots of relationships before they decide what kind they want, while others just choose and stay happily.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

I don't have any subject in my head at all. But I have a very strong feeling this retreat. Not an idea, but a feeling or a sense. And if I give a word to the feeling, I suppose it's change. I don't know whether it's change in me or change in the world. I have no idea.

But for instance, yesterday evening I didn't wear my kesa because it was hot. It felt very nice. So I didn't wear it again today, and I like it. Although many Buddhist teachers say the kesa is a very special garment. And I guess it is. Nevertheless, for me, not wearing it today is very nice. So I suppose even very important things like the kesa are only pieces of cloth. I don't mean, therefore, that nobody should wear it. But I want to keep my own freedom. And I suppose I sensed that to be a Buddhist teacher can be to lose your own freedom. So this, I think, is connected with a feeling of change in me. To find my own freedom again.


Some of you know I'm going to take a break. In any case, I have to have an operation on my hip bone, which is worn out from running down mountains, I guess. And for maybe six years it's been rather painful. So I guess for two or three months it's difficult to sit in sesshin, for example. So I'm going to take a break for maybe six months. And the strongest feeling I have is, as I said, change. But I don't know what change, or where I'm going. So please help me.

Roman: I think... Sorry. If you need help now or later...

Mike: I mean, please help me with the subject for the talk.

Roman: Yes, sir.

Mike: Sorry.

Participant: How do you deal with your errors or failures, or when you are sometimes wrong?

Mike: Me? How do I deal with that? Sometimes I deny them, and I'm very stubborn. And sometimes I notice them, and I'm very flexible. So it depends on the situation. Am I wrong somewhere? Dogen said even our mistakes teach us the truth, or lead us to the truth.

Participant: It is written in Suzuki's book, The Beginner's Mind. This kind of experience of Zen teachers is... That means maybe I don't...

Mike: I don't know. Oh, okay. Yes, yes.

Participant: Then I come back to the opinion that zazen doesn't solve the problems you mentioned yesterday. I mean, but I also have the same experience, that zazen solved the problem, not exactly the problem, but solved it by changing the point of view.

Mike: Yes, it's true.

Participant: We keep looking at it the same way and we are not able to take a different view. When, during sesshin, in zazen, the view suddenly changes, we see the solution. Or at least the direction we will go.


Participant: Yeah. I thought, seeing you without your kesa this morning, it seemed to me a very symbolic moment.

Mike: Symbolic? In what way?

Participant: Like removing a burden or something. I've never seen you without a kesa at a sesshin. I was slightly surprised when I saw you.

Mike: Why not? You wear it sometimes. You don't wear it other times. You have your own freedom.

Participant: Yeah. I only mentioned that your hat is orange... Thank you.

Pavel: It's us who gave things a value.

Mike: Explain some more.

Pavel: Essentially, a kesa is a piece of cloth and several stripes. For my father it has no value at all. I went through a stage when I wanted to make my own rakusu and my own kesa, to sit wearing a kesa, to be wrapped in it. It was a very strong feeling. And I think it was a very nice period, and it helped me to move forward, or maybe it motivated me in a way. On the other hand, for me the most important thing is the state in zazen, and everything else that is added to it... recently I have wanted to get rid of everything that is not essential. So the strong feeling of wanting a kesa during zazen just slowly disappeared, and that's it, I think. From time to time I feel like wearing it, sometimes I don't feel like wearing it, sometimes it's kind of an obstacle for me, not practical. And the fact is that when I practise zazen at home, I never wear it.


Participant: Well, I live in Poland, and my Polish teacher, about two weeks ago, brought a newspaper, a magazine, where there was...

Mike: The Polish teacher?

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: Or language?

Participant: Language, Polish. Everything in Polish. She brought me the Polish newspaper, and there was an article about an artist, a Polish performer dressed as a butterfly, during a Mass that was held not in a church but on a square, among these people. And they were not able to catch him because of wearing the robes, which I laughed about a lot, because they were not able to catch the freedom, because he was a free butterfly.

Mike: Ah, yes. Now please explain in Polish.

Participant: Okay, so I will in Slovak. No, Polish, Polish. But they will not understand.

Participant: And maybe the spirit of Christianity, to be free, or really to be, was covered by the robes, by the people who perform the ceremony. So for me, they were tied. It was very symbolic to me. Or I read this as very symbolic: somebody has to show these people, ah, you are free. You can fly, you are a butterfly.

Mike: Yes.


Participant: Yesterday we talked about prajñā, intuitive wisdom. How can we make it work, or how can we experience it, or make it, or discover it in our life?

Mike: So, practising kung fu. Or doing zazen. And when we have a balanced body and mind, we have prajñā naturally. Or we don't have prajñā.

[inaudible]

Yes, a different aspect of something.

Participant: Yes, yes. If you read some text, you search for this meaning, but if it's the meaning, like, that helps me to understand.

Mike: Yes, there is something called the whole human being, which we can't define exactly. Sometimes we call it Buddha. This being has Buddha nature, but the being is a natural human being. And Buddhist teachers recognise that it's... And this expresses not... it doesn't mean we have to search for something. I think “Who am I?” is not a question. It means that our original being can't be grasped. So we use many different words like prajñā, Buddha, Buddha nature, and other ones which I forget. Primordial state. The face before your mother and father were born, all these. All these refer to one ineffable... which is you and which is me, which are connected.

Participant: One more question. Is it possible to say, then, that what we are talking about is always information about the experience of that particular person with what we are talking about, not the thing itself? The thing itself cannot be defined, but the person always has some experience with it. And that is the message we receive.

Mike: Yeah.


Participant: I'd like to ask about the problem of wearing or not wearing the kesa, or the freedom you feel when you can choose. When you studied Shobogenzo, I think you came across lots of very idealistic or very grand-sounding expressions in Dogen, talking about national masters, talking about, for example, wearing the kesa, one or two whole chapters about it. It seems he wanted to encourage people to adore something or to celebrate something; there are lots of these things in Dogen. At the same time... it's a huge contrast with this reality. Can you explain that? Why, and what meaning do all those beautiful and celebrating words have in the teaching? How do you understand it?

Mike: I'm guessing his character. But when he was five years old, his mother died. And when he was seven years old, his father died. And he noticed the world is always changing. Because in those days, religion was the place. [inaudible] 13 years old when he first went to the temple, until 27 years old, when he went to China. He tried to find answers to life's problems. So he must have been very lonely and unhappy inside. But at the same time, he'd been practising zazen for some years. So he found some...

So if you read Shobogenzo, you can find lots of descriptions which sound too beautiful. I guess that was Master Dogen's character. If you write something, it sounds better than reality. It won't be anything like the real experience of this sesshin. So I think, in a way, Master Dogen's writings are nothing like reality. He says these writings are no good to you. They're nothing like the real thing. He had the same life we have. He had the same unhappiness. What do you think about that? But he had great literary skill.


Participant: Also, I think it corresponds with the age and a different culture.

Mike: Oh yes, Japanese culture.

Participant: They try to, or maybe he tried to write or talk so that people can listen to it and it's interesting for them. So he could not... he should express his thoughts in a certain way that other people were used to, and we are not, obviously. But for example, if I compare Dogen with Nagarjuna, the MMK, the MMK is very dry, very dialectical, compared to Dogen, who is very poetic and creates images... Very different. So, in my opinion and experience, I always take the writing, for example a chapter, not as something grounded. It's just a report of something, pointing to something. So I'm always trying not to accept everything, I mean this kind of poetic language, and just trying to distil where he is pointing to, and then to...

Mike: That's right.

Participant: Because I found it quite difficult, you know. Dogen has a certain style, Nagarjuna is completely different, and many Chan masters write about the same thing in the end, but their language and their expressions are very different. Sometimes I understand, sometimes I don't understand.


Participant: But also, on the other hand, it's very interesting to see that you can, like a detective, search for the character, the personal character of... of Nagarjuna. And if you say that it's maybe only a text that doesn't catch reality, you can maybe catch the character of the person, the understanding of a person, and you can find a path.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Then it's also important to write things that don't catch the real situation, maybe, and you don't understand. It's very, very good to write. Write about the situation here, about this sesshin, and find the path to it.

Mike: Ah, yes. Thank you very much. It's a good idea, thank you.

Participant: Thank you.

Participant: One more thing on that: on the one hand, Mike says that these are only descriptions and we are not able to understand those people, and that maybe he is even wrong about what Dogen was or was not like. But I notice, when Mike talks about those people, how he can find, to some extent, their character and the way they found some truth, and that through those authors Mike can get somewhere, as it were, to the beginning. I realised this already, I did not say it now in English, I realised it long ago at the beginning, that he has such an ability. So, nevertheless, he says that it makes sense to write such things, even if we do not describe the situation completely. He also said that the situation will never be described in a text as it is.


Pavel: For me, it's important that this was... It's important to understand the character of the teacher, because then I can separate the teacher's character and his teaching, and I want to know the teaching without the character hiding or covering it. For example, it was maybe the most important part of our relationship. I could understand your character, you know what I mean? Because I know you quite well, so I can see what is your character and what is the teaching. And if you meet different teachers, you can quite easily be puzzled, because maybe they are talking about one thing, but in a completely different way. And also, if you read some book, for example, we mentioned Kodo Sawaki, Dogen, and so on, it's quite puzzling for people, because maybe they are talking about the same thing, but in a different way. And I think the problem is that, for example, Kodo Sawaki lived in a certain era, in a certain... he talked to certain people in maybe a very special situation, so we can't... It's quite difficult to generalise his words, you know. So I think in my study of Buddhism, the most important thing was that I could understand your character. Because when I see your character, then I can guess more what you are trying to say about Buddhism, the truth. And afterwards, I could understand other people and other teachings. So, for example, I guess when I realised this problem with character and different characters, it was much easier for me to understand what Kodo Sawaki was trying to say, what Deshimaru was trying to say, and Nishijima and Suzuki and so on. Much, much easier. But it took quite a lot of time.

Mike: In Buddhist writings, they say the truth is transmitted from master to student, or person to person, in one line. And it's the transmission outside the scriptures. And this sounds very mysterious. But it means what Pavel said. Yeah, the same. But the way it's written in Buddhist writings sounds very... Don't you think so? So I'm trying to show you my character as clearly as possible.


Pavel: I think that, I didn't mention it in English, but I think there is a problem when you start studying, for example, that you try to copy. I tried to copy you. I wanted to be like you, your speech. You know, that's a problem. You try to copy.

Participant: Yeah, yeah, we do. Yeah. You can see this in a sangha, and I think for years, actually, I was parroting Mike because I was so convinced he was right. So I thought anything I said must be right too, which completely misses the point. You have to make it your own. It has to have its own energy.

Participant: It must be your own engine. And my version is even worse, because I only took Mike's weaknesses and thought, Mike is like that, I can be like that too.

Mike: Weakness. Weakness. Women are weak? Joke.

Participant: Yeah. Okay. No, I was partly serious, partly joking, actually. But of course I could see a lot of beautiful... For me, for example, I tend to simplify, and then I see it's not realistic. For example, I notice that I love or admire different people's characters. My students at school are beautiful characters and wonderful people, and I acted like that for a while until I found out they were not so beautiful. So I tended to... I think we cannot just kind of copy the teacher's beautiful sides and weak sides, because it will be different in our life. It doesn't work.


Mike: It's very nice to try it, because then you realise that you are this or you are not. Yes.

Participant: Yes, maybe not so clearly, but yes.

Mike: In Japan, yes. In Japan, the traditional method of learning arts and even sport is to copy. When you learn calligraphy, first you have your teacher's shape underneath, and you copy on top. When I was married to Yoko, my Japanese ex-wife, her son learned soccer at school. And for one year the students didn't have any ball. They just practised. And then they got the ball the next year. And lots of arts and crafts are copied like this. For instance, ceramics, pottery, is like this. So, from the point of view of artists in Europe, it's a very strange way to find your own voice.

[inaudible]

No, she did her own thing from the beginning. She doesn't like to copy anybody. Even when she came to retreat, she doesn't like to do this: No, I don't want to do that. That's also a problem, yes. To refuse to copy anybody is a problem. So to be flexible is better. Everything is balance.


Participant: But for example, in our relationship, or generally in a relationship between a teacher and a student, the problem is that what is obvious is your kind of being, your character. But what you are trying to transmit or say is something very subtle, which you can't see so easily. So, I mean, the student first of all tries to copy the character, and then maybe he finds that something subtle within. And find out whether it's working or not.

Participant: And this is a universal problem of student and teacher, because I studied philosophy some years ago, and for three years I studied Ludwig Wittgenstein, who had something like two stages in his teaching. He was very enigmatic, and from the first stage he had a lot of followers, and when he changed, when he started to think and teach differently, his students didn't follow him. So they created something like the Vienna Circle or something, and they continued teaching his previous philosophy, and he was saying, No, no, they are not teaching anything of what I am teaching. So I just wanted to say that it's always a common problem in the relation of teacher and student.


Participant: When I was teaching students to draw, I had a problem with my students: when they felt some success, that they had managed something, they held on to it and did not want to go further. They managed a portrait, they managed a figure at a certain stage, and that was enough for them. So we had several lessons when they stretched paper and drew only with water, so they could not have the results fixed. It would disappear. But then I had problems with the management, because there were no results.

Participant: Also, what helped me to understand that what we are trying to learn from our teacher in Buddhism is not copying someone's mentality or character: I read that Uchiyama Roshi, who was probably, maybe, a kind of soft character, asked his teacher, Kodo Sawaki, When will I be like you, that strong and independent? And Sawaki told him, You will never be like that, because I was like that even before I started to practise zazen. It's me. It has nothing to do with Buddhism. I don't think we have to change ourselves radically, but understand what we really are.

Participant: For instance, many, many, five, six, seven. But meditate as you can, and sit with other people. And then you can see clearly what you like and what you don't like.

Mike: I think that depends on character. It's the same with relationships. You can have lots and lots of relationships and then decide what kind you want. But some people just choose, and they stay happily. So these are very different situations. But for you, it's a good way.

Participant: If you start when you're young, you have time.

Mike: Yes.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike talks about the severe life and some of the sayings of the Japanese Buddhist teacher Kodo Sawaki, and then contrasts the concrete teaching of the old koans with the way we intellectualise in modern times. He says that the koans of 10th- and 11th-century Chinese teachers present one concrete situation after another without abstract theory, while he thinks that modern society takes the theory out of a concrete situation very quickly; it is not that we should never intellectualise, but we need to know how to cut through it when necessary, because the real situation is on the other side of intellectualising.

Sawaki was born in 1880, lost his parents as a child and from the age of seven grew up in a kind of brothel with a professional gambler who had adopted him, so he saw the worst side of human beings. In the Russo-Japanese War he became a hero because he was very brave, and Mike says that he was brave because he acted on his own, while Japanese society has a very strong tendency to act in a group; because of his character he acted on his own, and he saw the very bad effect of group psychology on Japanese society. Mike supposes that if we practise zazen for a long time we find a kind of middle position in society, but if society moves to an extreme we feel that abnormality, and he says that Sawaki felt it in Japan in the years leading up to the Second World War. Mike's teacher Nishijima studied with Sawaki at nineteen, perhaps a few years before that war, when Japanese society was divided between a very strong right wing and a very strong left wing, and he was shocked when Sawaki said that right is wrong and left is wrong. Mike explains that Sawaki meant something like a middle way and that this was a brave thing to say in Japan at that time. Among the sayings Mike reads are that to study Buddhism is to study losing and that a thought is nothing but a made-up story while the Buddha Dharma is everything before we make up stories, which Mike calls the world before thinking. He explains the saying that the more sober you are, the smaller you see yourself: when we are intoxicated we think we have become important, but when we are sober we see that we are just one small person. Mike says that in some of the sayings we can see a rather severe view of life from a man who had a rather severe life, but since we did not grow up in a brothel or have to fight in a war, we can be cheerful and accept that he was grumpy: he was a man in his time, and everybody is in their time. Some people criticise Sawaki for saying during the Second World War that Japanese soldiers should fight fully, but Mike thinks that they do not understand the man, because Sawaki was talking about a personal attitude from his own experience of war, not making a comment about politics.

As an example of a koan, Mike tells of a student who asks his master what the most important thing in Buddhism is; the master asks whether he has finished eating and then tells him to go and wash his bowl, so he does not say anything abstract, and the concrete stories are teachings themselves. Mike thinks that modern society intellectualises very quickly, as when commentators turn a concrete event into a theoretical discussion and often learn lessons from it even before it has ended. He finds the question "What kind of relationship do you want?" strange, because a relationship is concrete, not something we can think up in theory and then look for; we can never find what is in our mind, and usually we forget it when the concrete situation happens. We do not realise how different the teaching styles of the past were, he says, and we think that people of the past thought in the same way we did. When a participant tells how a trip to Venice solved many problems with his girlfriend, Mike points out that sometimes we can also avoid solving problems by doing things, so it depends on the situation: sometimes we need to stop and sometimes we need to go. Finally, a participant describes how as a child she often fell into a state where there was nothing while playing the violin, and how her teacher criticised her when she came back and had lost her place. Mike says that he does not think children need to meditate, agrees with Boris that they do it naturally, and adds that when a teacher tells them to look at the music they lose that natural state, which, he says, is called education.
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Shunryu Suzuki and his character. And then this morning we talked about the character of teachers, and I thought this afternoon I would talk about Kodo Sawaki. This is the only book I know in English about Kodo Sawaki, and this is a rare copy. I had one copy at home and it disappeared. And then Stuart found another copy in a second-hand shop in Bristol. Amazing.

That's it. Okay, that's the end of the talk. (laughter)

He was called Homeless, Homeless Kodo. Kodo was his monk's name. He was called homeless because he never had a fixed temple. Although in later life he settled at Antaiji temple, he didn't stay there. He moved around the countryside giving talks and holding sesshin. The photograph... anyway, I don't remember when he died.

Participant: Sixty-five.

Mike: Yeah. He was born in 1880, and he had a very severe childhood. His mother died when he was four. His father died when he was seven. He was adopted by an uncle, who died very soon afterwards. Then he was adopted by a professional gambler. So from the age of seven, he grew up in a kind of brothel. So he saw the foolishness of men, and he saw the worst side of human beings.


He wanted to become a monk, and when he was 17, he became a monk and practised for two years. Then when he was 19, he practised again with another master for one year. When he was 20, he was drafted into the Japanese army, in 1900. Four years later he was sent to the Russo-Japanese War. He was wounded and came back to Japan to recover, and then he went back again. He came back to Japan in 1906, so six years in the army, and two years in the war. In the war he became a hero, because he was very brave. He wasn't timid. He was a very brave person. And he received some kind of medal for bravery.

When he came back to Japan in 1906, he was 26 years old. He began to study Buddhism, and he went to various places in the next few years. He moved into a small temple alone for two years, just practising zazen on his own. After those two years, he became a kind of lecturer at the Buddhist University. From that time he moved to different places and lived in houses which people lent to him, and began travelling around Japan, leading sesshin and giving talks. Then in 1935, when he was fifty-five, he became a professor at the Buddhist University, which he continued for about five or six years. [inaudible], which is quite famous, because he lived there as he got older. Antaiji is now run by a German monk. And I think they have a website you can read. Have you seen it?

Participant: Yeah.


Mike: So that's his life. He had a very rough childhood, and he had a brave time in the army. When he started teaching Buddhism, people knew about his bravery, so they revered him for that kind of character. And because of his childhood, seeing the worst side of human nature, he had some kind of anger, I guess, at society. Maybe anger is too strong, but some kind of feeling to speak out against stupid people.

When he was in the army, he was brave because he acted on his own. The group of soldiers he was with was trapped in some kind of place. But without asking the others, he broke out on his own to take the Russian soldiers. So he realised that if you act on your own, it sometimes has a good result. But Japanese society has a very strong tendency to act in a group. So, shall we go? Shall we go? There we go. So it's frozen. But because of his character, he acted on his own, and he saw the very bad effect of group psychology on Japanese society.

So people said he always looked grumpy. Do you know grumpy? There's a picture somewhere here. He looks very grumpy. People say he looked like that a lot, so I guess he was. Maybe you can see it there a little bit. That kind of face.


And I suppose, as I said yesterday, if you practise zazen for a long time, you find a kind of middle position in society. But if society moves to an extreme, you feel that abnormality. So he felt that abnormality in Japan leading up to the Second World War.

My teacher, Nishijima, studied with him when he was 19 years old. That was maybe before the Second World War, maybe two, three or four years before. At that time in Japan, before the Second World War, there were two different opinions in society. There was a military force and the imperial family, the emperor's family, which were very right wing. And of course the military were manipulating the emperor to control Japanese society. On the other hand, there was some communist influence from China, from Mao Zedong; that very big revolution, the Red Army, was happening. And there were strong undercover communist cells which were stirring up society. So a very strong right wing and a very strong left wing.

When my teacher Nishijima Roshi went to Kodo Sawaki's talks, he was a young man of nineteen, and he had been thinking: Which is right? Which is right, right wing or left wing? Which is the best way? Which is the right idea? And he said that Kodo Sawaki said, Right is wrong and left is wrong. Both are wrong. This shocked my teacher as a young man. So what is right? Of course, Kodo Sawaki meant something about a middle way, a balance between left and right. But as a young man, my teacher didn't understand what he meant. But he was just very shocked at this very grumpy man saying both sides are wrong, which was a brave thing to say in Japan before the Second World War.


So I'll tell you some of the things that Kodo Sawaki said.


Human beings are strange creatures. They're groping in the dark, groping, with an intelligent look. They are only striving to avoid being bored. Lots of things in this world attract you, but once you do them or get them, they're worthless. Some people never find their own way of living. If you have no money, you're in trouble. But it's good to know there are more important things than money. If you have no sexual desire, something is wrong. But it's good to know there are more important things than sexual desire. To wander from place to place in this transitory world is to pursue name.



I don't understand that.


A person is born naked. But then he's given a name, which is registered, and he's covered with clothes, and a nipple is stuffed into his mouth, and so on. When he grows up, you can say, Oh, he's great, or strong, or clever, or rich. But these are only comforting words. In fact, everyone is naked.




Shall I go on? I'm not going to read it all. This is... Here's a good one.


Stop crying. Because you are timid, you think you are worthless and other people are great. You cry and worry about little things. And then, from time to time, things go well, and you feel overjoyed.




To study Buddhism is to study losing. Shakyamuni Buddha is a good example. He left his kingdom, his beautiful wife, his lovely child and his splendid clothes, and became a monk with bare feet and a shabby robe. All the Buddhas and ancestors intentionally suffer loss. It's a very big mistake if a Buddhist monk wants to rise in the world. We monks are all beggars from top to bottom.




All sentient beings are deluded. They think unhappy affairs are happy and happy affairs are unhappy, and they're always kicking and screaming. When you give a piece of candy to a kid who is crying, he grins with his eyes full of tears. That's the happiness that people talk about.




People often say they are busy. Busy with what? They are only busy earning their living. Chickens are busy themselves eating food. But they eat food only to be eaten by human beings. It is a mistake to climb up to a place from which sooner or later you have to fall. The life of a monk or a nun is no falling.




That reminds me of a story in the book from Shunryu Suzuki, where a woman said to Shunryu Suzuki, I'm making very great efforts to progress in Buddhism. It's like climbing a ladder. I go up three or four steps and then I slip back two steps. And Shunryu Suzuki said, Oh, in Buddhism there's no ladder. Everything happens on the ground.


A spiritual teacher may say, I will remain celibate all my life. There are many kinds of masks.




Life is full of inconsistencies. One person will criticise another person, saying, Look what he did. But it's exactly what the person who criticises wants to do.




The more sober you are, the smaller you see yourself.



The more sober you are, the smaller you see yourself. It means that if you're intoxicated, you think you've become important. But if you're sober, the opposite of intoxicated, then you see that actually you're just one small person.


What's the use of doing zazen? There's no use in doing zazen. Until this penetrates your thick skull, and you are really doing zazen that is of no use, it is really no use.




A thought is nothing but a made-up story. The Buddha Dharma is everything before we make up stories.



In other words, the world before thinking.


One reason that Dogen Zenji is so fascinating is that he understood that the Buddha Dharma was talking about him. Not some fairy tale for mediocre people.




As far as you can see, there is only you and there is nothing else but you. You can't ask someone else to share your weariness, or to bear your pain for you.




Okay, that'll do. Yes. In some of his sayings you can see a rather severe view of life, from a man who had a rather severe life. I guess we all have our own problems with our families and childhoods and so on. But we didn't grow up in a brothel with a stranger, and we didn't have to fight in a war. So we can be cheerful, and we can accept that he was grumpy. So there's a man in his time. So everybody is in their time.

Some people criticise Kodo Sawaki for some things he said during the Second World War. But I think those people don't understand the man. I haven't read the Japanese, but I've read a translation. He was quoted in an article in which he said, Japanese soldiers should fight fully, completely and utterly. So people thought that he was a supporter of Japan's war. But I think he was talking about a personal attitude, from his own experience. From his own experience, he knew that if you're in the army, in the war, you need to act fully, and live or die. That was his own experience. It wasn't a comment about politics. But he's been criticised for saying those things.

Participant: Which war?

Mike: I don't know. Generally, people don't say what they were doing during the Second World War in Japan. Well, it says that in 1940 he established Tengyo Zenen. So I suppose he was teaching zazen. But it doesn't say in detail. There are many books about his life in Japanese, and Yoko translated some once. But I don't have the translation now. Do you? Here? I don't. I have it somewhere.


So many different characters, many different ways of teaching, many different ways of writing, and so on. If you go back to China in the 10th and 11th centuries, you can read many koan stories about the teachings of masters. Some of them were very rough. Generally speaking, they didn't talk about abstract theory.

I think in modern times we are used to taking a situation and taking the theory out of the situation. In other words, we intellectualise. For instance, if something happens in the world, many commentators sit down and discuss it. And although what happened is a concrete event, for instance, a bomb exploded in Syria and students fought against the army, commentators will take a theoretical discussion from the concrete situation. They will generalise about people in general attacking their government, and about what society should do in general, and so on. And they will talk about lessons which we can learn from the situation. Often, even before the situation has ended, the commentators are learning lessons. So modern society is based on intellectualising from concrete situations very quickly. But I think this is a modern phenomenon.


If you read the koans of 10th- and 11th-century Buddhist teachers, you can see that they just present the concrete situation. And then another concrete situation, another koan. Another concrete situation, another koan. So if you study these koans, or hear these koans one after the other, you can understand something abstract, some general principle.

For instance, one koan says a student is eating his supper, and he asks his master, What is the most important thing in Buddhism? The master says, Have you finished eating? The student says yes. So he says, Go and wash your bowl.

So the master doesn't say something abstract. He doesn't say, The most important thing in Buddhism is not asking theoretical questions. He says something direct. So if we read these concrete stories, we can't find any theoretical teachings in them. But they are teachings themselves: concrete teaching, concrete teaching, concrete teaching, concrete teaching. That's how they thought in those days.

But these days, in modern times, we're always thinking about... for instance, relationships. So at the moment, in my mind... people say, you know, What kind of relationship do you want? To me that's a strange question, because can I think up a theoretical relationship and then look around? To me that sounds crazy, because it's concrete, isn't it? If you see something concrete, you can see it. But in modern times we think, okay, what kind of person do I want? Was it 192... 184 centimetres? No, no, 160 centimetres. Sorry. So we live like this. We think in our mind, what do I want? And then we look for it. But we can never find what's in our mind. So sometimes, if we hold on to what's in our mind, we'll be disappointed. But usually we forget what's in our mind when the concrete situation happens.


Okay. So, many different teaching styles, and they're very, very different sometimes. We don't realise. We think that people of the past thought in the same way we did.

Roman: Yeah, I think. They were also... those monks looking for the truth also tended to think abstractly. That they had to be corrected by...

Participant: That's interesting, that is, some koans, because reading them is very difficult. I find it very difficult to understand anything in them, because I was looking for the meaning. What does the bowl mean? Looking for what you usually look for in a text, you know, the signs and signifiers and metaphors and things. What does the bowl mean? Very, very difficult. I think it's more helpful to look at it as, you know, what's the simplest situation that can work here, almost like a dramatist: how could this conversation make sense? How could it be a real, meaningful exchange?

Roman: I think that most people don't want to be concrete in the situation, because they are afraid. If you are too concrete... ordinary people, but we have the experience: if you are too concrete, too direct, it's disturbing. Then you switch.

Participant: People are afraid to throw away the mask. They'd rather stay with the theoretical.

Mike: Yes. And of course, sometimes we need to do that. But it's a kind of common attitude in modern society. So it's not that we should never intellectualise, or never think about things, or never be general. But we need to know how to cut through it when necessary, because the real situation is on the other side of intellectualising.


You look very happy, Thomas.

Participant: I remember, I just can't stop thinking about it. This aspect you mentioned is such a great discovery. I had such a long, tiring, frustrating talk with my girlfriend a month ago about... and we couldn't solve anything. And I said, Let's go to Venice. We went to Venice, and it solved so many problems, because we were busy going there, buying pizza on the way. Are we getting the point? (laughter) I'm not sure it's necessary to go to such a beautiful place, but it was exactly that: stop, let's go to Venice.

Roman: She was fine for one month after this.

Mike: On the other hand, sometimes we can substitute doing things, without noticing that there is something we have to reflect on. So we can avoid solving some problems by saying, Let's go to Venice. Okay, let's go to the cinema. Okay, let's go here, let's go there. So it depends on the situation. Sometimes we need to stop. Sometimes we need to go. And don't look at the traffic lights.

Participant: Escape from prison.


Boris: I have a very, very good memory of how I walked across the whole of Bratislava, because I had given my wife the car. Once we went to the movies with my wife, and she needed the car to drive the kid, so I didn't have the car. I should have taken a taxi or a bus, but I just decided to walk. I had to walk a long way through the whole city of Bratislava, and it was a great chance to see the city in a new way, like never before. I had lived there for five years.

Participant: But these talks from Kodo... I remember one thing my grandfather was always saying, and it's a little bit similar: if you have nothing, you have a problem. If you have something, you have a big problem.


Participant: I'd like to ask about the natural ability to meditate from childhood. I have this experience, and I think maybe every one of you experiences it: those states when a person sits and, as people here call it, stares into space. You stare with your eyes wide open and you are actually absent, nowhere. Then you come back. As a child I experienced it very often, much more often than now. And it was a problem. It was a problem for the people around me: don't sit, don't stare, go and do something; they always pulled me out of it. For me it was a state where there was nothing. At that time I couldn't define it. I was most aware of it in violin lessons, when I had the sheet music and was playing an étude, and I don't know why, but very often, almost in every lesson, I got into that state, in which my mind worked on some kind of system, so that I played perfectly, but actually I was nowhere. Then I came back and had lost my place on the page. The teacher said: You're just stupid, how come you don't know where we're playing? You were playing it, you played it well. And I was silent; I didn't know how to define where I had been, because it was like... there was nothing. Only later did I learn to handle it: I noticed the moment when I came back, I knew where my eyes were in the music, and I could carry on, and nobody noticed. I learned to come back to the playing, to the moment on the music sheet, but it led to mistakes. It wasn't that natural anymore. It's normal stuff, maybe. I think that children can meditate, but it isn't supported in them.


Participant: I think the children were not corrupted by the meanings. They are pure, we can say.

Mike: We hope so. But not for very long. But yes, I agree. But I don't think children need to meditate.

Boris: They do it naturally.

Mike: They do it naturally.

Boris: Yeah, I can remember sitting in the woods at our weekend house, like a small child, just sitting doing nothing for hours.

Mike: Yes, if you want to call it meditating, that's fine.

Boris: Well, I don't want to call it meditating. Just a kind of natural, peaceful state of mind that slowly disappears while growing up.

Mike: Yes. Or when your teacher tells you to look at the music, you lose the natural state. So this is called education.

Participant: When I see my daughter doing this, I tell everyone: don't disturb her, let her be. She's eight.

Boris: That would be Dharma. When I spoke about going back to that state: I remember, a few years ago, that you can go back to the state you were in as a child, looking at the world like a child. It's not a big problem, but it's only about believing in it. For me it's very important to have it. I had a Vietnamese student at high school, a very talented, very bright girl. She told me that her parents are Buddhists, that they have very deep faith in Buddhism, as is usual in Vietnam. She asked me what I practise. I said, This is called zazen, and she wanted to try it, so I showed her the posture. A few days later she told me that she had done it at home, and her parents told her, What are you doing? Go and do some work. Don't waste your time sitting doing nothing. It's quite paradoxical.

Mike: Time to stop. Thank you.
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Mike tells a koan about two mud buffalo: our inner conflicts are not real and can dissolve in zazen
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike tells an old Chinese koan story in which an old monk living alone on a mountain says that two mud buffalo used to fight there, but they both walked into the sea and dissolved, so now he lives peacefully. Mike explains that we have two different viewpoints inside us which keep fighting with each other; by saying that the buffalo are made of mud, the monk was suggesting that they are not real, and by saying that they walked into the sea, he was suggesting the practice of zazen, during which there is a possibility that they will dissolve.

Mike presents this as the second problem that makes zazen difficult; the first is having lots of energy, as children do, or as we do when we are very angry or feel very strong desire, and then he thinks it is sometimes better to do something else. He recalls a young man in his Bristol group who had lots of energy and kept changing his legs for a couple of years, until Mike told him to go and live his life; the man came back eight years later, when, perhaps with less energy, it was easier for him to sit. Mike says that we cannot suppress our energy or force it in another direction, so we can sit when we can sit, and he contrasts this approach with teachers who tell their students not to move and to push through the barrier. He then recalls a book by Erich Fromm or Karl Menninger, he has forgotten which, explaining that when we have a conflict involving another person, we create an image of that person inside ourselves and then fight against that image. Remembering the conflict he often felt inside himself with his mother when she was alive, Mike says that he realised he was fighting with himself, and that the image we create of somebody else inside ourselves is just the mud.

In the discussion, a participant describes a friend who, after punching his brother, sat crying as if he had split into a criminal and a judge who has to punish the criminal, and says he thinks everyone has two such opposite forces, one judging and one judged. Talking about discipline, Mike remembers a sesshin with Philippe Coupey and says that he does not know whether it works for anyone to be told to sit and cannot imagine sitting peacefully in such situations; a participant adds that the kyosaku is fine if you want it but creates tension in the dojo, and Boris remarks that Mike himself is quite disciplined. Mike tells how his partner Lisa, at one of his sesshins before she knew him, saw him as someone looking and judging when she came back late, although he had not even noticed, and he concludes that people sometimes see something in him that is not there, a projection. When Roman says that Mike always looks a little angry before the first zazen in the morning, Mike answers that if he looks angry or strict he is dealing with his own problems: usually he has two mud buffalo. Asked how to find a balance with other people at home, Mike says that he is still working on it, that compromise has no rules and that, as in diplomatic negotiation, it comes out of two strong opinions pushing against each other, whereas if one person gives up their strong opinion there is no compromise. If the two buffalo disappear in the sea, he adds, there is no problem of compromise; but when Boris asks what happens if each buffalo goes in a different direction, Mike answers that the story means two parts of ourselves, and if they go in different directions we become schizophrenic, so we need to keep fighting. At the end of the last talk of the sesshin, Mike thanks everyone, those who spoke and those who did not, and a participant says that the retreats can continue even when Mike cannot come if people show up, and that a Dogen Sangha emerges whenever they have a retreat.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Lucia just told me that when her dog, Finny, was very small, he had lots and lots of energy, so he had to be trained to sit peacefully. I can imagine that little dog jumping, jumping, jumping, running everywhere. So to make him sit peacefully, he must have had very hard training. And it reminded me of zazen.

I think zazen is the same thing as training Finny. We train ourselves to sit, and there are usually two problems that make it difficult. Three problems. But anyway, one is that if we have lots of energy, we find it difficult to sit. So I think it's difficult for children, for example, to sit. They don't want to sit still; they want to jump around. And it's also difficult for us to sit sometimes if we have lots of energy moving in us, or, for instance, if we are very angry or feel very strong desire or something. It's then very difficult to sit, because we have lots of energy that wants to get out. So I think sometimes in that situation it's better to do something else.


If we force ourselves to sit, it's very difficult if we have lots of energy. I remember a young man who used to sit in our group in Bristol about ten years ago. He was young, so he had lots of energy, lots of sexual energy probably, and he had lots of trouble with girlfriends because he had lots of energy, and he couldn't sit. He tried very hard to sit, and I could see him sitting there, always changing his legs, on and on and on for a couple of years. So I said to him, Go and live your life. It's better. And he did, and we didn't see him for eight years. But then he came back, and... Maybe he has less energy now, so it's easier to sit. So I think, especially for young people who have lots of energy, compared with me, for instance, we can't suppress our energy, even if we think zazen is the greatest thing on earth.

We have to follow the flow of energy. We can't force it in another direction. And we don't need to judge it: Oh, I should be still. So, in training ourselves, we can sit when we can sit.

That's my approach. Some teachers say you should force yourself through the barrier. So they say, Don't move, don't move, make yourself sit and push through the barrier to some other place.


The second problem we have with zazen is illustrated by this koan story. Once in medieval China, two young monks were walking around the hillside far from the temple. They crossed the small stream, and as they crossed it, one of them noticed a cabbage leaf coming down the stream. So he said to the other young monk, Oh, I'm sure somebody must be living further up the stream. Let's go and find them. Because in those days there were many people, monks and others, living alone on the hillsides. And they said to the old monk, Oh, what are you doing living here? And the old monk said, I don't know. But there used to be two mud buffalo fighting together. But they both walked into the sea, and they dissolved. So now I'm living peacefully on this mountain.

So, two buffalo made of mud, and they were always fighting. But while they were fighting, they walked into the sea, and they dissolved in the water.

So the old monk was explaining something which happens to us. In other words, we have two different viewpoints inside us, and those two viewpoints are fighting with each other: first this one, then that one, then this one, then that one. But when the monk said the buffalo are made of mud, he was suggesting that they aren't real. When he said they walked into the sea, he was suggesting practising zazen. There is a possibility that they will walk into the sea and dissolve, during zazen.

So I think it's a nice story to illustrate something which happens to everybody, because human beings have different points of view inside themselves.


There was a famous psychiatrist who lived in... maybe he died in about 1960. Was it Menninger?

Roman: Or Fromm?

Mike: Yes, either Erich Fromm or Karl Menninger, I've forgotten which, wrote a book called Love Against Hate.

Roman: Erich Fromm.

Mike: Fromm. And another book called Man Against Himself. Both these books are very old-fashioned if you read them. They were written in the 1940s. But they talk about conflict inside. In one of those books, I've forgotten which one, maybe Man Against Himself, he explained that, for instance, if we have a conflict inside ourselves which involves another person, we create an image of that person in ourselves, and then we fight against the image we created.

I remember I often had many problems with my mother. She died nearly twenty years ago. But when she was alive, I often used to have conflict in myself with her. And when I read the book, Fromm's book, I realised that in the conflict I was against myself. I was fighting with myself. So I tried to remember that. Because I think the image we create of somebody else inside ourselves is just the mud. So although the koan story is from the 10th century, the image of a mud buffalo is very exact.

So I wanted to talk about that this morning, and I'd like to hear if anybody has something to say. Physical pain is a different problem.


Participant: I went to a rock concert with a friend who had had a fight with one of his brothers. That friend of mine actually attacked him physically; he punched his brother in the face. Later they went outdoors and kept punching each other for twenty minutes. Then my friend came back inside, went back to the rock concert, and his eyes were full of tears. He sat on a chair and started to cry, because he felt like the worst person in the world, because he had just punched his own brother. I understood that up to that point. But the split into two personalities in him, like the two mud buffalo, showed immediately, because he said that while they were scuffling outside, he grabbed his brother by the throat in a way that could have been deadly if he had held him like that for longer. But I was sure he was not going to kill him. Yet my friend began to pile one guilt on top of another, although they were not real, as if he had split his personality into a criminal and a judge who has to punish the criminal.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: So the criminal in him kept crying, and the judge kept punishing or hitting. He was sitting there completely paralysed, and we didn't know what to do about it. Later they had a small fight again, some punching again. But they made up eventually, and they like each other. I think it was an important experience. I think everyone has two opposite forces: one is the judging one, and one is the judged one. And it makes a conflict that is difficult to overcome.


Participant: For me, this is parallel to the mud buffalo. It's my direct experience, and probably many people have it. I have experience: for instance, I can sit for some time, or sometimes, like for a week or a month, I'm just not able to sit. But it's sometimes strange, because many times it's because of strong emotions, like anger or worry, and if I try it, it was really funny... But sometimes I'm just angry, I just sit, five minutes, an hour, two, and it didn't work, it just didn't work. And then also, when I come to the same thing, I just sit, totally fine, great, I just sit... So it's sometimes really amazing if you have time to sit and you sit.

Participant: [inaudible] spoke about the conflict between two women, so... My mother was looking after my daughter, and at a certain point my daughter did something wrong, and my mother just couldn't help it and slapped her. My mother expected a huge drama, with my daughter reacting to it by crying. But instead my daughter just looked at her and said, That was quick, Grandma.


Mike: Of course, there are some people who are very disciplined, very strong on discipline, so... I never met Deshimaru. I went on a sesshin. And during the sitting, Philippe Coupey... And he came around with the... And I remember, as he came near...

Boris: Yes, there are some stories about this. Somebody hit him the wrong way, and he stood up and pinched the kyosaku on the back.

Mike: That was because they hit him on his head by mistake or something.

Roman: You said you decided to grab the kyosaku.

Mike: Yes, yes, but he didn't hit me.

So it doesn't work. I can't be like this. I don't know if it works for somebody to say to you, Sit. I can't imagine how to sit peacefully in those situations. So I can't do it.

Participant: Like in [inaudible] before, when one girl was laughing and couldn't stop during zazen, a kyosaku man was sent to her and hit her without her asking for the kyosaku.

Boris: Were you there?

Participant: Yes.

Boris: How did you feel?

Participant: I'll just say: I think the kyosaku is fine if you want it, but on the whole it creates tension in the dojo. And if that happens, that she was laughing and couldn't stop, I think she could have been asked to leave rather than hit.

Boris: But for me, you are quite disciplined.

Mike: Me?

Boris: Yeah, I would say, on the other hand, there are other extremes, when people are too relaxed, laughing, chatting, and you don't like it.

Mike: That's because I'm a miserable old sod.


Participant: This discipline problem reminds me of my memories from school, when we had to sit with our hands behind our backs. I don't remember any teaching, because I was too worried about my lack of freedom. Because I was a child.

Participant: People are different, and some people suffer when discipline is not demanded of them. Yeah, there are like two extremes, but when there is absolutely no discipline required at school, the kids also suffer.

Mike: I had a conversation with Lisa, my partner, about discipline, because she doesn't like to be told to do something. She said she came to a retreat. She didn't know me. She came to my sesshin at Earth Spirit, near Bristol. And she went out for a walk with a friend, and they came back late. So everybody was sitting at the table. Because she saw me as somebody who was kind of, with the coffee, looking and judging. And I said to her, I didn't even notice. Maybe I looked, but I didn't notice. And I think if people see some kind of look in me, it's only me disciplining myself. So I realise that sometimes people see something in me that's not there.

Participant: Projection of our own things.

Mike: Yes. Projection. So we project onto the teacher or whoever, sometimes. Not always.


Roman: Can I ask you: in the morning before the first zazen, you always look a little bit angry or not happy, but do you usually feel new? Do you feel normal, relaxed in the morning? Before the first zazen in the morning, when it's dark, every morning. No, I'm just asking: do you usually feel normal in the morning before zazen, or different? Different. Because you always look kind of strict and a little bit angry.

Mike: Yeah. So this is my projection. If I look angry or strict, I'm dealing with my own problems.

Roman: But it could be. Even when you feel neutral, you also think you look neutral.

Mike: I can't tell you. But if I look angry, usually I have two mud buffalo.

Boris: And this morning you had a kesa and...

Mike: Yes.

Boris: You were testing some difference, or not?

Mike: No, just my teacher always, every morning, at the first zazen in the morning, did three prostrations. Then he would walk around to check everybody's posture, and then he would sit down. So that's something I like. I don't like him, actually, but I respect him, and I like that something, just first thing in the morning. Prostrations don't mean anything to me, but it's a nice exercise. So if I do prostrations with no kesa and no zagu, I feel something is missing. So I put it on this morning. We had happy sesshins in Japan in the 1980s. So I put on the kesa.


Participant: I have a question regarding discipline. Maybe it's sometimes easier for ourselves to follow discipline, but when we live with someone, in our household or families, there are always more points of view, and it's much harder to find a balance. We need to make compromises. Is there any exercise or...?

Mike: I don't know. I'm still working on it.

Compromise has no rules. Compromise is always between two concrete differences. So where the compromise is, we don't know until the actual time. If two strong people disagree, the compromise comes out of their disagreement. Giving up disagreement. It's two strong opinions pushing against each other, and the compromise is in the middle. If this person gives up their strong opinion, there's no compromise. You can see this in diplomatic negotiation. In very serious situations, compromise comes out of two positions of strength.

Participant: So, do the buffaloes keep fighting forever? No. They just turn away.

Mike: That's another situation, yes. So that's not compromise. If the two buffaloes disappear in the sea, there is no problem to compromise.

Boris: But what if each buffalo goes in another direction, and they do not disappear?

Mike: Yes, it's a different case. The story means two parts of ourselves. So if two parts of ourselves go in different directions, we become schizophrenic. So we need to keep fighting. Otherwise we become dangerous.


Well, anyway, this is the last talk of the sesshin, so I'd like to thank everybody for listening to me. I think not only the people who speak but also the people who don't speak are equal, and contribute equally. Thank you, everybody. As I guess you know, I'm not coming. I think maybe you're going to have a sesshin in the winter, maybe.

Roman: Yes. You want to make it together with Pavel and... So, is a solution possible? Maybe it's next summer again here. It's possible that you will be here next summer.

Mike: Possible, yeah, yeah. But we never arrange it until a few months before, because, you know, everybody has a busy life, and I'm not sure, and Pavel's not sure. So we fix it, talking about a sesshin next year. We don't know. We never know until a few months before where we're going to go or what we're going to do, because that's the way we do it.

That's all. I just said at the end, if you have a sesshin in the winter, I won't be there, but I hope it goes well. That's all. No detailed conversation.

Boris: We wish you a happy recovery.

Mike: Thank you. Actually, I don't know. If I have a hip operation, I don't know whether I can sit like this. I asked the doctor and he said, Should be okay, because you have a new joint. So how much you can move, I don't know. But he was sitting in seiza.


Participant: I would like to thank Mike and everyone else that I could take part. It's my first time at a sesshin. I have been to different groups of people, but this group is where I feel at home.

Participant: Yesterday I discussed with Boris possibly arranging, organising a retreat, in Slovakia or in the Czech Republic, in winter, or maybe two retreats. On the other hand, I think even that situation is a chance to find our own way. Lots of people say group, our group, but in fact there is no Dogen Sangha group, or fixed Dogen Sangha group, and there will never be a fixed Dogen Sangha group. There is and is not a Dogen Sangha. You, all of you, each of you, make a Dogen Sangha. The Dogen Sangha emerges when we have a retreat. But on the other hand, I think it's very important to have the chance to share our different personal experiences, to practise together and not to be closed in our own lives, our own separate opinions or something. I would like to continue the tradition of retreats, but it's up to you, if you participate, if you show up. Without you there will be no retreats, and we would like to continue even when Mike cannot come.

Mike: I'd just like to thank Roman for his interpreting, which is a very tiring job.

Roman: But I really enjoy it. It's not so official. Thank you.






  

[image: ]
May 2012 — Nová Dedinka

    

Venue: Nová Dedinka, Slovakia





  What the series says (short overview)

  
In both talks from the day of zazen in Nová Dedinka, Mike refers to what he says Dogen said about the truth: he recalls, without being sure of the exact words, that Dogen said we should learn the truth from anybody or anything that knows it, and in the second talk he says that Dogen writes that anything which has the truth can be revered. In the first talk he says that truth is not abstract, that it is simply life itself working in a certain way, as a cat, a dog and a tree know it, and that in Buddhism truth is something real, so reality may be a better word for it. In the second talk he explains that in Dogen’s chapter Raihai-tokuzui the marrow means the truth, and that in a simple understanding many Buddhist groups imagine a teacher who knows a special secret truth and treat that person as perfect, whereas Dogen’s meaning, he says, is different because Dogen’s understanding of the truth is different. In both talks he contrasts the truth with the picture we hold in our mind: in the first, a very powerful picture can keep us from seeing the reality in front of us, and in the second, he sets the truth of the mountain against the truth of our mind.

Mike tells how he and a companion walked in the Tatras toward a hut they could not see, and when they looked over the pass the hut was far below and the way down looked very steep, and while going down he wondered whether they would ever get to the hut. In ordinary life, he says, we also make a map in our head of where we are going, and he suggests that instead of saying that we live our life, we can say that our life is living us: we do not know where we are going, but our feet and our actions take us forward. He adds that Dogen, in his writings, says that action is more important than thinking, and that although thinking is important, our life is created by our action. He also says that society needs stability and security, so we make a picture of our life and live in it, which is important, but that Buddhist philosophy speaks of something very simple and bare underneath this picture: our life is only now. Strong pictures can hide what is in front of us, he says: if we hold a prejudice about someone’s nationality or a sexual image of someone, we see the picture and not the person, and seeing reality is simple but difficult to do. He agrees that we learn from experience, for instance not to touch something hot, but he says that reality is not something fixed, and that the thought ‘it is only a picture, and underneath is reality’ is itself only another picture. Near the end he says that the Four Noble Truths only state truths and nowhere say that we should do something, and that reality is good and bad mixed together, unlike the religions in which good has to win a battle against evil.

In the second talk he returns to the mountains: if we walk with a picture from the map, believe that it is true and do not change our attitude to the real situation, we might have to be rescued by helicopter, but if we recognise that the mountain has its own truth, we have to follow it, and for that reason we can revere the mountains, because they can teach us something. A new baby, he says, is not contaminated by society, so it cries when upset and laughs when happy and is truthful and honest, and a dog is always real, unless it has been treated badly, and always in the moment, so we can learn something from both. Yet we cannot always recognise something that has the truth unless we recognise the same thing in ourselves: a bad-tempered person does not recognise the truth in a dog, and someone who has got up in the night because a baby is crying does not recognise it in the baby. He illustrates this with the tea ceremony, in which, he says, treating things with respect is treating yourself with respect, and he concludes that prostrating to someone or something that has the marrow is recognising the marrow in yourself, so that recognition works both ways and we feel oneness. Asked whether the chapter is about recognising true teachers of Buddhism, he answers that it can be, but that recognising a true teacher is recognising the truth in yourself, and he tells how Gautama Buddha, after maybe eight years with yogins, left the forest and sat under a tree, recognising that the truth is in himself and in the whole universe, adding that the story he has just told is too perfect, because people are often unsure one day and sure the next, and that there are no perfect teachers. Asked about his saying that zazen does not change our lives, he says that he does not remember how he put it, but that if we think zazen makes us better, our zazen becomes tainted, that to know ourselves we cannot think that we must be better, and that in zazen we stop trying, so that not trying to change changes us, although he does not know why. Asked whether zazen can also change us for the worse, he says yes: with an idea of zazen as balance or as no emotion, we tend to push emotions down and use zazen as a prison, as he did himself.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike recalls, without being sure of the exact words, that Dogen said we should learn the truth from anybody or anything that knows it, and he says that he himself learned important things from mountains. Starting from the fourth noble truth, the truth of the path (marga satya), he gives his own explanation: when we walk in the mountains we look at a map and imagine the place we are going to, but that place exists in our mind, and the path we actually walk turns out to be different from the picture we held. He and Boris once walked toward a hut they could not see, and when they looked over the pass it was thousands of meters down a very steep way, so that he wondered whether they would ever get there. In ordinary life, Mike says, we also make a map in our head and become worried when the real path differs from it, and he suggests that instead of saying that we live our life, we can say that our life is living us, because our feet and our actions take us forward. He adds that Dogen, in his writings, says that action is more important than thinking, and that although thinking is important, our life is created by our action.

In the discussion, one participant says that part of our plans do work and part go the other way, another that we need a plan but that the intention to make the next step matters most, and Mike agrees that intention is closer to action, adding that his own steps are often different from his plan and that this is his experience, which may not be everyone's. He tells how he came to leave Japan: he says that he did not make that decision, because while waiting for a flight he saw many Japanese people and thought that he had already left Japan, and it was the decision that made him. Mike also says that society needs stability and security, so we make a shared picture of life and live in it, which is important, but that Buddhist philosophy says that underneath the picture our life is only now. When the picture stops making us happy, as with a rich person who finds that he is not happy, we may start looking underneath it, which is what Mike himself needed to do, and he says that Dogen's dropping off of body and mind means deconstructing our picture.

Asked whether truth and happiness are the same, he answers maybe and says that truth is not abstract but simply life itself working in a certain way, as a cat, a dog and a tree know it, while human beings are so good at imagining that they create abstract terminology and problems for themselves. He gives examples of how a picture hides what is in front of us, such as seeing a person from Slovakia as a communist, a Russian as a Russian or a woman as a sexual image, and says that seeing reality is simple but difficult to do. Participants answer that past experience, such as a child's burned hand or a dog bite, protects us and creates habitual patterns that we need, and Mike agrees but says that even the thought that a picture is only a picture with reality underneath is another picture, and that patterns made in childhood can outlive their use. Finally, when a participant brings up the fourth truth and the eightfold path as things we should do, Mike says that the Four Noble Truths only state truths and nowhere say that we should do something, and he adds that reality is good and bad mixed together, unlike the religions in which good has to win a battle against evil.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Okay. Today I want to talk about the Tatras. Not exactly. I'll give you an explanation of the reason I want to talk about the Tatras. Dogen, who was a 13th century monk that we study, wrote in his Shobogenzo that we should learn the truth from...

That's fine. We should learn the truth from anybody or anything. Or if we find anybody or anything which knows the truth, we should learn from them. And even if it's a dog or a child, or a tree, or a stone. He didn't say dog or child. I can't remember it exactly. But anyway, it's an interesting statement. Usually we think we should learn from a teacher. And we usually think a teacher is a human being who knows more than we do. Or is better than we are?

Or is higher than we are. Or something like that. But in Dogen's thinking, we can learn from anything or anybody which knows the truth. And I remembered when I used to do a lot of mountaineering when I was young. I learned many things from mountains. And I remembered again when we were walking in the Tatras. Several important things I learned from mountains and never forget. So I'd like to tell you about them. In ancient Buddhism, there are four noble truths. And the fourth noble truth is the truth of the path.

Or the truth of the way, I don't know. Yes. And in Sanskrit, this is marga satya. Marga is path and satya is truth. And there is an explanation in Buddhism about the truth of the path. And I would like to give my own explanation, which is a little different.


When we're walking in the mountains along a path which is unknown, we usually use a map. So we look at the map and imagine in our mind the place we're going to. And then we start walking towards the place we're going to. And the place we're going to doesn't exist in front of us. It exists in our mind. Of course, if we've been there before, we know that it's real. So we start walking. But in our mind we have a final place we're going to.

But at every moment, we are just walking forward along the path. And if we keep walking forward along the path, we find that the path is different to what we held in our mind. So, for instance, when I was walking with Boris in the Tatras, we walked towards a hut.

But we couldn't see the hut. But we believed the hut was at the end of the path. So we walked towards the hut, step by step. And everything was fine. But we reached a high point on a saddle. And we thought the hut would be quite near. And maybe not such a difficult path. But when we looked over the pass, the hut was long, thousands of meters down. And the way down looked very, very steep. And impossible to see clearly.


So we started going down the path, and it became steeper, and then not so steep, and then steeper, and so on. And I myself wondered if we would ever get to the hut. So this kind of experience is very, very important to notice in our normal life. Of course, in our normal life, we're not walking in the mountains every day. But we're always imagining our life. We make a map in our head. And we make a place we're going to. And we are thinking about how we should live and move towards our aim.

But actually walking towards our aim is completely different to the picture in our head. So sometimes we become very worried or anxious. Maybe this is the wrong path. Maybe the path is too difficult. Maybe we never get to the hut. So I always remember this truth which I learned from the mountains. And this is it. Actually, we don't know where we're going. We make an image in our head of where we're going. And we hope we are moving towards that place. But we never know. And sometimes, when we reach the place, it's completely different to our imagination.

So people usually think that they should think about their life in their head, and then make a plan, and then walk towards their goal, or live their life towards their goal. It's normal. This is the way human beings are living. But I would like to suggest a different way to think about it. Usually we say, we are living our life. But I would like to say, our life is living us. So we're walking along a path towards the goal which is in our mind.


And we don't know where we're going. But our feet are taking us forward. Our actions are taking us forward. So at every moment we're making some action. And moment by moment, we make an action. And we move along the path. And then we find we are somewhere which is different to the place in our mind. So, for me, this is a kind of truth. So usually I'm thinking about where I'm going, where my life is going, making a plan. But sometimes I realise my life is going a different way. Oh, my life is taking me. So I have to follow my feet.

Or follow my actions. And this is the experience for me in the mountains. I did lots of mountaineering when I was very young. And this is one truth I learned. And by coincidence, Pavel said to me this morning, I feel my life is leading me along. And I think this is true. Our lives are leading us along. I don't know where we're going. Do you know where you're going? Does anybody know where we're going? Of course, I don't mean we're blind. I mean, in our mind we have a picture. But the real path we are taking is different.

The real path we are taking is from our action, not from our mind. So Dogen, in his writings, says that action is more important than thinking. Of course, thinking is important. But our life is created by our action. This is an important thing. So that's what I have to say, as I remember it. So please discuss, ask questions, or sit happily. Maybe you don't agree, so that's fine. This is only my experience.


Boris: I agree. And I have heard a quotation of John Lennon, and he said, Life is that time in between our planning.

Mike: Yes, yes.

Boris: Yes. What happens to us while we are

Mike: planning. Yes, that's right. While

Boris: we are planning.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: So us.

Mike: Yes. While we are worrying about the future,

Boris: Ours.

Mike: our life is happening now.

Boris: Yeah, it— yes,

Mike: That's true. And if we concentrate too much on planning, we miss our life. Yeah, we miss it. It's here. And in the mountains, if we concentrate on getting here to the hut, we miss where we are walking, the flowers and rocks and sun and so on.

Boris: Definitely.

Mike: Yeah. So, just, I remembered in the Tatras, my life is leading me. Christians say that God is leading them. So I guess Christian people feel there's some spiritual person who is leading them along the path. Not their path, but God's path.

Boris: Sorry. So maybe I can say what I said yesterday, that I'm a witness to my life. Yes. I can say I'm a witness to God.

Robert: Yes.

Boris: God is a witness to what I'm doing here.

Robert: Yes.

Boris: You know, just...

Mike: Yes.


Robert: Pavel said that it could be applied to what he said yesterday, that when life leads him, then you lead God, right? He said.

Boris: No, I meant it in the sense that sometimes it seems to me that I am like a witness of my life, that I simply observe what is happening, like I am a bit detached and I watch what is happening. And that it could also be applied to what was said before, right, that God looks down on the earth and is a witness to what is happening, but conversely that I am a witness to the fact that God here…

Mike: He just translated exactly. Of course, right? Human life in society is not like that. We need to know what is going to happen, and we need to know where we're going. And we need to have stability. And security. And everybody needs this. So if we don't know where we're going, it's insecure. So we make a picture. This is a human thing. We make a picture of our life, and then we live in the picture. And this is important, otherwise society can't function.

But just sometimes, if life becomes changing or difficult, we notice, ah, it's not like that really.

Robert: But part of the plans are always working, although it's not one side or the other side. Part of the plans are going completely the other way.

Roman: Yeah.

Robert: But it's somewhere in the middle.

Pavel: Yes. But I think that having a plan, or having something planned in the future, somewhere far, is,

Robert: Yes.

Pavel: well, we need it, of course. But I think that what you said, the most important is the intention to make a further step.

Mike: So just more connected with the action itself. Just having the intention to move. Yes. I think that intention is working. I wonder whether the plan itself.


Robert: So many times you reach your goal. Many times you set up a goal and don't reach it, and another time you set a goal and you reach it, almost exactly. Or...

Boris: This is the plan: when you come home, you decide today what to do in your life, where to live.

Robert: Okay. Just you make the decision. Can you change? I change them.

Mike: Yeah. This is my plan.

Robert: Yeah, plan, yeah.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: But I agree with Robert that it's both working.

Mike: Well, together.

Boris: Without this planning, we see that our planning, most people don't see. But if we see, then we are clearer. Maybe we go to another situation, yes, but we need to make the step.

Mike: We need, yes.

Boris: But, yeah, Robert, we need a planned step.

Mike: Yes. We need a step.

Boris: And a step.

Mike: Yes. But actually, for me, the step is not always the same as my plan. Even when I make a plan, my step is often different from my plan. I don't know why, but it's true. So then I find, oh, my plan is here, but oh, I'm going this way. Then I think, ah, so I changed my plan. This is me. Maybe you're different. If you're very, very, very focused, you say, I'm going to do this. And you do it, great, congratulations. And when you did it, it was exactly the same as you imagined. It's good.

But I didn't have that experience in my life, so it's always more vague. And often my plan, when I reach my goal in my plan, yes, of course, it's the same.


Boris: But the biggest decision, if you wanted not to stay in Japan with your [inaudible], you came back to England. It was a big decision to do it, a step, not to go to Japan and stay in England.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: It's clear that you were focused to do this.

Mike: You imagined.

Boris: You? Me?

Mike: Yes, you imagined this is what I did, but it's not what I did.

Boris: You told me like this, maybe. This is the story that you told me. Of course, we tell a story.

Mike: So I told you I decided to come back to England and leave Japan, and I decided and I did it. That's what I say. This is what we say to each other. I decided to move to Bratislava. I decided to do this, and yes, I did it. This is our story, very important. But the truth is different, that's all, for me. So if I try to imagine every step when I came back to England, did I decide it, or did it decide me? Actually, I didn't make a decision. I tell you what happened.

I went to Harvard to study Sanskrit, and I was in Harvard for some months. And when I came back to Japan from Harvard, I was waiting to get on the aircraft to go to Japan, and there were many Japanese people, whom I hadn't seen for some months. And I looked at these people and I thought, Oh, I left Japan already. That decision, I don't know where it came from.

Robert: Yes, yes.

Mike: It made me. I didn't make it. It made me.

Robert: Yes.


Mike: So this is my experience. Of course, small decisions or other decisions we make. I'm going to the Tatras with Boris, then I come, yeah. But the experience was different. So, for instance, my suitcase, lots of warm clothes, but the weather is warm, so I didn't use the clothes. And I imagined, Oh, I can go very quickly. I'm very strong. Actually, you're carrying my rucksack, and I'm going, Oh. So everything was different. Of course, it's the same. I went there, but actually it was different. That's all.

Boris: But I think man doesn't have the capacity to imagine anything

Mike: That's right,

Boris: like this,

Mike: yes.

Boris: Because this is impossible.

Mike: It's impossible,

Robert: But

Mike: but we have very excellent imagination.

Boris: Yes, but all the details, and the consequences of actions and of emotions. I see a nice flower, then I see...

Mike: Yes.

Boris: and

Mike: Yes, it's beyond us.

Boris: Like...

Roman: Yes. Now I understand that aspect of what Boris says: you decided to do da-da-da-da, and you say, No, it's just what I said, and for a while it didn't make sense. And then you gave the example about it. And now I realize that I thought I decided to teach at the school where I teach, so that's why I teach there. Actually, when I came to speak to the headmaster, he decided that I would teach there. So without his decision, I could... you know, it's both. I cannot decide that I want to teach at university, okay, somewhere. The university has to be interested.

It's like mutual. You cannot just... I cannot go to the High Tatras without you, without you telling him, you know. So it's very complex like that.


Mike: I understand that it sounds a bit too detailed, but actually Buddhist philosophy is like this. And because everybody knows normal life, you know, we know we make friends, we get married, or we live with a partner, we have children, we have a job. Everybody knows this. Society works like this. But society is created by human beings, and we created a picture together which we share, a very, very strong picture, very powerful.

Sometimes that picture causes us pain and suffering, because society doesn't work 100 percent all the time for everybody. So Buddhist philosophy is saying underneath this picture is like this. It's a very strange way to talk. Underneath the picture, our life is only now. Then you can say, No, no, it's not now, because after lunch we have lunch and then we go back and...

Boris: It's more organic.

Mike: Yeah. But Buddhist philosophy is very strange because it says, No, no, under your picture, something very simple and bare, with no decoration, no painting. So this is what Buddhist philosophy is about. That's why it's so strange and sometimes sounds very complicated.

Roman: We tend to live in clichés, like this

Boris: Yes.

Roman: is a day of zazen.

Boris: Yes.

Roman: I have children. I don't have children. I have

Boris: Yes.

Roman: a job. I'm happy. I'm not happy. And we're like, well, I always notice myself, don't say that. I was like, no, that's not true.

Boris: I tend to— I do too.

Roman: You know, I tend to have these ideas. I don't want... another Friday evening or something. But it's not Friday evening. It's just now. I don't want to be here in this place. This is too noisy. I want to have children, and then what does it mean to have children? What is it actually, you know? So why should I worry about having or not having children? What is my reality? I don't know. Now, children. Sometimes I teach children, sometimes I don't.


Boris: Well, I think you can look at this, you know, from both points of view.

Participant: Yeah, of course.

Robert: Yes.

Boris: We can call this

Robert: Yes.

Boris: intellectual layer,

Robert: Yes.

Boris: maybe relative point of view.

Participant: Yes.

Boris: So you need to construct your life.

Participant: Yeah.

Boris: So both are part of the process. So you need to construct your life in the relative point of view, and then at some point you need to deconstruct to this kind of absolute point of view or underlying point of view.

Robert: But you don't have to be trapped. But... but something. Yeah.

Boris: So I don't think we can deny half of it.

Roman: Yeah, we live like that.

Boris: But I will be living in just now. I don't need to plan.

Roman: Yes.

Boris: I don't need to make an intention to get up from my bed in the morning. I don't need an intention to go to my work. Well, I don't need my work. I'm just living now.

Roman: But your situation, something deconstructed you.

Boris: Something happened to you, or something has deconstructed your life.

Pavel: No, no, I'm talking from my experience.

Boris: When you deconstruct your— it isn't deconstructed by yourself. You cannot deconstruct this.

Pavel: I think—

Boris: The situation, the action before and all this came back and deconstructed you.

Pavel: Yes.

Boris: Your big plans.


Pavel: Yes. Well, I can share my experience from what we do now, zazen and Zen Buddhism and whatever we call it. At the beginning, I started constructing my plans. So I'm going to find an enlightened teacher who is perfect. I want to be a perfect Zen practitioner. I want to be like those black-robed monks sitting in Japanese temples like rocks and they are perfect beings. I would like to be like these people. And it was my plan. So I was moving according to this plan, you know. I went ten years ago to Brussels to meet Nishijima, and this was actually the start of this process. But at some point I realized this is just bullshit. This is just a fairy tale or my personal drama or maybe comedy. A plan. And this is not what life is about. This is not what this action, I mean meditation, is about. I don't need anything. So at that point I started to deconstruct everything. So I realized that Mike is not an enlightened person. Sorry, Mike. Well, I think this is part of the problem.


Robert: You already did it?

Pavel: No, no, no. I realized that I don't need, you know... special clothes. I don't need to sit in a monastery for ten years. I don't need to... Well, it doesn't matter if I ring the bell three times or ten times, you know, these very small pieces that create the whole picture. So I constructed something in my head. Then I realized it, just in my head, and the process of deconstruction started by itself, actually. I don't know whether I did it or...

Mike: I think if you imagine somebody who thinks that if they are very rich, they will be happy. So they make great efforts through their life to become very rich. And then, when they are very rich, they realize they're not happy. Then, at that point, they have to start looking for the reason. So if you're happy in your life, then there is no problem. And if people are happy with their life and their picture, even if it's not true, even if it's not 100 percent real, no problem.

But in modern society, many people are not happy with their picture because, for instance, in Slovakia 20, 30, 40 years ago, the system was communism. So people, are they happy? If they're happy, why did it change? So change comes when we're not happy with our situation. At that point, if we want to, we can learn about Buddhism. And Buddhism will explain something. Ah, you see, it's only a picture. Under the picture, you thought money is making you happy. Underneath, I can explain to you happiness is only now.

And then the rich person will say, Oh, I see. I didn't know that. Happiness is only now? Oh, I can be happy now? Yes, you can be happy now. Oh, great. So some people like to solve their problem by looking underneath the picture, and they can find Buddhist philosophy. Some people don't want to. Some people don't need to. It's fine. But I needed to.


Yes, deconstruction. Dogen says, dropping off. So dropping off, he says, Drop off your body, drop off your mind. This is in very simple 13th century language. Drop off your body, drop off your mind means deconstruct your picture.

Boris: So happiness is the truth, and truth is the happiness?

Mike: Maybe, yes. The truth is... Very difficult to talk about,

Boris: Yeah.

Mike: but many things are true. There is no one special truth somewhere which we search for. The truth is simply that life itself is working in a certain way. So actually, the word truth, I don't know if in Czech or Slovak it's

Robert: pravda.

Mike: Same.

Robert: Pravda.

Mike: The same. Abstract.

Boris: Same. Yeah.

Mike: So when you hear pravda, do you think something abstract in your head?

Roman: Yeah.

Boris: And there is also a newspaper, but...

Mike: But in Buddhism, truth is something real. So actually, truth is not the right word, and maybe reality is a better word, or the real situation, or life itself, or I don't know what word to say.

Boris: I think it is...

Mike: Things as it is.

Boris: Because I wonder whether reality can be happy.

Mike: It can be severe. Can be happy. Yes, but happiness comes, then happiness goes.

Boris: Yeah.

Mike: It's like a wisdom.

Boris: Just the quality of reality.

Mike: I guess so.

Boris: It's changing.

Mike: It's too complicated for me. My head hurts.

Boris: It's like truth could be like wisdom or knowledge, or the same, like...

Mike: Not in the mind. So truth is not abstract.

Boris: That's true.


Mike: A cat knows the truth, a dog knows the truth, trees know the truth. When the wind blows, the tree bends. When the wind stops, the tree stops. That's the truth, yeah. But the human beings are very excellent, so we create an abstract terminology. Yeah. And we are very excellent beings, but at the same time we are very stupid, because we make ourselves problems, and then we have to solve them.

Boris: It's also part of the truth.

Mike: Yes, yes, you're right.

Boris: Problem.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: We are looking for problems.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: It's against now.

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: Medicine for your stupidity.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: Yes, romance is very nice, thinking about having children, not having children. Why should

Robert: Yeah.

Boris: I think about this? It's like...

Mike: But we do.

Boris: You do.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: Maybe it's a problem, it's not a problem, but it's your problem. It's not when we all have a job. Of course not. Of course people have

Pavel: abstract problems. Sometimes it just happens, you know, you wake up in the morning and your partner says, Okay, I'm pregnant today. It's your problem. It still doesn't mean anything. It's just an idea. But it's a reality too. But how to experience the reality of pregnancy if you are a man

Boris: again?

Pavel: Yeah. A while ago I smelled something in the kitchen. I was like... And it was it, you know. I smelled the truth. But I wanted to call it. I said, like, What is it? What is it? Oh, garlic. But, you know, the difference between when I experienced it, I didn't know what it was, and then garlic. Garlic is just a name. And I'm not even sure if it's garlic.

Boris: Maybe it's a big completely true. This is complete.


Mike: So if you read in koan stories, in any Buddhist book, you can see very simple koan stories, like the student asked the teacher, What is the truth of Buddhism? And the teacher said, Drink up your tea, or Wash up your bowl, or Go to bed. So people think, Oh, this is a very, very special koan. I have to think. But the meaning is, the truth is simple and direct and in front of us. But if we create a very powerful picture, we can't see reality in front of us.

So, for instance, if I think people from Slovakia used to be communist, I think they must be very strange, suspicious people. I look at Robert. I don't see Robert. I see a picture.

Pavel: God, look at this.

Mike: Communist.

Pavel: Secret service.

Mike: You know?

Pavel: Yes, I'm recording all of this and it will be processed.

Mike: I have a lawyer.

Robert: Doesn't help you.

Boris: No.


Mike: But you see what I mean. Or, you know, I don't like Russians. So you meet a Russian person and you don't see the person. You see, I don't like Russians in front, or whatever. Or, you know, I like, very often men, I like women who are blonde or redhead or, you know, big breasts or small breasts, and then you don't see the person. You see the sexual image, and this is a problem for men. But

Boris: I think it can't be stopped. It comes automatically.

Mike: Yes. Yes, but you're leaning the hard way.

Boris: Somehow. Yes, maybe not so much like before.

Mike: Yes. But I'm just, you know, just a picture. We learn the picture. Yes. And then the picture is in front of reality. So to see reality is simple, but difficult to do.

Pavel: But sometimes, like when some, let's say, gypsy, we have gypsies here.

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: And if he asks money, I

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: know he's asking money for some alcohol or

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: something like this.

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: So the picture I see is telling me not to give him money.

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: Because

Boris: there's more probability that he will spend it on this.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: So I don't give money. But that's not the reality. But it's saving my money.

Mike: So,

Boris: I would say it's more real what I see and what I hear, or what can I do with my sense,

Mike: Yes.

Boris: register, or it's more real that I, what I think from the past. It maybe saved my life, my

Mike: Yes.

Boris: experience from the past.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: But it's making the picture.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: But it's helping me. Sometimes it's a problem.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: But sometimes it solves the problem.

Mike: Yes, it's true.


Boris: So what's more real, what I see now or what previous experience?

Mike: We have a tendency. We want to... you want to know which is more real.

Pavel: Yeah.

Mike: I don't know.

Pavel: Yeah.

Mike: It's your reality, okay? So we want to fix, you know. So you said if you practice zazen, you become enlightened. So how many years? So I don't know. Or, you know, sometimes my picture is helping me. Yes, sure. What is real? I don't know. Real is real. But we know reality underneath. So sometimes imagination helps us.

Pavel: Like when once I see the dog, I don't know, and I go to him and give him a hand,

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: and he bites me.

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: So I would know that I fear dogs.

Mike: Yeah.

Pavel: So it will help. But another dog doesn't have to bite me.

Mike: Yes. But if you see the dog like you see a human being, do you go over to a human being and stroke? Not usually. So respect the dog, you know. Some dogs will come up to you. If it doesn't come up to you, then maybe it wants to stay over there.

Boris: I'm just trying to say that I cannot go to

Pavel: any situation clearly, like it's new something, like many Buddhist or

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: esoteric books are written.

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: Because I have a previous experience that

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: it's telling me to do this, not do that. Like

Mike: Yeah.

Pavel: often it's saying that children that put the hand on the hot burner.

Boris: Burned.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: And you know, so it has the experience and

Mike: Yes.

Boris: don't do it again.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: So maybe it's doing with reality, doing mind reality from the experience. So it's not a clear reality.

Mike: Yeah, not clear, no.


Boris: But it's better for me because it's making my life safer, not to do some bad things.

Pavel: Of course.

Boris: But it's illusion in some

Roman: Subconsciously.

Pavel: Subconsciously.

Robert: Subconscious.

Boris: Yeah. But I get back to—

Pavel: I develop some subconscious, or some things subconscious develop based on my [inaudible] experience.

Boris: Yes.

Pavel: But then when I encounter something real, I cannot see it clearly because of my past experience.

Mike: Well, what is clearly?

Pavel: That actually means that clearly, that—

Mike: I mean, you're imagining the situation now. So it's impossible to see things without our own feeling. So, of course, we learn not to touch something which is hot, or to avoid something, and we have intuition and so on.

Boris: Yeah.

Robert: Yes.

Mike: So reality is not something fixed, you know, which we... I made a picture. I said, Oh, it's a picture, and underneath is reality. It's rubbish. It's only a picture. It's not true.

Pavel: Another picture.

Mike: It's another picture. Yeah.

Boris: I think if you learn from

Pavel: our past experience

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: and create kind of habits or habitual patterns in

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: our life, we need these habitual patterns.

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: Without these habitual patterns, we wouldn't survive

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: in nature, even in society. But sometimes it's useful to realize that it's just a habitual pattern that we created, and

Mike: Yes.

Pavel: sometimes we need to use, and sometimes it's actually useless or, you know.


Mike: Yes. And sometimes we make a pattern when we are little, and we keep using the pattern when we get older. It doesn't work, but we still use it.

Boris: We should refresh, like on the internet.

Mike: Yes. Refresh. Passwords, yes. Not so easy to do.

Boris: Is it the same?

Mike: Hmm. So it's very complicated. But, yeah.

Boris: Fourth truth.

Mike: The Four Noble Truths.

Boris: Yes. Say something you should do. You should go the path like this.

Robert: Like the eightfold path, eight steps. There are some tools or eight.

Mike: Yes, they're truths, aren't they? They're truths. The Four Noble Truths don't say you should. Nowhere is it written you should. It says, marga satya, for instance. So, first truth, second truth, third truth, fourth truth. Just truth. So, you know, people say suffering.

So human beings suffer, and then other truths and so on. So it doesn't say you should do this. Some people say you should do this, and they make an effort to be good. But reality is good and bad mixed together. So if you try to be good, you have to get rid of bad. So where does it go? You know, this is Christian, this is spiritual religions. God is good, the devil is bad, so God has to win in the battle between good and evil.

And look at the result for thousands of years. Good is fighting against evil, so evil will disappear. But reality is not like that. So, not you should. Just this is life. This is the way life is.

[inaudible, 00:56:36–00:57:00]
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Recognising the Marrow in Ourselves

    
Mike: we can't always see the marrow in a baby, a dog or a mountain unless we recognise it in ourselves
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Responding to Roman's question about why Dogen stresses in the chapter Raihai-tokuzui that we should prostrate ourselves to anyone who has got the marrow, while Mike himself never speaks like that, Mike explains that the marrow means the truth and gives his own sense of what prostrating to it means. He says that the word comes from the story of Bodhidharma telling three students that they had his skin, his bones and his marrow, an ancient way of describing how deep somebody's understanding is. In a simple understanding, he says, groups imagine a teacher who knows a special secret truth and treat that person as perfect, because they want somebody to tell them how to live their life, but Dogen's meaning is different because his understanding of the truth is different. For Mike, anything that has the truth, such as a mountain, a baby or a dog, can be revered because it can teach us something: we have to follow the truth of the mountain rather than the picture in our mind, a baby is truthful and honest, and a dog is always real. Yet we cannot always recognise the truth in others unless we recognise the same thing in ourselves, which is why a bad-tempered person, or someone who has got up in the night because a baby is crying, cannot see it in the dog or the baby.

Mike illustrates this with the tea ceremony, where Mono o daiji ni suru, jibun o daiji ni suru means that treating things with respect is treating yourself with respect, and he says that prostrating to someone or something that has got the marrow is recognising the marrow in yourself. Recognition works both ways, he says, and because it does, we feel oneness. Asked whether the chapter is about recognising true Buddhist teachers, he answers that it can be, but that recognising a true teacher is recognising the truth in yourself, which is intuitive. He tells how Gautama Buddha studied with yogins for maybe eight years, then left the forest, sat under a tree and recognised the truth in himself and in the whole universe, and he notes that Gautama Buddha did not have a Buddhist teacher, adding that when we recognise truth in somebody's teaching because we notice it in ourselves, we can make it our own. In the discussion Roman tells how a book by Brad Warner helped him, after 17 years of struggling with teachers, to give up the idea that he should be a certain kind of Buddhist, and Mike tells him that he had the freedom to be himself but did not recognise it. When a participant asks what Mike meant when he said that zazen does not change our lives, Mike answers that if we think zazen makes us better, our zazen becomes tainted, because to know ourselves we have to see the self we are, so in zazen we stop trying, and not trying to change changes us.

Asked whether zazen can change us for the worse, he says that it can, since an idea of zazen as balance or as no emotion leads us to push emotions down and use zazen as a prison, as he did himself and as he thinks many Japanese monks do. Asked about his teacher Nishijima, he describes a man who understood Dogen very deeply but pushed down painful feelings that Mike thinks may come from his youth and who, as he grew older, became very angry and suspicious while saying that he was not angry because Buddhist teachers are not. Mike gives the example of Nishijima shouting for many years at his secretary, who left the group and found her own confidence, and he says that he does not know whether that was teaching, although in a way everything is teaching, while he finds the idea that Zen masters always teach in a special secret way rubbish. He adds that Brad Warner writes about Zen masters in the States and that sometimes it is necessary to point out the situation, like the king who has no clothes, and when a participant says that Warner goes too far, Mike calls it obsession and says that Warner likes to be a fighter in his writing but is not like that in person. The recording ends as Roman asks whether the balance Mike speaks about includes being excited going downhill or exhausted going uphill, and Mike's answer is not recorded.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

[inaudible] that we could just have an informal talk. If you don't want to have a talk, we can have a chat. But Roman asked me to talk about something a couple of weeks ago, through Facebook. But I forgot exactly. But we have to wait. It's too early to say? No, we finish early. Okay, go.

Roman: The chapter Raihai-tokuzui.

Mike: Raihai-tokuzui.

Roman: Bowing to the marrow.

Boris: Prostrating to the marrow.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: Yeah.

Mike: Explain it, and then tell me.

Roman: In Shobogenzo I have read a chapter which is called, in Czech, Poklony.

Boris: Prostrating to the attainment of the marrow.


Roman: So I explained why I found it interesting that Dogen stressed so much that we should recognise someone who attained the marrow, the truth, and we should revere such a person very much, even if it's a girl or a fox. And so it seemed interesting that he stressed that so much, to recognise a person who attains the marrow. And you never speak like that, like, ‘Look at that person, we should bow to him or to her because she…’ So if you could explain the meaning of the chapter and why he stressed that so much, and why you never talk like that.

Mike: Because I never talk like that.

Roman: I didn't notice that you would ever…

Mike: Yeah, okay.

Roman: You know.

Mike: It's an interesting chapter in Shobogenzo, and the marrow, prostration to the marrow, using the word marrow comes from another story. Hey, hey, hey.

Bodhidharma, who came from India to China in the ninth century, had three students. And when he was going to die, he called his three students to give them some kind of confirmation. And he said to his first student, You have got my skin. And he said to the second student, You have got my bones. And he said to the third student, You have got my marrow. It's a kind of ancient way of talking about how deep. So skin, flesh, bone, marrow. And marrow is inside the bone, so it's the very essence, the centre of something.


So the simile was used quite a lot to indicate how deep somebody's understanding is. And Dogen used the word in Raihai-tokuzui, prostration to the marrow.

Mike: And as Roman said, in the chapter Master Dogen said we should prostrate ourselves to anyone who has got the marrow. And then he tells stories about people who recognised other people who got the marrow. So the marrow means the truth. But what is the truth? And Roman's question is, how can we see if something or somebody got the truth? And then how do we revere them?


In the simple understanding, we might imagine that we find somebody who knows some secret, which is the truth. And if we can, we can see that they have this special secret truth. We can revere them and prostrate to them. And you can find this attitude in many Buddhist groups. People think that the teacher has some special secret truth. And they revere the person. I don't consider you a divine being. Or, in other words, they think the person is perfect. So they make the person into a kind of demigod.

And the reason that they do that is because they want very much to have somebody who is perfect to tell them how to live their life, tell them what to do, what to wear, what to speak, how to solve their problems, and so on. So lots of groups like to revere somebody who has got the truth. But Dogen's meaning is different to that, because his understanding of the truth is different. So this morning I told you about my experience in the mountains. So, if we can recognise that the mountains can teach us.

So, for instance, if we're walking in the mountains, and we have the picture in our mind according to the map, and we believe that picture is true, and we don't change our attitude according to the real situation, we might have to be rescued by helicopter. But if we recognise that the mountains themselves have a kind of truth, you have to follow the truth of the mountain, not the truth of your mind. So for that reason, we can revere the mountains, because they can teach you something.

Or, for example, if we have a new child in the family, a new baby, because a new baby is not contaminated by society. They are very pure. So if they feel upset, they cry. If they're happy, they laugh. So they're truthful, they're honest. They don't hide anything. And for that reason, we can learn something from a baby.


So if a baby comes into the room, and the mother or father brings a baby into the room, everybody's looking at the baby. The baby's very powerful. Everybody, because the baby has the truth. And everybody can recognise. Maybe there are some old-fashioned men who say, Oh, well… But they recognise too. Just they're embarrassed by the truth. And some people might go like this, look at this, they don't agree. I thought that if a real baby is in front of us, we can see something very simple. And if you have a dog as a pet, the dog is always real, unless the dog has been treated badly. The dog is very simple. If you take the dog for a walk, he says, Oh, my favourite walk. And you bring the dog back and he says, Oh, my favourite place. I can sleep. And you give him some food, and the dog says, Oh, my favourite food. So the dog is always in the moment. So we can see something in the dog. So the dog is… Or the baby is teaching us something. Or the mountains are teaching you something. Or anybody can teach you something. So we can revere them or respect them. So Dogen writes, anything which has the truth, we can revere. But we can't always recognise something that has the truth, unless we recognise the same thing in ourselves.


So if you come into the room and you have a dog, and you are very bad tempered, for some reason, you don't recognise the truth in the dog, because you can't recognise the truth in yourself. So you become annoyed with the dog. Or if you get up in the middle of the night because the baby is crying, you can't recognise the truth in the baby, because you can't recognise the truth in yourself. Sometimes we can recognise a simple fact in another animal or nature or something. And that recognition is also recognising ourselves. So if we revere the mountains, or we respect the mountains, we respect ourselves. In Japan there is an art called the tea ceremony. And the tea ceremony is a very special ceremony, using a special cup and green tea, and it's very ceremonial.


So the tea ceremony teacher, or the person who is doing the tea ceremony, is only one. And if you watch a tea ceremony, the person making the tea is doing everything very slowly. Putting water into the cup and so on. Placing the cup on the table. And so on. And in the tea ceremony they say in Japanese, Mono o daiji ni suru, jibun o daiji ni suru.

So, treating things with respect is treating yourself with respect. So in the tea ceremony, treating a cup very carefully is treating yourself very carefully. So they revere the way of putting the cup down, or the way of putting the tea into the cup. But in the tea ceremony, this means to revere yourself. So in Dogen's chapter Raihai-tokuzui, prostrating to someone or something that has got the marrow, tokuzui, is to recognise the marrow in yourself.


So when we can recognise the marrow in ourselves, we can recognise the marrow in a dog, or a baby, or a tree, or a mountain. So recognition is two ways. So because it's two ways, we feel oneness. I feel some connection. Let's see what we mean. If you have any other things. In Shobogenzo, Dogen again often…

Roman: …speaks about some true teachers of true Buddhism, and warns that person, non-Buddhist. That person didn't understand. And so you think in this chapter he's not talking about that, recognising true teachers of Buddhism?

Mike: Can be, but to recognise a true teacher of Buddhism is to recognise the truth in yourself. So if you go to see many different teachers, you are feeling, is this person okay, or is this person I can follow, and so on. But then if you find a teacher who you recognise something in yourself, then you feel, ah, okay. And if you find a teacher that you don't recognise anything, then you feel, hmm, maybe not. So it's kind of intuitive. So, in the story of Gautama Buddha's life, the story says he went into the forest to study with yoga practitioners, yogins. And the yogins said, the truth is, if you sit in the yoga position for a long time and very powerful concentration, you can become higher and higher level, and at the ninth level of consciousness, the creation of the world. So Gautama Buddha recognised in himself some desire, some intention to discover this. So he thought, I will study with these yogins.


So he studied with the yogins maybe for eight years. But after eight years, he couldn't find what they were telling him. So he left the forest and sat under a tree and recognised that the truth is in himself, and in the whole of the universe. So, for instance, Gautama Buddha didn't have a Buddhist teacher. But we might meet a teacher who says, The truth is to become very, very strong. Nothing can break you. So sitting like a rock in zazen. And even strong emotion doesn't have any effect. And so on. And we might feel, yes, yes, this is what I want. And then we might follow this teacher. And we might feel after some time, I don't know. I can't... Maybe there are people like that, but I can't do it. I tried, I tried, but I can't do it. This is what Gautama Buddha said.

Ah, I don't know. I tried for eight years, but it doesn't work. Something's not true. We feel. So we're searching for the truth outside, but we're also searching for the truth in ourselves. So if we find it outside, we recognise it inside. So this is the way we choose to study with, or find a teacher. But of course my story is too perfect, because often we're not sure one day, and we're sure the next day. And also there are no perfect teachers.


But I think one important thing is, when we recognise truth in somebody's teaching, because we notice in ourselves, ah yes. Then we can make it our own. So it belongs to us. Not to somebody else. Does that make sense?

Boris: Super.

Mike: Super, almost perfect.

Participant: Perfect. I was just thinking perfect all the time.

Roman: Can I give an example of what happened to me? It was before I met Mike.

Mike: I want to. He recognises the truth. He's hungry, he recognises. Sorry. Yes.

Robert: Cool.


Roman: I was browsing, because I wasn't very happy with my teacher. I was looking for something on the internet, of course, the internet has all kinds of links. And somebody said, Brad Warner, read his books. And I had no idea who Brad Warner was, and he wrote a book called Hardcore Zen. So they recommended the book, so I visited his website. There was a picture of quite a young guy wearing

Boris: Costume.

Roman: a costume, like acting like this, I'm a Zen master. So I thought he was either completely crazy or a true Buddhist teacher. So I read the Hardcore Zen book. And I was driving my car one day, as usual, and all of a sudden I realised that thanks to this, after 17 years of struggling with all kinds of teachers, I could at last give up the idea that I should be a certain kind of Buddhist. And I was driving the car, and it just felt, I'm just driving a car. I'm just what I am, nothing else. It's okay. That was a huge relief. So I think that was the kind of recognition of just I am myself, and thanks to this Brad Warner guy, he helped me to get rid of all this bullshit, all the Buddhist masks and stuff.

Mike: He's very good at that, yeah.

Roman: So I think good Buddhist teachers can give us wonderful freedom to be ourselves.

Mike: You have freedom to be yourself. We have freedom to be ourselves.

Roman: But I didn't have it before.

Mike: But you had it, but you didn't recognise it.

Boris: Yes, yeah.


Roman: And of course, if you study with teachers who try to make you into… you're not strong enough, or you're not wise enough, or you're not happy enough, then you always feel frustrated. Something's wrong with me, even if nothing's wrong.

Mike: I think especially difficult in Western, in European society, which has a Christian background. I guess for 2,000 years, Christianity said, We are born in sin. And we climb towards heaven. But Buddhism says we're born normal. And we can just accept our normal self. Which is very difficult.

Boris: I have another question that we had together with Robert and Vincent in the debate. Did you say to someone that zazen doesn't change our lives?

Mike: Yes.

Boris: How do you mean this? Because, for example, Robert says, It changes.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: And I say, It doesn't change. But how do you mean this sentence?

Mike: I don't remember how I said it.

Boris: So, okay. It was very close. Zazen doesn't change. We believe, yes, we see that it changes. It will be better.

Mike: Yes, yes. If we think zazen makes us better, then our zazen becomes tainted.

Robert: You can even translate [inaudible].


Mike: If we want to know ourselves, we have to know the self which we are. Which is not beautiful, but beautiful, ugly, neither, and both. It's not kind, it's kind, cruel, and kind and cruel. And so on. So in order to know ourselves really, we can't think, I must be better, I must be better. Of course, we all think, I want to be better. I want to be better.

But zazen is not that situation.

Roman: No.

Mike: So in our normal lives, we often think, I want to be better. I want to change myself. But in zazen, we stop. And we say, I'm going to see myself as I am. In zazen, we don't try to be anything. In normal life, we're always trying, but in zazen, we can stop trying. And to practice, stop trying every day.


Changes us. So not trying to change changes us. I don't know why. Maybe human beings are very stubborn. So if we try to change ourselves, we say, No, no.

If we give up, then we say, maybe I change then. Okay. I don't know, but yes, of course, zazen [inaudible] us. What about that? Who says so? We have to ask everybody.

Robert: Perhaps you're right. Yeah.

Mike: Do you think I'm better? Do you think I'm better? Do you think I'm…

Robert: I don't know. You never know the another alternative, so you can compare.

Mike: No, you're right. No. You're right.


Boris: So when you said that zazen can help us see what we are, to see the truth maybe, to get rid of illusions, that can help us, or that can improve us, or improve our life?

Question: But if I asked the question differently: can zazen change us for the worse, is that real?

Boris: Does zazen make things worse? Is it also possible?

Mike: Yes. I think I realised that if we have some idea about zazen, for instance, zazen is balance, zazen is no emotion. If I practice zazen, everything will be solved. If we believe those kind of things, then when we practice zazen we tend to push down. For instance, emotion, sexual feeling. Anything which doesn't seem to be balanced. Push, push. Then we use zazen as a kind of prison. And I think many people who practice zazen do this. And I did it myself. At one time, my teacher said, Practice zazen and everything is okay. You don't need anything, only zazen. So I'm thinking, I don't need to solve my problems. I don't need to do anything in my life, just zazen. So, you know this feeling? Pushing, pushing. But I realised that that's not zazen, really. And you read in the books about zazen is wonderful, peaceful. And if we do that, it's not good. So now I cry in zazen. Or I feel angry in zazen. Or I feel sexy in zazen. Or I feel sleepy in zazen. That's me. It's all this. So it comes and goes, like this. So we can suppress ourselves in zazen, and I think many Japanese monks suppress themselves in zazen. Because they're taught, zazen should be like this. It should be peaceful, you know.

Robert: And do you have the same experience as your teacher, Nishijima?

Mike: I think my teacher taught me many, many things. And for 15 years, I was very close to him and worked together with him. And he taught me about Dogen's teachings, and he taught me how to practice zazen.


But then we had a bad relationship for 15 years. And of course, there's some problem with me, because two people. So it's difficult to talk about what was my problem. But his, I think his problem may be when he was young, the Second World War. Japan. He was in the army. His parents were killed in the war, in a fire. And I think when he discovered zazen, he found a way to be peaceful.

And he studied Dogen's works very, very, very deeply. And he understood Dogen's writing very, very well. Maybe better than any other man in Japan, or person in Japan. Any other person. But he told me he had a tendency to be intellectual. So although he understood the teachings, somewhere in his personality, he was pushing down. So as he became older, he couldn't control his… And because he'd been pushing them down, they started pushing up. So he starts to get very angry. But I get angry sometimes, as you know, but my teacher would get very angry. Or very suspicious. About different people. So thinking about it, I think that these were the feelings, maybe from his young childhood and his young life, which are very painful for him, and he pushed them down because he realised zazen can save him. But he wasn't completely like that. Part of him became very wild.


But because he believed in Buddhism very strongly, even he got very angry, he used to say, I'm not angry, I'm not angry. Because he was thinking, I'm not angry because I'm a Buddhist teacher, and Buddhist teachers aren't angry. And zazen is balance, you know? So he thought like this. But this is only part of him. So another part taught Pavel how to sit in zazen very kindly. Not angrily, not suspicious, but kind and generous. And Brad Warner, for example. He was always very kind to Brad Warner. But for instance, me, something in me, when Nishijima became older, something in me, he thought I'm trying to win him, trying to steal his things. I don't know why. Something, my character, I guess.

So he thought, I'm trying to steal his books, copyright. And the other students, he thought, you know, ah, they're trying to do this or trying to do that. So human being is very complicated. So something I just touched for him. So that's my understanding.


Vincent: It occurred to me, from what Mike was saying now, that it is often written in those Zen stories that the master got angry or hit some student, but that it was a kind of form of teaching. Whether perhaps he felt something like that about his teacher, even though basically… [inaudible] According to what he was saying here now, I think that it is more of a character trait of the master, that it showed itself somehow, but that [inaudible].

Roman: There's lots of stories, koans, where a teacher becomes angry and hits a student. So Vincent is asking maybe if Nishijima was doing something similar, like teaching people by becoming angry with them.


Mike: Maybe. But for instance, he was very, very angry for many years with his secretary, woman, [inaudible]. So he would shout out to her. And when another student, Gabriele, said to him, You shouldn't shout at [inaudible] like that, he said, Why not? It works in my home.

However, [inaudible] eventually left the group completely. And [inaudible] went to a separate place after being his secretary for many years. She quit and didn't want any conversation with him or anything. But she found her own confidence. So she found a way to live happily. So whether he's teaching her or not, I don't know. You know, parents are teaching us. We can say our parents are teaching us, because we learn from the bad part, or, I don't want to be like my father. No. So it's teaching. Thank you, Father. So yes, in a way, everything is teaching. But I think there's some kind of story that Zen masters always are teaching something special way, you know.

Wake up, Pavel. This is my teaching. My secret teaching.

Question: What is it?

Mike: I think that's rubbish. It may be a teaching. He might think, okay, I understand. I'm not going to be like [inaudible]. But I think the idea of some kind of Zen master is drunk. He's drunk because it's secret teaching. You know? They try to find secret teaching. Yes, they must be balanced even if they are drunk. Yeah, that's right. A Zen master is sleeping with a female student. It must be something special. Yes, special. There's lots of examples of this.

So Brad Warner is an excellent writer, and he writes many things about these Zen masters in the States. Sometimes it's necessary to point out the situation. You know the story, the king has no clothes. So somebody needs to say, No, the king has no clothes.


Robert: But he's especially upset with this Genpo, for example.

Mike: Yes, yes, he…

Robert: But maybe he's going too far with this. Too personal…

Mike: Yeah, maybe. I think obsession. Obsession.

Robert: Yes. Yes, yes.

Mike: Brad likes to be like, Oh, I'm fighting. In person he's not like that, but in his writings he likes to be, Oh, I'm fighting, I'm winning here. Maybe it's his character. Sometimes very amusing. I don't know Genpo, personally. I don't know him.

Robert: I only know what Brad writes about him, and yes, one time I read some articles.

Participant: [inaudible]

Robert: He's terribly against him, even a little bit too much.

Roman: I think Brad doesn't like that somebody sells enlightenment.

Participant: [inaudible]

Boris: Anyway, that is not the point.

Roman: Can I ask you something? I realised, like, a month ago, you always speak about balance, balance, okay. And then I realised, do you mean also, because balance normally I think like we're not feeling too excited or too sad, just balance. But then I realised when we, for example, go cycling, you can feel excited going downhill or feeling exhausted going up the hill. But are those also states of balance, or being sad in a balanced way, or being excited in a bal… you know what I mean?
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August 2012 — Dibbavana

    

Venue: Dibbavana, Mariánské Lázně, Czech Republic





  What the series says (short overview)

  
In these four talks from the 2012 Dibbavana retreat, given after almost a year's sabbatical, Mike says that when the fashion, the kind of acting or theatre that Zen has become in the West, is taken away, two things are left: practising zazen, which is waking up, and understanding life, that is, finding explanations that we can believe. He says that zazen is a method to uncover intuition, or prajñā, our basic, natural state, which is different from thinking, and that our lives are also living us. Mike would call Dogen's explanation of the point of Buddhism complete, but he says that Dogen's writings from the 13th century are not enough to live in modern society, so he asks what we should take from other sources. Everything which is written, he says, is written by one person, so we have to imagine the man behind Dogen's words, and he adds that this does not mean making our own meaning in them but reflecting on them, testing Dogen's words out in experience and finding our own words.

He thinks that Nishijima wanted Dogen Sangha to be based on these two things only, and Nishijima said not to try to build a group but not to resist one if it builds. Mike remembers Pavel saying that Dogen Sangha appears when people meet and disappears afterwards, and adds that there is no office, no officers and no uniform. Nishijima disliked hierarchy, yet his Japanese students put him at the top, and Mike says that he is always trying to escape from being at the top himself. Asked how to avoid thinking too much, Mike thinks that the answer is physical activity and that zazen is kind of the simplest sport, which he calls his idea. He says that in sport we notice that we can act intelligently without logical thinking, and in the second talk he suggests that thinking and doing are not separate in the natural world, as when his partner, a potter, makes pots while talking on the telephone. He likes the idea of two kinds of thinking in a book by Professor Kahneman, which he has only heard about, but asks what is different from thinking, and answers with a koan in which a master says that he is thinking, not thinking.

Mike says that Dogen was an aristocrat and an orphan who lived from boyhood only among men in temples, that it seems unlikely that he had a relationship with a woman, and that he guesses Dogen did not have much experience of the ordinary world. He thinks that Dogen's writings, in a way, have something missing for modern people, and guesses that the same is true of everybody who writes about Buddhism, which he says is not a fault, while Dogen, he says, did write something about sex and loving words but never talked in simple human terms about desires, emotions, sex or love. Mike asks whether things such as psychotherapy or Kahneman's book should be part of our understanding of Buddhism and says that he has his own answers but not the answers, while his teacher focused on Dogen alone and he himself is moving more and more towards embracing lots of things. Mike notes that Dogen wrote that one has to leave one's family, and says that he reveres Dogen's teaching but is not going to leave his own, so we have to guess what Dogen meant, and with words such as "have small desire" we have to reflect on what they mean in our own life. He says that he does not tell anyone to stop zazen but that we are free to do anything, and that if we wonder whether stopping would show us the value of zazen, we can wonder for a long time but can't find out the answer. When his hip hurt he stopped for a month, nothing happened except that he thinks he became a bit more irritable, and he started again. He says that he is afraid of freedom, because freedom is only one person alone, and that we don't understand what freedom is: for instance, one can be free even in a prison cell, though he thinks that somebody actually in prison would disagree. He then asks how we can be dependent and also independent at the same time, since we are interdependent beings, and he calls this a central problem in relationships.






  Talks in this series



  Two Things, and the Rest Is Fashion

  Mike thinks Nishijima wanted Dogen Sangha to rest on two things, waking up in zazen and understanding life

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 1

  
  



  Intuition Covered by Thinking

  Mike: Intuition (prajñā) is our basic state, covered by thinking, and zazen is a way to uncover it

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 2

  
  



  Dogen and Modern Life

  Mike asks what to take from other sources, since Dogen's 13th-century writings are not enough for modern life

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 3

  
  



  Making Dogen's Words Our Own

  Mike: we cannot see Dogen, so we test his words in our own experience and find our own words

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 4

  
  






  

[image: ]
Two Things, and the Rest Is Fashion

    
Mike thinks Nishijima wanted Dogen Sangha to rest on two things, waking up in zazen and understanding life







  Michael Eido Luetchford
August 2012 — Dibbavana, Talk 1.
Venue: Dibbavana, Mariánské Lázně, Czech Republic.

  
  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that during his sabbatical he wanted to find out what is left of Dogen Sangha when the fashion is taken away, and he names two things: practising zazen, which is waking up, and understanding life. Everything else, he says, is fashion: it is nice to wear a koromo, and nice to chant before eating because that makes a group, but both are only minor, and we do not have to throw them away or hold on to them.

He explains that in zazen we wake up from thinking and notice "oh, I'm here", so that we can see clearly the difference between what thinking is and what being is, without saying that thinking is terrible. The second thing is understanding life: Buddhist theory is huge, but we only need a theory with which we can understand life, so we listen to explanations, evaluate them, challenge them and keep deciding which ones we can believe, a process that never stops. He thinks that Nishijima, a kind of rebel in the Soto Shu, wanted to create Dogen Sangha based on these two things only, as something different from formal Buddhism. Nishijima said not to try to build a group but not to resist one if it builds, and, recalling a remark by Pavel, Mike says that Dogen Sangha appears when people meet and disappears afterwards, with no office, officers or uniform. Although Nishijima disliked hierarchy, his Japanese students put him at the top and could not talk with him person to person, and Mike says he is always trying to escape from being at the top himself; the way the groups developed during his year of doing nothing has made him very happy.

Asked how to avoid thinking too much when we want to understand life, he says that the answer is physical activity: physical activities have become popular and balance a very intellectual society, and zazen is the simplest kind of sport. In sport, he says, we notice that we can act intelligently without logical thinking, and learning to trust this action helps us understand life. Asked what he means by "severe", he says that life does not care whether we want something or not and that life has its rules. When a participant describes dreaming as a third state beside waking and sleeping and values both extremes, Mike replies that this is great for you now, but with three children there is no time to dream. Asked about people who say they only want to hear his talks, he compares it to a family, where children think their parents are perfect and then realise that they are only their parents and make their own decisions. He adds that he is simply good at making words to explain what people already know, because explaining makes him happy, and that we learn life from life, not from a person.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Today, this morning, I wanted to talk about Dogen Sangha. One reason is that for almost a year I took a sabbatical. It means a one-year holiday. But I came to Bratislava and had a one-day retreat. And I went to London last weekend to Andrew's group, and we had a one-day retreat. And I think that's all. I didn't give any talks or any retreats. One reason was my new hip, which is very successful. But I couldn't practise zazen for maybe two months.

For one month I couldn't sit at all. And then the second month, I couldn't sit with my legs like this. So I sat in seiza with my legs like this. And while I was sitting the second month in seiza, I thought maybe I can't sit in zazen again. So I was a bit worried. But something happened and I can sit like this now. While I was taking a sabbatical and not practising zazen, I was thinking about our groups. And also thinking about the history of Dogen Sangha. Many years in Japan. And my teacher, Nishijima Roshi. He is still alive, and he's 93.


He cannot communicate with anybody. He is completely senile. He had a very excellent brain all his life. And then about seven or eight years ago, his brain shut down. So he doesn't communicate with any of his students. I was thinking about the situation. In 1979, he said to me and to two other people that he wanted to make a new Buddhist order. He was a monk in the Soto Shu in Japan, but he didn't like the Soto Shu. His teacher, his master, was head of the Soto Shu. His name was Rempo Niwa. And although Nishijima didn't like the Soto Shu, Rempo Niwa liked Nishijima a lot. A kind of rebel. Nishijima was a rebel.

So he always wanted to do something different from formal Buddhism. He created Dogen Sangha with me and Jeff Bailey and Larry Zaki and Mike Cross. And since that time, many, many things have happened. Jeff Bailey and Larry Zaki are not practising Buddhism. Mike Cross is practising Buddhism, and I am practising Buddhism.


But many other students studied with Nishijima after we left, including Brad Warner in the States, who became rather famous. All of those people who studied with Nishijima, living with him for some years, have the same attitude. We wanted to do something different from formal Buddhism, to start something new, something different. And if you read the books written by Brad Warner, you can see he's very different. There are also some students of Nishijima who created some big groups and temples in France. That may be very nice for them, but to me it's not the same mission. All of the people who studied with Nishijima wanted to teach something different based on the teachings of Dogen. And that's why I came to England and then came to the Czech Republic. But when I came back from Japan to England, I had many Japanese traditions, so it was natural for me to do these traditions. For instance, chanting and bowing, and walking in the dojo in this direction, and many simple traditions which we adhere to.

And last September, when I decided to take a sabbatical, at the retreat in England at Earth Spirit, I said to the people who were there, I'm going to stop teaching for some time, and I hope you find out what Buddhism is. And then I said some things like, when we're chanting for a meal, we are chanting about Japanese bowls, but we don't have any Japanese bowls. And we're chanting in Japanese, so nobody understands. Things like that. And some people thought I was being critical, and they were a little upset. But I didn't mean to be critical.


I meant for people to find for themselves what is important. In the West, in Europe especially, Zen has become a kind of acting or theatre.

Boris: Fashion.

Mike: Fashion, okay, fashion, yeah. So I wanted people to take away the fashion and find out what is left. Also for me, I wanted to find out what is left if I stop teaching. So I'd like to tell you what is left. Two things. One thing is, Buddhism is a terrible word. If we can get rid of it, it would be much easier. It has become symbolic for some special kind of religion. But in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, it's easy to remember the word bud. You have the verb. And that's the meaning of bud. Wake up. That's it. And we have two ways which are important. One is we practise zazen, which is waking up and then sleeping. And when we wake up, we notice, ah, I was sleeping, or I was thinking. So we notice, life is not thinking. Life is very simple and severe. So, practising zazen, we see the nature of living, sometimes. If our life is very busy, we see maybe 10%. We wake up. Ninety percent we're thinking. We don't see the room. We don't see the wall. We don't see anything. But when we do wake up in zazen, we notice, oh, I'm here.

You can say. Yes, in Sanskrit. It's like a— Sanskrit. From Sanskrit, yes. Your grammar is the same as Sanskrit grammar. So this is one thing, to notice, to wake up, and to notice what sleeping is. Not to say it's terrible, we have to stop. But to notice what it is. So, noticing what thinking is, and noticing what being is, we can see clearly the difference.


And the second important thing is some kind of way to understand. So we have Buddhist theory. And Buddhist theory is huge. Millions of books are written. But actually, we only need a theory with which we can understand life. So we need to think, or listen to other people explaining, and we need to evaluate and decide. Hmm, I don't believe this. Hmm, maybe that's correct. And to challenge. Otherwise, we can never find what kind of explanation we can believe. Can we believe an explanation which says we are dying and then coming back to another life, and then we are getting a bit better, and then we're dying and then coming back? Can we believe some explanation that we must be very kind to everybody? Does it work in our life? And this process of finding some kind of explanation which we can believe continues forever. It doesn't stop. So we always need to think about how I can understand my life, how I can understand my partner, how I can understand my work, how I can understand everything.

So, two things. One is practising waking up. The second is understanding life. That's it. Everything else is fashion. This is my feeling. So it's fashion, it's noise. So we don't have to throw away fashion. But we don't have to hold on to fashion. So it may be nice to wear a black koromo. Or a blue koromo. Or a red koromo. Blue, cherry, red koromo. But it doesn't matter. It doesn't matter what we wear to practise zazen. But we like to wear something nice, or something comfortable. And it's nice to chant before eating, because it has some kind of making a group. But it's only minor.


So, coming back to the original, I think Nishijima wanted to create Dogen Sangha based on these two things only. And so he was a rebel, because other Soto people said, Oh, he doesn't know what to do properly. He doesn't know how to hold incense. And so on. And Nishijima loved fashion. He was an old Japanese monk. So he dressed in a black suit every day for work. And a tie. Shirt. Very smart. But in Buddhist activities, he liked to wear a koromo and sometimes a hat, which looked very funny. It gave him freedom. So he wore it even in Tokyo. And looking back, I think his attitude is very nice. He was born before the Second World War, and he grew up in Japanese society. And so he was part of Japanese society.


So, for instance, although he spoke very loudly that men and women are equal, he couldn't make them equal in his life. His wife looked after him and cooked and cleaned and everything, and brought up the children. So he found it difficult actually to let men and women be equal. And when I was living in Japan, I thought, oh, he's a hypocrite. But now I realise he wasn't a hypocrite. He was just a person of his time. And I'm the same. So I talk about being in the moment and waking up. But I remember last year here, most of the time I was worrying in my head about my relationship, because that was my problem. So we are all people of our time. But although we're people of our time, we can say what we believe, even though we can't do it. So I'm hoping to give you a picture of a small group which Nishijima started in Tokyo in 1979, and which has now spread in a very rough way, not so sophisticated, to different places. And we are one of those.


And one important thing Nishijima said is, don't try to build a group. But don't resist a group if it's building. So, in other words, let something happen naturally. Don't create a big organisation. But for people who like to practise zazen, coming together is very happy. So we can say, I remember Pavel said last year, Dogen Sangha appears when we have a meeting or a session. Then it disappears. And it's the same in England. In England, there's a group of people in London, and they meet every week, Wednesday evening. Then Dogen Sangha is there. Then it stops, and they're gone. There's no Dogen Sangha. There's no office. There's no officers. There's no uniform.

This is actually what I like. And as I said before, I don't like hierarchy. Nishijima didn't like hierarchy. But he was always at the top. We put him at the top. And for instance, his Japanese students put him at the top because it's part of their culture. So they called him sensei. Sensei. Ah, sensei. So I lift you up, I go down. Because of that, they couldn't talk to him person to person. So they would talk to him like, Oh, sensei, I'll ask you a question. Is it okay? Please, thank you very much. Thank you. Thank you. This is Japanese culture. And it's not necessary. And actually, it's not productive, because unless you relate to somebody person to person, you can't know who they are. So, although I created the Dogen Sangha group in England and then it spread here, I'm always trying to escape from being at the top.

The way Dogen Sangha is developing here and in England, especially in the last year when I am not doing anything, has made me very happy. You had a session at Padma Farm, you know this session, and then Vincent and Boris organised one day in Bratislava, and you're having sittings in the Lotus Centre, and sitting in your flat, as you like, when you like. If you don't like, it doesn't matter. And the same is in England. So this, to me, is a nice way to do things. To summarise, I think what we are doing in a very rough and non-formal way is what Nishijima wanted. So that's it. That's what I wanted to say. Do you have some questions? So please talk if you want to say, or ask, or keep quiet.


Participant: Could you please elaborate on the second point, understanding life, and

Mike: Yes.

Participant: how to avoid going back to thinking too much when we want to understand it?

Mike: Yes. It's very difficult in the modern world to avoid thinking too much. We have a very idealistic society. Greek philosophy and Christianity are based on thinking and the spiritual area. But slowly, over hundreds of years, society became more physical, practical, with science and technology, and medicine, and so on. And then in recent times, a solution to the problem of thinking came on its own. First of all, football became very popular in many countries. And then people are building. They establish spas and exercising. People have more free time, so they are doing many different activities. Kayaking. Dancing. And then human beings thought, Oh, these activities make me stop thinking and make me feel happy. So when they come from the office or from their work with a lot of tension and a very busy mind, swimming. And this brings them back from the mental area to a more simple area.

And it became so popular that we celebrate it in a huge event like the Olympics. So although the Olympics are celebrating medals, they are also celebrating a human ability to be balanced, and less intellectual, or not so much in the head. So I think the answer is physical activity. Stop just thinking so much. And zazen is a kind of physical activity. So it's kind of the simplest sport. And we can do zazen, which is very simple. It doesn't matter if it's raining or hot or cold. And we can also do other physical activities to balance our very intellectual society, where we're always thinking. This is my idea.


Participant: Thank you. Well, I shall dance. And it relates to the way we understand life, how we learn about what life is, these activities. Can they help us to understand what life is?

Mike: Yes. Indeed. Yes, because when we practise, for instance, sport, we notice that we can move without consciously thinking. So, for instance, if you're playing tennis, you can notice that you are not thinking, I have to hit the ball here, now I have to hit the ball here. So our action is intelligent without logical thinking. And if we do a lot of sport, we can learn to trust our intelligent action. So, you know, or other activities, we learn immediate action, which is intelligent. So then we learn there is a different area where we can do things without logical thinking. So this helps us understand life.


Roman: I noticed when I was travelling in France that when I stopped thinking, well, I went to France with a couple of friends of mine, and they decided that we would sleep outside, under the open sky. I am only forty-five, and I did this when I was eighteen, so I said to myself, this is completely crazy, but if they find something, I will lie down there too. And I realised if I thought about it, it was crazy, and I had no idea where to sleep. But when I didn't think about it and just tried to find the best spot, driving in the car, looking for the hill and the path and the right place where there are not many stones, we always found a way to sleep. And in the morning I realised I didn't have to worry about it, because we just acted. We just kept looking, and then we found the spot, and we slept even with the mosquitoes, and it worked. If I had thought about it, I would never have done it in my life. So it was a kind of simple actions without thinking too much and making them free.

Mike: But we can't live like that alone. But I'd like to talk more about it. And Robert found a very nice book about this subject. If you ask him, I'm sure he'll tell you. Sounds very interesting. But we can learn the value of intelligent action from sport, for example, but also from cooking, or from painting, or from many other activities. So then we can start to understand life is not only here. Because I'm so tired here. I want a break. Oh, it's okay, you have a break then.


Boris: I would like to ask about the word “severe.” You meditators use this word,

Mike: Yes, I do.

Boris: but I think it's always just labelling only. If you put on life the word “severe”…

Boris: Yeah, it's interesting. When you told me life is severe, it's not really cruel what you mean. It's more like... Life is severe. Can you define the word? What does “severe” mean exactly?

Mike: But then it sounds like, cruel.

Boris: Cruel, cruel. You see, you actually didn't mean cruel. Life doesn't care.

Mike: No. No. No. Even if you want something very much, life doesn't care that you want it. Even if you don't want something very much, life doesn't care that you don't want it. Life has its rules. So I say severe.

Boris: I know quite a lot of people who believe that when they ask life, when they believe, then life will always give them. Sometimes a cruel lesson, but it always gives.

Mike: Yeah, maybe. It's nice. We can have many attitudes towards life. It's only an attitude. We can say everything is great. Oh, I cut my arm. Oh, that's good, because now I have a holiday. It's an attitude. So it can slip and fall over. Maybe nice. And each person is a bit different. Some people a bit pessimistic, some people a bit optimistic. And some wobbling.

Boris: Oh, it's a retreat. I have to get up and practise zazen. So today maybe like that? Tomorrow maybe, ah, nice. Or zazen this morning, maybe.

Mike: Zazen this afternoon, maybe.


Participant: So you are talking about, I think, the awake and sleep.

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: And I think there is a third, what you call it, way. It's awake, sleep, and dream about something. And I don't know. In my experience, dreaming is always very valuable, because I think all my work is about dreams. It's not real things, but what I saw. And I think one way to be whole, or it's maybe art, it's maybe film, because it's, I don't know, if you want something painting, or I very like the opera. It's just pure feeling, and I feel it's without me. It's no mind, nobody, it's just pure feeling. So maybe it's a way too. I don't know. But for me it's very valuable to have these two extremes: dreaming and waking. So we are very, very deep in sleep and very, very deep awake. But I think I can't live without one.

Mike: That's great for you now. But if you have three children, you have no time to dream. You have to be awake.

Boris: I think it's a good thing.

Mike: So life is different, a different time and a different person.

Boris: Even if you don't have three children, just when the landlord comes and wants the money, the monthly payment.

Boris: Yes. But dreaming is important. You dream of a very deep love, or you dream of very good food.

Participant: And isn't it perhaps your great goal? It's a bit... I think people need to dream. Dreaming is like alcohol, and people need it.


Roman: Can I ask you, like you said, there are different little groups evolving and you are happy about it. And I noticed that when you were organising the retreat in October next time in Wales—

Mike: Not me.

Roman: the other people are organising. And I noticed that although you encourage people and you don't want to teach, or you want to take a sabbatical, they still want— almost everyone said, I only want Mike to give talks, and I'm not going to hear anybody else's talk because it would be disturbing. So what is your opinion of that?

Mike: It's like in a family. When you're a child, you think your father and mother are perfect. They know everything. So you ask them, Oh, mummy, what's this? When? Why this? Why? Why that? What should I do? What should I do here? What should I do there? But then as we get older, we realise, oh, they're only my parents. Then we make our own decisions. Sometimes somebody's going to say, Oh, we don't need to listen to Mike.

Participant: She just tells you that you don't have to listen to Mike.


Participant: In the Czech Republic now it is quite popular in some groups, the dream of there being no need to eat physical food.

Roman: Can we get the food? They don't want.

Boris: Just get a publicity.

Mike: They need to go to a poor country where people are starving, and they can teach them. They can teach them— it means the poor people can teach those people. The starving people could teach them.

Roman: Karim says that, right after you talk, people maybe expect you to talk always. And he noticed it was nice at Padma Farm without you. It was nice to hear other people talk, and that he didn't expect some absolute truth from these people, but he noticed that even among common people there is some wisdom.

Participant: Yes. Yes. Wisdom of the crowds. This is the modern crowd.

Participant: Yeah, like you said, the modern wisdom of the crowd.

Mike: No, I think I spent many years in Japan, and I was working in a job, but in my other time I was studying Dogen and Buddhism. So I made some structure in my brain to talk, to explain things. And I found it's nice if I can explain something, I make myself happy. So it's just my character.

Roman: And I also think that the talks at Padma Farm just reflect what we learned from you a lot. It wasn't just...

Mike: Learn from me? I learned it from you. No, really, we learn life from life, not from a person, but from life. So I'm just good at making words to explain, because I like doing it. So I explain what you know. If I explain what you know, you think, ah, yes, yes. Finished. Good.
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Intuition Covered by Thinking

    
Mike: Intuition (prajñā) is our basic state, covered by thinking, and zazen is a way to uncover it







  Michael Eido Luetchford
August 2012 — Dibbavana, Talk 2.
Venue: Dibbavana, Mariánské Lázně, Czech Republic.

  
  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that most of the time we think we are living our lives, but our lives are also living us, through a process that Buddhism calls intuition, or prajñā, and that we hardly notice. He calls this intuition our basic, natural state, which is different from thinking and which we cover up with thinking, emotions and other people's opinions, and he says that zazen is a method to uncover it.

He says that there seem to be two ways in which our life moves forward: one is thinking and decisions based on thinking, such as calculating when to leave for a plane, and the other happens every moment in small decisions, such as coffee instead of tea or which chair to sit on, which we do not think about. He says that people studying psychology are now discovering this, and he mentions a book by Professor Kahneman, which he has only heard about and whose idea seems to him very similar to what Buddhism teaches. Robert, who found the book, summarises it in Slovak with Roman interpreting: a quick, automatic system one handles familiar situations without effort, while a logical system two deals with uncommon ones, and a participant says that system one is only memory, not intuition. Mike says that he has not read the book but likes the idea, and that he wants to extend it by asking what is different from thinking. He answers with a koan in which a master sitting in zazen says "I'm thinking, not thinking" and then that it is different from thinking, and he concludes that in zazen people said, without any experiment, that there is a state different from thinking, which everybody has.

Mike says that people today can hardly imagine living without thinking and that we have lost confidence in our intuition, so we need to find confidence in it. Asked about the relation between intuition and rationality, he answers that it depends on what we believe: if we believe everything is rational, we call intuition rational, and if we do not, we may say that it contains wisdom. He suggests that thinking and doing are not separate in the natural world and that we have almost forgotten intelligent action, as when his partner, a potter, makes pots with her hands while talking on the telephone. He says that this is what Dogen talks about, and he speaks of healing the break between body and mind, which is the cause of both our excellent civilization and all our pain and suffering. Asked whether we can decide to be more intuitive, he says that he cannot decide consciously, but that sometimes he notices his life living and watches it. A participant adds that the body knows more than the mind, as nervousness in the stomach shows, and that ignoring it makes people ill. Another participant proposes that zazen could free us from fear and desire, as the idea of a virtual death freed Vikings from fear, and Mike asks why one would want to be free from fear and desire and says that he does not need to practise dying, because becoming fearless before dying makes no difference. To a final question about the difference between zazen and playing bass guitar, he replies that they are different and that we can choose, though zazen is simpler, maybe more difficult.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

To talk about intuition and logic. Because Robert and I have been communicating about it. Intuitively. Or logically. Most of the time, we think we are living our lives. I am living my life. I, Michael, am living my life in England. And when I go back, I'm going to go to London, and then I have an appointment on Wednesday, and then on Friday I have another appointment, and I have some work, and this is the life I am living. So, most of us think most of the time we are living our lives in that way. And only a few of us notice that our lives are living us. So while we're thinking about our lives, our lives are happening.

While we're thinking about what's going to happen, something is happening. And then something is happening. And then something is happening. And we don't notice this. We only notice our consciousness seeing our life going forward. And so we think that we are thinking how to live. We don't notice that there is another process by which we are making decisions. This process, or this, what shall I call it, way of doing things in Buddhism is called intuition. Or prajñā. And prajñā in Sanskrit means pra, before, jñā, knowledge or thought. So, of course, Buddhism is very ancient. So the theory of Buddhism is not based on science.


But nevertheless, thousands of years ago, people who were practising zazen or dhyāna said there is something very important in living, which is called prajñā. And we don't notice how much of our life is decided by prajñā. Because our consciousness is always in our area of thinking or logic. So we don't notice what is going on while we're thinking. And if we're thinking very hard about something, we don't notice what's going on at all sometimes. So there seem to be two ways of our life moving forward. And one way is by our thinking and our decision based on our thinking.

Which is very familiar to us all. So I'm catching a plane on Monday at 9:30 at Prague. So I have to leave from Pavel's place at maybe eight o'clock. I can think and calculate. Check-in is maybe nine o'clock, should be okay. So I'm thinking my future life, then I'm going to do it. And the other way of living that's happening every moment is I'm making intuitive decisions. I'm not thinking about it. Ah, coffee, not tea.


Three biscuits, with honey on one biscuit. Sit in the same chair. All these small decisions I'm not thinking about. But all these small decisions are my life itself. And same for you. Sit on the floor, sit on the seat. Listen, speak. Think about something. Stop. Move your head. So, a whole area of our life is living itself. Because we're not consciously, logically thinking about it. So these two ways both exist in our life. But in modern life, we know the first way, logical way.

We don't notice the second way or intuitive way. But very excellent people who are studying psychology and so on in modern times are discovering this is true. And one person—Robert discovered a book. He wrote a book called Doctor Professor

Robert: Kahneman.

Mike: Kahneman. So he's written a book, which is really nice. Although I didn't read it, I only heard about it. But it seems to be a similar idea, or the same idea. And Mr. Kahneman is a Nobel Prize economist and professor of psychology, so he's a very excellent person. And he discovered something, or he explained something, which is very similar to what Buddhism is teaching. Hooray, we won, hooray. Can you translate?

Roman: I have already translated.

Mike: I didn't hear the hooray. You know, hooray. My small decision is to say it quietly. I don't feel... Hooray! Very good. Perfect translation. And it's very interesting that we can start to understand some very simple fact in our lives, which we can't see. When I'm thinking where to go, my life is going. When I'm worrying how to live, I'm living. Wow. In Czech? In Slovak?

Boris: Because there is no translation.

Roman: Wow.

Mike: Oh.


Roman: Would you mind saying a little bit about the book?

Mike: Just as a kind of summary.

Robert: Okay.

Mike: Yeah.

Robert: Can I say it in Slovak?

Mike: Yeah, in Slovak. Okay. Intuitively, you can decide.

Roman: The professor has been working on this for about thirty years, and he always finds out

Robert: He's trying to pose some hypotheses and then prove or disprove them with experiments, so it's not just a theory. This is interesting for me.

Roman: They have discovered that thinking could be divided into two parts, and they call it system one, system two. He says it's only a kind of metaphor, this system one, system two, because in fact in our brain there is not a single area that is responsible for this, and another area is responsible for the other system. He says that system one is about the things we have to deal with quickly, like when a ball is flying towards us and we catch it, or when we wash the dishes and we don't have to think slowly. He says it's a kind of quick thinking: we make quite quick decisions about how to do simple things.

Robert: It can handle, it can very quickly solve many common situations. So everything we are accustomed to do, it can do very quickly, and what is important: it is also effortless, so we can do it very easily. That is, you deal with everyday situations without effort. For example, if we ride a bicycle, we know how to ride a bicycle, so we do not need any brain effort in various situations. I sit zazen, I do not need to think.


Roman: The system two is something like logical thinking. What is special about it is that it deals with situations that are not common. Like in mathematics, two plus two is a quick, simple thing. You just know the result, but when there is a complex equation, you have to work on it. All of a sudden there is a sign in a language we understand. We all automatically read it. We don't ignore it.

Robert: Also, we can't decide not to read it. So the system one is interesting in that it is not under the control of the will, that it works automatically. For example, we recognise very quickly whether the person in front of us is angry.

Roman: There is no willpower involved. It is quick thinking. We cannot decide not to think or react.


Roman: She says that this system one probably works based on memory. Memory only. She thinks it's not intuition but memory.

Mike: Maybe. Anyway, you have to read the book. I didn't read the book. I just like the idea. And maybe Professor Kahneman's theory is about memory, or he says there are two kinds of thinking. In Buddhism, we say thinking and something different from thinking. So prajñā is different from thinking. So, in our modern world, it's almost impossible for us people to imagine doing something without thinking. So maybe Professor Kahneman's is quick thinking. How about different from thinking? I want to extend his theory. What is different from thinking? There's a famous koan story where a master is sitting in zazen, and his student is walking near, and he says, What are you doing, master, in the very still position? And the master says, I'm thinking, not thinking. And the student says, How can you think not thinking?

Participant: That's not a paradox, yeah.

Mike: And the master says, It's different from thinking. So in this simple story from more than a thousand years ago, the master is explaining that when he's in zazen, he has a state which is different from thinking. And this is the state which is called prajñā. So in zazen, without any experiment or any scientific basis, people said there's thinking, and there's something else which is different from thinking. So two systems. There are two states. And more than that, it says the state which is different from thinking is our basic state. Everybody has it. So, it's like here is the state, the natural state, where we have—different from thinking—intuition. We don't know what it is. But we cover it up with thinking. Shall I do? Shall I do this? Shall I do that? And then after that, we put more emotion on top. Oh, I'm frightened to do it. Oh, I want to do it very much. I don't want to do it.

And then on top of that, we put other people's opinions. Do you think I should go? I mean, I think maybe I should. Then we are confused. I thought I was right, and Robin said I should go. I'm afraid to go. I don't want to go. Maybe it's better to go. And backwards and forwards and round and round.


So Buddhism says uncover intuition. Take it off. Take it off. Ah, there it is. Okay, I know what to do. And zazen is a method to uncover the simple state. Or, in other words, prajñā. So if Professor Kahneman's theory is pointing in that direction, I think it's really nice. But actually, in the modern world, it's almost impossible to imagine not thinking. For thousands of years, we have believed that thinking is how we live. And so it's impossible to imagine living without thinking. It sounds stupid and random. So maybe sometimes it is. But we have lost confidence in our intuition.

So we need to find confidence in our intuition. That is doing something not based on thinking. So what would you like to say?


Participant: So when we were talking about how to think about different things, I remember I used to play in a band. I played bass guitar, and when you play a musical instrument, there's no time to think where to put your fingers. When you want to compose a song, you also have to have some kind of structure, but you cannot really think. So when you want to get closer to intuition, how it works, then all kinds of artistic activities can help us, because you cannot think in them. You can think about the structure, but the creation itself is not based on thinking.

Participant: Yes. Sometimes, if you're not doing conceptual art.

Participant: I used to be very excited about painting, and I thought this painter, he thought too much. I was 18, I didn't know about this. I thought he thought how he should paint a tree instead of painting it. Or in music too, even in, like, symphonies. I was thinking that music is more beautiful when it is not based on so much thinking. If there is a lot of thinking, you can feel it. It was too much.

Participant: In martial arts, when I do something hundreds of times, when I do a movement a hundred times, then it becomes part of my subconscious. It's the same principle as playing a bass guitar. Or driving.

Roman: So it seems, in the old Zen monastery, it was very, very rough, and they had to get up in the morning and the people yelled at them. The senior monk was to teach them to stop thinking.

Mike: Maybe, I don't know. Maybe it made them very afraid, then they worry.


Roman: Is it possible to explain the relationship between intuition and rationality, rational thinking? Because he's read somewhere that intuition is not irrational at all, but we are not aware of the logical or the rational elements, the links within intuition. I read a story when a scientist discovered some kind of physical theory when he was taking a bath in the sea, because it all clicked together. Is it possible to find a connection between intuition and emotions or rational thinking?

Mike: Yes, but it depends what you believe. So if you believe everything is rational, then you can say intuition is rational, but we just can't see the process. That's because we believe in rationality. But if we don't believe in rationality, we can say intuition contains wisdom. No process. God is speaking. Or universe is speaking. So our explanation depends on our belief.


But I talked, I think, in Slovakia last year about the spider. No, forget. It doesn't matter about that. The point is, we are rational people, beings, in the way in which a dog is— oh no, no, sorry, dog, sorry— in the way as maybe some other animal may not be. We don't know. At least we're very much more rational than other living beings. So we have excellent technology and tables and chairs. Maybe a stone is also rational, but it didn't build tables and chairs. So because of our excellence, we believe very strongly that thinking and doing are separate. We believe it very, very strongly. Thinking is in this space called mind, consciousness.

And it is separate from doing in this space called the physical world. But this is our habit of thought. And I would like to suggest that thinking and doing are not separate in the natural world. So we think intelligence is here, and action is here. And we almost completely forgot the intelligent action. So intelligence is here. And my partner Lisa is a potter. And she makes pots with her hands. But the pots don't come from her mind. So she's talking on the telephone. And it just appears. So you could say memory, okay, but something more than memory. Intelligent action for me. That means thinking and doing are one thing. And all simple activity in sport, art, music. But we divided thinking and doing. Even in Greek times, with Plato. And then we believe. Yes, yes, thinking separate, doing separate. But if we let go of this belief, we have thinking-doing, intelligent action. That means action which is whole of us. So this is what Dogen talks about in his writings.

So, healing the break between body and mind. And the break between body and mind is the cause of our excellent civilization. And the cause of all our pain and suffering. So we have to find a way to have both. Excellent civilization, excluding pain and suffering. So we go to work and practise zazen. We think about our life, we go to the gym. We worry about tomorrow. We play the piano.


Boris: Do you think we can decide between being more logical and thinking more about our lives, or going in the direction of being more irrational or intuitive? How we want to describe this: if we can decide consciously.

Mike: No, I can't decide. So sometimes I notice my life is living, and I can watch it. Ha ha, I see. I'm doing this. I didn't decide.

Boris: So I have one comment about this body and mind. We always know the situation when we are nervous, for example, in some circumstances. We notice the nervousness here in the stomach, and the body has more knowledge or more wisdom than our mind. But now in these times, we don't hear our body, we don't hear the wisdom of the body.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: That is to make it conscious: I hear my body. I

Mike: Yes.

Boris: hear what my body is doing,

Mike: Yes.

Boris: so it's saying to me.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: That is what I wanted to say, that I can do it consciously. Maybe in this case.

Mike: Okay, yes.

Boris: Maybe, maybe

Mike: Yes.

Boris: maybe not in all cases, but... Do you know the situation when you are nervous and you feel the nervousness in the area of the stomach, the belly? Nowadays people mostly ignore what the body tells us. It is also a certain habit, which starts at some point, but when we keep repeating it, within ten years it becomes an illness. And this is also one of the things where we can decide to perceive things more intuitively than rationally. That's the reason of many civilization diseases,

Mike: Yes.

Boris: I think.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: If you have a headache, you take a pill and the headache is gone.

Roman: So when I have some pain, I just intuitively grab a pill, a headache pill.

Mike: So what?


Participant: I have a question. I will try to explain the idea. I remember, for example, our graduation: a friend and I both graduated from college, having studied electrical engineering. The handing over of the diplomas took place in a theatre, and during the rehearsal of the graduation ceremony, we looked into the auditorium. And there was nobody. We both looked from about the same spot at the same thing. And I noticed how richly decorated the theatre was, all kinds of colours and golden arcades. I told him, Look how beautifully red it is. And he was standing next to me, and he was also amazed, but he said, Look how full of electronics it is here. There were speakers, cables, all kinds of audio electronics. I also had noticed it, but it wasn't important for me. He also noticed the red colour, but it wasn't important for him. We both looked at the same thing, but we both chose something else from the reality. So that's the same situation with my brother. When we are in the field, I can see a hare in the field, but my brother can see field in the hare. So I'd like to know where this intuition comes from, as if each of us had a different kind of intuition when we come across the same thing. With my friend, we were in the same theatre but saw different things, although we were looking at the same thing. Is this really about intuition?

Boris: Maybe this is not about intuition, but about how we perceive things.


Participant: I would also like to ask a question. I have a friend who is practising Taoism, and in Taoism there is a meditation similar to zazen, but they call it something like conscious death, simply dying. It is a kind of meditation, like a simulation of dying, as if we were in a coffin or something.

Participant: That state, well, I also read some interesting things recently; it was about the idea of one's own death—I am not talking about zazen—helping people to get somehow more out of themselves. It's a state where you should experience like a virtual death, so then you are not afraid of dying. Like with some Vikings, before going to battle, they had to go through this ritual where they virtually died. So going into the battle, they were already kind of mentally dead, so they were not afraid of anything. It gave them like ten times more strength because they were not bothered by their emotions. They were not weakened by any kind of fear. If a child gets stuck under a truck, the mother has so much power she can lift the truck to save her baby, to save her child. So I think zazen could help us to be free from all kinds of fears and all kinds of desire.


Mike: Why do you want to be free from fear and desire? Are you afraid of fear?

Participant: Not really, but maybe sometimes it could be an obstacle to our intuition, because we have lots in our head. Maybe, but I don't have any experience of such a perfect state.

Mike: And I don't need to practise dying, because if I become very strong and fearless before I die, it makes no difference, I die.

Participant: Zazen seems to me like that, because we cannot move, we are just sitting there without moving.

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: So it seems like a kind of conscious mortification for him, zazen seems to be.

Mike: And enjoy it. Even your posture is not so good. It doesn't matter.


Mike: Five minutes.

Participant: Maybe I have got one thing. I think that Western societies, maybe modern Western societies, are built on intuition in a philosophical way, but people don't recognise it, because we have names like dark zone, I don't know, blah blah. Many philosophers with pure intuition, Kierkegaard, Sartre, Camus, it's really people whose main philosophical problem was to get thinking and to get it out. And I have many times found things which are similar or the same in the Buddhist world and in philosophy, in intuition. But I think it's not common in our society, this problem.

Participant: What if I can react to this? Because I think it is not possible to stop thinking only by thinking. It's very important to sit now, to have some practice. I have this experience from my studies in philosophical faculty, studies on Mahayana and so on, and I said, Come on, let's sit zazen, and they said, No, no, no, no. And that's the point. So it's all in practice. So to come into practice is a big step.

Participant: I have experience. I was in a public school, like a basic school, and we had many things which a normal school doesn't have. It's really, really all these things. It's more artistic, more... but math is based on intuition and all these things. So I think we have practices in Western society, but for some reason we wouldn't find it, wouldn't apply it. It's my experience.

Mike: Thank you. Shall we stop?

Participant: It just came to my mind, last sentence, that Pink Panther, at the beginning of one episode,

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: he found the stolen diamond,

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: and he says to the people, to the guards, “Don't tell me anything. I want to let my intuition develop fully.”


Participant: Maybe wrong question? No. What is the difference, or what is more useful for me, or what is the difference to practise zazen or to play bass guitar, if those experiences are the same?

Mike: First part, bass guitar is like this. Oh, like that. And zazen is like this, so they're different.

Participant: If I want to uncover the…

Mike: Yes.

Participant: I can put the name of it here. I can

Mike: You can choose.

Participant: I can choose.

Mike: Yeah. This or that.

Participant: We want both, but…

Mike: Okay.

Participant: Maybe you have different…

Mike: No, I don't have any answer.

Participant: None.

Mike: We can choose. We can all choose.

Participant: But if it's the same effect?

Mike: Yes. So some people do running, some people like swimming, some people like painting, some people like bass guitar.

Participant: But you can come to the same state like with zazen.

Mike: Zazen is simpler. There's no music, no water, no paint. So it's simpler, but maybe more difficult.

Participant: But the question is whether all these things have the same goal, the same result, or achieve some goal. I think not.

Mike: Okay.

Participant: Zazen has different results from playing the guitar. Maybe similar, but not the same.

Mike: Okay. So he can answer.

Participant: That's just a balance.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that Dogen's explanation of the point of Buddhism is, as he would call it, complete, but that Dogen's writings from the 13th century are not enough to live in modern society. He asks where we get answers to questions that do not come from Buddhism, and whether we should accept things such as psychotherapy, mind mapping or a book on kinds of thinking by Professor Kahneman as part of our understanding of Buddhism, or reject them as not Buddhist. Mike says that he does not have the answers, only his own, but that the question matters because almost all forms of Buddhism come from 1,000 or 2,000 years ago.

To help us imagine what kind of man Dogen was, Mike describes him as an aristocrat who became an orphan, ran away to a temple at eleven, went to China to find the point of Buddhism, and then set up his own temple in Japan, where he taught until he was 53 and died. Because Dogen lived from the age of eleven only among men, Mike finds it unlikely that he had any relationship with a woman, and says that he wrote about the Buddhist world and little about the ordinary one. Everybody who writes about Buddhism writes from their own life, Mike says, so this is not a fault, but it means that Dogen never talked in simple human terms about desires, emotions, sex or love, and we have to imagine what kind of man he was, otherwise we become caught in his beautiful words. Mike says that people in modern life need advice on matters such as a partner who drives them up the wall or the wish to be promoted, while Dogen's remarks on desire, such as having small desire or seeking a quiet place, are very simple, and he asks what they mean, adding that he himself does not want to live deep in the countryside.

Mike remembers that his teacher Nishijima had a very low opinion of psychotherapy, which Mike had studied in order to work as a counsellor, and he wonders how to decide, for example whether the idea that one's teacher should matter more than one's partner is a misunderstanding of Dogen. One participant likes the state of zazen but not Buddhist ethics and so makes a puzzle from several traditions, and Mike asks whether it is okay to make one's own. Boris says that the whole of Buddhism came from one head, the Buddha's, and became a salad of teachings, and he asks whether Buddha gave different teachings to different people. Mike answers that Buddha taught according to the people, which he thinks is called skilful means, although he does not know what Buddha actually did. He explains that his teacher was focused only on Dogen, while he himself has been moving more and more towards embracing many things. Boris, who has had two masters, finds the very different kinds of teaching exciting, and another participant looks for principles rather than details and sees no difference between Zen, other schools of Buddhism and the Gnostic teachings of early Christians. Mike's last recorded remark is that in medieval China the koan stories contain principles but nobody wrote them down, not even Dogen, so it seems that our excellent ability to extract principles is a modern one, although he did not live then himself.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Roman: It is true.

Mike: You're all talking all the time, but I have no idea what you're talking about. I was at about zero. Sure. Jokes? Oh, really? Nothing spiritual.

Participant: Is that electricity?

Mike: Electricity. LED.

Participant: Really?

Mike: It's interesting. People like birds. Birds are nice.

Participant: Oh, I need it.

Mike: Angry birds.

Boris: It's a game. Angry, it's a mobile phone game.

Mike: Oh.

Boris: You throw some balls at birds and they are angry.

Mike: Really?

Participant: Oh my goodness, that was a present. Oh my goodness.

Mike: Much of the teaching which I learned from my teacher is based on the writings of Master Dogen, Zen Master Dogen. In Japanese, Dogen Zenji, which means Zen Master Dogen. He was the founder of the Soto school of Buddhism, although he didn't ask to be the founder; they made him the founder after he died. My teacher was obsessed with Master Dogen, and maybe it was a very important obsession. He studied him from when he was 18 years old until even now, maybe. And Dogen was an aristocrat.


But not very much is known about him as a man. His writings are very beautiful sometimes. Very critical sometimes. Very poetic sometimes. And he must have been some kind of genius. He could read classical Chinese when he was five years old. And when we read his writings, we have to try and imagine what kind of man, what kind of person he was. It's easy to imagine some very calm, emotionless person who had some special state. Because sometimes his writings are too beautiful.

So he writes very poetically that when we practise zazen, the whole of the universe is practising with us, and the gods in heaven come and practise with us. Very flowery. But how often do we experience practising zazen where the whole universe is practising with us, and the gods in heaven are descending and sitting in front of us, and Gautama Buddha is rising out of the earth, and everything is wonderful? But sometimes his writings are like this.

And he's also very critical of people who say they are Buddhists but do not practise zazen. Some of his writings are very strong. Sometimes he says that monks who are teaching some kind of strange Buddhism are like filthy dogs in the street. He also writes, in at least one chapter, that if we want to find out the truth, we have to leave our family. If we don't leave our family, it's impossible to find the truth. And these kinds of writings are quite difficult for us.

So it's necessary to try to understand, or guess, or imagine what kind of man Dogen was. Otherwise, we will become caught in his beautiful words.


And Dogen was an orphan. Because his father, who was an aristocrat, a very powerful member of the Japanese court, died when he was young, when Dogen was small. I think he may have been assassinated. And his mother, who was not married to his father but was a courtesan, also died when he was very small. So he was without parents from a very young age. And if you imagine the life of an aristocrat in medieval Japan, you didn't do normal things, like cooking food, or sweeping the floor, or sitting down eating food and chatting. Life must have been very formalised.

And what we call normal everyday life was done by servants. Dogen went to live with his uncle, and when he was eleven years old, he ran away to a temple. But the temple sent him back again. And then eventually his uncle agreed to let him go and live in a temple and become a monk. But he was dissatisfied.

Roman: The uncle was dissatisfied?

Mike: No, Dogen was dissatisfied with life in the temple. But although he was dissatisfied, he stayed and trained for some years. I forget, maybe ten years.


And eventually he moved to another temple. But even in that second temple, he couldn't really understand what the point of Buddhism is. So then he went to China, which must have been a very, very expensive trip. So we can imagine that maybe some rich friends or uncles or some relative must have given him money. And he went to China to try and find the point of Buddhism. And after two or three years, he found an answer for himself, through a Chinese Zen master. He stayed with the Chinese Zen master for nearly a year. Then he returned to Japan.

And when he returned to Japan, he felt that he understood what the point of Buddhism was. And he also noticed that many, many other temples in Japan did not understand the point of Buddhism. So he set up his own temple. And slowly people came to live with him, men. And he taught them and wrote and practised zazen until he was 53 years old. And then he became ill and died.

In his fairly short life, by modern standards, he was an orphan, so he didn't experience growing up in a loving family. It seems unlikely that he had any relationship with a woman, because when he was eleven years old, he went to live in a temple, which is only men. And for the rest of his life he lived in a temple environment, only with men. So it's unlikely that he had any relationship with a woman. And he didn't have any children.


He was an aristocrat, and so his life as a young man, a young boy, didn't have the things which the life of a normal person had. So this is the kind of person he was. And for me, without remembering what kind of person Dogen was, it's impossible to understand what he's writing. He never wrote about relationships. He always said men and women should be equal. He wrote about the Buddhist world. He didn't write much about the ordinary world. I guess he didn't have much experience of the ordinary world.

But when he was in China, he realised the very great value of simple, ordinary, everyday things. Like washing, cooking, zazen, cleaning your teeth, sewing, shitting. So he talked about them. He wrote about them in very great detail. But only in the Buddhist context. So, not how to sew on a button on your trousers, but how to sew a robe. Not how to cook food for children, but how to cook food for monks.

So he must have seen life in a family as being something very far away from his own experience. And maybe his limited experience of life in a family was very unusual, because his family was a very unusual family. So his writings, in a way, for modern people, have something missing. And I guess everybody who writes about Buddhism has something missing. Because they only write from their own lives. So that's not a fault.


That is quite natural. But it means that Dogen never talked in simple human terms about desires, emotions, sex, loving, all these things which, for most modern people, are very important. He did write something about sex, for instance. He said that women shouldn't be sexual objects. But that's, I suppose, because he could see women being treated in a certain way from outside. And he talks about loving words. He said, aigo.

Aigo in Japanese, and how loving words are the best way to talk to somebody. But from our perspective in the 21st century, he seems to live in a very different world. So even if we study the Shobogenzo, we can get some feeling that if we practise zazen, we can become balanced and deal with our problems and become stable. But we can't find advice which many people in modern life need. For instance, my partner is driving me up the wall. Why can't I understand her? Or something is not working for me. What is wrong with my character? Or I'm trying very hard to make my life better, but it only seems to get worse. Or what should I do about my strong desires to become rich or powerful? Or to be promoted. Or is it okay not to have a strong ambition? And although Dogen does write here and there about these things, it's very simple. So, for instance, he writes, in one chapter near the end of his writings, that we should have small desire. Because small desire means we won't be disturbed. But what does he mean, small desire?

Does he mean I shouldn't feel very strong sexual urge? I should only feel little bit sexual urge? Or I shouldn't work very hard to get enough money to buy a new house because it's too strong a desire. So I think just to say have small desire is not enough for many people. And he says we should seek a quiet place to live, which is undisturbed. Should we go and find a house deep in the countryside? Does he mean that?

I don't want to do that. I want to live in a city. And so on.


So what I'm trying to say is that although Dogen's explanation of the point of Buddhism is complete, I should call it, his writings from the 13th century are not enough to live in modern society. So where do we get the answers to our questions, which don't come from Buddhism? If we read a book about different kinds of thinking, which Robert found, by Professor Kahneman, should we listen to that?

Should we make that part of our understanding of Buddhism? If we hear about mind mapping, that Caroline was talking about? If things like that seem to work for us, should we accept them, or should we say, Oh no, they're not part of Buddhism. They're different. Or if we're interested in psychotherapy, like Andrew. How does that work with the Buddhist teaching? So how to harmonize the essence of the teachings about zazen with many other teachings in modern life. I remember my teacher Nishijima had a very, very low opinion of psychotherapy or psychology. And many years ago I studied psychotherapy to work as a counsellor in a college. So I had some feeling that it's useful. So when I said to Nishijima, he shouted at me. No, it's not any good. So I wondered, oh, so how do I decide? And there are many things like that. What about what Dogen says about leaving family life? Do we have to leave our family to study Buddhism? I believe that Kaisen, who many of you learned a lot about Buddhism from, said that you must make your relationship with your teacher more important than with your partner.

I heard. So maybe that came from.

Boris: Oh no, it's from Kaisen.

Mike: Okay. Well, anyway, let's take Kaisen out. So the teaching that your teacher should be more important than your partner, for example, where did that come from? Well, maybe it's a misunderstanding of Dogen.

Boris: He said he met a master.

Mike: Really?

Boris: Devotion, devotion, they say.


Mike: So there are many, many questions, and I don't have the answers. I have my answers. But I think it's quite important, because almost all forms of Buddhism came from 1,000 years ago or 2,000 years ago. And Christianity, of course. What should we accept and include, and what should we reject? This is an interesting question. So if you'd like to discuss it.

Participant: I think it's important to do some puzzle, maybe for me, because I really like, for example, the state of zazen, but I really don't like Buddhist ethics, or

Mike: Buddhist ethics.

Participant: I really like, for example, Christian ethics.

Mike: Sorry?

Participant: I like Greek and Buddhist,

Mike: Christian ethics.

Participant: Because Buddhism doesn't have something like love, like sacrifice, like these things. But for me it's important to have it. But I don't like some more things in Christianity, so I stole from there, or from there, or from there, and I think it's a little bit important to make the puzzle of all these things.

Mike: Is that okay, to make your own?

Participant: Yeah, because I

Mike: Have a little bit of this, a little bit of that, and one of those, and one of these. Yes. Is that okay?

Participant: Yeah, for me it's the best way.

Mike: Okay.

Participant: Because I feel it's kind of blindness to have information just for one way, for one part of society. So I try to make some combination, for example for art, for philosophy, for Buddhism, for Taoism, for many, many things, to create something.


Participant: I'm a Christian.

Participant: So you...

Participant: Yeah, I'm a Christian.

Participant: It might not taste good at all, but everybody will be full, so they call it a

Participant: So you think lettuce will work in the dumpling?

Participant: Yes, it's okay. It doesn't feel the shell. So it's a salad.

Roman: Should make it the salad for you.

Participant: We could not make a dumpling salad.

Participant: I want to propose some

Roman: Some people said it's a kind of salad for you. Do you like salad?

Participant: Yeah, I really like salad. I like chaos a little bit. I don't like sort of systems. So for me, I can better understand if it's really chaos, and I can choose what I feel, not what I have to follow, whether it's...

Participant: Or must it be consistent, and it must be all part of what they want? There must be no chaos.

Roman: It should have some consistency. It shouldn't be just chaos.

Participant: Is it a problem? Yes. It would be it.

Participant: For example, like Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, but they are opposite. They are different, but I like both of them very much.

Boris: In what situation do you think you should use the alphabet and in what situation do you forget?

Roman: There are different situations where you can apply different things.

Boris: No, not like that. Definitely, but I can't.


Boris: Essentially, the whole of Buddhism comes from one head. And then lots of different Buddha students tried to transmit what they learned from him. And that's how the whole salad of teachings became. So if we went back...

Mike: So if we go back, what the essential teachings are, we would come to Buddha's own teaching, to the beginning.

Boris: Let me ask you. May I ask you? They said that Buddha gave eighty thousand, maybe eighty thousand teachings. I don't know the exact numbers, but what do you think about this idea? The idea is to give the teachings to some people; they understand this and don't understand something else. Then this something else is given to other people. And there are so many opinions or so many schools. This is the reason that I read. What is your opinion about this theory?

Mike: Buddha taught different things to different people based on their intelligence or level of... also skilful means, I think they call it. There is a phrase, skilful means. So he taught according to the people.

Participant: Yeah, yeah.

Mike: I don't know what he did. But, you know, when you talk to somebody, you talk to the person. Of course it must be different, but I don't... I wonder if he did it purposely. I wonder. What I'm getting at, I should explain a little bit more my own situation. My teacher was very, very focused on Dogen. Dogen. Anything else? No, no.


But since I left Japan—before I left Japan, but in the last 20 years—I found in myself I'm not like that. He didn't tell me how to be. But my life experience showed me how to be. Initially, after I left Japan, I was teaching. I was trying to teach the same thing. Sometimes exactly the same thing. So, like copying my teacher. And this is a very common thing to do. If you study with a professor at university, and you learn lots of things over a long time, you want to do the same thing. You may even use the same expressions.

So you may talk in the same way. This is true not only of Buddhism, it's true of many different—even in art. But after you leave your teacher for some time, you realise that you can't live his life. So I guess what I'm trying to say is, in my life there are two different ways to teach. My teacher had a very narrow, focused way of teaching, only about Dogen, nobody else, and exactly what he taught. But I'm moving more and more towards embracing lots of things. Which I didn't think that I would be interested in. But I find I'm interested in them.

So I wanted to talk about that situation. You're listening to me talking about Buddhism in a particular way. So we come into this room and you want me to talk. And how are you going to fit together what I'm saying and other experiences and other things which you think are valuable? But maybe you feel a little puzzled because you want me to tell you something clear and exact.


Boris: I can compare because I have, or I have had, two masters. The first master is Kaisen, or Boso Kaisen. And the second is you. For me, this kind of teaching is very living, or lively. I can touch it. I can touch it, not from a book, but I can touch the very big difference of teaching. Maybe it's the same, but it's not important whether it's the same point; it's the teaching that is important. It's coming from the same direction, maybe. But the kind of teaching is very, very different, and this is exciting for me, like going to Antarctica or to the Sahara, or like going to some other planet. It's not so much, maybe, what is true to say, but how you do. That's you, I think. The most important thing is you, not just the teaching, but this is for me the most important. I agree.


Participant: I think it seems to me that you've always taught the same thing, that you're still teaching the same thing that you taught when I first met you. That's how it seems to me. Maybe there's been a change of style, and maybe there's more personal questioning going on. But essentially, I think it's the same thing.

Boris: I met Mike when he probably was already this kind of new Mike, as he is now and not before, after leaving the strict teaching of your teacher. As for Buddhist schools, I have experienced many different Buddhist schools, and even now I sometimes go to a different school—different countries, different teachers. Isn't it that the years have somehow hidden the human teacher? And until now, I don't think I have ever met a Buddhist teacher who would be more humane than Mike.

Mike: Thank you very much. I was more interested not in what you think of me, but what you think of you.

Participant: Or

Mike: For instance, can I see it for a moment?

Participant: Yes, please.

Boris: No, because it's even better. So the best is to understand.

Participant: That it is the easiest to understand just you.

Participant: Okay. All right. Sorry.


Participant: I think it's just a personal thing between two characters, two people. Because there may be some other people who don't like you and like another Kaisen or another. So what I think is that we are still going round and round, and I'm personally not a very analytical person. You know, I can't study Shobogenzo for sixty years, searching for detailed explanations. I'm more synthetical. Do you understand? So, in my life, I usually search for principles or rules, you know, how things work generally. So I usually generalize. When I read a book, I almost completely forget what the book is about. I just extract the principle that I found in the book or in the teaching. So, for example, for me personally, I can't find any difference between Zen or other different schools of Buddhism or Gnostic teachings of early Christians or whoever. It's a different language, different people, different atmosphere, different region, different time. But for me, the language is not important. For me, the principle is the most important thing. The person who says it is not important either, because that person naturally has a certain character and a certain life experience. The time is not important either. I don't remember at all now what I said.

Participant: It's an important point.

Participant: No, no. Yeah, no.


Participant: I would like to continue the idea of Pavel. The longer I live, or the older I am, the more and more clearly I see the principle, or the question.

Boris: I'm sorry, but I don't understand what the question is. I know what I'm asking, but I don't know if there is any question.

Participant: At the beginning, I don't understand the question. I just know there is some kind of question.

Boris: So I don't understand the question why.

Participant: So first I recognize the question why, and then I look for the answer.

Boris: These basic answers are very easy.

Participant: The basic answers are very simple: not to lie, to live politely.

Boris: It is possible in hard conditions, not only in theoretical

Participant: And how to be able to continue like this even in very difficult situations, not just theoretically. And both intuition, experience and knowledge help me. And then I can choose Kierkegaard, Jesus, Buddha, and our teachers like mine.


Participant: It seems that by learning through reading books or meeting teachers, or reading books even from different centuries, different times, it resonates with the teaching only because we already have something, no matter what culture or period. And I just want to ask if it

Participant: Yeah, so it seems only what I already have or feel can resonate with the teaching. I cannot learn something that I don't already somehow experience or have.

Boris: Well, in other words, all teachings are like fingers pointing to the right direction, and we shouldn't worry about the finger, but the direction. And the direction is up to us.

Mike: Well, it's quite interesting. In medieval times, certainly in China, Buddhism was not taught by principle. If you read the many koan stories, there is a principle in them. Principles in them. Again and again and again in every story. But nobody ever writes down what the principles are. And even in Dogen's writing, there are principles in his chapters. But Dogen didn't write down, these are the principles. So, of course, I didn't live in medieval China or medieval Japan. But it seems our excellent ability to extract principles is a modern one. So.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Asked why he sounded less certain than usual about what Dogen taught, Mike says that he does not mean that he is flexible about Dogen's meaning, but that everything which is written is written by one person, so writing is always also about the writer. Because Dogen is dead and there are only maybe two pictures of him, Mike says that we have to imagine what kind of man he was, and only then can we understand why he said, for instance, that one has to leave one's family. Mike, who reveres Dogen's teaching but is not going to leave his own family, says that we have to guess or intuit what Dogen meant, and that we should reflect on his words and test them out in experience.

Asked whether leaving the family might be meant only symbolically, Mike answers that leaving it emotionally does not work, because the family will not like it. He thinks that Dogen, an aristocrat and orphan who never felt the warmth, the confusion or the embrace of a family, may have been speaking to men who were held back by their families, or to people who, like Mike's sister, do not need a family, and says that we should ask whether our own family really stops us from practising. He doubts a participant's suggestion that Dogen meant someone whose highest priority is a child, because Dogen lived in aristocratic society and then in temples, while Boris adds that life in the thirteenth century was probably hard, with people working twenty hours a day, whereas today one could live in a family and still do zazen. Taking Dogen's words "have small desire" as an example, Mike says that young people have strong desires which they sometimes cannot control, that older people may still feel strong desire but can control it, and that everyone has to reflect on what small desire means in their own life. Wanting something very badly, such as a new car, makes us poor negotiators, he says, and the best position is not to want it so much. He adds that when Dogen writes to practise zazen as if one's hair were on fire, we have to think about what Dogen means, because Mike asks how one can notice who one is when practising fiercely, and that for a practice to last a long time it is better not to do it too strongly. Mike says that we must interpret what any teacher says, himself included, because otherwise it is just copying words, and that repeating "zazen is the peaceful gateway, and the whole universe practices with you" sounds like a story unless we find our own words.

When Boris asks whether he wants them to question why they practise zazen, Mike answers that he has no such intention, only that words sound nice and we should make them our own, and that we are free to do anything, even to stop zazen and see what happens. Robert asks how long one would have to stop to see a result, Boris says that Mike's sentence about being free to do anything with your life scared him, and Mike replies that he is not telling anyone to stop, that one can wonder for a long time without finding out, and that he too was afraid and stopped completely for a month when his hip hurt, after which he simply started again. Mike says that he is afraid of freedom, that freedom is only one person alone, and that he sometimes imprisons himself with ideas such as "I have to do this" or "I can't do this" and then lets himself out again. Roman says that two free months scared him and that it helps him to be limited by a girlfriend's schedule, a participant says that one can be limited and still free if one accepts the situation, and Mike answers that we don't understand what freedom is, because one can be free in a prison cell and also dependent on others, so the problem is how to be dependent and free at the same time, a central problem in relationships. Boris describes freedom as a feeling of space that narrows when we are too much ourselves, Mike says that somebody actually in prison might disagree with such talk, and he suggests that we should stop saying "I can do this" or "I am not able to do this".






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Roman: Something which might be useful later. You can read this in the protocol. I was— somebody says a joke or a story.

Mike: Do you know the joke about the Zen master who went to a hot dog stand? Maybe it doesn't translate. He said, Make me one with everything. And so the hot dog man made a hot dog, with onion and pepper and sauce and everything. And the Zen master gave the hot dog man a hundred krona note. And he waited for his money. And after some time he said, Where is my change? The hot dog man said, Change has to come from within.

Boris: Same word, different word in English, same word.

Roman: Change, change. It's the same word.

Boris: It's the only joke I know.

Roman: And can we ask all kinds of questions? Or is it too exhausting for you?

Mike: Yeah. Go on then.


Roman: So I'd like to ask that usually, as far as I remember, you speak very clearly about what Dogen taught. You said this and that, even we analysed some of his chapters.

Mike: Yeah.

Roman: Sentence by sentence. And I don't think it's arrogant, but you say clearly, I can explain this, and somebody else cannot explain. There are teachers who— the way they explain Dogen is not what Dogen taught, right? So you speak about this with confidence. But today it sounded like, who knows what Dogen taught, and you sounded very flexible about it. It might mean this or that. But I don't think you lost your confidence in understanding Dogen.

Mike: No, I didn't mean that. I didn't mean that I'm flexible about what Dogen meant. I mean, everything which is written is written by one person. So we can't write objectively. We write about ourselves in our writing. And unfortunately, Dogen is dead. So we can't see him. Even there's only maybe two pictures of him. We can't see what kind of shape he was, what kind of smile he had, what his voice sounded like. So we have to imagine it. Then we can understand why he said, for instance, you have to leave your family.

Because although Dogen wrote, You have to leave your family, and although I revere his teaching, I'm not going to leave my family. So that kind of thing.


Participant: Speaking of leaving one's family, did he maybe mean just symbolically that we should leave it just mentally, not to make family our priority, but maybe practice should be first and then family?

Mike: Maybe. We can't ask him.

Roman: Do you think it's possible to leave a family just symbolically like this, and live in a family?

Mike: No, I think if you leave emotionally from your family, your family doesn't like it. You know, you're in your family, but you're a Buddhist. You know, your children, Daddy, Daddy. No, it doesn't work. So, but he meant something. So he sincerely wanted to say something. So we have to guess. Even if you understand medieval Japanese, you can't see why he said it. Only he wrote the sentence. So you have to guess. Or you have to intuit. Intuit. So you have to think, okay, this is the 13th century. What kind of man? He was an aristocrat, and he was an orphan. He never felt the warmth of a family. Or the confusion of a family. Or the embrace of a family. So from his position, he could see lots of people, men probably, who wanted to practise, but, you know, oh, I can't come, my family needs me. I can't live in the temple with you because my family needs me. Maybe he thought, maybe he saw that, and maybe he thought, I think it's better to practise zazen than to be in the family. Or maybe he was speaking to people who don't need a family.

For instance, my sister never had a partner, never had a relationship, never had a family. She didn't need it. So maybe he's talking to those people. Don't go into family if you don't need a family. Come and find the truth. Or there's nothing to tell us. Only we have to think about it. And reflect. So, is my family stopping me? Well, how is it stopping me from practising? And so on. Then we can find some meaning in what Dogen wrote.


Participant: Maybe he meant someone whose highest priority is his child or her child.

Mike: Yeah, maybe. Yeah, maybe, but it's doubtful because he didn't live in society. He lived in the aristocratic society, and then he lived in the temple. Then he lived in China. Then he lived in the temple.

Participant: Maybe he followed what Buddha did. He left his family to find the answer to his question. Maybe there was this kind of—


Boris: Yeah, maybe because it was the 13th century, different times.

Robert: Yep.

Boris: If he lived now, he could live in a family and wake up in the morning one hour earlier

Robert: Oh right.

Boris: and time by time doing zazen.

Robert: Yes.

Boris: But in the 13th century it was probably a hard life.

Robert: Yes.

Boris: Man working 20 hours a day.

Robert: Yes.

Boris: Time not—

Robert: Yes.

Boris: So it was not possible to sit zazen.

Robert: Yes.

Boris: So choose this way or this way.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: Or maybe he means leave your family during sitting zazen.

Mike: I was worried, are you mean? We can speculate. I don't mean we can make our own meaning in his words. We can manipulate his writing. I mean we need to reflect on his writing. He says, reflect on these words. Test them out in experience. So, for instance, his words say, have small desire. So we need to test it out. And when we're young, I think we have quite large desire in many ways. We have very strong physical desires when we're young, and also our idealistic, our power of creating ideas. And when we're very old, our desire is less. We need to... No, it's not. You're right. But it is less. Yeah, because when we're young, sometimes we can't control our desire, but when we're older, maybe the desire is strong, but we can control it.

But we need to reflect in our own life, to have small desire. What does it mean?

Participant: Small desire to me means I can more easily give up if it doesn't work out.

Mike: I don't mean desire only in the sexual sense.

Boris: I was thinking more of the desire to be someone. To wish to be Anna would be sexual, I—

Mike: I'm like, you know, if you want something very, very badly. Very strongly. But for instance, if we reflect, if you want something very badly, like for instance a new special model car, you want this. You really want it, so you go to the showroom. And you see, and you sit in, and you go for a drive. And then you think, okay, I have to save money. And then you go back two months later. And you want it, and the salesman says, okay, the price is higher now. And because of your strong desire, you don't negotiate so easily. You maybe try to negotiate, but you say, Ah no, I want it, I want it. Okay, it's okay, it's okay.

So if we're negotiating something, the worst situation is if we want it very much. And the best situation is if we don't want it so much. This is, I think, the rule of negotiating. If you can say, you know, it's too expensive, okay, and you walk away. Yeah, exactly.


Roman: Then Andrew says that you were in relationships too?

Boris: Yeah, it's true. Anything to negotiate.

Roman: If you're dating a woman, you always fail when you want too much, when you want her so much. Oh, you're so wonderful. But when you think, I'm not sure, then she comes.

Boris: That is my experience.

Roman: Where?

Participant: Then in casinos in Las Vegas, the worst clients are very rich retirees.

Boris: All right. My English is a hell out of a place, like, I'm not the right guy anymore.

Participant: These retirees in Las Vegas, they are economically safe, so they don't need money so much. So they go and play in casinos, and they always win. They never lost their money. They don't have big desire to win. To make sure that we stick to the section, you know.


Participant: In Slovakia there is a castle in Trenčín and there is a well. The well is dug directly into the rock on which the castle stands. The well is extremely deep. The legend says that this well was dug by this Omar, who tried to save his partner Fatima from slavery. So he dug that for fourteen years. He dug that well. So that must have been a huge desire to keep—


Mike: If you want to continue something for a long time, it's better to do it not too strongly. If you do it too strongly, after a few weeks you're exhausted. And, you know, Dogen writes, Practise zazen as if your hair is on fire. So does he mean, you know, you should practise all the time, nothing, you shouldn't look outside, you shouldn't eat, because some people do. Some people try to practise zazen as if their hair is on fire. Fiercely, fiercely. But if you practise zazen fiercely, how can you notice who you are? So what does he mean? We have to think about it. And try to make some real explanation for ourselves.

Participant: But it works with me, or it's like this, that I often tend to practise, to slack a bit, like, too formal. And when I read something like that, it gives me the compensation of— not— to compensate my lack of interest in practising. And he says, like as if— so then I find the middle way, so I just practise. But does it make sense?

Roman: He says that for him it also works like this: this could be the last zazen, so I want to enjoy it, because it could be the last.

Mike: Okay. Hmm.

Participant: Okay. Is it balance when you set such a, such a, this is the last zazen? I don't know. I haven't tried it.

Mike: But anyway, what I want to say is, we have to interpret not only Dogen, but what somebody teaches about what I'm teaching. You have to interpret. You have to look at it. What does it mean for me? Otherwise it's just copying words. And you can go to somebody who teaches Buddhism and you can listen to their words and then you can go and say the same words to somebody else, but they're not your words. But if you find out what those words mean for you, then you can say in your own words. If you read in the Shobogenzo where I say, zazen is the peaceful gateway, and the whole universe practises with you. If somebody asks you, what is zazen that you practise?

If you say to them, zazen is the peaceful gateway, and the whole universe practises with you, it sounds like a kind of story. So you have to find your own words.


Participant: My experience with Dogen is it's too complicated, so I usually give it up.

Mike: Yes, that's right.

Participant: Concentrate. [inaudible] I find it. So I try to absorb something here, or learn from my experience, but Dogen is just too hard. And what about, Romano, aren't you thinking of translating more of Shobogenzo to Czech?

Roman: I am now free to do it. Not Shobogenzo, but Mike, like five years ago, suggested we translate Bendowa.

Boris: Really?

Roman: A couple of texts by Mike, so we have done that. And in June, Mike sent me Gakudo Yojinshu, which is a kind of introduction how to follow the way, a Dogen, and it's about ten pages, and I'm working on it now. But to translate the whole of Shobogenzo into Czech, it's a big challenge for someone in the future, I think. Shobogenzo to Czech— these guys translated into English, working with a Japanese teacher, and so it was from Japanese to English. But should I translate from Japanese to Czech? I can't.


Boris: Have I understood correctly what Mike has talked about during this session? Does he want to encourage us to question, why do I practise zazen?

Mike: No, I don't have any intention. I'm just saying, words sound nice. But make them your own. So sitting in a room listening to me entertaining you. I thought you'd laugh. You can sit here, or you can sleep, or you can say, ‘Ah, yes.’

Boris: So I'm entertaining you.

Robert: But Rodner says often that his students expect him to entertain them.

Roman: Who?

Robert: Brother takes his son as student of magician.

Boris: One man show, yeah. And I think it's quite a very good formula. It's a very good solution for a little bit. But you have to—

Mike: Not just hearing the words, you have to do something with your life. And you're free to do anything. You best start. No, you can, for instance, if you think, oh, Mike keeps saying sport is the same as zazen, so I stop zazen, I do sport. Okay, do it. Or if maybe you think, I don't know, I'm doing zazen, but why am I doing zazen? If I stop, I wonder what it's like. Try it. So, isn't dangerous.

Robert: This is the question I'm asking myself. For how long should I not do it, to really experience the result? Or to see. Because I don't know. Okay, we practise zazen and now we think it has some consequences for us, or some effects, but we don't know what we would be like if we hadn't practised. So the right question is, stop practising zazen and see what it does to us. But for how long not to practise, to see the results, half a year, or... I just translated that this was a—


Boris: Well, what Mike said, the sentence, the specific sentence of just, You are free to do anything with your life, made me feel scared. So, just to finish the idea, so maybe we were very comfortable to test this, but I was quite a little bit afraid to do such an experiment, to maybe not do zazen for half a year, and what it will do with me. Isn't that too big?

Robert: I don't have to do it, I know. I will not do it probably, but just the idea. Because I don't know how to arrange our time. I cannot divide it, but it's a good— this is a good question.

Boris: You should teach stop. Maybe Roman, because he is afraid. You should say stop.

Participant: He, he, he, but I would—

Mike: Well, I don't blame already. That.

Participant: Yes, I worry.

Mike: Hey, hey, hey. I'm not saying stop zazen. I'm saying if you want to know the value of zazen, and you wonder if you stop, if it makes a difference, then you can wonder for a long time. But you can't find out the answer. At all.

Boris: Yes.

Robert: But I'm a little bit afraid to test.

Mike: Yeah, me too. I was afraid too.

Robert: Yes.

Mike: When my hip hurt, I stopped completely for one month.

Robert: Okay, you had no other option.

Mike: No, it was okay.

Robert: So then,

Mike: Yeah,

Robert: okay. When you have no option, then it's no selection, so—

Boris: No. You were afraid?

Mike: I was worried, yeah. But nothing happened. I didn't turn into a monster. I think I became a bit more irritable. But anyway, I started again. Why did I start again? I just did.


Boris: And could you comment on the fear of having complete freedom to do, to act— the freedom you are afraid of?

Mike: Yes. Me too. I'm afraid of freedom.

Boris: Yeah, that's a Ducky Williams quote.

Mike: Yeah. So I imprison myself.

Boris: That's a legendary is me.

Mike: I say, I have to do this because somebody wants me to, or somebody expects me to. I think freedom is quite scary. Because freedom is only one person alone. So I think this is frightening, yeah.


Roman: I experienced this at the beginning of this summer holiday. We have two months holidays as teachers. And at the beginning I was very— because we broke up with my girlfriend. I was alone at home and I thought two months of holiday. And I was scared but I could do anything. So I asked someone from Switzerland to come to my place and spend a week with me and help me tremendously. I gave up my freedom and I had to follow a schedule for a week with this woman. And I said several times thank you so much, thank you so much, you gave me so much joy that I didn't have that freedom, in fact.

Participant: You are a Buddhist, so it's normal that you feel lost.

Roman: I have to sleep on the floor because I wanted to be a gentleman. This is your bed, this is my floor. And that discomfort, like Mike was at Mike, and...

Robert: Okay, okay.

Roman: And I said, but people don't understand, the less comfort you give me, the happier I am.

Boris: Buddhist. But it—

Participant: Sometimes. When you accept it for yourself, when you are free, even if you were just alone with yourself. Freedom is also— freedom and solitude. And you can be limited, but at the same time free, because you accept the situation to the extent that, when you are limited, when you look after the kids in Africa, you have terrible conditions, you accept it, and you are free in it.

[inaudible, 00:40:54–00:41:04]

Boris: Ha, ha, ha.


Roman: He said for me, so it helps me when I am limited by the girlfriend, because there is a schedule, I have to do this and that, and when I have freedom to do anything, I feel horrible. I feel lost because of freedom.

Mike: Well, actually.

Participant: So it's not much about freedom. I think in a little bit there's a whole different— I also have that kind of depression at the beginning of holidays, but I explain that to myself like losing the social contact at work, to work. But I also prefer three or four days that have some structure.

Roman: You started to say something.

Mike: Actually, we don't understand what freedom is. You can be free in the prison cell. You can be free in many different ways. But we are also interdependent beings. We live in groups. So how can we be dependent and also independent at the same time? And this problem is a central problem in relationships. How can I be with my partner and also free? It's—

[inaudible, 00:43:40–00:43:47]

Mike: There are many answers.

Participant: I think it means that it really wants to know about itself, who I am, what I am and what I should do in my life.

Boris: I think it's about trying to find out who we really are, and what we are, what our goals are, what we want to achieve, and what is important for us. And when we have figured out these things, then it's easier for us to answer these questions.

Mike: Yes, it's true.

Participant: We have this quite rigid schedule, where we have kung fu and zazen, and so...

Mike: You're not free. She's holding you. No, you can be free when you're dependent. You can be free when you're independent. You can be free in prison. You can be free outside prison. So freedom is a very strange state.


Boris: It's the feeling of the space. Then we can feel, because sometimes we feel very narrow space and sometimes we feel very open space. I think if the space is too small, then we feel not so free, because it's too narrow.

Roman: Physical space?

Boris: No, the mind. Yeah. I think that the mind, if I'm too much myself, too much me, then it's narrow.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: If I'm not so too much with myself, then it's more dry.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: More free. That's my experience.

Participant: I have so many things to do. I have so many interests, so many. The freedom or a vacation, that is fantastic excitement for me, a hope.

Participant: Personally, I'm trying to see things as they are and not try to solve anything. That's the best way for me. So when I look at myself, what should I do with myself then? I feel that fear, that horror.

Mike: But if we talk like this to somebody who's actually in prison, I think they disagree with us.


Robert: Viktor Frankl said, I think this is quite famous, he was in a concentration camp and he said something like, You can be free anywhere and so on.

Mike: It is true.

Robert: It might be an exception.

Mike: It's true, but I would not like to try. Yeah, and from his experience.

Robert: Yes, he was in quite a difficult situation. Yes, he said, You can be free anywhere.

Mike: Yes, but if you go to somebody who's actually in prison and say, You can be free in there, I think they disagree with you.

Participant: It's about the character of the person. It's very individual. It depends on the character, in concrete person. More concrete. Concrete name.

Mike: I could if we could conclude.

Participant: Concrete means the beton. So.

Mike: I could not conclude. I like to put myself in prison, psychologically, and then after a while I let myself out, and I feel, wow. And I imprison myself again. So I can let myself out later. And the things I imprison myself with are very strange, like, oh, I should do this, I have to do that, I can't do this.

Boris: I think it's the balance that we make in this example.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: Sometimes we close ourselves and then we open.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: Same state, like...

Mike: Yes.

Boris: And we can't do it the other way,

Mike: No.

Boris: because it's dead maybe.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: Yeah.

Mike: I think we should stop saying such things like, I can do this or I am not able to do this.

Boris: [inaudible, 00:51:25–00:51:45]

Roman: There is no ideal state, so we sometimes look for the ideal state, and then sometimes we can find... For a while we are open and then we are closed and we open.

Participant: Exactly. Our goal is to be divided.

Roman: But it's better to be aware of it, but not create it.

Mike: Is it enough? Shall we stop?

Participant: Okay.

Mike: Thank you for your time.
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
In a public talk and four retreat talks, Mike presents the Buddhist teaching he found in Japan, above all in Dogen's writings, not as a religion or a special attainment but as a simple, realistic way to live that is very difficult to practise: life is only here and now, everything we do has a result, and it is not necessary to think before we act. Across the series he keeps returning to the teaching that the aim of Buddhism is not to separate: the mental and the physical are the same thing, physical action has intelligence, and neither zazen nor the truth of Buddhism is something special set apart from our real life.

Following Dogen, he says that life is only here and now but that whatever we do gets a result without any exception, so we need to concentrate on what we are doing now, which is very simple and, especially in the modern technological world, very difficult. In Japan he learned that this cause and effect carries no moral judgement, only simple fact, which he found comforting after the Christian idea of sin and punishment he had carried deep inside him, and he reads the Buddhist precepts not as rules but as signposts showing what disturbs ourselves and other people. Prajñā, which he explains as before knowledge or before thinking, is for him a kind of intuition that we all have and that tells us what to do before we clearly think about it; little children have lots of it, but school and socialisation cover it up. He is not against sending children to school, and he grants that society does not work without thinking, but in the West thinking before acting has become much more important than acting before thinking, and if we are brought up to think about everything before we act, we are imprisoned by our brain. We cannot make our intuition stronger by thinking about it, but we can take away what lies on top of it: he describes Dogen's dropping off body and mind in zazen as taking off our ambition, pride and masks and putting them back on if we want, so that we get to know them, and in zazen we can return to our natural state, not a special state but a simple one. Zazen is for him one way, not the only one, to balance ourselves so that we stop separating ourselves and feel whole, and Dogen, he says, speaks of many other practices of balance, while the idea that zazen is a special way to become an enlightened Buddhist he calls rubbish.

Attaining the truth, too, is not the special, spiritual thing it sounds like in English: when an old master answers the question about the truth of Buddhism with “Have a cup of tea”, he points to a real act in the present moment, and in the end the truth of Buddhism is something very simple, to be able to express your real self in your real life, speaking from somewhere inside rather than from a clever brain. Not separating also means, he says, accepting our goodness and our badness, our strengths and our weaknesses, and what we hide pops out again like a cork pushed under water; after a heart operation he too had to accept his depression and anger. Nobody can give us the truth, he says, because we already have it underneath; it does not belong to Buddhism or to any group, transmission of Dharma is not a way of evaluating people but can be an affirmation, and projecting everything onto a perfect teacher does not really help anybody. He reads the Heart Sutra, which speaks of the practice of prajñā paramita, as a teaching about zazen: the labels we give things have no separate existence, in zazen we realise that reality is beyond our labels, and in his reading the sutra does not deny death but says that real death is different from the word death. We only make models of the world, he says, and even Buddhism's model of becoming balanced through zazen and acting without thinking is only a model, a finger pointing at the moon, just as in the public talk he says that even what he is saying about the teaching is not true: reality is not so simple. Old Buddhist writings full of legendary Buddhas, gods and demons are, he suggests, best read if we make our own life the basis: Buddhism is realistic and about life here and now, so what an ancient author wrote must have a simple meaning, and if we cannot find it, we can close the book; we find ourselves not in books but in zazen, which Dogen describes as sitting with ourselves and facing ourselves, and once we find ourselves, we can understand which books are valuable. Our habit of separating intelligence and physical action he calls very wrong, because physical action has intelligence, as in a spider which, he likes to think, is very intelligent but is not thinking, just doing. Since Buddhist teachers keep saying that the mind and the body are the same thing, and doing something fully, without thinking about it consciously, brings a feeling of completeness, the model of the brain controlling the body is not enough for him, though he grants that a participant who objects to the spider comparison is not wrong, adds that “we are not right” and says that we must accept the findings of science while remembering that they are models.
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Mike: a simple but very difficult way of living that suits him; not a religion, not the only way
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
In this public talk Mike presents the way of living he found in the teachings of Dogen: life is only here and now, everything we do has a result, and it is not necessary to think before we act. He offers it not as a religion or as the only way to live, but as a simple teaching that suits him and that is very difficult to practise.

Living for twenty-three years in Japan, he noticed that Europeans think in a strong polarisation of right and wrong, while Japanese culture is more vague, and such differences made him think about himself. He admits he does not know why he went to Japan or why he came back; the only way he can find a reason is by looking backwards at his footprints. Dogen's teaching to live for today sounds freeing, but Dogen adds that whatever we do gets a result without any exception, so we need to concentrate on what we are doing now, which is especially difficult in the modern technological world. Mike explains prajñā as before knowledge and, as it seems to him, as doing something before we understand it or think about it, a kind of intuition or creative impulse that we all have. Little children have lots of it, he says, but school covers it up, and when he heard these teachings he wanted to take away the rubbish on top and be himself, remembering that he will get the result of his actions.

In the discussion he says that each person has to find their own present, which is a kind of feeling, because we always know when we are not in it. In human society we have to plan, but we can remember that a plan is only a plan, and changing our mind can sometimes be responsible: if we hold on to a plan, we lose our freedom. Asked what is right, he says Dogen taught that there is no right waiting for us to do it, so we can act sincerely and trust ourselves, which does not mean being irresponsible or selfish. He sees zazen as one way, not the only one, to balance ourselves, so that we stop separating ourselves and feel whole, and he calls the idea of a special path to becoming an enlightened Buddhist rubbish. He does not feel that Buddhism is a religion, reads the precepts as signposts that show what disturbs ourselves and other people rather than as rules, and criticises the habit of projecting everything onto a perfect teacher. Recalling his depression and anger after a heart operation, he says we have to accept what we are like. Intuition is not emotion but lies underneath it and works before thinking, so we cannot think it out and make it stronger, but we can take away what lies on top of it, and practising meditation means taking things away or dropping things off.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Okay. My name is Mike. I live in the UK, in London. But for twenty-three years I lived in Japan. And during those twenty-three years, I studied what people call Zen. People in Japan don't call it Zen. Zen means meditation, and it's half of the word zazen. And zazen means sitting meditation. So I studied with a Japanese monk.

And twenty-three years passed very quickly. I came back in 2000. When I came back, I was very shocked by European culture again, because it's very different from Japanese culture. So it took me four or five years to get used to European customs again.

But I started a small group of sitting meditation in England, where I was living. And in some mysterious way, I now have people who are practising with me in seven or eight places in England, and in the Czech Republic, and Slovakia. I don't really know why. But when people ask me, I usually say yes. So, for instance, Boris asked me to come here, so I said yes. And then Robert arranged to have a retreat near here. So I said yes.

So it makes me very happy to say yes. I think the title of today's talk, I saw a poster of myself, and it said How to live in today's world, or something. How to… Right, and I can't tell anybody how to find their own way. But I have found my own way, what people call Zen, or what I like to call the teachings of the Buddhas. I have found a way to live. It's not the only way to live. There are many ways to live.

But it suits me. And the main points in my philosophy came from the Buddhist teachings that I studied in Japan, which were very different from the culture I grew up in, which was basically a Christian culture. Even if on the surface it wasn't Christian, underneath it was Christian. So, living in Japan for twenty-three years, I noticed the differences.


When I say I noticed the differences, it was very difficult when I went to this very different culture for the first time. After a year or so, I started to think the Japanese people are crazy. They have a different way of thinking. And I felt my way of thinking must be right, so their way of thinking must be wrong.

And after three or four years, when I noticed this fact, I realised one big difference: because I was from Europe, I thought about right and wrong. I'm right, therefore you're wrong. Or you're right, therefore I must be wrong. Oh dear, oh dear. So this polarisation between right and wrong is very strong in European culture.

Maybe it's different in different countries in Europe, but it's there as part of the culture. And in Japan, they don't have that polarisation. It's more vague. And so people might say, as I felt, oh, the Japanese don't have any morality, because they don't have a clear right or wrong, yes or no, black or white. But slowly I realised that their culture worked in its own way, and the polarisation of my culture had some disadvantages. So many differences like this made me think about myself. And I don't know why I went to Japan. And I don't know why I came back from Japan.


And the only way I can find a reason is by looking backwards. If I look backwards, I can see my footprints. And so I can see, oh, I came from there, so I must be going this way. Maybe that's unusual. But I think many people don't know where they're going or why they're going there. So they make up reasons, and the reasons make them feel satisfied. So they're happy. But frankly speaking, there are many things I don't know about my life: where I'm going, why I'm doing this, and so on.

And since I came back from Japan, talking to people, I found that privately or secretly many other people feel like this. Of course, you can't say it to other people, so you just keep it secret, do you? But I'm going. Now, all these kinds of things were moving around in me during the time I was in Japan. And then I came across the teachings of Buddhism, but not as some kind of religion. I'm not interested in religion. In fact, I dislike religion, because it has some kind of effect of putting you in prison. But in studying some teachings of an old Japanese monk from the 13th century, I found that he was saying things that answered my uncertainties. So I'd like to tell you about some of those. The Japanese monk from the 13th century is called Dogen. And he wrote many essays, which people in Japan ignored for more than five hundred years.

But recently people started to translate what he wrote, and they found that his thoughts are very modern. So he became very popular in America, and with scholars of Buddhism, and so on. But his writings are from the 13th century, so they're very difficult to understand. But I helped to translate his works into English for eighteen years, and published books in English. So eventually I could understand what he's saying. The first thing he says is: life is only here and now. Don't worry about tomorrow.

Don't worry about yesterday. That sounds too easy. If we try not to think about tomorrow and not to remember yesterday, it seems almost impossible. However, it sounds really nice. Live for today. Sounds great. It makes you feel happy. And let's not delay. Now is the only time. That's great. Then he goes on to say: but everything you do has an effect. So that's a bit disappointing. Disappointing.

Go on, go on. It's disappointing because if somebody says, Live for the day, you feel, I'm free, I can do whatever I like. But then he says, yes, but whatever you do, you get a result, without any exception, even if you don't know it. Putting those two things together suggests that we can live for today, for now, but we need to concentrate on what we're doing now. That's a very, very simple thing. But it's very, very, very difficult to do.


We're concentrating on our future at the minute. I don't know. You know, you know what it's like. We try to live for now and concentrate on the present, but we're pulled into another place. How should we solve that problem? The teaching is that we should live for the present, concentrate on the present.

And make sure that what we're doing now is okay. It's great. But if we are talking on our phone and don't see where we're walking, we may get knocked down by a car. Then we get the result. So, a very, very simple teaching. Very simple. But especially in the modern technological world, very difficult to do. So there we are.


We have a very nice teaching, but it's very difficult to do. So there are many stories in Dogen's writings and in other Buddhist writings talking about concentrating on what we're doing now. The other thing he says, which is very helpful, is also very difficult for us in Western culture. He says we don't think our way through our lives. But when I was brought up, people said to me, Think before you do something.

But Dogen said it's not necessary to think before you do something. He didn't say, Don't think before you do something. But he said it's not necessary. We always think before we do things, at work especially. We have to plan. And it's impossible to go into work and say, I'm a Buddhist, I don't need to think before I do things. But if we study a bit more of the explanation, there's something very interesting in that teaching. In these teachings, which people call Buddhism, there are many words. People who call themselves Buddhists all know these words. One of these words is prajñā. Ah, prajñā, yeah. What is prajñā?

Well, prajñā is a Sanskrit word, and pra means the same as Latin pre. And jñā is the same as the Greek gnos, which means knowledge or understanding. So prajñā means before knowledge, before understanding. Some people say prajñā means wisdom. Very wise people know how to live. But it seems to me the true meaning of prajñā is about doing something before we understand it, or before we think about it.


So what Dogen was teaching, and what many people after him taught, is that we can live without thinking about how to live. And many people find that very strange. But I think maybe if you're a kind of artistic character, it's not so strange. We can call it some kind of intuition, or creative impulse, or pre-knowledge. But it's something which tells us what to do before we clearly think about it. And we all have it, all the time. But we cover it up. Actually, it is covered up for us. When we're little children, we have lots of prajñā. And then people say, You've got too much prajñā.

Go and sit in the school and do what I tell you. Sit still. I'm going to tell you about the world. And a child wants to say, I know about the world. I don't want to sit still. I can find out without listening to you.

But it's no good. Except for very difficult little children who are very stubborn. You maybe grow up to be artists, or musicians, or something where you need to be stubborn and follow something. So this is a kind of prajñā. Now, when I was young, my prajñā was covered up for a long time. Then, when I heard about these teachings, I thought, okay, I don't want all this rubbish on the top. I want to be myself.

So I can just do whatever I like, providing I remember that I will get the result of my action. So this is a kind of outline of a way of living that the person I studied is talking about. Okay, so concentrate on the present. There isn't anything else. So don't worry so much about what's going to happen next year, or the year after next, or in ten years' time. Remember, everything you do has a result. And you don't need to think about everything you do. Sounds good.

So I started living like that. Not because I chose to live like that. It just happened. And it works. And this was amazing to me. So after ten or fifteen years, I realised, I see, it's a good way to live. So it's a valid way to live. So maybe there are other people who would like to live like that. So I started giving talks, and I ended up here in this room. So all the rest of the things that you hear about Buddhism, I'm not interested in.


I have what is called a rakusu. Very sacred. This makes me into a Buddhist now. It's some kind of symbol. But actually, it's nothing. It's a piece of material. If I put it on, I remember the Buddhist monk I studied with, who wrote on the back here. He is a very stubborn man, and he used to lose his temper sometimes.

So I learned a lot from him. But it's not important. To me, what is important is a kind of freedom from my thinking, and my worrying, and my lack of confidence, and many things like that. Because I can have confidence in myself. Maybe what I do is not so good, but it's the best I can do. And I found over thirty years my life is not so bad.

I have arguments with my partner, and I make bad decisions, but it's a great way to live. And I like to take away all the rubbish that the groups teaching Buddhism talk about. I enjoy it. Because for me, and this is only a personal view, they miss the point. So my way of teaching is very simple. Very simple to teach. Very difficult to do. So I'm still trying.

So I'd like to finish here. And if anybody wants to ask any questions or disagree with me, it's fine. You follow your intuition inside you. Stupid questions are most important. The more stupid, the better, because we're all stupid, nobody is better. The more stupid, the better.


Boris: When it is said that one should live for the present, what is the measure of the present? Is it the hippie measure, this day, or the standard measure of some normal human life, where, say, one plans as part of the culture? Or only this day? Or is it the standard perception in a culture, for a person who is thinking about ordinary life over a period of time, months, years? So what then is the present?

Mike: Yeah, it's a good question. So I have my present, you have your present. I know my present; you have to find your present. And what I said just now in my talk is a kind of ideal. Actually, where is the present?

Participant: The present is also wide. The present is one moment, one instant.

Robert: She suggested a different translation for the word present, a different Slovak word for it.

Mike: Okay. So if my telephone rings and I answer it, that's present. If my child cries in the other room and I…, that's present. So how can we decide what is present? It's a very big question. But we always know when we're not in the present. You know, you meet a friend, okay, and you have coffee together, and then into the room over there comes a very attractive, I don't know, woman. And you say, oh yes, yes. You're not in the present.

You know immediately. If your baby is crying and you're thinking about something else, you feel you're not in the present. So being in the present is a kind of feeling. Even if somebody texts you: if you read the text and ignore everything, you can feel you've lost the present. For instance, if you say, Just a minute, please, I've got a text here, I'm just going to read it, okay, it feels different.


So we have to find for ourselves what the present is. What is being in the present? It's a kind of feeling. In ancient times, they wrote: have your feet on the ground. But it's a very important question that I can't answer. So I don't mean to suggest any kind of life, like a hippie life or anything. Just feel a way of living, a way of living whichever life you choose. Yes.

Participant: Well, if we think about it in our brain, you can say, if I hadn't planned, I wouldn't have come here now. And I can't imagine, you know…

Mike: But I don't know where I'm going. Of course, we have to plan. Okay, so we can make a plan. But we can remember that it's only a plan. And halfway through our plan, we can say, oh no. Yeah, you meet somebody and say, I want to be with this person forever. After a couple of months, you think, no. Yeah, we can change. We don't have to be consistent.

Question: And the responsibility?

Mike: To change our mind sometimes is to be responsible. I know somebody who had a very rich friend. And that very rich friend invited them to go and live with her in the country, in her very big house. And she said yes. But in her gut she knew it was not good. But she had many feelings of obligation: maybe I should. Underneath, she knew. So if she had said no, or even changed her mind, maybe that would have been better. Yes.

Participant: I think it's much more difficult.

Mike: Much more difficult. So how can you be responsible?


Participant: I meant, I forgot what we were talking about before. How can I be responsible? When you were talking, I meant that I go somewhere and halfway I make a different decision. I make a different decision. But sometimes, if you are not alone in your work, and your decisions have an effect on other people, it may sometimes be selfish to make the decisions when you think individually. Shame on you. What is right? Like what you feel, this is it, or also what you are?

Mike: Yes, I know. These are very difficult questions. What is right? And this priest in the 13th century called Dogen said there is no right which is waiting for us to do it. So he means we can't think what is right and then make ourselves do it. But we can act right. That sounds strange, because we're taught to think and then do. Sincerely, directly, our action is the best we can do. And that's the best we can do. It's not a very good answer.

So we spend a lot of time, we use up a lot of time worrying. I want to do right, I don't want to do wrong, what should I do? Dogen says just do. Trust yourself. Trust yourself, trust yourself, and do. He doesn't mean just do anything, or be irresponsible, or be selfish. But it is something difficult to talk about. Many years ago, our culture separated thinking and the mind from the body. So in medieval times, the spiritual world is here, and the physical world is here.

So they even thought that God maybe is controlling us like puppets. And the physical world is not sacred, maybe even sinful. Maybe even sinful. So we have to worship the spiritual world. We should become whole.

Whole means everything: good, bad, selfish, unselfish, right, wrong, all together. When we act, there is some intelligence in our action. But we are taught that intelligence works like this: first we think, then we control our body, then we act. And Dogen said no. You can experience this especially in sport.


A tennis player puts the racket to the ball. No time to think. And there are many different examples in music. And my partner is a potter, and she makes pots. It doesn't come from here. It comes from here. Any creative person knows that something you create fully, all of you… Or a musician who is playing. A composer.

Yeah, but I have a friend who plays in an orchestra. He plays the cello. And once at a talk, I said, It must be wonderful to be a musician: then you and your instrument are one. And he said, No, no, usually I'm thinking, what shall I have for supper? But you know what I mean. If I say doing something fully, we know. If I say being in the present, we know what it's like not being in the present. So it's some kind of fullness. Or gut feeling. Does that make sense?


Participant: I've forgotten the question. I want to ask you how we now connect all the things that you said just before with this: why is it important, or do you think it's important, to practise meditation?

Mike: Yeah. Well, meditation is not the only way. But basically, zazen, or what people call meditation, is a way to balance ourselves. So, for instance, now I'm sitting leaning against the chair, to the right-hand side, with pressure here, and my legs underneath here. And this posture has an effect on my body and on my mind.

Or if I watch television, where's the controller? You know, after an hour or so, you feel… So our posture has an effect on all of us. So if we meditate, we sit. So balance is not leaning anywhere. And somehow, when that is possible, we stop separating ourselves and we let ourselves come together.

If you go running, you do the same. Anybody who goes running here: for the first ten minutes you're thinking, and after half an hour you feel, ah. So, something that makes us whole. We know when we feel whole. We feel quite happy, satisfied. So doing zazen is a very simple way to do that. We can find a physiological explanation about the effect of posture on the nervous system. Well, actually, the best way is to try. I've been teaching meditation retreats for twenty years, and of course, people who did it before like to do it again.

But often there are one or two people who haven't tried it before. And I've almost never found anybody who didn't feel whole after a couple of days. So I think, for me, zazen is a nice way to make myself at home. That's all. It's nothing more special. People say it's some kind of special way to become an enlightened Buddhist.

But that's rubbish. You can become a human being. And if you find out how to live, and if you are happy with yourself most of the time, that's a kind of enlightenment. Oh, I know who I am.

Argumentative, stubborn, kind, selfish.


Participant: I don't know if I can formulate my question; maybe I will skip some sort of language…

Mike: Good.

Participant: It's about you. You told us that you were not very interested in religion. But, you know, when you are talking about Buddhism, it is very much connected with religion. And also this talk is more about how to be here and how to live here. So you mean we don't even think about some other questions, like, you know, what is afterwards?

Mike: I wait and see. It's enough. I don't even know what tomorrow is. How can I know what is afterwards? So I wait for tomorrow, and then the next day.

Participant: Maybe this monk has said this, the one in your photo.

Mike: This monk has said this. Yeah. But the question is not that that monk said it, so I believe it. I knew it in myself already. This is the point. So whether there's a life after dying… It would be nice, if it's a nice life. But I don't know. It'd be nice. And I studied a few Buddhist masters, for instance Nagarjuna, who's a very ancient master. And he said, You can't go on to have a life after this one. Ah, okay, I thought so. Yes, you're right. So I don't know whether I'm right. I'll find out later. But it doesn't interest me, actually.

Question: The acceptance of the situation? Why do you think about that? Of your situation, of your life, even the afterwards…

Mike: Well, in a way, but also accepting my attitude. So, for instance, in January, quite unexpectedly, I found I had to have a heart operation. So I had to have a heart operation. Afterwards, I became very, very, very depressed.

And angry, and shouting at my partner. So I have to accept that. So if I say, Oh, you are a Buddhist teacher, you must be…, and then I feel angry with myself, and so on, it's no good. So I have to accept myself. We have to accept that. Yeah. So we have to accept what we're like.


Participant: I am always thinking about real life on a very simple line, maybe with your everyday reality. And it is not very easy in our reality. And you have to, because you have children and no money, so somehow you have to think, oh, you have to…

Mike: Yes. You have to do.

Participant: Maybe I have this inclination to plan my future in some way, to make me feel more relaxed about it, because I have a family. I can't really just live for the day, because I think about them, to give them as much as I can. But that also makes me nervous, because I can do it now. How to balance this?

Mike: How to balance, that's right. That's right. So it's all about balance, really. So we can't stop planning if we live in human society. And we can't stop having problems, because problems are life. There's no life without problems. So we can make plans, but we have to notice that our plans don't always turn out. So if we make a plan and we hold on to it, we lose our freedom. So we make a plan, and then we don't hold on to it.

Participant: You said it before.

Mike: So, balance, yes. Yes. Even worrying: we can't stop worrying. But we can remember that worrying doesn't really do anything except make us tired. But we can't stop. We're human beings.


Boris: You said that when you came to Japan, for some time you thought they are crazy. And when you returned to Europe, you felt the Europeans are crazy. Could you say something about it, what you felt or how it was?

Mike: Crazy. Okay.

Robert: Or the Japanese are crazy when you return?

Mike: That's the first thing. When I went to Japan. This is only a small example: people waiting to cross the road, and the traffic lights say red.

Everybody's waiting. Lots and lots of people stop. There's no traffic. And everybody's waiting. And then, because I'm a foreigner, I'm looking, so I cross. Crazy. Blimey. That's one thing. Then I come back to England, and I go to the bank to get some money.

And the person in the bank is counting out the money. And while she's counting out the money, she's talking to me: Did you have a nice holiday? I'm thinking, Count the money. It's crazy. Or…

Robert: They might all have machines to count.

Mike: Well, they do now, yes, they do now. So small things, but, I mean…

Robert: So, a generalisation, you know: what's the difference, or in what?

Mike: A difference: for instance, English people quite like to argue, to disagree. I'm right, you're wrong. Well, I don't know if it's the same in Slovakia. In politics: We are right, and you are stupid, stupid people, and we are very good people. That's impossible. Everybody knows it's impossible.

Yeah, these adult people are saying things like this. And in Japan, they never say it like that. And if people never say, I'm right and you're wrong, they always look for something in the middle. Yeah, so compromise. But of course, that has disadvantages. Sometimes you don't need compromise; you need to push. So, different. But I find polarisation in politics in Europe.

Can they say, I'm right and he's wrong? It doesn't make any sense to me.

Robert: Who lies better than is true? Who is better lying than is true? He is right. Who lies better? Is better at lying?

Mike: Sorry, I don't get it.

Robert: Who is a better liar, this person is right.

Mike: Okay.

Participant: Or the better you lie, the more right you are.

Mike: Okay.

Robert: Yes, maybe like that.

Mike: Yeah, yes, yes, yes. Yes, because you want to convince yourself. Yeah.

So when I think, you know, there are many problems in society, but the way we have to solve them is to argue. Me too. You know, I argue with my partner about something stupid. But I found in Japan it's very nice to be able to say, no, let's find the middle. And maybe the Japanese need to argue more.


Participant: Culture varies. People prefer to show off or to be heard instead of listening. And I feel listening is a great spiritual practice, because, like, you suddenly stop and start listening.

Mike: Yes. Listening is nice. I think many people feel that if they just listen, it's too passive.

Participant: Active listening, not only using your ears, but empathy and everything that involves.

Mike: Yeah. Yes, yes. Of course, I give you a picture which is not true. All pictures are not true. Even what I'm telling you tonight about the teaching is not true. Absolutely. Reality is not so simple.

Participant: Could it be said that this teaching is not about following certain dogmas, or about what we should and should not do, but about searching for the one way to ourselves?

Mike: Yes. Yes, exactly. There are some Buddhist precepts, ten of them. And I don't know about Slovak, but in English, literally translated, you should not do this, he should not get angry, and so on. But I don't think they mean that. They mean if you do this, you disturb yourself and other people. So if you get angry, you disturb yourself and other people.

If you criticise, if you criticise strongly, you disturb yourself and other people. So they're not a kind of rules. They're like signposts. That's all. That is it. I don't feel that Buddhism is a religion. And I can't believe it was a religion for a man called Gautama Buddha, because he made it up from his own experience.

My experience with religion is with Christianity, and it didn't help me at all, really. Although Christian people and Muslim people made huge contributions to society. But what I have been looking for is not religion, but a practical way to live. Happily, or a bit happily.


Boris: Doesn't it atomise society more, rather, that it plunges those people into themselves?

Robert: It doesn't atomise the people in Japan if they don't turn inside.

Boris: It is culture. Buddhism is major.

Mike: No, it's not. In Japan too, Buddhism has been made into a religion. We like to do this. What we do is we find somebody who can be our teacher, and then we project onto them everything we want to be. And then we push them upwards. And then we have religion. Well, they do that in Japan too. And then when you push somebody up to be your religion, because they're important people here, then we have a nice organisation. You don't know what he said; I know. And this is the organisation. That's how the Japanese… I don't know, people like to do it. Instead of looking at themselves, they want to have some wonderful teacher who is perfect. And it doesn't help anybody, really.

Robert: Is this a reason to search for the roots of Buddhism?

Mike: Well, there is a kind of structural analysis.

Robert: To escape from these organisations or hierarchy?

Mike: There's no escape. Avoid, yeah. Yeah, you can try to avoid, yes.

Participant: Like when you are looking for something, like what you are, then what do you do? Is this the reason why you studied the origins, in order to avoid it?

Boris: In your case, was this the reason why you tried to find the original roots of these…

Mike: In my character… Some people like to think and plan, feel comfortable, then they… Other people like to jump. I don't think it's better or worse. I go into a restaurant, everybody in the restaurant has decided: Shall I have this? What are you having? I usually go, I'll have that. And then afterwards, when the food is coming, I think, oh, I wish I hadn't said that. So when I went to Japan, I jumped. I just went. And when I took the Buddhist precepts, I just jumped. So I became a Buddhist by jumping.

And the main reason I found it interesting was this. When I was younger, I did a lot of mountaineering and rock climbing. And it made me very happy, because I was a very intellectual person already. But after rock climbing, I felt, now I feel satisfied. And then in Tokyo, I went to this meeting where people were practising meditation.

So I practised zazen for, you know, two or… I found, oh, this is the same feeling. Oh, I thought, I'll do this. And I did it. It's stupid, though, I guess. So I didn't have any idea about Buddhism, or any knowledge about it.

But then I became interested, I think because my teacher was telling me about this. I thought, ah yes, this makes sense to me.


Robert: We should do according to our feelings. When I'm angry, I can feel that the best way to solve this situation would be to attack someone. And it was said that each action has a reaction or some effect. If I attack someone, then maybe the reaction will not be positive. But it's my feeling at that moment.

Mike: So not feeling, but intuition. Intuition is not feeling. It's more subtle. But anyway, are you going to attack somebody? No.

Robert: If you want to explain some difference between feeling and prajñā: it's just that it's more subtle?

Mike: Well, feeling, emotion, is like waves. And we all have different feelings at different times. But intuition is underneath, underneath. I don't actually know how to explain it.

Robert: Yes, intuition is also a concept, isn't it?

Mike: Intuition is something that directs us, separate from our feeling. So it's very difficult to distinguish sometimes.

Robert: That means it may be that I will never be able to distinguish if it's prajñā or if it's emotion.

Mike: Yeah, maybe, yeah. But it doesn't matter.

Participant: That's what I'm saying. If emotion hurts and intuition doesn't…

Mike: Maybe, yeah. Emotion doesn't always hurt. Sometimes it's just a…

Participant: Well, you feel it, right?

Mike: Yes. Intuition makes you do things without thinking. So if I throw something at you… Or you're walking down the street and you feel, I'll cross over here. So we don't think about intuition, because it's before thinking.

So we can't think what it is and then make it better: I'm going to make my intuition stronger. But you can take away everything on top of your intuition. My intuition is here, everything's on top. So take them away. So we say that practising meditation is taking things away, or dropping things off.

And if you're very stressed and worried, and you go for a hike in the Rocky Mountains, after some time, things fall away. Then you have something uncovered, which is you.


Robert: If someone is throwing something at me and I catch it, that would mean that intuition is independent of our perception, our senses. Then I should catch it even if I close my eyes, if I don't see.

Mike: Or it is… It's not independent, but… It's very difficult translating, isn't it? Very tiring.

Robert: Yes.

Participant: I have no idea what that feels like. I can't even name what negative… If you get angry, you need to escape from that, right? But I need to ask about that previous question. You said that you need to…

Mike: It's very difficult to talk about intuition.

Participant: It was not about intuition.

Mike: Okay.

Participant: I was just talking about the first question, about being able to hurt somebody. I said that you can't only act, but I think you said that you had to think about yourself too. Sometimes it's very difficult. If you are angry, it would not be freedom, it would be anger.

Mike: It's very difficult, if you're angry, to think, I mustn't be angry.

Participant: You're supposed to not… I'm not behaving… Any time that I am not behaving, it's because I'm a human being, and I'm here, alive.

Mike: Yeah. So it's very difficult.

Participant: My duty is to somehow control myself.

Mike: If you can.

Participant: To put it in a bad way. Or all the time.

Mike: Yes. Self-control. Yes.


Question: Does meditation help your self-control?

Mike: Self-control, yes. Teach yourself to sit with yourself. Ah, it's me again. It's me. It's me again.

Participant: But it is easier to control yourself when you are balanced. So it's very new. It's done here like this. I think it has to be. I don't know.

Mike: Yes. Yes. Go to the gym every day, and you don't get so angry. Okay.

So shall we carry on or shall we stop? Enough, okay. Yeah, but I can't speak Slovak. So, thank you very much for listening. And maybe I'll see you again sometime, because I like this place. Okay.

Robert: He wants to thank you for visiting us.

Boris: And that you are not ready to go.

Robert: Okay, okay. It's a man who is walking in a tank top.

Mike: Yeah. It's a new shirt. Well, do you like it? It's fantastic. Yeah. Well, anyway, it's nice. I like Slovakia. English people are very, very intellectual. I find that in Slovakia you are more pragmatic, which I find really nice. No, it's very important: pragmatic, pragmatism. So who's going to leave first? Thank you, Robert, very much.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike describes three Buddhist teachings he learned in Japan that slowly changed the way he lives: reality is only here and now, everything we do has an effect without any moral judgement, and before we start thinking there is something important, which Buddhism calls prajñā. He did not decide to live this way; it happened, and he finds it a nice way to live and recommends it to everybody.

He first notes that in Japan zazen belongs to temples and formal ceremony, that most Japanese people dislike it because they had to sit at school, and that temple habits such as eating with three bowls probably did not exist in India and cannot be called original Buddhism, but make life easier on a retreat when everyone shares them. The past is a kind of memory and the future a kind of idea, yet it is very difficult to live only in the present, especially now that technology lets our mind be somewhere else. In Europe, he says, we live in a virtual world of ideas and beliefs, while in Japan, China and other Eastern nations people, though not completely, see what is going on here as more important than what is going on in their heads. Deep inside him he had carried a Christian idea that doing bad makes you sinful and God punishes you, whereas the Buddhist teaching says that whatever you do will always have an effect, without exception, but there is no moral judgement, just simple fact. He found this comforting and liberating, because in Japan the criterion is not good and bad but whether you disturb yourself and other people. Prajñā, he explains, means before knowledge or before thinking, and many lifestyles in the West know this, yet in the West thinking before acting has become much more important than acting before thinking. If we are brought up to think about everything before we act, we are imprisoned by our brain; we need to think to live in society, but he can act without thinking too much about something.

In the discussion Mike says that we all have this as babies and little children, but school and socialisation cover it up, so as adults we lose touch with the child inside us. He compares Dogen's dropping off body and mind to taking off our ambition, pride and masks during zazen and putting them back on, so that we get to know them very well. When participants argue that school is inevitable, he answers that he is not judging, only stating a fact, and that in zazen we can return to our natural state, not a special state but a simple one. Disturbances in life, especially in childhood, can make us lose this balance, but as adults we can understand our situation and re-establish it, and Dogen says that besides zazen there are many other practices of balance. Asked whether a world with more balanced people would be better, he says he does not know, while participants suggest that people who are present make others more present, and Mike points to the power of a baby in the room.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

I've just got this new poetry. If you want one, you can pay me. So, we have a talk. I gave a talk in Banská Štiavnica on Tuesday night. Is it Wednesday?

Robert: Yes.

Mike: Okay. Well, because it's gone. And people came from the town, I guess. And I wanted to explain to them important teachings that I learned in Japan. But actually, it's impossible to tell people about important teachings in one hour, so there are many things I didn't talk about. But I'd just like to give you an outline of what I said was important for me. Of course, when I was in Japan, we practised zazen in the Japanese way: quite formal, and lots of bowing.

We practised in the Japanese-style dojo, which you can find only in a temple. You can't usually find dojos in other places. For instance, you can't find a mountain cottage with a dojo, because traditionally Japanese people think zazen is Buddhist religion. And most Japanese people don't like to do zazen, because when they were at school, they had to do zazen.

And they were told they had to sit in the posture and not to move, and they didn't have any choice. So they remember it from when they were schoolchildren: an unpleasant and painful experience.


So if you say to a Japanese person that you practise zazen, they usually say, ‘Oh.’ Can you translate that?

Robert: They will think that you are crazy.

Mike: Yeah, yeah. But at the same time, Buddhist tradition is deep in Japanese society. So even if they don't do zazen, Japanese society is based on some Buddhist beliefs. But I learned Buddhist habits because I lived there for so many years, and because I practised often in the temple. I learned to eat in the temple tradition, with three bowls and chanting, that kind of tradition. And for me, it became a kind of habit.

But actually, I guess they didn't eat like that in India, so we can't say it's part of original Buddhism. Of course, it's become part of Buddhism if you practise Zen, but that's all. So as long as we have some habit, some tradition, some custom which we have in common, it makes life easier on the retreat. So it doesn't matter if we do it as you used to do in the Kaisen group, or by the method that we used to do in the Dogen Sangha group. But if we agree and everybody knows, then we can do it easily.


But I changed from my original talk, to tell you about the important things I learned in Japan. One important thing I learned in Japan, which I didn't talk about on Wednesday, is that it's okay to do things in a group. Some people feel, if everybody's doing the same thing, I don't like to do it. And that attitude is also very important. Yeah, but when we're on retreat, to do things in the common way makes life very simple, something very simple.

The most important thing I learned in Japan was from a Buddhist teaching which says reality is only here and now. So the past is a kind of memory.

And the future is a kind of idea, and the only reality is the present. And that sounds very nice, but in fact it's very difficult to live only in the present. So I talked about living in the present, or being here, especially in modern times. Often we're in this place, but our mind is in another place. And this has become more and more common because of technology. For me to stand in the field out here and to talk with my partner, who is in England, is very weird.

Of course, we take it for granted, but it's actually very weird. And we're talking to her. That's strange. So this kind of virtual world has become part of our lives. So it's real. But at the same time, it takes us away from the present, so in that sense it disturbs us.

So anybody who works on the computer knows that you can be very disturbed by the virtual world, by living in the virtual world of the internet. So in Europe we live in a virtual world of ideas and beliefs.


But in Japan and China and the Eastern nations, they live more in the present. Of course, not completely, but they see what is going on here as more important than what is going on in their head. And I noticed that big difference, and it helped me a lot. Then the second important thing I learned from the teaching in Japan was the Buddhist idea of cause and effect. Of course, I already knew cause and effect in a different way, because science is based on cause and effect.

But the kind of idea which I had deep inside me was a kind of Christian idea: if you do bad, you will be sinful, and God will punish you. Of course, it's not conscious, but it's very deep inside me. So if I do sinful things, there will be a bad result. If I do good things, there will be a good result.

In my experience in Europe, there's, deep inside me and maybe other people, an idea of good and bad, and right and wrong: our behaviour must be good, our behaviour mustn't be bad. But when I went to Japan, I found there was no such belief. Their belief comes from the Buddhist explanation about cause and effect.

In Buddhism, the teaching is: whatever you do, which is the cause, there will always be an effect, without any exception. But there's no moral judgement, just simple fact. If you do something right, then the effect may be good. And if you do something wrong, the effect may be bad. But in Buddhism, there is a whole different explanation of what is good and what is bad.


Of course, people have the same moral code in society. For instance, you mustn't kill somebody, and if you help somebody, that's good. But they don't have a judgement that good is like God and bad is evil. Just simple belief.

Pavel: It's a simple matter.

Mike: When you do something right, the result is right. When you do something wrong, the result is wrong. There is no judgement, because you receive the result of your own action, always. I found that very comforting. So, for instance, I grew up in England in the 1950s, and in 1950s England, the attitude to sex was very old-fashioned. So it's not so good.

‘I think it's wrong if you're not married,’ or many kinds of things like that. But I found in Japan they don't have any feeling like that. They say, oh, sex is good, but if you don't behave properly, you will disturb yourself and other people. So their criterion is not good and bad, but whether it disturbs other people or not. And I found that very liberating.


Then the third thing which I said was important is what in Buddhism they call prajñā. Prajñā is a Sanskrit word in Buddhism, and some people translate it to mean wise. And this morning we chanted the Prajñā Paramita, the Heart Sutra. So the word is everywhere in ancient Buddhism. And I explain to people that in prajñā, pra means the same as, for you, pred, and jñā is the same as gnosis in Greek. So: before knowledge, or before thinking. So I found a teaching which said that before we start thinking about something, there is something important.

And there are many lifestyles in the West which know this and which encourage this: to do something before you think about it. But generally, we are taught to think about things and plan and then to do. Of course, both of these are important. But in the West, thinking about things before we do them became much, much more important, and doing something before we think about it has become very much less important. So that was very important for me to understand: I don't have to think to live.

I'm living, even if I'm not thinking about it. So life is different from thinking. Well, that was great for me to hear. Of course, you can't live without thinking; society doesn't work without thinking. But if we're taught and brought up so that we have to think about everything before we act, we are imprisoned by our brain. So that's the other thing which was important for me. So using those three things, three understandings, three teachings, I slowly changed the way I live. I don't have to think about my life. Of course, I need to think to live in society, but I can act without thinking too much about something.


I can trust prajñā. Even though I don't know what it is, I can trust it. And I can concentrate on the present, and not remember too much the past, and not worry too much about the future. But everything I do has an effect, so my conduct is very important. So I started to live like that, slowly. But I didn't decide to live like that; it happened. And it's rather a nice way to live.

So I recommend it to everybody. That's it. There are many difficulties with giving a talk about these subjects, because people want to know, well, what is prajñā? And then they think, oh, how can I live in the present? I have to make a telephone call about tomorrow. And they start thinking about what I said, and in the end they think, ah no, it's not possible.

But in our head, we can think something's not possible, but in our real life, we can do it. And maybe our lives are living us more than we are living our lives. Or we always think, I'm living my life, so next year I will do this, and last year I did this, and we think, I'm in control of my life. But meanwhile, while we're thinking like this, our life is living us, different to your idea.

So we can notice our real life. And sometimes we can notice where we're going, and it's not always where we think. So if you want to discuss, please do.


Boris: One important thing that you said to me yesterday: that you can't eat prajñā.

Mike: You can't eat prajñā. No, it's true, I forgot. You can't eat prajñā.

Boris: Because I forgot to make a meal. If you stay in prajñā, then you can forget to make a meal.

Mike: I see. No, prajñā is a word. But what I'm talking about is something we all have. When we're little children, we have it, and when we're babies, we have it. And then the adults notice it, so they put us in school. And they say, okay, we cover it up: you have to do what I say, and I tell you about the world, how it works. So please sit still and listen.

But children have prajñā easily, but our socialisation covers it up. So we can uncover it. And Dogen, the 13th-century monk whose teachings I'm studying, said that practising zazen is dropping things off.

Or taking things off, like taking off your clothes. And after you've taken off all these beautiful clothes, you are naked. That's a human being. Please don't do it now. I'll be happier, yes, later. So, of course, Dogen didn't say take off your clothes.

He said dropping off body and mind. But he means to drop off all the things which we put on top of ourselves: our strong ambition, our pride, some kind of mask we use, everything like this, which we think we need in society. And Dogen says, take them all off during zazen. And then you can put them back on again if you want. But if you take them off and then put them on again, you notice what they are.

So he talks about zazen as knowing ourselves. So we're practising zazen and taking off all our masks, and then putting them back, and we get to know them very well.

Pavel: Thanks.


Robert: But I think this idea of the kids having this special state, or that they have this thing naturally, is a nice idea, but they don't have other important things they need, so school is inevitable.

Pavel: Oh yes, inevitable.

Robert: We can't yet download some software into our minds.

Pavel: Ah, not yet.

Robert: So school is inevitable. So it's okay, maybe the kids have it, but they need school to teach children, and it all makes sense, so they get other important things at school.

Mike: Yes, they have it, yes. But is that—


Boris: Well, they should abolish it. If you take Aboriginal people, they don't need to do it at school. They just live.

Pavel: Okay, but we don't want to live like Aboriginal people, because we don't go to the toilet. We use the water toilet, and we use the heating, and we use everything, cooked meals and so on. Most of us don't want to live like Aboriginal people. We are not very happy with that.

Boris: It's not fair. They are happier than most of the European people.

Mike: I don't know.

Boris: It's important to choose a way of education which will not totally disturb and kill your natural state.

Mike: I don't mean we shouldn't send children to school. All I'm saying is that when we were sent to school, they covered up something important, which we still have. That's all. So I'm not making a judgement, just stating a fact. So there are some schools which try not to do that. I think Gabika teaches at a Steiner school.

Participant: I don't think that it is the best either.

Mike: No, not the best either.

Participant: I don't know.

Mike: There have been many experiments to find how to make our children suitable for society. That's very important. But what we tend to do in the West is we teach our children that life is in our mind, or life is knowledge, or life is thinking.

Of course, it's true, half true, but we don't often teach them that life is something else. Of course, in some subjects we do. So as a result, as adults, we lose touch with our child, the child inside us.

Robert: You mean with the state which we were in as kids?

Mike: With our natural state. So when we practise zazen, we can return to our natural state: not a special state, a simple state.


Boris: Most people make a direction to the society or whatever, to school, because of fear, which they actually have in themselves. You have fear, and then you want some stability, some certainty. And then you're thinking about stability, you are looking for stability, you are looking for knowledge, for partnership. But it is still inside you, without fear, if you want to see it. And then it's okay. In reality, that certainty, that stability, is in the person himself; it is what Mike says, that we don't have to go anywhere, it's always here. So many times we are afraid that we don't have something, or that something will escape us, or that we will lose something.

Participant: And what if you don't have this inner stability inside yourself, and you are suddenly lost in some situation?

Mike: Yes. If you have some disturbance in your life, you can lose it. And many children have disturbed lives, so they lose their natural state. So then, as adults, we can look at what a natural state is. And Buddhist teachings suggest that it's a kind of balance, so not extremes. But of course, children seem to be extreme: they cry very loudly; I mean, laugh. But I don't mean that kind of extreme.

So if we had a disturbing childhood, or when we were younger, we can re-establish our balance. And of course, it's hard work, because, for instance, if we had ten or fifteen years where our life was disturbed, it becomes normal. So sometimes children who had a very difficult life don't realise that their life was difficult.

They think that life is like this. But as adults, we can understand a situation more clearly and try to re-establish some balance in our life. Dogen says that zazen is the practice of balance, but he says there are many other practices of balance. So we can find many ways to re-establish balance in our life. It takes a long time, but we can do it.


Participant: The young are already more focused on the present moment.

Mike: Yes, they are.

Participant: Because my immediate perception when I came back to Europe was: oh, where are all the colours? All the people looked grey, in the tunnel, focused on what will happen next, next, next, next. I wanted to talk to somebody like I talked in India or Indonesia, just immediately, with immediate contact, and it was impossible to get such a feeling. It will just disappear; they disappeared in their, let's say, mind or mind programme. For me, the experience in Asia that Mike spoke about at the beginning was the concrete experience of India and Indonesia, where I spent a month, or rather three weeks. When I came back to Europe, it was not possible for me to talk directly with people: I had the feeling that I was talking with programmes that those people had created in their heads, this will happen now, then that, then that, and I had no possibility of having a normal conversation in the present moment.


Mike: Of course, it's the cause, it's the reason for our excellent civilisation. So without this intellectual attitude, we can't have modern civilisation. So we can't text our friend: Hello, I'm coming, I'm nearly here, where are you? We can't do these important things if we don't have such an excellent civilisation.

We can't like Facebook pages. Yeah, so that… It has many benefits. So again, it's balance. Of course, Miro says that Eastern civilisations are different, but it doesn't mean they're better. But maybe they have some things we can learn, and we have some things they can learn. So we can see some kind of balance in the world.

Boris: If more people in the world are balanced, do you think the world will be better?

Pavel: I don't know.

Mike: I don't know. My teacher, Nishijima, said that when Buddhism spreads through the whole world, the whole world will become Buddhist.

Boris: Buddhism would do something to me. Buddhism's pointing to the main thing is… Buddhism's…

Mike: I suppose that's right. Yeah, but he's an old Japanese monk. His vision was that everybody in the world is practising zazen.

Boris: I think that, you know, sorry, Miro pointed to this kind of experience we have every day. Maybe we have it with many people: they are not in the moment, you can't contact them, you can't really talk. And if many people are there in the moment, it's easier to understand.

Mike: It is, yes.

Boris: Well, no? To me, it's more interesting.

Pavel: True. Yes, I guess it becomes better, yeah.


Robert: But I don't think that zazen will spread, because in the whole of the two republics we are thirty-two people, so…

Pavel: You have to make a bigger dojo.

Boris: And you'll see, you influence, no, you influence your partner; you go home and you influence. You influence without anything, without talking. I think we should always see that if we are balanced in some situation, we don't need to talk or to give some explanation. It's there, I think; it's a little bit influencing the whole situation.

Pavel: That's my experience.

Participant: If you are present, people tend to be more present.

Mike: Yes. Is there a baby in the room? Babies are always present. So everybody is looking at the baby. It's incredible power, amazing power, just because the baby is present.

Robert: Well, I think it's our genetic programming that a baby is very, very important for us, and it's in our hardware.

Boris: There are many explanations. You can go to the spider theory: whether the spider first feels how to make the net, or it makes it and then… Or the dog outside: whoever is playing with the dog is happy and in the moment, playing with the dog. Nothing to build up, no, what kind of person am I? What is that?

Mike: Yeah, animals keep us in the present. So it's nice to have our dog—

Boris: Or a pet.

Mike: —to keep us in the present. Can we stop now? Can we stop now? Okay. Ring the bell.
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The Truth as a Cup of Tea

    
Mike: the truth of Buddhism is being able to express your real self in real life; nobody can give it to you
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Answering Roman’s question about why the short koan exchanges that test the truth have disappeared, Mike explains that attaining the truth in Buddhism is not the special, spiritual thing it sounds like in English: the chapter title Dotoku means being able to express something, and in Chinese and Japanese Buddhist teaching the truth is not abstract but concrete and abstract combined, something real, like a cup of tea drunk in the present moment. In the end, he says, the truth of Buddhism is something very simple: to be able to express your real self in your real life, speaking from somewhere inside rather than from a clever brain.

For us in the West truth is usually spiritual, like the stars or peace, so a master who answers the question about the truth of Buddhism with “Have a cup of tea” seems to be contradicting himself or joking, yet he is pointing to a real act in the present moment. Mike traces this back to China, where an esoteric, very spiritual Buddhism, with the Buddha as a god living in Nirvana, was widespread, while the Chan practice that came with Bodhidharma was taught by very practical, pragmatic masters. Their koan exchanges, such as telling a student who asks about the truth to go and wash his bowl, tested whether the student was realistic, not how many books or sutras he had read. Mike sees the main teaching of Buddhism in not separating: the mental and the physical are the same thing, and our duty is to accept our goodness and our badness, our strengths and our weaknesses. People who preach strongly against wrongdoing while hiding their own bad side, like the American preacher and the English bishop in his examples, cannot keep it hidden, just as a cork pushed under water pops out again. So if a master asks you to say something about Buddhism, an honest “I’m really sorry, I don’t know anything” might earn you a “Well done”.

With the story of Mike Cross, who waited trembling for Nishijima to name him his successor and later blamed him for his own wrong zazen, Mike illustrates the spiritual attitude and advises us to try out for ourselves what such teachers tell us. When Roman suggests that sincere modern teachers observe their students for a long time instead, Mike answers that it is not like that: transmission of Dharma sounds too special; it is special, but it is not a way of evaluating people. He gives it to long-standing students who want it, guided, he guesses, by some feeling for the person, and he values it as an affirmation that helps when things get difficult. To have confidence in what you say is not to feel that you are right or to repeat your teacher, but to speak from yourself and accept that it is the best you can do, and Mike calls this kind of freedom something for everybody, not just for Buddhism. Nobody can give you the truth, he concludes, because you already have it; the truth does not belong to Buddhism or to any group, it is everywhere, even in the kitchen.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Mike: A few weeks ago, Roman sent me an email with some questions about attaining the truth or realising the truth, and I answered him. He asked me if maybe we could have a talk about it. And Dogen wrote one chapter in Shobogenzo. So, would you like to explain something about your questions?

Roman: Yeah, I thought you said...

Mike: In Czech, because I know what you...


Roman: There is often the same pattern: a monk comes to the master and asks him what the truth is, and the master answers. And then there is also often the master asking the monk and testing him, like, what the truth is. And the monk again expresses it briefly somehow. And the master either approves it, or, like, no. It seemed to me that it is often there that when the monk expresses it correctly, the master says to him, So you have my Dharma, and I often misunderstood it as him passing on the transmission, that it was a transmission of the Dharma. And sometimes it is a transmission of the Dharma. Well, and I said, like, why these short exchanges and these short challenges and these short stories, like the ones we call koans, why did it, like, disappear from our Zen of the twentieth century in the line of Master Dogen? Because Sawaki never mentions that he would test somebody on what the truth is. Mike doesn't do it, Brad Warner doesn't do it, his teacher Nishijima Roshi didn't do it. So I asked Mike why it disappeared, these questions and answers, so that we would test ourselves, like, whether we can express the truth. Mike wrote to me, and he will probably say it in a moment, basically that it was a style in China, and that doesn't mean it must necessarily be, like, a general style for Buddhism.

Mike: Okay. So, the chapter in the Shobogenzo: the title is Dotoku. Dotoku is two characters, two Chinese characters. Do means to express or to say something. And toku means to be able to, to be able to do something. So dotoku means to be able to say something, or maybe to be able to express. But the character do in modern Japanese means way. So Dogen means the origin of the way. So dotoku means being able to express something. But over time it also came to mean being able to express the truth.


But the question is, what does this mean, the truth? And this is a big problem for us in Western society, because for us, truth is usually spiritual. If I say the truth is a cup, it doesn't make sense to us immediately. But if I say the truth is the stars, or the truth is the universe, or the truth is peace, we can imagine it. But the problem is that in Chinese and Japanese Buddhist teaching, truth is not abstract. It's concrete and abstract combined.

What is the truth of Buddhism? And the teacher says, Have a cup of tea. So in our minds this is a contradiction. It almost sounds like a joke. But it's not meant to be a joke. The way of thinking in China and in Japan in ancient times was not the same as our way of thinking. So if the master says, Have a cup of tea, he's saying that having a cup of tea is a real act in the present moment. Something real, not abstract. A concrete cup and concrete tea. And so we can drink the truth. Yes.


So the problem was that Buddhism came originally to China in maybe the second century. But it was a very esoteric practice, so they had many sacred customs. And if you look at statues of Buddhist deities from second- or third-century China, they look like gods. They have their fingers in special positions, embroidered things here, and beautiful clothes. So they are like some kind of abstract God. Buddhism, esoteric Buddhism, was already very, very widely spread in China. And there were many temples and many monks who were teaching this spiritual wisdom: if you chant the name of Buddha six thousand times, you will become enlightened. Or if you chant a special sutra with your hands in special positions, then you can go to Buddhist heaven. And the Buddha was a god in this teaching, and he lived in Nirvana. And Nirvana is a perfect blissful state, where we can all go if we're very good.

Oh wait, I heard this before, in Europe. Many spiritual religions have this theme. There is a perfect being who exists somewhere, and we want to be like that perfect being. But human beings are not perfect, so we need to make a great effort to become perfect like this being. Then we can go to heaven.

And this belief was also there when the Buddha was born. In Brahmanism, they had a god called Atman. And everybody had a small atman. So to make your atman the same as the big atman, you can go like this: a stairway to heaven. And this idea is in all spiritual religions. So in the second, third, fourth century, this kind of Buddhism was everywhere in China.


In the sixth century, history says, a monk came from India to China with a different kind of Buddhism. His name was Bodhidharma. And of course we don't know many details, but there are very old stories about him. And he brought the practice of dhyāna. And dhyāna, or in Pali jhāna, in Chinese became Zen. Sorry, Chan. In Chinese it became Chan, because Chan sounds like jhāna. So there were many legends about this monk who brought the practice of jhāna. They said he sat in front of the wall for nine years and his legs dropped off. Lots of stories, because we like to make people into gods. But from that time, a new kind of Buddhist practice, called Chan, came to China.

So even in the seventh, eighth, ninth, tenth centuries, even in the 13th century, there were two kinds of Buddhism: a very spiritual Buddhism, and this more practical Buddhism called Chan. And of course, over time, even the Buddhism called Chan became slightly different in different places. And by the time Dogen was born in the 13th century, there were five groups of Chan, five sects of Chan, all more or less the same, but a bit different. So all of them talked about the truth, attaining the truth, and attaining enlightenment, and reaching Nirvana, the perfect state.


So in the Chan school, the masters who were teaching there were very practical, pragmatic people. But the people they were teaching came from a culture that had a very spiritual kind of Buddhism. So there are many koan stories where a very spiritual student is thinking about enlightenment, a perfect state, and very complicated religious things. And he says to his teacher – it must be something very special – What is the truth of Buddhism? And the master sees a very spiritual effect in the student. So he says, Have you finished eating? Oh, yes. Then go and wash your bowl. So this is a teaching to be real, not to be spiritual.

And this way of testing whether the student is realistic or not became very common. So masters would want to make sure you're a realistic person. So not, How many books did you read? Or, Can you tell me the Maha Hannya Haramita Sutra without reading it? Or, How many hours did you spend reading the sutras? Or, Do you know the names of the ancient masters? So they wanted to cut through this very spiritual kind of atmosphere. So they would say something very practical: If you think you know what Buddhism is, say something to me. And then if the student said something like, Oh, all the many Buddhas in heaven are looking at us, the master hits him round the head and says, Oh, something like that. So in this atmosphere in China, the masters were very direct, and Chinese people are very direct. I can say, for instance, to you, Roman: You're writing a lot about Buddhism every week. Now tell me, what is Buddhism, without any words? So this is the kind of thing Master Dogen wrote about in the chapter, examples of this. It's a very short chapter.


So in Zen, or Chan, it's important to be real, not to be spiritual. Of course, we have the spiritual part. But the main teaching of Buddhism says that the mind, the mental or spiritual area, and the physical, material area, not that we have to make them the same, or that we need to find a link between the mental things and the physical things, but that it's the same thing. And that's very, very difficult for us to understand.

It was difficult in ancient China, when they had very spiritual ideas. And it's difficult in Europe, where we have very Christian ideas: good, heaven, God, right, somewhere here, and, you know, bad, evil, wrong. So, separation. But the aim of Buddhism is not to separate. So: to be right and wrong, to be good and bad. So our duty is to accept our goodness, and to accept our badness, to accept our strengths, and to accept our weaknesses. Without one half, we are not complete.


So we can be very good, and we are hiding the bad behind us. I always remember, maybe ten, twenty years ago in America, an American preacher, a Christian preacher, and he was teaching very enthusiastically: God made sex, sex outside marriage is wrong, it's a pure act between... and so on, blah blah blah. And then one day somebody found him in a motel meeting with a prostitute, which he did regularly. So that's okay. But he's hiding, hiding his badness.

We can find examples among politicians in England now. There's one politician... No, no, not a politician. He's a Roman Catholic bishop. And he was always speaking very, very strongly about homosexuality in the church: it is wrong, and Christianity says it's wrong. And then last year, three senior priests made an accusation against him of improper conduct with... So he had to leave. These kinds of people are hiding their bad part; they think it is good. But it doesn't hide. It's like a piece of cork in water: you can push it down under the water, but if you take your finger away, it pops out. Buddhism says we need both. So if somebody said something only spiritual, then the ancient Zen masters told them to wash the dishes, or hit them with a stick.

So these days the situation is a little better, because the Christian teaching is not so strong. Actually, I think in Eastern Europe you're very lucky, because maybe your parents remember the time before communism, but the socialist era didn't teach about Christianity. So I think you're more free than some places, for instance Italy or England, which are still quite deep. I don't know if it's true, but I feel you're more pragmatic.


So the aim of Buddhism is to be whole. To attain the truth is simply that. So if the master says to you, Tell me something about Buddhism, you could say, I'm really sorry, I don't know anything. And he might say, Well done. You can be my assistant.

Robert: Mike, Mike, you can be my assistant. You little assistant. Or we can tell you to wash the dishes.

Mike: Yeah, oh yes, yes, yes, yes. So we have to remember that... I don't know how it translates into Slovak, attaining the truth or realising the truth. But in English it sounds special, or something spiritual: getting something special.

Robert: In Slovak it also sounds like that, because the word truth on its own is very intellectual: spiritual truth.

Mike: Yeah, intellectual, yeah. But it's not the original word. Do is not spiritual, not only spiritual. That's a big difference. So we can read books which translated Dogen or other ancient masters, and we don't need to imagine some kind of... where there are very dynamic masters who are saying to their students, What is the truth? And then the student says, Oh, this is the truth. And the master says, Ah, yes, you attained the truth. You can be my disciple.


Actually, interestingly, these translations were done mainly by Nishijima Roshi, my teacher, and Chodo Cross, Mike Cross, an Englishman, and me and another man, four of us. But I wasn't doing the translating; I was doing the editing and publishing. Mike Cross came to Japan when he was very young, twenty-two. He discovered Nishijima Roshi, and he came to learn with him, and he was very, very enthusiastic. And he told me that in the talks he would sit like this. He was waiting for Nishijima to say to him, You! You are my successor. You know the truth. I choose you. And he said he was so excited that he was trembling for many weeks. And in zazen he used to sit like... A very, very strong young man. He couldn't cope with going to the talks every week and feeling so excited. So he stopped going. Yeah, Mike Cross. But nevertheless, he did translate.

Robert: And then afterwards they had some very strong disagreements.

Mike: Yes, they had a disagreement. The disagreement was because Mike Cross thought you must practise zazen like this, like a samurai, yeah. And after maybe five or six years like this, he started studying the Alexander technique. And the Alexander technique teaches you to use your body properly. So, you know, you have to stand up not like this.

Participant: But like this.

Mike: You know, use your body, not to be tense. So Mike Cross realised that his zazen had been wrong for so many years, so he blamed Nishijima. He said to Nishijima, You told me to do it like that. It shouldn't be like that. And he also said, And all your students are doing it like that. So you spoiled it all. Only I know how to do it.


Participant: What happened with him?

Mike: Afterwards, after he translated into English, he lives in England.

Participant: After... Doesn't he teach?

Mike: He teaches the Alexander technique, and also something very nice: young children who have some problems with keeping still and being quiet, it teaches them how to become balanced.

Anyway, that's an example of a spiritual attitude. If you meet a teacher who has this spiritual attitude and says things to you that sound... You have to try them yourself and find out if they're true. Because there are lots of teachers teaching lots of strange ideas, just like in ancient China.


Roman: But you wrote to me, you wrote something very interesting and important. When I was reading the Shinji Shobogenzo, it seemed like a monk comes and he can express the truth, and the master says, You have my Dharma, or something like this. And sometimes it seemed like, I'm giving you my Dharma transmission, based on one poem or on banging the floor once, or something. It seemed like a one-time exchange. Somebody comes, says something, does something, and the master says, That's it, I confirm. And so I thought this was so quick and always based on testing, checking, you know, in one single situation. And I asked you, Why was it so quick? And now it's not like that at all. And you explained that it wasn't based on one single exchange. Probably the teacher had spent even months or years with the student and confirmed, or, if they gave Dharma transmission, it wasn't based on one poem or one action, but on getting to know the student well, evaluating his sense of reality. In modern Buddhism, sincere teachers get to know students and just see how they really live, not just how they can answer questions, what they do in their lives. And you don't check the students, like, how can you express this, or express the truth, but you just observe everyone and you notice when they are real and when they are not. Is that so?

Mike: I don't... It's not that, it's not like that. Transmission of Dharma sounds like... too special. It is special, but not like that. And it's not evaluating people. So I gave transmission of Dharma to some members of Dogen Sangha this year, including Pavel. They've been practising with me for ten years. And some of them, two of them who are running groups, Dan and Ralph. Three, and Paul Cromie. And they said to me, Can we have some certificate to be a teacher? So I said, Oh yes. But I can't give it to you without other people. So I wrote to other people and said, Would you like to have a ceremony? And with the people I wrote to, I didn't think, Ah, do they know Buddhism? Or, you know, will they make a good teacher? But at the same time, I guess I have some feeling for the person. And that's enough. So then I asked them, and some people said yes. So I did it. And anybody who wants a transmission of Dharma, and who is studying with me, so that I feel I know them, after some years, if they want to, they can do the ceremony.


So it's not... In Japan it's just a ceremony to become the master of a temple. But Dogen said it was very special, because he felt some line of special teaching, pure teaching, different from all the other teaching he heard in his life. So he revered it. And I agree with that. At the same time, it's not special in the special sense. And if somebody's running a group, and they're happy running a group, it's fine. But sometimes it's nice to have some kind of affirmation. So then, when things get difficult, you can think, Ah, it's all right. My teacher affirmed me. I should be okay.

In my case, I had lots of arguments with my teacher. His name is Stupid Way, Gudo. And my name, the name he gave me, is Excellent Way. So I have an excellent name from a stupid teacher. Is that excellent, or is it stupid? Or excellently stupid. But even so, even though I had very strong disagreements, still, sometimes I think, Oh, so he said I was okay.


Participant: Sometimes it seems it should be this kind of joke inside that comes over this border, like these names of your master, so that immediately there is no logic inside, and all these rules are gone afterwards, if you understand.

Mike: Yeah, yeah.

Participant: You can't hold on to anything special. You can't hold on to anything special.

Mike: No.

Participant: You know, it's

Mike: No, you can't.

Participant: this situation of the names of your master and you. So...

Mike: No. I think it's very amusing. I like it. I'm very happy. No.

But we have to remember that Buddhist truth, the truth of Buddhism, is something very simple. It's to be able to express your real self in your real life. Not speaking from your very clever brain, but speaking from somewhere inside, and saying what you want to say, and having the confidence to say it. So to have the confidence to say it is not to feel, I am right, or, My teacher said it, so I say it, but to speak from ourselves, and then to say, It's the best I can do, so it's okay. This is not just for Buddhism. This is for everybody. To be able to say or express ourselves fully and wholly: this kind of freedom. Yes, of course, sometimes we make mistakes. But it doesn't matter. Everybody has a different character. Sometimes I lose my temper. So. Right, I've stopped talking.

Robert: If you have enough minutes...

Mike: I don't have any more to say.

Robert: But we paid for sixty minutes.

Mike: Okay.


Pavel: So we mentioned something also about Buddhist names. How do the masters choose the names of the younger disciples? How is it?

Mike: How they choose the name? I can only tell you how I choose a name. First, I always put do in the name. Do means way or truth. So Dogen: do is way and gen is origin. So, origin of the way. And my teacher always put the way, do, in everybody's name. So I like to do the same. I think about... I don't think about the person. I reflect on the person, a mirror: very careful, very sincere, makes a lot of effort. What character can I choose? Maybe honest way, sincere way? Or I look for a character. And then I wait for a few days, and then I decide. And then the second part of the name: I choose some characters that sound like the person's name, because this is what my teacher did. So I looked in a big Japanese dictionary. So, for instance, Pavel's name is...

Robert: And how do we call him? Pavel Menon? Pavel Menon?

Mike: You can't say Pavel in Japanese.

Robert: In Japanese?

Mike: So, haberu. Haberu sounds a little bit... Haber. Haber.

(laughter)

Mike: So, anyway. And my name is Ratchi, because in Japanese it sounds like Ratchifodo. My name, Luetchford, in Japanese is Ratchifodo. Ratchi sounds like my name. So he gave me ra, which means taming, like taming a wild animal, and chi, which means mind. So, taming the mind. So this is what I did: my mind, sit down. So people who take the precepts have a name. And some of you have names from Kaisen. So those names have meaning. Well, maybe the system for choosing a name is a little different. Well, Deshimaru gave names to his students. But nobody can give you the truth, because you already have it underneath.


So I like to say that truth doesn't belong to Buddhism. So I think groups that say they have something special called truth, it's not true. But it's everywhere. It's in the kitchen.

Robert: Yeah, cooking.

Mike: Nice truth, you can smell it. Yeah, nice truth. So, should we stop now?

Robert: Yes, yes. No, three minutes left.

Participant: I don't think we have to. It's tomorrow.

Mike: Oh.

Robert: That doesn't really... Okay, we will give it to you for free.

Mike: I could sing a song.

Participant: No, no.

Robert: Maybe a sutra.

Mike: Yeah, yeah. The truth is everywhere, you can find it in your hair.

Participant: Okay, two minutes left.

Mike: It's good enough to eat, you find it in your feet.

Participant: You like that song?

Mike: Yes. Yes, no, we will chant this song at every session.
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The Heart Sutra: Labels and Reality

    
Mike reads the sutra as a teaching on zazen: labels have no separate existence; reality lies beyond them
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike explains the Heart Sutra, which most people chant without thinking about its meaning, as a teaching that the labels we give things have no separate existence and that in zazen we realise reality is beyond those labels. The sutra itself speaks of the practice of prajñā paramita, not of zazen, but to Mike it can only mean zazen, and what Avalokiteshvara says matches his own experience.

He first explains the Japanese title, Maka Hannya Haramita Shingyo, as the Japanese pronunciation of Chinese characters that try to copy the sound of the Sanskrit Maha Prajñā Paramita Hridaya Sutra, which shows how many problems translation brings. In his outline, Avalokiteshvara, sitting in zazen with the Buddha, recognises that the five ways of describing the psychophysical body, physical form, feeling, perception and the others, are only labels, not real things. When we sit in zazen and are not thinking about something, Mike says, we stop discriminating and separating the world into things, so we can see that anger, for instance, is a label we give to a state, not a separate thing we have inside us. The sutra's reversals, which the Japanese chant as shiki fu i ku, ku fu i shiki, are in his view an Indian logical way of insisting that two things are identical, like a modern truth table. The list then goes through the organs of the body and the senses, and in Mike's paraphrase, since there is nothing to attain, the practice of zazen gets rid of mental illusion and grounds people in reality, while the closing mantra means gone over to the other side, which to him is the side where everything is oneness.

Some interpretations speak of emptiness, but Mike asks what emptiness means, since even space is full of text messages. His teacher said that the state which is empty is the state we have when we act fully, with thinking and moving, mind and body as one, and that in this state we do not give labels to things. Mike's own explanation is that the form we give a name to is different from what is there without the label. In modern life this means remembering that we only make models of the world, and that even Buddhism's model of becoming balanced through zazen is only a model, a finger pointing at the moon. He offers another model, four phases of zazen, from a mind going round and round to simply sitting in the room, and says that the important thing is the balanced posture, even when we seem to be thinking the whole time. When Boris asks how the sutra can say that there is no death, Mike answers that it does not deny death but says that real death is different from the word death. Human beings have built up ways of thinking and feeling about death, and in the balanced state of zazen these inventions of society do not exist for us, because the world of the present is different from the everyday world. He admits that this is difficult, wonders whether he himself will experience his death or will simply be here and then gone, and says that the people around him certainly will.








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Okay. This morning I'm going to talk about the… because I was requested to. And it's traditional in Japanese Buddhism to chant the Heart Sutra. Almost all Buddhist groups chant the Heart Sutra as a kind of morning ceremony after zazen. And it's very nice to chant it, to bring everybody together. Hello. Actually, I don't enjoy chanting, because making a singing sound fairly low, low, low, low, I usually have some feeling that I want to cough.

And it may be connected with my asthma. So I enjoy hearing the sutra chanted around me, but I don't enjoy making the sound myself. So in my group, we don't chant. But if somebody says, I want to chant, it's okay. I'm happy. And Yoko, my Japanese ex-wife, used to like to chant, so we chanted in those days. Most people think it's just a kind of… because it's in Japanese. Actually, it's in Chinese, not Japanese. And they hear something about the meaning.


But most people don't think about the meaning when they're chanting it, which is good. There's no need to think about the meaning. But I just want to talk about the meaning, because we're not chanting it. So, Maka Hannya Haramita Shingyo is the Japanese pronunciation of Chinese characters. And all these sounds which we chant, kan ji zai bo satsu jin han, and so on, are the Japanese pronunciation of Chinese characters. This very strange situation happened because in ancient times all Japanese literature was written in Chinese. If you give this to a Japanese, a modern young Japanese person, they can't understand anything. Of course, they can't see the characters.

Even if you give them the characters, they can't understand it, unless they studied Chinese literature. Similarly, in Europe, in ancient times, all the religious writing was in Latin. So I guess each country pronounced Latin in its own way, maybe with a different accent. But in the case of Japan, Japan adopted Chinese characters for its writing system a long time ago.

But they decided to pronounce them with a different sound. So, for instance, Chan, the character Chan, is pronounced Zen in Japanese. So similar, but not the same. So if you give this to a Chinese person, they can't understand. If you show them the characters, Maka Hannya Haramita Shingyo, they don't pronounce them like this. So, anyway, Maka Hannya Haramita Shingyo is kind of trying to copy the sound of Sanskrit. It's a phonetic translation, except for the last word. So maka stands for maha in Sanskrit. Maha… what's the next bit? Yeah, yeah, but I forgot. My mind is not so clear. Maka. Yes, maha means great, so maka also means great, but I forgot the word exactly for… where is it? Hannya, yes, it's easy. Hannya stands for prajñā. Actually, probably the more accurate pronunciation of prajñā is pranya. Haramita stands for paramita. And Shingyo is a different translation, a literal translation of Hridaya Sutra. Hridaya means heart.


So in Sanskrit, Maha Prajñā Paramita Hridaya Sutra, translated into Chinese and then pronounced by the Japanese as Maka Hannya Haramita Shingyo. So in that simple fact, you can see what problems there are with translation. Anyway. Another factor is that in Sanskrit there is some extra in the beginning and some extra at the end. So this is only part of the sutra. And the bit at the beginning is a kind of introduction.

And then this is the main teaching. And then at the end there's some discussion by the group. So I'll give you a quick outline of what it says. The part which is not written here says Gautama Buddha was staying on Vulture Peak with lots of monks together in a crowd. And he was just about to stop sitting in zazen, and all the bodhisattvas gathered round. One of them was called Avalokiteshvara. He is a kind of legendary bodhisattva. Anyway, he was there. And he recognised some things while he was practising zazen.


While he was practising zazen, he recognised that the five different ways of describing the body and mind, the psychophysical body — physical form, feeling, perception, human constructs, constructions — have no existence of their own. So Avalokiteshvara was sitting in zazen with the Buddha and lots of other people. They were in a sesshin, maybe, and Avalokiteshvara recognised that these labels, form, feeling, perception and so on, were only labels. They weren't real things. And there was another venerable bodhisattva there called Shariputra.

And Shariputra said to Avalokiteshvara, if you know a sincere young person who comes from a good family and they're interested in practising zazen, what should we teach them? And Avalokiteshvara said to Shariputra, well, when a sincere young man or woman from a good family starts to practise zazen, they will start to recognise that these five labels that we use to describe the psychophysical body have no separate existence of their own. Okay, that's the introduction. So, does that make sense to you?


What he's saying is that when we sit in zazen, there is a state in which we don't see things as things, because things have names. And if we stop naming things, then there are no things. It's a bit philosophical, but he's just saying that if we sit in zazen and we're not thinking about something, we're not discriminating. We're not separating the world into things. And so we can realise, oh, I see, the things like emotion or anger or feeling are labels. So, for instance, take anger. People talk about anger as if it's something that you have inside you.

And you can kind of get rid of it, or push it down. And that's a nice, sensible way to think about it. But the real situation is not so simple. There is no special thing called anger, separate from everything else. It's just a label we give to a state. Does that make sense? So we are always constructing models of the world. And I'm constructing a model now, using words. But the reality is beyond the words. So we can understand that what Avalokiteshvara is saying is that in zazen we realise reality is beyond our labels. That's pretty advanced, really.

Then Avalokiteshvara goes on to say physical form is not something separate. And then he says it the opposite way round: there is nothing separate which is called physical form. And then he says the same thing in a different way. He says there's no physical form different from what is not separate, and there is nothing that is not separate different from physical form. So this is kind of part of Indian philosophy, which is like a modern truth table. Any scientist will know what a truth table is.


Roman: What kind of table?

Mike: Truth table.

Roman: Truth table?

Mike: Zero, one, one, zero. So it's a kind of fundamental principle in logic. The Indians liked to use this when they explained things. So physical form is without its own existence. Own existence is like physical form. And then the negative: there's no physical form that's different from being without its own existence. So it's a way of explaining that two things are identical, in a strange logical way. And when we chant the Heart Sutra, we can hear this reversing in the Japanese chanting.

Shiki fu i ku, ku fu i shiki. Then shiki soku ze ku, ku soku ze shiki. So a lot of the Heart Sutra is written like that. It's a way of insisting on identity. So he goes on. Physical form is the first of the five ways of describing physical existence. Sorry, the first of the five ways of describing the psychophysical body. And these are called the five skandhas. Skandha was a term used in ancient Sanskrit, not only in Buddhism but in philosophy and simple science.


These are five ways of describing human consciousness. So the physical body was the first, physical form was the first one. And then Avalokiteshvara goes on to say that the other four also don't have their own separate existence. And in fact, all things in the world are without their own separate existence. And so when we think of things in the world coming into the world, they're not in fact separate. We call things, for instance, pure or impure. Or I can put some other examples: good or bad, big or small.

And so on. So we discriminate. So none of those things have a separate existence. They're just our ways of making a model of the world. So I'm big, you're small. Water is pure, mud is impure. But they're only classifications, and they're not reality. And then he goes on with a long list of different things which don't have separate existence. And he goes through all the organs of the body, such as ears, eyes, nose, tongue, the body.

Mind. And the things which we… the characteristics of sight, sound, smell, taste and touch. They're all labels. And we can think, for instance, we talk about the eye being here, but actually the eye includes the optic nerve. Which is the eye and which is not the eye? So when science looks at the borders between things, it finds that things are not so separate. So he goes on: all these different labels are not what reality is like. So we think that we're building up understanding, but there's no building up of understanding.

Nothing to attain, nothing to get. And then he says to Shariputra, since there's nothing to get, the practice of zazen gets rid of mental illusion. People who practise zazen realise that mental illusions are not real. So they overcome their delusions and are grounded in reality. All the Buddhas of the past, present and future have found salvation in the practice of zazen.

It wakes them up to wisdom. So the mantra which describes zazen is great, supreme, unequalled. It can heal suffering, and it is true, not false. And this is the mantra of zazen. In Sanskrit: gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha. Gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha. Or in the chanting: gyate gyate haragyate harasogyate boji sowaka. Boji sowaka. So that's a kind of mantra. And that's the end. Sorry—


Participant: The meaning of this?

Mike: If you read at the bottom: the meaning is gone, gone, gone over to the other side. To me, that means gone, gone, gone over to the side where everything is oneness. Hail to perfect intuitive wisdom. So that's the end of the chant. And then there's just a little bit at the end. So the Buddha gets up from zazen and praises the words of the great bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara. He says, Good, good man. That's how you should teach people to practise zazen. It will make all the Buddhas very happy. And when the Buddha said these words, Shariputra and all the other people in the sesshin rejoiced and praised the Buddha's words: Yeah, yeah, man, he's really right. Yeah, yeah.

Participant: Big party. Big party. Yeah, open-air party.

Mike: Yeah. Yes, yes. That's true. And that ends the sutra of the heart of the practice of zazen. No, it doesn't actually say zazen. It says the prajñā paramita. It says the practice of the prajñā paramita. It says the Buddha was practising the prajñā paramita.

And it says, what should we do to tell somebody how to practise prajñā paramita? And I explained what prajñā means yesterday. Paramita means a kind of practice. So, to me, it can only mean zazen.


And when Avalokiteshvara talks about everything being different from the labels that we use, and we realise this in zazen, I can say, yeah, man, right on. Because that's my experience. But it doesn't actually say zazen. And in fact, you can find even in the Shobogenzo that Master Dogen only talks about zazen in specific terms.

He uses lots of different ways of referring to zazen: the great practice of balance, the practice that will give us freedom, and so on. So it was quite common in ancient times not to use a specific word, but to refer to the practice in terms that sometimes sound exaggerated. And lots of the descriptions sound rather exaggerated or spiritual. But we have to remember that people's way of thinking was very different from ours. So that's the meaning that I understand from the Heart Sutra. You can find lots of different interpretations, some more spiritual.

And some refer to emptiness, because the two words in the Sanskrit that are used for this changing around are rupa and shunyata. Rupa means physical form, and shunyata means emptiness. But the question is, what does emptiness mean? Even space is not empty. It's full of text messages. When are you coming home to lunch? You said you'd be home at eleven, and now it's three. So what is emptiness?


This is the problem. I interpret emptiness based partly on my teacher's understanding and partly on my own understanding. He liked to say that shunyata meant the state which is empty. Emptiness is an abstract noun, but the state which is empty brings it to us. So he said, the state which is empty is the state we have when we are acting fully, when we don't split ourselves into thinking mind and moving body, when our thinking and moving and mind and body are one. He said, in that state, we don't see things separately. We don't give labels to things.

So he interprets emptiness in that way. Sometimes he said emptiness means the balanced state. Sometimes he said emptiness is the state in zazen. I like that, because it gives some real understanding for me. But I think in the sutra it refers to an even more abstract meaning: physical form, and what the physical form is talking about, which is different from its label. So it's quite difficult to talk about. Form is emptiness, emptiness is form. This is the way people translate the Heart Sutra. Form, great, I understand. Emptiness, I don't understand.


What do you mean, emptiness? So I found my own explanation for what the Sanskrit is referring to. The form which we give a name to — body, knee — is different from what is there without the label. Empty of the label. So, quite a philosophical way of thinking, really. But if we take it into modern life, we can say: just remember that all the things, the labels we give things, are not real. Just remember that we only make models of the world. The world itself is different from our models.

Just remember the model that Christianity made of the world: controller, heaven, human area, hell, which seemed to work. It seemed to work for a long time, but it's only a model. Just remember that the model that Buddhism makes of balance — practising zazen to become balanced, then your life will be okay, and acting without thinking — is only a model. Don't mistake the model for reality. A finger is pointing at the moon in an old Buddhist story. The finger is our model. The moon is the real situation, which we can't know. So zazen gives us an opportunity to experience undivided wholeness. Oh, my zazen doesn't.


What's he talking about? Well, I don't know myself. I'm just thinking about all the things I have to do next week. So even the model of zazen is only a model. So I'll make another model now. There are four phases in zazen. In the first stage, we sit in zazen and our mind is going round and round. And then, as we notice our mind is going round, we come back to reality.

Again and again and again. And the second stage: our knees hurt, noise, ding, dong outside, you know. So the second stage is that we notice the physical world. In the third stage, we kind of alternate between the thoughts that come in, and then they go, and then we notice our body, and then it goes. So it's mixed up. Sometimes we're thinking, but we just leave it, and we concentrate on our posture. And then sometimes we forget about our pain, and we forget about the ideas, and we're just sitting in the room. So that's the stage that he's talking about, where we don't think about the world, we stop focusing on our physical situation. But that's only a model. And actually it's mixed up in zazen, mixed up. And sometimes we're just thinking the whole time. Why are we thinking the whole time sometimes? Because we train ourselves to think the whole time. We don't give ourselves any break. Some people need to think about something all the time. They don't like not thinking about things. Or sometimes we have a very busy time with our work or our life's work. So consciousness is like a kind of engine. It takes a long time to slow down. But even so, usually after two or three days we can settle down. But in our daily practice, if we sit for half an hour in the morning or something, or in the evening, maybe we appear to be thinking the whole time. But the important thing is our posture.

Because we are sitting in a balanced posture, we get the benefit of that posture. Sometimes it feels like there's no benefit, only pain. But even learning to live with pain is a benefit, up to a point. So the best attitude to zazen is just to concentrate on sitting. And if you find your mind is busy, busy, busy, you can say, oh, I need a break. Then my mind will settle down, maybe. So we don't need to worry.


And I usually sit facing outwards. I see all these people sitting very quietly and balanced. But inside all these people's heads, there are lots of little electrical signals going around. Bzzz, bzzz, bzzz. Is my zazen okay? Should I sit straighter? Why does my knee hurt? Oh, I'm going away next week, you know. But I can't see any of it.

Participant: Girls, girls, girls, girls, girls.

Roman: Lisa said…

Mike: After you sent her that, she said to me she wants to come on the next retreat if there are naked men. Okay. So, I've forgotten now. So… inside your head, human beings are very stupid. We sit very calmly and inside our head the whole world is shooting about. But it's nothing. Well, that much. But we give so much importance to all these little signals in here. You can't even measure them. Whatever is happening in your head is okay. It's probably the result of what you've been doing with your life. So it's your fault. So, you know, you can't spend two weeks getting very excited and getting very tired, and then want to sit in zazen very peacefully. Zazen just shows you what you are. So anyway, I'll stop talking.


Boris: I want to come back to the Heart Sutra and to Avalokiteshvara, who mentions there that there is no ear, no eyes and so on. And he also mentions that there is no death, there is no birth, and there is no way to reach satori. How can you explain this, that there is no death? How do you explain it? As to how Mike feels it, I would also add that some maybe not, but some maybe yes, are certainly touched internally by the fact that things are finite, and so also by death in some way. Everybody has some experience, maybe, with this death in everyday life. So for me this is an important question, in the Heart Sutra, I mean, this kind of thinking.

Mike: So where is death?

Boris: There is no death now.

Mike: I can't see any death now. I'm alive, I'm not dead. You're alive, you're not dead. So from one point of view, if there is no death here, there is no death. But maybe your father's going to die soon. Then there will be death for you, for him, and you will experience his death. But it's because we built society that we think like this. So we think about death. So we have a word, death. But actually, it's a very simple event. But human beings have built up a way of thinking about death and feeling about death, and so on.


So he's saying real death is different from the word death. So he's not saying there is no death, there is no ageing, and so on. He's saying that in zazen, when we reach a state which is nice and balanced, then we can say all these things which human beings invented in society don't exist, because we're not taking part in that world. So the ancient masters said there are two worlds. There's the world of reality, and there's the everyday world.

And the everyday world is the world where we fall in love, eat food, experience death, get old, and so on. And the ultimate world is the world of the present. And in the world of the present, these concepts don't have any meaning. So it's a philosophical point of view. But it doesn't mean there's no death. It means death is the way human beings describe this event that happens to us, plus all the different ways that we recognise it and deal with it and feel about it. So you can say death is the human model. The fact itself is different.


It's quite difficult, because of course there is death. We can't say there is no death. It doesn't make any sense. But for me, when I die, I wonder if I have a death, or whether I'm here and then gone. I don't know. But certainly people around me will experience my death. Will I experience the same thing as them? I don't think so. So maybe we've constructed a way of experiencing that we share.

But actually: now alive, now alive, now alive, not alive. But it sounds very abstract, doesn't it? It's enough to make you go to sleep, really. I mean…

Participant: I'm just quiet.

Mike: No, you know, you think, oh, Heart Sutra, it's okay chanting. What are they trying… what are they trying to tell me?

Indian society was very philosophical, very spiritual originally, and then very philosophical. So even Buddhist theory became very complicated in India after the Buddha died. And if you read the Pali sutras or the Abhidharma, you can find a very, very complex, complicated interweaving of ideas.

But, you know, if you're in an emergency and you jump to save somebody, and you lose your life, I don't think you experience death. But other people experience your death.

Pavel: Time to go.

Participant: Time to sleep.

Pavel: Time to sleep. Okay. Thank you.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that the most helpful way to read old Buddhist writings is to take our own life as the basis: we can remind ourselves that Buddhism is realistic and about life here and now, so what an ancient author wrote must have a simple meaning, and if we cannot find it, we can close the book and go and read the newspaper. In zazen, which Dogen describes as sitting with ourselves and facing ourselves, we find ourselves, and once we find ourselves, we can understand which books are valuable.

Roman asks why Dogen believed in the seven legendary Buddhas, and Mike turns the question to how there can be legendary Buddhas that Gautama Buddha learned from; his answer is that he does not know, because these stories come from many hundreds of years ago, when the way civilisation expressed itself was very different. Where we might say that everybody has a subconscious, he suggests, people in second-century India may have said that there is a god or a demon inside us, which does not mean they were not realistic. Because what Gautama Buddha discovered was already here, people said there had been another Buddha before him; Mike does not know why there are seven, but thinks it may be a sacred number, and he says these Buddhas are not real and we do not need to look for the gods and demons that even Dogen writes about. As an example of a simple meaning, he reads Dogen's words that a donkey has not left yet but a horse has already arrived as a picture of a busy day, when one load of wood has not yet left the storeroom and the next one arrives. Searching for complicated meanings, he says, may be interesting for scholars, but it does not help us, and many Buddhist books are not so helpful.

When a participant tells how he looked for value in wearing a kimono, ringing the bell and sitting straighter than others, until he found the value in himself, Mike agrees that value is very important and adds that, to him, the story may be about respect as well. He recalls that in England in the 1950s he was taught to value cleverness and to put physical work at the bottom, which he compares to the Christian idea of abstract things at the top and physical things at the bottom, while in Japan people thank the person who cleans the toilet. From his own experience and his Buddhist study, he concludes that our habit of separating intelligence and physical action is very wrong, because physical action has intelligence, and this is why he likes it that zazen is so stupid and yet so valuable. When Robert objects that a spider, whose intelligence comes mostly from genetic coding, cannot be compared with a human brain, Mike says that Robert is not wrong. Yet Buddhist teachers, he says, keep saying that the mind and the body are the same thing, and when we do something fully, without thinking about it consciously, there is a feeling of completeness; so the model of the brain controlling the body is not enough for him, although we must accept the findings of science and remember that they are models. When Pavel retells a poet's account that his words come from something in him in the gap between two thoughts, Mike answers that our language misleads us: it is not something in him, it is him. And to the idea that a no-self experiencing now is the same as one that experienced long ago, he replies that the blood flowing to the brain clearly affects the mind, that he does not believe anything constant goes on from ancient times, and that he does not think there is some third thing observing something: it is just him.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Roman: Could you explain why Master Dogen believed in such things as the seven legendary Buddhas? Because when he asked his teacher Tendo Nyojo how Kashyapa Buddha could be Gautama Buddha's teacher, since Kashyapa Buddha died a long time before Shakyamuni Buddha was born, Tendo Nyojo told him something to the effect that he doesn't understand how time works and how Buddhas meet Buddhas, something like that, and Dogen said, Ah, now I understand.

Participant: If you know that story, that problem is the legendary seven Buddhas.

Mike: The legendary.

Participant: Yes, the... I don't know. Here it's the view from Sitno.

Mike: Where?

Participant: Somewhere.

Mike: Where's Sitno?

Participant: Sitno is the hill Martin was speaking about.

Participant: Oh, find it.

Mike: This morning's talk is the last talk. I don't have a special subject, but there are lots of little subjects we can talk about. I'll start off with a subject that Roman just raised, and then if you have a subject to talk about, please say. Roman was asking about the Shobogenzo, the writings of the 13th-century monk. There are many stories about legendary Buddhas and gods in heaven and demons and so on.


And if you read the Lotus Sutra, a lot of the Lotus Sutra sounds very, very spiritual. If I say Buddhism is a realistic way of life, what do these very spiritual things mean? For instance, in the sutras it says that before Gautama Buddha there were seven legendary Buddhas, and Gautama Buddha learned how to practise zazen from the legendary Buddha. To our scientific way of thinking, it sounds too spiritual. And if we read, or if we hear, that the Buddhist way of life is realistic, here and now, how can there be legendary Buddhas that Gautama Buddha learned from?

My answer is, I don't know. Because we're talking about stories from many, many hundreds of years ago. And in those days the paradigm of civilisation... Does that make sense? Yes,

Roman: I don't

Mike: okay.

Roman: know what paradigm is.

Mike: Okay, the method of civilisation or the structure of civilisation was very different. We usually think, oh yes, different, but, you know, people are the same everywhere. Yes, people are the same everywhere, but their method of expressing themselves can be very different. For instance, if I try to explain to people what it's like living in Japan, it's almost impossible. If they go to Japan as tourists, they get only one point of view.


So I feel that even between Japanese culture and European culture the difference is huge. So the difference between our culture in the modern world and the culture of, for instance, second-century India is huge. And they used ideas about imaginary beings, gods or demons, to describe things. We might say everybody has a subconscious, because Freud introduced the idea.

But in second-century India they may have said, We have a god inside us. Or, could we have a demon inside us? Or, there are gods in the world, or demons in the world. So it doesn't mean that people were not realistic. It means that they had a very different way to explain the non-visible parts of the world.

And when Gautama Buddha started to teach about his understanding, he was talking about discovering the real, normal human being. But he lived in the middle of a very... People wanted to say that what Gautama Buddha discovered was already here. And we might say, in modern times, that what we discover by practising zazen is already here. So because it's already here, people said that there was another Buddha before the one that found it. Because that Buddha must have learned from someone else, they said there was another Buddha before him.


And I don't know why they said seven legendary Buddhas, but it's maybe a sacred number. So, of course, these Buddhas are not real. They lived in heaven. These kinds of stories were a way of explaining things that they couldn't talk about easily. And even Dogen writes about gods in heaven and demons. But we don't need to look for them. So we have to be very careful when we read ancient scriptures. Even when we read the Shobogenzo, it's very difficult to understand the way that Dogen is explaining things. A simple example: in one part of his writings he says, A donkey has left. A donkey hasn't left, but a horse has arrived already. And many people think, oh, it's some kind of illogical way to break through the intellect. In Dogen's time, the donkey was used for carrying things.

And horses were used for carrying things. So he means just simply: we loaded the wheelbarrow up with wood and we wheeled it into the storeroom, but there was a wheelbarrow in there full of wood that hadn't left yet. Before they could unload one truck, another truck arrived. So it means a busy situation in daily life. The donkey hasn't left yet, but the horse has already arrived. But you can't guess that unless you think about it a lot.


So I think the best way to approach all the old, ancient scriptures and writings is to say to yourself, I learnt that Buddhism is realistic and about life here and now. It's not about ghosts or spirits or devils, or magical things. So what this ancient person wrote must have a simple meaning.

So I have to find the simple meaning. And then, if you can't find the simple meaning, you can just close the book and go and read the newspaper. Because searching for complicated meanings in ancient Buddhist writings may be interesting for scholars, but it doesn't help us. What we tend to do is read a book, think about what the book is saying, and then try to find what the book is saying somewhere in our life. But a more helpful way is to make our own life the basis. Yes.


And we can interpret the writing based on our own experience. So if it doesn't make any sense with our own experience, then we can leave it. I'm talking about Buddhist writings; I'm not talking about how to build a house. But there are many, many Buddhist writings telling us things about ourselves and about the world, and we have no way to evaluate them. This Buddhist master says this, and this Buddhist master says something different, and another Buddhist master says something different. And then the Tibetan writing says this, and the Japanese writing says that.

So if you'd like to become a scholar, you can read them all and say, yes, the Tibetan writing says this, and you can make a big book about the differences and so on. But if you're looking to find yourself, you can't find it in the books. But if you find yourself, then you can understand which books are valuable. And actually, there are many Buddhist books that are not so helpful. So how do we find ourselves without books? Well, Dogen says that practising zazen, his meditation technique, is sitting with ourselves, facing ourselves.

So we find ourselves. That's not so pleasant sometimes. And we don't like to sit with ourselves. It's better to talk with someone else. And some people don't like to be alone. But in zazen we are alone together with others: many people in a room together, all alone. And then we can face ourselves. And when we face ourselves, we can use ourselves as a basis to decide what books to read. And then we can read the ancient stories, and we can understand them. Sometimes, of course, the translation is not correct, so we can never understand them. So it doesn't matter.


So that's the first subject. So I need another subject. Yes, yes.

Thomas S.: It's about this question, about what I'm thinking during zazen now. And I have some experience; maybe it will be helpful, I don't know.

We're talking about valuing things. Yes. And I remember when I started with zazen, I was sixteen, I think, and I was trying to find something which could give me value, because it was not a good situation in our home, and I was feeling a little bit like a crippled piece of shit, and I needed something which would give me a value, something.

So I found a way: I started going to sessions and so on, and all these things gave me a value. Wearing a kimono: yes, I have something, I am something. Ringing the bell: I am something, yes. And then I could tell the younger students what to do, so I'm something important. I could play the drum.

Year after year I tried out this mask. It's just that we were playing Indians, you know? Yes, like people in the woods.


And this stuff had no value. It's not important who, for example, rings the bell or who starts the session or who does samu. It's not valuable at all. And for me it was like a race. I sit in the dojo and I have to sit straighter than Pavel, and something like this. I was having a great race to get value, according to what I play.

And I realised slowly that I'm not these things. I'm not the kimono, I don't have to sit straight. It doesn't matter what I do; it doesn't have value in itself. And then I realised that I started really facing myself, realising, okay, this is something valuable, the facing itself, and I try to... hmm, how to explain. I just leave all the books and learning and all the things. Just leave it. And then my life appears, real life. So it's... I don't know.

And then I have a great responsibility for that. I should change, when I sit and when I don't sit, and I stop using the power. So I don't push people to do something, because I think I found the value; it was in me all the time, not in the stuff. It's all stuff. It's just empty. That's why I stopped having a race with somebody: I stopped competing, it simply became all the same to me whether I sit straighter or who does the sesshin better. Because I found the value in myself.


Mike: Good. Yes, value is very important. And maybe, to me, what you were talking about was respect as well.

So, for instance, I grew up in the 1950s, in England. And I don't know if it's very different from here, but in England we were taught to value cleverness, intellectual excellence. And using your hands, physical work, is at the bottom. This is very similar to the Christian idea: abstract things at the top and physical things at the bottom. So at school, if you were very bright, then you did intellectual things.

And if you were not good at intellectual things, you did woodwork. Underneath there's a kind of system of values, which certainly in my education was quite strong. But fortunately my father was a carpenter, so I knew that people who work with their hands are intelligent. But we tend to give value to our role and ourselves according to society's rules, which unfortunately are not always helpful. So somebody who intuitively recognises that society's rules are not helpful...

Roman: Are there rules or roles?

Mike: Rules, rules and rules. They feel like they're being put in some kind of prison. So they search for something more free. Some people, when they're young, want to escape, to make their own life. And so we can say that society's values sometimes are not helpful at all.


And different societies have different value systems. So, for instance, in Europe I found that somebody who's working at a computer has quite good value. And if they're doing science on the computer, a bit better value. If they're making money with the computer, it's even better. But the person who's cleaning the floor and cleaning the toilet has value down here. So two very important people who are making money on their computers are talking to each other, and they go into the toilet in the airport.

And they're talking on their mobile phones and discussing very, very important things. And there's some person who's cleaning the toilets. And they don't notice that person. Maybe they don't even think he's a person. Must be some very poor person.


I found, for instance, that in Japan the situation is a bit different. If you go into the toilet and somebody's cleaning the toilet, people say to them, Oh, thank you very much. And that person who's cleaning the toilet feels valued. So, of course there are many things wrong in Japan, but one thing I liked and learned a lot from:

they value everybody much more evenly. Even my partner is a potter. She's working with her hands, but she's some kind of artist. But in England there is the Arts Council, which deals with everything to do with arts and crafts. And in that council they think that somebody who makes a black empty room with one light in the Tate Gallery, or some fantastic abstract art, is much more important than the potter who's making things with their hands. So it's still there.

But I learned from my experience and from my Buddhist study that our habit of separating intelligence and physical action is very wrong. It's very wrong. Because physical action has intelligence. And very clever, intelligent people are very stupid sometimes. So this kind of tendency in Western civilisation, I think, we need to change. So I like very much that zazen is so stupid. We're doing very stupid things. But they're very valuable. And they're very clever. And we don't talk about the spider.

Participant: This is a boy's favourite theme. He has told me about it maybe fifty times.


Mike: This is a joke, but in a previous session I was saying that if you watch a spider, it's very intelligent, but it's not thinking. It's just doing. So action has intelligence. So our hands have intelligence. The model which says our brain is the central control, controlling everything, doesn't explain reality. But Robert, maybe that's what he's thinking.

Robert: I don't think it's a good comparison, because the spider has a very different brain from ours, very much simpler. And most of the spider's intelligence is from genetic coding. He can make a beautiful net, but he cannot learn new things, or very, very few. He developed this over maybe, I don't know, a hundred thousand years, and it's all stored in his genetic information. In people very little is genetically coded: what is genetically coded is how the lungs should form and how the organs should develop, but most things we have learned. But we have different brains, and this cannot be compared. This is like comparing some worm with, I don't know, a cow, because it's a completely different scope.

Pavel: I think you ask people how many people now agree with you. What do you think?

Robert: I don't know. I don't care.

Pavel: Mike told you it's wrong, wrong...

Robert: I don't care, you see. It doesn't matter to me whether I'm sure or not, whether you all agree with me or not. If you find a hundred thousand people who agree with me or not, I don't care.


Pavel: This creativity... For me it's a very interesting idea that the hands, the hardware, are somehow also interfering with the brain.

Robert: Yes.

Pavel: And they have some intelligence in design, for example. There is some way it could be real.

Robert: Yes, but the hand is controlled by the brain.

Pavel: But the first... Well, it's a matter of control, but also the reverse effect.

Mike: Yes, it's a very interesting problem.

Pavel: But the first part is true with the spider, I agree.

Robert: Okay.

Mike: Robert is not wrong. And we are not right. But I think in the Buddhist way of life one central theme is that the mind and the body are the same thing. All the writings of teachers through the centuries keep saying that. So it's difficult to understand that. But we know that when we are doing something fully, without reflecting or thinking about it consciously, there is a feeling of completeness or wholeness. Buddhism says that the mind and body are the same thing. So the model of the brain controlling the body is not enough for me. But we must always accept the findings of science. But we must remember they are models. So I say Robert's not wrong.


From my feeling, I like to think the spider is acting intelligently. And it fits with my real life. So, poor spider, I'm using it.

Robert: So I also agree with you, with what you said, the explanation. I just said that the metaphor with the spider is very simplistic. So I was just saying, not about what you are saying, the sense or the meaning, but just that the metaphor is maybe too simplified. But it is nice, yes; it's a nice metaphor.

Participant: How about a butterfly? A butterfly is not... But a butterfly is not... So, you know, when you... I don't know, the day before you said that children need a school. So are you saying that they don't have a good brain, or something like that? That's why they need it?

Robert: The question is: they have a good brain, but the software is missing, and you need to acquire the software, because the brain of a child is like a very good computer without the software, or with very little software. And what we know is that for most of us, what we have in the brain is the software. This is according to science.


Participant: But the question is how you made that software, and your software now works so that having a clever mind is something special. That's why you probably can see that meaning...

Mike: We have a new guest who is not educated yet. It's a computer without a software interface.

Pavel: No, it's your guest.

Mike: But a very nice one. Welcome. Welcome.

Participant: Jaroš?

Participant: Jerguš.

Participant: Jerguš. Is it that Jerguš, or...

Participant: We don't know that name, you know.

Mike: Yes. Okay. If you want some software, don't go to Rob.

Roman: I don't know.

Mike: He has that bodhisattva look in his eyes. Bodhisattva look. Bodhisattva eyes.

Roman: Yes. Perfect. When I first saw Boris, I thought he was Ramana Maharshi. His face is also a bit Indian, you can see.

Robert, I was building walls with cement, water and sand at the age of three, because I saw my grandfather doing it, and I did it by myself. I didn't have any theory of making concrete.


Pavel: But the question is whether you believe there is another intelligence, or you believe the brain is the only intelligence. I think this is the point. We know the brain is controlling, but we're saying that there is something else we can use, which artists are probably using, and something in the heart. We talk about it, but we know the feeling. If you want to take this feeling from me, I will fight for it.

Participant: But the question is whether you want to have a nice feeling and believe it, or whether you want to check the experience.

Participant: It's my experience. It's not theory.

Participant: I work in that way too: I'm making a model of a building now, I have a lot of room for imagination, I have something thought up, but my hands get going and I make a line in the clay. I make it first with my hands, and then the brain accepts it: yes, I could connect it to this idea, for example.

Mike: So something she does before thinking helps her be creative.

Robert: So maybe it's coming from the unconscious part of the brain, because most of the brain is never controlled by consciousness. So where should it come from? From some... up, or from some space? Although it comes either from the conscious part of the brain or from the unconscious part of the brain.


Pavel: But you can ignore your hands.

Robert: You do something, you're not aware why, because it's coming from the other part of the brain.

Pavel: That's true. But you cannot ignore the hands.

Robert: And then consciousness wants to be the one who is controlling, and tries to find a clever reason why the hand is doing this. But...

Pavel: When I was travelling here, I listened quite by chance to some radio programme with an underground poet from Brno. And they asked him, like, how he writes. And he answered simply: the words always somehow emerge from somewhere after the moment when one thought has ended and the next one hasn't begun yet. In that space in between, it simply falls out of him from somewhere. And that's how he sort of creates.

But at the same time that thought interested me, because it seems very similar to what you are saying; it basically denies in me that in that space between the two thoughts there would actually be nothing, no intelligence, no... The will of that life to sort of go on somewhere.

Participant: Can you translate it?

Roman: No.


Pavel: He doesn't want to translate, so I'll translate. When I was travelling here, I was listening on the radio in the car to an interview with, or a programme about, an underground poet from Brno

Roman: who said that the way he wrote poetry was based on some kind of... he writes whatever comes to his mind. There are pauses between ideas, and the pauses are not just empty, so it's something based on intuition, right?

Pavel: Well, what he's writing, the words he's putting on the paper, his poems, appear in the gap between two thoughts, as he said. You know, when the old thought ends and the next thought hasn't come yet, there's something in him that he just expresses and puts on the paper. So that's how he described his work.

So that's why I was asking: what is in the gap between the thoughts?

Mike: Well, our language misleads us. He said there is something in him. It's not something in him, it's him.

Pavel: So I can't believe that if one thought ends and the next hasn't appeared yet, there is no life. I can't believe it. So there is life. Obviously there is life. But this gap is full of life. It's life itself. So for me, it's the intelligence.


Question: I'm not quite sure if I agree with the concept that body and mind are one, but does it mean that the limits of the body are the limits of the mind? When the body is limited, can the mind also be limited? If we are able to observe our own mind, I'm not sure that what observes is myself. The one who reflects and describes, that is me. And the no-self that reflects is the same as something that has been here forever; it is the same experience. Some kind of non-self that is experiencing something is not different from the non-self that was experienced even a long time ago by someone else. It's like a flow, a flow that is independent of whether I am here or my mind is here.

Mike: Well, if the blood to your brain stops, you can't think. And if the blood to your brain contains some chemicals, you can have wonderful spiritual ideas. So definitely the blood affects the mind. So it's impossible, if you have something wrong with the blood flow to your brain, to have any spiritual or mental life at all. And I don't believe there's anything constant that goes on from ancient times or something like that. I don't believe it. But I believe that my mind can create that kind of idea, as long as the blood is flowing okay from my heart. So maybe my idea is too simple.


So I don't think there's something observing something. I don't think there's some third thing observing something. That's just me. I can't stop. I think we should ask Jerguš. What do you think, Jerguš? Do you have some words for us?

Participant: Because they are leaving early, she would like to say something.

Participant: I would like to thank you all for letting me be and stay here with you all, and I thank Mike for his teaching and the discussions,

Roman: and have a nice time.

Mike: Thank you. Thank you. Have a safe journey home.

Participant: Isn't it some kind of provocation or something else? It's purely practical, why...

Participant: Oh yes, the reason why we are leaving early is not some kind of provocation. It's a very practical reason.

Participant: Exactly, I mean, we know where the cows are coming from...

Participant: We don't want to disturb the atmosphere.

Participant: So let's take photos, shall we?

Participant: Let's take a photo.

Participant: Oh, is it?

Mike: Do you want to take a photo?

Participant: Yes, yes.

Mike: All together here?

Participant: Where's the best place?

Participant: Here.

Participant: So that Jitka is in the photo with Pavel.

Participant: Today, at the end of the sesshin, we take photos. As a souvenir.

Participant: Bravo!
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike says that Buddhism offers the modern world two simple truths, which he says belong to everybody and not only to Buddhism: what we do always has a result, and we live only in the present.6 Buddhism adds, in his view, that people who called themselves Buddhists have taught these truths for many years, and that it also has a simple physical practice, zazen, through which we can start to realise them. Mike adds that understanding this is easy and living it is very difficult.5

The first truth is cause and effect: whatever we do has some result, which is the basis of science, and Buddhism has stated it since ancient times without knowing the findings of science. Even in the modern world, he says, people sometimes like to forget that what they do has a result. The second truth is that reality is only now: the past is gone and the future is not here yet, although we can imagine it in our heads. Mike says we live much of our lives in our heads, and that modern society shares a belief in past, present and future as a line we travel along, which Buddhism calls a belief. Thinking about the future is fine, he says, but it is only activity inside the brain.4 5 Living in the present could help modern people stop worrying about the future and stop being trapped by the past. He calls this a kind of dream, because we can imagine being happy in the present, but living that way is very difficult. He finds the same truth outside Buddhism, in athletes being in the zone. Zazen, a simple physical practice of sitting,7 is the Buddhist way of coming into the present, and he demonstrates its posture. He says it is not easy, but no different from learning a sport, and many people who come to Buddhist meetings excited then look for something easier.

In the discussion he says that life is unfortunately not fair, although we can make society fair, and that the teachings of Buddhism stay the same while imported clothes and ceremonies slowly disappear. Asked about merging religions, he says that Buddhism teaches a middle way and compromise instead of fighting for one's belief. Asked what the present is, he answers that it is simply to be here and now, not trapped by thinking, which is very simple and therefore very difficult.








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

First of all, thank you very much for allowing us to have the talk here. I feel this is a very nice space. Thank you very much. Maybe it's the shape, I don't know, but it's a very nice feeling.

Robert: It's very interesting to be surrounded by books, and I think especially by the old books, because the old books have some...

Mike: Old books. The smell. Anyway, it's good to be surrounded by books, especially as what I want to talk about is that the world we live in is not inside books. I think the title of my talk today is about the present. Buddhism is a very ancient teaching, as many of you know, and it has many ancient traditions and rituals. If you visit Buddhist groups in different parts of the world, you can see many different rituals, many different types of clothing. Robes, and incense, and bells. And of course all these rituals do have value. But I've always been interested in what the Buddhist teaching is really about, so that's what I want to talk about. The strange thing is, when many human beings live together, they create a group which we call society. And society creates its own structure, so many different societies have many different structures. We tend to believe in this structure.


We believe in those structures, and we think that the structure we live in has some truth. But if we meet another society with another structure, sometimes we find that the truths which we believed are different in another society, another structure. And often this leads to arguments, disagreements, misunderstandings. So who is right? Which society's truths are right? Are the truths of a Christian society right? Are the truths of an Islamic society right? Are the truths of a Buddhist society right? Are the truths of a materialistic society right? These are the kinds of questions that we have to find answers to in the modern world. We are finding answers by living, but it's a huge trial-and-error process. If we look at history, we can see the huge mistakes and the huge changes as many societies become integrated. I've been watching a television series about the First World War, which was explaining the situation with the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the other great powers in the world, and how the different empires had to integrate in Europe, with all the difficulties and problems. But strangely, things are moving slowly towards some kind of integration. I didn't come here to talk about history, but Banská Štiavnica was a very historical place. So when I come here, I always remember that Europe was many separate little places, with separate societies, separate structures, separate rules. But now I can come from England and it's not so different. Things are the same, more or less.


So what can Buddhism offer this modern world? It seems to be based on science: materialistic concepts and science, and money, an economy. And yet Buddhism is a very ancient teaching. Of course, it can offer a kind of group. We can join a group and feel a member of a group. And we can learn how to dress up as a Buddhist, or even pretend to be a Japanese Zen Buddhist or a Tibetan Buddhist, or a Sri Lankan Buddhist. But Buddhism has two very essential things which can contribute to the modern world. Welcome. Come in, sit anywhere. The first is something that we already know about. It's a principle in life: cause and effect. Cause and effect is the basis of science. Whatever we do, there is some result. And this is the basis of scientific investigation: constantly finding out, when we do something, what the result is. What is the mechanism? In ancient times, maybe people believed that if we drank hot water on a hot day, it would make us ill, or if we drank some special potion when we were ill, it would make us well. And some of these beliefs are true. But there were also many beliefs which were believed at the time, but later we found them not to be true. One belief which is very strong in Christian Europe is that if you sin, you will go to hell. And many people in the modern world have found that's not true. I don't know whether it's true, but it doesn't seem to be, in the sense that I've committed many sins, but I can't believe I'm going to go to hell. So science is gradually changing our beliefs, to explain, when we do something, what the result is. If we drink too much alcohol, we will get a bad liver. Now, Buddhism also, since ancient times, without realising the findings of science, stated that whatever we do, there is a result, without exception. We can never escape the result of our action. But even in the modern world, where we know cause and effect very clearly, people sometimes like to forget that what they do has a result. Without exception.


But Buddhism, the Buddhist teachings, state very clearly that there is always a result of our actions. We can never escape the... That's the first principle, which is not so unusual. But the second principle is very difficult for us to realize. The Buddhist teachings say that life, reality, is just now, at this moment. The past is gone. We can never go back to the past; it's absolutely impossible. The future is not here yet. We can imagine the future in our heads, but we can never go into the future. Sounds simple.

Of course, people say... But in fact, we live a lot of our lives in our heads: either in the past, thinking or feeling about what happened to us or what happened to other people, or thinking or feeling in our heads about the future, anticipating the future or worrying about the future. And almost all of us live like this. We live in a world where the past, the future and the present exist as a kind of process line inside our mind. So we believe it absolutely and completely. Tomorrow so-and-so is happening, I have to go to so-and-so. Yesterday I was in Bratislava. The day before yesterday I was in England. Ah, I forgot to do so-and-so in England. Oh, so I have to do it when I get back. So it's impossible to live in any different way, because our modern society, our civilization, created this shared belief. So we believe it. In our mind, in our consciousness, we believe in past, present and future, and we are travelling through them. And we need to, in order to exist in society. So we can call it the shared belief, and we believe it's true. Buddhism says that actually it's a belief, and the truth is, we're only here.

To think about the future, of course, is fine. But it's only thinking. We can think about wonderful things that we are going to do, or what we are going to become, or aims that we want to reach. But they're only activity inside our brain.


And the only thing that's real is what we are doing now. And of course there's the past: we worry about what we did, or we remember what we did. But what we did is gone, and we can never change it. So we can understand that explanation in our mind. Okay, I got it. The past is finished. The future hasn't come. We're just here. But to realize it, and to live like that. Very, very difficult. But if we can live in the present, it can help modern people very much. We can stop worrying about the future. We can stop regretting, or being trapped by our past. This is what Buddhism says. But of course, this doesn't belong to Buddhism. It doesn't belong to Buddhism.

Although it was taught by people, ancient people who said that they were Buddhists, we can find this teaching in many different areas. For instance, if you are an athlete training for some kind of event, it's very important to be in the present. I think it's important to forget the past, because you just did something, you just fell over, or you just didn't jump over the... Not to think about the future, but just to perform now. Sports people call it being in the zone. Zone. Does that make sense? Z-O-N-E.


Robert: Don't they say flow?

Mike: Okay, being in the flow. Yeah.

Robert: I thought flow. In the flow.

Mike: Yes. So sports psychologists and sports people are believing in Buddhism, in the sense that they are trying to concentrate on their own behaviour or performance now. And through their real experience, they know that this helps them a lot. And another example: we know that many experiences people had in the past affect their present life. And psychologists and psychotherapists try to help people look at their past and free themselves from it, to be free from the past and to be free from the future.

It's just the second principle of Buddhist teaching. So there are Buddhists everywhere. So actually, I don't like to use the word Buddhist. These two truths. The truth that our action always has a result. And the truth that we only live in the present don't belong to any religion. They belong to everybody. And different people sometimes realize these things through their own lives. So what's different about Buddhism? Well, to me, the difference is that people who called themselves Buddhists have taught these two truths for many years.

And now in the 21st century we find they're true. Science is showing us that the cause always has an effect, and more and more we can understand the results of our behaviour. The results of our diet, the results of our way of life, are becoming clearer and clearer. On the other hand, in modern life we can start to realize, through our own experience with sport, for instance, that to concentrate on the present is the most effective way to live.


So these two things have always been taught by Buddhism, but they don't belong to Buddhism. But there's one more thing. Since ancient times, Buddhists have had a very simple practice which people call meditation. In Japan they call it zazen. Zazen, which means sitting meditation. And it's an actual practice. It's not an intellectual study. It's a simple physical practice. And by meditating, or practicing zazen, for some time, regularly, we can notice that we just live now. We can realize that what Buddhism says is true.

And we can sit peacefully in the present. It's a very, very stupid activity, because it's not thinking. It's not doing some kind of special sport. It's just sitting. But by this very simple practice of sitting, after a few years, we can start to realize the truths of Buddhism. They're true of every human being.


Every human being is living now. If we live now, we don't need to worry about the future. We don't need to think about the past. And this attitude can make us happier in the present. However, what I've just told you is a kind of dream, because we can imagine being in the present and being very happy, not worrying about the future, being free from the past. But it's very, very difficult to do. But although it's very difficult to do, if we have some activity that makes us come into the present, for instance meditation, and not only meditation, sport, somehow we feel free.


If you have a busy day or a busy week at work and you go for a swim, afterwards you feel you don't have to walk in the woods. You get rid of your frustration. You let go of the past. So all these are the truths that Buddhism has been teaching, and that we are finding out in the modern world, which is great, because we need it. We are always in touch with somebody who is not here, thinking about tomorrow, thinking about the past.


So if we put our phone away and sit in meditation, or leave our phone at home and go to the sports club, we can be free. Don't take your phone. That's all I'd like to say. I'm happy to talk about any questions. And I would like to demonstrate the simple posture of meditation. So should we do that first? So Boris is going to sit, and then afterwards you can ask any questions or make any comments. It's not necessary to have a black cushion. You can have a red cushion. You can have a blanket, you can have a box. You need a place which is a little bit quiet, not too hot and not too cold. The traditional posture is crossing the legs. And some people are very flexible. They can cross, like, in the lotus posture, which is very nice and comfortable if you can do it. But we have to work with our own body. It's no good imagining that we can do something. So if you can't get your foot like Boris, you have to get it like this. Then we put our hands together with the thumbs touching, and rest our shoulders down, and rest our hands here. If you are touching your thumbs, you can notice when you are thinking a lot. If you are thinking about many things, you usually start going like this. Our spine should be naturally straight, and everybody's spine has a slightly different shape.


Boris has a very nice shape in his back. My back is more stiff down here, so it's not such a nice curve. Then relax your weight down onto your cushion, as if your spine bones are a pile of stones, and you're balancing. So people say that meditation is a position of balance. To balance the body is to balance the mind. So not stiff. Backwards and forwards, find the position of balance. And the same with the head on top of the shoulders. Not stiff. Not like this, but nicely loose, in balance. In this posture, we have many deep tensions in our body which we are not conscious of. If we sit in this posture for some time, 20 minutes, 30 minutes, or for somebody who's experienced maybe 45 minutes, slowly these tensions will drop away, in the shoulders, in the arms, and so on. The mouth is closed naturally. If we close our eyes, sometimes we go to sleep, so we keep the eyes open, naturally. And if we notice that we're thinking something, then we can adjust our posture, which stops our train of thought. And then maybe a few minutes later we're thinking something again, so we straighten our posture again. And then slowly, if we sit for maybe 30 minutes, we stop having this train of thought. Of course, we can't stop all things coming into our head, because our brain is working. But we're not thinking a train of thought or a story. To sit like this is the whole of zazen. Very simple, but not so easy to do. We look at Boris, he's been sitting for twenty years.

And we think, ah yes, I'm going to do it when I get home. After ten minutes, twenty minutes... So it's not so easy to do. But it's no different from learning a sport. If you want to start running, you can get very excited and buy some new running shoes, and running trousers, and a colourful top. You go running, and it's hell. But if we continue, day after day, just a little, we learn how to run. It's the same. Many people come to Buddhist meetings and they get very excited. Yes, I will. This is for me. I read many books. Yes. And then they try to sit. Oh no, no, I need something easier. There is nothing easier in life. Life is not easy. So that's what I have to say. Thank you, guys.


Participant: Nice to sit.

Mike: Nice to sit. But we have to train ourselves to do anything.

Participant: I was the lucky man here.

Mike: Yeah, yeah. If we want to play tennis, we have to train ourselves. In our heads we become very excited, and our body is not so quick to learn. So if anybody has any comments or questions, please. In Czech or in Slovak. English? Or German. Okay.


Participant: I have something. I think maybe the action and reaction thing, you know, some people believe it's something like justice, and I think there's a big difference, because your reaction, what you get, isn't like justice. It doesn't work like this, you know what I mean?

Mike: Yes, we think there's justice in the world.

Participant: Yeah, but it's not true. It's not true. You know, if you just grab a stone, it falls to the ground. But there's no justice in that, you know, nothing moral or anything. So I think it has nothing to do with morals.

Mike: Yes, of course. We can say there are right things to do and wrong things to do, but... We don't understand how the person who lives in the next street is becoming very rich because he doesn't pay any taxes. And what is the dynamic? He seems to have a very happy life. And the person who lives in our street is rather poor and miserable, but never does anything wrong. Life doesn't seem fair. So, unfortunately, life is not fair. But we can make society fair.


Robert: And Mike didn't explain to us why tomorrow will never come, because tomorrow we have sesshin.

Mike: Okay. Robert said we should put up a notice. No, you said that in a pub there is a notice.

Robert: I just translated.

Mike: Yeah, yeah. And the notice says, free drinks tomorrow. So you can put the notice here: free beers tomorrow. And leave it there every day. So tomorrow... This sounds a very strange thing to say. Tomorrow is an idea which we cannot live without. There is only now, but without ideas, human society can't live. But if we look at animals, dogs or cats, of course we cannot guess what their life is really like, but it would seem that dogs and cats are not worrying about tomorrow. They seem to live in the present. They don't seem to worry. But we can't live as dogs or cats. But we can remember that actually, we don't need to worry. Yesterday I was in Bratislava with my English friend Rory and his car, looking for somewhere to park. And I'm sure everybody knows that if you're looking for somewhere to park, you get some kind of tension. So Rory said, Don't worry, the parking god will look after us. And so we were just driving around. Of course, it's kind of a joke. But there's a difference between, you know, can I get... and just relaxing about it.


Question: We recognize that in the biggest religions in the world there is some progress. Where is Buddhism in this progress? Do big religions change themselves, and how? Is Buddhism changing at the present time, and how does it change?

Mike: Yes, very interesting question. Buddhism is new to the West. And the Buddhism which is imported into the West comes from, for instance, Tibet, or Japan, or India, and so on. And it comes in with many traditions from those societies. So you can see people in Buddhist groups dressed in strange clothes. So slowly, Buddhism is changing, when people realise that dressing as a Buddhist is not what it's about. I lived in Japan for 25 years, studying Buddhism, and I don't like to wear Japanese clothes.


People who didn't go to Japan like to dress up as Japanese monks. I think it's very amusing. So I like to say that the teachings of Buddhism are the same, but all the extra things are slowly disappearing. But it's quite a new situation in Europe, so many people still want to study Buddhism as a kind of special religion, with many special ceremonies and so on. But it has to integrate with Western society in a different way. We can see that in Christianity there were many very special rituals, in the old times or even fairly recent times. But now there are more modern forms of Christianity, where they realise that understanding the teaching and living the teaching... Yeah, it's fine. It doesn't matter what you wear. If you want to be a Buddhist, it doesn't matter what you wear. It doesn't matter if you sit on a round black cushion or a red blanket. That's not the point. Is that an answer?

Question: … it was about sport and how sport corresponds with Buddhism. I spent decades in karate and met important Japanese masters. Their philosophy and their conduct were in line with Buddhism, but they never spoke about Buddhism, and I never heard anything like this from them. The question is: why?

Mike: They were teaching karate. They weren't teaching Buddhism. But it's also interesting that in Japan there have been many deep Buddhist customs for hundreds of years, but people don't notice. So if you say something to a Japanese person about sitting in zazen, they think, Oh no, I don't like that, painful. But actually, their behaviour is something based on Buddhism. But if you say that their behaviour is based on Buddhist teaching, they say, oh, really? It's just what I learned. So I agree with what you said, yes. The ability to focus on action without explanation, just do it: it's some custom from Buddhism.


Question: One last question. There is a Slovak author, Jozef Banáš, who is similar to Dan Brown, the very popular author who writes in English, and he writes similar books. In one of his books he says that peace and peacefulness in the world is in some way the result of the merging of all the major religions into one. Do you think there is a chance that this merging of the major religions will happen, and that Buddhism will be part of it?

Mike: Yes, yes, I agree with him. Two partners are arguing, fighting. But if they continue, they can integrate and merge and have peaceful situations. No: when they realize that to stop arguing is to be peaceful. If one country stops fighting, it might help. I think Buddhism has a teaching of balance between opposites. This person thinks they are right. This person thinks they are right. This country thinks they're right. This country thinks they're right. Buddhism says they're both wrong, so they should find a middle way. But we believe very clearly that there is right and wrong, so we fight for our belief. Buddhism says, don't fight for your belief. So Buddhism believes not in fighting for your belief, but in compromise. But we hate to compromise. We hate it. We feel that if we compromise, we lose our self. So we continue arguing. But I think the world will slowly realize. And one factor is that it's more difficult for soldiers to fight. Now there are television cameras watching the soldiers fighting, and many people sitting in their armchairs making some kind of judgment: Oh, I shouldn't do that, and so on. So that sounds a very strange thing, but slowly it has an effect on society, so it becomes more difficult to engage in fighting. But I think it takes a long time. For instance, the Islamic world and the humanistic world, or the Christian world. But to find a common ground... I hope they find it. I think they will find it. So Islamic people, for instance, who've come to live in Western society interpret Islam in a more humanistic way. That is a more helpful way of resolving the differences between the religions.


Participant: Yeah, Mike, but there's one thing I cannot agree with you on. I was there last week and there is no parking in Bratislava. Yeah, I really was there last week and...

Robert: So the parking god was not with you.

Mike: Yeah, of course, it's only a story. My friend says it to make himself feel relaxed. Don't worry. Okay.

Participant: Can I ask you something?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: So what's the point of this Buddhism? You told me to stay balanced, or sit in balance, but what's the point of meditation? Some other feeling, or what? Because I don't know. I really try to be in balance, but it's not so easy. So could you tell me some trick to do it better...

Mike: Yes. Continue.

Participant: Thanks a lot.

Mike: It's not easy. But living is not easy. And the point of zazen is just sitting in the present. But to keep ourselves in the present, to keep our mind in the present, is very difficult.


Question: Yeah, I know, because what's the present? One second is past, one second is future, so what's the present? This second? It's the continuity, it's the flow of time. We can handle it. How can we handle it with this meditation? What's the effect of this meditation? Because everything is in flow, it's continuing. So where is the present?

Mike: Now. Here and now. So not to be trapped by our thinking. A simple state where we are here. That's all. But this simple state is very, very difficult for us. Our mind is jumping, jumping to different places all the time.

Participant: Yeah, that's my problem.

Mike: So the answer is... We'll continue.

Participant: Okay, thank you very much. And may I ask another question? What's the reward of this meditation? What kind of feeling?

Mike: The result?

Participant: Yes.

Mike: You can be here, not trapped by the thinking.

Participant: No.

Mike: Sorry. Here. So that's the result. To be here, that's the result, because here is the only place to be. But human beings like to be somewhere else while they are here with their body. They love it. We can invent wonderful places to live.


Question: Is it not astral travelling?

Mike: We can stop astral travelling, if we want to be here.

Participant: Yeah. Okay, thanks a lot.

Mike: It's very, very simple. That's why we find it so difficult.

Participant: Okay, thank you.

Mike: Right, thank you very much.
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




What Buddhism can offer

What I want to talk about is that the world we live in is not inside books. I think the title of my talk today is about the present. Buddhism is a very ancient teaching, with many rituals: robes, incense, bells. These rituals do have value. But I’ve always been interested in what the Buddhist teaching is really about.1

Every society creates its own structure, and we think that the structure we live in has some truth. But when we meet another society, we sometimes find that its truths are different, and often this leads to arguments and misunderstandings. So who is right? Which society’s truths are right: Christian, Islamic, Buddhist, materialistic? These are the questions we have to find answers to in the modern world. We are finding answers by living, but it’s a huge trial and error process.1 2

So what can Buddhism offer this modern world, which seems to be based on science and money? Of course, it can offer a kind of group, and we can learn how to dress up as a Buddhist, or even pretend to be a Japanese Zen Buddhist. But Buddhism has two very essential things which can contribute to the modern world.3

Our actions always have a result

The first is something that we already know about: cause and effect. Cause and effect is the basis of science. Whatever we do, there is some result, and science is constantly finding out what the result is. Some old beliefs are true, but many were later found not true. One belief which is very strong in Christian Europe: if you sin, you will go to hell. I don’t know whether it’s true. But it doesn’t seem to be, in the sense that I’ve committed many sins, but I can’t believe I’m going to go to hell. So science is gradually changing our beliefs.3

Buddhism also, since ancient times, without realising the findings of science, stated that whatever we do, there is a result without exception. We can never escape the result of our action. But even in the modern world, where we know cause and effect very clearly, people like to forget sometimes that what they do has a result. That’s the first principle, which is not so unusual.3 4

We live only in the present

But the second principle is very difficult for us to realise. Buddhist teachings say that life, reality, is just now, at this moment. The past is gone; we can never go back. The future is not here yet; we can imagine it in our heads, but we can never go into it. Sounds simple.4

But in fact, we live a lot of our lives in our heads: in the past, thinking about what happened to us, or in the future, anticipating it or worrying about it. Past, present and future exist as a kind of process line inside our mind, and we believe it absolutely. Tomorrow so-and-so is happening, I have to go so-and-so. Yesterday I was in Bratislava. It’s impossible to live in any different way, because our civilisation created this shared belief: we are travelling through past, present, future, and we need to, in order to exist in society. Buddhism says, actually, it’s a belief. And the truth is, we’re only here.4

To think about the future, of course, is fine. But it’s only thinking. The wonderful things we are going to do, the aims we want to reach, are only activity inside our brain. The only thing that’s real is what we are doing now. What we did is gone, and we can never change it.4 5

We can understand that explanation in our mind. Okay, I got it: past is finished, future hasn’t come, just we’re here. But to realise it, and to live like that: very, very difficult. But if we can live in the present, it can help modern people very much. We can stop worrying about the future. We can stop regretting, or being trapped by our past.5

Truths that belong to everybody

But of course, this doesn’t belong to Buddhism. We can find this teaching in many different areas. If you are an athlete, it’s very important to be in the present: I think, to forget the past, not to think about the future, but just to perform now. Sports people call it being in the zone, or in the flow, and through their real experience they know that this helps them a lot. Psychotherapists try to help people be free from the past, and from the future. It’s just the second principle of Buddhist teaching.5 6

So there are Buddhists everywhere. Actually, I don’t like to use the word Buddhist. The truth that our action always has a result, and the truth that we only live in the present, don’t belong to any religion. They belong to everybody, and different people sometimes realise these things through their own lives. So what’s different about Buddhism? To me, the difference is that people who called themselves Buddhists have taught these two truths for many years.6

And now in the 21st century we find they’re true. Science is showing us that the cause always has an effect, and more and more we can understand the results of our behaviour, our diet, our way of life. And through our own experience with, for instance, sport, we can start to realise that to concentrate on the present is the most effective way to live.6

Zazen

But there’s one more thing. Since ancient times Buddhists have had a very simple practice which people call meditation. In Japan they call it zazen, sitting meditation. It’s not an intellectual study. It’s a simple physical practice. By practising zazen regularly for some time, we can notice that we just live now. It’s a very, very stupid activity, because it’s not thinking. It’s just sitting. But by this very simple practice, after a few years, we can start to realise the truths of Buddhism. They’re true of every human being.7

If we live now, we don’t need to worry about the future or think about the past, and this attitude can make us happier in the present. However, what I’ve just told you is a kind of dream. Because we can imagine being in the present and being very happy, but it’s very, very difficult to do.8

But if we have some activity that makes us come into the present, meditation, and not only meditation, sport, somehow we feel free. If you have a busy week at work and you go for a swim, you get rid of your frustration. You let go of the past. We are always in touch with somebody who is not here, thinking about tomorrow, thinking about the past. So if we put our phone away and sit in meditation, or leave it at home and go to the sports club, we can be free. Don’t take your phone.8 9 10

How to sit

I’d like to demonstrate the simple posture. The traditional posture is crossing the legs, in lotus if you are flexible. But we have to work with our own body; it’s no good imagining that we can do something. We put our hands together with the thumbs touching; then you can notice when you are thinking a lot. Our spine should be naturally straight.10

We relax our weight down, as if our spine bones are a pile of stones, and we’re balancing. People say that meditation is a position of balance. To balance the body is to balance the mind. If we sit for 20 or 30 minutes, deep tensions which we are not conscious of slowly drop away. If we close our eyes, sometimes we go to sleep, so we keep the eyes open. If we notice that we’re thinking something, we adjust our posture, which stops our train of thought; slowly we stop having it. Of course, we can’t stop all things coming into our head, because our brain is working. But we’re not thinking a train of thought or a story. To sit like this is the whole of zazen. Very simple. But not so easy to do.11

But it’s no different from learning a sport. If you want to start running, you can get very excited and buy new running shoes. But if we continue, day after day, just a little, we learn how to run. In our heads we become very excited, and our body is not so quick to learn. Many people come to Buddhist meetings and get very excited: yes, this is for me. And then they try to sit. Oh no, no, I need something easier. There is nothing easier in life. Life is not easy.11 12

Life is not fair

Question: Some people believe action and reaction is something like justice. Isn’t it rather that it has nothing to do with morals?

Yes, we think there’s justice in the world. We can say there are right things to do and wrong things to do, but we don’t understand how the person in the next street becomes very rich because he doesn’t pay any taxes, while the person in our street is poor and miserable, but never does anything wrong. Unfortunately, life is not fair. But we can make society fair.13

Tomorrow is an idea

Robert: Mike didn’t explain why tomorrow will never come.

You can put a notice here, free beers tomorrow, and leave it there every day. Tomorrow is an idea which we cannot live without. There is only now. But without ideas, human society can’t live. Of course, we cannot guess what the life of dogs or cats is really like, but they seem not to worry about tomorrow; they seem to live in the present. We can’t live as dogs or cats. But we can remember that actually, we don’t need to worry.14

Looking for somewhere to park, you get some kind of tension. Yesterday in Bratislava my friend Rory said, don’t worry, the parking god will look after us. Of course, it’s kind of a joke, only a story; he says it to make himself feel relaxed. But there’s a difference between “can I get…” and just relaxing about it.14 18

Buddhism, the West and other religions

Question: The big religions are changing. How is Buddhism changing?

Buddhism is new to the West. It comes from Tibet, Japan, India, with many traditions from those societies. Slowly Buddhism is changing, when people realise that dressing as a Buddhist is not what it’s about. I lived in Japan for 25 years, and I don’t like to wear Japanese clothes. People who didn’t go to Japan like to dress up as Japanese monks. I think it’s very amusing. So I like to say that the teachings of Buddhism are the same, but the extra things are slowly disappearing. Many people in Europe still want Buddhism as a special religion with special ceremonies, but it has to integrate with Western society in a different way. In Christianity there were many very special rituals, but now there are more modern forms of Christianity, where they realise that understanding the teaching and living the teaching… It doesn’t matter what you wear, or whether you sit on a black cushion or a red blanket.15 16

Question: I spent decades in karate with Japanese masters. Their conduct was in line with Buddhism, but they never spoke about it. Why?

They were teaching karate. They weren’t teaching Buddhism. In Japan there are deep Buddhist customs, for hundreds of years, but people don’t notice. If you say to a Japanese person something about sitting in zazen, they think, oh no, painful. But actually their behaviour is based on Buddhism. So I agree with what you said: the ability to focus on action, without explanation, just do it, is some custom from Buddhism.16

Question: A Slovak author writes that peace in the world would come from the major religions merging. Is there a chance of that, with Buddhism as part of it?

Yes, I agree with him. Two partners are arguing, fighting. But if they continue, they can integrate and merge and have peaceful situations. No. When they realise that to stop arguing is to be peaceful. If one country stops fighting, it might help. I think Buddhism has a teaching of balance between opposites. This person thinks they are right, this person thinks they are right. Buddhism says they’re both wrong, so they should find a middle way. But we believe there is right and wrong very clearly, so we fight for our belief. Buddhism says, don’t fight for your belief, but compromise. But we hate to compromise. We feel if we compromise, we lose our self.17

But I think the world slowly will realise. One factor: now television cameras watch the soldiers fighting, and people in their armchairs make some kind of judgment, so slowly it becomes more difficult to engage in fighting. But I think it takes a long time, for instance for the Islamic world and the humanistic or the Christian world, to find a common ground. I hope they find it. I think they will. Islamic people who’ve come to live in Western society interpret Islam in a more humanistic way, and that is more helpful in resolving the differences between the religions.17

Here and now

Question: What’s the point of meditation? I try to be in balance, but it’s not easy. Is there some trick?

It’s not easy. But living is not easy. The point of zazen is just sitting in the present. But to keep our mind in the present is very difficult.18

Question: One second is past, one second is future. So where is the present?

Now. Here and now. Not to be trapped by our thinking. A simple state where we are here. That’s all. But this simple state is very, very difficult for us. Our mind is jumping, jumping to different places all the time. So the answer is… we’ll continue.19

Question: What’s the reward of this meditation?

You can be here, not trapped by the thinking. To be here, that’s the result. Because here is the only place to be. But human beings like to be somewhere else, here with their body. They love it. We can invent wonderful places to live.19

Question: Is it not astral travelling?

We can stop astral travelling, if we want to be here. It’s very, very simple. That’s why we find it so difficult.20
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these five talks from the sesshin in Banský Studenec, Mike returns again and again to reality here and now, as against ideas of a better place or a perfect state, and says that Dogen insisted this world is the only real world. As Mike presents Dogen, being awake simply means being here, not lost in thoughts or trapped by emotions, so there is nothing to attain somewhere else, and Mike calls it a strange explanation that the effort is one of getting to where we already are. Mike describes prajñā as the natural state before thinking, in which the mental area is not separated from the physical area, and says that in zazen we enter this wholeness from time to time, though sometimes not for long, because our thoughts come back.

He says that Buddhist writings can carry us away into ideas of a better place; because Dogen wrote in Japanese and Chinese eight hundred years ago, we have to find the meaning for ourselves, from our own real experience here and now, and finding a way past screens and books into this world is, he says, a very difficult but very important effort. When Dogen writes about the perfect, Mike says, he always means the chaotic mess in front of us, not the perfect picture we build in our minds, and that picture has to be thrown away again and again so that we can face reality. He says that the state before thinking contains no ideas or principles, which sounds very dangerous to societies founded on them. He adds that we are so used to having an I in control that we feel vulnerable without it, but that this may be an illusion and that prajñā has no I, which does not mean that the person disappears. As Mike presents the second paragraph of Genjo Koan, making a very strong effort to be present, trying to be something from an idea, does not work and is a delusion, whereas simply allowing ourselves to be where we are is being awake in reality. He adds that reality is not extraordinary but just here, like carrying water or making sure the soup is not burning, and that explaining it excitedly misses the point.

Mike speaks just as plainly about his own use of Buddhism: when he is in difficult circumstances he forgets about it, and he says he came to see that he had used zazen and the routine of teaching Buddhism as an escape rather than a refuge, a difference he calls subtle. He does not claim that Buddhism did not help him, only that he cannot tell; he says zazen keeps him healthy and gives him a base, he thinks that over some years the precepts follow him, and he thinks that his early belief that zazen would solve all problems came from his own misunderstanding of what Nishijima said. In his opinion the teachings of Buddhism do not belong to Buddhism: the truths are everywhere, groups claiming a special teaching or moral advantage damage Buddhism or the truth, and teachers point to a truth we all already have rather than teach one nobody knows. As for effort, Mike says that it is not necessary to know the result of our efforts, but just to make an effort, and that he has no idea what the result of his own has been. He tells how Nishijima hoped that Buddhism based on Dogen's teachings could save the world and dreamed that people would one day enter reality; Mike does not know whether this will happen, although in a strange way the world appears to him to be moving towards it. Nishijima, he says, never tried to make a big or powerful organization, apart from one late attempt that did not work, and Mike says he is very happy not making one, because it is easier for him, adding that it is only his personal feeling that it is better for something to grow naturally than to be constructed intentionally. Mike does not mean that we should have no intention to do anything, and he says organization is necessary, but making an effort through practice is something different from building one: with Buddhism it is not like selling biscuits, and Dogen himself moved from a busy city to a remote place in the mountains. He ends the last talk by saying that doing simple things sometimes is very great, and that we never know the result of something simple done with great effort.
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Mike: for Dogen this world is the only real one, so his writings need interpreting from experience, not ideas







  Michael Eido Luetchford
May 2014 — Banský Studenec, Talk 1.
Venue: Banský Studenec.

  
  Source: video transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike says that Buddhist writings, Dogen's included, can carry us away into ideas of a better place, but that Dogen insisted that this world is the only real world,3 so there is nothing to attain somewhere else. For that reason, he says, we need to interpret Dogen's writings based on our own real experience here and now,5 not on other things we have read or heard. He calls finding a way past screens and books into this world here and now a very difficult but very important effort, and says that Dogen calls it the one great task.

Mike starts from our modern habit of preferring ideas to what is in front of us, so that we are carried away and do not notice where we are. He notes that Buddhism, Christianity and Brahmanism all suggest that we can make an effort to reach a better life or a perfect state, and that if we look for that meaning in Dogen's writings we can sometimes find it. Because Dogen wrote in Japanese and Chinese eight hundred years ago, he says, we have to find the meaning for ourselves, and school has taught us mostly to receive knowledge from outside. Dogen writes many times that we should study things in experience, a phrase that sounds strange because study usually means using our brain, while experience means what happens in our life. If we read his writings as spiritual writing, Mike says, we search for a peaceful, happy state we have not experienced, but Dogen says that what we are searching for is in front of us,5 which for most of us is now a television, phone or social screen. Mike's own solution, which he calls accidental, was to study in Japan with a Japanese teacher who had studied for many years, and he says it is much quicker to study with somebody who has already studied and who interprets the meaning from real experience rather than from an idea. He adds that Dogen writes about how to live, not about somewhere else, and that even one or two principles, such as that every action has a result and that we can act only now, can be used to examine our own life.

From the Buddhist point of view, Mike says, behaviour such as walking along looking at a phone is incomplete action, and acting wholly rather than half in the head and half in reality gives an experience of a different quality, in sport, music, art and life. Roman asks how critical we should be of ourselves if we are told to be in the present moment, and Mike answers that he did not mean we should be in the present moment, but that Buddhism teaches that being in the present moment is being in reality and being awake, and that the quality of our action is then different. A doctor in the audience says that not acting fully and wholly makes people ill, and that meditation or zazen is, in his view, a kind of medical product. Mike replies that the world is slowly discovering such simple facts: when we watch a film while eating, the brain does one thing, the mouth another and the intestine is confused. Mike then asks whether Buddhism is telling us to be perfect, and says that when Dogen writes about perfect, he always means this chaotic mess in front of us,10 not the perfect picture we build in our minds. We have to throw that picture away and face reality again and again, he says, and Dogen writes that all our mistakes lead us to the truth. In that sense, Mike says, everything is perfect, from a coffee cup standing on the floor to the warmth of the sun, and noticing this gives a peaceful feeling that is not the imagined one of no argument and no problem: it is here, and it is now.








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

Mike: Hello everybody, welcome to the Dogen Sangha show with Roman and me. Let us start our show, Dogen Sunday... ...you can edit that part off.

Mike: Okay. I have some subjects to talk about, and people have suggested some. Roman suggested three subjects. One is an explanation of Genjo Koan, which is one of Master Dogen's essays in the Shobogenzo.

The second is how to study Dogen's writings without being overwhelmed by words and ideas. The third is how Buddhism helped me in the most difficult situations in life. So that's three, and then Robert suggested some subjects. For instance, the meaning of prajñā, and whether prajñā is something we contact inside ourselves or something outside ourselves. And the relationship between spiritual things and what I'm teaching. There are some things to discuss over the next couple of days. I'm wondering which is best to start with. Maybe I'll start with the second one: how to study Dogen's writings, or Buddhist writings, without being overwhelmed by words and ideas. So let's start there.

In the modern world, we have a tendency to prefer ideas to what is in front of us. So it's sometimes difficult to separate the ideas in our heads from where we actually are now. In English, we say we become carried away.

Roman: Is it the same, a similar expression?

Mike: Yes, yes. And we're often carried away and don't notice where we are.


And Buddhist ideas can also carry us away. Especially, some Buddhist writings make us feel very, very optimistic. Typically, through the hundreds of years since Buddhism started, there have been many writings which suggest there is a better place or a better life than this one. Christianity also has the same belief: there is a better place than this one.

And we can make efforts in this life to reach this better life, or this better state. In Christianity, they explain it by saying that we will become one with God. In ancient India, the Brahmin... what's the Brahmin religion called?

Participant: Brahmanism.

Mike: Brahmanism. Brahmanism suggested that we could become one with Brahman. Or that inside we had a small somebody called atman, and in the universe there was a large being called Atman, and we could make our small atman one with the larger atman. So this theme, to make ourselves one with the perfect being, or to make ourselves into a perfect state, is a very common idea in world religions.

And Buddhism was no exception. The ancient Buddhists used a word to describe this perfect state. The perfect place they called Nirvana, and the state of reaching Nirvana they called, in Japanese, satori, or in English, enlightenment.


So this theme runs through all Buddhist writings. And in Dogen's writings too, if we look for that meaning, we can sometimes find it. And we can dream of a better place, a better state, than our miserable lives, with problems all the time. However, Dogen, in his writings, insisted that this world is the only real world.

This state is the only real state. This place is the only real place. This time is the only real time. So there's nothing to attain, in the sense of getting somewhere else. With Dogen, we have this strange explanation that we are making an effort to get where we already are. When we study Dogen's writings, because they were written in Japanese and Chinese eight hundred years ago, we have to find a meaning for ourselves. The original language is too far away from our own language to get some clear, unambiguous understanding.

So when we read or study the Shobogenzo, the question is: how should we interpret the meaning? We can think about the meaning and use our brain to guess or to infer what it means. That is, we refer to ourselves. Or we can ask somebody who we think knows what the meaning is, so we find the meaning from outside ourselves. Or we can do both. But there's one very important thing in finding the meaning, and it's quite difficult, because of the way that society teaches us things. Almost all our education is learning information which is given to us by outside people. So we can call it received knowledge, received understanding.


So nobody at school says to you, please think about this and find the meaning yourself. Of course, teachers use rational explanation, so that we can understand the mechanism. But studying Dogen's writings is a little different. Because Dogen is writing about this place, this state, this time, this experience, we need to interpret it based on this place, this time, this person, this state, in order to get the meaning. Many, many people read Buddhist literature, and they interpret it based on something else which they read, or something which they heard.

For instance, in Master Dogen's writings, he sometimes says that all the gods in heaven will help us. So some people read this, and they think, Dogen is talking about gods in heaven, so I must believe in gods in heaven. Or Dogen writes about a very peaceful supreme state. So we think, ah yes, there is a peaceful supreme state which I didn't know about, which I have to find.


But Dogen writes many times in the Shobogenzo that we should study things in experience. Actually, in Japanese, it's one phrase, study experience. Two Japanese characters: study, experience. And we are not used to studying experience, because usually study means using our brain, reading or listening or receiving from outside, and experience usually means something which happens in our life. So study experience sounds a little strange. But what Dogen is saying is that in order to understand his writings and Buddhism, we need to interpret what we are reading based on our own real experience in this world, in this state, at this time, in this place. But we can't help thinking: he's talking about something better than I am. He's talking about Buddha, and Buddha, I'm not a Buddha.

He's talking about the supreme state. I haven't had the supreme state. And so we try to understand his writings based on an idea, something that is not here and that we didn't experience. If we do that, then we make Dogen's writings into spiritual writings. But they're not spiritual writings. Sometimes they're poetic, but they're always realistic. If we interpret his writings based on our own real experience here and now, we have to look at ourselves and think, what can he mean about something I experienced? He says zazen is the gate to peaceful happiness.

I don't feel peaceful or happy. Do I feel peaceful or happy? Did I feel peaceful or happy? What does peaceful and happy mean? This is study in experience. But if we study in a different spiritual way, we think, if I practice more, then I will become peaceful and happy. And maybe if I do sesshin, I can become peaceful and happy quicker. And so on. And if we interpret his writings like this, we are always searching for something. But he says many times, what we are searching for is in front of us. Unfortunately, what is in front of most of us is a television screen, or a phone screen, or a social screen. We interpret the world based on society, based on the teachings we received about living in our society, living in our culture. We have to find a way past the screen.


So finding a way past the screen. Finding a way past the television. Finding a way past the books, into this world here and now. It's a Buddhist effort. It's a very, very difficult effort, but a very important effort. Dogen calls it the one great task. So if you want to study the Shobogenzo, of course, it's not written in Slovak yet. Even translated into English, it's very, very difficult. So how to study what Dogen is writing about is a big problem. I don't know what the solution is. My solution, accidentally, was to study in Japan with a Japanese teacher who studied for many years, and very slowly to discover the real meaning of what Dogen is talking about. There are not so many people who did this. But if you want to study what Dogen wrote, it's much quicker if you study with somebody who studied already, and who interpreted the meaning not based on some idea, not based on some beautiful state to attain, but based on their own real experience.

That's not so easy. But fortunately, I'm talking to you now, and what I'm saying to you is based on what Dogen wrote. So if you'd like to study the original writings of Dogen, it's a big task. If you don't want to do that, you can study with somebody who did it already, standing on their shoulders. But we shouldn't forget that Dogen is not writing about somewhere else. He's writing about how to live. He lived in the 13th century, and we're living in the 21st century.


So maybe we can hear some of his important ideas from somebody who studied them, our own experience, and learn to live. If we hear one or two important principles, for instance the ones I talked about last night in Banská Štiavnica, we can use those principles to examine our life. That may be the best we can do. So, for instance, the two principles I talked about yesterday. There is always a result of every action. Everything we do has a result, without any exception. So our behaviour is very important. I'm not saying we need to be good. I'm saying something different. Our behaviour is very important. The only place where we can behave or act is now. When we act now, we need to be here and now to act fully. You can see many people walking along the street looking at their phones, bumping into other people. You can see people in their cars talking on the phone.

From the Buddhist point of view, all these things are incomplete action. Buddhism recommends that we act completely. Not half and half, not half in our brain and half in reality. That's quite difficult. The modern world teaches us to multitask, doing several things at the same time, and we seem to be very good at it. And maybe sometimes we have to do it. But we can remember that the Buddhist teachings say that if we behave wholly, if we act wholly, the experience is somehow more whole, and that whole experience is different to partial experience. And again, I come back to sport, because sport and physical activity are very important and very central in the modern world. But we can expand this to talk about music or art or... The quality of whole experience is different to the quality of partial experience: in art, in music, in sport, in life.

So this is what you can find by reading Dogen. But you can find it without reading Dogen, because I just told you.


Roman: Master Dogen and most Buddhist teachers, or maybe all Buddhist teachers, are often critical of people as such, or critical of their disciples: you should do this, you shouldn't do that. Because you say we should try to be in the present moment and not in the past or future, how critical should we be of ourselves, for example about past mistakes, or I'm not making enough effort, I'm too lazy? Should we just ignore our mistakes, or should we somehow reflect on the mistakes we make? Because if we reflect, we are not in the present moment.

Mike: I didn't say, I didn't mean to say, that we should be in the present moment. What I meant to say was that Buddhism teaches that to be in the present moment is being in reality, is being whole, is being awake, is being a Buddha, which means awake. And when we are in the present moment, the nature of our behaviour, the quality of our action, is different. We can experience this. We can notice it. And as a whole society, as a whole civilization, we can slowly discover this.


Boris: Can I make a comment?

Mike: Yes.

Boris: My experience as a doctor is that when a person does not act completely and fully in a situation, when he is in several places at once, as Mike described it, diseases start. For 12 years I have been working in a place where there is a psychiatrist next to my practice, and more and more people gather in front of his waiting room. I see that people are not able to digest what the world around them brings them. The second thing is that problems with digestion are increasing terribly. People think it is some kind of allergy, but I think that the intestine is connected with thinking: when we cannot digest the thoughts that pour in on us, an awful lot of ideas at once, and we cannot choose among them, then we simply cannot digest either. Digestion is the same process as digesting thoughts. So I think meditation or zazen, or whatever you call it, is a kind of medicine, a healing practice.

Mike: So slowly, the world is discovering these kinds of simple facts. If we are watching a film while we're eating supper, our brain is doing one thing, our mouth is doing another thing, and our intestine is confused. However, it's very difficult in the modern world to live this kind of dream, always in the present moment. Only eating when we're eating. Only talking when we're talking. Only listening when we're listening. We listen for two seconds, and for ten seconds we... It's happening now.

So we have to notice the real situation, and we have to avoid or solve the problem.


Is Buddhism telling us to be perfect? What is perfect? I can understand complete action. I can understand being in the present moment. I can understand the benefit. But I can't do it. So there must be some kind of progress: we get better and better. Strangely, this is a kind of contradiction, or two things which are opposite, sitting beside each other.

If we pursue the ideal of perfect Buddhism, we will never find it, because always, in our head, in our mind, we put together the perfect picture. But life is not perfect in the same way that our ideas are perfect. So when Dogen writes about perfect, does he mean the perfect picture I have in my mind? Always acting perfectly, always in the present? Or does he mean this chaotic mess in front of me? And he always means this chaotic mess in front of me. That is the meaning of perfect. Not the idea of perfect in our mind.


So in the end we have to throw away words, our beautiful idea of Buddhism. That's very important. We are always gradually building up a perfect picture. Then we have to throw it away and face reality, again and again and again and again. And Dogen writes that all our mistakes lead us to the truth. So in a strange way, although his writings sound very beautiful sometimes, he's always pointing us back to this chaotic mess, full of problems, difficulties. It should be different. That's it. That's where we are. That's reality. That's life. That's all there is. That's our lot. We have to get on with it. And in a strange way, it's perfect. Not perfect in that sense. Perfect because the coffee cup is standing on the floor, perfectly. The spoon is perfectly in the cup. Tip the cup and the coffee goes into your throat. Put it down. Put it down. It stops. Everything is perfect. Everything works perfectly. Nothing is out of balance. We sit on a chair, and the chair keeps us up.

The sun comes out and we feel the warmth. We move into the shade and it's cool. This is the meaning of perfect. So when we notice that the world is like a bright pearl, perfect as it is, we feel some kind of peaceful feeling. Not this peaceful feeling we imagine: no argument, no problem. Yes. Not that one. Where is it? Here. When is it? Now. Perfect.
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Carried away by ideas

Maybe I’ll start with how to study Dogen’s writings, or Buddhist writings, without being overwhelmed by words and ideas.1

In the modern world, we have a tendency to prefer ideas to what is in front of us. In English, we say we become carried away. And we’re often carried away and don’t notice where we are.1

And Buddhist ideas can also carry us away. There have been many Buddhist writings which suggest there is a better place or a better life than this one. Christianity also has the same belief. And we can make efforts in this life to reach this better state. In Christianity, they explain it by saying that we will become one with God; Brahmanism suggested that we could become one with Brahman. To make ourselves into a perfect state is a very common idea in world religions, and Buddhism was no exception. The perfect place they called Nirvana, and the state of reaching it satori, or enlightenment. In Dogen’s writings too, if we look for that meaning, we can sometimes find it. And we can dream of a better place than our miserable lives, with problems all the time.2 3

Nothing to attain somewhere else

However, Dogen, in his writings, insisted that this world is the only real world. This state is the only real state, this place the only real place, this time the only real time. So there’s nothing to attain, in the sense of getting somewhere else. With Dogen, we have this strange explanation that we are making an effort to get where we already are.3

Studying experience

Dogen’s writings were written in Japanese and Chinese eight hundred years ago, so we have to find a meaning for ourselves. We can use our brain to infer what it means, or ask somebody who we think knows. But there’s one very important thing in finding the meaning, and it’s quite difficult, because almost all our education is learning information which is given to us by outside people: received knowledge. Nobody at school says to you, please think about this and find the meaning yourself.3 4

But studying Dogen’s writings is a little different. Because Dogen is writing about this place, this state, this time, this experience, we need to interpret it based on this place, this time, this person, this state. Many, many people interpret Buddhist literature based on something else which they read, or something which they heard. Dogen sometimes says that all the gods in heaven will help us, so some people think, I must believe in gods in heaven. Or he writes about a very peaceful supreme state, and we think, there is a peaceful supreme state which I have to find.4

But Dogen writes many times in the Shobogenzo that we should study things in experience. In Japanese, it’s one phrase: study experience. It sounds a little strange, because usually study means using our brain, and experience means something which happens in our life. But what Dogen is saying is that to understand his writings and Buddhism, we need to interpret what we are reading based on our own real experience in this world, in this state, at this time, in this place.5

Past the screen

But we can’t help thinking: he’s talking about Buddha, and I’m not a Buddha; he’s talking about the supreme state, and I haven’t had it. So we try to understand his writings based on an idea, something that we didn’t experience, and we make them into spiritual writings. But they’re not spiritual writings. Sometimes they’re poetic, but they’re always realistic.5

If we interpret his writings based on our own real experience here and now, we have to look at ourselves: what can he mean about something I experienced? He says zazen is the gate to peaceful happiness. Do I feel peaceful or happy? What does peaceful and happy mean? This is study in experience. But if we study in a spiritual way, we think, if I practice more, I will become peaceful and happy. Then we are always searching for something. But he says many times, what we are searching for is in front of us.5

Unfortunately, what is in front of most of us is a television screen, or a phone screen, or a social screen. We interpret the world based on society, based on the teachings we received about living in our society, living in our culture. We have to find a way past the screen, past the books, into this world here and now. It’s a very, very difficult effort, but a very important effort. Dogen calls it the one great task.5 6

Studying with somebody who has studied

Even translated into English, the Shobogenzo is very, very difficult. How to study it is a big problem, and I don’t know what the solution is. My solution, accidentally, was to study in Japan with a Japanese teacher who studied for many years, and very slowly to discover the real meaning. But it’s much quicker if you study with somebody who studied already, and who interpreted the meaning not based on some idea, not based on some beautiful state to attain, but based on their own real experience.6

That’s not so easy. But fortunately, what I’m saying to you now is based on what Dogen wrote. To study his original writings is a big task. If you don’t want to do that, you can study with somebody who did it already, standing on their shoulders. But we shouldn’t forget that Dogen is not writing about somewhere else. He’s writing about how to live. If we hear one or two important principles, for instance the ones I talked about last night in Banská Štiavnica, we can use them to examine our life. That may be the best we can do.6 7

Acting wholly

For instance, there is always a result of every action. Everything we do has a result, without any exception. So our behaviour is very important. I’m not saying we need to be good; I’m saying something different. The only place where we can act is now, and we need to be here and now to act fully. You can see many people walking along the street looking at their phones, bumping into other people.7

From the Buddhist point of view, all these things are incomplete action. Buddhism recommends that we act completely, not half in our brain and half in reality. That’s quite difficult. The modern world teaches us to multitask, and maybe sometimes we have to do it. But the quality of whole experience is different to the quality of partial experience: in art, in music, in sport, in life. So this is what you can find by reading Dogen. But you can find it without reading Dogen, because I just told you.7

Being in the present moment

Roman: Because you say we should try to be in the present moment, how critical should we be of ourselves, for example about past mistakes? Should we just ignore our mistakes, or should we somehow reflect on them? Because if we reflect, we are not in the present moment.

I didn’t mean to say that we should be in the present moment. What I meant to say was that Buddhism teaches that to be in the present moment is being in reality, is being whole, is being awake, is being a Buddha, which means awake. And when we are in the present moment, the quality of our action is different. We can experience this. And as a whole civilization, we can slowly discover this.8

Boris: My experience as a doctor is that if we don’t act fully and wholly, diseases start. Many people have problems digesting food, and I think that the intestine is connected with thinking. So meditation or zazen is, I think, a kind of medicine, a healing practice.

So slowly, the world is discovering these kinds of simple facts. If we are watching a film while we’re eating supper, our brain is doing one thing, our mouth is doing another thing, and our intestine is confused. However, it’s very difficult in the modern world to live this kind of dream, always in the present moment. Only eating when we’re eating. So we have to notice the real situation, and we have to avoid or solve the problem.9

The meaning of perfect

Is Buddhism telling us to be perfect? I can understand complete action, being in the present moment, the benefit. But I can’t do it. So there must be some kind of progress: we get better and better. Strangely, this is a kind of contradiction, two things which are opposite, sitting beside each other.10

If we pursue the ideal of perfect Buddhism, we will never find it, because always, in our mind, we put together the perfect picture. But life is not perfect in the same way that our ideas are perfect. So when Dogen writes about perfect, does he mean the perfect picture I have in my mind? Always acting perfectly, always in the present? Or does he mean this chaotic mess in front of me? And he always means this chaotic mess in front of me. That is the meaning of perfect.10

So in the end we have to throw away words, our beautiful idea of Buddhism. We are always gradually building up a perfect picture, and we have to throw it away and face reality, again and again. And Dogen writes that all our mistakes lead us to the truth. Although his writings sound very beautiful sometimes, he’s always pointing us back to this chaotic mess, full of problems, difficulties. It should be different. That’s it. That’s where we are. That’s life. We have to get on with it.11

And in a strange way, it’s perfect. Not perfect in that sense. Perfect because the coffee cup is standing on the floor. Everything is perfect. Everything works perfectly. Nothing is out of balance. We sit on a chair, and the chair keeps us up. The sun comes out and we feel the warmth. So when we notice that the world is like a bright pearl, perfect as it is, we feel some kind of peaceful feeling. Not this peaceful feeling we imagine: no argument, no problem. Where is it? Here. When is it? Now. Perfect.11
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike says that prajñā is not a spiritual or a physical force but the natural state of living beings when they do not separate their mental area from the physical area,6 a state before thinking. He says it does not come from anywhere and already exists before we train ourselves to believe that we have to think before we do things, and that we may be able to sense it near babies or animals. In zazen, he says, we enter this state of wholeness from time to time, although sometimes not for long, because our thoughts come back.

Mike analyses the Sanskrit word: pra means before and jnana means intellectual thinking, so prajñā means before intellectual thinking, something like intuition. According to Mike, the Hannya Shingyo, the sutra we chant, describes a peaceful state in zazen when we stop thinking about the world, stop discriminating and stop using words and concepts to interpret it, and this state is called prajñā. In the modern world, he says, we would normally think that a state without any concepts is a stupid state, because our societies are founded on intellectual knowledge, ideas and concepts. Mike adds that such societies value principles, ideas so strong that we believe they are worth dying for and living for, and that a state before thinking, which contains no principles, sounds very dangerous to them. To understand its value, we have to imagine not having a mind separate from a body, he says, although normally we feel that our consciousness is a kind of control center sitting in our body and controlling it. Some artificial intelligence researchers, he notes, are noticing that this control-center model of the human brain may not be true, while Buddhist teachers have insisted from ancient times that there is one whole body-mind.4 The great religions, he says, suggest that we can make contact with a non-physical power, usually called God, and receive instructions from it. But sometimes something goes wrong in the communication and the people trying to receive instructions do terrible things, so this belief makes no sense to him.

The ancient teachings of Buddhism, he says, tell us to return to the state of prajñā, the state before our parents were born, and then we can do what we want, although it is very difficult to have confidence in that. He says we are so used to having I, the sense of a self, in control that we feel vulnerable without it, but that this may be an illusion. Prajñā has no I,7 he says, which does not mean that the person disappears. Roman offers golf as an example of the difference between not thinking before you do and thinking: when he tries hard to swing well he usually blows the shot, but when he just moves the balls back without trying, they fly perfectly. Mike adds that the truths of Buddhism do not belong to Buddhists and are everywhere, and that Buddhist teachings put them forward to help us live. Boris says that acting before thinking can sometimes seem strange and asks whether Mike is not afraid of this. Mike answers that he is not, and, asked whether he trusts, he says that trust develops over years.10








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

This afternoon I want to talk about the meaning of prajñā. What is prajñā? Where does it come from? Many Buddhist groups that I know of chant the Maha Prajñā Paramita Sutra, which is known in Japanese as Hannya Shingyo. People like to chant it because it's not very long, and in Japanese it has a kind of rhythm to it. The Hannya Shingyo, or Maha Prajñā Paramita Sutra, is in praise of prajñā. Maha means great. Paramita practice sutra in English means the practice of the great prajñā, which people often translate as wisdom. But I wonder what wisdom means.

I think I've explained this before. If we look at the Sanskrit word prajñā, it's formed of the prefix pra and the participle jnana. Pra means before, and jnana means intellectual thinking. So prajñā means before intellectual thinking. It suggests something before we think, something like intuition. But what is intuition? Somebody wrote a sutra praising intuition: the Hannya Shingyo.


But if you read that sutra, it's actually talking about something to do with zazen. The sutra which we chant has the introduction missing, and the ending is missing. It's just the central part of what was written. But if you read the introduction, it describes a sesshin that Gautama Buddha held on Vulture Peak with lots of Buddhist people. The Buddha, Shariputra, and the... My brain is not working.

Roman: Avalokiteshvara?

Mike: Avalokiteshvara. Avalokiteshvara may be some kind of legendary person, sometimes seen as a Buddhist god. So it's a very ancient sutra. But anyway, they're at the sesshin, and they have just finished practicing something called the Prajñā Paramita, practice of wisdom. The Buddha and Shariputra and Avalokiteshvara have a conversation in which Avalokiteshvara asks Shariputra: How shall I explain the state in the practice of wisdom to young people who might want to practice it? And then Shariputra explains how he wants to describe the state.

That's where the sutra which we chant starts. The sutra seems to say that the state of prajñā paramita is without everything, a state in which eyes, ears, nose, mouth and so on all cease to exist. But actually, what he's trying to describe is a peaceful state in zazen, when we stop thinking about the world. When we stop thinking about the world, we stop discriminating. We stop using words and concepts in our brain to interpret the world. That's what is described in the Hannya Shingyo, and that state is called prajñā. So it seems that the practice of wisdom is the practice of zazen, or the practice of dhyāna, meditation.


But what is it that we get from zazen which we can call prajñā, or wisdom, or intuition? Are we making contact with some higher power that gives us special knowledge, or special information, or a special way of seeing? Or is it something in us? What is prajñā, or wisdom? What is this state before thinking? It's quite difficult to describe. In the modern world we would normally think that a state without any concepts is a stupid state, because our societies and our civilization are founded on intellectual knowledge, ideas and concepts, made real by human effort.

Our societies value concepts and ideas which we call principles. Principles are ideas that are so strong that we believe in them. We believe that these ideas are very, very important. They're worth dying for, worth living for. So we are taught to hold on to our principles. But a state before thinking doesn't contain principles. That sounds very dangerous. A state before thinking doesn't contain any ideas or concepts.

So what value does it have in a society or a civilization which is based on ideas, concepts and principles? What can a human being do, freed from ideas, concepts and principles? There would be no direction, no morals, no right and wrong, nothing to tell us which way to go. Wow. That's the same.

Roman: Well, we accept English expressions. We borrow expressions like wow.

Mike: Wow. Cool.

Roman: Yeah, we say cool.

Mike: Cool. Okay.


But this state is valued by Buddhism, praised by teachers of the past, and we don't know what it is, or how it can be valuable. In order to understand the value of the state of prajñā, we have to imagine what it's like not to have a mind separate from a body, not to have a body separate from the mind. We have to imagine it, because we can't think about it. What can it be? Normally we feel there's me, my mind, my consciousness, sitting in my body, controlling it: come here, go there. My consciousness is like some kind of control center, and my body is doing what I want it to do. Sounds good. Sometimes, though, our body does something we didn't tell it to. In modern artificial intelligence research, some researchers are noticing that the model of the human brain as some kind of control center, with the body like a machine following the controls, might not be true.

Roman: This research may not...

Mike: Not be true. Yeah. Because of some problems with how long it takes signals to travel in nerves. So they're searching for another model of the human being that is different from a mental control center controlling a physical body. Now, from ancient times Buddhist teachers have insisted that there is no control center separate from the body. There's no body separate from the control center. There's one whole body-mind. It's the central belief of Buddhist teaching. However, human beings have become very skilled at separating their mental faculties from their physical faculties, or rather, at believing that mental faculties and physical faculties are two different things.


So through the centuries there have been many theories about where the mind is. Does it exist in our body? Or does it exist around our body? Or somewhere else? The great religions have suggested that there is some kind of non-physical power which we make contact with, usually called God. If we make contact with God, we can get nice instructions to control our body. It's called prayer. Please, all-powerful, abstract God.

Unfortunately, sometimes something goes wrong in the communication, and the people who are trying to receive instructions do very terrible things, killing people or... not behaving properly. So to me this belief doesn't make any sense, that there is some spiritual force existing outside the world which will tell us what to do. This is called spiritualism or idealism. We base the way that we live on spiritual knowledge, or ideas or concepts or principles which are true.

Instead, I learned from Buddhist teachers that if I stop separating my mental from my spiritual, if I allow myself to become whole, then I can just do what is natural.


This is quite difficult to understand, because of our strong belief that we have to think before we do something. So it's difficult even to imagine a state where our thinking and our physical body are one. We're not thinking and then doing, we're thinking doing, or doing thinking, and what must that be like? The state of prajñā, before thinking, is just this state. It doesn't come from anywhere.

It already exists before we train ourselves to think about how to do things, before we train ourselves to believe that we have to think about doing things and then do them. The state of prajñā is there. Maybe we can see it in babies. Maybe we can see it in animals. Maybe when we are near babies or animals, we can sense it: naturalness, a freedom to live our lives without thinking before we act. This is the meaning of prajñā.

It's not a spiritual force. It's not a physical force. It's the natural state of living beings when they don't separate their mental area from the physical area. When we sit in zazen, dropping off our mental thoughts, focusing on our body, we are in the state of prajñā, sometimes not for long, because our thoughts come back and we are thinking about what to do. But from time to time in zazen we enter a state of wholeness, a state without concepts, ideas or principles, without right or wrong, without good or bad. Just the state of being.

Maybe the state of a young baby. Maybe the state of a dog. This is the state that Buddhism reveres, because it has its own wisdom. But we find it so difficult to trust that our own behavior, our own actions, can be right. We spend much of our lives thinking about whether our action was wrong or right, deciding whether we should do this or that. Which is best? And so on.


The ancient teachings of Buddhism say: return to the state of prajñā, return to the original state, return to the state before our parents were born. Which is a strange expression. And then we can do what we want. It's very difficult to have confidence in that, very difficult. But sometimes, if a situation is very dangerous or very important or very urgent, we do it without noticing. Before we have time to think, we act.

And then afterwards we often think: Oh, did I do that? Because we're so used to having I in control. If I is not in control, we feel very, very vulnerable, we feel powerless, but this may be an illusion. Prajñā has no I. It doesn't mean the person disappears. So that's the state of prajñā: not a spiritual state, not a physical state, but a state where we are not separating, a state which Buddhist teachings revere, a state in which we are whole, and we can do what we want. Very difficult.


Roman: There is a sport, I think, which shows exactly this problem. I've noticed that in dynamic sports like skiing, swimming, cycling, maybe kayaking, sea kayaking, where people do something dynamically, kind of in a flow, they do it just at the level they can. So they do it naturally. If you are a good skier, you naturally ski well, and if you are even better, you ski better. I think in these dynamic sports we don't have time to think and we enjoy doing something, and because we enjoy it, we are just natural. But there is a sport called golf, which I have practiced a little bit...

Mike: A little bit, a little bit.

Roman: Just half a year.

Mike: There's a sport you have been obsessed with.

Roman: Yes, okay. What is interesting is that when you read about golf, there are lots of books, lots of literature, lots of videos, millions of instructions. And what is interesting is that maybe 99% of all golfers around the world, including the pros and the best golfers in the world, do not have such a big problem with playing golf, but they have a huge problem with the mind. And I think the reason is that, as you know, golf is standing and having lots of time to think and then doing something. What most people do is they feel fear: I'm not going to do it well, I'm not sure how to do it well. So we golfers think a lot, and they block the natural, so they separate mind and body. And then I... I don't know, I'm sure... especially if it's a very important shot. And when people watch you, for me, I have so little confidence in myself. But if you watch me play golf—

Mike: You have confidence in yourself now.

Roman: Not really. Which is... people are watching.

Mike: Cover up.

Roman: Anyway, because there are so many ideas: I'm going to blow it, I'm not going to do it well, it's going to be embarrassing. And I have seen people do the same thing, struggling, because we have time to think and then we have to do something with our body. So ideally, if all golfers in the world were completely stupid, if they had no idea how good they are at golf, everyone would play golf much, much better. All golfers know this, so they sometimes seek some kind of... There are golf psychologists who help you mentally to play golf, like Zen meditation for golf or something. So it's very difficult to relax when you play golf. So how much is such a golf psychology session? It's very expensive, I'll tell you.


Mike: But isn't it because golf is inherently competitive? You wouldn't go and play golf on your own, would you?

Roman: Yes, some people do. They compete with themselves. I play on my own most of the time, and I'm just like: wow, I'm not doing anything.

Mike: Because I think kayaking or mountaineering or whatever, other more natural, normal sports, are something that you do naturally, whereas golf is a competitive sport.

Roman: I don't want to speak too much, but I'll give you an example of what happened, the difference between not thinking before you do and thinking. When I try hard to do the shot, to swing well, I usually blow it. It's quite a ridiculous situation. Then when I just want to move my balls back to where I started, just to move them, I stop thinking about how to do it. I just need to move the balls, come on. And I'm always like: how come I did this? Because I don't know how to do this. Because I didn't care, I didn't think, I could swing naturally, so all the balls fly perfectly. It's because I don't try.

Mike: Golf is teaching you prajñā.

Roman: Yeah, absolutely.

Mike: That's good. So I'd like to repeat and insist that the teachings of Buddhism don't belong to Buddhism. The truths of Buddhism don't belong to Buddhists. This is very important. Most religions or teachings claim the teachings as their own, and this separates normal people from special people. But this is a mistake, or a delusion. The truths of Buddhism are everywhere. They can be discovered by somebody who never heard the word Buddha. They can be practiced by somebody who never heard about Buddhism.

But Buddhist teachings have put forward these understandings to help us live. If you practice zazen too much, you get problems with your body. If you practice golf too much, you get problems with your elbows.


Boris: If you know the state of prajñā, the space where you are moving is quite big sometimes. You said that you act before you think, but sometimes it's very strange: where are you going? Aren't you afraid of this sometimes?

Mike: Me? No, no.

Roman: Do you trust?

Mike: Trust. Yes. So that trust develops over years. For instance, everybody's character is different. When we're young, we often feel our character should be the same as other people's, so we need to change ourselves to fit in with other people. However, sometimes our character is too strong, and trying to fit in with society is very painful. So to find the confidence to be ourselves is quite difficult sometimes, because there's pressure to be the same as everybody else.

Finding ourselves needs confidence that what we really like is okay. Usually we feel that what we really, secretly like is not so okay.
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Before intellectual thinking

This afternoon I want to talk about the meaning of prajñā. What is prajñā? Where does it come from? Many Buddhist groups that I know of chant the Maha Prajñā Paramita Sutra, which is known in Japanese as Hannya Shingyo. It is in praise of prajñā. Maha means great. Paramita, practice, sutra: in English it means the practice of the great prajñā, which people often translate as wisdom. But I wonder what wisdom means.1

If we look at the Sanskrit word prajñā, it’s formed of the prefix pra and the participle jnana. Pra means before, and jnana means intellectual thinking. So prajñā means before intellectual thinking. It suggests something before we think, something like intuition. But what is intuition? Somebody wrote a sutra praising intuition: the Hannya Shingyo.1

But if you read that sutra, it’s actually talking about something to do with zazen. The sutra which we chant has the introduction and the ending missing. But the introduction describes a sesshin that Gautama Buddha held on Vulture Peak. The Buddha, Shariputra and Avalokiteshvara are at the sesshin, and they have just finished practicing something called the Prajñā Paramita, practice of wisdom. Avalokiteshvara asks Shariputra: How shall I explain the state in the practice of wisdom to young people who might want to practice it? And then Shariputra explains how he wants to describe the state. That’s where the sutra which we chant starts.2

The sutra seems to say that the state of prajñā paramita is without everything, a state in which eyes, ears, nose, mouth and so on all cease to exist. But actually, what he’s trying to describe is a peaceful state in zazen, when we stop thinking about the world. We stop discriminating. We stop using words and concepts in our brain to interpret the world. That state is called prajñā. So it seems that the practice of wisdom is the practice of zazen, or the practice of dhyāna, meditation.2

A state without concepts

But what is it that we get from zazen which we can call prajñā, or wisdom, or intuition? Are we making contact with some higher power that gives us special knowledge? Or is it something in us? It’s quite difficult to describe. In the modern world we would normally think that a state without any concepts is a stupid state, because our societies and our civilization are founded on intellectual knowledge, ideas and concepts.3

Our societies value ideas which we call principles. Principles are ideas that are so strong that we believe in them. They’re worth dying for, worth living for. So we are taught to hold on to our principles. But a state before thinking doesn’t contain principles. That sounds very dangerous. What can a human being do, freed from ideas, concepts and principles? There would be no direction, no morals, no right and wrong, nothing to tell us which way to go.3

But this state is valued by Buddhism, praised by teachers of the past, and we don’t know what it is, or how it can be valuable.4

Mind and body

In order to understand the value of the state of prajñā, we have to imagine what it’s like not to have a mind separate from a body. We have to imagine it, because we can’t think about it. Normally we feel there’s me, my consciousness, sitting in my body, controlling it: come here, go there. My consciousness is like some kind of control center. Sounds good. Sometimes, though, our body does something we didn’t tell it to.4

In modern artificial intelligence research, some researchers are noticing that the model of the human brain as some kind of control center might not be true, because of some problems with how long it takes signals to travel in nerves. Now, from ancient times Buddhist teachers have insisted that there is no control center separate from the body. There’s one whole body-mind. It’s the central belief of Buddhist teaching. However, human beings have become very skilled at separating their mental faculties from their physical faculties, or rather, at believing that they are two different things.4

Instructions from God

Through the centuries there have been many theories about where the mind is. The great religions have suggested that there is some kind of non-physical power which we make contact with, usually called God. If we make contact with God, we can get nice instructions to control our body. It’s called prayer. Please, all-powerful, abstract God.5

Unfortunately, sometimes something goes wrong in the communication, and the people who are trying to receive instructions do very terrible things, killing people. So to me this belief doesn’t make any sense, that there is some spiritual force existing outside the world which will tell us what to do. This is called spiritualism or idealism. We base the way that we live on spiritual knowledge, or ideas or concepts or principles which are true. Instead, I learned from Buddhist teachers that if I stop separating my mental from my spiritual, if I allow myself to become whole, then I can just do what is natural.5

The natural state

This is quite difficult to understand, because of our strong belief that we have to think before we do something. So it’s difficult even to imagine a state where our thinking and our physical body are one. We’re not thinking and then doing, we’re thinking doing, or doing thinking, and what must that be like? The state of prajñā, before thinking, is just this state. It doesn’t come from anywhere. It already exists before we train ourselves to believe that we have to think about doing things and then do them.6

Maybe we can see it in babies, or in animals. Maybe when we are near them, we can sense it: naturalness, a freedom to live our lives without thinking before we act. This is the meaning of prajñā. It’s not a spiritual force. It’s not a physical force. It’s the natural state of living beings when they don’t separate their mental area from the physical area.6

When we sit in zazen, dropping off our mental thoughts, focusing on our body, we are in the state of prajñā, sometimes not for long, because our thoughts come back. But from time to time in zazen we enter a state of wholeness, a state without concepts, ideas or principles, without right or wrong, without good or bad. Just the state of being. This is the state that Buddhism reveres, because it has its own wisdom.6

No I in control

But we find it so difficult to trust that our own actions can be right. We spend much of our lives thinking about whether our action was wrong or right. The ancient teachings of Buddhism say: return to the state of prajñā, return to the state before our parents were born. Which is a strange expression. And then we can do what we want. It’s very difficult to have confidence in that, very difficult.6 7

But sometimes, if a situation is very dangerous or very urgent, before we have time to think, we act. And then afterwards we often think: Oh, did I do that? Because we’re so used to having I in control. If I is not in control, we feel very, very vulnerable, but this may be an illusion. Prajñā has no I. It doesn’t mean the person disappears.7

The golf example

Roman: In dynamic sports like skiing or kayaking we don’t have time to think, and we are just natural. But golf is standing, having lots of time to think and then doing something. Most golfers, even the best, have a huge problem with the mind. We feel fear, we think a lot, and we separate mind and body.8

But isn’t it because golf is inherently competitive? You wouldn’t go and play golf on your own, would you?9

Roman: Yes, some people do. They compete with themselves. I play on my own most of the time.

I think kayaking or mountaineering, other more natural, normal sports, are something that you do naturally, whereas golf is a competitive sport.9

Roman: I’ll give you an example of the difference between not thinking before you do and thinking. When I try hard to swing well, I usually blow it. When I just want to move my balls back to where I started, I stop thinking about how to do it, and all the balls fly perfectly. It’s because I don’t try.

Golf is teaching you prajñā.9

Truths that are everywhere

So I’d like to repeat and insist that the truths of Buddhism don’t belong to Buddhists. This is very important. Most religions or teachings claim the teachings as their own, and this separates normal people from special people. But this is a mistake, or a delusion. The truths of Buddhism are everywhere. They can be discovered by somebody who never heard the word Buddha. They can be practiced by somebody who never heard about Buddhism. But Buddhist teachings have put forward these understandings to help us live. If you practice zazen too much, you get problems with your body. If you practice golf too much, you get problems with your elbows.9

Trust

Boris: If you know the state of prajñā, the space where you are moving is quite big sometimes. You said that you act before you think, but sometimes it’s very strange: where are you going? Aren’t you afraid of this sometimes?

Me? No, no.10

Roman: Do you trust?

Trust. Yes. So that trust develops over years. For instance, everybody’s character is different. When we’re young, we often feel our character should be the same as other people’s, so we need to change ourselves to fit in with other people. However, sometimes our character is too strong, and trying to fit in with society is very painful. So to find the confidence to be ourselves is quite difficult sometimes. Finding ourselves needs confidence that what we really like is okay. Usually we feel that what we really, secretly like is not so okay.10
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike says that he does not think Buddhism has helped him in difficult circumstances, because when he is in trouble he forgets about Buddhism1 and deals with the situation from his own character. Later he adds that he does not claim it did not help, only that he cannot tell: zazen keeps him healthy and gives him a base, and over some years, he says, the precepts follow him. He also says that Buddhism and zazen can be used as an escape from real problems rather than as a refuge.5

He notes that Japanese people share Buddhist habits, such as avoiding anger, without being aware of it, and he cannot tell how much of his own change is due to Buddhism. Many years ago his teacher Nishijima said that zazen would solve all our problems, and Mike believed it. Then he saw Nishijima himself fall seriously ill, from a side effect of a medicine taken for gout. Mike realised that Nishijima meant that zazen can keep us healthy, not that it works magic, and that his own problem was how he interpreted Nishijima's words,8 a misunderstanding Mike Cross shared when he tried so hard to sit straight that he became tense. Through his relationship with Lisa, an artist with a more chaotic life, he saw that he had been using zazen and the routine of teaching Buddhism as a kind of protective cover, and that he had wanted to refuse that chaotic life. He calls the difference between escape and refuge subtle and concludes that his problems helped him with Buddhism more than Buddhism helped him with his problems. He adds that the teachings of Buddhism do not belong to Buddhism,5 and that groups claiming a special teaching or moral advantage damage Buddhism or the truth, and that teachers do not teach a truth nobody knows but point to truths we all already have.

In the discussion a participant says that zazen brought order into his chaotic life, and Mike accepts that different people can arrive at something similar, adding that zazen teaches us to let interruptions pass, for example with other drivers or at the dentist. Asked about sleepiness in zazen, he says it is neither good nor bad: often we simply need sleep, but sometimes sleepiness comes from pushing down an emotion, and we can decide whether to keep sitting or to sleep. He closes with the thought that the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

This morning, I'm not sure what we're going to talk about. Roman asked me to talk about how Buddhism has helped me in difficult circumstances in my life. It's a very interesting question, but the answer may also be interesting. I don't think it's helped me at all, and I'll explain why. When I have a difficult circumstance, I forget all about Buddhism. I'm completely involved in the circumstances, and I have to deal with them from my own character. For instance, if I think of difficult circumstances, I can't remember any Buddhist part of them. I don't think about Buddhism or try to apply any Buddhist rule at all.

I lived in Japan for 25 years, and I noticed that Japanese people have Buddhist habits, but they're not aware of the fact. For instance, in Buddhism there is a precept: don't get angry. And in Japanese society, generally, people make a big effort to avoid getting angry. Of course, people get angry in Japan. But there is some shared understanding among the Japanese people that if we get angry, it's like releasing a poison into our blood. So it's very disturbing for the person who gets angry, during the time when they are angry and for some time after. So they avoid it. There is an agreement among people to avoid it, if they can. I suppose that comes from the Buddhist teachings, because until 1900, Buddhist teachings in Japan were very straightforward and simple. So society was very strongly influenced by these simple teachings.


Looking at the way that Japanese people have Buddhist habits or Buddhist behaviour without knowing about it, maybe I do. But I don't know whether I do or not. I guess I do. Certainly, I'm different now from when I was younger. But it's difficult for me to know how different. The difference is due to Buddhism? But I never make any attempt to use Buddhism to solve my problems. I remember maybe one time, maybe twenty years ago, Yoko and I had a big argument. I thought, I'll sit in zazen. That will solve the problem. So I sat in zazen, very sternly and angrily. But it didn't solve anything. I think she threw something at me. Because it was an escape. And I think we can use Buddhism, and I guess other things, to escape. We can use Buddhism and ideas of balance in zazen to escape from our lives, from our real problem. I think if you use zazen in that way, it's possible to notice that it's kind of escaping.

Of course, if you're angry and you feel disturbed afterward, if you sit in zazen, it might help you to calm down. But to sit in zazen angrily doesn't work.


My teacher, Nishijima Roshi, said many years ago, maybe thirty years ago, that all we need in our life is zazen. And if we practice zazen, it will solve all our problems. I was about 35, and I believed it. So I practiced zazen in that way. At that time I used to get very strong headaches, migraines, quite frequently. I remember sitting in zazen with migraines, hoping they would go away. But usually I would have to go to bed and stop. I also thought that Nishijima meant we can cure illness through zazen. So I thought if we practice zazen, we will never become ill. And then, in about 1985, Nishijima Roshi became very ill. So I thought, oh, he's practicing zazen, but he became very ill. So it doesn't prevent you from becoming ill.

Boris: How old were you at the time?

Mike: Me? Yeah. Thirty-six, thirty-seven, thirty-eight. Nishijima was about sixty. And his illness was due to very low white blood cell count, which was due to some medicine he had been taking for gout, an illness called gout. You know gout? No, no, no, no, no. The blood is forming crystals.

Participant: Ah, gout.

Mike: It's very painful. Uric acid?

Mike: The reason he had gout was that he was drinking too much when he was younger. So his illness when he was sixty was a side effect of the medicine he took to cure his illness when he was young. Then I began to think about what he said about zazen. And I realized that he didn't mean that if you practice zazen, you never ever become ill, that it had some kind of magical effect. But simply that if you practice zazen, you can keep healthy.


In my life, that's true. Practicing zazen has kept me healthy. Living in Tokyo, which is a very busy, crowded city, there is not so much chance to exercise or walk in the country. But practicing zazen every day, I think, seems to keep me fit. That's my experience. But whether practicing zazen solved my problems or not, I don't know. Maybe it brought out my problems from inside me, expressed my problems. I'd been teaching zazen in Bristol for nearly ten years when I met my present partner, Lisa. She's an artist, so she has a very different character and lifestyle from mine. In the first few years, we had a very difficult relationship because of different points of view.

One thing I realized and learned from her is that I was using zazen as an alternative to a fuller life. Can you understand?

Participant: No.

Mike: She said that. No, I realized that. Is that too much? Do you want to say some example? Sorry, sorry. Okay. There's some serious problem. Well, because I'd been teaching Buddhism in quite a simple form. It's difficult to explain. I based my life on a kind of routine. To some extent, I used that routine to escape from the possibility of

Participant: changing.

Mike: If you teach Buddhism and you practice Buddhism, you keep reinforcing to yourself what you're saying. When you give a talk, you reinforce it to yourself. So it can become kind of stiff. So I think I was doing that. But Lisa's life is more chaotic, which I wanted to refuse. Because my stiff, not stiff, not too strong, my customary life based on my teaching became a kind of coat or cover, protection.


So I realise that we can, and I have done, use Buddhism as an escape. I used zazen as an escape rather than a refuge. The difference between escape and refuge is a subtle one. So, to answer Roman's original question, how did Buddhism help me with my problem? I think my problems help me with Buddhism more.

I realise that the teachings of Buddhism don't belong to Buddhism. Very clearly. So groups who think they have some special teaching, or some special learning, some special position in society, some special moral advantage, I think that they are damaging Buddhism or damaging the truth.


I think with all kinds of teaching, there is a tendency to keep the teachings belonging to me or to my group. If a teacher does that, they can climb up to the top of the group. But if they stop keeping it, they might fall down. So there's a tendency for teachers to want to keep something. We are special, we have something special. So we're different, and so on. But I don't think... it's not true. It's quite damaging.

Robert: That's negative. But I think that we, Dogen Sangha, are special, unique in our own way.

Mike: You are special?

Robert: No. I think Dogen Sangha as a group is quite unique among other Buddhist groups and has some special advantages.

Mike: Okay. But the truth we can see only between opposites.

Participant: That's true.

Mike: That's true. But the truths that Buddhist teachers have taught since ancient times appear everywhere. So Buddhist teachers are trying to point out the truths that are everywhere, not to teach a truth that nobody knows but to point out a truth that we all have. We have already. We always had. We always have. We always will have. That's my opinion.

Question: Could you give us an example of how you changed, or what happened when you met Lisa and you became more open?

Mike: I don't know, really. Well, when I was in Bristol in the early days, I'm sure Pavel remembers, I was more strict. I used to give more talks on Shobogenzo. I wouldn't say strict. I would say focused. But now I'm less focused.

Question: So did you change your lifestyle a little bit? Did you take up sea kayaking, or did you change your daily routine a little bit?

Mike: Of course, my daily routine changed, living with a different person. It's natural. But this is quite interesting, because I think relationships between couples, man and woman, or man and man, a woman and a woman, contain two elements, a male element and a female element. It doesn't mean that woman is all female and man is all male, but there are some characteristic female elements and characteristic male elements. Characteristic male elements are conservative, resistance to change, investment in power for self, and some of them. Female elements include sensitivity to others, no, skill to help others develop, relational skills. We have both. But in most relationships, there's polarity. Man doesn't understand that woman is trying to change him for his benefit. So he resists, he can't trust. I think that's, in my experience, a common situation. And for me too. So I suppose that process happened again for me. So now sometimes I do what I'm told. But sometimes, now I can see the wisdom in the female. I don't mean woman, I mean female. But the female wants to help you and to develop you.


Boris: Yeah. So? Think. Okay, if you want. It's like a black hole.

Mike: Black hole?

Boris: I think it's my feeling that you... Then you disappear totally.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: Okay. I think it's a way.

Mike: I disappear. I disappear. That's what you're afraid of.

Boris: Yes, yes, I know. But it's a way. It could be a way, okay? It could be a practice.

Mike: Yeah, sure. Okay.


Boris: But I want to say that I have the same experience with Kaisen that you told about Nishijima, that zazen helps with maybe every problem, should help, or also with health. That's the same teaching. Something should be in the Japanese thinking or thinking art of... Is he always like this? Well, because I met him, I told you a few days ago, and still he's keeping this idea. See, I see now very clearly the differences. It's so like a sun and moon. For you, for me it was like a moon and sun, maybe it's not so important, but okay. But I have the same experience that you have with Nishijima, and then you changed. And then you have gone another way.

Mike: However, I think I misunderstood. I think there is a custom in Japan for teachers to be strong. Deshimaru. Samurai. My teacher wasn't like that. But when he said something, it was very direct. So he would say, if you practice zazen, all your problems are solved. And I would understand exactly from his words, but he didn't mean it like that. He didn't live like that. So I think it was my misunderstanding. Mike Cross, another member of Dogen Sangha in Japan, who translated the Shobogenzo with Nishijima Roshi, also had the same misunderstanding. Nishijima Roshi used to say, sit straight and pull your chin in. And sit. So Mike Cross thought, I must sit straight, I must put my chin in, and if I do it a lot, I will be better. So he sat like this for some years, and of course it made him very tense. Then after some years, he came back to England and studied Alexander technique, and they told him, relax, let your body be natural. And he realised how tense and how idealistic his interpretation was. So my problem was I interpreted what Nishijima Roshi said idealistically. Practice zazen and you have no illness. No problems, everything's fine. It's crazy. So I think it's a kind of process of studying Buddhism.


Participant: I have one question. Nishijima Roshi's posture in zazen was straight. He was disciplined.

Mike: So he sat straight. But not rigid. And he always had the tendency to put his head on one side. Without knowing. But no, he didn't. He didn't sit like this. He wasn't like, for instance, Deshimaru. And Shunryu Suzuki is the opposite. He was a very soft man. So maybe Nishijima was between Suzuki and Deshimaru. And he is a man of his time, a Japanese man of his time. He was born in 1919. So he had the cultural habits of a Japanese man born in 1919. Although he used to say, men and women are equal. Master Dogen said, men and women are the same. And yet sometimes he had the Japanese habit of treating women like a servant. Not always. So we are people of our time.


Question: May I ask something more about Mike and his experience with Buddhism. He spoke about how Buddhism does not help him with problems and... Could you tell me why he actually devotes himself to Buddhism then? Because why are you Buddhists, and why not?

Mike: I don't say that Buddhism didn't help me with my problem. I don't know if it helped me, because when I'm involved in a problem, I don't think about Buddhism at all. But it may be there in me. Well, why do I continue with Buddhism? One reason is that I like practicing zazen. Zazen gives me a kind of base, base or ground. And it keeps me healthy. I believe the essential ideas. Cause and effect are absolute. The present time is only reality. I know that what the Buddhist precepts say is pretty well true. Although I don't make a strong effort to follow the precepts, I think over some years, the precepts follow me. So I guess I changed. So I keep doing it. But not as focused as, say, ten years ago.

Roman: Could it also be the opposite, without disagreeing with you? It makes perfect sense, what you're saying. My experience, because I used to be very bohemian, my life was very chaotic. I used to go to sleep at five, and I used to take drugs, and I actually had a big problem keeping even the basic obligations in life. So in my experience, zazen helps me to return to some kind of order and some kind of simplicity, to a more normal life: I am able to go to work and fulfil almost all my obligations. And do you admit that this could also be so for someone else because they have a different background, a different past? So zazen and Buddhism can help them to be more simple, to be more focused, and to be able to live a kind of decent life. And my girlfriends—it's funny, it's the opposite of what you said about Lisa's experience—my girlfriends would often say: It's high time you practice zazen. Go and practice zazen because you're too annoying. So do you admit it could be the other way too?

Mike: Yes, I'm telling you my experience. I didn't take drugs and be untidy. I've always been quite tight, the opposite.


Roman: Yeah. So two different people can come to something similar. You are more relaxed and I'm less messy.

Mike: If we think about it, you can say that. I think, don't you, that like any experience, if you undergo an experience, you learn from it. Something from it. And so when you do zazen, you'd learn something from it. So, in my case, for example, I don't shout at other drivers so much if I'm doing zazen regularly. But I think that's purely because of learning, as you do in zazen, to let interruptions pass. It's the same when I go to the dentist. Well, I see him coming at me with that drill. I remember my zazen experiences. And that helps me let the pain and the fright go away.

Participant: Oh, that's true. No, that's true. I do that too.

Mike: I think it teaches you, or I think you learn, through doing zazen, techniques to use.

Participant: Or the body learns.

Mike: Perhaps, yes, maybe.

Question: Can I ask a question? I'm very sleepy during zazen. Is it bad? Is it good? What to do with it?

Mike: It's a fact. It's not good or bad, but if we're sleepy, usually there's a reason. So often if we're sleepy, we need to go to sleep. And even if we try to sit in zazen, if we need to sleep, we can't get rid of the sleepy feeling. So it may be better to sleep. On the other hand, sometimes we feel sleepy if we are pushing, pushing down some emotion. We can decide. You can decide whether to continue sitting with your sleepiness or to get up and have a sleep.


Participant: Because after zazen I'm so alive, suddenly.

Participant: My experience.

Mike: Yes. Sometimes I become very, very sleepy when I sit. Almost like a drug. I don't know why. At home, some days if I get up and sit, I can't keep awake. I'm almost asleep. I don't know the reason, but I always have a nap.

But it's easier for me. I guess my life is not so busy. But I think if we have very stressful, busy lives and then we come to sesshin, it takes some time for our stress, busyness and tiredness to come out. In Japanese they say that tiredness comes out. Which is a nice expression. So if we take a break from a busy life, sometimes we express our tiredness with some small illness, a cold or headache. As we are relaxing slowly, tiredness comes out. But the simple answer is, if you're very, very, very sleepy. Have a sleep.

Robert: Thank you.

Mike: And the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time. I think that's very nice.

Participant: So I put it in the book.
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Has Buddhism helped me?

Roman asked me to talk about how Buddhism has helped me in difficult circumstances in my life. It’s a very interesting question, but the answer may also be interesting. I don’t think it’s helped me at all, and I’ll explain why. When I have a difficult circumstance, I forget all about Buddhism. I’m completely involved in the circumstances, and I have to deal with them from my own character.1

I lived in Japan for 25 years, and I noticed that Japanese people have Buddhist habits, but they’re not aware of the fact. In Buddhism there is a precept: don’t get angry. Of course, people get angry in Japan, but there is some shared understanding that if we get angry, it’s like releasing a poison into our blood, so they avoid it. I suppose that comes from the Buddhist teachings.1

Maybe I also have Buddhist habits without knowing about it. I guess I do. Certainly, I’m different now from when I was younger, but it’s difficult for me to know how different. Is the difference due to Buddhism? But I never make any attempt to use Buddhism to solve my problems. Maybe twenty years ago, Yoko and I had a big argument, and I thought, I’ll sit in zazen; that will solve the problem. So I sat in zazen, very sternly and angrily. But it didn’t solve anything. I think she threw something at me. Because it was an escape.2

We can use Buddhism and ideas of balance in zazen to escape from our lives, from our real problem. I think if you use zazen in that way, it’s possible to notice that it’s kind of escaping. Of course, if you’re angry and you feel disturbed afterward, sitting in zazen might help you to calm down. But to sit in zazen angrily doesn’t work.2

What my teacher meant

My teacher, Nishijima Roshi, said maybe thirty years ago that all we need in our life is zazen, and if we practice zazen, it will solve all our problems. I was about 35, and I believed it. I remember sitting in zazen with migraines, hoping they would go away, but usually I would have to go to bed. I also thought that if we practice zazen, we will never become ill. And then, in about 1985, Nishijima Roshi became very ill. So it doesn’t prevent you from becoming ill.3

His illness was a side effect of some medicine he had been taking for gout, and he had gout because he was drinking too much when he was younger. Then I began to think about what he said about zazen. And I realized that he didn’t mean that zazen had some kind of magical effect, but simply that if you practice zazen, you can keep healthy. In my life, that’s true. Practicing zazen every day, I think, seems to keep me fit.3 4

Boris: I have the same experience with Kaisen that you told about Nishijima: that zazen helps with maybe every problem, or also with health.

However, I think I misunderstood. I think there is a custom in Japan for teachers to be strong: Deshimaru, samurai. My teacher wasn’t like that, but when he said something, it was very direct: if you practice zazen, all your problems are solved. And I would understand exactly from his words, but he didn’t mean it like that. He didn’t live like that.8

Mike Cross, who translated the Shobogenzo with Nishijima Roshi, also had the same misunderstanding. Nishijima Roshi used to say, sit straight and pull your chin in. So Mike Cross thought, if I do it a lot, I will be better. He sat like this for some years, and of course it made him very tense. Then he studied Alexander technique, and they told him, relax. And he realised how tense and how idealistic his interpretation was. So my problem was I interpreted what Nishijima Roshi said idealistically. Practice zazen and you have no illness, no problems. It’s crazy. I think it’s a kind of process of studying Buddhism.8

Nishijima Roshi sat straight, but not rigid. And he is a man of his time, a Japanese man born in 1919. Although he used to say men and women are equal, sometimes he had the Japanese habit of treating women like a servant. Not always. So we are people of our time.9

Using zazen to escape

Whether practicing zazen solved my problems or not, I don’t know. Maybe it brought out my problems from inside me. I’d been teaching zazen in Bristol for nearly ten years when I met my present partner, Lisa. She’s an artist, with a very different character and lifestyle from mine, and in the first few years we had a very difficult relationship. One thing I realized and learned from her is that I was using zazen as an alternative to a fuller life.4

I based my life on a kind of routine. To some extent, I used that routine to escape from the possibility of…4

Participant: Changing.

If you teach Buddhism and you practice Buddhism, you keep reinforcing to yourself what you’re saying. So it can become kind of stiff. I think I was doing that. But Lisa’s life is more chaotic, which I wanted to refuse. Because my customary life based on my teaching became a kind of coat or cover, protection.4

So I realise that we can, and I have done, use Buddhism as an escape. I used zazen as an escape rather than a refuge. The difference between escape and refuge is a subtle one. So, to answer Roman’s original question, how did Buddhism help me with my problem? I think my problems help me with Buddhism more.5

Question: Could you give us an example of how you changed when you met Lisa?

I don’t know, really. When I was in Bristol in the early days, I was more strict. I wouldn’t say strict. I would say focused. But now I’m less focused.6

Question: Did you change your daily routine a little bit?

Of course, my daily routine changed, living with a different person. But I think relationships between couples, man and woman, or man and man, a woman and a woman, contain a male element and a female element. It doesn’t mean that woman is all female and man is all male. Characteristic male elements are conservative, resistance to change; female elements include skill to help others develop. We have both. But in most relationships, there’s polarity. Man doesn’t understand that woman is trying to change him for his benefit, so he resists. In my experience, that’s a common situation, and for me too. So now sometimes I do what I’m told. But sometimes now I can see the wisdom in the female. I don’t mean woman, I mean female. But the female wants to help you and to develop you.6

Truths that are everywhere

I realise that the teachings of Buddhism don’t belong to Buddhism. Very clearly. So groups who think they have some special teaching, some special position in society, some special moral advantage, I think that they are damaging Buddhism or damaging the truth.5

I think with all kinds of teaching, there is a tendency to keep the teachings belonging to me or to my group. If a teacher does that, they can climb up to the top of the group. But if they stop keeping it, they might fall down. So there’s a tendency for teachers to want to keep something: we are special. But it’s not true. It’s quite damaging.6

Robert: I think Dogen Sangha as a group is quite unique among other Buddhist groups and has some special advantages.

Okay. But the truth we can see only between opposites. The truths that Buddhist teachers have taught since ancient times appear everywhere. So Buddhist teachers are trying to point out the truths that are everywhere, not to teach a truth that nobody knows but to point out a truth that we all have. We have already. We always had. We always will have. That’s my opinion.6

Why I keep practicing

Question: Could you tell me why you actually devote yourself to Buddhism? Why are you a Buddhist?

I don’t say that Buddhism didn’t help me with my problem. I don’t know if it helped me, because when I’m involved in a problem, I don’t think about Buddhism at all. But it may be there in me. Why do I continue with Buddhism? One reason is that I like practicing zazen. Zazen gives me a kind of base, or ground. And it keeps me healthy. I believe the essential ideas: cause and effect are absolute; the present time is only reality. I know that what the Buddhist precepts say is pretty well true. Although I don’t make a strong effort to follow the precepts, I think over some years, the precepts follow me. So I guess I changed. So I keep doing it. But not as focused as, say, ten years ago.10

From the other side

Roman: Could it also be the opposite? My life was very chaotic: I used to go to sleep at five, and I used to take drugs. In my experience, zazen helps me to return to some kind of order and some kind of simplicity. Do you admit it could be the other way too?

Yes, I’m telling you my experience. I didn’t take drugs and be untidy. I’ve always been quite tight, the opposite.10

Roman: So two different people can come to something similar.

If we think about it, you can say that. I think that, like any experience, when you do zazen, you learn something from it. In my case, I don’t shout at other drivers so much if I’m doing zazen regularly. But I think that’s purely because of learning, as you do in zazen, to let interruptions pass. It’s the same when I go to the dentist. I see him coming at me with that drill, I remember my zazen experiences, and that helps me let the pain and the fright go away.11

Sleepiness in zazen

Question: I’m very sleepy during zazen. Is it bad? Is it good? What to do with it?

It’s a fact. It’s not good or bad, but if we’re sleepy, usually there’s a reason. Often we need to go to sleep, and even if we try to sit in zazen, if we need to sleep, we can’t get rid of the sleepy feeling. So it may be better to sleep. On the other hand, sometimes we feel sleepy if we are pushing down some emotion. You can decide whether to continue sitting with your sleepiness or to get up and have a sleep.11

Sometimes I become very, very sleepy when I sit, almost like a drug. I don’t know why. But it’s easier for me. I guess my life is not so busy. But I think if we have very stressful, busy lives and then we come to sesshin, it takes some time for our stress, busyness and tiredness to come out. In Japanese they say that tiredness comes out, which is a nice expression. But the simple answer is, if you’re very, very, very sleepy, have a sleep.12


And the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.12



I think that’s very nice.12
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike introduces the opening paragraphs of Genjo Koan by saying that Dogen writes from four points of view, which he often uses when explaining Buddhism: an idealistic one, a down-to-earth material one, a third that tries to synthesize the first two, and a poetic one. According to Mike, Dogen says that the teaching of the Buddha is not found where we analyse the world into opposites such as enlightened or deluded but is connected with the state at this moment, and that to Dogen being awake simply means being here,4 not lost in thoughts or trapped by emotions. Mike adds that if we make a very strong effort to be present, it does not work and is a delusion,3 whereas if we simply allow ourselves to be where we are, we are awake in reality.

Mike notes that in some versions of the Shobogenzo Genjo Koan is the first chapter, but in "our book," as he calls it, it is the third, because Nishijima Roshi decided to arrange the chapters by the date when Dogen wrote the essay or gave the talk, and Genjo Koan was written in the middle of autumn in 1233. Describing the first paragraph, Mike says that from the first point of view we divide things in our mind into opposites such as enlightened or deluded, alive or dead, a Buddha or an ordinary person, while from the second we cannot always find these opposites in life, since a Buddha and an ordinary person both have two legs, two arms and two eyes and both drink tea, eat and sleep. From the fourth point of view the world is just as it is: sometimes we are thinking, sometimes involved in the physical world, sometimes just living in the present, and sometimes things are as we want them and sometimes not. Mike says that this first paragraph contains a kind of statement of Dogen's whole philosophy. In the second paragraph, as he presents it, people who think they have an idea of what reality is and talk about it enthusiastically may be deluding themselves, while people who realize what it is like to be deluded can simply be present. We therefore need to realize that we are sometimes deluded before we can simply be awake, as Dogen puts it. Dogen also says that we do not need to notice that we are awake, and even if we do not, we carry on experiencing it, a very simple state that we all know and enter and leave. People who know the difference between being here and being somewhere in their minds or trapped in their emotions can be in reality and slowly become clearer about when they are here.

A questioner points out that the greatest Buddhist teachers seem excited when they explain the truth, and Mike answers that it is connected with intention, adding that reality is not extraordinary but just here5 and that, as the ancient teachers used to say, it is carrying water. He says that if we explain it to somebody excitedly we miss the point, which is that it is simpler than that, just being normal and being here, such as making sure the soup is not burning, and he tells the koan in which the master answers a question about the central truth of Buddhism by asking whether the student has finished eating and, when he has, telling him to go and wash his bowl. He says that we find simple everyday life difficult, that we are very intelligent and tend to give different value to different activities, and that Master Dogen nevertheless said the cook is the most important person. When a participant suggests that Dogen's difficult philosophy then should not be separate from everyday life, Mike answers "I guess so," adding that it does not say should or shouldn't, and that one can write about Buddhism as much as one wants, as long as one does not forget that it is half past five and time for tea. In the later paragraphs, Dogen says, as Mike presents it, that when we experience what is in front of us it is very direct and not dual, and that to find out who we are is to forget who we are,7 so that when we forget who we are we can become one with everything. Mike links this to the common experience of being in the flow, as a musician, a sports person or in the office, where the ego disappears and the separation between us and the world is not important. Dogen then goes on to explain, as Mike puts it, that when we start looking for reality we look for it somewhere else and do not realize that what we are searching for is where we are, and says that when we come back to reality we can see that the world is not centered on us and that we are part of something large.










Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

Master Dogen didn't write a book. The Shobogenzo is just a collection of his essays or his talks, and there are different versions. Some versions have more essays in them. In some versions, Genjo Koan is the first, but in our book, it's the third. Thank you. That's because Nishijima Roshi decided to arrange the chapters in order of the date when Master Dogen wrote the essay or gave the talk. He wrote Genjo Koan in the middle of autumn in 1233, which is a long time ago.

In the chapter, he talks from four different points of view. He often uses these four different points of view when explaining Buddhism. The four different points of view are, first, an idealistic point of view, that is, an idea or a concept, or an outline of the principle he wants to talk about. The second point of view is some down-to-earth material explanation, often involving maybe a story about people, or a situation. The third point of view is often difficult to understand, because Dogen tries to synthesize the idealistic and materialistic points of view, to try and get closer to a realistic description. And the fourth point of view is a kind of overall, often poetic explanation, or a poetic grasping of what he's talking about.


In this first paragraph, he talks about Buddhism from four points of view. He says that from the first point of view, we distinguish between opposite situations. For instance, in Buddhism, to be enlightened or to be deluded, to be alive or to be dead, to be a Buddha or to be an ordinary person. When we analyse something in our mind, we polarise it, or divide it into opposites. Then from the second point of view, on the other hand, he says that actually, in life, we can't always find these opposites. For instance, the difference between a Buddha and an ordinary person: they both have two legs, two arms, two eyes. They both drink tea, eat food, sleep. So actually, in our everyday situation, we can't find the distinctions which we make in our minds, being deluded or being enlightened. And he says that the teaching of the Buddha is not inside the area where we analyse the world, where we discriminate between opposites. It's connected with the state at this moment. We can think about life or death, but in reality, we are either living or we are dead. Now we're living, now we're dead, now we're Buddhas, now we're ordinary people. A direct, non-analytical teaching based on the present moment.

Then he says that from the fourth point of view, the world is just as it is. Sometimes we're thinking. Sometimes we're involved in the physical world. Sometimes we're just living in the present. Sometimes things are just as we want them. Sometimes things are not as we want them. That's a fact. So that first paragraph contains a kind of statement of his whole philosophy.


In the second paragraph, he talks about how, if we try hard to live in reality, we delude ourselves. But if we just naturally let ourselves be part of reality, we are part of reality naturally. We're awake. So if we make a very strong effort to be present here, "I'm here," it doesn't work. It's a delusion. But if we just allow ourselves to be where we are, then we are awake in reality. So he's talking about trying to be something from an idea. He says that people who know what it is to be deluded are Buddhas. So Buddhas know what it's like to be deluded. And people who are deluded about what is real, people who think they have an idea of what reality is and talk about it enthusiastically, may be deluding themselves. But people who realize what it's like to be deluded can just simply be present.

In other words, we need to realize that we're deluded sometimes before we can just be simply awake. This is what he says. And he says that some people who are awake can slowly become clearer and clearer about what is real, what the real world is like, what it's like to really live in the world. And other people become more and more deluded about what is real.


He then says that to be awake, or to be a Buddha, we don't need to notice that. It's not necessary to know, "Ah, I'm now awake in reality." You don't need to notice it. Even though we might not notice that we're in reality, we carry on experiencing the state of being awake. Being awake, or being Buddha, to Dogen simply means being awake, being here. Not lost in our thoughts, or trapped by our emotions, but just being here. It's a very simple state, which we all know. We enter it and leave it. But people who know the difference between the simple state of being here and the state where we are not here, where we are somewhere in our mind or somewhere trapped in our emotions, people who realize that, are able to be in reality and slowly to become clearer about when we're here. If you have questions about the paragraph, you'd better ask as we go along.


Roman: I'd like to ask about what you said about some people who are excitedly explaining what the truth is, or writing about it. It seems the greater the Buddhist teachers, the more confident or excited they seem to be when explaining the truth, including Master Dogen, Shunryu Suzuki and Nagarjuna. But you said that if they do it, they don't know the truth. It sounded like that.

Mike: It's connected with intention. Reality is not extraordinary. It's just here. As the ancient teachers used to say, it's carrying water, fetching... So while we are up here talking about very abstract ideas of Buddhism, maybe Eli's in the kitchen just making the food. So she's in reality, and we're not.

But we can realize the fact. This is just a talk. Reality is quite normal: making tea, cutting the vegetables, cooking soup. But sometimes some of us need it to be explained to us. If we explain it to somebody excitedly, we miss the point. We miss the fact that, no, it's not that. It's simpler than that. It's just being normal, being here. Make sure that the soup is not burning.

But of course, if we're making soup and we start talking to somebody, we might forget in our conversation, and oh, sorry, sorry, the soup is burning. So, to be present. In one koan story, the student asks the master, "What is the central truth of Buddhism?" And the master says, "Have you finished eating?" The student says, "Oh yeah." The master says, "Go and wash your bowl." That's reality. He didn't give a complicated explanation, because he said it's everyday life. But we find it very difficult to be in everyday simple life, because we are very intelligent. We tend to give different value to different activities, so we could say, "Oh, we're talking here about very, very important philosophy about life and truth, but she's in the kitchen cooking, that's not so important." But Master Dogen said the cook is the most important person.


Roman: So it shouldn't be separate from everyday life. When Master Dogen explains very difficult philosophical concepts, it doesn't mean he forgets what everyday life is.

Mike: I guess so. It doesn't say should or shouldn't. You can write about Buddhism as much as you want. Just don't forget that it's half past five and you need to eat some tea. Or while you're typing at the computer, your feet have become cold. That's all.

In the next paragraph, he says that when we are experiencing what's in front of us wholly, it's very direct. It's not dual like, for instance, looking at something else, where we can be conscious of ourselves looking at the other thing. So he's talking about experience. Whole experience is complete.


In the next paragraph, he says that the Buddha taught that we are finding out who we are, and to find out who we are is to forget who we are. When we forget who we are, we can become one with everything. When we can become one with everything, we let go of my body and my mind. And we let go of the world. So he's talking about the state when we act fully. We don't think about ourselves. You can say the ego disappears. There's just somebody acting. This is a common experience when we're in the flow, whether as a musician or a sports person, or in the office, or chopping trees down. The separation between us and the world is not important. It's not there. It disappeared. Okay.

So he goes on to explain, in the next long paragraph, something we talked about this morning. When we start looking for reality, we're looking for it somewhere else. We don't realize it's here. So we search out here and don't realize that what we're searching for is where we are. It's easy for us to believe that we have something called a mind, something called a body, and that our mind continues without end, separate from our body. But he says that when we come back to reality, to this place, we can see that the world is not centered on us. We're part of something large. You're not at the center of it.
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Four points of view

Master Dogen didn’t write a book. The Shobogenzo is just a collection of his essays or talks, and there are different versions. In some versions, Genjo Koan is the first, but in our book, it’s the third, because Nishijima Roshi arranged the chapters in order of the date when Master Dogen wrote the essay or gave the talk. He wrote Genjo Koan in the middle of autumn in 1233.1

In the chapter, he talks from four points of view, which he often uses when explaining Buddhism. First, an idealistic point of view: an idea or an outline of the principle he wants to talk about. Second, some down-to-earth material explanation, often maybe a story about people, or a situation. The third is often difficult to understand, because Dogen tries to synthesize the idealistic and materialistic points of view, to get closer to a realistic description. And the fourth is a kind of overall, often poetic grasping of what he’s talking about.1

The first paragraph

In this first paragraph, he says that from the first point of view, we distinguish between opposite situations: to be enlightened or deluded, alive or dead, a Buddha or an ordinary person. When we analyse something in our mind, we divide it into opposites. From the second point of view, he says that in life, we can’t always find these opposites. A Buddha and an ordinary person both have two legs, two arms, two eyes. They both drink tea, eat food, sleep.2

And he says that the teaching of the Buddha is not inside the area where we analyse the world, where we discriminate between opposites. It’s connected with the state at this moment. We can think about life or death, but in reality, we are either living or dead. Now we’re living, now we’re dead, now we’re Buddhas, now we’re ordinary people. A direct, non-analytical teaching based on the present moment.2

Then he says that from the fourth point of view, the world is just as it is. Sometimes we’re thinking, sometimes involved in the physical world, sometimes just living in the present. Sometimes things are as we want them, sometimes not. That’s a fact. So that first paragraph contains a kind of statement of his whole philosophy.2

The second paragraph

In the second paragraph, he talks about how, if we try hard to live in reality, we delude ourselves. So if we make a very strong effort to be present here, “I’m here,” it doesn’t work. It’s a delusion. But if we just allow ourselves to be where we are, then we are awake in reality. So he’s talking about trying to be something from an idea.3

He says that people who know what it is to be deluded are Buddhas. People who think they have an idea of what reality is and talk about it enthusiastically may be deluding themselves. But people who realize what it’s like to be deluded can just simply be present. In other words, we need to realize that we’re deluded sometimes before we can just be simply awake. This is what he says. And he says that some people who are awake can slowly become clearer and clearer about what is real, and other people become more and more deluded.3

A simple state we all know

He then says that to be awake, or to be a Buddha, we don’t need to notice that. Even though we might not notice it, we carry on experiencing the state of being awake. Being awake, or being Buddha, to Dogen simply means being awake, being here. Not lost in our thoughts, or trapped by our emotions, but just being here. It’s a very simple state, which we all know. We enter it and leave it. But people who know the difference between being here and being somewhere in our mind or trapped in our emotions are able to be in reality and slowly to become clearer about when we’re here.4

Excitement and everyday life

Roman: It seems the greater the Buddhist teachers, including Master Dogen, the more confident or excited they seem to be when explaining the truth. But you said that if they do it, they don’t know the truth. It sounded like that.

It’s connected with intention. Reality is not extraordinary. It’s just here. As the ancient teachers used to say, it’s carrying water. While we are up here talking about very abstract ideas of Buddhism, maybe Eli’s in the kitchen making the food. So she’s in reality, and we’re not. But we can realize the fact. This is just a talk. Reality is quite normal: making tea, cutting the vegetables, cooking soup. But sometimes some of us need it to be explained to us. If we explain it to somebody excitedly, we miss the point. It’s simpler than that. It’s just being normal, being here. Make sure that the soup is not burning.5

In one koan story, the student asks the master, “What is the central truth of Buddhism?” The master says, “Have you finished eating?” “Oh yeah.” “Go and wash your bowl.” That’s reality. But we find it very difficult to be in everyday simple life, because we are very intelligent. We tend to give different value to different activities, so we could say, “We’re talking about very, very important philosophy about life and truth, but she’s in the kitchen cooking, that’s not so important.” But Master Dogen said the cook is the most important person.5

Roman: So it shouldn’t be separate from everyday life. When Master Dogen explains very difficult philosophical concepts, it doesn’t mean he forgets what everyday life is.

I guess so. It doesn’t say should or shouldn’t. You can write about Buddhism as much as you want. Just don’t forget that it’s half past five and you need to eat some tea.6

Direct experience and the flow

In the next paragraph, he says that when we are experiencing what’s in front of us wholly, it’s very direct. It’s not dual like looking at something else, where we can be conscious of ourselves looking at it. Whole experience is complete.6

In the next paragraph, he says that the Buddha taught that we are finding out who we are, and to find out who we are is to forget who we are. When we forget who we are, we can become one with everything. When we can become one with everything, we let go of my body and my mind, and of the world. So he’s talking about the state when we act fully. We don’t think about ourselves. You can say the ego disappears. This is a common experience when we’re in the flow, as a musician or a sports person, or in the office. The separation between us and the world is not important. It’s not there.7

Looking for reality somewhere else

In the next long paragraph, he explains that when we start looking for reality, we’re looking for it somewhere else. We don’t realize that what we’re searching for is where we are. It’s easy for us to believe that we have something called a mind, something called a body, and that our mind continues without end, separate from our body. But he says that when we come back to reality, to this place, we can see that the world is not centered on us. We’re part of something large. You’re not at the center of it.7
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  What the talk says (short overview)


  
Mike says that Nishijima Roshi hoped that Buddhism, based on the teachings of Dogen, could save the world, and that, apart from one late attempt that did not work, he never tried to make a big or powerful organization. For Mike, it is not necessary to know the result of our efforts, but just to make an effort.6 His own feeling, which he calls only personal, is that it is better for something to grow naturally than to be constructed intentionally.6 He says he is very happy not making an organization, because it is easier for him, and that he carries on in a similar way to Nishijima.

As Mike tells it, Nishijima found four views in Dogen's writings, an idealistic one, a materialistic one, a realistic one and one based on reality, and saw the same four phases in the development of the world. In Nishijima's view, the first phase saw Greek ideas of perfection fit Christianity, and in the second a few people began to base their beliefs on what they could see and touch. When the communist system seemed to collapse in the 1980s, Nishijima saw a kind of synthesis of the two sides, hoped for a realistic third phase and dreamed of a fourth in which people enter reality. Mike adds that Nishijima's students found this quite difficult, because they are only a small group of people practicing zazen, and that he does not know whether the dream will happen. Still, he says, in a strange way and without being so clear, the world appears to be moving towards it, as things like mindfulness creep into general use and people begin to understand that it is better not to fight.

Mike says that something has grown in 14 years in the Czech Republic and in Slovakia, that everybody has been making an effort, and that he never planned where he is going. He says that with a structure, courses and bigger fees an organization could get many more people, but that his own idea is rather lazy. He admits that such a loose organization makes it difficult for new people to feel enthusiastic, and that he does not know how to solve this, though he thinks it is up to everybody to find a solution. Asked about a quote from Kodo Sawaki on coveting nothing, he says that wanting something strongly is sometimes disturbing, but that the quote gives no instruction not to want. He does not mean that we should have no intention to do anything, but suggests that some things grow naturally, and that part of that process is pulling something towards you, pushing something away and finding your way. Mike says that with Buddhism it is not like selling biscuits,10 which you bake, advertise and then produce in factories in other countries, and that Dogen himself moved from a busy city to a remote place in the mountains. He says that organization is necessary, but that making an effort through practice is something different from building one, and that we cannot live without intention, planning, desire, thinking or making mistakes. He ends by saying that making an effort for Buddhism is very great and that doing simple things sometimes is very great,11 adding that we never know the result of something simple done with great effort. When we do simple things to have Buddhist activity, he says, we can think we are changing the world.








Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

I was 33 years old and he was 57 years old. Of course, I couldn't clearly understand what he was teaching. And his explanations in English were not so clear. But listening to him week after week after week, gradually I became able to understand. He hoped that Buddhism, based on the teachings of Master Dogen, could save the world. He seemed to believe that sometime in the future everybody would understand the truths that Dogen was teaching.

In addition to studying the Shobogenzo for many, many years, he also read many books on philosophy and many books about the world situation. He had many opinions about the situation in the world. He taught that Master Dogen had four views: an idealistic view, a materialistic view, a realistic view, and a view based on reality. It's difficult to find a word for the last two views. He discovered these viewpoints in Dogen's writings. And when he studied world history, he saw these same four phases in the development of the world.

He was very well read, so in that way he was very scholarly. And he saw the progress of Western civilization in four phases. He thought that in the early days of human civilization, the early civilizations around the time of the Greeks were idealistic, and that the beliefs of Greek civilization were based on idealistic ideas: Plato, Aristotle and so on. And he thought that when these idealistic beliefs met the new religion called Christianity, they fitted exactly.


So the Greek belief was in the perfection of ideas, which is illustrated in Plato's philosophy about shadows on the back of a cave. Perfection: there is a world of perfect form, and we are trying to be like that world. And he thought that Christianity's belief was similar: God is perfect, and we try to be like God, and if we try very hard, after we die, we enter this perfect world. These beliefs drove the start of civilization in Western Europe, where physical conditions were very poor.

So actual living conditions were very miserable, but people could hope for a perfect, harmonious world in heaven, and they could develop this perfect world in their minds. It was a very spiritual time, with wonderful soaring, soaring churches and very spiritual images everywhere. But actual living conditions for most people were very miserable and painful. So he saw that as the first phase, Dogen's first viewpoint.

Then a few people in Europe started to notice the nature of the physical world. Instead of basing their ideas on spiritual beliefs, they started to base their beliefs on what they could see and touch: the birth of scientific investigation. Some of these people who were investigating the physical world were condemned by the religious, spiritual people who were in power. We can read about this in history, with the birth of astronomy and science and so on.


Very slowly, people realized that these physical explanations were much easier to believe than the spiritual explanations. So slowly they could start to believe that the world had physical laws which were not controlled by some spiritual being, and they could start to investigate these physical laws. So slowly the world became more materialistic. This is Dogen's second viewpoint: we move from an idealistic into a materialistic viewpoint.

Then Nishijima Roshi saw that the modern, very strong belief in the laws of science didn't seem to be enough. Some people found that just believing in science has no heart; it's too cold, too mechanical. He saw the events of the last hundred years as a kind of battle between the spiritual view and the idealistic view and the materialistic view, especially in the conflict between the Soviet system and the free capitalist system based on America.


He thought that the view of the American world, the Western world based on American idealism, and the Soviet communist system, based on the materialistic beliefs of Marx, would fight, and then somebody would win. But when the communist system seemed to collapse in the 1980s, he thought it was a kind of synthesis between the two sides, between the idealistic beliefs and the materialistic beliefs. So he felt very hopeful that the world would be entering a new phase, a realistic phase, where neither strong materialistic systems nor strong idealistic systems would dominate.

And he thought that's the same as Dogen's third phase. His dream, or his hope, was that the world would enter a fourth phase where people entered reality. He believed this very strongly. And his students found it quite difficult, because we're just a small group of people practicing zazen. So we used to ask him, Do you think everybody will practice zazen in the future? And he would say, Yes, I think so. So, a kind of dream.

But at the same time, his dream, his analysis of the flow of world history, is very interesting. He seemed to be saying that we are entering a phase where the truths that Buddhism teaches would become widely known, and because those truths become widely known, the world would move towards Buddhism. I don't know whether his dream will happen or not. Some of his students are teaching, and our teaching is based on his understanding of Buddhism. His understanding of Buddhism was based on Dogen's teachings and Nishijima's analysis of world history.


He was always very optimistic, because he saw that history is flowing in one direction, although we're having many conflicts, many disagreements, wars and fighting between different religious beliefs. He said the world is flowing towards reality. So it's a very optimistic, nice view. How it happens, I don't know. We are a small group: twelve people this weekend, thirteen. And although we are practicing and studying, not many people come. Nishijima's dream sounds like a big dream. But what he says about Buddhism becoming widely known is true, isn't it?

Roman: Yes.

Mike: I mean, things like mindfulness and all kinds of things from Buddhism creeping into general use and practice. So I reckon he's not far off. In some ways, the teachings are spreading without Buddhism. Instead of the spread of different religions around the world, we have the spread of football. Football is a very nice sport, which may be benefiting human beings more than some religions, because although the whole industry is built around football and there's lots of competition, at the center, when you kick a ball, it's better to be in a nice state of prajñā. Sport is spreading around the world. Good diet is spreading around the world.

Because of the many conflicts here and there, we are beginning to understand that it's better not to fight. Although it's taken a very, very long time, human beings are realizing that it's possible to negotiate instead of fighting. Sometimes it works. So we are slowly learning. Every scientific discovery teaches us something about the human condition. So in a strange way, without being so clear, the world appears to be moving towards Nishijima's dream.


He never tried to make a big organization. Well, he did once, but that… Generally, he never tried to make a big organization. He never tried to make a powerful organization. He did what he could. And people came and went to his seminars and sesshin from many countries in the world. And it's impossible to know the result of his efforts. I came back to the UK in 2000, and 14 years later, I'm in Slovakia. And I have no idea of the result of my efforts. And it's not necessary to know the result of our efforts. But just to make an effort.

So, in my opinion, we don't need to build up a big group. We don't need to have a structure, a hierarchy, although Nishijima was always the teacher. He never made a hierarchy. So I've been proceeding like that, and something has grown in 14 years, in the Czech Republic and here: Pavel and Boris and everybody here, and Robert. Everybody has been making an effort, and something has grown. My feeling is that it's better for something to grow naturally than to be constructed intentionally. That's only my personal feeling. So, making an effort, maybe people come, maybe they don't come.

It's okay. Sometimes at Nishijima's retreats we only had five or six people. Sometimes we had twenty-five or twenty-six, sometimes forty-five, forty-six. It changed with the years: not getting bigger and bigger and bigger, but going up and down. I don't know the reason. With this kind of very loose organization which we have, it's quite difficult for new people to feel enthusiastic. So one difficulty is when new people come. They want to know what they are coming to. What kind of group are they joining? How do they join? What benefit can they get? And so on. I don't know how to solve this problem. I think it's up to everybody to find the solution.


But personally, I'm very happy not making an organization, because it's easier for me, carrying on in a similar way to Nishijima. He never tried to attract people. Some of the things he said made people leave. For nearly eighty years he continued like this. And now there are people all over the world who studied with him, and here and there there are groups like ours. Whether they get bigger or stronger, or smaller, I don't know. If we were an organization that had a structure and courses and charged bigger fees and so on, we could get lots more people. But my idea is not like that. So my idea is rather lazy.

So if you'd like to have a group, if you'd like to come to the group to practice together, to study together, it's good. It's great. And you can make your own effort, and something will happen. Susanna has started a group, so you have people coming, so your group is going somewhere. So from that effort, something happens.

But in my case, I never planned where I'm going, and I found it's not so necessary. This is only my personal view.


Question: Can I ask an off-topic question? I read a quote from Sawaki, and it goes like this: To covet nothing is the greatest gift you can give to the universe. What does it mean? How can one interpret it?

Mike: Covet, that is, to want to get. If you don't want anything, it's a nice situation. If you want to get something, there's an imbalance, because wanting to get is a kind of feeling. If you don't want to get, then that feeling doesn't exist. So sometimes, if we want to get something strongly, it's disturbing. I wanted to get a kayak last week, so I'm thinking about it all the time. So I try to find… wait, wait until I stop wanting it, which is more comfortable.

I read something that is, I think, a corollary to what he was saying: that all suffering comes from desire. Which is Buddha's saying.

Roman: Well, that's true, but I like desire.

Mike: Well, I don't.

Mike: Or wanting. I mean, I don't mean that kind of desire. It's part of the twelvefold chain of cause and effect.


Pavel: But I think these quotes are quite misleading, at least in my experience, because sometimes people take them to mean that there's nothing to do, just a kind of passive behavior. And it's not true. So we need to find some kind of balance in understanding these.

Mike: Yes. The problem with words is that they never describe the situation. Kodo Sawaki was talking in Japan in a very materialistic time. Lots of people wanted to get things, and in Buddhism they wanted to get peace and happiness. So sometimes wanting to get something is disturbing to us. But there is no instruction not to do it. In his quote, he doesn't say, Don't covet. He just says, Not coveting is very nice.

Question: Perhaps one more thing. The way I perceive it, one has to distinguish: it is fine to have an intention to do something. But desire is something else, where there is already some emotional attachment, a dependence on the result. The intention is fine.

Mike: Yes, we can't avoid it.

Roman: I also feel a clear difference between wanting something I can get right away, like when I want strawberry ice cream very much and I can buy it there, or a woman, my girlfriend, wanting my girlfriend who comes to my house, and wanting somebody I can't have, which is painful and useless. But sometimes I want something I know I can't have, so then I say to myself, Just give up. You will never get that. You can't have a Ferrari, so what can I do about it? So wanting something I can have is nice, but wanting something I can't have, or maybe in a hundred years, is disturbing for me.

Boris: What if you don't know whether you can or can't afford it?

Roman: Well, if you are afraid, then it's unpleasant. I'm afraid I won't have enough money to go to Africa or something.


Boris: To seize what one can have. The way I perceive it, the passive state Pavel spoke of, remaining in it, is not possible; I even know it very well, and I think I almost got lost there. And since we have to act, it is very important to take joy in that acting. That means looking for a way of acting which will bring us joy.

Boris: That's my attitude.

Mike: It's very difficult talking about things. I don't mean to suggest that we shouldn't have any intention to do anything. But I would like to suggest that some things grow naturally. Part of that natural process is pulling something towards you, pushing something away from you, and finding your way. I don't mean that you just hire a room and sit in it.

What I'm trying to say is that Dogen Sangha started with Nishijima Roshi. He never tried to create a big group, to make it bigger. He tried once: he tried to create Dogen Sangha International when he was very old, and it didn't work. So it's finished. I only mean to suggest that with Buddhism, it's not like selling biscuits. If you make biscuits which are very delicious, you can advertise them.

People come and buy them. Then you can make some more. Then you can make a different kind. Then you can advertise. Then you can build a big factory. Then you can build a factory in another country. The teachings of Dogen are not like that. Dogen himself lived in a little temple in the hills. He moved from a very busy city called Kyoto to a very remote place in the mountains. So in making our effort, with our practice, something happens. So it's not like building a company.

It's not like building an organization. Of course, organization is necessary, but it's something different. That's all I mean. We can't live without intention. We can't live without planning. We can't live without desire. We can't live without thinking. We can't live without making mistakes. That's life.


Pavel: And I think if I look back at history, what Nishijima did in Japan, what you did in the UK, what I did in the Czech Republic, I think it's quite simple. With effort or with focus, it grows. If you stop making an effort, or if you stop focusing on something, then it maybe survives or maybe not. So just making an effort, just focusing on something, something happens and something maybe grows.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: Chauncey Gardner.

Mike: What?

Boris: Being There. Growing, not growing. [Editor’s note: Being There (1979) is a film whose main character is Chauncey Gardner. We warmly recommend it.]

Mike: Chauncey Gardner.

And making an effort for Buddhism is very great. Usually we think doing small things is not great, but it's not true. Doing simple things sometimes is very great. We never know the result of doing something very simple with great effort. So when we do simple things to have Buddhist activity, we can think we are changing the world.
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Editorial note: A digest is a shorter way into the talk: the speaker’s main ideas in their own voice, gathered by theme. It suits a first acquaintance or a reminder; nothing in it is added. The full wording, with all examples and context, is in the full transcript, which remains the authority.




Nishijima’s four views

Nishijima Roshi hoped that Buddhism, based on the teachings of Master Dogen, could save the world. He seemed to believe that sometime in the future everybody would understand the truths that Dogen was teaching.1

He taught that Master Dogen had four views: an idealistic view, a materialistic view, a realistic view, and a view based on reality. It’s difficult to find a word for the last two. He discovered these viewpoints in Dogen’s writings, and when he studied world history, he saw these same four phases in the development of the world.1

From idealism to materialism

He thought that the early civilizations around the time of the Greeks were idealistic. The Greek belief was in the perfection of ideas, as in Plato’s philosophy about shadows on the back of a cave: there is a world of perfect form, and we are trying to be like that world. When these beliefs met Christianity, they fitted exactly: God is perfect, we try to be like God, and if we try very hard, after we die, we enter this perfect world. Actual living conditions were very miserable, but people could develop this perfect world in their minds. It was a very spiritual time, with wonderful soaring churches. So he saw that as the first phase, Dogen’s first viewpoint.1 2

Then a few people in Europe started to base their beliefs on what they could see and touch: the birth of scientific investigation. Very slowly, people realized that physical explanations were much easier to believe than spiritual ones, and the world became more materialistic. This is Dogen’s second viewpoint.2 3

Then Nishijima Roshi saw that the modern, very strong belief in the laws of science didn’t seem to be enough. Some people found that just believing in science has no heart; it’s too cold, too mechanical. He saw the last hundred years as a kind of battle between the spiritual view and the idealistic view and the materialistic view, especially between the Western world based on American idealism and the Soviet system based on the materialistic beliefs of Marx. He thought they would fight, and then somebody would win.3 4

A kind of dream

But when the communist system seemed to collapse in the 1980s, he thought it was a kind of synthesis between the two sides. So he felt very hopeful that the world would be entering a new phase, a realistic phase, where neither strong materialistic systems nor strong idealistic systems would dominate. And he thought that’s the same as Dogen’s third phase. His dream, or his hope, was that the world would enter a fourth phase where people entered reality. He believed this very strongly.4

And his students found it quite difficult, because we’re just a small group of people practicing zazen. We used to ask him, Do you think everybody will practice zazen in the future? And he would say, Yes, I think so. So, a kind of dream.4

But at the same time, his analysis of the flow of world history is very interesting. He seemed to be saying that the truths that Buddhism teaches would become widely known, and because those truths become widely known, the world would move towards Buddhism. He was always very optimistic: although we’re having many conflicts and wars between different religious beliefs, he said the world is flowing towards reality. I don’t know whether his dream will happen or not. Some of his students are teaching, and our teaching is based on his understanding of Buddhism, which was based on Dogen’s teachings and his analysis of world history. We are a small group, and not many people come.4 5

Spreading without Buddhism

But what he says about Buddhism becoming widely known is true, isn’t it? I mean, things like mindfulness and all kinds of things from Buddhism creeping into general use and practice. So I reckon he’s not far off. In some ways, the teachings are spreading without Buddhism. Instead of the spread of different religions, we have the spread of football, which may be benefiting human beings more than some religions, because at the center, when you kick a ball, it’s better to be in a nice state of prajñā.5

Because of the many conflicts, we are beginning to understand that it’s better not to fight, that it’s possible to negotiate instead of fighting. Sometimes it works. So we are slowly learning. So in a strange way, without being so clear, the world appears to be moving towards Nishijima’s dream.5

Nishijima’s efforts

He never tried to make a big organization. Well, he did once, but that… Generally, he never tried to make a big or powerful organization. He did what he could, and people came and went to his seminars and sesshin from many countries. And it’s impossible to know the result of his efforts. I came back to the UK in 2000, and 14 years later, I’m in Slovakia, and I have no idea of the result of my efforts. And it’s not necessary to know the result of our efforts. But just to make an effort.6

A loose organization

So, in my opinion, we don’t need to build up a big group, a structure, a hierarchy; Nishijima was always the teacher, but he never made a hierarchy. I’ve been proceeding like that, and something has grown in 14 years, in the Czech Republic and here. Everybody has been making an effort. My feeling is that it’s better for something to grow naturally than to be constructed intentionally. That’s only my personal feeling. So, making an effort, maybe people come, maybe they don’t come. It’s okay. Sometimes at Nishijima’s retreats we only had five or six people, sometimes forty-five, forty-six: not getting bigger and bigger, but going up and down. I don’t know the reason.6

With this kind of very loose organization, it’s quite difficult for new people to feel enthusiastic. They want to know what kind of group they are joining. I don’t know how to solve this problem. I think it’s up to everybody to find the solution.6

But personally, I’m very happy not making an organization, because it’s easier for me, carrying on in a similar way to Nishijima. He never tried to attract people; some of the things he said made people leave. And now there are people all over the world who studied with him, and here and there there are groups like ours. If we had a structure and courses and charged bigger fees, we could get lots more people. But my idea is not like that. So my idea is rather lazy.7

So if you’d like to come to the group to practice together, it’s great. You can make your own effort, and something will happen. Susanna has started a group, so your group is going somewhere. But in my case, I never planned where I’m going, and I found it’s not so necessary. This is only my personal view.7

Coveting nothing

Question: I read a quote from Sawaki: To covet nothing is greatest gift you can give to universe. What does it mean?

Covet: to want to get. If you don’t want anything, it’s a nice situation. If you want to get something, there’s an imbalance, because wanting to get is a kind of feeling. So sometimes, if we want to get something strongly, it’s disturbing. I wanted to get a kayak last week, so I’m thinking about it all the time. So I wait until I stop wanting it, which is more comfortable.8

Pavel: I think these quotes are quite misleading, because sometimes people take them to mean that there’s nothing to do, just a kind of passive behavior. We need to find some kind of balance in understanding these.

Yes. The problem with words is that they never describe the situation. Kodo Sawaki was talking in Japan in a very materialistic time. Lots of people wanted to get things, and in Buddhism they wanted to get peace and happiness. So sometimes wanting to get something is disturbing to us. But there is no instruction not to do it. In his quote, he doesn’t say, Don’t covet. He just says, Not coveting is very nice.9

Question: It is fine to have an intention to do something. But desire is something else, where there is already some emotional attachment, a dependence on the result. The intention is fine.

Yes, we can’t avoid it.9

Buddhism is not a company

It’s very difficult talking about things. I don’t mean to suggest that we shouldn’t have any intention to do anything. But I would like to suggest that some things grow naturally. Part of that natural process is pulling something towards you, pushing something away from you, and finding your way. I don’t mean that you just hire a room and sit in it.10

Dogen Sangha started with Nishijima Roshi. He tried once: he tried to create Dogen Sangha International when he was very old, and it didn’t work. I only mean to suggest that with Buddhism, it’s not like selling biscuits. If you make biscuits which are very delicious, you can advertise them, people buy them, you make more, then you build a big factory, then a factory in another country. The teachings of Dogen are not like that. Dogen himself moved from a very busy city called Kyoto to a very remote place in the mountains.10

So in making our effort, with our practice, something happens. It’s not like building a company, an organization. Of course, organization is necessary, but it’s something different. We can’t live without intention. We can’t live without planning, without desire, without thinking, without making mistakes. That’s life.10

Changing the world

Pavel: I think it’s quite simple. With effort or with focus, it grows. If you stop making an effort, then it maybe survives or maybe not.

Yes. And making an effort for Buddhism is very great. Usually we think doing small things is not great, but it’s not true. Doing simple things sometimes is very great. We never know the result of doing something very simple with great effort. So when we do simple things to have Buddhist activity, we can think we are changing the world.11
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
In the first two of these three talks from the sesshin in Banský Studenec, Mike returns to the difference between ideas and action, saying that in Dogen's teaching right is not an idea waiting for somebody to do it but exists in what we do. As Mike presents it, our action does not follow from what we think we should do but from our state of body and mind, which is right when body and mind are balanced, and zazen is the simplest standard way of balancing them, although many activities bring balance. He says it seems that some Greek philosophers developed the idea of a perfect, abstract world of forms. He says that the basic view of Western civilisation was formed when this met the Christian belief in a perfect world called heaven, and that the problem we face in understanding Buddhism is that we are all wearing European glasses, which took him and Gabriele many years to take off while studying with their teacher Nishijima Roshi.

To show the difference between ideas and action he reads a story from Dogen's chapter on doing right and not doing wrong, in which a master tells an official that the great intention of the Buddha Dharma is not to commit wrong and to do the many kinds of right; even a child of three can say it, the official remarks, and the master replies that a child of three can speak the truth but an old man of eighty cannot practise it. Mike takes this as pointing out the difference between what we say, think and write and what we do, which he says is becoming very difficult to notice in modern society, where after watching a programme about a place we never visited we may talk about it as if we had been there; this is not wrong, he says, but should be noticed. He does not think society can stop thinking or that we can have blank minds, and says that very strong ideas or beliefs forced into reality might end in fighting; what is important is to notice the real situation: not to make ourselves into some special Buddhist but to notice that we are ordinary people and how big the gap is between the world of ideas and our actual actions. He recalls being horrified, when he went to live in Japan, that the Japanese instructors he worked with did not want to plan where they were going, but after nearly ten years he started to accept their way of making a little plan, doing something and changing the plan, noticing a very deep difference between his culture and the Japanese culture, and he thinks this difference allowed countries in the Far East to accept and practise Buddhism, though he does not mean that the Eastern civilisations were superior. In Japan, he says, someone who wants to become a potter or to make beautiful wooden bowls studies with a master for maybe ten years, but people in our culture who are told to study Buddhism for ten years are horrified, so society is forgetting the traditional way of learning. He also names two steps: to start to practise zazen and to find a teacher who knows what it's like without any glasses on.

In the third talk he describes that way of learning as finding a teacher, a real person rather than a book, a theory, an idea or any programme, and learning everything the teacher has, good and bad, like and dislike, for many years, which he calls a very ancient way of learning, completely different from how we learn so many things in modern life. He says that he, and he is sure Gabriele too, doubted many times, yet in the end he accepted everything the teacher said, which may be stupid, he says, but for him it works completely; replying to remarks in the discussion, he adds that finding a teacher and learning everything from them does not mean you have to like them or do what they say. The Buddhist way is not the only way to live, he says, and following it does not mean being a monk or withdrawing from society, since it is not about the things we do but how we live. On simplicity he says that their line of Buddhism does not come from the mental aspect and that they found by experience that practice gives us mental simplicity, not working on the mind to make the mind simple, and the teaching is to work on the body mind through zazen, healthy eating, exercise and balance. The simplicity he means is not simplicity without any possessions, nor one in which we get rid of all our desires, and we do not need to be afraid to be simple, although it is a bit scary. Modern psychology, he says, is very effective: he trained as a psychotherapist in the 1970s, practised for seven or eight years and later attended a psychotherapist for nearly two years, which he found very helpful, so he sees no need, if you live a Buddhist life, to deny the value of understanding ourselves. Buddhism says to believe in reality, in this world, this life, not in something spiritual or something material, he says, and in the first talk he closes by saying that in Dogen's teaching right is not an abstraction, whereas for us in Christian cultures and in modern society it is, and we measure our action against the abstract.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike points out the complete difference between ideas and action, and explains that in Master Dogen's teaching the way we act is not governed by the idea of being right. Right does not exist beforehand as an idea that waits for somebody to do it; it exists in what we do. Our action follows from our state of body and mind, and it is right when our body and mind are balanced, which is why we practise zazen.

He starts from the observation that in modern society it is very easy to build wonderful structures of ideas in our mind, in books and on the internet, and to communicate them anywhere in the world, yet human beings still find it difficult to do what they want. To illustrate the difference he reads a story from Dogen's chapter about doing right and not doing wrong, in which the official Haku Kyoi asks Master Choka Dorin what the great intention of the Buddha Dharma is. Dorin answers: not to commit wrong, and to do the many kinds of right. Kyoi, a governor and literary man who expected a more academic answer, says that even a child of three can say that, and Dorin replies that a child of three can speak the truth but an old man of eighty cannot practise it. Mike takes this as pointing to the difference between what we say, think and write and what we do, which is becoming very difficult to notice in modern society, where we make plans, follow the news and form opinions. For example, after watching a programme about a place we never visited we may talk about it as if we had been there, forgetting that we only watched pieces of coloured glass, and he adds that this is not wrong but should be noticed.

He calls Dogen's statement that no kind of right exists beforehand and then waits for somebody to do it very shocking, and says we are educated to believe that first we think what is right and then make ourselves do it. We are often disappointed because real situations are always completely different from what we think, and what we do will always differ from it. So instead of a stronger will or a clearer idea, Dogen says our state is the most important thing, and Mike adds that zazen is the simplest standard way of balancing body and mind, although many activities bring balance, and that this may be better than thinking a lot about what the right decision is. He admits that this teaching is very difficult, perhaps impossible, to accept and is quite foreign to modern society, which believes that thoughts and ideas are the most important thing and that, if we cannot make them reality, we should force them into reality; he notes that forcing very strong ideas or beliefs into reality might end in fighting. Mike does not think society can stop thinking or that we can have blank minds; what matters is to notice the real situation and the gap between the world of ideas and our actual actions, not to make ourselves into some special Buddhist but to notice that we are ordinary people. He closes by saying that in Dogen's teaching right is not an abstraction, whereas in Christian cultures and modern society we abstract what we think is right and then measure our action against it.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

Participant: It's a bit comfortable chair.

Mike: That's the end of my talk. This morning I want to talk about the difference between thinking and doing, or even talking and doing. Because in modern society it's very easy to construct wonderful structures in our mind, in books, on the internet. And these structures are structures of ideas. But Buddhism emphasizes the complete difference between ideas and action, or doing. And because communication in modern society is so good,

we can communicate our ideas at any time, anywhere across the world. But still, human beings find it difficult to do what they want. In the Shobogenzo, Master Dogen wrote a chapter about doing right, not doing wrong. And in that chapter, he quotes a story, a koan story from ancient China. So I'd like just to read it.


Haku Kyoi of Tang China was a lay disciple, an ordinary person, a disciple of Zen Master Bukko. He was governor of a district in China, so an important man. And he practised zazen. And Master Choka Dorin is quite a famous master. In the story, Kyoi, the official, asks:

‘What is the great intention of the Buddha Dharma?’ So he wants to know, what is Buddhism about? What is the purpose of Buddhism? What do we do Buddhism for? And Master Dorin replies, ‘Not to commit wrong. To do the many kinds of right.’ So, Kyoi, you must have been surprised. He was expecting a more academic answer. So he replied, ‘If it is so, even a child of three can say it.’ And Master Dorin replied, ‘A child of three can speak the truth. But an old man of eighty cannot practise it.’ And Kyoi prostrated to Master Dorin to thank him.

And left. Now, Kyoi was, in addition to being a governor of a district in China, a very literary man and a poet. He wrote lots of poetry and lots of books. So when he heard Master Dorin say that Buddhism is about not doing wrong, doing right, rather than giving a complicated answer, he was very surprised. Even a child can see that. It's too easy. But Master Dorin said, even the child can say, but even this old man of eighty can't do.

So he was pointing out the difference between what we say and what we think and what we write, and what we do. And I know this difference very clearly.

Participant: You're not eighty.

Mike: No, I'm only seventy. So I don't know it as clearly as Master Dorin. I'm still learning, in a sense. But in the modern world, this difference is becoming very difficult to notice. Very often in modern society, we are involved in making plans, saying what we think should be, what we think people should do, what we think people shouldn't do.


We listen to the news, and in the news today, sometimes we even hear straight from the war zones what the soldiers did or what soldiers didn't do. Then we have an opinion. So we get used to making judgments based on our ideas. I don't mean that we shouldn't, but we should notice the fact. Often, if we watch a programme on the television about some place we never visited,

we may then talk to a friend about that place as if we had visited it. We forget that we didn't go there. We just watched pieces of coloured glass. Of course, I don't mean it's wrong or we shouldn't do it, just to notice the difference between what we speak, what we hear, what we think, and what we do. In this chapter, Master Dogen is concentrating on right action. He says in one part of the chapter, there has never been any kind of right that is realised beforehand,

and then waits for somebody to do it. That's a very shocking statement. Our society, our civilisations, have developed codes, codes of conduct, moral codes, ethical points of view, which we feel we should follow. And of course, we live in society, so we do our best to follow them. But Dogen is saying, what is right doesn't exist in our head,

it exists in what we do. So we can't have an idea of what is right, and then that idea is waiting for us to do it.


That's a very surprising thing, and quite difficult to accept, because we all think and we are all educated to believe that first we think what is best or what is right, and then we make ourselves do it. So Dogen's view is a little different.

He says, the right is not there until we do it. But that seems very strange. It points out a big difference between what we think, what we believe, and how we act. So in Master Dogen's teaching, he says that the way we act is not governed by the idea of being right. How we act doesn't follow on from what we think we should do. But it follows from our state of body and mind. We're not used to thinking of the state of body and mind. The state of body and mind is something whole. But we're used to thinking about ideas,

followed by physical movement. But Dogen is saying both together, when we act, makes our action right. Often we get disappointed because in our life we can't do what we want, or things are not as we thought they would be. For instance, we might have had an idea about this session before we came. But the real situation is completely different. And all real situations are always completely different,

to what we think. But we don't notice the fact. When we want to do something and our action doesn't match what we want to do in our mind, we often feel disappointed. So we might think that we should be more strong-willed, or that our idea should be much clearer. But what Dogen is saying is, our state is the most important thing. What we do will always be different from what we think,

but to act right, we need to focus on our state. And the state, he says, is the state of right: when our body and mind are balanced. And as you know, this is the reason we practise zazen. So, following on from that, we get the teaching that as long as we practise zazen and balance our body and mind, then our action is right.


That's very difficult to accept. It may be impossible to accept. But that's the teaching that Buddhism has for us. Of course, not only practising zazen. Of course, zazen is the standard way, the simplest standard way of balancing our body and mind, but many activities bring us into balance. So if we want to act in a way that is right,

rather than thinking a lot about how to act right and what is the right decision, it may be better to balance our body and mind. This teaching is quite foreign to modern society, where we still, even more in modern society, believe that our thoughts and ideas are the most important thing. And if we can't make our thoughts and ideas into reality, we should force them into reality. If we have very strong thoughts, ideas or beliefs which we want to force into reality, we might end up fighting. So I just want to point out today the difference between our ideal world

which is huge in modern society. It's vast. It's spread everywhere. And what we actually do, which is sometimes completely different to what we want. I don't think society can stop thinking. I don't think we can stop having ideas. I don't think we can have blank minds, practise zazen and then do things. But to notice the real situation is very important:

not to make ourselves different, but to notice how we are. Not to make ourselves into some kind of special Buddhist, but to notice we are ordinary people. And to notice how big the gap is between the world of ideas, thoughts, the internet, and our actual actions.


So that's all I want to say this morning. I'm sorry, my energy is a little low. That might be a good thing. We can't abstract right from the real situation. But we do that ourselves all the time in our society.

We abstract what we think is right, and then we want to do that right. And he says it's not true. There is no right waiting for somebody to do it. In his teaching, right is not an abstraction. But for us, in Christian cultures, in modern society, right is an abstraction, and then we measure our action against the abstract.
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Mike: it seems that Greek and Christian perfect worlds shaped the West, so right in action is hard to see
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that Dogen teaches that right is in our action: it does not exist somewhere in the abstract, waiting to be done, and this point of view is quite strange to Western civilisation. The problem we face in understanding Buddhism, he says, is that we are all wearing European glasses and so interpret Buddhism through them. It is difficult to take the glasses off, but he hopes it becomes easier as the world becomes more integrated and we learn more about other cultures.

He explains why the point of view is strange: it seems that some Greek philosophers developed the idea of a perfect, abstract world of forms, and around the same time Christianity developed the belief in a perfect world called heaven, which we can reach after we die by making an effort to be good. When the two met, both became stronger and the basic view of Western civilisation was formed, and he says that this way of thinking, that everything should be good and bad should be eliminated, still exists deep in all of us in Europe, even if we study Buddhism or say we do not believe in religion, whereas it did not exist in the Eastern countries. When Mike went to live in Japan in 1977, he was horrified that the Japanese instructors he worked with did not want to plan where they were going, but after nearly ten years he started to accept their way of making a little plan, doing something, changing the plan and doing again. He found this very practical and realistic in many situations, while his own wish to have a complete idea of what he was doing before he started did not work, so he noticed a very deep difference between his culture and the Japanese culture. He thinks this difference allowed countries in the Far East to accept and practise Buddhism, a very pragmatic way of living unhindered by the strong principles and beliefs of European civilisation, though he does not mean that the Eastern civilisations were superior.

He says they must have found it easier to accept the fundamental teaching of Buddhism that it is what we do that is important, although we think and plan, and that it is our action that determines the future. In Europe, he says, we have a task, to understand Buddhist teachings as they were meant, but the task is very difficult. Teachers have come from Japan to teach Buddhism here, yet it was very easy for young people studying with Deshimaru to misunderstand, and he says there are similar examples because our culture has no viewpoint that values action more than thinking. It took Mike many years, and Gabriele the same, to take off their glasses while studying with their teacher Nishijima Roshi, and he asks us not to underestimate what Buddhist teaching has at its centre, even though it may not seem to agree with what our society and culture feel is true. He speaks of remaining open to learning instead of comparing what we hear with our own belief, and notes that in Japan someone who wants to become a potter or make wooden bowls studies with a master for maybe ten years, whereas people told to study Buddhism for ten years are horrified and say they can learn it quickly from books. He says society is forgetting the traditional way of learning deep truth with body and mind, and that the pots of well-known potters whose work is valued are themselves; the aim of Buddhism, he says, is the same: to make ourselves, to be ourselves, to just express ourselves. He names two steps, to start to practise zazen and to find a teacher who knows what it is like without any glasses on, adding that Dogen said that if we cannot find a teacher who does not wear glasses, it is better not to have any teacher. Asked how to learn Buddhism through the body, he says to sit in a balanced state, with the weight of the head balanced on the shoulders and the weight of the body over the pelvis, and to train the body until this becomes normal. He adds that although the physiological explanation he cites, about balancing the two parts of the autonomic nervous system, is based on medical fact, no research has directly linked zazen, posture and those physiological facts.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

Difference between thinking and acting. And how Dogen teaches that right is in our action. Right does not exist somewhere in the abstract, waiting to be done. And that point of view is quite strange to Western civilisation. Why is that? It seems that as far back as we can see, in Greek times, some philosophers developed the idea that there is a perfect, abstract world of forms, existing somewhere. And then in this world, we see imperfect versions. So everything that we experience has a perfect version in this world of perfect forms. And this kind of thinking was quite strong in Greek philosophy.

And around the same time, the belief in Christianity developed, as a belief in a perfect world called heaven, where everything was good and perfect, and the belief that human beings could make an effort to be good and then go to live in this perfect world. So those two ways of thinking are very similar. And when Christianity met together with the Greek ideals, both became stronger. And the basic view of Western civilisation was formed

at that time. A perfect world existing somewhere that we can access after we die. And our journey through life is to make an effort to be good, to get rid of bad, into another world full of bad. And therefore we would become completely good and be able to live in the perfect world. This way of thinking still exists in all of us today in Europe.


Even if we study Buddhism, or we say that we don't believe in religion, deep in our culture we have a point of view that everything should be good and bad should be eliminated, that our life should aim to become better and better, slowly getting rid of all the bad things in the world. And each of us has that feeling now, somewhere deep inside us. But that way of thinking didn't exist in the Eastern countries. Of course, there is a tendency in human beings towards that point of view.

So even primitive societies had gods who were all-powerful. But generally speaking, those gods were used to explain how the world works, especially how the forces of nature work. So the idealistic Christian point of view that came from Christianity and Greek idealism was really limited to a particular area in the world. Places like China, Japan, Korea, Burma, Tibet, and other places that didn't develop into complete civilisations so quickly, didn't have this way of thinking. So for that reason, the kind of viewpoint that Dogen teaches, which he said is not his idea,

but the teachings of Buddhism, that viewpoint, that way of life, could flourish in China, Tibet, Burma, and other countries, Japan, Korea. Not to say people didn't think. But even today, if you go to Japan, for instance, you will find that the emphasis between thought and idea and practical action is different than it is in the Western civilisation. I met this situation very quickly when I went to live in Japan in 1977. I was instructing engineers about microwave communication systems. And I had to work with Japanese instructors.


And I was horrified that they didn't want to plan where they were going and where they were going to get to. And I'd actually thought, these stupid people. I fought against their simple practical way. But after being in Japan for nearly ten years, I started to accept their way of doing things, which is to make a little plan, and then do something, and change the plan, and do something. Then make another little plan and do again.

In many situations it was very practical and realistic. But my way of wanting to make a complete idea of what I was doing before I started didn't work. So I noticed there is a very deep difference between my culture and the Japanese culture. And I think this difference allowed countries in the Far East to accept and practise Buddhism, which is basically a very pragmatic way of living, unhindered by the strong principles and beliefs of European civilisation.


At the same time, we can see now that societies who have no principles and belief cannot find a clear direction in modern life. So I don't mean to say that the Eastern civilisations were superior. But they must have found it easier to accept the fundamental teaching of Buddhism, that it's what we do that's important, although we think and plan. It's our action that determines the future. So in Europe, we have a task, to understand Buddhist teachings as they were meant. But actually, the task is very difficult.

And some teachers have come from Japan and other places to try to teach Buddhism here. In my tradition, people like Deshimaru. But it was very easy for young people studying with Deshimaru to misunderstand. And there are other examples similar to that, because we don't have any viewpoint in our culture that values action more than thinking. But maybe one is emerging now, called sports psychology. So sports psychology is very interested in action. See, what the sports person actually does is most important.

So I just want to point out the problem that we face in understanding Buddhism, because we are all wearing European glasses. So when we try to interpret Buddhism, we do it through European glasses. It's difficult to take the glasses off. It's a natural situation. But as the world becomes more integrated and we learn more about other cultures, it becomes easier. Hopefully. So it took me many years, and Gabriele the same, to take off our glasses, studying with our teacher Nishijima Roshi.

In the early days I often thought he's crazy. This man, what this man is saying is something very strange. It's not right. But in the end, he brainwashed me.


Participant: It's true. You are so powerful.

Mike: So please don't underestimate what Buddhist teaching has at its centre. It may not seem to agree with what we feel is true. True from our society, true from our culture. But if we can remain open to learning, instead of comparing what we hear with our own belief. In the old days in Europe, if you wanted to become a carpenter, you studied with your master for maybe ten years.

Still in Japan, if you want to become a potter or to make beautiful wooden bowls, you study with your master for maybe ten years. If we say to people, you have to study Buddhism for ten years, they are horrified. Too long. I can learn it all very quickly by reading books. I'm already a yoga teacher. I went on a three-month course. So this is our culture. Ten years. Oh no, I don't have ten years. So we're forgetting, society is forgetting the traditional way of learning. So to learn deep, deep truth with body and mind,

whether it's in making wooden bowls or making pots. It takes a long time to find yourself. And as many of you know, my partner is a potter, and I've been very interested to watch the world of potters. And you can learn to make pots in

Participant: six months. But to learn how to make yourself as a pot takes ten years, twenty years. And all the potters who are

Mike: well known and whose work is valued, their pots are themselves. And the aim of Buddhism is the same: to make ourselves, to be ourselves, to just express ourselves.

Participant: [inaudible]

Mike: Two steps. One is to start to practise zazen. We call it zazen, dhyāna, zen, chan, or sitting, simply sitting. And the other is to find a teacher who knows what it's like without any glasses on. Dogen said, if we can't find a teacher who doesn't wear glasses, it's better not to have any teacher.


Participant: And my second question would be, you've mentioned learning Buddhism with mind and body. I'm interested in the body part of the question, or the idea. How could you be more specific about how to learn Buddhism via your body?

Mike: Yes, sit in the balanced state. So not leaning backwards or forwards, with the weight of your head balanced on your shoulders and the weight of your body balanced over your pelvis, and train your body to make that a normal situation. We, including me, sit like this, and this becomes normal. So to sit like this we feel, Ah, I want to cross my legs. It doesn't feel normal. Ah, you know, or like this. And our muscles, all our muscles, learn this shape. And then when we sit in zazen or sit up straight, Oh no, no, no, this is better.

And so to train our body, our muscles and our

Participant: frame to feel that is normal. Well, our teacher used to explain that based on a medical side, or physiological side, it is better. That

Mike: we have two parts to our nervous system. The autonomic nervous system controls our organs and our responses unconsciously. And there are two opposing parts to the autonomic nervous system. One part stimulates us, makes our heart beat faster and our eyes focus sharply and so on, and the other part makes us relax and slow down. So, the active part and the passive part. And these are controlled by nerves coming through the spine, through the bones in the spine.


So to sit with no tension, no unequal tension in the muscles round our spine, has an effect on our nervous system, so that the nerves which are controlling the passive responses of our organs and the nerves which control the active responses of our organs are balanced. And then we are balanced. So that was his physiological explanation. And although it's based on medical fact, there is an autonomic nervous system. And it does have two parts, and a balance between those two parts is important from a physiological point of view. But there hasn't been any research directly linking zazen, posture, and those physiological facts.

Yes,

Participant: But our society is balanced towards spiritual. So I met several young people who came to our group who wanted to go to Japan, to a temple, because they imagined this very spiritual place, in a sense like this, and

Mike: black robes and very long, beautiful, shiny floors, something spiritual. But actually, Japan is less spiritual than Europe. So we imagine that Buddhism is spiritual because we are spiritual, and we lost our spiritual side in modern times with science, so we look for it somewhere else. So maybe it's in Japan, maybe it's in China, maybe it's in Korea. I lost it. I want to find it again. Well, I don't know. I did like a little bit of that when I met Nishijima Roshi in Japan.


Participant: Of course, you find somebody and you think they're perfect, and you want to be like them, and you try to be like them, and you copy them. But sometimes you have to realise that it's a dream. So the point is to realise that person is just a human being.

Mike: They're not telling me to be like them. Spending twenty years translating the Shobogenzo single-mindedly is a very, very difficult, severe life. So I look at Gabriele and I feel, wow, that's quite something. But I can't be like her. I have to be like me.

Participant: And I had to be like me.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: It wasn't so severe as you imagine.

Mike: Yes, it was.

(laughter)

Mike: Hilarious.

Participant: You know, you can never be another person, and we can never really understand. But I think that's wonderful in this life, that it is like that also.

Mike: Or my foot is on the floor, so the floor must be here, at the same time as my foot. A chair underneath me, and the floor, and you're sitting on the floor, and I'm making a vibration in your ears. So that's interdependent. I'm here and you're here.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that the way he and Gabriele follow is to find a teacher, a real person, rather than a book, a theory, an idea or any programme, and to learn everything that teacher has, good and bad, like and dislike. He calls this the ancient apprenticeship system, completely different from the way we can learn so many things in modern life, and says that if you continue to the end you learn everything completely, without any doubt. He then turns to simplicity, saying that their line of Buddhism does not come from the mental aspect: practice gives us mental simplicity, instead of working on the mind to make the mind simple. He trained as a psychotherapist in the 1970s, practised for seven or eight years and later attended a psychotherapist for nearly two years, which he found very helpful, so he says that if you live a Buddhist life there is no need to deny the value of understanding ourselves.

He points to the many sources of information in modern life, books, television and internet programmes, therapies, psychological systems and beliefs, so that almost every week we could find a new system, and compares choosing among them to a meal à la carte; he does not want to criticise this, as there may be truth in some of these explanations, though he doubts there is truth in all of them. He says that he, and he is sure Gabriele too, doubted many times how this little man, their teacher Nishijima, could know everything, yet they learned what he taught completely; Mike listened to him for more than twenty years and in the end accepted everything the teacher said, which may be stupid, he says, but for him it works completely. He contrasts the many potters who make small things from their own ideas and feelings with his partner, a master of pottery who learned it completely, and says that he and Gabriele learned from their teacher to be themselves, which took him a very long time. The Buddhist way is not the only way to live, he says, because you can live a valid life in other ways and very few people live the Buddhist way, but it is the way he and Gabriele live. Their lives are very different, she alone and translating Dogen's work for many hours, he with a family, yet in another way they are the same, based on zazen, on the intuition that comes from zazen, on freedom from being trapped in systems and on the freedom that comes from seeing the real situation. Following the Buddhist way does not mean being a monk or withdrawing from society, he says, since it is not about the things we do but how we live, and although for many years he did not trust it, saying that it feels insecure to rely on some kind of intuition and not to worry about the future, after many years he is not scared anymore. A sesshin, he explains, is a concentrated few days to live in a quiet, settled way, not disturbed by ideas and not talking too much, finding the clarity we may have had as children, and it is not about meeting friends to talk about Buddhism or about making the place nice.

He says that the simplicity he means is not simplicity without any possessions, nor one in which we get rid of all our desires, and that we do not need to be afraid to be simple, although it is a bit scary because it is insecure and you get used to it. Asked what the biggest obstacle was for him, he answers ‘Myself’, saying that it is a question of throwing things away, which does not mean throwing possessions away; for four or five years in Japan he had a terrible time throwing away his point of view, and it still comes back sometimes. When a participant describes thinking of simple people, such as a grandmother in a village, and of Islamic extremists, and says this is not so good, Mike replies that when Europe was a very strong Christian society everybody knew what to believe and could be fairly simple, but we lost our faith in the modern world, so it is very difficult to be simple. Buddhism says to believe in reality, in this world, this life, not in something spiritual or something material, he says; it is important what you believe in, he adds, and while people can die for their belief because they have another world, it is impossible to die for this world. When participants remark that one should not be a crazy Buddhist who does anything Mike says, and point out that he said at the beginning to learn everything from a teacher, bad and good, he replies that you should find a teacher and learn everything from them, but it doesn't mean you have to like them or do what they say. A participant then describes criticising Nishijima Roshi and having fights with him while still accepting his teachings, and the recording ends with Mike stressing the difference between the way we normally learn in the modern world and the very unusual traditional apprenticeship systems that the world is forgetting about.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

Our way of studying Buddhism is stupid. And our teacher, Nishijima, Gudo Nishijima, was stupid. Gudo means stupid. So his name was stupid.

Participant: Stupid way.

Mike: Stupid way. Gudo. And I agree with Gabriele, and I want to point out something very important. In modern life, we have many sources of information: many books, many programmes on the television and the internet, explaining how to live. There are many different kinds of therapies, psychological systems, beliefs. And there are so many that almost every week we could find a new system. And sometimes these systems are related to the other systems.


So, just like in a restaurant, we can have a big meal on all this information. As Gabriele said, à la carte meal.

Participant: À la carte.

Mike: À la carte. I think I have some of this, and I don't like that so much. I have some of this. I have some of this. I have some of this. And now I have my meal. I don't want to criticise this. Because there are many different explanations of life. And there may be truth in some of them. I doubt if there's truth in all of them. But Gabriele and I followed a completely different way. And this is the way we follow now. We learned Buddhism from our teacher, our master,

and we were brainwashed by his teaching. So although inside I felt sometimes, I don't like that. I don't believe that. That doesn't make sense. I listened to him for more than twenty years. And in the end, I accepted everything he said. This may be stupid. But for me, it works completely. This is the meaning of the Buddhist way. To find a teacher, a real person. Not a book or a theory.

An idea or any programme. To find the real person. And to learn everything they have. Not looking at good and bad, or like and dislike, but to take everything. And actually, this is the ancient apprenticeship system in all teaching. If you learned in medieval times to make baskets, or to build stairs, or to make roofs,

or to cultivate gardens, you would learn with one person who knew completely. And you would learn everything they had to teach you, good and bad, like and dislike, hard and easy, but continuing for many years. So, in a way, we are following a very ancient way of learning, which is completely different from the way that we can learn so many things in modern life. So it's quite a severe way. But if you continue to the end, you learn everything completely, without any doubt.


So I want to point out that difference. Many times, I'm sure Gabriele too, and me the same, we doubted. How can this little man know everything? I don't like him. He's got a strange character. He says one thing, he does another thing. But despite all those things, we learned what he taught completely. And to learn something completely is wonderful. I can see it in my partner, who is a potter. She is a master of pottery. She learned it completely, and it's wonderful to see. And there are many, many potters who make lots of small things, rubbish things

from their own ideas and their own feelings, but my partner, Lisa, makes herself. So, Gabriele and I learned from our teacher to be ourselves. And it took me a very long time. When I came back from Japan in 2000, I didn't know clearly. And then I started giving talks and holding sesshin. And in the last ten years, fourteen years, I realised the rest of it.

I put the polish on the wood. So there is no other way. Of course, there are many ways to live. And, for instance, you can live a valid life exactly how you want, maybe studying something here and practising something here and harmonising with your family life. And you can live a valid life.


So we can't say that the Buddhist way is the only way that human beings should live. If we said that, it's ridiculous. Because the number of people living the Buddhist way is very, very small. But I want to point out, this is the way that we live. Gabriele and I are very different in our lives. She lives alone and has spent many, many hours interpreting, translating Dogen's work. I don't live alone, I have a family.

And I have a daughter and grandson. And I get involved in my partner's work. And so, in that way, Gabriele and I have very different lives. But in another way, our lives are the same. Because we are living the same way, which is based on zazen, and intuition that comes from zazen, and the freedom from not being trapped in systems.

And the freedom that comes from seeing the real situation. So if you want to follow the Buddhist way, it doesn't mean you have to be a monk. It doesn't mean you have to withdraw from society and live on a mountainside. We can find the same way in both situations. So it's not about the things we do, but how we live. What is the basis of our life? I think it's very difficult in modern life to see this. If I stayed in England, I think it would be impossible for me to find this. But I went to Japan, for some reason.


And I found this way of living. And for many years I did not trust it. It feels insecure to rely on some kind of intuition and not to worry about the future. Really scary. But after many years, I'm not scared anymore. So it's a kind of, it's a brave way to live. It may not be for everybody, but this is what we are teaching. And sesshin is a concentrated few days to live in a quiet, settled way, not being disturbed by ideas,

not talking too much, leaving all those activities which cloud our mind. And finding the clarity that we may have had when we were children, original clarity. So that's the meaning of sesshin. It's not to meet together with friends and talk about Buddhism or other kinds of activities that may be useful. It's not about even making this place a nice place, clearing stones and cutting wood, although we can't exclude those things. That's not the purpose. So I should have said this at the beginning.

So it's too late, but I said it already at the end.


Participant: At the same time I was starting translating Shobogenzo. And frankly speaking, when I came back to Germany, I said to myself, okay, you have learned all this, but now you have to apply it in your life. And if it works, then I accept it. And if it's not working, I have to look to find something which can satisfy me. So after ten years, it wasn't really settled to the extent that it is now. It still needed another ten years and even more, to really make it what I have heard part of myself.

Participant: And it is true, I did pass through phases where I read many other books. I noticed that it gave me a lot of confusion. It was because I wasn't yet really, how would I say,

Participant: Ripe.

Participant: Ripe, yes. So it is really like that. Fortunately, I had the translation going on in Germany and going back to Japan always to check with Sensei. I kept in contact with my teacher all the time, and I could verify also with him all the time.

Participant: And the translation itself was somehow helping me going on even when doubting. So I think it's quite natural that we doubt. Now I have faith in zazen, and I find really that what our teacher Nishijima Roshi taught us is a good way to live. But it did take time, and I think that's the same for everybody. It has to sink in. Only then we can be satisfied. You know, there's a very good saying, but there's one word in English missing.


Participant: You say in German, ‘Knowledge, oder Wissen, ist ein Fass ohne Boden.’ Can you translate?

Robert: Yes, yes, yes.

Participant: Knowledge. Wissen. Wissen. And that includes all our, what is written in books and what we hear, what we kind of...

Mike: What is it in English?

Participant: Yeah, that's the problem. I don't know what a Fass ohne Boden is in English.

Participant: It's a pot without a bottom?

Participant: Yes, yes.

Mike: Bottomless pot.

Participant: Yes, bottomless pot.

Mike: Okay.

Participant: That's it. And I think that is so true. It's so true. A million lives are not sufficient to...

Mike: To get knowledge, information.

Participant: Yeah. Information. Knowledge. Without intuition, it's useless. It doesn't help you. You're just accumulating. It's a bank of information. It's a sad life if you go on like that. This is what I learned.

Participant: I noticed, as if Gabriele underlines what Mike is teaching by expressing herself. Although Mike and Gabriele are two different people, and that's what is beautiful about it, I notice they have something in common, clearly some kind of simplicity. So Gabriele being here helps me understand Mike better, or I can see your simplicity better because of Gabriele expressing it.


Participant: So I can notice you have your character, your mentality, your emotions, but that's not what you're teaching. Gabriele has her personality and likes and dislikes, but that simplicity that you both have is the same. And I think that's after I started to understand a little bit that this simplicity I should do in my life too. I can see it's sometimes very difficult because I can notice all Buddhist students, as if we are afraid to be simple. We want to know more and read another book. We are afraid to be simple.

Participant: Afraid. And I'm trying to learn this simplicity. So I always remember Mike: just what's the next step? Okay, so I have a problem in my life, but after all, what can I do? Only the next step. And it works.

Participant: You know, I'm also immature. I'm trying to learn from you, and I can see there is another person who comes and helps me to understand not more, but something more simple. So it helps me be more simple too. Like, you don't have to be that complicated. Just... and I enjoy that simplicity.


Participant: If I can apply it in my life, and if I can learn it from Mike or Gabriele or from Brad, I only met him once, and, you know, he writes about all kinds of things, and you may not like everything he writes, but I can always sense some kind of simplicity behind all that stuff that he has to write. Just he's not afraid to be simple and say, ‘Look, I don't know. I don't understand this shit.’ You know, he's not afraid. Just be simple. Or, like, stupid, but not badly stupid.

Participant: Stupid in a way like a child that is ready to enjoy whatever is happening now. I don't think Buddhism is complicated, but we are afraid to be simple. Very afraid, I think.

Mike: All the things we enjoy. But it doesn't mean that. It's not simplicity without any possessions. It's not the simplicity where we get rid of all our desires. It's just the simplicity of...

(laughter)

Mike: simplicity. Yes, so don't misunderstand. We're afraid. Oh, it's too severe. Oh, I can't. I wouldn't be able to have sex. I have to make my life very simple and severe. No, no. Not like that. I know Tibetan Buddhism concentrates on the mind, the workings of the mind,

in ancient psychology, and our line of Buddhism doesn't come from the mental aspect, but we found by experience that practice gives us mental simplicity. Not working on the mind to make the mind simple. Because actually, there's only the mind to work on the mind. So the complicated mind is making mind simple. So it's like standing on the carpet and pulling...


So our teaching says don't work on the mind. Of course, the mind is important. Work on the body mind: zazen, healthy eating, exercise, balance. They will give you a healthy mind. So don't worry about your mind. Then it will become healthy. So worrying about a healthy mind is unhealthy. At the same time, modern psychology is very effective. I trained as a psychotherapist in the 1970s before I went to Japan. And I practised as a therapist for seven or eight years.

Working in a crisis centre, for people who wanted to kill themselves, and also with students at college who had problems. But when I met Nishijima Roshi's teachings, I didn't need that viewpoint. But then recently I found that psychotherapy is very useful. And actually, I attended a psychotherapist for nearly two years

to help me find an answer to getting angry. And that was very helpful. But it didn't interfere with my Buddhist life. I went to see a therapist every week and talked about my past and my childhood and the kind of triggers in my character

that make me angry, and where they started. So that is all very useful understanding of myself. But I didn't feel anything to do with Buddhism. So my way of living, Buddhist way of living, and psychotherapy are completely different to me. Somehow my Buddhist life doesn't matter about psychological problems. More simple than psychological problems. So I looked at psychological problems on a different level. And I found psychotherapy is very helpful

from both sides, as a therapist in the past and using therapy in recent times. So there's no need to, if you live a Buddhist life, there's no need to deny the value of understanding ourselves. So, we don't need to be afraid to be simple. It's a bit scary

because it's insecure, but you get used to it. Modern times became twisted. Why shouldn't it take twenty years? Our life experience teaches us there are excellent people who can understand or realise what life is when they're young. But not me. So I think most people, we take ten or twenty years to understand our life. Why should it be shorter?


Participant: This is modern ideology, that everything has to go fast.

Question: I was more interested in, what did you feel was the biggest obstacle for you?

Mike: Myself. I think it's a question of throwing things away. So it's very difficult to throw things away.

Robert: Yeah, just look at our lives here.

Mike: Ideas have a piece of elastic. Throw them away. No. I had lots of elastic.

Participant: I confirm.

Mike: So, throwing things away doesn't mean throwing the possessions away. Something, throwing away something, dropping off something, again and again.

Question: Do you think that moving to a foreign country like Japan, a very different culture, helps you in a big way in throwing things away?

Mike: But everybody can't move to Japan. Throw away our point of view: this is what I had to do. So for four or five years in Japan, I had a terrible time to throw away my point of view. And still it comes back sometimes.


Question: Can I ask you about simplicity? I think about what you said and what the word means, and I want to ask about my experience with people, simple, like when you say simple people, I think about my grandma and... They live in the village and they work in the field and things like this. And it's very easy to make them ideal, that they are really kind people. But in fact, I see that, because the only thing that my grandma, for example, studied, or not studied, but believed in, is Christianity, the Catholic Church, and the traditions that are in the village, that, you know, these people are very sensitive to what others think about them. And also another example of the only thing that you may study as ideology, as you said about the Buddhists: I thought about the Islamic extremists, yes, you know. That the only thing that they see and they hear, and the only source of information, is some guy that's telling them that if you die for Allah, you will go to heaven. And there's 72 virgins on chains for you. So that's something I imagine, a simple person, but you can see this is not so good.

Mike: Yeah, the same kind as that.

Participant: Yes.

Mike: But if you believe, when Europe was a very strong Christian society, everybody knew what to believe. How to behave. Most people. So they could be fairly simple. But we lost our faith in the modern world. So we don't have anything to believe. So it's very difficult to be simple. So Buddhism says believe in reality. Don't believe in something spiritual or something material. Believe in this world, this life. So then, if you believe in something, you can become more simple.


But it's important what you believe in. So, similar to terrorists. But different belief. So it's impossible to die for this world. They can die for their belief, because they have another world. But how can you die for this world when you come to this world?

Participant: So I think it's a paradox because Buddhist simplicity is not being narrow-minded,

Participant: But why narrow-minded?

Participant: not being narrow-minded, not blind simplicity.

Mike: But to be simple, more like a child, before somebody manipulates the child. So I think I also had a similar great-grandmother who I heard stories about. How simple she was.

Participant: And she only, as far as I know, only worried about her family being happy, and to go to church, and to work hard. So I think there is this Buddha in each of us: this simple, sincere, caring way of life is Buddha. But then if somebody says, ‘Well, you have to do this, this is the right thing, and we have to kill those people because they are wrong’, it's not simplicity anymore, it's being manipulated.

Participant: And we don't want to be crazy Buddhists like, ‘I only believe Mike, and I will do anything Mike tells me to do.’ That's not what Mike wants us to do.

Robert: But Mike said at the beginning that we should take a teacher and learn everything from him, bad and good. So we can try to go something different, like you said now.

Mike: Yeah, find a teacher and learn everything from them, but it doesn't mean you have to like them or do what they say.


Participant: I used to criticise Nishijima Roshi a lot. We had real, you know, fights. I didn't accept everything he was saying, the whole ten years I was there. And even when I came to Japan, the last time I saw him, something like four years ago, it was the biggest fight we had. You know what I told him? I said, ‘You're not a Buddhist.’ Remember, Mike? This was only between us. But nevertheless, I know his teachings are what I can accept, but there were many sides of his character to criticise. The way he treated women. These are cultural differences I didn't accept. It was not about me because he never treated me badly, but—

Mike: He's afraid of you.

(laughter)

Participant: But how he treated a Japanese woman who was living in the dojo. So there were some of the aspects of his character I really detested. But that never interfered in our relation concerning the Shobogenzo translation or his Buddhist teachings. So that's very important to understand. You don't need to love your teacher, you know. You can criticise. And that's what we did, sometimes.

Mike: Anyway, it's important to see the difference between the way that we learn normally in the modern world and kind of very unusual traditional apprenticeship systems that the world is forgetting about.
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these four talks from the sesshin in Banský Studenec, Mike points to a natural, balanced and ordinary state rather than to anything spiritual or special, and says that we do not get it from somewhere else but return to it, or uncover it, where we are. He regrets that Zen has a reputation for spirituality, says that after 25 or 30 years in Japan he can say with confidence that Japan is not a spiritual country, and describes zazen as a very simple practice in which we take the right posture and wait to return to our natural state. In the same spirit he says that sacred is ordinary and ordinary is sacred, that he personally does not like it when we make things too sacred, and that the dojo and the home are both important, both ordinary and both sacred.

He explains that the small muscles that control our posture are governed by the autonomic nervous system, so we cannot relax them consciously, but if we take the right posture we can allow the relaxation to happen, which is why zazen is to have no intention, since trying to get rid of stress or thinking only makes us tenser. He compares zazen to sport, in which we move to return to normal, and recalls that his teacher Nishijima said many times in his later years that Buddhism is just balance of the autonomic nervous system. The Buddha's state without thinking and feeling is, Mike says, the state we have when we are acting, as in the instant of reaching for a cup, so it is not something wonderful to get, and even Kodo Sawaki said, you can't get anything. In the last talk he adds that Sawaki said this because people in Japan had come to believe that Buddhism can give a special state, such as nirvana, satori or enlightenment, and that zazen is not getting knowledge, wisdom or balance but uncovering your own balance: there is something, but we can't get it if we look for it, because it is there when we stop trying. Mike presents the will to the truth as the first of Nishijima's four main points of the Buddhist path, a desire that all human beings share and that adults pursue in music, sport, business or food, but in Buddhism, he says, we search for the truth in an unusual direction: right here. Buddhist philosophy does not contain the truth but points to it, he says, and instead of a finger pointing at the moon he would call it a finger pointing at the ground; the truth does not belong to Buddhists, so when we gather in a group, wear special clothes and chant the Hannya Shingyo, we must not believe that we have it and nobody else does.

The second point, cause and effect, is for him the same rule as in science, so everything we do has an effect even when we can't see it, and he finds this comforting because in Buddhism we can make an effort without worrying about the result. The third point, instantaneousness, means that now is the only reality, so we can be free from our past and from our future, yet at the same time we are bound by cause and effect, and Mike himself calls this freedom and lack of freedom a contradiction. On the fourth point, the practice, Mike says that Dogen said that if we practise balance our actions are balanced, which means doing the best we can, and says himself that we can be free if we practise balance, not only zazen but other balance too, although zazen was very precious to Nishijima, who taught it his whole life and was proud that sport and zazen had some connection. Mike's own picture of our psychological state is a semi-permeable membrane, which lets pressure pass through and so does not need to move, and the aim of the Buddhist state, he says, is that we become a semi-permeable membrane, very flexible and able to receive and give, like the flexible mind that Dogen said he got in China. Becoming balanced like a semi-permeable membrane takes, he says, between ten and twenty years, for him more than twenty, and to the idea that practice changes our character he answers that he did not change his character but his character changed. The membrane returns in the last talk, where he says that in many Buddhist groups everything is sacred, so that we must hold incense, wear a robe and bow in a certain way, but that even in the second century Nagarjuna said very strongly that this place and this place are the same, and so we have to have a semi-permeable membrane. Because we cannot see the result of our effort in zazen, which seems to do nothing except take our time and sometimes be painful, there is, Mike says, some kind of belief or trust, which he thinks is a different kind of belief to religion, although it might be similar. When Robert objects that in Buddhism we should know and not just believe, Mike asks how we can know the future. Mike offers some of this as his own picture or feeling: the membrane is his own thinking, he finds the Hannya Shingyo too sacred for himself, which may be his own problem, and he ends the last talk by saying that he is really explaining these things to himself.
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Mike: zazen is a very simple practice; after taking the right posture the body returns to balance by itself







  Michael Eido Luetchford
September 2015 — Banský Studenec, Talk 1.
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  Source: video transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that zazen is a very simple practice in which we take the right posture, wait, and let the body return to its natural state of balance, and he regrets that Zen has a reputation for spirituality. He explains that when European and American people look at Japanese Zen they are looking for something missing in their own, the spirituality of Christianity, which used to be very strong and is now becoming weaker, whereas after 25 or 30 years in Japan he can say with confidence that Japan is not a spiritual country, while Europe is a spiritual place. His teacher Nishijima, who lived to be 94, said many times in his later years that Buddhism is just balance of the autonomic nervous system, and Mike shows a paper whose authors conclude that posture has a striking, significant influence on breathing, hormones, spinal pain, headaches, mood, blood pressure, pulse and lung capacity, although most doctors do not check people's posture.

Looking at the human body and its skeleton, he points out that the vertebrae in the middle carry the whole weight of the upper body and the head, that the spine is not straight but curved a little, and that trying to be straight in zazen is therefore useless, although we can be naturally straight. Small, very strong muscles between the bones control our posture and the pressure on the cartilage, and the nerves of the autonomic nervous system, which control our mood, breathing and health, come through that cartilage. When we are tense or stressed these small muscles become shorter, our back becomes shorter, the pressure on the nerves grows and our mood, breathing and health are affected, yet we cannot consciously make ourselves relax. If we take the right posture, however, we can allow the relaxation to happen, so zazen is to have no intention, because trying to get rid of stress or thinking only makes us tenser. We just sit and wait, our body slowly adjusts, the back becomes longer and the autonomic nervous system more balanced, and in Japanese this is called shikantaza, just sitting. Sport does the same by moving, since dancing, walking, running or swimming relaxes our muscles and gives the deeper ones a chance to return to normal, which is why Mike says zazen is a very simple sport, one in which we sit and wait instead of moving. He adds that sport has many other layers, such as learning skill and determination to win, which sometimes cover up its basic factor, returning to normal so that we can function well, and that in the same way, if we practise zazen and look after our underlying normal state, which he calls balance, we can put the other layers on top of it and live how we want to.

Over more than two thousand years the explanations of the ancient Buddhist teachers became very complicated, so when the Buddha said that the fine and peaceful state is when you are not thinking and not feeling, people thought it must be wonderful, like heaven, and wanted to get it. Mike says that the Buddha was talking about the state we have when we are acting, when thoughts and feelings are all mixed together, for instance in the instant when we stand up and reach for a cup, a state that we all experience thousands of times a day. People project their imagination onto this wonderful person and want to get what he has, but even Kodo Sawaki said, You can't get anything. In the discussion, a participant says that she understands how running relaxes her but not how this works in zazen, because she cannot find her correct posture and feels she is supposed to concentrate, and Mike replies that some people tell him zazen seems to do nothing, while a run or a swim leaves them relaxed. He says that we can never relax if we think zazen is a spiritual practice, and that our body already has habits, so we sit on a cushion with the pelvis in a good position, look for the balance of the head and the hands, and remember that Dogen said zazen is not a fixed posture. Some tension is normal, so zazen is a kind of training, and if we have very strong feelings or thoughts it is better first to go for a run, a walk or a swim, while anyone who has tried this for several weeks can stop, Mike does not mind, and they can go swimming instead. To a participant who says that we should also try to stop thinking, he answers that we need not care about the flow, but that if we notice a story we can stop it. When the participant objects that there are thousands of persons inside, each controlling the next, Mike answers that the participant is very clever and very logical, and that the Buddhist way is to find a place beyond logic, without throwing logic away, and to trust what looks like crazy chaos, which is very difficult.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

Sporting, because they realise that in the centre of their practice of their physical activity they can find a state of balance. And the state of balance is a very, very nice state. And so several researchers have been looking at the similarity between physical activity in sport and meditation. So I want to explain a bit more the physical aspects of zazen. I think this is very important because, unfortunately, Zen has a reputation for spirituality. People think that Japan or Korea or China are very spiritual countries, and that therefore Zen contains some kind of mysterious spiritual truth.

But in my 25, 30 years' experience living in Japan and being with the Japanese people, I can say with confidence that Japan is not a spiritual country. And Korea and China are probably not spiritual countries. But Europe is a spiritual place. So when European people or American people look at Japanese Zen, they are looking for something missing in their own: the spirituality of Christianity, which used to be very strong and is now becoming weaker. So they think that Zen is spiritual.


However, my teacher Nishijima, who lived until he was 94, studied and taught the teachings of Dogen for seventy years. At the end of his life, he would say, Buddhism is just balance of the autonomic nervous system. He said it many, many times in his later years. There is more and more evidence in the modern world now to suggest that he has some truth in what he says. For instance, this is in English, I'm sorry. It's not easy to understand, but it says posture and breathing affects autonomic function. It says in this part, this part here.

Although there is a lot of evidence that posture affects our physiology, most doctors, most physicians do not talk about this. And they don't check people's posture. And they don't evaluate people's posture as part of their physical diagnosis. But the people who wrote this paper concluded that there is a striking, significant influence on everything from function, breathing, production of hormones, spinal pain, headaches, mood, blood pressure. Pulse and lung capacity are all affected by posture.

And the regulation of autonomic nervous system is affected by posture. So, this is also this lordosis. Okay. I don't understand lordosis.

Boris: Lordosis means this is spine, it's here, so, and inside. And here, opposite. This is the normal posture. So this... of spine.

Mike: Optimal, the best adult human posture includes the lordosis, so you can— what's that word in... So, of course, this is quite difficult to understand. But there are several parts which are saying posture is very important, but doctors did not realise. And posture affects the autonomic nervous system. That's what my teacher said. So I was very happy to read this paper. Okay. Finish. Now, one moment, please. This is Australia in the background.


And this is the human body. Here we are. Here's the human body. Turn around. Thank you. Now, look at the human body. The human body is marvellous because we can balance on our legs. And people who are trying to make robots have great difficulty to make the robot stand and balance. And it's the most difficult problem to get the robot who can walk and run without falling over. So balance is at the centre of our movement. Now if you look at the human skeleton.

You can see, in the middle, in this part here, there's nothing except these vertebrae. One, two, three, four, five. Nothing else. So this part is carrying the whole weight of our upper body and our head. At the same time, our head is carried by a very small set of bones here. So this part here, the lumbar vertebrae, and this part here, the thoracic vertebrae, are very important in keeping upright. They are structurally the centre of our body. But of course, we have muscles.


Here we are. Lordosis. You can see the spine is not straight. So if, when you're practising zazen, you're trying to be straight, it's useless. But you can be naturally straight, so that these bones can function as a structure to carry our weight. And these bones need to be curved a little, like that. Now, let's look at this part here.

They are connected together, of course, with some tissues. Very strong ligaments, so that we don't fall into pieces. And then these ligaments also have some muscles on the top.

And you can see the muscles here, between the bones. These muscles are very small, but they control our posture. They also control the— sorry, I'm not so clever to operate— the space between the bones. The space between the bones is cartilage.

I don't know how to make cartilage show here. There we are. Now, these muscles are very small but very strong. But we cannot control them consciously. They are controlled by an autonomic nervous system. Autonomic nervous system controls whether we are tense or relaxed, whether we have a headache, whether we have strong sexual feelings, whether we feel aggressive. And the nerves in the autonomic nervous system come through the cartilage. And there's one, there's one, there's one. Oops, no, there's one. So we have the nerves which control our mood, our breathing, our health. They are coming here, from here. And they are coming through this cartilage, and these muscles are controlling the pressure on the cartilage. When we are tense, the muscles, these small autonomic muscles, become shorter. Our back becomes shorter. When we are tense, we become shorter. When we are stressed, our back becomes shorter. The pressure on these nerves is more, so our mood is affected, our breathing is affected, our health is affected. But we can't relax these. I'm going to relax my back. But we can't do it. We can do it very slowly if we let it happen. So the strange thing about our body is that at the core, at the centre, we cannot consciously make ourselves relax.


But if we take the right posture, we can let ourselves relax. We can allow the relaxation to happen. This is the centre of zazen. We don't try to get rid of our stress. We don't try to get rid of our thinking. Because if we try something, we become tenser. In English, intention, in tension. So what is zazen? Zazen is to have no intention. We just sit stupidly, with these bones in the right position, not bending to one side, or bending to the other side. So we sit and we wait.

And slowly, our body adjusts itself: these muscles and these muscles, and the muscles at the front. Then our back becomes longer, and then our autonomic nervous system is more balanced. So, from that point of view, zazen is a very simple practice. We sit and we wait to return to our natural state. In Japanese, shikantaza means just sitting. We don't try to have intention. We just wait to return to our natural state.


So how about sport? We have many muscles on top of these muscles, many bigger muscles on top of the smaller muscles. All these muscles become tense. If we sit like this with the computer all day, our muscles become a little bit fixed like this. If we sit like this with our legs crossed, our muscles become a little bit twisted. And so it's impossible for us to feel, to allow these muscles inside to relax, because the big muscles are tense. So we do movement. We get rid of the tension. Dancing, dancing, lovely. Walking, running, swimming relaxes all our muscles, makes them balanced. Then the deeper muscles can have a chance to return to normal. So, what's the difference between zazen and sport? In zazen, we sit and wait to return to normal. In sport, we move to return to normal. So I say zazen is a very simple sport, because I think sport returns us to normal. But of course, sport has many other layers: learning skill, moving body in a certain way, having determination to win. So all these factors in sport sometimes cover up the basic factor in sport. The basic factor in sport is when we return to normal, we can function well.

Breathing, eyesight, hearing, heart rate, everything. When our body returns to normal, we can perform most efficiently. Then we can put the other layers, like learning special sports or winning or competing and so on. In the same way, if we practise zazen and allow ourselves to return to normal, then we can put the other layers on top of working and planning and hating and loving and eating and having sex— underlying normality. So if we look after our underlying normal state, which I call balance state, then we can live how we want to. We don't need to worry. But this sounds very simple.


And over more than two thousand years, the explanations which the ancient Buddhist teachers gave became very complicated. They could not explain this. So, for instance, the Buddha said in one of his talks that the fine and peaceful state is when you are not thinking and you are not feeling. So the state without thinking and feeling. So people think, Oh, I want to get that state. So it must be wonderful because the Buddha is wonderful. So it must be like heaven. I want to get it.


But he was talking about the state that we have when we're acting. We're not thinking logically. We're not feeling strongly. Because our thoughts and feelings are all mixed together. So we're thinking, feeling, acting. And we all experience this state thousands of times every day. But it's instantaneous when you stand up and reach to pick up the cup. In the instant of acting, our thoughts and feelings are stopped to be separate.

And we become whole. And we sit down, and we become separate. We do this thousands and hundreds of thousands of times a day. This is the Buddha's meaning of the state without thinking and feeling. But of course people wanted to believe there is something they can get. They want to get something which this wonderful person has. So they project their imagination onto the wonderful person. This wonderful person is wonderful. They are perfect. I want to get it.

So even Kodo Sawaki said, You can't get anything. So I'll stop there, and we can have a discussion.

Jitka: Because I can understand that when I go for a run, the body relaxes, and I am not thinking about it, and I can get out of that stressed state into some calming. I calm down that body of mine by it; that I understand.

Mike: Yeah, I understand that if I go running, I can relax and change my originally stressful feelings, that stress I can transform into some peace. I understand that.

Jitka: But I don't understand how that works in zazen, because, for example, I notice that I do certain things and it affects my posture in zazen. For example, recently I have changed the way I think a bit, but some blocks are still there inside me. And in zazen it seems to me that if I did not concentrate on the position at all, I would relax too much and I would be, for example, hunched, right?

Mike: So in zazen it seems, if I do not try at all and just relax, my posture will be, for example, hunched or curved too much, and if I do not—


Jitka: I can't find out what the correct posture is, based on what is inside me, because I have some habits. And I know that you can't tell me what my correct posture is, because only I know it.

Mike: And I understand you can't tell me what my correct posture is, because only I know it.

Jitka: So I don't understand it in zazen, because in sport I don't correct myself, one just relaxes there. But in zazen I actually have this position. I'm supposed to be concentrated, right?

Mike: Because in sport, it seems to me that it's natural how we relax and the posture is natural. But in zazen, I know I should concentrate. I don't know how it works in zazen.


Jitka: I don't know how to find it in zazen. I understand how it works in sport, but how to find it in zazen?

Mike: Yes, that's a good question. And some people have said to me recently, and also in the past, they can't find— zazen doesn't seem to do anything. They can go for a run or a walk or a swim, and they feel relaxed afterwards. But when they do zazen, they can't feel something like that. And so after some time maybe they feel, maybe zazen's not so interesting for me. Or maybe they feel, I want to find out what am I doing wrong. So let's talk about what we can be doing wrong. First of all, if we don't understand what zazen is, if we think zazen is some spiritual practice, then we can never relax. If we don't understand what relax means, then we can't sit in a nice posture. And if we don't understand that zazen is about balancing ourselves, we can't find a balanced posture. Even if we can understand those things, our body already has habits. You know, our body has habits. So, first of all, we sit on the cushion so that our pelvis is in a nice position, so that our spine can sit nicely. If we sit on the floor, we have to lean forward. We can't get our spine so straight. So we sit on the cushion. We can sit on the cushion high or low, according to how comfortable. We want to feel solid. So if our legs are like this, we don't feel so solid. So if our legs are like this, we put a higher cushion. If we put a higher cushion, our legs go down. Then after some time, our ligaments become more relaxed. The masters in Japan and so on said, sit in the lotus posture.

If it's comfortable for you, fine, but most people in the West can't do that. And I can't do it anymore, because my hips don't twist. So that's the bottom. That's the base. Wait, there you are, sit on the tripod and you can feel yourself. No, no, no. Too far back, too far. Okay, maybe there.

Like balancing. Then the head on our shoulders: if we sit like this, we have tension. We often sit like this. So most people have a kind of habit. So we can try to make ourselves straight. You can move your head. Maybe there. Maybe here. Maybe there. Then what shall I do with my hands? If I put them there, I can't feel the balance anymore.


So I put them here. If I put them there, I can't feel balance anymore. So I move them here. So Dogen said, put your thumbs by your navel. No, it hurts. I don't like it. But if you put down there, you can't feel the balance. So this is zazen, just sitting. So Dogen said, zazen is not a fixed posture. We cannot balance if we're fixed. So people who teach that you should sit like this don't understand what zazen is.

Boris: Samurai.

Mike: Then we can have a stick to hit people. So, if you sit like this.


Jitka: Can I have my hands like that?

Mike: Yeah.

Jitka: I can, because when it's there like this, I have to hold.

Mike: Actually, if you sit with your thumbs touching, you can feel if you're thinking. When you're thinking, sometimes.

Jitka: And can I have the palms ...

Mike: You can sit like that, or you can make a kind of place for your clothes there, like that. So try not to touch here, and then feel. Just sit like you're balancing. You're learning to walk on a rope. And you can do this the whole time through zazen if you like.

Jitka: So I shouldn't feel the tension. If I feel tension, I should look for the nice

Mike: state. Of course, we always feel tension sometimes. So it's a kind of training. So when I say relax, don't try to get rid of the tension. I don't mean relax. Relax. So there is some effort, but not too much effort. But our muscles are like we have habits. So when we sit straight, our muscles say, No, no, I like this is better. So it's training. In our mind, we have lots of rubbish. So Kodo Sawaki said, like going to the toilet. In zazen, everything's coming out.

But if somebody's looking at you, they can't see anything coming out. So it's only in your mind. I'm having such a terrible time. Oh, my head is breaking. Can you see anything? No. But if we have very, very strong feelings or thoughts, it's better to go for a run, or to go for a walk, or go swimming. Then when we got the frustration finished, it's easier to sit. If we say, okay, I'm going to sit, even though I have terrible pain in my mind, I'm going to sit. This is no good. So go and do something else, then come back. Then try sitting like this.


So if we understand that zazen is something simple, then we can be more simple. And if you feel balanced, this is the state of Buddha. What? No, no, no. Buddha is wonderful. It's perfect. I'm not Buddha. So try not touching here. Just try it, and then like this, and learn to balance.

And if you do like this for several weeks and you think... then you can stop. I don't mind. You can go swimming instead.

Jitka: I have some blocks, I know about the blocks, so I go for a massage or a workout. So for me it's simply hard to find that feeling of harmony, or of balancing myself... it's just difficult for me.

Mike: For me it's difficult in zazen to find balance.

Jitka: Because to me zazen seems to be in tension.

Mike: Because naturally I am tense. Can you sit like this? And can you move like this? This is balance. Everything else is not important. Just this is balanced. Balanced.

Robert: But Mike, how about the thinking? Because we should also try some way to stop the thinking.

Mike: You told me this morning, I don't care what's in people's minds.

Robert: But I care what is in mine.

Mike: You do care. Okay. You care what's in your mind. I don't care what's in your mind.

Boris: Stop the translation, please.

Mike: Sorry.


Robert: I was asked— he was saying that, without intention, without purpose, basically we should also do something about the thinking in zazen, so to speak, that in some way at least we interrupt it, or so. And Mike said— this morning you told me that it doesn't matter what thoughts people have, and now you say that it matters to you what... I said I don't care what other people think, but I care what is in my mind.

Robert: But you said that zazen is only the balance, not the sitting. But there is, as I usually said, that we should also stop the flow of the thinking and try to stop some way.

Mike: Yeah. So if you're thinking, you can go like this. Then when you go like this, you come back here.

Robert: So if I'm sitting straight, I don't need to care about the flow?

Mike: No. But if you notice there's a story, okay, you have a story, then you can stop the story when you notice.

Robert: But sometimes I feel that maybe the story is going for fifteen minutes

Mike: Yeah, me too.

Robert: So this is no problem.

Mike: No.


Robert: Something needs to be done in thinking, and Mike said that when I realise that a story is running in my head, I can stop it and I can balance. And I said that I'm not entirely sure whether it doesn't matter that the story runs for fifteen minutes.

Boris: Whether it's enough just to realise it?

Mike: You are thinking about your thinking, and you're worried about your thinking.

Participant: Double worry.

Boris: Second.

Robert: Yes, but there are thousands of... there is no one person inside, but thousands. So the one is controlling the second, the third is controlling the... turtles all the way.

Mike: You're a very clever person, so you have a very active mind.

Boris: He's not a human being, he's a...

Mike: Robot.

Boris: A computer.

Mike: So if I say something which goes against logic, or goes against reason, you don't like it, because you're a very logical person. So unfortunately, the Buddhist way is to find a place beyond logic. Not to throw away logic, but you can say, Now I have logic. Now I don't need logic. And that's difficult for you. I understand. Because if there's no logic and there's no reason, you think, What is there? Just kind of crazy chaos? Yes! So you have to trust the crazy chaos, which is very difficult. So you don't want to do it. Now you're thinking...

Boris: [inaudible]

Mike: Yeah?

Boris: To make perfect, we should have no chaos. Because to believe this is all like this is, it's not so easy.

Mike: Finished.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike presents what he calls Nishijima Roshi's four main beliefs, the central points of the Buddhist path: will to the truth, cause and effect, instantaneousness, or the present moment, and zazen. The first, will to the truth, is the search for the truth that human beings share, and in Buddhism, Mike says, we search for it in an unusual direction: right here.

Mike says that Nishijima translated the Sanskrit bodhicitta as will to the truth because he wanted to explain the very subtle desire that human beings have to discover what is true, a desire we can see most clearly in the curiosity of children. Adults search in many different places, such as music, sport, business or food, and he says that even someone who searches through money finds fragments of the truth, while someone who searches through art may find big pieces. When a participant asks whether will to the truth is Nishijima's interpretation of bodhicitta, since the direct translation is a little different, Mike answers that bodhi originally means wisdom, and that Nishijima interpreted the word as the will, or curiosity, that human beings have, not only Buddhists. Buddhist philosophy does not contain the truth but points to it, he says, and instead of a finger pointing at the moon he would say it is a finger pointing at the ground, because the truth is here. He adds that the truth does not belong to Buddhists: in the Lotus Sutra story a boy writes the truth on the trees, the rocks, the ground and the sky before telling a demon that it can eat him, and gathering in a group, with special clothes and the Hannya Shingyo, does not mean that we own the truth. The second point is cause and effect, which Mike says Buddhism believes in, teaches and supports, and which is the same rule as in science: every cause produces an effect without any exception, so everything we do has an effect. He finds it very comforting that our efforts have a result even when we can't see it, so in Buddhism we can make an effort without worrying about the result. When Boris says that billions of causes make it impossible to understand logically what is going on, and Robert says that we should think about the effect that years of hard work may have on our health, Mike replies that we can think and try, that curiosity about the cause of an effect is a search for the truth, that it is stupid to say that nothing matters except here and now, but that if we look for the reason of everything all the time we can't move.

The third point is instantaneousness: Mike says that we can only act, only be happy, hungry or sad, and only have the will to the truth now, so that now is the only reality, it is not an idea, and it is always changing. Because the world is instantaneous, we can be free from our past and from our future, but at the same time we are bound by cause and effect, so we are free and not free: you are never free from cause and effect, he says, but you are completely free at this moment. After Roman gives an example of feeling free from what people think of him, Mike says that freedom is more simple: it does not mean we can do what we want, since even in prison we are free to be happy or angry, to stand up or sit down. The fourth point is zazen, which, Mike says, does not seem to fit among beliefs because it is a practice; he says that Dogen said that if we practice balance our actions are balanced, which means doing the best we can, and that he himself says not only zazen but other balance, although Nishijima would become very angry at that: zazen is the only method. Asked whether Nishijima did not teach about sport, Mike says that he did, but that zazen was very precious to him and his whole life was teaching zazen, and that he was proud that sport and zazen had some connection, as with a famous Japanese marathon runner who used to sit with them. Mike describes Nishijima as a Japanese monk who wanted to establish real Buddhism in a Japan where most priests were drinking beer, making money from funeral ceremonies and forgetting about zazen, and so was very combative. Answering Boris, he says that we have the will to the truth naturally, but if we try very hard to find the truth we cover it up, and that if we stop trying we see that we are here. He closes by saying that when to talk and when to listen is very important: people who come to learn about Buddhism bring a cup that is already full, so we need an empty mind and just listen, and when Pavel briefly asks whether it is the same as the three philosophies and one reality, Mike says that it is the same, in different words, and that everything is connected because words are not reality.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

Belief. One. Will to the truth. Will to the truth is Sanskrit bodhicitta. Most people translate bodhicitta as Buddha mind. Doshin, or mind of the way. But Nishijima always translated it will to the truth, because he wanted to explain the very subtle desire we human beings have. Subtle, subtle. Yeah.

Jitka: Yes, good. Delicate.

Mike: Okay. To discover what is true. He said, we can see most clearly in children. We call it curiosity, searching for something interesting. So a child will play, searching for something. Nishijima explained that this is searching for the truth. When we become older, we search in different places, in many places. We may search in music, to discover the truth of music. In sport. In business. In food. So adults search for the truth in many different places. Bodhicitta, or doshin, means searching for the truth in the Buddhist path.


If we search for the truth in fame, we may never find it. If we search for the truth in money, for instance, many people believe that if they become very rich, they will find happiness. But they never find it. I had a friend who was very, very rich, but he was always worried about his money. Sometimes he said, I wish I had no money. But he was searching for the truth. In that way, all human beings search for the truth, but some people search in the wrong direction. For instance, where is my computer?

If I search here, I never find it. But still I might search. However, even somebody who is searching for the truth through money finds pieces of the truth, fragments of the truth. Somebody who searches for the truth through art, painting, may find big pieces of the truth. This big. This big. So the will to the truth is fundamental. But in Buddhism, we search for the truth in an unusual direction. We search for the truth right here. That's very unusual. Sounds very stupid.


In Western philosophy, the truth is abstract. So we search for the truth in the mental area. We think the truth must be some mental understanding. But searching for the truth in Buddhism is searching for the truth right here. In my book, Between Heaven and Earth, I put a poem by an English poet, which is very beautiful. T. S. Eliot. He's a rather famous English poet. Light. That's better. My eyesight is getting worse. This is a poem.


We shall not cease from exploring. Exploration. And the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.



So he is expressing, we shall not cease from exploring, means everybody is searching. And we all choose where we're going to search. And on our journey, we all find pieces of the truth. And then when we return to this place, we discover this place is the truth. Bodhicitta. Will to the truth. Any questions?

Boris: Do you want to sit down? Shall I bring a chair for you?

Mike: No, I quite... it's quite nice standing up.

Boris: Okay.

Mike: Thank you. Unlike you, I like standing up.

Jitka: In the Buddhist philosophy, correct me if I'm wrong, the Buddhist philosophy contains the truth. But is it also that we contain the truth, the conscious, in our sense? Is there truth in us?

Pavel: That's right.

Mike: Yes. Buddhist philosophy doesn't contain the truth. It contains the pointing to the truth, because the truth is here. In Western civilization we find the word truth difficult. So we can say reality, or peace of mind, or satisfaction.


Jitka: So we can discover the truth through Buddhism, but also through some different parts of our life, or no?

Mike: Yeah, both. We are searching for the truth. Where is it? And then some Buddhist teacher says, Oh, just a minute, it's here. Oh, here. No, no, no, I'm looking here. No, no, no, it's here. Oh, here? No, no, I think it's over here. No, the truth is here. Oh, here? No, no, I think it's over here. And so after many years, we think, Oh, maybe it's me. But we find it everywhere. So in the Lotus Sutra, there is a story about a little boy who met a demon. And the demon wanted to eat the little boy. The little boy said, I don't want you to eat me. I will let you eat part of me if you let me do one thing. So the demon said, Okay, you can do one thing.

So the boy went around and wrote the truth on the trees and the rocks and the ground and the sky, and then he said, Okay, you can eat me. So the story is a metaphor for the truth being everywhere. It doesn't belong to Buddhists. This is very important. If we get together in a group, and we put on special clothes, and we sit in a special room, and we chant the Hannya Shingyo, we mustn't believe that we have the truth, nobody else. We don't own the truth. But when we sit in the room in zazen, we are sitting here. So after many years, we realize, ah, I'm just sitting. So this is the truth here. Very, very simple. Very boring. But really, really real. So all that Buddhism does is just say, yeah, yeah, maybe you can find out there, but it's here.

So Buddhist philosophy is, people say, a finger pointing at the moon. But I would like to say it's a finger pointing at the ground.


Participant: Okay, technical question.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Is it Master Nishijima's interpretation of the word bodhicitta, will to the truth?

Mike: Yes, it is.

Participant: Because the direct translation is a little bit different. Citta is the mind, and bodhi is awakened mind.

Mike: No. Bodhi is wisdom.

Participant: Okay, so will to the truth is something a little bit different, I would say. Is he just pointing to explain what this kind of curiosity or...

Mike: He's interpreting the meaning. Bodhi means originally wisdom, so wisdom mind. But people interpret it as the mind, the true mind, or something. So doshin, do means way or truth.

Participant: Substance. Substance.

Mike: Shin means mind, so mind of the truth, or mind of the way. So, a little different between Japanese and Sanskrit, and then a difference between the Japanese and Nishijima's interpretation.


Boris: Buddha essence? No, the translation of bodhicitta, the essence of Buddha, they have everybody inside?

Mike: No, that's...

Boris: Because for me it's, I read it like this, bodhicitta. The essence of Buddha means...

Mike: No, essence of Buddha is...

Boris: Substance of Buddha.

Mike: Buddha nature.

Boris: Oh, Buddha nature.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: Is bodhicitta Buddha nature also?

Mike: No, citta is mind.

Boris: Citta is mind.

Mike: So mental faculty. So the mental faculty which contains Buddhist wisdom. So we need to interpret it. So Nishijima Roshi said, it's the will we have, it's mental, the curiosity we have to find the truth. Human beings have it, not only Buddhists. The difference is, Buddhists say, I know where it is. It's here. And then we forget. And then we come back to reality. And then we forget. So, not something permanent. So this is his understanding. Number two.


Participant: Because yesterday I saw it on the board, the establishment of the will of the truth. It was written, establishing of will to the truth.

Mike: Okay.

Participant: But it was maybe different with Nishijima, because there was another aspect he spoke about, or...

Mike: Do you know another aspect he talked about?

Participant: I don't know. It was written establishing of the will of the truth.

Mike: Yeah. I'm writing will to the truth.

Participant: Okay.

Mike: Establishment means you've got it.

Participant: Okay. I was asking just if we have to somehow focus on it, or not.

Mike: If you had to focus on it, I would have written it. Because I didn't write it, you don't need to worry about it.

Participant: Okay.


Mike: Number two. Cause and effect. Buddhism believes in, teaches and supports the rule of cause and effect. The rule of cause and effect is the same rule as in science. Every cause produces an effect, without any exception. Cause, effect. This is absolute. Buddhism says absolute. Everything we do has an effect, or result.

Everything in the world that happens has a result. Science searches for that connection, and slowly, slowly develops the rules. Buddhist understanding of cause and effect is maybe more simple because it didn't have science, and maybe more general. For example, if you become very excited, then later you become depressed. If you go up, you must come down. If you go down, you must come up. If you go to bed late, you will be tired in the morning. If you say angry words to somebody, you get a bad result.

These are very simple rules, and there are many exceptions, of course. But one important thing about the rule of cause and effect in Buddhism, which is very comforting, is that everything we do has an effect. Often we make great efforts in our life. We think, oh, I made all this effort and... I worked hard for many years. What do I get? I spent five years in the bank setting up the system, and a new man comes and destroys it. Buddhism says, there is a result from your effort.

Just, you can't see it. But it will be there. It is there. So I find that comforting. So in Buddhism, we can make an effort without worrying about the result, which I think is quite good.


Boris: I want to look at this cause and effect from the other side.

Mike: Come over here.

Boris: Because we still want to understand what is going on. Then we follow the causes. We want to see the causes, what happened maybe before, that this house is here, and that cause that Robert came here, and you, and so on. And then there are a million of causes. We want to see, but it's impossible.

Participant: Oh, we can try.

Boris: Yes, but there are so many things happening, you know, you can't see. And you tell it this word, pratitya. Pratitya samutpada. That means that billions of causes are happening now for this moment to happen. Then we can't realize what is going on somehow logically.

Mike: Yeah, but we can think, we can try. We think about why, why do I feel like this this morning? What happened yesterday? You know, we can think, but we can't find 100 percent. I feel ill today. Maybe some food I ate yesterday. Maybe I'm worried. Then we have a lot of reasons, but we can't decide exactly.


Jitka: Is it important to find the cause in everything that happens?

Boris: No.

Roman: Maybe.

Boris: I only wanted to point to the part of our brain, as Robert has, maybe more finding everything logically, and then we are in thousands of information, and then we are lost because it's...

Mike: Not always lost, because, for instance, science has made huge progress over hundreds of years to find that if you do one thing, this happens. Medicine also, you know.

Boris: Okay, but I wanted to know: if we see the reality whole in this moment, then is it important to look for causes?

Mike: No. But there are causes. Yes, but we... What did I do? We don't say, Oh, my shoulder is stiff. Well, my shoulder is stiff. We stop, we think.

Boris: But if you live in this moment, then you maybe can do it. Oh, my shoulder is okay, not always. Okay.

Mike: Yeah, we can.


Robert: I have just one remark, because you said, cause and effect, so we don't need to worry. For example, we work hard for many years, there will be an effect, and this somehow implies that there will be a good effect, but there might also be a bad effect, like broken health. I worked hard for long years, so now my health is broken. So I would say, at least in part, we should think about what the effect will be, because the effect might be broken health, and we could maybe avoid it.

Mike: Yes, very good point. So we are learning that if we have too much stress, maybe we develop illness. So then we, from our thinking... I think from my point of view, these two points are interconnected. So I see the curiosity in wanting to know what the cause of this effect is. Yes, we are searching for the truth in cause and effect.

I find it quite stupid to say, well, I'm a Zen Buddhist, so nothing is important, only here and now, and I don't want to know what...

If we say, nothing, it doesn't matter, it's stupid. But if we say, Oh, I have to find out the reason, all the time, you know. Oh, my toe hurts, I have to find the reason. Oh, my stomach hurts, I have to find the reason. We can't move. Ah, maybe I said something. Maybe what I said had a bad effect.


Participant: And that's connected with points three and four, I think.

Mike: Yes, it's true. Okay. Point three. It's exciting, isn't it? Instantaneousness of this world. Only now. We can only act now. We can only have the will to the truth now. We can only investigate cause and effect now. We can only be happy now. We can only be hungry now. We can only be sad now. So now is the only reality. And now is not an idea. And it's always changing. Number three. So because the world is instantaneous.

We can be free from our past. And we can be free from our future. So, in the present, we are free. But at the same time, we are bound by cause and effect. So we're free, and we're not free.

Participant: Isn't the point now the point when the cause becomes effect?

Mike: Nobody knows.

Participant: Because at this moment I can decide: something brought me here, and at this moment I can decide what I will do. So actually the effect turns into... That is freedom. That is a free decision, what I will do. He has taken the whole thing the other way around: that the effect turns into the cause.

Participant: I don't know how to translate this, sorry.

Mike: Don't worry. Something brought me here, and now I can decide what will be next. So I'm free to decide. The fact that I am here is the effect, but now I can decide freely what will be next. Yeah, but

Jitka: Do you always see the effect here?

Mike: you're never free from cause and effect, right? But you are completely free at this moment. Contradiction. Oh, contradiction!


Roman: Can I give an example of what I sometimes experience in my life?

Boris: Feel free.

Roman: Sure. To give you an example, when I experience this, the moment when I feel that it's both cause and effect, and my freedom in this present moment: when I practice zazen for a while, for 20 minutes or one hour in the morning, and I go to work, I feel that I'm free from... I don't care so much what people think about me, or what happened yesterday, what will happen tomorrow. But I know that people know who I am and what my past is. So people see me as somebody who has all kinds of past, but I don't have to worry about it. I just open the door.


Participant: So, a kind of freedom?

Mike: No, it's more simple freedom. Just we are free.

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: Of course, it doesn't mean we can do what we want. If you are in prison, you are not free in the normal sense. At the moment of being in prison, you are free to be happy, or to be angry, or to stand up, or sit down. So, a very simple freedom. Not, you know, so it doesn't matter what I do. This is kind of imagining.

Roman: I probably didn't express myself. I feel that simple freedom like it doesn't really... maybe.

Mike: Okay, that's fine if you feel it. Good. Instantaneousness, or the present moment, of course this links with everything. They all link together. Number four, these are Buddhist beliefs. Buddhist zazen, number four, which doesn't seem to fit, because zazen is a practice. But for Nishijima, zazen includes... So this is his four main beliefs, or main center points of the Buddhist path. To be a Buddhist means to want to find out what is true; to realize everything we do has effect, good or bad; to understand, to feel free in the present, to be ourselves. And the practice. That's it. So, please discuss.


Boris: Can I ask, if you are sitting zazen, then you see both sides. You are in the present moment. After you stand up, still you, it's clear, you know, you stand up, and so on. And then you are doing something, and after that you are lost in this doing. And after you see, I'm lost. And come back. That's all.

Mike: So, leaving reality, coming back to reality. Leaving reality.

Boris: Leaving is in action? Leaving is in this...

Mike: Coming back is action.

Boris: Coming back is action.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: And doing this and forget everything. It's what?

Mike: Coming back to reality.

Boris: This is coming action, to see after coming back, to be whole.

Mike: It doesn't matter if you see or not. It's a fact.

We want to be Buddha, or we want to be good, or we want to be like God, and we want to know that we are good or Buddha. But it's not important to know. But human beings want to know. Did I do right? When I said something, was it okay? Was it bad or was it good?


Boris: Are you worried about this? Are you worried? No, I'm asking if you are doing okay, I said.

Mike: Dogen said, if we practice balance, then our actions are balanced. That means we are doing the best we can do as human beings. Not perfect, beyond good and bad, just we make the best effort. Sometimes good, sometimes bad. But the best we can do. So just we can be free if we practice balance. Not only zazen, other balance. So I put zazen.

In fact, at that, Nishijima Roshi would become very angry. And zazen is the only method.

Participant: So he didn't teach the thing about the sports and...

Mike: He did, he did, but zazen was very, very precious to him. His whole life was teaching zazen. So if somebody said you can do something else instead, immediately he's... But, for instance, a famous Japanese marathon runner, called Seiko, in the 1980s used to come and sit with us. Nishijima Roshi was very proud that there's something in sport and zazen had some connection.

Roman: It's like Clara Spilkova, the best Czech golfer, coming to practice zazen with me. I'm like, yes.

Mike: Yes. So there we are. Now you can go to sleep.

Boris: Try to convince Mr. Messner to start practising zazen, because he has already been to all peaks all around the world.

Mike: It would be interesting to. It's up to him. But Adrian runs up and down mountains all the time. So you can ask him.

Nishijima Roshi was a Japanese monk. He grew up in Japan. He lived in Japan all his life. So his focus was to establish real Buddhism, in a land, Japan, where most priests are drinking beer, making lots of money from funeral ceremonies, and forgetting about zazen. So he was very combative, to fight for zazen. So, that was his character. Now I'm going to sit down.


Boris: Where from? Or how it could happen? Because

Mike: The main points in Buddhist life. So you have the will to the truth naturally, but if you try to find the truth very, very hard, you cover up the will to the truth. If you try very, very hard to find the truth, but the truth is here, you... how can you try hard to be here? Here, I'm here. I'm here. I'm here. I'm here. I'm here. Doesn't work. But if you stop trying, oh, I see, I'm here.


Jitka: It is interesting that sometimes, when someone starts to say the same things and then tells the other to do it, and at the same time thinks it's only my opinion, and the other person hears, as it were in quotation marks, the truth, he gets angry. So on the one hand we look for it, and on the other hand, when someone tells it to us, we are unhappy or we don't want to accept it.

Participant: Perhaps it depends on how he says it to him.

Pavel: Yes, definitely.

Roman: When somebody keeps talking about the truth, and we expect them to show it or to express it, and they don't, we become angry.

Mike: Yes. You are angry?

Jitka: No.

Mike: Yes, it's true. You promised you'd show me the truth, but you didn't. So this is what we do. I want a teacher, so I'm going to look for a teacher. My teacher is a very beautiful teacher, and she practices zazen. She's always happy, and she knows the truth. Please tell me truth, teacher. Please tell me, tell me. Ah, you are wonderful. I come and see you, and please tell me, tell me, tell me. You didn't tell me the truth. You didn't tell me the truth. You are not my teacher. This is what we do.

Jitka: I meant it from the other side.

Mike: In the opposite way, the other way around.


Jitka: …about their problems, and when I tell that person, here is the problem, sort this one out, or, I know it may be only my opinion, but I can see it, and he is actually angry that I have discovered the problem, because he probably doesn't want to move on, or it somehow offends him.

Participant: I'm not able to. Sorry, I can't translate.

Robert: Someone speaks about some problem, and then Jitka says she now sees the solution and explains the solution to the man, and the man becomes angry. So she said, maybe someone speaks about a problem but doesn't really want to hear the solution, because it may be hurting.

Mike: Yes.

Jitka: It seems strange that we look for the truth, but when someone comes along, even if it is only his opinion, but there is something to it, and tells us the truth, as it were in quotation marks, we actually cannot accept it, because we are probably not yet at the level where we can accept it, or I don't know.

Robert: She basically said, in other words, that someone speaks about a problem and doesn't really want to hear the solution, so maybe he is not ready yet or doesn't want to hear it. He just wants to be in the problem, but doesn't want to do something about the problem.

Mike: Yes, so you can listen to somebody. You don't give any answer.

Participant: I think this is typical of women, because they only want to speak about their problems, but they don't really want to solve it or help them.

Mike: Can you understand that? It's very simple. Just you have to listen.

Participant: Yes, I understand, but it's very difficult for me to do, not to say anything.

Mike: So this is your lesson. You have to learn.

Participant: Yes, I have noticed already.

Boris: This is sesshin, and this situation is also sesshin. Then you are always in sesshin. It's not so easy.

Participant: If you speak English, I don't understand you. I don't understand even in Slovak, but in English it's too difficult.


Mike: When to talk and when to listen is very important. I meet many people who come, they want to learn about Buddhism. So they bring their cup to learn about Buddhism. Please put Buddhism in here. So it's already full. So you need an empty mind to learn something. If you think, oh, okay, I know, I read many books, then this man is saying, No, this doesn't fit. No, it doesn't fit with my idea. No, it doesn't fit with my idea. No, no, it doesn't fit with my idea. This happens many times.

So, just listen.

Participant: I remember when I met you, I was exactly in that situation because I thought you would confirm everything I read before and everything I learned, that you would just say, Yes, it's all what I teach. But instead you said, Forget everything and start learning from scratch.

Mike: Did I?

Participant: Yes, really. And I appreciate it. And it took me a while to be willing to empty all the things, and then I started slowly.

Pavel: We should stop now, I think.

Participant: Yes, that's the end of the talk.

Pavel: End of the talk. Just very brief. Is it the same as the three philosophies and one reality?

Mike: Yes, the same. Same, but different words.

Pavel: Same pattern, I would say.

Mike: Same pattern. Everything is connected because words are not reality. So you can put, instead of will to the truth, you can put mental...
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Buddhist State as Semi-Permeable Membrane

    
Mike: a flexible mind that receives and gives; zazen can bring it, but it took him more than twenty years
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike uses the picture of a semi-permeable membrane to describe the Buddhist state: a membrane expands when the pressure inside is higher than outside and contracts when it is lower, but a semi-permeable membrane lets the pressure pass through, so it does not need to move. He says that with “I am important” pressure builds up inside and our body becomes bigger, while with “I am not important” it shrinks, and that the aim of the Buddhist state is that we become a semi-permeable membrane, and then we are very flexible. He tells how Dogen, asked by the monks what he had got in China, answered that he got flexible mind, which Mike describes as the situation where we can accept and give, receive and give flexibly.

Mike says that Dogen describes the state in zazen as a receiving, giving state, like one word: jijuyo zanmai in Japanese, in which zanmai, the Sanskrit samadhi, means collecting ourselves together or, as Mike likes to say, making whole. He adds that if Dogen had known about fluids, maybe he would have said that he got a semi-permeable membrane. Mike says that his own character keeps things inside while the characters of some people push back, but if we practise zazen we can become balanced, like a semi-permeable membrane, and avoid the extremes. He says that the way to this balance takes between ten and twenty years, and for him it took more than twenty, and to the idea that practice changes character he answers: I didn't change my character, but my character changed. Asked by Boris what mattered most in those years, he names three people, his teacher, his wife Yoko and his partner Lisa, and says that his two partners push back when he does one thing and pull out when he does another, which makes him flexible, very slowly. Honesty belongs to the same picture: when we are honest we tell and listen without lies, to ourselves and to others if they ask, and many people lie to themselves without noticing. Boris mentions a saying that a teacher is a mirror for the disciple, another participant adds that other people serve as mirrors too, and Mike agrees that everything can be a mirror.

In the discussion Robert says that it is much easier for him to sit in a group at a sesshin than alone at home, and Mike agrees that it is hard, but says that wanting to stop is different from stopping. Mike's idea for Dogen Sangha is many small groups of two or three people, as his students in England made their own groups because they find it hard to practise alone. Asked why he wants to stop, Robert says that sitting is sometimes unpleasant, and another participant describes that when they don't feel like sitting they tell themselves they will give it five minutes and then often stay much longer. Mike says that because we cannot see the result of our effort in zazen, it seems that there must be some kind of belief, which he thinks is a different kind of belief to religion, although it might be similar. Robert objects that in Buddhism, unlike religion, we should know and not just believe, Mike asks how we can know the future, and Boris asks whether it could be checked on small things. Mike calls this exchange a very good point and says that zazen doesn't seem to do anything except take our time and sometimes be painful, so there is some kind of belief or trust. The recording ends as Robert asks what the correct motivation is, since Tomáš quotes Sawaki saying that zazen is good for nothing.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend watching the original video recording too.

Boris: What is this in Czech?

Mike: Can you understand? Do you know what the membrane is? Here is a membrane. Here is inside. Here is outside.

If pressure — what's pressure? — if pressure inside is more than pressure outside, the membrane expands. If pressure inside is less than pressure outside, the membrane contracts. But there is one special kind of membrane called semi—

Boris: Permeable?

Mike: Semi-permeable. In the semi-permeable membrane, pressure can pass through. So the membrane doesn't need to move. This is my own thinking about the membrane. Human being. I. Them or you. I am important. The pressure builds up inside. Our body becomes bigger. In this case, I am not important. So, I'm shrinking. So I think it's a very nice picture of our psychological state. Inside and outside are different. Sometimes we feel very confident. Sometimes we feel very unconfident. But the aim of the Buddhist state is this state. We become a semi-permeable membrane. When we become a semi-permeable membrane, we're very flexible. Of course, a semi-permeable membrane moves a little. But it doesn't do this or this.


When Dogen came back from China to Japan, the monks in the temple he returned to said, What did you get in China? He said, I got flexible mind. He didn't say I. In Japanese there is no I. Flexible mind. Flexible mind is the situation where we can accept and give, receive and give flexibly. Receive, but wrong way round. Give. Received that way, sorry, give it that way.

Dogen says the state in zazen is a receiving, giving state. He says, receive, give. Like one word.

Roman: What is the word in Japanese?

Mike: I'm trying to remember. Jijuyo zanmai. Ji means self. Ju means receiving. Yo means giving. Zanmai means — it sounds Sanskrit — samadhi. Samadhi, Sanskrit word, means zazen for Dogen. There are other meanings, and other scholars use different meanings. Sam means together. Adi means to collect. So samadhi, zanmai means to collect ourselves together, put ourselves together. So I like to say making whole.

So if Dogen had known about fluids, maybe he would have said, I got semi-permeable membrane. My personal character, for some reason, is like this. So I'm keeping inside, keeping inside the membrane. Some people's character is like this, then they push back. So everybody has their own character. But if we practise zazen, we can become balanced, like a semi-permeable membrane. We can accept, and we can receive and give ourselves. Nice. And then we avoid this and this. What do you think? So from here to here takes between ten and twenty years. In my case. For Dogen maybe it took ten years. For me it took more than twenty years. So then you say that you can change your character by practising that. Well, I didn't change my character, but my character changed. Yes, but I didn't change it. I didn't change it, and they didn't change it, but it changed.


Boris: Last time you said that it's getting rid of the things. What was the most important for you in these twenty years?

Mike: Three people. My teacher. My wife, Yoko. And my partner, Lisa. So my teacher explained this to me in a different way, and my two partners, when I do this they push back, when I do this they pull out. So they make me flexible, very, very slowly. Come on, come on. No, go back. No, no. Come on. For me, yeah.

So I think a semi-permeable membrane is a very nice picture where we can slowly receive and use, receive and give ourselves. This is the meaning of honest, or sincere. When we are honest, we tell, we listen, without any lies. So we say exactly how it is for us.

Boris: And to ourselves.

Mike: To ourselves and to others, if they ask.

Boris: I think it's much more important to ourselves not to lie in our own pocket.

Mike: Yes. Many people lie to themselves. But they don't notice.

Boris: There is a saying that the teacher or master is a mirror for the disciple. Can be useful. Somehow you become... not many liars.

Mike: Yeah, yeah. Hopefully.

Participant: Other people also serve as mirrors for us.

Mike: Yes. Everybody. Everything can be a mirror. Yes, it's true.


Robert: I see benefit in the settings of sesshin and of sitting together. For me it's much easier to sit in a group, but it's very hard for me to sit at home, without these settings.

Mike: Yes, and for me too. It's hard. If you are an athlete and you train on your own every day, it's hard. If you train with other people, it becomes something shared. If it's too hard, then you will stop. If it's very hard, you want to stop. Wanting to stop is different from stopping.

Robert: Yeah, I want to stop...

Mike: You can stop if you want.

Robert: ...during zazen, but I'm not in group, you know. It's like support.

Mike: Yes, it's hard. So my idea is, for Dogen Sangha, many small groups, two people, three people, you can meet together. And the reason why my students in England made their own groups is because they find it hard.

Roman: They find it hard to practise alone.

Mike: Yeah. Everybody. Me too.

Participant: Can I ask why? Or do you know why you want to stop?

Robert: Sometimes it's unpleasant. During sitting.

Mike: Yes. The posture?

Robert: Both this and that. Sometimes more this, sometimes more that.

Roman: Can you sit for five minutes?

Robert: Yeah.

Roman: So sit five minutes.

Participant: Usually, when I don't feel like sitting, I persuade myself that there is some reason why I can't sit. So I make myself not think about it, I sit down, maybe I just tell myself, I'll give it five minutes. And then I usually spend much longer there, because then I don't feel like getting up again.


Mike: But Robert made a good point to me earlier, because we can't see the result of our effort in zazen, it seems like it must be some kind of belief. Somehow we have to believe. It's true. But I think it is a different kind of belief to religion. It might be similar.

Robert: What is different?

Mike: Yes, what is different? Because in religion, belief is in something that doesn't exist, or something external, that we believe that something away from us will do something to us.

Robert: But they believe that it exists, and here also we need to trust that something exists.

Mike: Yes.

Robert: But I think in Buddhism, in contrast to religion, we should know and not just believe.

Mike: But how can we know? Robert, how can we know the future?

Robert: Not the future, but...

Mike: You should be sure there is some benefit.

Robert: We should try to know, not to believe.

Mike: Good point.

Boris: Robo, you can't check it? On some small thing, a minor one? Can you check it with a small detail, whether it works? Have you ever experienced something like that?

Robert: I'm not so sure.

Mike: I think it's a very good point, because zazen doesn't seem to do anything except take our time and sometimes be painful. So, there's some kind of belief or trust.


Robert: So what's the correct motivation to do? Because, for example, you asked Tomáš, and I think it's not only the problem of the pain. For me it's also much easier to sit with a group, but I think also the question of the motivation. I think he, or at least for me, it's very similar. Maybe not so sure about the motivation, or I don't see the motivation. What I wanted to say is that, as Tomáš said, it's hard for him to sit alone and it's better for him to sit in a group, and I have it similarly. And I think it's not only the problem of the pain, but maybe also that clarity is missing in the motivation, what the motivation is.

Robert: Because, for example, Tomáš is very quick to quote Sawaki, who said, zazen is good for nothing. There is nothing to gain, and this is often said, there is nothing to gain from zazen, and so on, just sit. So what's the correct motivation, or what do we get from that, or what's the benefit?

Participant: I don't know.

Robert: What is the right motivation, what do we actually get from zazen, or why should we do zazen? If it's like some carrot, twenty years in the future, and we need to believe that in twenty years there will be some benefit, or... What is it?
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Mike: zazen is not getting knowledge, wisdom or balance but uncovering your own balance
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says that sacred is ordinary and ordinary is sacred, and that he personally does not like it when we make things too sacred. He describes how in many Buddhist groups everything is sacred, so we hold incense, wear a robe, bow and creep around in the sacred area, then go out and later go back in. Even in the second century, he says, Nagarjuna said very strongly that this place and this place are the same, and Mike concludes that we have to have a semi-permeable membrane.

Returning to the picture of the membrane, an explanation says that life on Earth began with cells in membranes and that mitochondria used to be single cells that were eaten by other cells and then produced energy for the cell that ate them, and Mike calls this very fascinating. Mike says it is very important to be like an original cell, because otherwise life will not develop, and he adds that Hannya Shingyo feels too sacred for him personally, which may be his own problem. Boris says that after some time in a temple he could not come back to ordinary life, and he thanks Mike for helping him understand this. Mike turns to the Japanese tea ceremony, where cup, teapot and spoon are treated as sacred although they are ordinary, but very carefully, and he cites a Japanese phrase of a tea master that treating things carefully, preciously, is treating yourself preciously, so we should treat our toothbrush specially and not only the incense. He explains that the posture of bowing is originally called Anjali and represents a balance of opposites, and that bowing is just a Japanese hello: I am in balance, you are in balance. Roman tells how he felt a complete failure as a Buddhist because he could not treat things in his house as carefully as Kodo Sawaki taught, until he gave up and noticed that, probably because of practising zazen, he had started to do things carefully, and that it now feels more natural. Mike answers that you don't have to treat your home like a dojo, or the dojo like your home, but they are not so different: both are important, both are ordinary, both are sacred.

When a question asks him to comment on Kodo Sawaki's radical statement that zazen is useless, Mike explains that over the centuries people in Japan came to believe that Buddhism can give a special state, such as nirvana, satori or enlightenment, so they thought that zazen could give it to them. In that situation, he says, Sawaki wanted to say: You can't get anything, which supports a different way of thinking about zazen, Dogen's “dropping off”, getting rid of things: not getting knowledge, wisdom or balance but uncovering your own balance. In reply to a remark that it is difficult for us Europeans not to look for something in it, he says that there is something, but we can't get it if we look for it, because it is there when we stop trying. Another participant says that we do the same with time, treating some time as very important and other time as not important, being present inside the dojo and treating time differently outside, and Mike calls this a very difficult situation because of the pressure of living in society. Asked whether trying to be here is counterproductive too, he says that we are always here, even when we are not here. When Boris suggests that we need not be so afraid to be a minority, Mike says that Kodo Sawaki and his own teacher were rebels, that he is not a rebel but separate from society, and that we can be part of it and separate from it. He ends the talk by thanking everyone for listening and joining in, and when Roman thanks him for explaining important things, he says that he is really explaining them to himself.
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Because there's a small difference. But only small. So many small differences make a big difference. So there is some kind of trust. But in the end, it's a personal decision. So we can say the same for everything. If we persist, maybe there is some benefit. If we stop, there's certainly no benefit. Absolutely, a hundred percent. So, shall I stop? It's a personal decision.

Participant: I would like to go back to the picture. Maybe some of you know, maybe some of you don't know, that based on these membranes life on Earth started to appear. The first cells, the first single cells, were in the membrane. The cells gradually developed an ability to shape and change, to transform the membranes and make them more complicated, or to reproduce and connect. A cell contains a mitochondria, which is a little organ. But this mitochondria used to be a single cell, and was eaten by another cell and started to work as a generator of energy, started to produce energy for the eater.

Mike: It's very fascinating.

Participant: This was oxygenless production of energy, because there was no oxygen. As oxygen became part of the atmosphere, there were new cells that already used that oxygen.

Mike: I like this. Another picture from Boris's teaching.

Participant: Oxygen debt, so one ate the other in order to produce energy, or how? I don't understand this.

Participant: Well, more modern, because of the oxygen ones. And better, the oxygen ones produced more energy. Energy is produced in that.

Participant: Aha.


Mike: [inaudible] This is what happens in many, many Buddhist groups. Everything is sacred. So we must hold incense like this, wear a robe like this, bow like this, creep around in the sacred area. Then we can go out and become, whee! Then we can go back in. But even in the second century, Nagarjuna said very strongly, This place and this place are the same. So we have to have a semi-permeable membrane.

And we have to realise that sacred is ordinary. Ordinary is sacred. So this is sacred, and it's ordinary. This is sacred, and it's ordinary. Inside the dojo, or the room, is sacred, but it's ordinary. This is the reason, personally, I don't like when we make things too sacred. I feel I don't like it. If you do like this, it's okay. I don't mind. But some people make it too sacred, I feel. This is nice, but it's ordinary. So it's very important because without being like an original cell, life will not develop. Buddhism stays inside. It doesn't change its form. So I suppose I feel Hannya Shingyo is too sacred for me, personally. Maybe that's my problem in my head.


Boris: I'd like to say something, my personal experience: in the past I had a huge problem with that difference. After spending some time in a temple, I was not able to come back to my ordinary life and function normally.

Mike: Yes, many people, yes.

Boris: I think it also affected my relationship with my partner. I think it has taken a while, but I think I understood this from Mike. So I thank you for that.

Mike: Thank you.

In the Japanese tea ceremony, they treat cup and teapot and spoon as sacred. It's ordinary. Ordinary Japanese cup. But they treat it very carefully. And a Japanese tea master who is a friend of Lisa said a very nice phrase. In Japanese, jibun o daiji ni shite, mono o daiji ni shite, jibun o daiji ni suru, which means treating things carefully or preciously is treating yourself preciously. So, not treating the incense specially only, but treating your toothbrush specially. In Zen, we do a lot of bowing. Unfortunately, this is also religious for Europe. So it became some kind of religious symbol. But in Japan and in India, it doesn't have a religious meaning. Originally, this posture is called Anjali. And it represents balance of opposites. So it's nice to think when we bow, bowing is just Japanese hello. That's all. People, hello. They don't say hello. It's like, hello, I'm in balance. Hello, you're in balance.


Roman: Can I say something?

Mike: Yes.

Roman: I'll say it in English first. I had, I don't know, some long period when I often read Kodo Sawaki, and he often says this: treat things preciously, and that this is the point of Buddhism. And I kept comparing that ideal, that principle, with my own horrible, how I treated things in my house, and it was careless, completely the opposite. And for a long time I was frustrated because I thought I am a complete failure as a Buddhist, that it is completely embarrassing. It bothered me. I cannot pretend that I'm a good Buddhist if I cannot do things. Probably. And then after some time I gave up, and just said, I don't care. And then I noticed, step by step, probably because of practising zazen, I started to do things carefully, not because I read about it, but somehow it is more natural now.

Mike: But you don't have to treat your home like a dojo. Then you don't need to treat the dojo as your home. But not so different. Both are important. Both are ordinary. Both are sacred. Many poets talk of the sacred nature of reality. If we go into the mountains, we can see something sacred. So we say, wonderful.


Question: And could you please comment on that very, very radical statement by Kodo Sawaki, Zazen is useless. Could you explain that to us, what he meant, what he means.

Participant: Yes. He means zazen is useless.

Mike: Well, in Japan, over the centuries, from the sixth century, when Buddhism started to come from China, people slowly started to think that Buddhism can give you some special state. Which is, in Sanskrit, nirvana, or in Japanese satori, in English enlightenment. And this belief is very, very strong. So people thought that if they practise zazen, they can get some special state. I don't mean just feel more balanced. They wanted some special state. So in that situation, Kodo Sawaki wanted to say, You can't get anything. And many people still feel that if you're very religious, you can get some special state. And at the same time, Dogen says zazen is dropping off. And dropping off means taking off your clothes, or getting rid of things. So when Kodo Sawaki said, You can't get anything, he's also supporting a different way of thinking about zazen.

Not getting knowledge, not getting wisdom, not getting balance. Uncovering. Uncovering your own balance. So he said, you can't get anything, because people had a very strong belief in Japan.


Jitka: Maybe for us Europeans it's difficult not to look for something in it. That's why we always look for something.

Mike: Yes. And there is something. But we can't get it if we look for it. Because it's when we stop looking that it's there. It's when we stop trying that it's here. If we want to be here, we have to stop trying to be somewhere else. So to stop is important.

Jitka: It's difficult because we always live by looking for something or running somewhere.

Mike: Yes, it's true. It's a very, very strong habit in Western society, so almost impossible for us to break. The little child sits on the floor, just sitting, but we can't do it. Because we are not little children. But Jesus said, unless you become like a little child, you cannot enter the kingdom of heaven. But we are not little children. So how to be a little child is very difficult. So anyway, sorry.

Participant: Something good came to my mind when you were speaking about sacred places, sacred things, that we, I think, also do the same with the time. That we sacrifice some time and we say, Oh, this time is very important, and the other time is not important.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: And I think it's important to mention that we do it not only with places, things, relationships, but with time. Which is the basic matter of our possibility to be present. So we say, Oh, we are stepping into the dojo, we are now present. And when we go outside of the dojo, we treat the time differently. Which is strange.

Mike: Yes. But it's a very difficult problem for us, or very difficult situation for us, because we have a lot of pressure in our lives from society, to live in society. We are living in society.


Question: But should there be any mental effort or trying to be here? I think that's counterproductive too, right?

Mike: We are always here. Even when we're not here.

Boris: Maybe we shouldn't be so afraid to be a minority in a majority society, which runs after something all the time. It could be enough just to have that internal satisfaction that we can't miss anything special.

Mike: Yes. So Kodo Sawaki was a rebel, and my teacher was a rebel. I'm not a rebel, but I'm separate from the society.

Jitka: Sometimes the pressure of the society is so big that it's difficult not to become part of it. But of course it's about our decision.

Mike: Yeah, but we can be part of it and be separate from it. Finished? So this is the last talk. Thank you very much for listening to me, and for joining in.

Roman: Thank you very much for explaining important things to us.

Mike: Thank you. Actually, I'm explaining them to myself. Just you happen to be here.
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  What the series says (short overview)

  
Across these five talks from the sesshin at Skalní fara, Mike presents zazen not as meditation or a way to get a special state but as sitting in balance, a very simple practice in which at times, even if only for a minute, we step outside the shared trance of ideas and beliefs in which we live. He asks us to practise balance every day and not to make it special, and, following Dogen's teachings as he understands them, he grounds both our decisions, which he says are made by prajñā, and our morality in being balanced rather than in thinking or rules, although he grants that we still need to think about our decisions. Stepping out of the trance does not mean escaping to live somewhere else, however: we cannot live in reality, he says, and the truth is to realise that we live here and to be able to move between the two.

Civilisation, in Mike's own explanation, is a creation of the human mind, and the same ability that creates it also traps us in a kind of dream or prison, a trance; while we stay inside it, the power of its ideas and beliefs is so strong that we cannot see the real situation. Coming away, as the first sangha did in the forest and as we do in a sesshin, may be, he says, the simplest way to see what is going on, although, unlike in Dogen's time, we no longer need to leave family life permanently but can come out sometimes and then go back. When we are just sitting, the floor in front is the floor in front and nothing is special, and noticing, as we keep going back into the trance and coming out again, that this trance is where we live most of the time is what he calls finding the truth; if we can notice how stupid and deluded we are, and must be because we are human, that, he says, is enlightenment. He also asks us to let go of our viewpoints at every moment, as in the mountains, where the view keeps changing; when people share and fix the same viewpoint, he says, we call it a belief, and he reads Nagarjuna's praise of the Buddha for advising us to let go of all viewpoints not as having no opinion but as letting go again at every moment. Our life, too, is only a story, which we need and can only live in, so the point, he says, is not to get rid of the story but to accept it.

Zazen, as his teacher Nishijima Roshi insisted, is sitting in the balanced state, which Mike describes as a dynamic practice, as much physical as mental or spiritual, in which over the years we find an area between being lost inside ourselves and focusing on our body, where we see just what is in front of us and the experience is completely normal. Because real balance is wobbling around, as when a child learns to ride a bicycle, we are in the balanced state as long as we practise zazen, sitting in balance and doing the best we can. Prajñā, which Mike explains as what comes before thinking, does not mean knowledge for him and is not a thing that we have or do not have, but according to Dogen it is developed by practising zazen and other activities that make us balanced, and when we develop it, it becomes, if you like, part of our body-mind. Because, as Buddhism states, the physical and the mental are two sides of one thing, Mike thinks it is important for people who search for the truth to be aware of science: the biologists Maturana and Varela suggested that life and intelligence emerge from a cell made of parts that are not alive, so that life itself is intelligent, and his teacher explained that sitting in balance in zazen balances the autonomic nervous system. Just as intelligence is in the cell, he says, according to Dogen's teachings morality is in our conduct: instead of making rules about right and wrong and following them by thinking, if we balance ourselves we can do no wrong, which for Mike means acting in the best way we can as human beings, though not perfectly, and morality is, if you like, an emergent property of what we do. So we do not need to try to be compassionate, he says, we just need to be balanced, and he thinks that the widespread teachings about developing compassion are a kind of waste of time, although every human being can show compassion. Not making practice special means, for Mike, sitting every day, also when we are tired or the children are making a noise; the real rituals, he says, are getting up in the morning, washing our face and going to work, and the original Buddha was teaching how to live, not ritual. Over many years, he says, daily practice steers our life through subtle decisions we probably do not notice, and he thinks, though he cannot say scientifically that it is true, that zazen may be why his life has brought him to giving talks on Dogen in the Czech Republic. Because what we have done cannot be changed, he recommends affirming what we do and saying that we did our best, which is not the same as being sure that we are never wrong. In two of the talks he adds that, as Dogen says, we have to find out what the words of the teachings mean in our own experience, because in the sense of the Buddhist teachings, to know means to have real experience, not knowledge.






  Talks in this series



  Civilisation as a Shared Trance

  Mike on why we come away for sesshin: to see the trance from outside and to move between it and reality

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 1

  
  



  Prajñā: Deciding Before Thinking

  Mike on lessons from the mountains: letting go of viewpoints and deciding by prajñā, which balance develops

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 2

  
  



  Zazen Is Not Meditation

  Mike: zazen is sitting in physical and mental balance, a dynamic, wobbling state that is completely normal

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 3

  
  



  Life Itself Is Intelligent

  Mike finds Maturana and Varela's view of the living cell very close to the Buddhist oneness of body and mind

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 4

  
  



  Not Making Practice Special

  Mike: the real rituals are those of ordinary life, and what matters most is to practise balance every day

  Michael Eido Luetchford · Talk 5
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Civilisation as a Shared Trance

    
Mike on why we come away for sesshin: to see the trance from outside and to move between it and reality







  Michael Eido Luetchford
July 2021 — Skalní fara, Talk 1.
Venue: Skalní fara.

  
  Source: audio transcript.






  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike explains why people who practised the Buddha's teaching have always kept apart from society, from the first sangha in the forest to Buddhist temples and Dogen's call to leave home, and why we still come away for sesshin. His explanation is that civilisation is a creation of the human mind which is also a shared dream or prison, a trance, and that while we stay in it its ideas and beliefs are so strong that we cannot see the real situation. Coming away lets us see more clearly, but we cannot live in reality: the truth, he says, is to realise that we live here and to be able to move between the two.

Mike tells the legend of Gautama Buddha, who left the yogin teachers in the forest and realised under a tree that this world, here and now, is reality, and then taught that there is nothing to attain. Money, Mike says, is only paper and metal whose great power comes from our minds, and in our trance we share ideas and beliefs such as constant growth. Sometimes in zazen we are just sitting, the floor in front is the floor in front, and then we have stepped outside the trance of civilisation, even if only for one minute, before we go back in. Noticing this going in and coming out is what Mike calls finding the truth, and he says this is why Dogen writes that whoever sits in zazen is enlightened, although the word enlightened is now itself part of the trance. He adds that Nagarjuna wrote that daily life and nirvana are the same, and he himself says that if you can notice how stupid and deluded we are, that is enlightenment.

In the discussion Robert admits that he probably practises zazen to feel good, and Mike agrees that most people have such reasons, but says that those who are pursuing the truth, in Dogen's phrase, are driven by something different. Society, Mike says, is an emergent property of all of us with its own character, and it pulls us back when we leave even for a little while. When Boris asks whether anything changes over many sesshins, Mike says that this is impossible to answer in general, that time is also part of the trance, and that your life is only a story: the only Boris is the one here. We need the story and can only live in it, and when we are unsure we reinforce it, for example with holiday photos or stories of past practice, so the point is not to get rid of the story but to accept it. Doing good and not doing wrong also belong to the story, since in reality there are only events that happen. Mike ends by saying that without planning it he has moved to the edges of society, which makes it easier for him to see, and that for younger people with families and jobs it is more difficult but not impossible, and that daily zazen will steer their life in a direction they maybe did not expect.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Let's start at the beginning. A legend says that Gautama Buddha spent eight years in the forest with the yogin teachers, and in his eight years in the forest, his task was to sit in the posture of zazen and rise through the levels of consciousness until, at the ninth level of consciousness, he was told he would be able to see the particles of the universe coming into existence and going out of existence. That was supposed to be the highest attainable level of consciousness. You could see reality itself. So, a kind of very simple atomic physics. Of course it wasn't.

We don't know exactly, but he left the forest. Maybe he was fed up. Maybe he was disappointed. We have to imagine why he left. And I don't believe there's any record to say what he attained, whether he got to the seventh or eighth or ninth level. But he left, so I like to suppose that he got tired of it, because the legend says he had a drink of milk from a girl who was looking after goats and realised that his body needed nourishment.


Then he sat down under a tree in the same posture, the yoga posture, and realised that this world, here and now, is reality. That means he gave up what he was doing before, what he was trying to get before, what he was believing before. Because unless we give up what we're trying to do, we can't sit peacefully in the present. Then, the story goes, he talked to his friends who had been studying with him, and gradually more people came to listen to what he was saying, and what he was saying must have been rather revolutionary. He was saying, There's nothing to attain.

The ultimate attainment is already here and now. That must have been a really revolutionary thing to say. In the sutras there are stories about groups of people who gathered around Gautama Buddha and listened to him, and they practised zazen with him, although it was called dhyāna in Sanskrit or jhāna in Pali. But it seems that the first groups, the first of what we call sangha, lived in the forest. There were cities in India in those days. They were very simple, small cities, but they chose to live in the forest.

Then, as this practice and this teaching became something which we now call Buddhism and spread, we're not quite sure exactly where it went first: from northern India down to southern India and then to other places. But the people who were studying always kept apart from society. If we go through the years after Gautama Buddha's teaching and his death and all that history, we find that people who were practising those practices and that teaching always lived apart from society. And the places they built to live in became known as Buddhist temples.


Now we're practising the practice and studying the teachings, which we hope may be the same as Gautama Buddha's, 2,000 years later. But to do it, we come away from society. So I'd like to talk about why it's necessary to come away from society. Dogen — you all know I've studied him for a long time, and some of you have studied him — said it's necessary to leave family life, necessary to leave home, shukke in Japanese. Why is it necessary? Everybody's been doing it, and we're doing it now. So why is it necessary, or why is it useful?

I'd like to give you an explanation. It's my explanation. When we live in society, society, or civilisation, is what human beings have put together from their minds. So the whole of society and the whole of civilisation is a creation of the human mind. Of course, after creating something in our mind, we then make it. That's called design. You think something, then you make it — everything around us.

Tables, that thing, tissues, iPhones: it's all the result of humans' ability to think and then to create what they thought. Fantastic. It's amazing that our nearest relative may be the chimpanzee, or a dog or a cat, and what can they do? Compared with humans, they can't do anything. A chimpanzee can use a stick to poke into the hole in the tree. A dog can pick up the newspaper and bring it to you.


And we can discuss the latest app on the iPhone or whether these tissues are better than thicker ones or thinner ones. It's ridiculous how developed we are. However, that fantastic ability of human beings, our fantastic ability to create this civilisation we live in, has two sides. One is the fantastic side. The other side is that we live in a kind of dream, which is also a kind of prison. And that dream or prison is the human condition. I'm using noises that I make from my throat, and you are understanding me. I mean, in your brain you are making understandings and ideas.

But all these tools that human beings have developed have the ability to trap us in a kind of dream. I say dream. Another nice word is trance. I don't know if you have the word trance in Czech.

Boris: Yes.


Mike: We live in a trance. In that trance, we share ideas, beliefs. For instance, if I say to the tree, What is a bank? the tree doesn't answer me. If I say to you, What is a bank? you know what a bank is: a place where you put money. What's money? It's pieces of paper and pieces of metal. Okay, paper and metal. So what's it for? We can use it. It has great power. So where does that power come from? The power comes from our minds. So this powerful civilisation that we create from our minds is getting more powerful.

At the present time it's getting a bit crazily powerful. We are so influenced by the concepts, ideas and beliefs that are in society. I think that was exactly the same in Gautama Buddha's time, but society was different, the ideas were different, the beliefs were different. Okay, great. What's the problem? We can just live with our tissues, iPhones, cars, coffee. In the teachings that I studied, the Zen master Dogen talks about pursuing the truth, trying to find out what is true or real. But to find out what is true or real, we have to escape from this dream or trance.

But if we stay in society, the power of society, of the ideas and the beliefs, is so strong that we can't see what the real situation is. So it's necessary to come away. We experience this quite often. For instance, if you have a problem in a relationship, afterwards you can look from outside and you can see what happened. Or if you're having a lot of stress at work and you go away from work and you look back, you can see more clearly. So when we leave something, we have the ability to see what it is we left.


I left British society in 1977 and went to live among alien people from another planet. That's what it felt like for a long time. Strange little people, you know. But the one fantastic thing was that I could see what the country I came from was, and what the culture was. So I could see myself: a tall Englishman, big nose, long neck, you know, very arrogant. When we stay in something, we can't see. When we come out, if we want to, we can see more clearly.

The reason why sesshin — in medieval times living in the temple, in Gautama Buddha's time living in the forest — was so helpful is that it may be the simplest way to find out what's going on. When we're immersed in our family, our jobs, our relationships, we can't see. We get pulled this way, pulled that way. We get disturbed. We get tired. We get anxious. We can't see what's going on. Dogen said that you have to leave family life. So for him it was necessary to live outside society permanently. No family.

No visiting his cousins or uncle, no going to a coffee shop with his aunt or his nephew or whatever, but staying in this isolated temple with lots of other people who did the same. That's one way to do it. But we don't need to do that these days, because we have the ability to free ourselves. We have free time. We can live in society, but come out sometimes. And only when we come out can we see what's happening, where we came from. What's happening at the moment in society is a bit crazy.


Personally, I think that society is a little bit mad as a whole, because it's based on beliefs which don't work, for instance constant growth.

Boris: Constant growth.

Mike: Constant expansion.

Boris: Sustainable growth.

Mike: It should be, yes. We believe it should be.

Robert: It should be, yes.

Mike: Yes.

Robert: Almost, yes.

Mike: Yeah.

Robert: Until the death of the universe.

Mike: Yeah.

Robert: But this is quite a long time.

Mike: Yes, yes.

Robert: Sorry. I just can't.

Mike: No, it's okay. What's the most powerful value in the world? Maybe money?

Participant: Power.

Mike: Yeah. How do you get power? Usually with money. You can say power, yes, but power comes from money — usually, not always. But in our normal life, money. And everybody can see that money has stability. It's like hot air. It rises up like this. So the people down here don't have much, and the people up here have a lot. I'm not criticising, but this seems to be the way our society works now. We have lots of people trying to understand the economy, society and so on. We have the ability to share our opinions on our phones or computers.

And to spread memes of belief. You know what a meme is? A meme? It's like a little abstract virus: a thought which is a virus.


So society is how it is. The teachings of Buddha were not related to changing society, but to seeing what reality is, seeing the truth. And the truth of reality may be that most of the time we live in a trance, which is shared with all of us. But the teachings of the Buddha say that if we practise this very simple practice, which we call zazen, we step outside of the trance. Of course we don't. Sometimes, even in zazen, we're sitting like this, our eyes are closed and we're thinking about next week. So the trance is still there. But sometimes we are just sitting.

At the times when we are just sitting — I don't mean sitting with something happening inside, or feeling some powerful force, but just sitting — the floor in front is the floor in front. The other people are the other people. The air is the air. Nothing special. In that state, we've stepped outside the trance of civilisation, which is an amazing achievement, even if it only happens for one minute during our zazen, or even during the weekend. But usually we find that we're back in our trance again, and then we come out of it, then we go back in, then we come out.


But in this process of going back in and coming out, we notice: I see. So I live here most of the time. When we're here, we get a feeling: I see, I'm going into this dream and this trance. That's where I live. And that's called finding the truth. This is why Dogen writes that when we sit in zazen, whoever it is, whether they're an expert or a beginner, the activity that happens in zazen shows us the truth. And to see the truth is to be enlightened. So he says everybody who practises zazen is enlightened. Our difficulty is that the word enlightened is part of the trance now, because people believe that it means something special. Language is part of our trance, so we step out of language. Thinking is part of our trance, so we step out of thinking. Imagining is part of our trance, so we step outside of imagining. So Dogen writes: drop off all our thoughts, feelings, images in our minds and so on. Then what we see is the real situation in which we live. And then we go back to that situation, because that's the only place human beings can live. We can't live in reality.

We can't live in the world of mesons and neutrons and muons; we have to live in this dream that we've created. That's it.


Boris: What exactly do you mean, we can't live in reality? Because if you go out of the trance... Dogen maybe was still, most of the time, not involved in the trance.

Mike: I don't know. I don't think so.

Boris: You don't know.

Mike: No.

Boris: Okay, that's okay. It's not impossible.

Mike: Impossible. To realise the truth is not to get out of the trance and live somewhere else, in nirvana. That's not it. The truth is to realise that we live here, from here, and to be able to move between the two.

Pavel: Still the moment.

Mike: Yes, and this is why Nagarjuna wrote that daily life — by daily life he means the trance in which we live, the dream in which we live — and nirvana, which is the place where there are no words, no concepts, no beliefs, no society, no civilisation, are the same. He says they're exactly the same. For those of you who know the Heart Sutra: the Heart Sutra says the same thing in a different metaphor. So people want to escape from one thing and find this wonderful other thing, but that's an illusion. People who say you can leave the normal world and become a perfect enlightened being are deluded.

But if you can notice how stupid and deluded we are, and must be because we're human, that's enlightenment.


Robert: Mike, I have a question about feeling good. I think many people in society even realise that money is just a convenience, and they accept other things in society because they want to feel good. Money and the customs of society are practical, a practical way, with some downsides. And honestly, if I look at myself, I also think I practise zazen because I want to feel good. Yes, I know it's not about that, but if I'm honest with myself, it's probably there at the bottom. As far as I can see, this concept of what's good, or of feeling good, evolves a bit with time. I don't know, but it seems to me that this feeling good is like the motor of most of us.

Mike: Yes, you're right. Most people who study the teachings of Buddha have reasons like: I want to feel good, I want to be better, I want to join a club, I want to be in a theatre. These are all the reasons. Most people who study the Buddhist teachings have those reasons. But a few people want to know what it's all about. What is life about? What is the truth? But only a few. That's why there are lots of big, huge groups of Buddhists who like to dress up as Tibetans or Japanese or whatever. Great, you know, come, come.

We make a cafe here, a Buddhist cafe, and over there we can have a bookshop and so on. Whoa, great. But ‘people who are pursuing the truth’ is what Dogen writes. A strange phrase. People who are pursuing the truth are driven by something different. And if you're driven by something different, that's nice. If you practise zazen, you can find a motivation or a drive which is something different from feeling good. I mean, to feel good is, you know, America's biggest hope for everybody.

To feel good, to feel right, to feel strong, to feel American. Of course people want to. But it's not about that. The teachings of the Buddha were not about that.


Participant: It's true that in doing zazen the need to feel good comes and goes like everything else. It's just something which happens and then ends, and then comes again, like everything else.

Mike: If you feel good, that's great. But it's not necessary to have the need to feel good or the intention to feel good. What do you think?

Participant: How do you think it will be with this, let's say, leaving society? Because it seems to me that society is more and more complicated, like the social networks.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Maybe in future it will be even more difficult for most people to kind of leave the...

Mike: Yes. Leave the machine.

Participant: Leave the machine, yes.

Mike: Yeah. And the machine is an emergent property of all of us. All the people make up society, but society has its own character, and it wants to keep you. It doesn't want you to leave even for a little while.

Participant: Like family.

Mike: Family, job, everything. If you leave for a little while, it pulls you back. That's an emergent property of this, what we call society. And it has its own targets or aspirations. I'm not judging. I'm not saying it's bad. Obviously there are some bad things about society. There are some good things about it, very good things, and some things we need. Work, for example, is very fulfilling. To work, to do some job and create something, and that something is useful and people enjoy it, is a wonderful feeling. So it's not about judging: this is good, this is bad. It's about seeing.

How things are. If you don't want to see how things are, fine. If you do want to see how things are, then it's a very difficult thing to do. But to do it, it's necessary to take yourself out — not completely, but to look from the outside. Then you can go back. In the ancient sutras there's a description of a bodhisattva who leaves society to attain enlightenment, but then doesn't attain enlightenment and goes back into society to help society, so that society can attain enlightenment before the bodhisattva. So that ancient metaphor is something about leaving, understanding or realising, and then going back.


Boris: Can I ask about the question of time? Because we are still doing this coming in and coming out of sesshins, for example: one sesshin, ten sesshins, a hundred sesshins. What about time? Is the situation still the same situation, with nothing changed? Is there only the coming out and coming in, or is something changing in our situation, in my life or something? Does something happen? No?

Mike: It's impossible to answer this question in general. What about you?

Boris: Okay.

Mike: The other thing is, time is also part of the dream, the trance. Time, as we understand it, does not exist in the way we understand it.

Boris: I mean, in my life, coming in and coming out.

Mike: Yes, so your life is only a story.

Boris: Okay.

Mike: The story is called Boris. Where is Boris last year? Doesn't exist. Where is Boris next year? Doesn't exist. Where is Boris? Here. This is Boris. This is the only Boris. There is no other Boris. But we create and share a belief in a story: ‘Oh yes, Boris, I know, he lives in Bratislava.’


Boris: Yes, but how do we understand each other if we don't create the story?

Mike: Yes, we have to create.

Boris: There's no way to understand each other.

Mike: I'm not criticising.

Boris: Okay.

Mike: We need the story. We can only live in the story. But the story is only a story. But the story is so powerful that we hold on to it. If we are unsure, we like to make our story stronger: ‘I'll show you some photos of when I went on holiday last year.’ This is reinforcing. Or: ‘I've done lots of sessions over the years, and I lived in Japan’ — this is reinforcing my story. Why am I reinforcing my story? Because without a story, who am I? Who am I?

So it's scary not to have a story. And our story goes into the future. It includes our dreams and our hopes. If we don't have any dreams or hopes, it feels terrible. So it's not about getting rid of the story, but about accepting the story. This is what we do. A story called Boris, a story called Pavel.


Boris: And you can make your story consciously.

Mike: We can change our story. Nobody knows. This is called lying. We can be honest and tell people our story honestly. It may still be wrong, because our memory is so poor. Anybody who lives with a partner knows: ‘Three weeks ago we went—’ ‘No, we didn't. That was four weeks ago.’ ‘No, it was three weeks ago.’ Memories... my memory.

Boris: Doing good, not doing wrong, no? It's still a rule, and if you create something by lying or by a story...

Mike: Doing good, not doing wrong is another part of the story, another part of the trance. In reality, there's nothing good or bad or right or wrong. There are just things that happen. There are events that happen. Event is a nice English word, because it doesn't talk about things, just an event. An event happens, and then another event happens. The event might be caused by my behaviour, which I say is wrong or right, but that's only my belief.


Boris: Okay, but in your personal situation you still decide by something to go this way or that way, no? It's not that you are thinking it's a story and objective.

Mike: Yeah.

Boris: You somehow decide.

Mike: Yeah. How do we decide? When I was small, people told me: think before you act. So I believed that we have to think, and when we think, we can think what we're going to do next, and then we can do it. Think before you act. And I think that's a common belief, that we think and then we act. But there are several neuroscientists who have made nice documentaries showing that this is not true. Pause for Robert.

Boris: Spider story.

Robert: The spider story.

Mike: Yeah, the spider is tomorrow, Robert. Don't worry.

Robert: The squirrel.

Mike: The squirrel, yes.

Boris: Ralph the squirrel.

Mike: Tomorrow, tomorrow. We can't do it all at once.


Participant: So what are other people, from this point of view? Okay, we communicate a few stories and conventions and I don't know what. But what are other people really, for us? I mean...

Mike: They are us.

Participant: They kind of are?

Mike: I only know myself through other people. There are many ways to talk about other people, but one important thing for me is that other people show me myself. It's impossible to be alone. We can imagine being alone, but where would that be? Where is our imagination? Because it's difficult to find anywhere you can be alone; there's always nature or air or wood. So we're always with other people or other physical things, and they all teach us. They teach us if we notice that they're teaching us. Dogs, cats, people, children, partners — they all teach us something. What do they teach us?

It's all part of the trance. This is a sesshin we went on last week in Humpolec. This story is Štepán, and here the story is Roman. That story is Pavlína. I don't know her story. I know his story.

Robert: Yes, I take a lot of photos, so I can remember what is me.

Mike: Yes.

Robert: But I realise I really forget, and then I look back two years with the photos, and I remember what is on the photos. Yes, that's my history.

Mike: Yes, and that's you, and you feel secure. And sometimes, if we look back, we feel, ‘Oh, hmm, I'm okay.’ Or (laughter) we look back and we feel, ‘Oh.’ So we record our stories. People with cameras everywhere — it's incredible. If you go to a tourist place, you just see people with little black things. (laughter)

Boris: And I went to the Tibetan sesshins, four or five years, and it was forbidden to take photos. Only one photo of the whole group afterwards, one photo.

Mike: Okay.

Boris: Finished.

Mike: Okay.

Boris: It was so interesting.

Mike: Wow.

Boris: Okay, he was not saying it was forbidden, but it was a common feeling,

Mike: Don't do it.

Boris: a common rule, or I don't know.

Mike: Well, it's nice to have photos.

Boris: I mean, it's okay, but somehow we switch to reality now, to making, to image-making.

Mike: Well, maybe some people: ‘I lost my camera. All my photos have gone.’ You know, stress. They feel like somebody's died.


Participant: You need to have online backup, instant backup. Instantaneous.

Mike: So society has its own character. It wants to preserve everything. This is a big machine called society, which is you and me, but it has its own character. It's like a big living being. And it's: okay, we mustn't lose anything. We mustn't lose any part of the story.

Participant: There will be cameras everywhere in the future.

Mike: Cameras everywhere. Yes.

Participant: Everything will be backed up online to the cloud, so it won't be possible to lose the camera.

Mike: No. Everything will be clear. Knowledge will be complete.

Participant: Everyone will be happy.

Mike: Everyone will be safe.

Participant: It's becoming more complex, more complicated quite quickly, if you, for example, compare with your childhood, or if you say 200 years ago, then it's incredibly...

Mike: I grew up in the 1950s — the 1940s, 1950s — and it was like a different world. The trance became so much stronger.

Boris: The first clock put up in some public place was in 1840-something, in Köln, and it changed the life of people completely, because they had to go to work at eight and work till four and so on. Before, there was no time like this. It was time like sun or no sun. So it's not such a long time. 1840.

Mike: That's right.

Participant: That was about eight times a day.


Mike: So we like to go to societies which are not so developed, like undeveloped nature or people who live in the forest.

Participant: You mean the Czech Republic?

Mike: And we look at them, and they remind us of a more free place. So lots of tourists go to the Amazon, okay, and they see native people in small boats like this, and it reminds them.

Participant: Having iPhones in their pockets,

Mike: Yeah, yeah.

Boris: making videos of this,

Participant: because most of them also have them now.

Mike: They can't resist the trance. I'm sorry to use the word trance so much, but I love it. It's a perfect description for me. Dogen says: a dream. He writes a chapter, ‘A dream within a dream’, in—

Boris: Shobogenzo?

Mike: Shobogenzo, yeah.

Boris: What's the name of the chapter?

Mike: Muchu-setsumu. Mu is dream. Chu is inside.

Boris: And mu is also emptiness.

Mike: It's a different mu.

Boris: A different mu.

Mike: Yes, a different character.

Boris: Cow, like moo.

Mike: Not cows. That's a joke.

Boris: A cow might make moo.

Mike: Yes, yes. So Dogen uses mu, but I found the word trance a few years ago, studying a bit about hypnotherapy, which I didn't understand, and I thought it's a very nice word. It describes being in a state which traps us. And we're always in a trance. You fall in love — that's in it. You can't see anything. When you fall in love, you can't even see the person you fell in love with properly. That happens later. Oh. Oh. We go to a new job; we're in a trance for a bit, then we come out. So I love the word. It's a very good description.


What's the word in Czech?

Participant: Trance.

Mike: Great. I'm not criticising society. Well, of course there is some. It's getting more complicated, and people are more stressed and everything, and it's faster and faster. Even Pavel rings the bell faster than he used to.

Pavel: Really?

Mike: Yeah.

Pavel: Okay.

Mike: Ding, ding, ding.

Pavel: Maybe we sit faster.

Mike: Maybe. Ding, ding, ding. It may be true.

I'm fortunate that, stupidly, I've been practising zazen for a very long time, and slowly I moved outside of normal society. Not from my own decisions: I don't live in a family. Not from my own decision, I don't have to go to work. I don't live in my own country. It happened to me; I didn't plan it. So fortunately it's easy for me, or easier for me, to live on the edges, which makes it easier to see. But for you, as younger people with families, jobs, futures and so on, it's more difficult. It's true, it's more difficult, but it's not impossible.

And if you practise dhyāna, zazen, every day, that will steer your life in a direction that maybe you didn't expect.

Boris: It's not the usual direction. Steer?

Mike: Steer. Guide. Steer the car.

Boris: It's stuck now.

Mike: Stop now. Okay. There's no other time we can stop.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike recommends a way of life he first learned in the mountains: letting go of our viewpoint at every moment and making decisions by prajñā, which he explains as what comes before thinking. According to Dogen, he says, prajñā is developed by practising zazen and other activities that make us balanced, and if we are balanced, we have prajñā and the decisions we make are balanced.

From one viewpoint, Mike says, you can't know anything about a mountain, and every time you stop and look, the way has changed and you have to make another plan. We tend to hold on to our first view, and when other people share and fix the same viewpoint, we call it a belief. He cites Nagarjuna praising the Buddha for advising us to let go of all viewpoints, which Mike reads not as having no opinion but as letting go again at every moment, because the next moment the mountain will look different. Which way to go in the high mountains is decided by a kind of intuition, prajñā, from pra, before, and jñā, thinking; it is often translated as wisdom, but for Mike it is not knowledge, and because it comes before thinking, we don't know what it is. He links it to the finding of neuroscientists that we may make decisions before we think, with thinking creating an argument for the decision, and says that Dogen's whole morality is based on balanced decisions made by prajñā rather than on abstract morality. Because society teaches the opposite, think before you act, living by prajñā takes a long time and some confidence, and it feels stupid; his teacher took the Buddhist name Gudo, stupid way, by which, Mike says, he meant a way of prajñā.

In the discussion Robert argues that you can't cross domains: twenty years of sitting in the dojo will not give you mountaineering prajñā. Mike answers that prajñā is only his word for an event that happens before thinking and does not exist as a thing that could be transferred or not, but what the word points towards can be developed, and then it becomes part of our body-mind. Words like samadhi, prajñā and satori, he says, are not things but ways we delude ourselves in order to understand. Roman tells how, learning to ride a heavy motorbike, his prajñā said, Don't think, just do it, and concludes that prajñā helps us to learn skills, so what Robert says does not contradict Mike; Mike agrees that after long sitting you still have to learn the skill of being in the mountains, only more easily. Asked how prajñā differs from basic urges, Mike says that a sudden feeling we want to act on is not what he means, but that, as Dogen says, each of us has to find out the difference in our own experience, because in the sense of the Buddhist teachings knowing means having real experience, not knowledge. He ends with one more helpful thing, affirming what we do, because what we did cannot be changed and what happens to us is the result of the whole world and us, and sums up four things: practise balance, live by prajñā, affirm our actions and keep changing our viewpoint.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

When somebody tries to explain the teachings of the Buddha, usually we feel we want to be able to understand everything just from one explanation. But it's not possible, because what we're trying to describe can't be explained from one viewpoint. You need many viewpoints. This reminds me of my experiences climbing mountains when I was young. If you look at the mountain just from one viewpoint, you can't know anything about the mountain.

If you're walking up a mountain and you look up, you think, ‘Okay, I go up there, and after only a short distance I'll be on the top.’ Then you walk for 30 minutes and you look again: ‘Oh, there's a big valley here which I didn't see.’ Then you walk for another 30 minutes and you see: ‘Oh, the highest point is there, not there.’ And then you walk for another 30 minutes and it changes again. So that's something I learned in my days of mountaineering, a kind of lesson for me, for life: you can't understand something from one viewpoint.


Of course, everybody thinks they can understand from one viewpoint. And we want to understand from one viewpoint. But it's impossible, actually. The other thing I learned — so the first thing I learned was that in the mountains you stop and you look, and then you decide which is the best way to go. Then you have to stop and look again and change your mind, change your plan. Then you make another plan, and you do it, and you stop and you look, and it has changed, so you make another plan.

So it's like constantly revising, revising, revising. And I think life is like that. However, what we often want to do is to hold on to the first view. And then, when everything changes, we say, ‘Oh, something's wrong. It wasn't supposed to be like this.’ So we have a tendency, as human beings, to hold on to our viewpoint. But in the mountains you have to drop it. You have to let go of it, because it's an actual situation. But in understanding, especially understanding what life is about, it's sometimes difficult to let go of our viewpoint. And our viewpoint becomes fixed.


Then somebody else shares our viewpoint, and they fix it too. And then a few more people share and fix the same viewpoint. Then we call it a belief. Now, the second-century Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna, in the last verse of his famous work, the Mulamadhyamakakarika, which is about the Middle Way, says, ‘I praise the Buddha because out of his compassion he advised us to let go of all viewpoints.’ Well, that doesn't mean ‘I don't have a viewpoint, I have no opinion, I have nothing.’ Let go of them all.

It means: every moment, let go, because the next moment the mountain will look different. Let go again; the next moment the mountain will look different. Somebody who does this may appear to be quite strange, because it doesn't seem to be normal. Normally we're expected to have a viewpoint which we can argue about, even fight about, and defend against other viewpoints. So to be able to change our viewpoint at every moment sounds a little bit weak. However, in reality, it may not be weak.


The other thing I learned in the mountains was that the decision on which way to go has to be made by a kind of intuition. Several of you know that I've talked about this intuition before: prajñā. The Buddhist word is rather nice, because pra means before and jñā means thought or thinking. So pra-jñā: before thinking. So the teachings of the Buddha insist that there is something which is before thinking, which is very important. It's often translated as wisdom.

For me, wisdom suggests lots of knowledge, but the meaning of prajñā for me is not knowledge, but something that comes before thinking, and because it comes before thinking, we don't know what it is. Waiting for Robert to say something. Okay, later. So, in the mountains, this prajñā — mountaineers don't call it prajñā, but it's very important, because if you go this way, you may live. If you go that way, you may die. If you go this way, you may die. If you go this way, you may live.

And how do you decide? Look at the map, read a book? Who do you ask? ‘God, please help me’? There's nobody to ask in the high mountains which way to go. A couple of days ago I watched a video about a very famous mountaineer called Reinhold Messner, maybe the most famous mountaineer ever. He has the same birthday as me.

Participant: Yes.

Mike: He is.

Participant: Year? You?

Mike: The same year? Yeah, the same age: 76. The reason he's still alive is because he has excellent prajñā. But if you ask him what it is — ‘Why are you alive?’ — he says, ‘Luck.’ Well, what is luck? Sometimes luck seems to be something given to us, but it may be something that the Buddhist teachings call prajñā. So in the mountains we can use it. Maybe in life we can use it.


I mentioned this morning the fact that neuroscientists have discovered that it may be that we make decisions before we think clearly and logically about something, that the decision is made before that, and that the thinking is kind of creating a story or creating some kind of — what's the word —

Participant: Antonyms? Antonyms?

Mike: argument for our decision. Of course, nobody clearly knows, but the evidence is becoming bigger, because neuroscientists are really interested in the brain and human behaviour, and there are some excellent people out there. But they don't talk about what it is that we decide. How do we decide before we think? They look at the mechanical side, the physical side, which is very useful. But in the Buddhist teachings it's talked about as some kind of skill or ability called prajñā. And where does prajñā come from? According to Dogen, prajñā is developed by practising zazen and other activities that make us balanced.

If we practise zazen or practise balance and develop our prajñā, then we are making decisions before we think about them. Are those decisions right or wrong? There's no way to know. But according to Dogen's teachings, at that level, if we are balanced, then we have prajñā. If we have prajñā, then the decision we make is balanced. So the whole of his morality is based on that: not on abstract morality, not on thinking, not on saying something is good and we do it, something is bad and we don't do it, and so on. It sounds too easy.


How can we ignore the whole development of human ethics and morality? Well, we don't need to ignore it. We can still think about it, talk about it, write about it, discuss it, agree, disagree. But the fact may be different. Our actions, the morality of our actions, may not be related to our understanding of morality. Certainly there are some religious people who have taught a morality or a moral code, and then we find out that actually their actions are not so moral. This happens again and again. So in the teachings that come through Dogen, there are two things.

One is to let go of our viewpoints at every moment, and the second is that our decisions are made by prajñā, and prajñā can be developed or strengthened or even uncovered by practising balance or practising zazen. Now, I didn't know any of this before I met my teacher Nishijima, but in another way I realised I did know it. I had realised it in my mountaineering. I had realised the need to change viewpoint. I realised the need, the importance, of prajñā. I didn't know these words. I never thought about it.


But when I met Nishijima, what he said somehow matched something in me which I didn't know about. I knew about it in my experience, but I didn't know about it in my brain. So I was very fortunate to meet this man, who gave me words and theories to talk about something I knew already. I didn't go to Japan to look for Buddhism. I wasn't interested in Buddhism. I hadn't studied with other teachers. I hadn't done anything like that.

I was just looking for something to do at the weekend in a foreign country, and I met this little man, and what he said was like, ‘Oh, okay, wait a minute. Sitting on a cushion and crossing your legs? I'll try it.’ Something matched. So that's the way I came to the teachings. Other people appear to have different experiences. When they were young, they thought, ‘Oh, what's the world about?’ and then they read some books — ‘Oh, this sounds interesting’ — and then they want to pursue it more, and they look for where they can go to find out more, and so on.

So there are many ways to approach seeking the truth. My way is only one. For me it's a happy situation, because without having any intention to study Buddhism, I ended up doing it. If you have a strong intention to study Buddhism, that can also be a problem, because you want so much. If you read books and they talk about enlightenment and all that, you want to get it, and so many people come with that kind of feeling. But I was very lucky. I came with no feeling like that.


There's also a third kind of person who comes to the Buddhist teachings because they have experiences in their life which they have unconsciously valued. Then they meet a teacher, and what the teacher says matches something which they experienced in their life, which they didn't understand and didn't talk about before. So those are three ways. The first way, number one, is that you think about Buddhism, you read about it, you want to get something, you come in and study and look for a teacher. The second way is the way I came, from my physical experiences.

I had unconsciously worked out some values from my experiences, and then I met somebody who put into words something which I already valued; that's the second way. And the third way is a mixture of the two.


So there we are. To live a life based on prajñā takes a long time, because society doesn't teach us to value something which is beyond, before thinking. In fact, it tells us to do the opposite: think before you act. I don't know whether people say that in Czech.

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: When I was a child, I heard it again and again, especially if I did something stupid: ‘You have to think before you act, Michael.’ So it takes a long time to realise, ‘Huh, okay, I don't believe that, so I'm going to do it another way.’ But to do it another way takes some kind of confidence. It's a kind of trial. So to live a life which is a trial: ‘Okay, I'm going to live where all my decisions are not based on thinking.’ Of course, it's a dream. We can't do that. But to affirm that we can live in that way.


Of course we think; of course we need to think about our decisions, to give ourselves an explanation, a reason why we decided it, to tell other people, and to have some kind of confidence for ourselves. But to realise that we can decide without all that takes a long time, because it feels stupid. And because it feels stupid, my teacher took the name Stupid as his Buddhist name: Gudo, Gudo Nishijima. Gudo means stupid way.

Participant: Really?

Mike: Yes.

Participant: That's amazing.

Mike: But what he meant by stupid way was a way of prajñā, a life where we follow something before our thinking. And to do that, you need to build some kind of confidence, trial and error, if you want. Many people would find it too much. Sports people often develop it. In my case, I noticed it in mountaineering; it's what happens in the mountains. If you don't develop that way of being in the mountains, you may be dead very quickly. So I'd like to recommend this way of life to everybody: following prajñā. That's all I've got to say on it. So what do you think?

Ask me some questions, or tell me some things that you disagree with. Tell me your opinions. What do you think, what are your viewpoints?

Participant: Everyone has opinions.

Mike: Everyone?

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: Oh no.

Participant: There are so many opinions in the world now.


Štepán: I have one burning question in me. I'm not denying there is something important before the thoughts, because when we sit zazen, the thoughts come and go. They are just like... I don't know how to describe it, but there is something. At the same time, you know, when I come to my rational mind, there is a super famous book called Thinking, Fast and Slow.

Mike: Yes.

Štepán: And it speaks about, you know, two systems. One is rational, and the other one is this daily intuition, like we just go into the room and, ‘Oh, I like this guy. I don't like this one. This one is intimidating.’ But there is nothing super special about this second one.

Mike: No, it's not special.

Štepán: So it couldn't be this, or at least it couldn't entirely be this prajñā. We have this system before thinking, but everybody is just using it constantly. It's... I don't know. There are some examples in the book of amazing situations when someone is highly trained and it looks like a miracle. The book tries to explain it rationally. You can take it or leave it. It's like...

Mike: Yeah, that is a very good book. I don't like the title, because he says thinking fast or slow. So he can't leave thinking out; he has to put thinking in there. He could title it Thinking and Not Thinking, but nobody would.

Participant: Actually, he's calling it system one and system two.

Mike: System one and system two, yes. Okay, but system one we know all about. System two he just tries to describe, but actually system two is unknown. It's ineffable. How can we know about something which is before our thinking? Only through our experience.

Robert: System one, this prajñā-like one, is the one which...

Mike: System one is intuition, is it?

Robert: Yeah, yeah.

Mike: Okay.


Robert: I forgot what I wanted to say. We can't explain it. It's automatic. So it's just a good feeling. But regarding this mountaineering, I think you can develop some kind of mountaineering prajñā by hiking, by going to the mountains.

Mike: Yes, you can, yes.

Robert: But you can't cross domains. So if you just sit in the dojo for, I don't know, twenty years and then go to the mountains, you will not have this mountaineering prajñā. You will have the dojo prajñā.

Mike: Is this your conclusion? After long experiments and your own...

Robert: Many people are doing experiments, yes. It's also from my life, but of course I didn't do them. From my life, I see that you can't cross domains. You learn one domain: someone is playing the violin, he learns very well and he develops something which is just not rational thinking, maybe below it. But then the violinist can go and play tennis without this skill, because the skill only works with the violin.


Mike: Okay. Is this a theory that you're putting forward, or is it a proven fact?

Participant: There seems to be something transferable, even in this system. If someone has had some serious experience, like some crisis or, you know, mountaineering or a dangerous situation, and then some crisis comes, like here, they seem to react better. So even without the thinking there is something transferable, right?

Mike: The skill is not transferable. The skill of zazen is not transferable to playing the violin, or the skill of playing the violin can't be transferred to tennis. That's a physical skill, isn't it?

Robert: It's not just a physical skill, it's...

Mike: It's an activity.

Robert: It's the body-mind. It's not just the body. If you play tennis or if you play the violin, it's not just the body, it's the whole body-mind.

Mike: When we're playing, it's the whole body-mind, yes.

Participant: Because you should train it.

Robert: Yes. Regarding whether it's a proven fact, that is difficult. There are a lot of experiments which have been made. I didn't do them, I did read about them, and of course I experience my life and things in my life, and some of them make sense. But I can't say it's a proven fact. This is a very...


Mike: I don't really understand what it is that's not transferable. You seem to be saying there is something, and that something can't be transferred from violin to tennis. But that something doesn't exist. It's only my word. It's a concept which I have talked about to describe something that happens, an event that happens before thinking. It doesn't have an existence on its own. There's not something called prajñā — I've got it, you haven't got it, you have got it — and that something can be transferred or not transferred.

It's only what I'm talking about in words. By talking in words, I'm creating a non-existent thing. And of course that non-existent thing cannot be transferred anywhere, because it doesn't exist. But what the word prajñā points towards, which we can't understand with words because it's before our thinking, that's something we can develop. And when we develop it, it becomes part of our body-mind, if you like, whether we're eating, shitting, playing tennis or playing the violin.

So you're right, there's nothing that can be transferred. And the reason is that it's not something. And the area in which things don't exist is called emptiness. We take things out of emptiness and make objects of them and then discuss them, which is what I'm doing. So I'm misleading you. If you look at the Buddhist teachings, there are many words: samadhi, prajñā, satori. I only know the Japanese and a few Sanskrit ones, but there are hundreds more: paramita, on and on and on. None of these exist. They're not things. They're ways that we delude ourselves in order to understand.

Robert: They are a rough description, also a non-precise description, but they do exist. Some... not some.

Mike: Descriptions exist, yes.

Robert: Yes, but you describe something which is real. So...

Mike: Yes, but what is real is not the description.

Robert: You did some inference with the description, but you describe something which is real. And, okay.

Mike: Yes, at one level that's true. That's how we believe the world is.


Robert: Maybe what you mean is that even if there is...

Roman: Prajñā, which we cannot think about — you can learn about that. Prajñā, which is something we cannot describe, some kind of precondition, doesn't contradict that you can learn different things, cooking or mountaineering. So maybe here it doesn't contradict. There is the original state in which we cannot make decisions, but we just do something, and then we can use this for learning, maybe more effectively, because we are free from thinking. An example: when I was learning to ride a motorcycle, it was very difficult. But because of my experience with zazen... You know, it's a heavy motorbike, and I think I'm a thin, sensitive guy, and I was quite scared. And the instructor says, ‘Just ride the motorbike. We're going from Veleslavín to Dejvice.’ And my thinking was, ‘This is crazy. I cannot do this. We will get killed.’ But my prajñā said, ‘Don't think, just do it.’ Without that prajñā, I would still be without a driving licence. I would have run away. And I was riding this bike, and the thinking was, ‘This is crazy,’ but the prajñā part said, ‘Don't worry, just do it, just go.’ And then, with this attitude, you can slowly learn the skills. But without prajñā it's very difficult to learn anything, because you think, ‘No, this is impossible, this is too difficult.’ So I don't think it's contrary. What Robert says doesn't contradict what Mike says.

Mike: No, it doesn't contradict.

Roman: Yeah. So, of course, in the mountains you learn skills or habits, but the prajñā helps you to learn and to be flexible.


Robert: But are you saying that if you just sit zazen and just be in a room, and then you go to the mountains, you will have this mountaineering prajñā?

Mike: No. If you sit in zazen for a long time and you go to the mountains, you have to learn how to be in the mountains. But you can learn how to be in the mountains more easily, because it's easier just to do it. But you have to learn the skill.


Participant: Just a stupid question, but how do we differentiate it? What's the difference between prajñā and, you know, the basic urges? They are also... without the basic urges we have, like—

Roman: Urges? Urge, like some tendencies?

Mike: You mean like—

Roman: Oh, impulse.

Participant: ‘This looks nice, I want to eat it.’ ‘I hate him.’ You know, we have this.

Mike: Like, people call it intuition, but normally people say, you know, intuition. But it may be just a sudden feeling which you want to act on. Not that.

Participant: Yeah, because Buddha obviously didn't advise people, ‘If you see something you like, just take it.’

Mike: No. So it's different, isn't it?

Participant: It is, but... you know, it's karma.

Mike: Well, if you want to, you have to, as Dogen says, find out in your experience. You can't find out by asking me questions, or anybody questions. If you want to find out the difference between your urges and what I call prajñā, then you have to keep living and watching yourself and see where you come to. It's up to you. It's an experiential lesson. You can't learn about everything first and then live. You have to live, and then, after living, you start to think about the way you live, and then you look for reasons why you're like you are, why your life is like it is. And then you start to construct theory and teachings and opinions. But the experience itself must be the starting point for everything.


If we talk about things which we didn't experience, then we're just discussing at an intellectual level, which may be important, but it's very different. To discuss swimming with somebody who never swam but read a book about swimming: if you swam yourself, and the person who read the book about swimming says, ‘You put your arm in the water like this first,’ and you say, ‘No, no, no, it's not really like that.’ ‘Then you put your head to one side.’ ‘Well, you do, but it's not really like that,’ because you have the experience. So without experience it's better to keep quiet. But we can't.

We watch a programme on the television about Haiti, and then we tell people, ‘Oh, you know, in Haiti it's like this, and the president was murdered,’ and so on. We've never been there. We don't know anything other than pictures on a piece of glass and noises coming from behind it. But we believe that we know, because that's the way our society is constructed. So ‘we know’, in society's sense, means we have knowledge. But ‘we know’, in the sense of the Buddhist teachings, means to have real experience.

And you can find in the many Chinese koan stories, stories between a master and a student, or between two masters, where one says to the other, ‘You shouldn't say that, because you've never experienced it.’ And this is quite important. However, we live in a world where we talk about things we haven't experienced all the time. So as long as we notice that fact, we can shut up sometimes.


Boris: So, if I may make a joke: experience of prajñā should help us to manage our relationships. Maybe.

Mike: Yes.

Boris: But it's quite difficult, I think.

Mike: Life is quite difficult, and we all have our own characters. Our history is in our body, okay? We were children, we experienced different things. All that history is in our body now, and in our mind now. So all that history in our body and mind at the present pulls us away from making a balanced prajnic decision. So we end up with lots of problems, and those problems are our life itself. So we can't escape them.

Yeah, because we all have our history built into us, into the way we speak, the way we look, the way we are.

Boris: It's like mountaineering. You have experience of mountaineering, maybe ten years, twenty years, thirty years, and we all have experience with relationships. But maybe with mountaineering it gets easier after twenty years than with relationships. Most of the time it's maybe worse after twenty years than before. Okay. I don't have any answer, I don't have any explanation, but it's curious.

Mike: Well, it is,

Boris: It's not like a Reinhold Messner story.

Mike: It is actually, yeah. He had many failures, many, many problems in his life, climbing mountains. Many, many. Yes, he did: many failures, many people with him died, lots of things like that. So it's not different.

Boris: But he looks happy, fulfilled.

Mike: He looks fulfilled, yes.

Boris: On TV. Okay. Awesome. But I think...


Mike: There's one other thing — I'm going to mislead you again — which is helpful: affirming what we do. Often we worry about what we did: ‘Oh, shit, I shouldn't have done that.’ Well, what we do or what we did, as soon as we've done it, it's impossible to change it. We can't reverse cause and effect. But if we affirm what we do, it's very helpful.

Participant: What do you mean by affirm what we do?

Mike: ‘I did it. It's me. I did it. I take responsibility for it. I did it, and I hope, because I practise zazen, that there is some unknown intelligence in my decision, which I don't know about, but I believe. So that's fine. I did it.’ And that's very helpful. That kind of affirming we can develop by sitting, by practising balance; sitting is just one way. Because what happens to us in life isn't only the result of our own actions. It's the result of all the rest of the world and us.

It's a complicated interaction of many bodies. And we can't ever determine the exact cause-and-effect relationships that are going on. But we can affirm what we do. So: practise balance, live by prajñā, affirm our actions, keep changing our viewpoint. Four things. That's what I can recommend to you from my own experience. They're worth buying. I recommend them highly. I can give you all a reduction. I'm selling something.

Participant: I think you've already paid for this.

Mike: Pardon?

Participant: You already paid for this.

Mike: If you can't afford it, you can pay little by little.

Participant: I think it's a very good time to stop.

Mike: Time to stop, yes.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike explains that zazen is not meditation and not a spiritual state but sitting in balance, a dynamic practice that is as much physical as it is mental or spiritual. His teacher Nishijima Roshi said that sitting in zazen is sitting in the balanced state, and Mike describes that state as an area between being lost in internal mental or spiritual experience and focusing on physical experience: our eyes are open, we see just what is in front of us, and the experience is completely normal.

He starts from the chapter Juki, which he is studying with the London group: in Dogen's time the word meant receiving affirmation that if you practise you will become a buddha, but Dogen says that when you sit in zazen you are buddha. A Zen master, he says, is not a mythical person with special powers but somebody who has mastered sitting in zazen, and you master it by sitting every day for a very long time. Because zazen is a dynamic practice, we go through many states, from being lost inside ourselves to focusing on a pain in the leg, and Mike says that Dogen denied that zazen is sanzen, sitting in order to get something. As when we learn to skate or ride a bicycle, over years of practice we find another state between these two, which becomes a whole area, although we are always wobbling a bit. Mike describes the posture as sitting in physical balance, with the spine naturally straight, the weight over the sacrum and the head balanced over the shoulders, like a pile of stones. He reads what Dogen calls dropping off body as releasing the physical stress in our muscles, and says that Dogen recommends sitting without the hands in the lap, so that the body relies completely on balance. Zazen, he says, is neither a state of relaxation nor a state of tension, and when Dogen writes that it is a peaceful gate to the Dharma, he does not mean no problems. Real balance is wobbling around, so as long as we practise zazen, sitting in balance and doing the best we can, we are in the balanced state.

In the discussion a participant says that after decades of practice his left shoulder stopped lifting itself during zazen, and that sitting in zazen, even for a few minutes, is often the only time he finds some peace. Asked by Pavel whether Dogen wrote about the motivation to pursue the truth, Mike says that Dogen wrote that we all have the will to the truth, although sometimes we notice it only in difficult circumstances; in Mike's own account, we look for it in places such as pleasure or being rich, where we cannot find it, or, if we are lucky, in practising zazen. When Robert describes his negative motivation, sitting so as to create less mess for himself and the people around him, Mike says that maybe it is helpful that we love ourselves, which means accepting who we are, and that this is his own view, not something Dogen said. He ends by saying that if during the weekend's zazen we see everything just as it is for a short period, we can feel the affirmation that Dogen talks about in Juki, but that we should not look for it.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

Every Wednesday evening since the beginning of last year, in lockdown, I've been meeting with the Dogen Sangha group in London on Zoom, and we've been studying chapters of the Shobogenzo, sitting first and then studying. The last one we did was in the second book, and it's called Juki. Juki means receiving affirmation. Do you know the meaning of affirmation? I used it yesterday.

Boris: What does it mean?

Mike: Affirmation, yeah? Okay. In Dogen's time, Juki as a phrase was very commonly used to mean that you will receive affirmation that if you practise zazen, you will become a buddha, or you will become enlightened. This was a common understanding. So if you practise, you receive affirmation from your teacher or from the practice that in the future, if you continue, you will become a buddha. And in the chapter, Dogen kind of destroys that understanding, as usual, and he says: When you sit in zazen, you are buddha. You are enlightened. So this morning I want to talk about zazen.


There's a phrase that's very common in America and Europe now: Zen master. It means a mythical person who is enlightened and who has some special powers and things like that. But actually, the meaning is somebody who has mastered sitting in zazen. To master something, in English, means to thoroughly understand and realise what it is. You can say a pottery master. You can say a chair-making master. Do you have the same kind of…? Yeah. That's the meaning. But unfortunately, Zen master has been used to mean something rather spiritual or mystical. So how do you master Zen?

Well, you master it by sitting every day for a very long time. When we first sit, although we're doing it, we're not sure what it is we're doing. So we continue sitting, and then we get lots of different experiences when we're sitting. Sometimes we get strange experiences. Sometimes we get painful experiences. But if we continue sitting over many years, maybe more than ten years, we can slowly begin to understand what it is we're doing. My teacher, Nishijima Roshi, used to insist that sitting in zazen is sitting in the balanced state. The balanced state — what does that mean?

Well, we know that in early Buddhism there was a teaching, which is still there, that our physical and our mental sides are part of one thing. We don't have a body and a mind which are separate — and this includes spirit — but they are two aspects of one whole, and that whole is the whole person, which we're not sure what that is. So to sit in zazen, my teacher would say, is to achieve balance of body and mind. This was based on Dogen's writings. He wrote many times of balance between body and mind, balance between physical and mental, or physical and spiritual, if you like.


But when we sit, we actually have many different states, because it's a dynamic practice. It's always changing. Dogen wrote in his description of zazen that it's not a fixed state. By that he meant it can't be fixed, because our body is sitting and our position is dynamic. So as we sit, as you all know, we get many different experiences. Which of those experiences is this balanced state, which people call enlightenment? Is it the experience where I'm thinking about what I'm going to have for dinner? Is it the thinking when I'm remembering what happened two years ago?

Is it the deep meditative state where my eyes are closed and I'm somewhere deep inside myself? Where is it? Well, if we practise on and on and on, all these dynamic states change one into the other. When we sit, we move from one state to another. It's not just one single experience; it's many experiences. Many people thought, and still think, that zazen is a kind of meditation. In Dogen's time there was an expression, sanzen, and sanzen means achievement Zen. So it described sitting in zazen to get something. And he said very clearly that you don't get anything.


He denied that zazen is sanzen. It's also necessary to say that zazen is not meditation. It's not any form of meditation. In meditation — there are many different kinds of meditation — we can enter a kind of internal space, which we may call spiritual, and in which we may experience images, feelings and so on. Zazen is not that. Zazen is a physical training which also has a mental side. Or it's a mental training which also has a physical side. You can look at it from two sides. Of all these states that we go through when we sit in zazen, let me describe some.

My eyes are not focused. Even though my eyes are open, I'm somewhere inside myself, maybe thinking, maybe feeling, experiencing inside myself. My eyes are open, but I'm somewhere else, if you like. Then something happens and — oh — my eyes come into focus and I see where I am. Then my leg starts hurting, so I'm focusing on the pain in my leg, or a pain in my back, or I feel my posture. So I'm moving from internal to external, if you like, from mental or spiritual internal experience to physical external experience. The focus of my attention goes backwards and forwards.

The state of balance in zazen is neither of those. Some of you have heard me say this before, but if we think of skating or riding a bicycle, we know that when we start, there are two situations: this way and that way. You know, rollerblading or skating. So we go like that. Slowly, after practising, we find that between these two states there is another state, which we didn't know. And so we learn to skate. It's a miracle. The small balance between left and right becomes wider, and when we master skating, that balance, which we couldn't find in the beginning, becomes a whole area.


So then we're a master skater. It's the same with riding a bicycle. But as you can see with riding a bicycle, when we ride, we're never perfectly in the middle. We're always wobbling a bit. Zazen is the same. There is this internal mental or spiritual space, which is sometimes rather nice, especially if we close our eyes. Close your eyes during zazen, go inside, and you can have wonderful experiences in there. You come out and — oh — then you feel your body and so on. So, going backwards and forwards, practising day by day, month by month, year by year, we find an area between these two.

In that area, our eyes are open. They don't have to be open wide; they can be just half open. What we see in front of us is just what is in front of us. What we feel in our body is just what we feel in our body. That experience is completely normal: it's not spiritual, and it's not physical. It's something completely normal. We're not thinking, and we're not focusing on our physical feelings. We are somewhere hovering — you know the word hovering — between the two. That's the essential state in zazen.


So when we're sitting and we get lost inside ourselves, we suddenly come out again: Oh, I'm here. Where was I? When we come out like that, the best thing to do is to straighten our posture. Because zazen is a physical practice, a physical posture, the posture itself is very important. I don't want to be fixed about it, because all our bodies are different shapes. Some people have spines shaped like this. Some people have spines shaped like this. Some people have long bodies and short legs. Some people have short bodies and long legs. Some people are very flexible in their hips, and some people are not.

So what I'm telling you is a kind of perfect model. In this perfect model, the posture of zazen is to sit in physical balance. This means that your spine should be naturally straight and your weight should be over your sacrum. You can try this in zazen, as many of you know, just by wobbling backwards and forwards. You can do this during zazen, just a little, to feel the balance. When you're in balance, you can feel it. There's a kind of physical affirmation. Okay. And then your head needs to be balanced over your shoulders.

If it goes like that, then the weight is on the muscles at the back here. So you pull it back, and as far as you're able with your own body, you keep your head balanced over your shoulders. Again, if you like, you can adjust it during zazen. So you're sitting like a pile of stones, one on top of the other, in balance. That's the essence of zazen. If you don't sit in balance, you can't get the balanced state. The balance that you get with your body depends on you, on your own physical situation.


In daily life, certainly when I work at the computer, I sit like this. My muscles get used to that. They think it's normal. So when I sit in balance, they say, Whoa, doesn't feel right. I want to go back to normal. So it's a kind of physical training. Why do we need to train the muscles? Well, the habits that our muscles develop pull our spine down, shorten the spine. And as those of you who do yoga know, lengthening the spine is very beneficial for health.

Zazen is one way to lengthen the spine, because if we sit in a balanced state, the muscles which control our balance can work in a balanced way. There are lots of small muscles between our vertebrae, and the bigger muscles can learn how to be in a natural situation. From the mental point of view, Dogen calls this dropping off body. He didn't have the language. Dropping off body means releasing the stress, the physical stress in our muscles. In zazen we release the physical stress in our muscles by keeping the posture. So if we notice we're going forward, we straighten up.


Sometimes, of course, we don't notice. If we're lost in an internal state, we don't notice. But suddenly we come out, and when we come out, we can adjust. So zazen is dynamic. We're always moving between different states, but we're always correcting ourselves back to balance. Many people, most people, like to sit with their hands in their lap. I think it's quite difficult to sit in the way that Dogen says, which is without your hands in your lap. Why does he say that? It's very uncomfortable. Oh, I don't like that. Why does he say that? Well, try it. Try sitting like that.

Most people sit like that. Then lift your hands, and you'll find that actually, when your hands are like that, there is a force between your shoulders and your hands. Without knowing it, you're using your hands to support yourself, sometimes a lot, sometimes hardly at all, but there's always something, and it's comfortable. Oh, I'm tired. My muscles are shouting at me. I want to go back to normal. I put my hands on my legs. That's better. I have some support. If you go like that, there's no support. Your body is completely relying on balance. So Dogen recommends sitting like that. I know it's difficult.

I'm just telling you the recommendation; my teacher sat like that, and I usually sit like that. So what I want to emphasise is that zazen is not meditation. Zazen is as much physical as it is mental or spiritual. It's a dynamic practice. It's a practice. You're practising putting your body back into the balanced state, because in normal life we are dragging our body into all kinds of situations, positions. Everybody does it: twisting the pelvis, the muscles here are tight. Some people sit like that a lot. Some people can't talk to you unless they're like that.


Some people don't like sitting like this. It feels uncomfortable. Why? Because they're not used to it. Some people have to cross their legs. I used to have a habit of crossing my legs; I still do. Ah, it's much better. I've twisted my pelvis, so it feels comfortable. But in zazen we take away all those habits, just for a time. Because it's a physical practice, it's hard work. So zazen is not some kind of state of relaxation. It's also not a state of tension, because we're trying to release our tension. But it's not a peaceful… Although Dogen writes, It's a peaceful gate to the Dharma, he doesn't mean no problems.

Boris: How do you know it's a peaceful gate?

Mike: How do I know? I know because I studied the whole of his writings for forty years, and I sat every day for forty-five years. That's how I know. And if you do the same, you can know the same.

Boris: Yes, yes. But why did he write ‘peaceful gate’?

Mike: Because if you practise balance and your body adjusts, it is a peaceful gate.

Boris: Right. Rely… rely a little bit more.

Mike: And you might find that peaceful gate as you pass backwards and forwards through your physical, mental, physical, mental — body aches, mind busy — somewhere in the middle of all that. You find, for one second, one minute, a peaceful gaze. That's the same as when you're learning to skate. Your ankles hurt, your body is tired, but then, just for one minute, you skated. And so you practise. And if you practise, you will find it.


But more importantly, just like riding a bicycle, where you have to wobble — and even skating, you're wobbling — real balance is different from our perfect balance, which is in our minds. Real balance is wobbling around. So as long as we are practising zazen, sitting in balance and doing the best we can, we are in the balanced state. It's just that our balanced state, when we start, is wobbling all over the place. But if a child rides a bicycle like this, you don't say, You're not riding a bicycle. You say, Very good, you're getting better.


One difficulty with zazen is that when we talk about it, as now, we build up an idea, and the idea is different from zazen. The model is different from reality. I want to emphasise this because there are lots of different forms of meditation. I don't know what some of them are like; I've never done them. I know how I can go inside myself and have lots of experiences, but that's not zazen. In zazen, the balanced state is a simple, very simple state where you see the wall or the floor, and it's just the wall or the floor. Your eyes are not glazed over.

Your eyes are not shut. Your eyes are not wide open. They're just natural. What you see in front of you and what you feel is normal. So it's also called the natural state. To achieve the natural state, we practise sitting in the natural state. If you see a small child sitting, they sit very naturally, beautifully. A little baby who can sit up sits like this: empty mind, beautiful posture. But then we enter the trance, and it pulls us this way, and then our bodies carry our experiences.

I went for a hike the other day near Hradec Králové, and at the end of the hike I was coming into the railway station, and there was a woman in front of me. She was younger than me, and she was walking like this. For her, that was perfectly normal. She had no idea that she was walking like that. And you see people who walk with one shoulder higher than the other, and they don't know. A great way to put our muscles back into the natural state is to do yoga.

It's a wonderful method, and I recommend doing some kind of simple yoga as well as sitting, because often, when we sit, our muscles are very tense. If our muscles are really tense from what we did last week or yesterday, it takes a lot of zazen to release them. But with yoga, or stretching of some kind, or sport, we can release the tension, and then it's easier to sit. If I sit and it's really, really difficult, if my body is really painful, I stop. I get up and go for a walk, or do some stretching, or go for a bike ride.


Because if your body is really carrying the weight of your life, just sitting zazen for half an hour won't make so much difference. You've got lots of tension in your muscles. You've got lots of stress. So Dogen writes, even in the thirteenth century, Practising zazen is one way to achieve a balanced state. He says there are myriad — myriad means numberless — myriad ways, and there are. However, if you go into the gym — do you call it a gym?

Participant: Yeah.

Mike: Yeah, exercise. You see people on exercise bikes, right? They’re riding like this, and they’ve got earphones on, and they’re talking to their neighbour here. So although they have the opportunity to experience this wonderful state, they take themselves out of it by talking or listening to music, which is great, but they’re missing something, missing one experience. So I’ll stop. What are your experiences in zazen? What are your questions?


Participant: I have two things that support what you said.

Mike: Good, I like support.

Participant: In my experience — I have practised zazen fewer years than you, thirty years — and it’s a fact: I think it took me twenty-five years before the left shoulder stopped lifting itself during zazen. For about twenty-five years, when I was practising zazen, I went like this, slowly. So after ten minutes… And I noticed a few years ago that it doesn’t happen anymore. The point is, when you practise for many years, some strange habits may come down. You may relax some strange tensions, but it takes years for some reason, and probably if you practise some specific yoga, you can do it quickly.

Mike: I think yoga would help.

Participant: Yeah, but another thing: after twenty, twenty-five years I also dropped some strange needs, mental needs — I need that, I want to be like that. I just gave up. But I couldn't do this by deciding, you know, I don't want this, I want to be relaxed. After twenty or twenty-five years of zazen, one day I stopped worrying about something I had worried about all my life. One day it was just like, I don't care anymore. Probably zazen, probably. And as for the peaceful — as you say, you doubt it's a peaceful gate. When I go—

Mike: I didn't say that, but carry on.

Participant: No, he said— Dogen said it's a peaceful gate.

Mike: Okay. Yes.


Participant: You said peaceful. You know me, I don't look very peaceful. I'm very busy in my life. I like to be active, I like to go to the beach and swim in the ocean, and I'm full of energy and happy. But then I sit on the beach — and I'm getting to the point — I'm sitting on the beach like this and watching women, and then I realise: why are you so restless? This is a beautiful ocean, Greece, everything is wonderful, fish, swimming, clean water. Why don't you calm down? Because I really still feel a bit restless, not peaceful. So what I propose is—

Pavel: Because of the woman. Yes, yes, yes.

Participant: I'm happy, you know what I mean? I'm happy on holiday, but something is missing. Something — why don't you calm down a bit? So what I do: I make a zafu out of the sand and sit in zazen posture on the mat. People think I'm crazy, or some kind of yogi person. But nobody knows that only then do I finally relax and let go, and I can just — that's the peaceful gate of a crazy person. During my everyday life, when I'm busy at school, working and all kinds of stuff, the only time I can really find some peace is often only when I sit in zazen, even if it's just two minutes or five minutes. So I do it every morning, and it helps me to survive — and in the evening. So I want to support a crazy person like me, restless, telling bullshit or blah blah blah. People say, That guy is not a Buddhist. You can't be a Buddhist. Nobody knows that when I practise zazen, I can calm down. Maybe Palina knows about it.

Mike: Actually, you don't need to be a Buddhist.

Participant: Yeah, I know, I know. I don't care anymore. I used to care. So I support both these two points: relax your body and relax your mind.


Boris: Why do some people, after maybe ten, twenty years of practising, stop practising?

Mike: Why?

Boris: Why do you think? If you have some idea about this.

Mike: Do you have a person in your mind you’re talking about, or generally?

Boris: Maybe my cousin, for example. Igor?

Mike: I don't know.

Boris: And some close friends.

Mike: Ask Igor. Okay. Everybody is different. Some people practise zazen because it…

Boris: You know the Bristol group you told me about yesterday, twenty people, I don’t know how long they practised. Sorry? You told me that the Bristol group, maybe twenty people, who were sitting zazen in Bristol for I don’t know how long, stopped.

Mike: No, no. What I said was that the group in Bristol has stopped sitting together at the moment.

Boris: Stopped sitting together, okay.

Mike: The twenty people… Paul is now in Wells with his group. Martin is in London with his group. Everybody went to different places. So the reason there aren't twenty there is that they all went to different places.

Boris: Okay. You didn’t tell me the second part. Well, yeah, but there are people who stopped sitting.

Mike: There are always people who stop sitting.

Participant: I think Boris was asking what your opinion is, or whether you asked them what their reason was to stop sitting.

Mike: No, I never ask. If they want to stop, fine. I don’t mind. If they want to leave, it’s fine. So I never ask. And there must be many, many different reasons, maybe. I’ve had lots of people come to the groups who are very enthusiastic for a couple of… and then they disappear again. They’re very enthusiastic because they’re hoping to get something, happiness or enlightenment or something. Then they realise, whoa, this is quite hard work. This is something different. So they leave again. But, you know, I don’t know. I don’t really know.


Pavel: And did Dogen actually write something in the Shobogenzo about — how to say it — motivation to pursue the truth, how to develop it or keep it or nurture it, you know? Because he often talks about the will to the truth. But for example, at the beginning, for a beginner, the will to the truth is an empty phrase. So there must be some kind of motivation, and it may change in time. For example, at the beginning you are looking for happiness, whatever it is, and then it may change. So my question is whether he wrote something about motivation or nurturing this will to the truth, this feeling for the real.

Mike: Yes, he wrote about the will to the truth, and he said that we all have it. But sometimes we only notice it in difficult circumstances. He was talking to people within his temple, so they had all decided to lead a Buddhist life. But, for instance, my teacher Nishijima Roshi used to talk about the will to the truth. Everybody has it, and very often we only discover it when our life doesn't work anymore.


When our life is going perfectly, we can't find it. For instance, we can say that, in a way, somebody who wants to be rich or famous is following a kind of will or direction they have. But when they arrive at their target, they're not satisfied. Yet what takes them towards their target is the same will to the truth that takes us towards zazen. So, you can feel that you have a will to the truth — it's not a very satisfactory phrase, really. Something is pushing us, and we don't know where it's pushing us, so we're searching around to see where it takes us. When our life is not going well, we look around for what we should do, where we should go. That feeling in us, that drive — we can give lots of names to it, but the essential drive or motivation is called the will to the truth.


So everybody has it, but we look for it in different places. Some people look for it in meditation. Some people look for it in zazen. Some people look for it in fame. Some people look for it in a rich life. Some people look for it in pleasure. But they won't find it, because, for instance, if you try to find what you're looking for in pleasure, if you pursue pleasure on and on, because it's an unbalanced state, you can't find happiness. If you look for what you're seeking in being rich, you can become very rich, but it's never enough. Oh, so I've got everything.

I've got all the money. So I want to go to the moon. I know, I'll invent a spaceship and go to the moon. And then that's not enough. We can call it a kind of childlike curiosity. It's what makes us, when we're children, want to know, want to look, want to explore. But when we become older, we search for it in different directions. If we're lucky, we search for it in the direction of practising zazen. If we search for it in the direction of practising zazen, and we practise and practise, eventually we will find it.

Robert: What do you think about negative motivation? Because, honestly, part of my motivation for zazen is often that I see I’m creating a mess for myself and for the people around me, and when I sit zazen I create a little less mess. So it seems — I admit it’s probably part of my motivation for doing zazen.

Mike: Negative motivation? You mean doing something you don’t want to do?

Robert: No, no, no.

Mike: What does it mean?

Robert: I’m creating a lot of mess for myself and the people around me. When I sit zazen, I make a little less mess, it seems.

Mike: Well, maybe you’re not creating the mess for people around you, but you feel it. Maybe the fact that you feel it is the problem. Maybe there is no mess. Did you think about that?

Participant: Yeah. No.

Mike: You don’t want to think about it like that. You need to feel that you’re creating a mess. No?

Robert: No, no, no, I’m not sure. Maybe I’m used to feeling it. But my wife says I’m creating a lot of mess.


Boris: What kind of mess? Are there special kinds of mess, or…?

Robert: They only start being nervous, not being nice to each other, not being satisfied with, you know…

Mike: Normal relationship.

Robert: But then you see the children copying me, and it’s like, wow, they will have… You see, I’m transferring these bad habits to my children.

Mike: Well, we do that even if we don't want to.

Robert: Yeah, absolutely.

Mike: We all do that. We transfer to our children things that we don't realise.

Participant: And the first noble truth: life is a mess.

Robert: Yes, yeah, yeah.

Mike: I don't understand negative motivation. I can't grasp the meaning of it. I mean, often I do things that I don't feel happy about doing, but I do them because I notice that my feeling of happiness or not happiness, or fear or whatever, is sometimes not realistic. So I don't want to go to the retreat. I don't want to give a talk. I want to stay at home. But when I go, it's not like that. So that's a kind of negative… I don't know what it is, but there's one part of me that pushes me to do it.

Robert: That sounds right, yeah. This negative motivation is at the time I'm deciding what I should do, when I'm planning, not at the moment of zazen. When I'm setting my clock, whether to wake up in the morning or not, to go to a retreat or…


Mike: Well, you know, maybe it's helpful that we love ourselves.

Boris: Dogen doesn't write about this. If Dogen wrote about this — about loving ourselves — somewhere, between the words…

Mike: Love ourselves. Yes, he didn't use the word love.

Boris: Yes, he didn't.

Mike: No — well, no, Dogen didn't say we should love ourselves. I'm saying it.

Boris: Okay. I think it's very important. We make many, many messes.

Mike: Yeah, but to love ourselves doesn't mean to be kind to ourselves or to think we're great. It means to accept who we are, shit and everything. And to love somebody else is also the same: not romantic love, but just to say, I accept that person just as they are. It's difficult for us to do. We always make an image of the other person, and we make an image of ourselves, and we don't live up to the image we create. So get rid of the image and look at the person. Dogen didn't write that either.

He might have done. I have to look.

If, during the zazen this weekend, you experience just a short period where you see everything just as it is, you can feel a kind of affirmation. That's the affirmation that Dogen talks about in the Juki chapter, which we are just discussing with the London group. But don't look for it.

Robert: And if you try to grab it, you will screw it up, right?

Mike: Yeah. It's like trying to get that moth. But we have to look at it from many different viewpoints to see what is beyond words. Can we stop?

Participant: Yeah. Or are there any more comments, anything? No. Good.

Mike: Thank you.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Mike says it is very important for people who search for the truth, whom we can call Buddhists, to be aware of science, because, as Buddhism states, the physical and the mental are two sides of one thing, and recent discoveries help us understand the teachings. His main example is the biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, who described the living cell as a small bounded system made of parts that are not alive, from which life and intelligence emerge as properties of the whole, so that life itself is intelligent.

For Mike this means that our old model of a mind in a control centre telling the body what to do no longer works, and he finds their view very close to the Buddhist teaching that there is only one thing, mind and body, neither and both. Because life has a direction, he suggests that the drive shown by the smallest biological system is what was called the will to the truth that morning, which in human beings appears as a kind of will or curiosity. As a second example, he recalls his teacher Nishijima Roshi's explanation that sitting in balance in zazen balances the autonomic nervous system, which depends on posture.

In the discussion Boris adds research on the microbiome, and Štepán asks where compassion comes from, since in nature species kill each other without any consideration. Mike answers that he thinks the many teachings about developing compassion are a lot of rubbish: all human beings can show compassion, but the feeling we call compassion is a human invention, an exaggeration of our emotion, and you don't need to feel it in order to give money. When Štepán fears that if life just emerges from the universe there are no rules at all, Mike replies that cells obey fundamental laws, but that in that area of the physical world we can't find any morality. According to Dogen's teachings, he says, morality is in our conduct: instead of making rules about right and wrong and following them through thinking, if we balance ourselves we can do no wrong, so that morality is, if you like, an emergent property of what we do. A recording from around 1980 to 1985 is then played, in which Nishijima Roshi, questioned by the young Mike, says that in reality there are facts and no right and wrong, which exist as criteria in our brains, and that we should recognise the real situation, which is different from the images in our brains. Afterwards Mike says that we don't need to try to be compassionate, we just need to be balanced, and that qualities such as compassion, loving kindness or merit are, according to his teacher's tradition from Dogen, extras that we put onto life. We never know what we will do until something happens, he says, but when we act we show ourselves, so if we practise balance we show ourselves in a balanced way, and that is our conduct and also our morality. He ends by agreeing with a participant that teaching is balancing for him too, because he is explaining things to himself and, as in therapy, hears himself put into words things that were unformed inside him.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

I think it's very important for people who are searching for the truth — we can call them Buddhists — to be aware of science, because scientists are people who are searching for the truth in the physical world. And as we know, Buddhism states that the physical and the mental are two sides of one thing. You can't have a physical world without a mental world, and you can't have a mental world without a physical world. So it's quite interesting that in recent times there have been a number of scientific discoveries which are quite helpful for understanding the teachings.

I think even the Dalai Lama is quite keen on the dialogue between science and Tibetan Buddhism. And my teacher was too, and because I'm an engineer, a kind of scientist, I'm always interested in science. In Buddhism there are many teachings that are quite difficult to understand unless we imagine some kind of spiritual world. There are a lot of Buddhist teachings which are based on wholeness. Dogen writes about the truth being the whole body. And they're not easy to understand. But science is looking very hard at the frontiers between science and philosophy, or religion, really.


This is happening in the very smallest science, the science of the small, like quantum physics, where very sincere scientists are looking very hard at the smallest things they can look at and seeing if they can break them and make them smaller. So they're looking for the truth in the physical world. In the early 1970s there were two scientist-philosophers. Well, they were basically biologists. One was called Humberto Maturana, and the other one was called Francisco Varela.

They were basically biologists, and they were looking, from a biological point of view, at how life works. And they started investigating the cell. I'll draw a big cell here. The cell has got a wall all around it. It's a little closed system. In studying the cell, they noticed some qualities which they wanted to build a theory around. And one of the qualities was that the cell, a living cell, is composed of small things, chemicals, little bits, which you can't say are alive. Is a chemical alive? Are these small little liquids? And yet the cell is alive.

And it's only alive if it can interact with its surroundings, its environment. And yet it has a wall around it. And they gave a name to the kind of system that the cell is — a little bounded system, which can only exist in relation to its environment, but which in itself has sufficient resources to keep regenerating itself. They called this quality autopoiesis. You can look all this up on the internet. It's quite a famous theory.


So they were very interested in little things — I use my own simple language — little things that could maintain themselves, that were composed of smaller things which were not alive, and yet the system itself had something we call life. And they described the life that the cell exhibits, shows, as an emergent property. It emerges from the cell. We can't find it in any part of the cell, but when the whole cell is together, there is something which emerges from it called life. The cell is living.

And that kind of system has been developed and investigated by many scientists and philosophers of science since then: the idea that a system composed of many parts shows a quality or a characteristic that you can't find in any of the parts, and they call it an emergent quality. And Varela and Maturana, in looking at this smallest biological part of life, realised that a cell makes decisions, because the cell functions.

It gets rid of waste materials, it absorbs needed materials from the environment to maintain itself as a living cell. So they suggested that the cell has what they called cognition. Cognition is another name for learning. So the cell has the ability to learn. And so we can say, from a layman's point of view, that the cell has intelligence. And further, they suggested that the intelligence in the cell doesn't come from anywhere. It's not in any of the parts, but it's shown by the whole thing together. So it's an emergent property.


And they suggested that, therefore, life comes from small things that are not alive, which work together as a certain kind of system, which is intelligent. Another way to put it is that life itself has intelligence. So what? We've developed a way of understanding the world which has been based on the idea that thinking is separate from the physical world. And we have always thought of ourselves as having a kind of control centre where we think, our mind, and a body which obeys the control centre. There's lots and lots of writing about this. Some people, some investigators, have called this control centre a Cartesian theatre.

You can read all about this. It's very well known. So we've always separated intelligence from life itself, as if intelligence is a guiding power or force for physical life. And what Maturana and Varela have said — they said it in the 1970s, 1978, I think — is that this way of thinking is no good any more. We have to change the way we think. Life itself is intelligent. Not that life has something intelligent to direct it, but life and intelligence are the same thing. And this also means that our model of ourselves — my mind is here, what I think tells me what to do — no longer works either.


Well, that's a very important discovery. It's not a discovery, actually. It's a new way of thinking, a new paradigm. And it's very interesting if you look at the Buddhist teachings, because the Buddhist teachings have always said that there is only one thing. It's mind and it's body, and it's neither and it's both. And Varela and Maturana, from a physical, biological, scientific perspective, are saying something very, very similar. Of course, many people didn't accept their new way of looking at life. But slowly it's becoming more common as a way of thinking about biological systems.


In the past, people were looking for life inside the mechanism of biological function. And Maturana and Varela have said, life is not in there. That itself is life. The cell itself is life. Now, something interesting that leads on from that is that the little cell, which is living, has direction. It's going to do something. It doesn't just live. It's part of a bigger system. And any living system that is composed of lots of cells is doing something, going somewhere, growing, decaying, multiplying. So the cell, life itself, has some kind of direction.

I don't mean it's going this way or that way, but there is some drive. Now, I'd like to suggest that the drive that is exhibited by the smallest biological system is what we talked about this morning as will to the truth. Life itself has a direction. We don't know what that direction is. It's going somewhere. It's looking for somewhere to go. And that searching, or looking for somewhere to go, is part of the nature of life itself. And so in human beings it manifests itself as a kind of will or curiosity or force.

Just the same as in a plant, it manifests itself as a force and a direction. When the plant grows upwards, it doesn't think which way to go, but it decides which way to go intelligently. You don't see a plant trying to grow through a piece of stone. It will go round it. So those decisions at the lowest biological level are intelligent. So the plant is intelligent. So everything's intelligent. Even the spider is intelligent. So that's one thing I've found quite interesting recently.


This is a new way in which biologists — not only biologists, but in this case it started with biology — are changing the way they look at reality, and the way they're changing matches Buddhism quite nicely, in fact. The theory that came out of Maturana and Varela's investigations is called the Santiago theory of cognition, because they lived in Santiago in Chile. And you can read all about it on the internet easily. Another example of the importance of science is something my teacher was very passionate about, and that is the working of the nervous system in human beings.

A lot of you have heard this before, but he said that when we sit in balance in zazen, we are balancing our autonomic nervous system. The autonomic nervous system has two subsystems, and these two subsystems work against each other. One is called the sympathetic, and the other is called the parasympathetic nervous system. The sympathetic nervous system makes us more aggressive, speeds us up, increases the heart rate: fight and flight. And the parasympathetic nervous system does the opposite: it makes us sleepy, dull, enhances our senses, our taste, digestion.


Boris: Digestion.

Mike: Yeah, this is a known scientific fact, isn't it? Nishijima Roshi, my teacher, saw that. That is related to posture, because all the nerves come from the spinal cord. They all come out through the spine. So with posture, if you lean to one side, you compress all the nerves coming out on this side. If you lean to that side, you compress all the nerves coming out on that side. If you sit in the middle and let your spine lengthen, then the two parts of the nervous system can balance each other out. You're not too aggressive, not too passive, and that's called the state of balance. So he used that.

He was very passionate about it as a scientific explanation to support posture in zazen. And it's not a Buddhist theory; it's a scientific theory and a medical theory. And you can read lots of papers now about the autonomic nervous system and about how imbalance in the autonomic nervous system causes different conditions, stress and so on. And Boris can tell you lots about it. So we should look at science, because the physical world is the other half of the spiritual or mental world. If we only look at the spiritual or mental world, we can only get one point of view.

If we look at the physical and scientific world, we can get another, complementary point of view to understand our minds, what our minds are, what life is, what happiness is, and all the things that were taught by the Buddha. It's interesting — there are lots of good science writers these days who can explain very complicated concepts for ordinary people. You can often read them in the newspaper or in magazines. Read them and see whether they match up with your practice, with your life. It's another viewpoint. Are there any questions?


Participant: Beautiful.

Boris: I can only add what is new in maybe ten, twenty years: it's the microbiome. Microbiome means bacteria that are living with us — four kilos of bacteria in our body. And they look at different kinds. There are thousands of kinds, and the kinds are different in illnesses. If you have an illness of your digestive system, you have some other kinds of bacteria than me, as I'm healthy. And they are looking at the bacteria working in the digestive system, making mediators for the brain. They make serotonin, dopamine and many others. They come through the blood to the brain. The brain is communicating with the bacteria in the stomach or in the intestine.

Mike: It's fantastic. So we're thinking not only here, but here too.

Boris: Yeah, they are looking at how, if you are depressed, you have other kinds of bacteria. There are thousands of kinds of bacteria. You have other kinds of bacteria than me if you have depression, and so on. And now they want to change them. They change the bacteria, they make experiments by changing them. Autofecal therapy, it's only one small point: they take your own faeces, and you…

Mike: And you eat it. Ah!

Boris: You can find doctors now, even here in the Czech Republic or Slovakia.


Mike: When I was in Japan, there was a kind of fad. People got this idea that if you drink your own urine, it has some benefit. And I thought it was horrible, but Yoko, my wife, wanted to try it, so she was doing it. I said, ‘But maybe, you know, it's feeding back.’

Boris: Yeah, but my intuition is that the people before have seen something, but now it's discovered, or they are going to discover it. It's a huge field that scientists are looking at, the microbiome: that we are still in some symbiosis — without these four kilograms… but it's a huge amount, four kilograms. There are more cells than in our body. We have the bacteria and microviruses; we have more…

Mike: More bacteria than cells.

Boris: We have.

Mike: Okay. It's very exciting, isn't it?

Boris: Without these bacteria we would die in maybe a few hours.

Mike: And all these bacteria are intelligent.

Boris: Yes.

Robert: Yeah, very intelligent, because 80 percent of information goes from our body to the brain, but only 20 percent of information goes from the brain to the body. Our bodies tell us what they want.

Mike: Okay. So this is searching for the truth, isn't it? To understand ourselves, it's not only important to understand our spiritual or mental part of ourselves; it's important to understand how we work. And these are very interesting discoveries and understandings. So it's good to keep up to date, to read about them.


Štepán: And the Buddhist… the first part you presented…

Mike: Yes.

Štepán: Because I'm human, maybe I'm prone to believe in fairy tales or religion or something. But compassion, or being able to feel for others, seems to be one of the important things, what makes us, like, super important; otherwise… But in nature, between the species, there is no compassion. I mean, the species kill each other freely, without any consideration, without anything. So what's the origin of compassion?

Boris: I think, like what we talked about, the nature — very often everything just kills. If we are compassionate to nature… Are we compassionate to nature, as human beings?

Participant: Seldom.

Boris: I have a theory that the pandemic situation is making balance. Nature is making balance, because maybe we are hurting nature with our civilisation, and the virus is some kind of nature; it's making safe. We are not in balance on this Earth, I think, the way people live now, with all the crowded streets and people stressed and so on.

Participant: I read quite an interesting book — okay, it was already some years ago — by some British scientist, Lovelock.

Mike: James Lovelock.

Participant: Lovelock, yes.

Mike: Gaia theory.

Participant: Gaia theory. So it's exactly about this: basically the ecosystem on our planet is also a kind of living together. It's also, let's say, a product of the cooperation of its parts. So the fact that this environment is such that we can breathe here, and it's a sort of pleasant place here — it would not be like that if this ecosystem were not as it is. So there is some sort of cooperation.


Štepán: This explanation is…

Boris: …that we have allergic diseases because we are somehow out of nature. And then we are allergic to something that is our home, but we are making our own separate home, and then we are afraid of it, but it's natural. That's the explanation.


Mike: I think maybe, Štepán, your question is about compassion. And there are lots of teachings about how to develop compassion. I think it's a lot of rubbish. I think that all human beings can show compassion. They may not, but they can. It's a possibility. But the compassion that we use — we use the word compassion to describe some kind of empathy between us, and we can't see that between animals. That's because we invented it. It's a product of our emotions. For example, you see that Ladislav has hurt his foot. ‘Oh!’ And then our education and our upbringing make us feel that pain: ‘Oh, Ladislav, that must hurt.’ But actually, the person who's feeling that compassion is feeling more pain than the person who has the injury. And you can often see people who are in hospital, and people say to them, ‘Oh, it must be terrible,’ and they say, ‘Well, it wasn't so bad.’ So there's some kind of human tendency to exaggerate our emotion, and then we call that compassion. I think it's just a human invention, being too sensitive. That's what I think. Animals don't have it. We have it, so we feel pain.

People in Ethiopia are starving. ‘Oh, I must do something.’ Why do I feel pain about people in Ethiopia? It's a human exaggeration of something. I can do nothing except give money. But you don't need to feel compassion to give money. So that's my feeling. And the teachings, which are very widely spread, that we should develop compassion — and I think even some branches of Buddhism have ways of developing compassion — I think it's some kind of waste of time, really. But everybody can show compassion, can show concern, can empathise.


Štepán: Most of what you just said, yes, resonated with me, with my way of thinking: okay, in life there are no rules, right? No right and wrong. Life is… So if there is some other being in space — and there's a good chance; I don't know how big, but there's a good chance there are — if they came to our planet, by the laws of life they would be free to do whatever suits them, without anything. So I don't know if we want to celebrate, or how to say it, talk about these amazing properties of life, or whether it's so brutal, cruel, so inhumane in some ways. You know, it's scary. I don't know.

Mike: We can't make life less scary by feeling compassion. It doesn't change life. Life is scary.

Štepán: Yes.

Mike: Everybody's life is scary, but we hide it.

Štepán: Yeah, our brain hides it, of course.

Mike: We hide it by planning for the future and thinking nice things and so on. But basically we're in the dark, stepping — Dogen says we're on the top of a hundred-foot pole, and we're stepping out into space, stepping off the top of a high pole. That's the human condition. But we cover it up with our stories, our hopes, our dreams, our beliefs.


Štepán: When the Spanish, when the Europeans came to America, they felt they were something big, bigger, special, and they did what they felt like: get the gold, kill whatever stood in the way. And is there something more — not even between different kinds of humans, but maybe between different kinds of life — or is everything just what it is, without any rules? I mean, why are we saying that someone who behaves like a psychopath is evil? I don't know. I'm afraid that what you said, about life emerging from the basic universe and then intelligence emerging from life — it sounds really nice, it's great. Just, if it's true, then there are absolutely zero rules. I don't know.

Mike: Zero goals?

Štepán: Zero… any rules.

Mike: Rules.

Štepán: Yeah, any feeling or any consideration for others is just a kind of accident, just a property of human beings, because it was…

Mike: I was talking about cells.

Štepán: Yeah, yeah.

Mike: So cells have rules. There are rules.

Štepán: Yes.

Mike: The cell obeys certain kinds of fundamental laws. So there are certain fundamental laws which science hopes to discover; it wants to discover all of them.

Štepán: But in the end, the one which replicates wins, right? Or survives. So, survival. Replicate — what replicates means, like?

Mike: Yeah, yeah. So in that area of the physical world, we can say we can't find any morality.

Štepán: Yes.

Mike: Yeah, that's true. We can't find where morality is in there. But in human life, according to Dogen's teachings, morality is in our conduct. So instead of saying that we should make rules about what is right and what is wrong, and that we should think about it and make sure through thinking that we don't do wrong and do right — instead of that, he says that if we balance ourselves, we can do no wrong. We are, in fact, just acting, behaving in the best way we can, in a balanced way.

That's the best thing a human being can do. And so there is a morality, but the morality is in the behaviour itself. Just as I said intelligence is in the cell, morality, according to Dogen, is in our behaviour. Morality is an emergent property of what we do, if you like.


(A recording of Nishijima Roshi from around 1980 to 1985 is played. In it, the young Mike asks questions.)

Question: There are no actions like maybe killing a human being or an animal. This is not bad. Really.

Nishijima: So human beings have the ability to do wrong intentionally. When we are natural, when we are balanced, we can never do anything wrong. But at the same time, human beings have an excellent ability to do wrong. This is the situation. And also we don't do right things. And when we are conscious that we have done good, it is a tainted situation.

Mike: Tainted.

Nishijima: Therefore, to do right is also impossible for us. We are doing our conduct in day-to-day life, and that conduct is not right or wrong. But many people think that this is right and this is wrong, and that distinguishing attitude is denied in Buddhism. In our day-to-day life, we are doing something which cannot be called right or wrong.

Mike: There is some problem with the explanation, I suppose, because when you tell us that we shouldn't worry about right or wrong — you can't. It's impossible to stop discriminating. I can say that what you tell me is right. So what is the essential fact? Is it not to worry? Is that the essential fact, or is it the content of right or the content of wrong?

Nishijima: Are they facts in your brain?

Mike: Facts in your brain.

Nishijima: Yes.

Mike: It's in my brain, yes. So I can't ignore it.

Nishijima: But images in your brain are different from the real world. Many people do not recognise this fact, and images in our brain are something real. But this is a wrong understanding. And in this chapter, Master Dogen explained the difference between images in our brains and real facts.

Mike: Yes, I suppose in many situations we can never know whether what we do is right or wrong, because we can't see the whole situation. But I'm puzzled why, after the sentence ‘Don't do wrong, do right’ — ‘Don't do wrong’ is an instruction.

Nishijima: Yes, it is an explanation of words. In reality, there are facts, and there is no right and wrong. But in our brain we have criteria of right and wrong. So we can think not to do wrong, or to do right.

Mike: So does Buddhism recommend that we think not to do wrong and that we think to do right?

Nishijima: We should recognise the real situation, which is different from the images in our brains.

Question: What should we do with the images in our brains?

(The recording stops.)


Mike: See, that's my teacher, in 1980, 1985 or something.

Boris: Who was the other guy, and the lady?

Mike: The lady — she's called Yoko — not my wife Yoko — a Japanese woman. And the man was me.

Participant: The man was you?

Mike: Yeah.

Participant: Different.

Boris: No, not only the face.

Mike: It's just that his voice is from forty years ago.

Participant: I don't recognise his face.

Mike: A long time ago.

Participant: Forty years ago.

Mike: Yeah.


Participant: It's amazing to see how you're walking in the steps of your teacher, repeating the same tradition.

Mike: Yes, yes. I'm not teaching my own ideas. I'm teaching what I learned. But of course I teach them in my own words. His way of speaking is very different and very powerful. So human beings in the balanced state can never do wrong. Very loud and direct. So anyway, we don't need to try to be compassionate. We just need to be balanced. And if we're balanced, if we practise balance, then we are behaving in the best way we can as human beings. It's not perfect.

So anything like these qualities — compassion or loving kindness or merit — according to my teacher's tradition from Dogen, are kind of extras. They're things we put onto life, but life itself doesn't contain those things. There's no real thing called compassion. But there's an emotional state where we feel somebody else's pain. And when we feel somebody else's pain and we do something, we say it's compassionate. So that's the way we are, so we do it. But animals don't have the ability to add things on. They just act, without any human morality. Animals have their own morality.

But they don't just go around killing each other. They satisfy their needs.


Participant: Surely, regarding compassion, I think according to the theory of evolution humans developed compassion because it was a useful strategy to cooperate. So the compassionate people cooperated better and also killed other humans who were less compassionate. So the humans who lived after many generations shared this feature which we call compassion, because they killed other humans who were less compassionate.

Štepán: I'm aware of this. Yeah, this evolutionary theory of compassion, absolutely. And this evolutionary theory of why we have this projection of every person around us: we run this constant simulation, and absolutely, it's one of the biggest evolutionary…

Participant: So it's a little bit ironic, because we value it — like, yeah, we are compassionate, but actually…


Štepán: But the little child inside me, who would like to believe in nice stories, would like to know: if there is some other intelligence in the universe, would there be any possibility of contact which is not just utilitarian — just eat them all if it suits us, or just for fun, or whatever suits us? But maybe it's a philosophical question, so…

Mike: The important thing is not what we think might happen, but what we actually do when it happens. And we don't know what we do until it happens. We never know what we will do until something happens. A good example is soldiers who go to war. It's been impossible to predict whether somebody is going to be brave or frightened or show special qualities or not until the real situation happens. And in the same way, this is true in normal life. When we do something, we show ourselves. So if we practise balance, then we show ourselves in a balanced way.

And that's our conduct, and it's also our morality. It's there.

Participant: So basically you are teaching us, spending time teaching us, because it is the most balancing thing for you at the moment.

Mike: Yeah. Because I'm explaining to myself. So after I go home, I will think, ‘Oh, okay, I understand.’ Because where are my words coming from? They're coming from a place I can't get at until I speak. This is why, for instance, therapy is so helpful to people. In therapy, people speak about things which have been unformed inside them. And they express them in words, and they hear themselves say the words. Well, this is therapy for me. I'm expressing unformed things, and I'm hearing myself say them. Thank you very much for listening. And if you speak, you will hear yourself.
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  What the talk says (short overview)

  
Asked how not to feel special about practice, Mike says that it is important not to make it special: the real rituals are getting up in the morning, washing your face, cleaning your teeth and going to work, and the most important thing is to practise balance every day, if only for ten minutes. For him the way not to make practice special is to sit every day, also when you are tired or sleepy or the children are making a noise, and over many years this practice steers our life in ways we probably do not notice.

When Tibetan Buddhism and Zen came to the West, he says, people started treating them as a new, unusual practice with special clothes, ceremonies and groups, but the original Buddha was teaching how to live, not ritual, so his answer to the question how to make Buddhism part of one's life is to leave the group and just live. Groups are not important either: there is a nice atmosphere whenever people do something together, and Mike calls the advice that a big group in France used to give, not to practise at home, complete rubbish. Making things special, he says, produces special people, a hierarchy with the guru at the top and what he calls delusion, as with the teachers on the internet who encourage you to think they are special. He likes Pavel's remark from some years ago that Dogen Sangha exists only when we come together, and he prefers not to have an organisation. Answering Boris's questions about levels of consciousness and bodhisattvas, Mike says that we love giving names to things and making models, then believe the words and the model and forget the reality, and that over 2,000 years teachings which were realistic and straightforward slowly changed as they were passed on. Dogen, he says, taught that there is only one Buddhism, meaning not that everything people do is the same but that every teaching must be trying to teach the same thing.

In a discussion of faith and doubt, Pavel says that for him faith is trust and doubt is curiosity, and that it is very important to find the meaning of a word or concept in your own experience; later Mike takes this up, saying that when we hear concepts we need to investigate what they really mean for me, and that Dogen always writes, Study in experience. People can only teach what they know, Mike says, so somebody who teaches that zazen is some special state does not know what zazen is. Asked whether balance manifests outside the sitting, he says that it is a habit but also changes our physiology, so after three and a half days of sitting the body is more stable, and that over years of practice very subtle decisions about what we do, where we live and who we are with steer our life. He cannot say scientifically that it is true, but he thinks that zazen may be why his life has taken him to giving talks on Dogen in the Czech Republic. So it is not necessary to evaluate our life: we can affirm what we do and say that we did our best, which, he tells a participant, is not the same as the borderline psychopath the participant once worked with being sure of everything he did. Finally Mike says that we never know when we are selfish and when we are selfless, and that the social idea that we should not care about ourselves is stupid: if we balance ourselves, we do not need to worry.






Complete English transcript


Editorial note: This transcript of a spoken talk has been lightly edited to read well as written text, keeping the speaker’s voice and meaning; the wording was adjusted with great care. We recommend listening to the original audio recording too.

I don't have any subject, so it's up to you. Malý český rybníček.

Pavel: Malý český rybníček.

Mike: Say again.

Pavel: Malý český rybníček.

Mike: Malý český rybníček. It's up to you. We can talk about anything. Who's going to be brave enough to risk being—

Boris: Ask the question.

Mike: Yes, to risk being thought stupid by everybody.

Boris: Exactly, yeah.

Mike: Yes. Communism went in 1993. You can free yourselves now. You can speak up, I won't tell anybody. (laughs)

Participant: They will come to arrest me.

Boris: Maybe we speak out, so everyone will know what we are saying.

Participant: I'm not sure.

Mike: Not this one. No.


Question: So, Mike, how not to feel special about what we do? Because the constant thing—

Mike: Say again? How…?

Question: Not to feel, like, special about what we do? I mean, from my experience, the constant thing is how I screw these things up: okay, I do, I sit, I sit zazen, right? And then I'm just screaming at myself, Stop sit zazen, or, you know, thinking about Buddhism, but, well... It doesn't, you know, it doesn't smell right.

Mike: Do you think about Buddhism a lot?

Question: No, but I think it prevents me from really getting it in life, when I started thinking about Buddhism, or…

Mike: Yeah, yeah, it's a problem.

Question: Thinking it's special, like Buddhism or sitting or whatever, or these kinds of people or anything. How do I avoid this?

Mike: I understand.

Participant: I don't understand. Can you clarify how special? Special in comparison to what? To whom?

Question: I mean, life sometimes feels messy and unorganised and unsatisfactory, so I get this fuzzy feeling: okay, I sit here, or I read this Buddhist book, or I met with these nice people, and, you know, it's kind of

Participant: special compared to people who…

Question: To just daily life, I don't know.

Mike: It's a problem because what's happened, certainly with Tibetan Buddhism and Zen, is that it came to the West, which is a different culture, and people started doing it as some kind of new, unusual practice, and often with different clothes, like this, you know. This is like a medieval Chinese man. But he's only a medieval Slovakian man, actually.

Boris: A great Chinese master… I forgot the name. That's the reason.

Mike: Yeah. And people think it's something special. And so they go into a group, and they do these ceremonies, and they like the ceremonies, like chanting, bowing, putting incense, all these things; you know, we chant before meals. So people get the feeling, oh, you know, it's good, it makes me feel calm. I have a friend, a colleague, Gabriele, some of you have met her, and she has a dojo in Dresden.


And she made her dojo like a little Japanese place, and people go in there, German people, who like something very ordered, with lots of rules and things. I hate it, because if you want ritual, I'll tell you what the real rituals are: getting up in the morning, making your bed, washing your face, cleaning your teeth, having breakfast, going to work. These are rituals. And if we join a group and make all the rituals inside this box, which is special, then people say, How can I make Buddhism part of my life? Well, the answer is: leave the group, throw it away, and just live. What the original Buddha taught had nothing to do with these ceremonies and these groups. He wasn't teaching about ritual. He was teaching how to live. He found through his own experience how to live, and he told other people. And people were interested because he saw things from outside society, because he lived with the yogins, and he noticed how society imprisons us, and so on. Anyway, I think it's important for me not to make something special.

The reason we chant before meals is mainly that when I came back from Japan, when we had a sesshin, it was natural to me. I'd been doing it, so I carried on doing it, and everybody else carried on doing it. But if people don't like it or want to stop, fine. It's not important in that sense. And, you know, we have little bells, and they're not really important. The most important thing is to practise balance every day. If only for ten minutes, or half an hour, if you can manage it. That's the most important thing. The rest is not important.

Even groups are not important. The big group in France was started by a Japanese monk called Deshimaru, and I think Kaisen was somehow connected, and a lot of teachers in Europe have come from there. I don't know if they say it now, but they used to say, Oh, better not to sit at home, sit at the dojo. You have to come to the group to sit, because when you sit together, it's special. It's not, it's not. When you do anything with a group of people, there's a nice atmosphere together. Whether it's going for a walk, singing, going to church, there's an atmosphere.


So, of course, when we sit together, there's a nice atmosphere. But the most important thing is to practise every day. So when they say to their students, Don't practise at home, you might have a psychotic episode or something, it's complete rubbish. So it's up to you not to make it special. I try not to make it special, because I don't feel special. And I think that, unfortunately, in the 2,000 years since Gautama Buddha's original teachings, there has been a lot of transmitting, passing on the teachings. And of course, like everything, it's been passed on in different ways.

Maybe some people didn't understand what he was teaching, but they liked the way he did things. And so down the years, some groups who are practising the teachings think that ritual has something sacred in it. Yes, it does. Cleaning your teeth has something sacred in it. Going to the toilet has something sacred in it. So what people think is important about ritual is present in our normal life. We just don't notice it. If you go every week to a special Japanese-style room and you do these special rituals and you think, Ah yes, you are missing the point.


What is better is to make your own life like that, to some extent. You don't have to exaggerate. You don't have to clean your teeth like this. But, you know, when you're eating, eat properly. We eat together down here and we don't talk very much. Well, actually, it's quite healthy not to talk too much when you're eating, because it helps your digestion. So all these things are there in normal life. There isn't anything special, but people have made, typically human beings make things special.

And then from that special state, they have special people, and then there are more special people, and then you have a hierarchy, and up here is the guru. You know, and he's special, super special. And then at the bottom are people who say, Oh, I'm not special. I'm just an ordinary person, but my guru is special. And that's, you know, that's the end of everything, really. If you get into that kind of situation, good luck. That's called delusion. And it happens all the time. There are all these people on the internet, on YouTube, who present themselves as great teachers. And they encourage you to think they're special.

They have a special state or a special life. Well, to me, that's not helpful, because we think, That person's special. I'm not special. I want to be like them. And I might have to pay money, but it's okay. And the special person becomes more special, like Osho, and, you know, hundreds of examples. So there's nothing special. So don't make it special. And the way not to make it special is to sit every day. Don't just sit twice a year. If you sit every day, it's not anything special. You sit when you're tired, when you're sleepy.


You sit and you have to get up to go to the toilet because you forgot to go. You sit and your children are making a noise. You do the best you can. There's no perfection anywhere. So don't let people put the teachings in a box, because that's what they want to do, and they've been very successful. So we meet together as a group, and we've got a name, Dogen Sangha, because sangha means a group, and Dogen is where our teachings came from. But Pavel said some years ago, It doesn't exist.

When we come together, Dogen Sangha exists, and we go home and it doesn't exist anymore. I like that a lot. So for me, it's better not to have an organisation. That's my personal preference. But part of that is because I want to avoid making something special.

Boris: In the first talk, you mentioned when the Buddha went to the forest, to the ascetics, to attain some special state. And then you described some ninth, eighth level of consciousness and so on.

Mike: Well, that's what I read, yeah.

Boris: Where do these theories come from? From Hinduism, or

Mike: From the yogic tradition, I think.

Boris: Okay.

Mike: I think, I don't... Maybe somebody, maybe you know.

Participant: I think so, because before the Buddha's enlightenment, there wasn't anything in India; the mainstream was Hinduism, yoga.

Boris: Maybe you could find some Buddhist books, I think. I'm not sure about these states or something like that.

Mike: Well, yeah.

Boris: But this is also rubbish. It has nothing to do with Buddhism or with the Buddha's teaching.

Mike: Well, he quit. He gave up. That's the important thing. I don't know whether he was thinking, Oh, that was a good experience. I enjoyed those eight years, but now I want to do something new. But from the story that we have, it seems like he must have thought, This is not what I'm looking for. I give up. But it's only a guess. I didn't have the opportunity to talk to him.


Boris: And all these bodhisattvas and many of these things, where do they come from? Are they Buddhist?

Mike: Yes. No, I think after the Buddha died...

Boris: Christians also have it like that: first you are a bodhisattva and afterwards you are a monk, and something like that.

Mike: Well, yeah, you can see some kind of sense, some kind of value in it. They were trying to describe what happens to people when they joined one of these groups in ancient India. For instance, there seem to be people who come to the Buddhist teachings because they've been reading and thinking, What's my life? and they're interested in religion and so on. So in their mind they've had lots of questions, and they come to the Buddhist teachings to find the answers. That's one kind of person. Another kind of person, like me, came because of something physical.

You know, in my mountaineering, I noticed a nice state or situation, and it's almost like by accident I met this little guy in Japan, but what he said matched what I experienced. But I wasn't thinking about Buddhism. I wasn't looking for the Buddhist teachings. I didn't read any Buddhist books. So there's a kind of physical way. There's a kind of intellectual way and a physical way, and then there are people who are mixed between the two. So they wanted to give names to these.


We love giving names to things. So somebody who's kind of mixed and in daily life, we'll call them a bodhisattva, and somebody who's coming just from the intellectual, we'll call them a shravaka, and so on. And so all these words build up, and then people believe the words.

We love to make models, and when we make the model, we believe the model and we forget the reality. In science, in religion, in everything, our brains are so powerful. So slowly, and 2,000 years is a long time, slowly, slowly, all this built up around teachings which were realistic and straightforward. And, you know, people did their best. So, you know, last week I went to that peak with that guy from the north of India, and he was talking about reality and practising dhyāna.

I can't remember what he said, but I write it down, and then he writes it down and passes it on to somebody else, and somebody else, and slowly it changes. And so we have the huge invention of Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism, Zen Buddhism, and the other ones, whose names I've forgotten. Theravada Buddhism, the other one?

Participant: Yogacara.

Mike: Yogacara Buddhism.

Participant: Madhyamaka.

Mike: Yeah. Dogen, who's the guy I know most about, said there's only one. So he was very generous. He said that all these are the same. Actually, he didn't mean that everything that people are doing is the same. He meant that because there's only one teaching, they must all be making their effort to teach the same thing, because it came from the same person. But in fact, what the teachings have turned out to be sometimes sounds very different. But there must be something in common. So that's what Dogen said in the 13th century. But of course—


Boris: Where is it? In Shobogenzo?

Mike: In Shobogenzo, yeah.

Boris: Dogen said that every teaching of Buddhism has something...

Mike: No, no, he said there's only one Buddhism. So if you say there's only... So he describes... Of course he lived in Japan, so he didn't know about all the Indian or South Asian teachings. But he said there are many sects, Zen sects in Japan, the Obaku sect, the Rinzai, blah blah blah blah. But he said there's only one Buddhism. So from that, you have to understand what he was trying to say. He wasn't saying, There's only what I'm saying. He was saying there's only one teaching, but it has come into different places.

Participant: It's interesting. Dhammadipa says there is only one Buddhism.

Mike: Yeah. Well, as long as it's not only his, I agree. I only talked to him for half an hour, and I felt that he thinks it's only his, because he talked to me about faith. He said faith is very important.

Boris: Faith?

Mike: Faith. Faith. Belief. And I said to him, What about doubt? And then he gave me a lecture about Zen doubt. So I thought, okay, so the truth comes from Dhammadipa.

Boris: Zen doubt? But what is this?

Mike: Zen doubt. Doubt in Zen. I don't know. You have to ask Dhammadipa.

Boris: I doubt it.


Pavel: Well, I think it's quite an interesting question, faith and doubt in Zen.

Mike: It is. Yes.

Boris: Can you explain?

Pavel: Well, you should create it for yourself, for example. But anyway, you have to have faith, because otherwise you wouldn't sit on your buttocks.

Boris: No, please, can you tell me your experience with doubt in Zen?

Pavel: That's what I'm talking about now. Sorry. You have to have quite strong faith to go to the meditation room and sit on your buttocks for five hours a day, in zazen or in the method or in the teaching.

Boris: Faith?

Pavel: Faith, víra.

Boris: I don't have faith in this.

Pavel: You do, otherwise you wouldn't be here.

Boris: No, it's not faith.

Pavel: What is it?

Boris: Experience.

Mike: Okay. So maybe usually we use faith to mean some mental belief. But Pavel's meaning is something which is not only mental. So in our body, through our experience, we rely on something.

Pavel: Trust, trust, trust is the right…

Boris: Okay, trust is better.

Mike: Trust. Okay, trust, yeah.

Pavel: But it's a synonym. Faith, trust is a synonym in this.

Boris: For me, trust is something completely different from faith, but okay.

Participant: It's a radical difference. Definitely.

Participant: That's good.

Participant: Yeah, it is.

Pavel: But I would also say doubt may be a misleading word. So, for example, when I think about it, instead of doubt I usually use a kind of curiosity, constant curiosity about things.

Boris: Curiosity. Okay.

Pavel: Curiosity.

Boris: ‘Zvídavost’, in Czech.

Robert: ‘Zvídavost’, that's good.

Pavel: I think it's very important, when I read a word in the translation or the Shobogenzo or whatever, to find the meaning of this word or concept or whatever in your own experience, in your own life. So you may read faith and doubt, but what does it actually mean for me, in my life, in my experience? For me it's trust and curiosity. It resonates much more with me, for example. But Dogen is writing about this faith and doubt.

Mike: Yes, yes, but I can't tell you where. My memory is not good enough.


Participant: Yeah, but it's definitely true that Dogen mentions arhats. There is a chapter called Arhat. So he must have known about Theravada practice, and, as far as I understand the chapter, he shows respect for the people who practise, and he calls them Buddhists, not that they are wrong. So I think he showed respect for that practice even in a different style. But he says it's Buddhism. And another thing is, he says Zen is nonsense. Zen is some kind of invention and it's nonsense. So he didn't respect the category Zen. He says in Bendowa, I think, there is no Zen.

Mike: Yeah, go on.

Participant: So he always tries to explain what the Buddhist teaching is, what Buddhist practice is, no matter whether you're in India or Mongolia: what is Buddhist?

Mike: One thing I think is quite helpful, it's very helpful to me. It came from my study of the Shobogenzo with Nishijima, but I can't tell you how it came. It's an emergent property. People can only teach what they know. So if somebody's teaching something, and I think, hmm, I think to myself, that's what they can teach because that's what they know. For instance, if somebody's teaching that zazen is some special state, it's because they don't know what zazen is.

If you don't know what it is, you can't teach what it is. So, you know, everybody does their best. They teach as they understand, and we can't teach more than we understand.


Pavel: Maybe also the problem is that there is an old Indian proverb regarding the teachings. It says: It's so simple, you wouldn't believe it. It's so close, you can't see it. So it's so vague, or fine, subtle.

Mike: Subtle.

Pavel: You have to experience it, and if you experience it, then it's very difficult to put it into concepts and talk about it, actually.

Mike: Yes, yes.

Pavel: So that's why people are quite often misled, and they think that, for example, rituals, clothes, or whatever is the teaching.

Mike: Yeah. But if they had a teacher who knew that they weren't, then they could understand that they weren't. So Dogen says, Look for a good teacher. If you can't find a good teacher, better to have none.

Participant: It's still, you know, the Life of Brian, the comedy.

Mike: Life of Brian.

Participant: Yeah, yeah. He shouted, You have to think for yourselves, and everybody says, We have to think.

Mike: You know, it's very subtle. I had an email just yesterday from somebody who wants to meet me, and they wrote, I am looking for myself stroke God stroke it, right? I don't know who this person is. I haven't met them yet, but, I'm looking for myself. I thought, I'm looking for myself? Well, you're living with yourself. You're always with yourself. You're looking for another self, which is different to the self you are. That's what we do. Because the self we are is always with us. We know ourselves, we just sometimes don't like ourselves. We want a better self.


But it's interesting what you say about subtle. I was weeding in the garden this morning, and I was looking for nettles. And weirdly, there are all these flowers and green, and there's a nettle here. And then I'm looking around, and I can't see any more nettles. Then I go and I come back, oh, there's one there. I missed it. How did I not see that? So I spent the whole of the samu looking for nettles, and it's as if they could hide themselves from me.

They were right in front of me, but they were hiding themselves from me. And I had to keep looking backwards and forwards until I could say, Ah, there's another one there. Looking for yourself.

Participant: Anyway, you are talking about our experience. My experience is with Kaisen, the Kaisen group: he taught me, he showed me zazen for the first time. And for me it's still precious, because I met him with zazen.

Mike: Precious, precious.

Participant: Precious. And that's all. Afterwards I didn't look at these comedies, didn't play, maybe not so good, but anyway.

Mike: You got something, something valuable.

Participant: For a long time it was sitting in the group, or not making… except the big gossip. It was a very nice time, coming to retreats, and he was my teacher, you know, still.

Mike: Okay.


In the Shobogenzo, Dogen's writings in the 13th century, which I helped to translate and publish, you can see, if you read it — of course there's no Czech version, so it's quite a difficult task to read it, the way I can read it in English. But if you read through, slowly you can see Dogen is always taking the traditional understanding in Buddhism, taking it apart and reinterpreting it in a very different way. That's what he does throughout the Shobogenzo. But he never says, That understanding is wrong; this is the correct understanding. He does it in a different way.

He says, well, for instance, there are the three poisons, there are the four this, there are the sixteen that. But if you sit in zazen, you're there already. So in another way, he's saying that the Hinayana Buddhist analysis of all the different stages is not necessary. But he doesn't actually say that. He's kinder than that. He's more generous. He's not so generous to people if he knows of a teacher whose teachings are not... He doesn't think they're very good. He says so in very strong terms.

Participant: Wasn't Dogen also promoting, you know, this monastic life, this living together, like in some monastery, practising together, the ango, this, you know, like... This is one thing I'm not doing, right?

Mike: Well, times are different. He said that we need to leave family life. Well, in the 13th century, if you wanted to practise zazen and pursue the truth, you couldn't do it at home. There was no time. You were in the field growing food. So in his time, it was necessary to leave physically. But we don't need to do that. If we wish, we can go and live alone.

I think the Jewish tradition has also got these people, usually men in the community, who want to study the Jewish teachings and are supported by all the other members of the community, and they can become special, rabbis. So it's practical. It's been a practical development. But the time is different now. We can actually take four days away from our jobs, because our jobs are not growing food so that we can eat it. Our jobs are making computer programs or doing accounts or inventing cars or something. But in the 13th century, people's work was to support their life in a very immediate way.

So we're fortunate. But, you know, if you want to leave and join a community away from life, then it's possible.


Participant: As far as I remember, Dogen also mentioned and praised some…

Participant: Lay people, ministers who practised zazen.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: He mentions a minister who practised diligently and was a buddha, so he had lots of respect for lay people.

Mike: Yes.

Participant: Yeah, yeah, in Bendowa he praises… everybody.

Participant: And I'm not sure whether the chapters in Shobogenzo were maybe written for lay people.

Mike: Some of them, yes. At least one was written for a specific person.

Participant: And some lay people visited him regularly, or he visited them, so he was their teacher.

Mike: You know, it's a long time ago, the 13th century. But, as Pavel said, when we hear concepts, we need to investigate: what does that really mean for me? If you don't investigate what it really means for me, for me, then it's just an idea, so you're getting knowledge. So Dogen always writes, Study in experience. Go away and study this in experience. Find out what it means for you in your life. It's not just knowledge I'm talking about. It's something real. So go and make it real. Yeah, that's very important. Otherwise we're just trying to understand something theoretical.


Question: I just want to ask: you were talking about balance, the balance when you sit in the room. So does it manifest outside the sitting as well, you know, after many years? Is there a reference?

Participant: Because it's a kind of skill or habit that you develop, isn't it?

Mike: Yes, as it's a habit, but also it changes your physiology. So, for instance, when we go home this afternoon, the fact that you've sat for three and a half days means your body will have adjusted itself. So the endocrine levels and the nervous system's functioning will all be more balanced. Not undisturbed. Normally our nervous system is going from one side to the other, more aggressive, more passive. We eat and feel sleepy and sit down and read a book, and then we go out to work and get stressed. So, you know, our nervous system is going up and down.

But after three and a half days of sitting, your body has stabilised, and it will continue in a stable state until life pulls us back into society. So slowly we lose that, but it stays with us. My teacher used to say that if you practise every day, it's like ringing a bell. Dong, dong.

So it's a physical change. It's a physical balance which stays with us. And if we practise for many years, we make very subtle decisions about what we're doing and where we're living and who we're with, which we probably don't notice. But over many years, that steers, directs our life. So after 20, 30, 40 years, there is some effect.


For instance, if you practise zazen every day, you might like going to the pub and drinking lots of beer, and then you practise zazen every day, and still you drink beer, and you practise zazen every day, and still you drink beer. But after two or three years, you think, Maybe I won't go for a drink. I won't drink today. And so very slowly, very slowly, your drinking goes down like this. And it changes your life, but you can't even notice it. So, you know, why am I here in the Czech Republic giving talks on Dogen? How did I get here?

Participant: I have the idea you came to the pub and you woke up in this strange country.

Mike: Well, you know, since I was 30 years old in Japan and met this little guy, and he told me to sit, and I sat every day, and I think, without me knowing it, my life changed. Without me knowing it. I didn't think, Okay, now I want to do that, now I want to do that. Without planning it consciously, it has taken me where I am. So, to me, that may be due to zazen. I can't say scientifically that the hypothesis is true, but it may be.

Participant: Because you don't know how your life would have unfolded if you didn't...

Mike: Yes. Yes. Even sometimes when it feels like it's going in the wrong direction. If I look back at my life, at times when I thought it was going in the wrong direction, well, was it wrong? Well, I'm here. So if it was wrong, how did I get here? So it's not necessary to evaluate. Just follow where you're going. Follow your life. Don't follow your mind, because your life is living you, whether you like it or not. Yesterday I talked about affirming, affirmation. So we can affirm everything we do.


If we practise balance, we can affirm that: okay, I don't know where my life is going. It seems to be a bit disturbed at the moment, but, you know, it may be okay. So this is where I'm going. I'm going there. So to affirm what you're doing is helpful. I mean, there's no point in criticising: Oh, I did that wrong. I'm a Buddhist and I gave a talk and it was horrible.

You know, I should have prepared before I gave the talk, and Ladislav's recorded it, and, you know, it's pointless. But I did my best. That's it. So affirm what you do. And then, when you're lying in bed at night, you can regret everything; it's kind of a hobby to lie in bed in the middle of the night. (laughs)

Boris: Like a hobby.

Mike: Yeah. And then we wake up in the morning, we get up, and then, oh, okay, I'm here again.

Participant: That is one subtle thing. I once worked with a colleague, and I was like a professional, but he was, in my opinion, like a borderline psychopath. And he was very sure about everything he did, and he was very powerful in what he was doing. He was able to steer the whole group and the people around. I definitely don't want to be like him somehow. But he was in some way affirming everything he did. He did it with all his...

Mike: Yeah, but I'm talking about you. I'm not talking about the psychopath that you met in the past. I'm talking about you. So if you affirm your life, it's not the same as him affirming his life at all. It's just that he was sure of what he was doing. I don't mean to be sure. It's not being sure I'm never wrong, but just saying, okay, that's the best. I did my best.


Boris: Our prime minister before, Matovič, was like that.

Participant: Yes, like the psychopath. Yes, yes.

Boris: Nobody tells him. Okay, somebody maybe tells him, but he's still going.

Mike: Okay, he's gone. Has he gone?

Boris: Gone? No, now he's finance minister.

Participant: Finance minister. It's the same.

Boris: Nobody tells him, ‘You should go,’ but ‘don't go.’ They only change.

Mike: Yeah, that's politics. Politics is a kind of sport. Competition, power, winning, winning.

Boris: Exactly. He's a psychopath, but he was a psychopath before also. I don't know why people voted for him.

Mike: Yeah, because in democracy, the most important rule of democracy is: don't ask all the people.


Participant: Okay. You know, when he says affirming, it rings something, but sometimes, as Pavel said, it's this thing which is so hard to really grasp. When you say it, in my mind it's, ‘Oh, this is this nice happy idea, like from the master,’ but it's so hard to grasp. I just feel there is some line between... I don't know. It's just hard to grasp. It's not like...

Mike: Well, don't grasp it. It's okay. You know, it's only a tool.

Participant: I just really don't want to be a prick, you know, a dick, like being the...

Mike: You're not a dick.

Participant: It's like this mystery between, you know, being selfish, but sometimes you have to be selfish, and I can't put it in nice words, but there is some mystery or something. Well, I guess I need to sit on it.

Mike: Well, we never know when we're selfish and when we're selfless. So don't worry about it. Just be honest and practise balance, and then just do what you do, whether it's selfish or selfless. We can never know. The idea in normal society is that you shouldn't be selfish, you should be altruistic, which is the English word for the opposite, selfless. So you should help other people and not care about yourself. That's stupid. How can you help other people if you don't care about yourself? How can you love others if you don't love yourself? So again, it's a balance. If you balance yourself, then you don't need to worry.

You've done the balance bit, and you can do what you have to do and not worry if it's selfish or selfless. It's okay. It's only what society has exaggerated. You know, we've invented this way of living together and all these beliefs and concepts, some of which are a bit crazy when we look at them. You shouldn't do anything for yourself. You should only do things for other people.

You know, die for your country, and that's the ultimate. And then when soldiers go and die, get killed, or kill other soldiers and then get killed, people say, He was a wonderful person. He died for his country. That's a wonderful sacrifice. What he did was go and kill some other people and get killed himself. This is a great sacrifice and blah, blah, blah. It's not true, really, is it? It's time to stop.

Pavel: Yeah.

Mike: So thank you very much for listening to me.

Pavel: Thank you.
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