		

Notes from 'Opening the Hand of Thought; Approach to Zen', and 'Refining Your Life', by Kosho Uchiyama Roshi.


The true depth of the East isn't a denial of human reason.  It's not some kind of depth within the fog of anti-intellectual unlimitedness and nondefinition.  
The unlimited of the East must still exist even after all the anti-intellectual haze is cleared away by the light of reason.  

The depth of the unlimited is beyond the reach of any kind of reasoning.  It's like a sky without clouds or mist.  The clear depth of the universe is the unlimited discovered by the ancient Orientals.  It must never become a mysticism based on some kind of anti-intellectualism.  It must be a true depth that emerges only after the intellect itself can be sufficiently convinced that the unlimited transcends that intellect.


  That which precedes any processing by thought-
  The very quick of life- that is jiko (Self).


Since nothing is substantial by itself just as it is- there is nothing to hold onto- shoho muga means to let go of all that comes into one's head.

The expression 'letting to of whatever arises' is my own way of expressing the idea of ku, or emptiness.

...to realize that all of the thoughts and feelings that arise in my head simply arise by chance, the conclusion we derive is to let go of all that comes up in our head.  That is what we are doing when we sit zazen.

When we let go of all our thoughts and notions about things, everything becomes really true.

Don't assume that things being just as they are, what I've been calling 'the present reality of life' is some fixed entity.  It simply is not something that can be grasped or understood through reason or intellect.  We let go, and that, as it is, is the reality of life


What is important is right now.

We have to vivify our past experiences and face toward the future all within the present.

Doing exactly that is called genjo koan, the koan, or life of being and becoming.  Genjo is the present becoming the present.

That life which runs through everything in the universe is me.

'The self that extends through everything in the universe' is what I'm referring to when I say Self, or true Self.



As Buddhists, this is our vow, or the direction we face.  We vow to save all sentient beings so that this self may become even more itself.  This is our life direction.

Dogen Zenji's expression roshin, parental mind or attitude came out of this.  My way of expressing this is 'everything I encounter is my life.'


The most essential point in carrying on our practice is to wake up this self inclusive of everything.


To the extent that we live in the world of letting to of all our own puny ideas, we live in the middle of enlightenment. As soon as we let go of our own insignificant ideas, we begin to see that it is so.

We are always living out the reality of life.  However, as soon as we start thinking and calculating about things, we become, in a sense, suspended from reality.  That is, human beings are capable of thinking about things that aren't real.  That is why I say that to realize the extent of our enlightenment is to see that proportionately we aren't very enlightened.  We have to be able to see that clearly.

We just continue to practice, aiming to live a true way of life as best we can, neither worrying nor gauging what we are doing.


My late teacher Kodo Sawaki Roshi used to say, 'Zazen is the self doing itself by itself.'

(footnote: Dogen Zenji's jijyu zanmai might also be translated as 'Zazen is the self making the self into the self.') (the present becoming the present)


To rely on others is to be unstable.

People conceive of 'I' as something defined in opposition to other people and things.  

Yet, if we think that this is our 'self', and if we live only by balancing this 'self', comparing this 'self' with other people and things, then I would have to say that we have lost sight of our self as the reality of life.

I wonder if most people ever ask the questions 'What is the self that is the reality of life?' and 'What is the naked self?'

We find true peace when we live our the reality of the life of the self


The foundations of Buddhism is that of the reality of life prior to all definitions.


Zazen is the practice of living out the reality of life just as it is.


Actually, we are always living out the reality of our own lives, although it sometimes happens that we lose sight of this reality, getting caught up in fantasies of the past or in our relationships with others, and ending up being dragged around by those fantasies and by our comparisons of ourselves with others.


As long as memories, fantasies, myths, history, -isms, and ways of thought are produced by human life, we can never say they are meaningless.  However, these are not the raw (alive right now) life-experience itself; rather they have a conceptual existence that is fixed within our thoughts.

At times, we plunge our heads too far into memories and fantasies, or myths and history, or religious dogma and formalized -isms.  When we admire these, believe in them blindly, and become frenzied and fanatical, we activate this fixed and conceptual existence.  We totally confuse this kind of conceptual existence with the raw life-experience of the present and end up being dragged around by it.  We do things that only stifle raw life.  This is happening all the time.

We have to conclude that the important thing is to really practice, aiming at living out the reality of life.


The zazen posture is a marvelous posture because it is the best one for throwing out our petty human thoughts.

(footnote: The area about two inches below the navel is called the tanden.  If you are maintaining the correct zazen posture, the center of gravity of your body and mind will naturally fall to the tanden.  In regulating the breath, the center of gravity should fall to the tanden by means of maintaining the correct posture.  Other than that, just breathe naturally.)


Precisely because blood circulates downward from the head, congestion is alleviated, excitability is lessened, and we no longer need chase after fantasies and delusions.  Therefore, doing correct zazen means taking the correct posture and entrusting everything to it. 


While we are in the zazen position, if we continue our thoughts, then we are thinking and no longer doing zazen.  Zazen is not thinking; nor is it sleeping.  Doing zazen is to be full of life aiming at holding a correct zazen posture.  

If we become sleepy while doing zazen, our energy becomes dissipated and our body becomes limp.  If we pursue our thoughts, our posture will become stiff.  Zazen is neither being limp and lifeless nor being stiff; our posture must be full of life and energy.


The life force should be neither stagnant nor rigid.  The most essential thing is that our life force live to its fullest potential.  Zazen is the most condensed form of life functioning as wide-awake life.  It is the practice that directly and purely manifests that life.

When we actually do zazen, we should be neither sleeping nor caught up in our own thoughts,  We should be wide awake, aiming at the correct posture with our flesh and bones.

Can we ever attain this?  Is there such a thing as succeeding or hitting the mark?  Here is where zazen becomes unfathomable.  In zazen we have to vividly aim at holding the correct posture, yet there is never a mark to hit!  
Or at any rate, the person who is doing zazen should never perceive whether  he has hit the mark or not.  If the person doing zazen thinks his zazen is really getting good, or that he has 'hit the mark', he is merely thinking his zazen is good, while actually he has become separated from the reality of his zazen.  Therefore, we must always aim at doing correct zazen, yet never perceive the mark as having been hit.

Can there really be such a strange contradiction?  Generally, most people think that as long as there is an aim, it is only natural that there will be a target to hit.  Precisely because there is a target, we can aim.  However, if we know that there isn't a target, who is going to attempt to aim?  This is the usual idea about give and take.  This is people's usual calculating way of behavior.  However, when we do zazen, we have to let go of our self-centeredness and our dealings in relation to others.  Zazen is just our self doing itself by itself.  Zazen does zazen!  Zazen is the throwing away of the calculating way of thinking which supposes that as long as there is an aim there must be a target.  

We just sit in the midst of this contradiction where, although we aim, we can never perceive hitting the mark.  We just sit in the midst of this contradiction that is absolutely ridiculous when we think about it with our small mind.  When we practice this kind of zazen and just sit, how indefinite we may feel!

(footnote: No matter how deep or from how many angles we try to understand or explain zazen, there is always going to remain an area that cannot be solved by clear or exact intellectual calculation.  We are told to aim at holding the posture of zazen, yet the aiming is an action without any goal.  Behind this word 'indefinite' is also the realization of how petty and powerless this small ego-centered self actually is.)

Actually, this is exactly why zazen is so wonderful.  This small self, this foolish self, easily becomes satisfied or complacent.,  We need to see the complacency for what it is: just a continuation of the thoughts of our foolish self.  However, in our zazen, it is precisely at the point where our small, foolish self remains unsatisfied, or completely bewildered, that immeasurable natural life beyond the thoughts of that self functions.  It is precisely at the point where we become completely lost that life operates and the power of buddha is actualized.

People who practice zazen must understand intellectually beforehand just what it is, and then when actually sitting zazen, must just aim at the correct posture - not with their heads, but with their muscles and bones.  Finally, they must drop everything and entrust everything to the correct zazen posture.  Zazen actualizes the reality of the life of the self, just as it is.

Zazen is the best posture for truly aiming at reality as it is.  Aiming at this posture, as it is, is also referred to as shikantaza - just sitting.

My teacher Kodo Sawaki Roshi often used to say, 'Just do zazen, that's all.'
This is the same as 'Zazen is the dharma, the dharma is zazen.'


I have already said that if you sit and think during zazen, that that is thinking and not zazen.  Does this mean no thoughts at all should occur to us during zazen?  Is good zazen that condition when all thoughts have ceased to come into our minds?

Here we have to clearly distinguish 'chasing after thoughts and thinking' from 'ideas or thoughts occurring'.  If a thought occurs during zazen and we proceed to chase after it, then we are thinking and not doing zazen.  Yet this doesn't mean we are only doing zazen when thoughts have entirely ceased to occur.  

Thoughts ceasing to occur is not the ideal state of one sitting zazen.  It is perfectly natural that thoughts occur.  Yet, if we chase after thoughts, we are thinking and no longer doing zazen.  So what should our attitude be?

Briefly, aiming at maintaining the posture of zazen with our flesh and bones, letting go of thoughts, is the most appropriate expression of for describing what our attitude should be.

(footnote: 'letting go of thoughts': In Japanese, Uchyama Roshi coined the rather unusual but colloquial expression omoi no tebanahsi, literally, 'releasing your grip on thoughts'.  In the buddhist sense, the word omoi includes not only thoughts and ideas, but all feelings and emotions as well.)

What is letting go of thoughts?  Well, when we think, we think of something.  Thinking of something means grasping that something with thought,  However, during zazen we open the hand of thought that is trying to grasp something, and simply refrain from grasping.  This is letting go of thoughts.

Even if a thought of something does actually arise, as long as the thought does not grasp that something, nothing will be formed.  For example, even if thought A (a flower) occurs, as long as it is not followed by thought B 
(is beautiful), no meaning such as A is B (a flower is beautiful) is formed.
Neither is it something that could be taken in the sense of A which is B (beautiful flower).  So, even if thought A does occur, as long as the thought does not continue, A occurs prior to the formation of meaning.  It is not measurable in terms of meaning, and in that condition will disappear as consciousness flows on.


Zazen is a posture in which we inherently see the futility of chasing after thoughts.  So, as long as we entrust everything to the zazen posture, opening the hand of thought will come naturally and spontaneously.  

The essential point when doing zazen is to aim, full of life, at the posture of zazen with our flesh and bones while at the same time leaving everything up to the posture and letting go of thoughts.

Dogen Zenji, quoting Yakusan Igen, called this the thought of no thought.

(footnote: 'thought of no thought':

   When Yakusan was sitting, a monk asked him: 'What do you
   think when you sit?'  The Master said, 'I think of not
   thinking.'  The monk queried further, 'How do you think
   of not thinking?'  Yakusan replied '[By sitting] beyond
   thinking.'

   When we are sitting, we do not follow our thoughts; 
   nor do we stop them.  We just let them come and go 
   freely.  We cannot call it thinking, because thoughts are
   not grasped.  If we simply follow our thinking, it is    
   exactly that, and not zazen.  We cannot call it not
   thinking, either, because thoughts are coming and going,
   like clouds floating in the sky.  
  
   Just sitting without being concerned with the condition
   of our minds is the most important point of zazen.)


While doing zazen with our flesh and bones, we aim at (think) letting go of thoughts (no thought). 


Keizan Jokin Zenji coined the expression kakusoku, which means being wide awake actually living out reality.

This word kakusoku might be equally understood to mean reality waking up as reality.


We are at all times and in every situation living out the reality of our own lives.  Nevertheless, we lose sight of this; we doze off or start thinking and cause this reality to become dull and foggy.  It is just like driving a car when we are either sleepy or absorbed in thought.  Our life, like our driving, becomes careless and hazardous.

Waking up means to let go of thoughts- that is, we wake up from sleep or thought and perform the reality of the zazen posture which we are practicing with our flesh and bones.  In other words, it is with our flesh and bones that we actualize the reality of the self.


Draw a line ZZ'. This line represents truly maintaining the zazen posture.  
When we are doing zazen, this line ZZ' should be the reality of our lives right now, so by all means we must keep to it.  But human beings sitting are not like rocks that have been set down.  We are not fixed, and so it happens that we tend to move away from this line.  Either thoughts come up or we doze off.

For example, a thought comes into our mind and we move away from line ZZ'.  If we take this thought as a basis and continue with thoughts we are thinking.  If something about our work comes to mind and we continue with thoughts about the arrangements and management of the work, we are clearly doing nothing but thinking about our work.  Then we let go of our thoughts and wake up to the posture of zazen with our flesh and bones.  We return to the reality of life.  I express this waking up with an arrow pointing down to line ZZ'.

But after a while we become drowsy.  If this continues on, after a while we are actually dozing

When we become sleepy during zazen, we have to wake up by vigorously putting our energy into our sitting with our flesh and bones and cease from chasing after thoughts.  We have to 'wake up' and return to the reality of life, which can also be expressed by an arrow pointing up to ZZ'.

At times, we may become separated from the reality of doing zazen right now.  Without being aware of it, we may start associating with or carrying on a dialogue with some vivid figure that has been totally fabricated within our own chasing after thoughts.  Even at a time like this, if we 'wake up'- that is, actually perform the posture of zazen with our flesh and bones and open the hand of our thoughts- this very lifelike phantom will disappear instantly and 
we will be ale to return to the reality of zazen.  This is a truly remarkable point.  It makes us realize clearly that our fantasy has no reality and that it is nothing but empty coming and going.

At any rate, noticing things like this during zazen, we should wake up to zazen as soon as possible and return to ZZ'.  Actually doing zazen is a continuation of this kind of returning up or down.  That is, the posture of waking up and returning to ZZ' at any time is itself zazen.  This is one of the most vital points regarding zazen.


Truly, all thoughts, delusions, and cravings are like bubbles and are nothing but empty comings and goings that have no substance when we wake up to zazen.  Zazen enables us to experience this as reality.



Since desires and cravings are actually a manifestation of the life force, there is no reason to hate them and try to extinguish them.  And yet, if we become dragged around by them and chase after them, then our life becomes fogged over.

(footnote: 'Fogged over' is meant to cover both extremes of how our lives become unclear or muddled- that is, by frenetic activity or busy-ness (chasing after every whim or desire) and through sluggish activity (like laziness).)

The important point here is not to cause life to be fogged over by thought based on desires or cravings, but to see all thoughts and desires as resting on the foundation of life, to let them be as they are, yet not be dragged around by them.  It is not a matter of making a great effort not to be dragged around by desires.  It is just waking up and returning to the reality of life that is essential.


(from footnote: 'Thoughts are fantasies, acts are real, and the results come back to haunt us'.)


The activities of our everyday lives are almost entirely the result of chasing after ideas, causing vivid lifelike images to become fixed, and then giving more weight to these fixed delusions and desires until we finally get carried away by them.

Almost all people and societies throughout the world today are carried away by desire and delusion.  This is precisely why our zazen comes to have such a great significance.  

When we 'wake up' during zazen we are truly forced to experience the fact that all the things we develop in our thoughts vanish in an instant.

Despite the fact that we almost always stress the content of our thoughts, when we wake up, we wake up to the reality of life and make this reality our center of gravity.  It is at this time that we clearly realize that all the desires and delusions within our thoughts are substantially nothing.  When this kind of zazen experience fully becomes a part of us, even in our daily lives, we will not be carried away by the comings and goings of various images, and we will be able to wake up to our own lives and begin completely afresh from the reality of life.


In zazen, even though various lifelike images appear to us, we are able to see this scenery of life for what it is by waking up to the reality of life.


Zazen is the reality of the self- the true self.


While aiming at ZZ (the line representing the posture and attitude of zazen) we have a tendency to diverge from it.  Despite that, the very attitude of returning (to ZZ) and waking up is most important for practicing zazen as the foundation of life.



The word 'sesshin' means to touch or listen to one's true mind.


When we do zazen, we fold our legs and sit without moving, keeping perfectly still.  So you would have to say it is painful compared with a self-indulgent way of life in which we are usually able to move around as we wish.


Through sesshin, we are actually made to experience what it means to have the bottom fall out of our thoughts of persevering and suffering.  This experience has an enormous influence in our daily lives.


For Shakyamuni, satori wasn't something peculiar only to himself.  His was the satori of life inclusive of himself and all things.  

This means to be enlightened to the reality of life prior to the distinctions of self and other or delusion and satori.


Dogen Zenji writes: 'If satori arises from any preconception of satori, that satori will not be reliable.  True satori is not moved by [concepts of] satori, but comes from far beyond  [conceptualization].  Satori is grounded only in satori itself and can only help itself.  Know that delusion doesn't exist.  Know that satori doesn't exist.'



Regardless of conditions, what is essential in doing zazen is just to sit, aiming at zazen and waking up to zazen.



The world in which we live is never something that exists independently of our thoughts and ideas.


If our minds are not clear, then the eyes with which we see the world and our views of life become dark.  Our lives and the whole world take on a gloomy appearance.  On the other hand, when we feel sound physically our minds brighten, and consequently our outlook on everything becomes brighter.


The essential matter here, however, is the attitude of just sitting to wake up regardless of conditions.  To calmly sit and view these cause and effect relationships without being carried away by them is shikantaza.


Seeing all of this as the scenery of life without being pulled apart by it- this is the stability of human life, this is settling down in our life.


Daily life is such that you cannot find the value of your existence in other people and things.  It is a life that is unbearable unless you discover the value of your existence within yourself.

What is essential is for us to live out the reality of our true Self, whether we are doing one period of zazen, a five-day sesshin, or practicing for ten years.


The following story comes from the Edo period in Japan (1600-1868).  Behind a temple there was a field where there were many squashes growing on the vine.  One day a fight broke out among them, and the squashes split up into two groups and made a big racket shouting at one another.

The head priest heard the uproar and, going out to see what was going on, found the squashes quarreling.  In his own booming voice the priest scolded them.  'Hey, squashes! What are you doing out there fighting?  Everyone do zazen.'

The priest taught them how to do zazen.  'Fold your legs like this, sit up, and straighten your back and neck.' While the squashes were sitting zazen in the way the priest had taught them, their anger subsided and they settled down.

Then the priest quietly said, 'Everyone put your hand on top of your head.'  When the squashes felt the top of their heads, they found some weird thing attached there.  It turned out to be a vine that connected them all together.  
'This is really strange.  Here we've been arguing when actually we're all tied together and living just one life.  What a mistake!  It's just as the priest said.'  After that, the squashes got along with each other quite well.


When we live with our eyes wide open and awakened to life, we discover that we are living in the vigorous light of life.  All the ideas of our small self are clouds that make the light of the universal self foggy and dull.  Doing zazen, we let go of these ideas and open our eyes to the clarity of the vital life of universal Self.


Zazen is referred to as the activity of the reality of life.

(from footnote: This is sometimes translated as 'practice based on enlightenment'.  Dogen Zenji also expresses this idea through the expression 'practice and enlightenment are one', or 'original enlightenment is true practice.')

In our zazen, we let go of thoughts, lower our level of excitement, and become clear and pure in the reality of truly Universal life.  The very act of doing zazen is an expression of our belief.

Ordinarily we assume that our self is only this small, individual self and remain unable to imagine that our Self is the very life that pervades all things.  We have actually lost sight of reality so much that when we hear about universal Self, despite the fact that this refers to us, we refuse to recognize it and assume that universal life refers to someone else.  However, when we hear that Self is not some other person, that the truth of the self is that we ourselves are living out the life that pervades all things, we may recognize that it is so.  When we no longer doubt this, the meaning of belief, as in -'no doubt'- comes out.


The original expression of Dogen Zenji, 'all encompassing self', can be found in the Shobogenzo: Yuibutsu Yobutsu ('Only Buddha Together with Buddha'). (non-duality, suchness, Dharmakaya)


Zazen is Buddha.

In the Shodoka, it is expressed like this: 'with one leap we immediately enter buddhahood.'

(from footnote: Satori means to realize that practice is satori; satori is not something we gain gradually as the result of practice.  This attitude is called 'the activity of the reality of life, or, 'the identity of activity and the reality of life'.)



In the Suttanipatta, the Buddha says, 'Live in the world relying on Self alone as a foundation, be freed from all things, depending on no thing.'

In the Dhammapada he says, 'The foundation of the Self is only Self.  

And in the Nibbana-suttana, 'Take refuge in Self, take refuge in dharma [truth], take refuge in nothing else.'


There is a passage in the Lotus Sutra that reads,  'All things are truth in themselves.'



Without being tossed about by personal feelings and ideas, just returning to the life of my true Self, without envying or being arrogant toward those around me, neither being self-deprecating nor competing with others, yet on the other hand not falling into the trap of laziness, negligence or carelessness- just manifesting that life of my Self with all the vigor I have- here is where the glory of life comes forth and where the light of buddha shines.

(from footnote: the light is buddha.  The buddha-patriarchs practice and realize this light; they become buddha, sit buddha, and actualize buddha.)



Actualizing life is our nature.

Nevertheless, it is also true that we aren't always living fully, aren't always actualizing our life.  This is because unlike the flowers in the fields, human beings bear the burden of thought.  Thought has a dual nature: thought springs from life, and yet it has the ability to think of things totally ungrounded and detached from the fact of life.  This is delusion and it leads to some strange consequences.  


In Buddhism, thought as the foundation of views of existence and nonexistence is referred to as ego-attachment.   Ego- attachment is our clinging to 'substance' we call I, which in our ignorance we have falsely constructed in the constantly shifting world of interdependence.

Egocentricity lies at the basis of whatever we see or do, tagging along with us.  Being dragged around by egocentric thought, our life cannot manifest directly and winds up becoming distorted and disabled.

The practice of zazen is for dismantling this ignorant ego-attachment.  Zazen is the posture that throws away this 'self' composed of ignorance and no longer entertains the thoughts of ego-attachment that push up from within.

In the zazen posture we are able to calm down and our mental excitability diminishes.

When doing zazen we just sit, letting go of everything that comes up.  All that has been learned is given back to learning, all that has been memorized is given back to memory, all that has been thought is given back to thought.  
To let go of everything- that is the posture of zazen.



In the same way that doing zazen is not thinking while sitting, neither is it napping or dozing off while sitting.  Therefore, full of vigor, we should aim at the correct zazen posture with our flesh and bones.  Just practicing this is doing zazen.


Since it is human thoughts and getting caught up on ideas of existence or nonexistence that throws our lives into anxiety and drags us into suffering, fighting, hopelessness, and despair, it is through the posture of letting go of these thoughts that we are able to discover the absolute peace of life.


Living in peace is the unfettered realization of life as life and is not at all off in the clouds.  Rather, all reality, undisturbed by thought, is reflected as it interdependently appears and disappears.  Genuine peace is like a clear mirror that simply reflects all images as they are, without adherence.  Zazen is practicing the Middle Way itself with our bodies.

That this Middle Way is itself true life can be seen in our daily lives as well.  A simple example of this is driving a car.  When we drive while absorbed in our thoughts or tensed up, our life becomes totally confused and we cannot manifest our life as it is.  This makes our driving highly dangerous.  At the same time, it is hazardous to drive when sleepy or drunk, which also blinds us.  We can safely drive only when we are relaxed and at the same time wide awake.  

Zazen is the posture through which our life force manifests itself most naturally and purely.



Vow and Repentance


Doing zazen is throwing out all human thought, and this letting go constitutes the throwing out of man's arrogance.


To throw out thought and not to tie one phenomena to another constitutes being prior to thought.  Hence, it is to be before the separation of things into this and that.  When we are practicing zazen we exist before separating this moment from eternity or subject from object.

We take that which precedes division as reality.


Since life is being vigorously manifested, all things are reflected.

Dogen Zenji writes, 'The activity of buddha is carried out together with the whole earth and all living beings; if it is not activity that is one with all things, it is not buddha activity.'

To act in accordance with the entire earth and with all beings is zazen practitioners' whole life course and simultaneously is their direction here and now.  In Buddhism, this life direction is referred to as vow.


The Lotus Sutra says, 'The three worlds are my possessions, and all sentient beings therein are my children.'  This is the fundamental spirit of buddhism, and the source of this spirit is nothing other than settling in the zazen that precedes all distinctions.


For the person who sits zazen, vow is nothing other than the practitioner's own life; so we see all encounters- with things, situations, people, society- as nothing but our own life and we function solely with a spirit of looking after our own life.  Therefore, like a mother's caring for her child, we aim to function unconditionally and tirelessly and, moreover, to do so without expecting any reward.

I take care of the world as my own life- moment by moment, and in each situation I enable the flower of my life to bloom, working solely that the light of buddha may shine.

In this sense, the activity of buddha carried on together with the whole earth and all living beings is the aim of zazen practitioners' daily life as well as the aim or vow of our overall life.

(However), even though in our zazen the direction of our activity is carried on together with the whole earth and all beings, there is no way we can carry out perfect activity.

In our zazen, precisely because we have taken such a vow, we cannot help but repent of being unable to fulfill it.

To truly repent does not mean offering an apology; rather, repenting requires standing before the Absolute and letting the Absolute light illuminate us.  

In the Samantabhadra Bodhisattva Dhyana Sutra we find, 
'If you wish to repent, sit zazen and contemplate the true nature of things.'  In other words, it is in doing zazen that true repentance is actualized.


Living by vow and repentance, watched over, protected, and given strength by zazen, constitutes the religious life of the Buddhist practitioner.  Where there is no vow, we lose sight of progress; where there is no repentance, we lose the way.  Vow gives us courage; repentance totally crushes our arrogance- it is precisely this kind of posture that constitutes an alive religious life.


I hope that without holding back in any way, all of us who practice zazen will aspire as bodhisattvas, letting go of our thoughts, working and living out universal Self in each daily activity throughout a whole lifetime.



To look at what is meant by magnanimous mind, we need to look at how we see others when we experience the reality of life itself.  


My life is not limited to the physical pulsation of my heart.  My life exists in every life experience- that is, everywhere life functions.  Life manifesting as life, whatever or wherever- that is my life-experience.


Magnanimous mind throws out the thoughts of the small self and ceases to discriminate.

What does it mean to live and work as Universal Self?

It is an attitude of facing whatever it is that is before us, regardless of what might befall us.

And what a vast, boundless life unfolds before us!

As long as we wake up and live as Universal Self, we work in the direction where all things are alive.  And since everything we encounter is our life, with the attitude or spirit that our Self is taking care of its own life we aim at giving life to all things, all situations, all people, all worlds.  This is parental mind, the mind of a parent looking after its child.

I live by giving life to you, and within my living the Universal lives.  This parental mind is the natural functioning of magnanimous mind, with which we work to enable the flower of life to bloom in every encounter.


The flower of my life blossoms when I work to make the flower that is the world, people, and things I now face blossom.  

Likewise, the flower of your life blossoms when you work to enable the flowers you now face to blossom, and therein blooms the flower of Universal Life.



A delineated goal does not exist for Universal Life.  
There is only the direction of the manifestation of the life force.


This applies equally to zazen as well as to the practice of the Buddha Way: If in our practice we try to achieve some goal by means of zazen, even if the goal is satori, then we have become completely separated from true zazen and practice.  Precisely because we live the life of Universal Self, we just practice and manifest that life force.  

In this sense, our attitude of arousing the mind of the bodhisattva and of practicing should not be one of moving toward some goal; rather it should be an attitude of purely manifesting the life force.  This is something we ought to consider very carefully.


The reality of the life force changes moment by moment.  Therefore, Self must work in the encounter of every moment.

Here is where we come to find the true value of life- living out Self alone, no matter what happens.  This is referred to as joyful mind, the mind that lives in accord with the true value of life.  Joyful mind is the dynamic aspect of parental mind and it manifests as a feeling of truly being alive.


By 'joyful mind' I don't mean the feeling of excitement at the fulfillment of some desire.  Rather, joyful mind is discovering one's worth and passion for life through functioning as parental mind toward everything we encounter.  It is said that motherhood is a great path for a woman to become an adult and realize the true passion for life.

Similarly, when we see each encounter as our life, and function with the spirit that each and every encounter is our child to be looked after and taken care of, then we will discover true ardor and passion and joy in being alive;
and right there we will become true adults.

Human progress lies in each and every human being becoming an adult.

What does it mean for the present-day person to become an adult?  It is nothing other than each one of us becoming a bodhisattva, where we see every encounter as our child and discover joy and ardor in life through looking after each of our children.  When this becomes a world of bodhisattva adults in which we watch over one another and care for and help each other, then humanity will have come of age and we may rightly say we have progressed.  

I propose that a bodhisattva, protected and guided by zazen and living by vow and repentance, must be the true ideal image of a human being for the coming age.  Does my proposal strike a responsive chord in you?



Sekito was asked by one of his disciples, Zen Master Tenno, 

   'What is the essential meaning of buddh-dharma?'
   Sekito replied, 'No gaining, no knowing.'
   Tenno asked again, 'Can you say anything further?'
   Sekito answered, 'the expansive sky does not obstruct
   the floating white clouds.'


No gaining, no knowing is the attitude of refraining from fabricating.  In other words, it means to be free from the ideas we make up in our head.  I call this opening the hand of thought.


Bankai said that all problems are resolved with unborn buddha-mind.  In the same way, all problems are resolved by opening the hand of thought. 

Since all our troubles are caused by our discriminating minds, we should open the hand of thought.  This is body and mind falling off.  That is when all our troubles disappear.

There is a short poem that says:

   When the quarrel over water 
   Reaches its highest pitch
   -A sudden rain.


People are fighting with each other, each family trying to draw more water into its own paddy during a dry summer. At the height of the conflict, it suddenly gets cloudy, starts thundering, and big drops of rain begin to fall.
The rain resolves the fundamental cause of the fight.

In the same way, if we think something is a big problem, we struggle to resolve it in our heads.  But if we open the hand of thought, the problem itself dissolves.  When we are sitting, we open the hand of thought and let all our thoughts come and go freely.


We can also say that buddha-dharma is the dharma (Reality or Truth) realized by a buddha.  The word 'buddha' means 'one who has awakened'.  So buddha-dharma means 'what awareness is', or perhaps 'way of awareness'.

What is this way of awareness?  Let us first consider what it means to be unaware, or oblivious to what is going on around us.  All human beings are deluded by our brains and become absentminded because of our discriminating minds.  One of the many varieties of absentmindedness is falling asleep.  This is not so serious, because to awaken from sleep we need do nothing more than be full of vigor.

We can also get caught up in desire, anger, and group stupidity.  These are more difficult to deal with, because they are fabrications conjured up in our heads.  We create various illusions in our minds and then jump in, becoming 
immersed in them.  

There's a place in Japan called Yawata near Funabashi in Chiba Prefecture.  There used to be a big thicket there.  Once you lost your way in it, you could never find your way out, so there's an expression, 'Being lost in the bamboo thicket of Yawata.'  Anyway, we human beings make up illusions and then become lost and confused in the jungle we ourselves have created.

How can we awaken from these illusions?  The only way is to open the hand of thought, because our thoughts themselves are the source of illusion.  When we let go of our thoughts and become vividly aware, all the illusions that create desire, anger, and group stupidity vanish immediately.  This is the way of awareness.

We must neither fall asleep nor get carried away by our thoughts.  The essential point in zazen is to be, vividly aware, opening the hand of thought.


The only true enlightenment is awareness of the vivid reality of life, moment by moment.  So we practice enlightenment right now, right here- every moment.

This attitude is expressed as 'practice and enlightenment are one'.

Enlightenment is nothing but awakening from illusions and returning to the reality of life.


While Dogen Zenji used the phrase 'practice and enlightenment are one', Shakyamuni Buddha called it pratimoksa.

Pratimoksa has been translated into Japanese as shosho gedatsu or betsubetsu gedatsu, or emancipation through the observance of the precepts.  Each precept that is kept liberates us from its corresponding evil.  Where we observe that particular precept, there we are immediately emancipated.

I think this idea of pratimoksa is the origin of Dogen Zenji's shusho ichinyo.  Betsubetsu gedatsu means that if we uphold a certain precept, we will be emancipated to the extent of that precept.  If we open the hand of thought right here, right now, and experience reality, that is true enlightenment.  In this way, Dogen Zenji expressed the spirit of Shakyamuni Buddha in his own words when he said, 'Practice and enlightenment are one.'




To practice opening the hand of thought, right now, right here, knowing that the reality of life is beyond human thought- that is what it means to practice buddha-dharma only for the sake of the buddha-dharma.  It is definitely not to practice letting go of thought for the purpose of gaining some utilitarian reward conjured up in one's head.


True zazen is not practiced for the sake of some value promoted by desire.  Anything our discriminating minds believe to be valuable is not of absolute value.

Letting go, opening the hand of thought, is the reality of life; and it is that reality of life which should be most valuable to us.

Zazen, which is letting go and opening the hand of thought, is the only true teacher. 


Gain is Illusion, Loss is Enlightenment


Buddhism teaches impermanence and the quality of non-ego.  Letting go and opening the hand of thought is the basis of buddha-dharma.

The saying 'gaining is delusion, losing is enlightenment' has a practical value in Buddhism.  

In Buddhism, it's important for us to leave our desires alone, without trying to fulfill them.


We should remind ourselves of the clear distinction between the conditioned self and original Self.  The conditioned self is what we usually think of as 'I'.  But if we peel away the skin of this conditioned self, we lay bare the original Self.  

The conditioned self is always trying to fulfill its desires; this is the so-called karmic self.  We have a tendency, (or karma) that leads us to fabricate a maze of illusions in our minds.  This is conditioned self.  

But it's a big mistake to assume that the conditioned self is the true Self.  The true Self appears when we strip away karmic or conditioned self.  And that means 'opening the hand of thought.  This is original Self.


Our real life is connected to everything.  Our minds conceive of 'I' as only 'myself', as something independent.  But if we open the hand of thought, such a conception vanishes and we can realize 'I' as being one with everything.


No matter what we think about it, we cannot be separated from the original Self.  At the same time, it's also true that we cannot be separated from our conditioned self, either, which has the karma to produce all kinds of delusion.  So we can conclude that the human condition involves existing in the midst of this relationship between conditioned self and original Self.

From the perspective of conditioned self, original Self represents the direction toward which we should aim.  This is the meaning of 'vow'- going in that direction.


In the Commentary on the Awakening of Mahayana Faith, we read, 'the true Mind of every sentient being itself teaches and leads each sentient being. This is the Vow of Buddha.'


On the other hand, when we consider conditioned self from the ground of original Self, we realize that we are not what we should be.  We can't actualize original Self because we are constrained by the handcuffs and fetters of karma.  In this frame of mind, we can't help but repent.  

In the very nature of the relationship between original Self and conditioned self, vow and repentance naturally emerge.


I try to expose my own faults as a form of repentance.  And when I repent, the flame of my vow burns brighter.


In Buddhism, 'big’ refers to something beyond comparison and differentiation.  This is revealed when we open the hand of our thinking that discriminates between things.

To take care of only one's own small purse is the small mind at work. 

When we entirely let go of thought, magnanimous mind is there.


Love between husband and wife requires each to think of the other first.  One has to take care of the other.

This is important because often people are adults only physiologically; spiritually, they're still children. When childish people get married, it's only natural that they’ll have trouble, because such people always expect others to take care of them.  Only people who have matured and can take care of others have parental mind.

Human beings have to become mature in the real sense of the word.

Maturity means meeting others with parental mind.

What's more, in Buddhism this mature attitude, meeting others with parental mind is enlarged and applied to the whole world.  In the Lotus Sutra, this is expressed in the verse:

                In this triple world,,
                All is my domain; 
                The living beings in it
                Are all my children

This is the mind that sympathizes with everything, that penetrates into everything - not for itself, but for others.

As a natural expression, we need to find the real meaning of our life in taking care of others and in putting our life-spirit into that attitude and effort.  To find our  life worth living isn't the same thing as just feeling a constant emotional happiness.  The life-spirit that meets everything with parental mind: That is joyful mind.


An attitude of feeling safe and at peace as long as one is sitting is no good at all.   All sentient beings are crying out in one form or another, they're suffering and in distress.  We have to foster the vow deep in our hearts that we will work to settle all sentient beings.  Vow is fundamental to our practice.


Living by Vow


Live by vow and root it deeply.


When I think of vow, I always remember the section on Bodhidharma in the chapter called Gyoji ('Protecting and Maintaining Practice') of Dogen Zenji's Shobogenzo.  Gyoji describes the purest and most concrete form of vow.  
I recommended to one of my disciples, who was going to America to practice, that it would be a good idea to chant the section on Bodhidharma in Gyoji every day.

   The First Ancestor in China came from the West
   under Hannyadara's decree.  It took him three years to 
   come to China by sea.  He surely experienced innumerable
   hardships, wind and snow, and faced great danger sailing
   on the wide ocean.  In spite of those difficulties, 
   he arrived in an unknown country.  Ordinary people, 
   who hold their lives dear, can't even imagine doing 
   such a thing.

   This gyoji ('protecting and maintaining practice')
   must have stemmed from his great compassion and vow
   to transmit the dharma and save deluded living beings.
   He was able to do it because he himself was the 
   'dharma-self-of-transmission' and for him the whole
   universe was 'the world of transmitting dharma.'
   He did it because he understood that the whole-ten-
   direction-world is nothing but the Self and that the
   whole-ten-direction-world is nothing but the whole-ten-   
   direction-world.

   Wherever you are living is a palace; and there is no 
   palace that is not an appropriate place to practice the 
   Way.  This is why Bodhidharma came from the West the way      
   he did.  He had neither doubt nor fear, because he was
   living in 'the world of saving deluded living beings'
   (the world of vow).


I became a monk in 1941 and started to practice at Antaiji in 1949.  Creating the  next generation has been my vow since I was a middle-school student, and becoming a Buddhist monk was one step in actualizing that vow.

After I became a monk, the flame of my life blazed even brighter, despite the monastery buildings being terribly dilapidated and my life being very meager.
When times were hard, I was encouraged and given strength most by that section in Gyoji in the Shobogenzo, describing Bodhidharma's life.

In those days my life was so wretched I felt as if I were being trampled on.  I was trampled over and over again the way we stamp on weeds, and I was never able to put forth even the tiniest bud.

When things were tough, I chose to stick with my vow and bury it deeply in the earth to take root there.  If I hadn't, that vow would have died, because I was always being trampled down.  But because the flame of that vow burned within me, the more I was trampled, the deeper I rooted my vow to create the next generation.

I think it was the same for Bodhidharma.  He took the great trouble to travel all the way from India to China, where he met Emperor Wu of Liang.  But the Emperor couldn't understand the Indian monk, so Bodhidharma went to Mount Shaolin.  In short, that was it; he was trampled on.  Still, he had vowed to transmit the dharma and save living beings.  Because of that vow, he was able to live out his life.  And while he was practicing zazen quietly at Mount Shaolin, he rooted the vow deeply in the ground.

Then came his disciple Eka (Huiko).  He, too, was trampled down his whole life, even after he had become a disciple of Bodhidharma and practiced zazen.  Through the times of the Third, Fourth, and Fifth patriarchs, they all had a hard time.  But they rooted themselves in their vows.  By the time of the Sixth Patriarch, spring finally came and Zen started to bud.  Today it is even said that Zen is the foundation of all East Asian culture.

The same thing happened in my life.  When I was practicing in my younger days, I was totally trampled on.  But now spring has gradually arrived; quite a few people have gathered to follow in my footsteps either as lay practitioners or as direct disciples.  Suppose that each of my disciples has his own disciples and that this were to continue for several centuries: it would be like a nuclear explosion!  They can't help but create the new age of the buddha-dharma.

This is not my selfish ambition, but my vow as buddha-dharma: the vow to transmit the dharma and save deluded living beings, to live out life wherever, whenever, whatever happens.  The Self-of-the-whole-ten-directions-world grows by the vow: However innumerable sentient beings may be, I vow to save them all.  This is why Dogen Zenji wrote, "He did this because he understood that this whole-ten-direction-world is nothing but the true Way, that this whole-ten-direction-world is nothing but Self."


You have to expect to be trampled on by difficult circumstances, maybe even for years, but don't lose your life force under all that trampling.  And unless you have that vow, you will lose it.  Only when you live by vow does everything you meet- wherever, whenever, whatever happens- reinforce your life as buddha-dharma.  As long as you have that vow to live out your life wherever you are, sooner or later spring will come.  And when it does, you will have the strength to grow.  This is the life force.  You have to thoroughly understand that this is completely different from selfish ambition.

I believe that vow is very important, so important that after Sawaki Roshi died, I made it a rule to chant only the Four Bodhisattva Vows before and after my talks.  There's no need to argue difficult philosophical matters.  
Just these four Bodhisattva vows... they're essential.


Martin Buber talked about 'I and Thou'- he called the Self that meets other people as a part of 'I' by the name 'Thou'. Basically, what's most important is the attitude of putting yourself in another's shoes.



The more we practice opening the hand of thought, the clearer it becomes to us that 'self' is not the same as 'thought'.  We come to see decisively that the true Self is not something made up on our heads.  True Self is the Self of everything, the Self of the whole dharma world, the original Self that is manifest when we let go of thought.



There is a passage in Shobogenzo: Shoaku-makusa ('Refraining from all Evil') that says: 'When all evil truly comes not-to-be-produced, the power of practice is completely actualized.  This actualization embraces the whole earth, the whole world, all time, the whole dharma.  The measure of its actualization can be found in the measure of refraining [from evil].'



One of the crucial points to keep in mind is what role we should be playing right now, right here.  


We function through our roles, exert ourselves in our particular occupations as a role (which is the 'manifestation of the whole-function').



True improvement of oneself doesn't mean to put aside one's present self and chase after some goal in the future or outside oneself.  Rather, true improvement means to understand that we have to actualize the reality of the life of the Self here and now. 

When our attitude changes in this way, then this is no longer called desire.  It is simply the manifestation of our own life unrelated to any goal outside of ourselves.

What should we call this power?  We don't call it desire; it is simply life force.  When living beings such as plants or animals are injured, they heal naturally.  Grass by the roadside that is being crushed by a rock pushes out from the side of the rock and continues to grow.  Can we suppose that the power to heal or the power to overcome obstacles is desire?  Hardly.  This natural effort is life force!  

The power that enables us to do zazen and practice is the same.  It is a power that projects no goal or expectation; yet it is a power that manifests and actualizes the reality of the life of the Self.  When actually doing zazen, in letting go of these thoughts, all delusions and thoughts themselves exist without being obstacles.


During zazen we let go of thinking so delusion and fantasy can exist without being obstacles.  


The life attitude of seeing all of our encounters as alter-selves of our own lives is referred to on Buddhism as compassion.


Only in waking up to the reality of true life do we actualize a life attitude that is in accord with compassion, love, justice, or peace, as a reality beyond words and concepts.



What's the difference between people who live their lives having direction and those who don't?  Most people live by their desires or karma.

In contrast to that is a bodhisattva who lives by vow.


All sentient beings have their existence and live within my life.  That includes even the fate of all mankind- that too lies within me.  Therefore, just how mankind might truly live out its life becomes what I aim at as my direction.
This aiming or living while moving in a certain direction is what is meant by vow.


It is with this in mind that we work to discover and manifest the most vital and alive posture that we can take in living out our life. To be willing to put yourself out for everyone- that's the attitude of a bodhisattva.


All our actions should be taken with the spirit of giving life to the overall situation surrounding us. And despite thinking in those terms, if you make a mistake, then you have to be willing to pay the price.


To practice Buddhism means to confront and live out the reality of your life, so if some unwarranted criticism comes along, your practice is to live it out- that is, by not getting in a lather over it.



It's not enough just to know the definition of a bodhisattva.  What's much more important is to study the actions of a bodhisattva and then to behave like one yourself.

Regarding the question, 'What is a Bodhisattva?' you could also define a bodhisattva as one who acts as a true adult.  That is, most people in the world act like children.

There is a chapter in the Shobogenzo entitled Hachi Dainin Gaku ('Eight Aspects of an Enlightened Being')  The word dainin means 'true adult' or 'bodhisattva'.  Today most people who are called adults are only pseudoadults.  Physically, they grow up and become adult, but spiritually too many people never mature to adulthood.  They don't behave as adults in their daily lives.  A bodhisattva is one who sees the world through adult eyes and whose actions are the actions of a true adult.  That is really what a bodhisattva is.



Doing zazen means to let go of all viewpoints and return to the reality of life.


When I talk about letting go of whatever comes up on our heads, I'm talking about the spirit with which we sit zazen,  We let go of the thought that arises, or the feeling of being tired or sleepy, and return to doing zazen.   
And in doing so, we begin to see that all the things that arise in our heads are no more than secretions.  It is that very understanding that is so important.


Actually, as I said earlier, precisely because we practice letting go, we begin to see all our thoughts, feelings, and so on as secretions arising in our heads.  Even though I refer to all this as a secretion, there is nothing inherently bad about it.  Where we ought to be putting our heads to work, let's put them to work, since it is through our heads that we come to know all things.  

Accordingly, everything that we see, hear, touch, experience- all these things become the content of our life. That is why we have to allow all of these things, which are a kind of scenery, to become reflected through us.  If there is anything that is not being reflected, then we aren't functioning in a complete way.


Don't ever mistake letting go of whatever arises to mean that everything becomes just an empty void without reflection.  The very reason for practicing letting go is so that everything can be reflected through us!  You should be very careful in understanding this point.


Please think about this.  It is when you aren't letting go and are pondering something that everything ceases to be reflected.


Precisely when you practice letting go, everything can be freely reflected as the scenery or content of your life.  And in turn, you become able to act freely.  That is the meaning of letting go.




Dogen Zenji referred to the Self as jijuyu zanmai, which is literally the samadhi of self-receiving-and-employing.  Jijyu zanmai is the samadhi of Self receiving life and turning around to put it to work to make it function.

Samadhi is the spirit of encountering all things with the same attitude, and attitude of evenness.


Ultimately, jijyu zanmai is the one total act of living our whole life in a way that holds life most precious.



There is an expression that means one who lightens just the smallest corner ('corner' simply meaning one's surroundings) is a national treasure.

People who go around wearing a scowl on their face all the time commit a 'facial crime'.  You have to learn how to best serve one another.  When you use one another as the stage to practice on, then both your worlds can't help but become brighter.

And from there, you both have to take into consideration the people who live in your neighborhood.  You have to function in a way that lightens their burdens, so they begin to think that it is really good to have people like yourselves living near them.


In your daily life, simply continue to practice letting go. There is so much neurosis today because people don't practice letting go,  They are always thinking only about themselves, ignoring everyone around them.  If you just practice letting go, and have the spirit that at any moment it is alright to die, then all neurosis will go up in a puff of smoke!


You have to cultivate a spirit such that since you know that death will come at any moment, you make every effort to live with full intensity right now.  You practice that intensity by letting go and being open to whatever arises.


Don't arbitrarily put limitations on yourself.  If you don't pre-judge your limitations, you will be amazed at what is possible.




From Dogen Zenji's 'Instructions to the Zen Cook'


Put your whole attention into the work, seeing just what the situation calls for.  Do not be absent-minded in your activities, nor so absorbed in one aspect of a matter that you fail to see its other aspects.  


When you prepare food, never view the ingredients from some commonly held perspective, nor think of them only with your emotions.  Maintain an attitude that tries to build great temples from ordinary greens, that expounds the Buddha dharma through the most trivial activity.


(from footnotes: In our day-to-day activities it is meaningless to simply say that we are awakened unless we practice that awakened condition through each of our activities.)


The true bond established between ourselves and the Buddha is born of the smallest offering made with sincerity rather than of some grandiose donation made without it.  This is our practice as human beings.



A dish is not necessarily superior because you have prepared it with choice ingredients, nor is a soup inferior because you have made it with ordinary greens.  When handling and selecting greens, do so wholeheartedly, with a pure mind, and without trying to evaluate their quality, in the same way in which you would prepare a splendid feast.

The many rivers which flow into the ocean become the one taste of the ocean; when they flow into the pure ocean of the dharma there are no such distinctions as delicacies or plain food, there is just one taste, and it is the buddhadharma, the world itself as it is.  

In cultivating the seed of aspiration to live out the Way, as well as in practicing the dharma, delicious and ordinary tastes are the same and not two.

Understand that a simple green has the power to become the practice of the Buddha, quite adequately nurturing the desire to live out the Way.  Never feel aversion toward plain ingredients.  As a teacher of men and of heavenly beings, make the best use of whatever greens you have.



(from footnotes: daishin is having a magnanimous or 'big' mind.)



From commentary, by Uchiyama Roshi


When you sit in zazen, just sit, and when you work as a tenzo, just do that.  It is the spirit of just sitting or just working that is common to both zazen and to the work of a tenzo.  This idea of concentrating wholly on one thing is the cornerstone of the teachings of Dogen Zenji.  In Japanese, this is called shikan, and the ramifications this teaching of shikan may have in our lives is important.

(from footnotes: Shikan is a word used to emphasize doing solely whatever word it precedes, to do only such and such.   Here, it carries the additional connotation of doing something wholeheartedly.)


The most important thing to bear in mind when practicing zazen is to completely let go of everything, since thought is nothing more than a normal function.  


During zazen, if we are not very careful, we are apt to doze off or daydream about something in our day-to-day lives.

(from footnotes: Falling asleep or chasing after thoughts; Sawaki Roshi used to refer to these states as 'sleepy stupor', and 'thinking stupor'.)

Since both these conditions cloud over the natural purity of our life force, the essential point is to wake up from either one and return to firmly maintaining the zazen posture.  This is the activity of shikan-taza.  This practice is in itself enlightenment; it is the wholehearted practice of this enlightenment which we should carry on.


The attitude of the tenzo that Dogen Zenji writes about is one of living on the reality of pure life day by day.

As I mentioned earlier, if we are not careful we are apt to smother the vitality of our lives through the fabrication of our ideas.  The teachings in the Tenzo Kyokun operate from the foundation of the reality of life to thoroughly cut through the ideas and homespun philosophies we so often set up and attempt to carry out, and rather, seek to truly allow that reality to function in our lives.

In the very beginning of the text, Dogen Zenji talks about the importance of the tenzo, 'the monks holding each office are all disciples of the Buddha and all carry out the activities of a buddha.'  In other words, the text shows us that the tenzo practices the reality of life just as validly as those practicing zazen.  In zen, this is called practicing single-mindedly with all one's energies.

(from footnotes: this means to do whatever you are engaged in single-mindedly or wholeheartedly, without becoming distracted.)

This attitude is completely different from the cut and dried assumptions people too often hold when looking at the world.

Living by ordinary social or worldly values is a typical example of what I mean by living in a realm of fabricated thoughts and ideas, and relative values.  That is why our practice consists of cutting through the ordinary social and market values of things and human beings, and of practicing with a life attitude based upon the practice of the reality of the life of one's total Self.



The most important point to bear in mind here regarding the buddhadharma is the expression mantoku enman, or perfect harmony.  To have goodness emanating from your character is living more truly by Buddhism than having had some so-called kensho or satori experience.  There should be no doubt that living out your life, acting and being in perfect harmony, is indeed living out the life of the Self.


Your practice of zazen must not be something separate from your own experience of your day-to-day life, nor from the overall direction of your life.  Rather, in constantly working to refine and clarify your everyday life, or the life of your total Self, your practice accords with the dharma.


What is zazen?

The following passage from the Shobo-genzo Zuimonki expresses very well what it is: 'Zazen is the true form of the Self'.  Too often in our daily lives we lose sight of our true Selves.  Zazen restores our vision.


We deceive ourselves by believing that a fact existing in our minds is absolute truth.


Usually we go around getting all excited over the thoughts and feelings that fill our minds.  When we do zazen, we let go of all that and gain a freshness, a true sanity.   That alone is the true form of the Self.  When we practice zazen, we have to let to of those ideas that arise, regardless of how frightening or grandiose they might be.  In doing so, our true form manifests itself naturally.  In the Tenzo Kyokun this is referred to as a magnanimous or big mind.

'Magnanimous Mind [or daishin] is like a mountain, stable and impartial.  As exemplified by the ocean, it is tolerant and views everything from the broadest perspective.'

In Buddhism, when the he term dai, or big, is used, it never means big as compared to small.

On the contrary, big means to stop making comparisons of big and small.

In other words, big means to no longer engage in or pay heed to discriminative thought.

Zazen takes this senile mind, this narrow mind of ours that constantly discriminates between good and evil and throws it away.  It makes the mind more flexible and capable of seeing from a broader perspective.  Zazen makes the mind like a high mountain and a great ocean.


We must realize that our thought-producing minds are nothing more than one aspect of our total lives.


You and the totality of the world you live in together constitute that which I have been calling the life of the Self.


Everything we encounter is our life.


(from footnotes: Uchiyama Roshi uses the word dojo not as a particular building, but rather as it is used in the expression jikishin dojo, which means that mind is the place where we practice the Buddha's Way.)


Living out the true Self means to put away ideas of upper or lower, success or failure, and to learn to see that everything we encounter is our life, our true Self.

When we no longer see ourselves simply as cogs in the wheel of society, and awaken to the true Self in a total sense, then the meaning of our daily lives is bound to change.

There is no need to compare ourselves with those around us, nor to put ourselves into awkward and painful situations.  Rather, it is vital for us to take the utmost care of that world in which we live out our total Self.  This is the fundamental spirit running through the Tenzo Kyokun.



Seeing things from the perspective of the buddhadharma or of Big Mind means to cease engaging in prejudiced, discriminative thinking and to be resolved that whatever we meet is our life.


Dogen Zenji said 'Having a Magnanimous Mind means being without prejudice and refusing to take sides.  When carrying something that weighs an ounce, do not think of it as light, and likewise, when you have to carry fifty pounds, do not think of it as heavy.

'Do not get carried away by the sounds of spring, nor become heavy-hearted upon seeing the colors of fall.  View the changes of the seasons as a whole, and weigh the relativeness of light and heavy from a broad perspective.'

This metaphor means that you should not be swayed by the values of society nor get all excited simply because it is spring- finding yourself in favorable circumstances.

Likewise, just because it is fall, there is no need to get all upset.  Rather, see the four seasons of favorable circumstances, adversity, despair, and exaltation all as the scenery of your life.  This is what lies behind the expression 'Big Mind'.

Living out your life firmly grounded in Big Mind does not mean you become dumb and mute, nor that life is devoid of the 'scenery' of enlightenment and delusion, heaven and hell, success and failure, or happiness and unhappiness.
Nevertheless, living with the attitude that everything that arises is your life is the element of stability that Dogen Zenji taught as shikan-taza.  This is the attitude of a man practicing zazen and, at the same time, the posture (in the broadest sense of the word) of a man of Zen.


We view heaven or hell, enlightenment or delusion all with the same eye, or to put it more positively, we throw our whole lives into whatever we encounter, and that is the attitude of living out the buddhadharma.

When we have developed this kind of attitude toward our lives, the meaning of living day by day changes completely, along with our valuation of the events and people and circumstances that arise.  Since we no longer try to escape from delusion, misfortune, or adversity, nor chase after enlightenment and peace of mind, things like money and position lose their former value.  People's reputations or their skills at maneuvering in society have no bearing on the way we see them as human beings, nor does a certificate of enlightenment make any impression on anyone.  

What is primary and essential is that as we develop this vision, the meaning of encountering the things, situations, or people in our lives completely changes.


When we live out our lives to the fullest, there is no such thing as superior or inferior, good circumstance or bad, fortune or misfortune.  There is only the one taste of the great ocean of life.



Life must take the form of living activity, and the Tenzo Kyokun teaches us that the Self inclusive of the whole world is nothing other than the very things, people, or situations that we presently encounter and know, and helps us to discover our lives through these things, and, in turn, pour all our life back into them.


Big Mind, then, is not a matter of meditating on some vast, floating, spatial dimension.  Rather it is the practice of entirely devoting your life to each and every thing that you encounter, no matter what it might be.



'There is an old saying which goes,’ See the pot as your own head; see the water as your lifeblood.'  Another passage,  a few paragraphs previous to the one above, says: 'Clean the chopsticks, ladles, and all other utensils; handle them with equal care and awareness, putting everything back where it naturally belongs.'

To 'handle them with equal care is very important.  In other words, when you work with some tool or utensil you should put it back when you are finished with it and not just leave it sitting around.  When you put a pot down roughly, banging it around on concrete or a tiled sink, it cries out in pain.  
If you are still unable to hear that cry, then you can hardly be said to be a person living out zazen in your daily life.

Of course, this applies not only to utensils and things, it applies equally to situations and people.  A person can hardly be said to have a religious attitude who treats a teacup carefully, almost piously, simply because it is expensive, yet feels nothing in treating people roughly.  We should always strive to treat objects, affairs, and particularly people, with good care.  

When we begin to see that our every encounter constitutes our lives, or to put it another way, as we begin to understand the deeper ramifications of Big Mind in our lives, this mind or attitude naturally begins to function as the mind of a parent in regard to everything we meet.


Devoting the whole of life's ardor to all the circumstances and people we encounter in our lives in the same way we devote ourselves to our own children is precisely how we shall find the true meaning of life.

Even in loving a child, I do not mean that we would continually pander to its every whim.  Living with a Parental Mind also means to be prudent and aware of the child's real needs, lest we stifle the child with blind love.  The Tenzo Kyokun teaches in detail about the active functioning of this kind of mind or attitude.



It is fundamental that you put your energy into the wholeness of life, before you get carried away by a single aspect or a single view of a situation.

In a book by Godo Nakanishi there is a story about how a bird hatches its eggs.  While the female bird warms the eggs, she periodically gets up, turns them over with her beak, and sits down again.  The eggs will not hatch well if she only warms one side and leaves the other side cool.  Yet, it does not appear that she turns the eggs over because she thinks consciously that it is time to do so.    

Rather, she seems to do it because as she sits on the eggs her abdomen gets very warm and by turning the eggs over she can cool herself by pressing her abdomen on the other, relatively cool side of the egg.

Our passion for life works in this same way.  When your passion embraces the wholeness of life you naturally look around to see what is cool and needs to be taken care of.

This feeling of passion that arises naturally is the activity or the function of our lives.

What often prevents us from seeing and taking care of our life in its widest dimensions and covers our passion for life is fanaticism- political, philosophical, as well as the following of a blind devotion to some new discovery or knowledge about one aspect of a subject.

It is not that new discoveries or knowledge are in themselves bad; but blind faith and devotion to any particular thing eventually leads to the stifling of life as a whole.  

'Future practitioners must be able to see that side from this side as well as this side from that side.'

When your actions arise out of the wholeness of life, then you will be able to comprehend that passion which functions in all things and constantly moves in the direction of life. Only here will you find the greatest stability for your life.  This is also referred to as chime zen, or genuine Zen.

The quality or nature of the zazen which Dogen Zenji teaches is a stability wherein life simply becomes life.  At the same time, in the Tenzo Kyokun he teaches us about a functioning through which life actualizes life. (life fosters life)




Much too often we go about our lives holding on to some future goal without thinking about our present direction, or about the direction of our lives as a whole.  When we stop projecting goals and hopes in the future, and refuse to be led around by them, yet work to clarify our lives, that is, the direction of the present, then we will discover an alive and dynamic practice.


Although we no longer go about anticipating some future happiness or goal, we live out our lives with our present direction clearly defined.  This is a truly essential life-attitude.


Since life is always potential, whether you are a violet or a rose is simply not something that is fixed, nor is it necessary to try to figure it out.  What is vital here is that you give expression to the flower to your Self, the flower of here and now, and allow it to blossom as completely and as naturally as it can in every moment of your life.  That flower of your Self, that flower of here and now, is your life!

In the original text, the expression ichinyo, literally, 'as one', refers to Buddha and all sentient beings, being as one.  Ninyo, translated here 'as two', means that they seem to be divided.  That there is a separation between ourselves and the Buddha is not fixed.  Tentatively the two appear as separate entities.  Therein lies the reason we practice, aspiring to follow the Buddha's teachings.  Yet, if you see the dharma as an entity separate from yourself, and make becoming a buddha the goal or object of your practice, you will be involved in a very fundamental mistake.  

The expressions ichinyo and ninyo will take on meaning only when you practice with the activities of a buddha as the direction of your work, and understand that the Buddha is not something separate from sentient beings, not something separate from yourself.



If I were to try to put this (brief conversation from the text) into modern idiom I would do it this way.  

   Dogen Zenji asked, 'What is the meaning of our day-to-day          
   activities?'
   The Tenzo replied, 'This and that- everything!'
   Dogen Zenji countered, 'Just what is practice?'
   The Tenzo came back, 'Everything you encounter in your
   life is your practice.'



Practicing the Buddha Way or practicing zazen is never a matter of putting aside our day-to-day activities to search for truth in some mystical realm, nor does it mean to look for truth in some scholarly research.


Practicing the Way of the Buddha means to actually put our bodies to work, vividly living in every moment of our lives.


In reading through the Tenzo Kyokun in the original, you will come across words like shogun joshin or seisei, along with related expression like shishin or joshin, again and again.  I have pretty much interpreted all these either as working with undivided attention or working with sincerity and without prejudice.

The rationale behind this interpretation is that to actually function as human beings means to engage and work with our minds or spirits in objective situations.  Yet, we are pulled by the tendency not to function with clear or undivided minds towards the true situation.  

We constantly run around fantasizing about our dissatisfactions and irritations, which only results in the vividness of outlives being clouded over; with muddled minds we encounter muddled and ambiguous situations.

Above everything else, the spirit running through the text is clearly that of functioning with a clear mind and true sincerity in the actual situation we find ourselves in, and not in that one we have merely fabricated in our minds.



By throwing our life force into our work, every situation literally comes to life and that in turn generates clarity and vividness.  When the situation is full of life, we become more alive as a result.  This means, then, 
that our life force has breathed a vividness into the situation. 



In reading through the sutras I am sure you will understand why 'the Self settles naturally upon itself' is the most fundamental teaching of Buddhism.  

Far too often we get entangled in setting up some goal, and by perusing that goal we invest it with the power to give meaning tour lives.  Ironically, and unfortunately, we suffer because of our goals.  Inflating a goal with great significance setting our 'self' in opposition to the goal, and we suffer in direct proportion to our fixation with attaining the goal.  Consequently, there is always going to be a sense of instability or anxiety in our lives.


When doing zazen we practice ceasing to project some goal separate from the Self.  Instead, we learn to live out completely that Self that settles upon itself.


(from footnotes: Dogen Zenji writes, 'All the Buddhas and Tathagatas have an incomparable means for transmitting a mysterious and subtle dharma, and for awakening and clarifying one's life.  The standard for this transmission, which takes place without error only between Buddhas, is carried on by means of a samadhi which functions freely within oneself.  That means is the practice of zazen, which is the main entrance into this samadhi, enabling one's life to function freely within itself'.)



The expression 'the Self settling upon itself' means that your life manifests itself as life.  It is a Self that works to settle or bring composure to everything you encounter in your life.



What should we be doing with our lives?  Sawaki Roshi always said that we need to learn what it means to emerge from a life which’s confused, incomplete, and carelessly haphazard, a life based on compromise, on always fooling ourselves and others about who we are, about how we live; we need to learn what it means to 'settle naturally into our lives.'

We spend too much of our time living only by force of habit, or by trying to escape from boredom, or by throwing our energies in some fanatical direction completely opposite from living in as fundamental a way as possible.  Now more than any age before, though we cannot spend all our time pondering every little thing, we do need to take time out to reflect seriously on the significance of settling (clarifying, refining) our lives.



Earlier, I tried to differentiate between seeking meaning in terms of emotional happiness and of just devoting your passion for life.  To carry the discussion a step further, we have to examine closely just where this passion for life is actually being devoted.



In the Shoji (Life and Death) chapter of the Shobo-genzo, Dogen Zenji writes, 'Let go of and forget your body and mind; throw your life into the abode of the Buddha, living and being moved and led by the Buddha.  When you do this without relying on your own physical or mental power, you become released from both life and death and become a Buddha.

'Do not immerse yourself in mental and emotional struggles.
Refrain from committing evil.  Neither be attached to life nor to death.  Be compassionate toward all sentient beings.  Revere that which is superior and do not withhold sympathy from that which is inferior.  Do not harbor hatreds nor covet anything.  Do not be overly concerned with trivial matters nor grieve over difficulties in your life.  This is the Buddha.  Do not search for the Buddha anywhere else.'



Returning again to the Tenzo Kyokun, we find the passage(s):
'Put those things that naturally go on a high place onto a high place, and those things that would be most stable on a low place onto a low place; things that naturally belong on a high place settle best on a high place, while those things which belong on a low place find their greatest stability there.'


'Be very clear about this.  A fool sees himself as another, but a wise man sees others as himself.'



'You should think only about how to best serve the community, having no fear of poverty.  As long as your mind is not limited, you will naturally receive unlimited fortune.'

'The three aspects of this attitude are to see that working for the benefit of others benefits oneself; to understand that through making every effort for the prosperity of the community one revitalizes one's own character; and to know that endeavoring to succeed the patriarchs of past generations means to learn from their lives and to value their examples.'

Indeed, this is the fundamental spirit or attitude of the bodhisattvas, who vow to actually practice not for their own benefit alone but for the benefit of all sentient beings.								


