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INTRODUCTION

IT USED TO be that nobody outside the worlds of stuffy academics and nerdy Zen studies
knew who Dogen was. And while this thirteenth-century Japanese Zen master and writer
is still not one of the best-known philosophers on the planet, he’s well-known enough to
have a character on the popular American TV series Lost named after him and to get
referenced regularly in books and discussions of the world’s most important philosophical
thinkers.

Unfortunately, in spite of all this, Dogen still tends to be presented either as an
inscrutable Oriental speaking in riddles and rhymes or as an insufferable intellectual
making clever allusions to books you’re too dumb to have heard of. Nobody wants to read
a guy like that.

You could argue that Dogen really is these things. Sometimes. But he’s a lot more than
that. When you work with him for a while, you start to see that he’s actually a pretty
straightforward, no-nonsense guy. It’s hard to see that, though, because his world and ours
are so very different.

A few months ago, my friend Whitney and I were at Atomic City Comics in
Philadelphia. There I found The War That Time Forgot, a collection of DC comics from
the fifties about American soldiers who battle living dinosaurs on a tropical island during
World War II, and Whitney found a book called God Is Disappointed in You, by Mark
Russell. The latter was far more influential in the formation of this book.

The publishers of that book, Top Shelf Publications, describe God Is Disappointed in
You as being “for people who would like to read the Bible ... if it would just cut to the
chase.” In this book, Russell has summarized the entire Christian Bible in his own words,
skipping over repetitive passages and generally making each book far more concise and
straightforward than any existing translation. He livens up his prose with a funny,
irreverent attitude that is nonetheless respectful to its source material. If you want to know
what’s in the Bible but can’t deal with actually reading the whole darned thing, it’s a very
good way to begin.

After she’d been reading God Is Disappointed in You for a while, Whitney showed it
to me and suggested I try to do the same thing with Shobogenzo: The Treasury of the True
Dharma Eye. This eight-hundred-year-old classic, written by the Japanese monk FEihei
Dogen, expounds on and explains the philosophical basis for one of the largest and most
influential sects of Zen Buddhism. It’s one of the great classics of philosophical literature,
revered by people all over the world. However, like many revered philosophical classics,
it’s rarely read, even by those who claim to love it.

I immediately thought it was a cool idea to try to do this with Shobogenzo, but I didn’t
know if it would work. I’ve studied Shobogenzo for around thirty years, much of that time
under the tutelage of Gudo Wafu Nishijima. Nishijima Roshi was my ordaining teacher,
and he, along with his student Chodo Mike Cross, produced a highly respected English
translation that was for many years the only full English translation available. I had



already written one book about Shobogenzo, called Sit Down and Shut Up (New World
Library, 2007), and had referenced Shobogenzo extensively in all five of my other books
about Zen practice.

My attitude toward Shobogenzo is somewhat like Mark Russell’s attitude toward the
Bible. I deeply respect the book and its author, Dogen. But I don’t look at it the way a
religious person regards a holy book. Zen Buddhism is not a religion, however much it
sometimes looks like one. There are no holy books in Zen, especially the kind of Zen that
Dogen taught. In Dogen’s view everything is sacred, and to single out one specific thing,
like a book or a city or a person, as being more sacred than anything else is a huge
mistake. So the idea of rewriting Dogen’s masterwork didn’t feel at all blasphemous or
heretical to me.

But Shobogenzo presents a whole set of challenges Russell didn’t face with the Bible.
The biggest one is that the Bible is mainly a collection of narrative stories. What Russell
did, for the most part, was to summarize those stories while skipping over much of the
philosophizing that occurs within them. Shobogenzo, on the other hand, has just a few
narrative storytelling sections, and these are usually very short. It’s mostly philosophy.
This meant that I’d have to deal extensively with the kind of material Russell generally
skipped over.

Still, it was such an interesting idea that I figured I'd give it a try. My idea was to
present the reader with everything important in Shobogenzo. 1 didn’t summarize every
single line. But I have tried to give a sense of every paragraph of the book without leaving
anything significant out. While I’d caution you not to quote this book and attribute it to
Dogen, I have tried to produce a book wherein you could conceivably do so without too
much fear of being told by someone, “That’s not really what Dogen said!” Obviously, if a
line mentions Twinkies or zombies or beer, you’ll know I’ve done a bit of liberal
paraphrasing. I have noted these instances, though, so that shouldn’t be too much of a
problem.

In a sense, with this book I am following a time-honored tradition of misquoting
Dogen. When the first teachers of Soto Zen Buddhism showed up in America and Europe,
there were not yet any translations of Dogen in English or other European languages. So
these teachers would just quote things from memory and translate them into English or
French or whatever other foreign-to-them language they were attempting to communicate
in on the fly.

Several well-known examples of this occur in the book Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind by
Shunryu Suzuki. That book was compiled from transcripts of lectures Suzuki Roshi, who
was then head of the San Francisco Zen Center, gave in the late 1960s. In it he quotes
Dogen a number of times, but most of these quotations are wrong.

For example, he has Dogen saying, “Life is one continuous mistake.” It’s a great line,
and lots of people — including me — have attributed it to Dogen ever since. But when
some folks at San Francisco Zen Center tried to trace that quote, nobody could find it. The
nearest anyone has found is in the book FEihei Koroku (Dogen’s Extensive Record) in
which Dogen says, “There is the principle of the Way that we must make one mistake after



another” and elsewhere he says, “Making mistakes, we make more mistakes.”

As far as I’m concerned, though, Suzuki’s Dogen quotations are all close enough for
rock and roll. He understood the meaning of Dogen’s words, even if he hadn’t memorized
them. Some people even say that Dogen’s own famous line, from his teacher Tendo
Nyojo, about “dropping off body and mind” may be a misquote. Those words never
appear in any of the existing transcripts of talks by Tendo Nyojo made by his Chinese
disciples. However, this is perfectly fine. Buddhism is basically an oral tradition, not a
religion based on a book. The meaning behind the words is far more important than the
specific words used to convey that meaning. The way human beings tend to misremember
what they’ve heard is actually part of the Zen tradition.

In any case, this is definitely not a new translation of Shobogenzo. We are lucky to be
living in a time when several of those are available, with more on the way, so there’s no
reason for me to add to that pile. Instead, what I offer here is a sense of what I get when I
read Shobogenzo.

The Shobogenzo proper consists of ninety-five chapters. Apparently Dogen originally
planned to write a hundred, but he died before he could write the final five. In this book I
have paraphrased the first twenty-one chapters, although in two cases I combined chapters
that are two-parters in the original into single chapters, so you end up getting nineteen
paraphrased chapters, plus I give you “Fukanzazengi” as a bonus, which is often included
in Shobogenzo translations as an appendix. These twenty-one chapters constitute volume
one of the Nishijima/Cross translation. Nishijima and Cross followed the now-established
tradition of organizing their Shobogenzo translation chronologically, with Dogen’s earliest
dated writings first and his undated writings at the end. I haven’t started work on volume 2
yet. This was a bear of a book to put together, and I want to see how it goes with this one
before diving in again. That means volume 2 may be up to you, dear reader. If you like
this one, let me know (especially by buying it!).

When I posted a few lines from this book on the Interwebs to see what sort of reaction
they got, people immediately demanded to know what Dogen “really” said, either in the
form of a standard translation or in the original Japanese. So I anticipate that readers of
this book will want the same. In many cases I have given alternate translations, or even
Dogen’s actual Japanese. But if I did that for the whole book, the workload would’ve been
too much, and the book itself would have been ginormous. Instead, I’ve put a bibliography
at the end that includes the translations and Japanese versions I used. You’ll have to look
up the lines I haven’t given alternate versions of for yourself, I’m afraid.

That being said, I really didn’t want this to be a book full of those kinds of fake
Buddha quotes people are constantly sending each other on Facebook, only to be told that
Buddha never really said those things. So I’ve been pretty careful with my paraphrasing. I
relied mainly on my teacher’s translation of Shobogenzo. That edition is extremely useful
because it has copious footnotes. Most lines, phrases, and words that could be translated
very differently are noted, with the original Japanese. I also kept Kazuaki Tanahashi’s
translation at hand to double-check anything I had doubts about. If I still wasn’t certain,
I’d go to the original thirteenth-century Japanese text, which Nishijima Roshi provides in



his twelve-volume translation of Shobogenzo into modern Japanese. Finally, I kept one
eye on the Soto Zen Text Project’s translation of Shobogenzo, which is currently
incomplete and only available online, and another on the Shasta Abbey translation, which
tends to be kind of florid in its language but doesn’t stray too far from the original
meaning. I also consulted the translation by Kosen Nishiyama and John Stevens
frequently, as well as the partial translations by Norman Waddell, Masao Abe, and
Thomas Cleary; I consulted several other partial translations too.

As I said earlier, I studied and practiced the Shobogenzo in Japan with Gudo Wafu
Nishijima for around two decades and before that did another decade of study and practice
with an American teacher named Tim McCarthy. When I say, I “studied and practiced the
Shobogenzo,” 1 mean that I not only studied the text but also tried to put its lessons into
practice in the traditional way.

I never entered a monastery as a full-time live-in monk, which many people consider
the only way to practice what Dogen preached. But this would ignore the fact that Dogen
taught a number of lay students throughout his life and, indeed, recommended zazen as a
daily practice not only for those who live in monasteries but also to anyone interested in
self-discovery. During those decades, I did zazen every day, attended a whole lot of Zen
retreats, and read Shobogenzo numerous times by myself, besides listening to hundreds of
Nishijima’s lectures about it. I also read as much of the scholarship about Dogen as I could
handle, being a guy who is generally more drawn to works like The War That Time
Forgot.

My teacher Nishijima Roshi was mostly a self-made scholar of Shobogenzo. He first
came across the work in a used bookstore when he was in his teens. He said that it
intrigued him because even though it was written in his own language, he couldn’t
understand it at all. And yet, like a lot of us, he could feel that although the book was
opaque and hard to comprehend, it appeared to have a logic and power all its own. As
weird as some of its passages are, it never seems like the ravings of a madman. Rather, it
appears to be the work of someone who has touched a very profound truth and is
struggling to put that truth into words that others can understand.

Later on Nishijima studied with Kodo Sawaki, the legendary “homeless monk” who
never kept a temple of his own (until he was very old, anyway) and instead traveled all
over Japan, leading retreats for interested laypeople. Sawaki was also a Dogen scholar and
professor at Komazawa University, which was founded by the Soto sect, the organization
that traces their roots back to the temple Dogen founded in the thirteenth century.

Nishijima devoted his life to studying Shobogenzo. The footnotes he added to his
translations show the incredible breadth of his study. Every obscure old text Dogen
referenced, Nishijima looked up and read. Every name Dogen mentions, Nishijima traces
and gives you a brief history of the person. The translation he produced has yet to be
equaled in its thorough scholarship, even though technically it’s the work of an amateur,
since he was never a professor of Dogen studies or anything like that (he worked in
finance most of his life).

For most readers, the biggest single obstacle in Dogen’s writing is his use of



contradictions. He constantly tells you something is one way and then a few sentences or
even a couple of words later tells you it’s the exact opposite way. This violates one of the
cardinal rules of logic. Aristotle said, “One cannot say of something that it is and that it is
not in the same respect and at the same time.” But Dogen does that all over the place!

Nishijima Roshi’s way of explaining this was to say that Dogen adopted four points of
view when talking about any given topic. These four points of view were (1)
idealism/subjectivism, (2) materialism/objectivism, (3) action, and (4) realism, which
synthesizes the other three. We can look at any topic through these four lenses, and it will
appear quite different through each one. Often the same thing can look so different,
depending on how you look at it, that it appears to be its own opposite.

Our Western philosophical tradition is generally confined to the first two of these
points of view. Our religions are spiritual, which in most cases is a synonym for idealistic.
Here I’m not using the word idealistic to mean that one has ideals in the sense of
principles, morals, and ethics and sticks to them, or as in idealism, used almost like a
synonym for optimism. I mean instead that religions take the stance that the spiritual side
of our experience — the world of ideas and meanings and inner, subjective reality — is
more real than the material side.

Science, on the other hand, is materialistic. It concerns itself only with physical matter
and measurable energy and ignores or at least marginalizes the subjective world of ideas
and spirituality. No matter what belief system you have, paper always burns at 425° F
(218° C). No matter what religion you are, the speed of light as measured by a stationary
observer is the same. More radical versions of materialism take the stance that our
subjective/spiritual sense is negligible or even destructive. This can lead people to adopt
the more common form of materialism, which says that the best way to live is to get as
much money, social prestige, and power as possible: he who dies with the most toys wins.

In the nineteenth century, materialism became the dominant philosophical stance
throughout the Western world. Sure, idealistic religions continued to exist. But science
worked. It gave us more and better food, flush toilets in every home, lightbulbs,
telephones, TVs, the Internet. But in the twentieth century it also gave us the atomic
bomb, high-tech death camps, runaway pollution, and global climate change.

Some people urged a return to the spirituality of the past as a solution to all this. On
September 11, 2001, a small group of religious fanatics tried to force us to turn back. But
they failed miserably and at great cost. We know too much about the workings of the
material world ever to deny what we have collectively learned. One of the great
absurdities of our time is people denouncing science on the Internet. They might not be
consciously aware of the irony of that, but subconsciously they know they’re wrong and
that scares them. People who are scared can be dangerous, and that’s a serious problem.
This is why Dogen is so important today. Those who want us to return to spirituality are as
dangerous as those who support a purely materialistic outlook.

Although Dogen wrote Shobogenzo between 1227 and 1253 cE, it took hundreds of
years before it became widely read. For almost six hundred years the book was all but
forgotten. Even in Japanese monasteries that followed the Zen tradition he established,



Dogen’s writings were rarely read. Yet his style of practice became hugely successful,
even as his philosophical works lapsed into almost total obscurity. In the eighteenth
century a few Japanese scholars began rediscovering his writings. But it wasn’t until the
twentieth century that Dogen began to be widely read outside the scholarly community.

I once asked Nishijima Roshi why he thought that was. He said he believed it was
because Dogen was so far ahead of his time that very few people in his own day could
understand him. For instance, he doesn’t use modern psychological terminology, but
anyone familiar with psychology can see clearly that he is talking about psychological
concepts. To take just one example, he frequently writes of the subconscious, an idea that
wouldn’t be widely understood in Western society for centuries. Nishijima Roshi said that
when we read Dogen today we can follow his ideas in ways people of Dogen’s time were
unable to.

We need Dogen today — desperately. His philosophy offers us a way out of our
continuing battles between the idealistic and the materialistic view. He offers us a Middle
Way. We do not have to choose between science and religion. Dogen offers us a sensible
approach we can use to live with the inherent contradictions between these two outlooks.
His philosophy is more relevant now than ever before.

I hope this book will make Dogen accessible to people who aren’t Zen nerds or
scholars of ancient Buddhist philosophy. After all, Dogen was not writing for an audience
full of people with PhDs in Buddhist studies. He was writing for ordinary people like us.
Dogen himself was very scholarly, but his monks and the laypeople who attended his talks
weren’t a bunch of brainiac intellectuals. They were mostly rough-and-ready country folk
who, though they were often bright and curious, were not very educated or worldly.

Unfortunately, up until very recently you had to have a vast education in classical
Buddhism and ancient Asian languages to even read Dogen at all. We owe a great debt to
the scholars who did the hard work of making Dogen accessible to Western people steeped
in Buddhist lore. But I feel like the time is right to present Dogen to everybody else.

I hope this is an enjoyable and interesting book that helps you look at things a little
differently. I hope it gives you some laughs. I also hope a few of you take up meditation
after reading it, because it’s a really great thing to do.

Have fun!



1. DOGEN’S ZEN FAQ

Bendowa

A Talk about Pursuing the Truth

MOST CONTEMPORARY EDITIONS of Shobogenzo begin with “Bendowa.” The title consists of
three Chinese characters that mean “endeavor,” “way,” and “talk.” So a very direct and
clunky translation would be “(A) Talk (on the) Endeavor (of the) Way.” Kazuaki
Tanahashi calls it “On the Endeavor of the Way,” and Kosho Uchiyama calls it “The
Wholehearted Way.” My teacher Gudo Nishijima translates it as “A Talk about Practicing
Zazen.” When you read the piece it’s clear that the way Dogen is talking about
endeavoring in here is the practice of zazen. So Nishijima Roshi took the liberty of just
saying that outright, even though Dogen was a bit cagey on the subject.

Some people with too much time on their hands debate whether “Bendowa” actually
belongs in Shobogenzo. Since Dogen himself died before he could compile a complete
edition he was satisfied with, we’ll never know. But we do know that he titled many of his
pieces with the word Shobogenzo first and then the individual title of the fascicle (a fancy
word for chapter — you knew that, but the first time I saw the word fascicle 1 thought it
was the name of a naughty body part or something). However, “Bendowa” is not called
“Shobogenzo Bendowa,” so many experts say that “Bendowa” was meant as a separate
piece.

On the other hand, it is stylistically very much like the other Shobogenzo pieces and
serves well as an introduction since it sets the stage for much of the rest of the book.
That’s why it was added to the edition published in the 1600s as chapter 1. It remains there
in most editions today.

The chapter consists of a brief statement about how great zazen is, followed by a very
short autobiography of Dogen, followed by a section often called “Jijuyu Zanmai,” or “the
Samadhi of Receiving and Using the Self.” It then concludes with a kind of FAQ
(frequently asked questions) section about zazen, which is the longest part of the piece.

Regarding that second section, the word samadhi tends to be translated as a kind of
trance or special state of consciousness. Even in Dogen’s day it was thought of that way.
But Dogen doesn’t use the word like that. Here we get the first inklings of how he
redefines the term. He tells us that zazen is our gateway to this state but makes it clear that
the state is not something we achieve by doing zazen. Rather, zazen is this state itself,
whether or not we know it.

We’ll talk more at the end.

The Buddhas and Buddhist ancestors had a brilliant way of figuring out what the real deal was with the universe. They
transmitted this method all the way down to our time. This method is the samadhi of receiving and using the self.

The truth is everywhere all around us, but if we don’t practice, it doesn’t show itself and we can’t experience it.
When we let go of reality our hands are filled with it and when we shut up about reality our mouths are filled with it. In
zazen we practice the oneness of reality. But is all the stuff I just got done saying even relevant to such a state?



I started practicing Buddhism and doing zazen when I was about twelve years old. A few years later I met a master
named Myozen at a temple called Kennin. Myozen was the only person who ever really understood what his teacher
Eisai taught. Myozen and Eisai were part of the Rinzai lineage in Zen.

In my twenties, I traveled to China and studied with some really good teachers from a bunch of lineages. But finally
I settled on a teacher named Tendo Nyojo (Ch. Tiantong Rujing, or sometimes Juching, depending on who you consult,
1163-1228 cE). While I was with Tendo Nyojo I was able to complete the great task of Buddhist study.

I came back to Japan determined to tell folks about Buddhism and do the whole “save all beings” thing. This was
1227, when I was twenty-seven years old. But I felt like it was too much to deal with on my own, and that maybe Japan
just wasn’t ready for the kind of straight-up Buddhism I’d learned in China from Tendo Nyojo. So I figured I'd just
kinda be a Zen hippie and wander around for a while, you know, like a cloud or whatever.

Then I thought about it some more. I figured that if there were just a few people who could get what I was saying it
would be a shame for me not to make it available. So in order to do that I figured I’d compile a record of the teachings
I’d heard and the customs I’d practiced at temples in China.

How about I start by giving you a brief outline of the history of Buddhism? Gautama Buddha became enlightened
and transmitted the dharma to Maha Kashyapa. Many years later Bodhidharma brought Buddhism to China.
Bodhidharma’s disciple Taiso Eka (Ch. Dazu Huike, 487-593 CE) transmitted it to Daikan Eno (Ch. Daijan Huineng,
638-713 CE), who showed the Chinese that Buddhism wasn’t about intellectual explanations but about real practice.

Daikan Eno had two really good students. These were Master Nangaku Ejo (Ch. Nanyue Huairang, 677—744 CE)
and Master Seigen Gyoshi (Ch. Qingyuan Xingsi, 660-740 CE). Following Ejo and Gyoshi, Chinese Buddhism split into
five lineages, which are the Hogen sect, the Igyo sect, the Unmon sect, the Soto sect, and the Rinzai sect. Of these only
the Rinzai sect was widely influential in my time in China. Most of the temples I visited were part of this lineage.

Even though there are differences among these sects, they all rely on the one posture that carries the stamp of
Gautama Buddha’s mind. In other words, all these sects focus on sitting down and shutting up; they all practice zazen.

Until Bodhidharma came to China nobody there understood Buddhism. But after Bodhidharma showed them the
practice of zazen, everything was clear. I hope the same thing will happen in Japan.

*Every Buddhist ancestor has practiced upright sitting in the midst of the samadhi of receiving and using the self.
Every single person who followed the Way in India and China did this stuff. So that’s what they taught people.

Real Buddhists all say that zazen is the best thing ever. From the first time you learn it from a teacher, you never
need to burn incense, do prostrations, recite Buddha’s name, or read sutras anymore. Just sit and get the state that’s free
of body and mind.

If one person sits zazen, being right in body, speech, and mind for just one moment, the whole universe enters this
state. Every living thing becomes clear in body and mind at the same time, and they all experience the greatest freedom.
It makes all Buddhas increase the joy surging up from the original source and renews their enlightenment. Every being
everywhere together realizes themselves and experiences enlightenment.

Anyone who practices zazen enters directly into this state and receives the imperceptible mutual assistance of all
things in the entire universe. Everybody shares in the benefits thus produced.

The perception of those individuals who practice zazen never interferes with the reality of zazen. It doesn’t matter if
you notice all this wonderfulness or not. This is because in the quietness, with nothing to accomplish, there is only direct
experience. This realization takes place in the stillness of the self-receiving and self-using samadhi (in Japanese this is
called jijuyo zanmai, hence the name of this section) and doesn’t disturb so much as a single speck of dust.

If we were to divide zazen into two parts, practice and experience, we could consider each part separately. We could
say that we practice in order to achieve enlightenment. But your perceptions cannot be the standard of enlightenment,
because deluded human sentiment cannot reach the standard of enlightenment. Basically, you cannot know your own
enlightenment because whatever you call enlightenment can’t be enlightenment.

The experience of zazen is eternal. It’s the same for everyone. We touch the deepest experience of all human beings
throughout history when we allow ourselves to be truly quiet.

If all the countless Buddhas throughout space and time used all their infinite Buddha wisdom to try to calculate the
merit of one person sitting zazen, they couldn’t even come close.

Let’s answer a few FAQs about Zen practice.

FAQ 1: I’ve told you all about how great zazen is, but maybe some doofus* might ask, “There are lots of ways to get
into Buddhism; how come you’re only talking about zazen?”

I say it’s because zazen is the authentic way into Buddhist practice.



FAQ 2: “How come you say it’s the authentic way?”

My answer is that Gautama Buddha himself taught zazen. Every other master after him in India and China got
whatever realization they had from doing zazen. So I’'m gonna promote zazen here in Japan.

FAQ 3: “It’s too darned difficult for a regular guy like me to try to follow in the footsteps of Buddha! Chanting sutras
and reciting the names of the Buddhas might naturally lead to enlightenment. But just sitting around not doing anything
— how is that supposed to lead to enlightenment?”

It is super-ridiculous to imagine that reading sutras and chanting is going to lead to enlightenment if you don’t
actually meditate. You’d have to be in some kind of stoned stupor even to ask such a thing. People who only chant sutras
are no better than frogs croaking in a pond. You should either get serious about meditation or just give up the game.
Remember the story in the Lotus Sutra in which the Buddha tells a bunch of haters they should just go home instead of
hanging around, causing his sincere students trouble? Get a clue from that.

Listen. How about you just set aside your doubts and check out some zazen for yourself?

FAQ 4: “There are a lot of other kinds of Buddhism than yours, Dogen! The guys over at the Shingon Temple say, ‘The
mind here and now is Buddha.” They say you don’t need to meditate for a long time like you’re telling us! In their school
they say you can reach enlightenment right now! What’s so cool about this process you’re recommending? It sounds
pretty wack to me!”

I don’t want to cast aspersions on other forms of Buddhism, but we need to look at their practices and decide for
ourselves if they’re right. Lots of people get the truth in lots of ways. This is because the whole universal truth is present
in every single speck of dust. It’s everywhere.

Expressions like “the mind here and now is Buddha” are like reflections in a mirror, and we shouldn’t get caught up
in the words. The reason I recommend zazen is that it is the practice of immediate realization and direct experience of
the truth. So take that, Shingon sect!

When we’re looking for a teacher we should look for someone who has experienced the ultimate state, not some
scholar who just counts words. That would be like the blind leading the blind. Whoever comes to me for instruction,
even if it’s someone who follows another religion, I’ll teach that person zazen.

It’s true that a core Buddhist teaching is that from the beginning we have never been without the supreme truth. But
we get all caught up in the random secretions of our own brains and end up missing what’s right in front of our faces.

Even though we can learn something about the insights of ancient masters by reading sutras about them, we only
really need to just practice the method and the posture done by Gautama Buddha, and we can forget about everything
else. If we do so we can leap beyond the bounds of delusion and enlightenment and stroll with leisure in the real world
that exists outside any fixed criteria. There’s no comparison between someone who has their own real experience and
someone who just reads about the experiences of others.

FAQ 5: “There are loads of other Buddhist practices, Dogen! Zazen is just one of them. So how come you say all of
Buddha’s teachings are contained in this one practice?”

You’re only asking this because people have named the true essential teachings of Buddhism the “Zen sect.” This
term was never used in ancient India. It was invented by the Chinese. This is because some dumbasses who encountered
Bodhidharma and his followers thought he was a kind of Hindu who practiced a thing called zazen. Then they dropped
the za part and started calling them the Zen sect. Za means “to sit” and zen is a Japanese pronunciation of the Chinese
word chan, which is their pronunciation of the Sanskrit word dhyana, meaning “meditation.”

But what the Buddha actually taught was zazen. This was transmitted to us by his authentic successors. Zazen is the
complete path and the whole truth of Buddhism.

FAQ 6: “You can walk, you can stand, you can sit, and you can lie down. Isn’t all that Buddhist practice too? Why are
you so hung up on just sitting, Dogen?”

Buddhists of the past have entered the state of experience in lots of ways. But we should remember that zazen is
something all of them have done, even if they might have done other practices too. So we can conclude that sitting is the
most reliable, stable, and enjoyable method.

FAQ 7: “Okay. Fine. Maybe some newbie can get something out of doing zazen. But what about someone who already
has lots of experience? What are they gonna get out of it?”

Sigh! Even though we shouldn’t tell our dreams to idiots or give oars to a mountaineer, nonetheless I will try my
best to answer your dopey question.

First off, only non-Buddhists make a distinction between practice and experience. Because there is no such
distinction, a newbie’s zazen is exactly the same as that done by a person who’s practiced for many years. This is why



the ancient masters said not to expect any experience outside of practice. Experience is endless and beginningless.

I saw with my own eyes zazen halls in China that could seat hundreds or even thousands of people. These days
China is the world’s most advanced civilization, and Japan is a little backwater nation nobody much cares about.

When [ asked my teacher Tendo Nyojo what the most important Buddhist principle was, he said that it was the idea
that practice and experience were one and the same. That is, you don’t do zazen in order to achieve some result like
enlightenment in the future. Zazen itself, he said, is enlightenment.

Master Nangaku Ejo said, “I do not deny that there is practice and experience, but they can never be divided.” Even
after we’ve attained the truth we still ought to keep practicing. So-called enlightenment experiences are not a finishing
line.

FAQ 8: “Other guys before you have gone to China and brought Buddhist teachings back to Japan. How come they
didn’t say the same things as you?”

I say it’s because the time was not yet right for those guys.
FAQ 9: “Okay, then, did those guys understand the universal teaching you claim to have received?”
Look. If they had understood it, they would have taught it. Right?

FAQ 10: “I once heard some kind of spiritual guy — maybe he was a Buddhist — say there’s no reason to be scared of
dying. All you gotta do, he said, is realize that the body is just a temporary material covering for your true eternal
spiritual self. When your body dies, your true self gets reborn into another body. Once you understand this, after your
body dies your spirit gets reborn in the spirit world, where it knows everything. So what use is it to sit and stare at walls?
Isn’t this what Buddha taught?”

This is not what the Buddha taught at all. Only a real dumbhead would think this idea is Buddhism. Buddhism
teaches that body and mind are not separate things. The Buddhist schools that discuss eternity or permanence see all
things as eternal and permanent, and the Buddhist schools that discuss emptiness or cessation see all things — both
physical/material and mental/spiritual — as empty or temporary. None of the Buddhist schools ever divides the world
into a permanent spiritual side and an impermanent material side.

You should understand that human daily life is, in itself, nirvana. If we think that Buddhism is about understanding
that mind/spirit is eternal while body/matter is temporary and that Buddhist wisdom is separate from birth and death,
even this thought is itself ephemeral and fleeting. Pretty ironic, eh?

Buddhism teaches that the nature of mind totally includes all forms. This means that nothing — not the material
world or even nirvana — lacks the nature of mind. All entities can be considered together as just one undivided mind.
This mind is not something separate from matter. So how could we perversely divide this oneness into body/matter on
one side and mind/spirit on the other, or into life/death, as opposed to nirvana? Don’t listen to the words of weirdos who
spout baloney about the eternal spirit and the temporary body.

FAQ 11: “So does a person who practices zazen have to keep the moral precepts of Buddhism?”

Keeping the precepts and observing pure moral conduct is the habit of Buddhists. But even those who haven’t
formally received the precepts or have broken them can benefit from doing zazen.

FAQ 12: “Does it mess up your zazen practice if you also practice other stuff like chanting mantras or doing vipassana
(analytical introspection)?”

My teachers in China told me they had never heard of any authentic master combining those kinds of practices with
zazen. Unless you completely devote yourself to one practice, you’ll never really master it.

FAQ 13: “I heard that only home-leavers (male and female Buddhist monks) should do zazen. What do you say to that,
Dogen?”

According to Gautama Buddha, men and women, nobles and commoners, are not distinguished from one another.
Everybody can do zazen.

FAQ 14: “All right. That’s cool. But monks have left the workaday world behind and have no hindrances in practice.
How can a busy person like me with a real job and a family ever single-mindedly pursue Buddhist practice?”

Gautama Buddha left us a very wide and great gate of mercy in the practice of zazen, which allows literally
everybody to enter. For example, there were several Chinese political officials who, in spite of the long hours they had to
work, nonetheless also devoted a portion of each day to zazen practice.

In China people of military clans and civilian families still find time to practice zazen. The gods in heaven protect
any country where people practice zazen and grant them a peaceful society, with a stable form of government.



When the Buddha was alive, even criminals and those who held mistaken views practiced with him and attained the
truth. Among the later Buddhist patriarchs were woodcutters and huntsmen. So for now just seek the teaching of an
authentic master.

FAQ 15: “But aren’t we living in the Age of Decline predicted in the ancient sutras? How can we be expected to
practice in such an awful time?”

Even though scholars of ancient texts talk about various ages in which the Buddha’s teaching is supposed to flourish
and then decline, I don’t believe any of that stuff. Everyone can attain the Way through practice. We receive and use the
treasure that is ourselves. A person who actually practices zazen can tell if they’re in the state of real experience, just like
you can tell if water is warm or cold by putting your hand in it.

FAQ 16: “If it’s true that ‘mind here and now is Buddha,’ as the sutras say, then even if we don’t read sutras, or chant, or
practice zazen we can have confidence that our Buddhism lacks nothing. We’re all enlightened anyway, right? So why
should we waste time meditating?”

This is a pretty dumb thing to say. If we could attain the truth just by being told we’re already Buddhas, then why
hasn’t everyone who ever heard such a thing been enlightened? Gautama Buddha wouldn’t have taken the trouble to
expound his teachings if it were that easy. Here’s a story to illustrate this point.

Once a monk named Soku (Ch. Xuanze, dates unknown) was leaving the temple when Master Hogen Bun-eki (Ch.
Fayan Wenyi, 885—958 CE) asked him, “How long have you been my student?”

The monk said, “Three years.”
The master said, “You’re a new guy here. How come you never ask me any questions?”

The monk said, “I won’t lie. Before I came here I was at another temple, and while I was there I attained
enlightenment.”

The master asked, “With what words did you enter this state?”

The monk said, “I asked my teacher just what is this monk that I call myself. He said, ‘The brothers of fire come
looking for fire.” ”

The master said, “Nice words. But I don’t think you really got it.”
The monk said, “I understood that he meant I was looking for myself when I already was myself.”
The master said, “Now I’m sure you didn’t get it! If it was like that there wouldn’t be any Buddhism at all!”

The monk got all mad and flustered and immediately left the monastery. But on his way out he thought, “This
master is well respected all over the country. Maybe he’s got a point.” He went back to the master and asked, “Just what
is this monk I call myself?”

The master said, “The brothers of fire come looking for fire.”
Upon hearing these words the monk understood the Buddhist teachings perfectly.

If the intellectual idea that we ourselves are already Buddhas were the teachings of Buddhism, the master wouldn’t
have admonished the monk. So, from our very first meeting with a master we should single-mindedly do zazen. Then
our practice will not be a waste of time. Which would be good, since it takes so long.

FAQ 17: “I’ve heard a lot of stories about how different Buddhist masters got enlightened. Like, Buddha was
supposedly enlightened when he saw the morning star. Another guy got enlightened when he heard a pebble hit a
bamboo stalk, and another guy got enlightened looking at some flowers. Some people got enlightened just by hearing a
single word or sentence. Did those people all do zazen?”

You should know that these people had no divided consciousness when these things happened and no intellectual
doubts about pursuing the truth. It wasn’t these external triggers that somehow produced their enlightenment.

FAQ 18: “China is the center of civilization. Over there everyone understands Buddhism really quickly. But here in
Japan our whole country is just a bunch of stupid barbarians. How can a bunch of dim-witted apes like us ever hope to
understand Buddhism, much less practice zazen?”

I agree that Japan is a pretty backward country. But even in advanced countries there are backward people, and vice
versa. A lot of supposedly stupid people in the past were nevertheless able to attain enlightenment.

Buddhism has been around only for about two thousand years now. It has traveled into many countries, some of
which were just as much rural backwaters as Japan. But the teachings of Buddhism are already damned good to begin
with. So when the time comes it will spread, even in backward countries. All human beings have the seeds of deep
wisdom. It’s just that in Japan only a few of us have been struck by the experience of profound truth.



That ends the FAQ section. It is my intention to lay out the teachings I heard in China on paper as well as the
various rules and practices I observed in the temples over there for Japanese people who are interested.

We Japanese are fortunate that some people brought Buddhist teachings over from China a few hundred years ago.
But we’re still confused about what it all means. Even though this is so, we can practice zazen in our country. If people
want to learn how to do zazen I have already written a handy guide called The Universal Guide to Zazen.

Maybe it’d be more proper if I waited for some kind of official decree or royal permission to teach Buddhism, but I
just can’t hang on that long.* It’s not always a good thing to wait for favorable circumstances, since you never know
when or even if those will come. Shall we just consider today to be the starting point?

To this end I have written this piece so that true students who want to experience Buddhism in practice will have a
guide.

— Composed August 15, 1231, by the monk Dogen, who received the dharma in China

This is one of the most popular pieces of Dogen’s writing. There are a lot of
translations, and there are whole books devoted to explaining it. Let’s talk about a little of
it, shall we?

In the autobiography section Dogen mentions Eisai, the first Zen teacher he
encountered. In his other writings Dogen says that what impressed him about Eisai was his
realistic attitude. When Dogen was fourteen, he became troubled by the insistence of the
teachers of the Tendai sect, with whom he was studying Buddhism, that everyone and
everything is perfect as they are. Why then, he asked, do we need to practice at all?
Nobody could answer him. Later he heard that a master named Eisai had said, “I don’t
know about Buddhas of the past or future. But I know that cats and cows exist.” I
understand that probably just sounds kind of weird. But what it means is that Eisai wasn’t
interested in abstract philosophy but in practical, real-world matters.

Unfortunately Eisai probably died before Dogen could actually meet him. Dogen’s
writings are unclear on this point. Some scholars today think it’s possible that teenage
Dogen might have attended a lecture or two of Esai’s. But it’s fairly certain that they never
really talked to each other since Dogen was just a kid when Eisai died.

However, Dogen did study with Eisai’s successor, Myozen. He considered Myozen to
be the only one of Eisai’s students who ever really understood Eisai. Myozen and Dogen
traveled together to China. But Myozen died during that trip, and it became Dogen’s sad
duty to transport his teacher’s remains back home.

After this autobiographical stuff we get to one of the most important sections of
“Bendowa.” The “Jijuyu Zanmai,” or “The Samadhi of Receiving and Using the Self,”
section is not actually set off in the original text. I added a footnote there to let you know
where it was because these days lots of people do treat it as a separate piece.

This bit of “Bendowa” is chanted in many Zen temples during sesshins, which are
periods of zazen lasting several days to a week. It actually ought to be pronounced
“Jijuyo,” but in most Japanese Soto temples these days they insist on mispronouncing this
as Jijuyu Zanmai. If you look at the Chinese characters used to spell it out you can see for
yourself it’s [1<7H] — & (jijuyo zanmai). The characters break down to “self,” “receive,”
“use,” and “samadhi.”

The last character is always pronounced yo, except in this special case and maybe a
small handful of others. I asked a number of people why this was, but nobody knew the



answer. My friend Yuto, abbot of Yuuin-ji Temple, said it’s like the way Americans say
“way da go” instead of “way to go.”

In the sentence that I’ve rendered as, “In the authentic transmission of Buddhism it is
said that zazen is the best thing ever,” the word zazen doesn’t occur in the original. Dogen
actually says f{/,i# (buppo), which means “Buddhist dharma” or “Buddhist method.” I
think it’s clear in context that he means zazen, so that’s the word I used.

Dogen says, “From the first time you learn (zazen) from a teacher, you never need to
burn incense, do prostrations, recite Buddha’s name, or read sutras anymore. Just sit and
get the state that’s free of body and mind.” But check out chapter 25 of this volume, and
you’ll find Dogen’s detailed instructions about burning incense, doing prostrations, and
chanting sutras. I’1l talk about this more extensively in that chapter. But suffice it to say, in
spite of what he writes here, Dogen did these ceremonial things in the temples that he
founded. So he is not saying that you shouldn’t do this stuff at all. He’s just saying that
zazen is the supreme form of practice and that the other things are quite different matters
altogether.

Part of what he’s probably doing with this line is trying to counter a couple of very
popular movements that were just getting off the ground in Japan back then. One was
started by his contemporary Shinran (1173-1263 cge) who founded the Jodo Shinshu
movement. This movement said that people in the so-called Degenerate Age of Buddhism,
which supposedly started around 1000 or 1500 cE, couldn’t possibly attain enlightenment.
However, if they chanted the name of Amida Buddha, then after they died they’d be
reborn in the Pure Land in the Western Heavens, which Amida had prepared for them.
There, in that much more favorable environment, they could get enlightened. Nichiren
(1222-1282 ck), another contemporary of Dogen, founded a similar movement in which
his followers chanted “Homage to the Lotus Sutra” (namu yoho renge kyo) for similar
reasons.

We don’t know for certain that Dogen had these particular movements in mind,
specifically since they were so new. However, this kind of thinking was becoming trendy
in Japanese Buddhism. Many people were searching for easier ways to realization than the
tedium and difficulty of sitting and facing yourself for long stretches of time, as the
Buddha and his followers did. Lots of people today propose the same thing, including one
famous American Zen master who claims to have discovered a special process that’ll give
you a true enlightenment experience in about an hour. There’s also an app for your iPhone
that its makers claim can give you an hour’s worth of meditation in just twelve minutes.
But Dogen called BS on that kind of crap.

The bit that says, “The perception of those individuals who practice zazen never
interferes with the reality of zazen. It doesn’t matter if you notice all this wonderfulness or
not” is most often translated as something like, “But that which is associated with
perceptions cannot be the standard of enlightenment because deluded human sentiment
cannot reach the standard of enlightenment.” This part always makes me smile, but not
because of the text itself. When I was sitting a sesshin at a temple in the forests of
southern Minnesota we chanted “Jijuyu Zanmai” every day in the usual Japanese style, a



kind of robotic monotone. Whenever we got to the line I just quoted I had to stop myself
from laughing because when we all chanted “de-lu-ded hu-man sen-ti-ment” in a robotic
monotone it sounded like the Daleks from Doctor Who.

By the way, Dogen’s praise for the wonders of zazen in this section goes on waaaayyy
longer than what I’ve given you here. It’s really beautiful and there are quite a few very
good translations available in a number of books and online. I encourage you to check
them out.

It’s interesting to me how similar Dogen’s eight-hundred-year-old FAQ is to the kinds
of questions I receive via email and at talks all the time here in the twenty-first century.
It’s particularly striking that the Japanese people of Dogen’s time complained of their
supposed natural inability to meditate, as compared to the Chinese and Indians. This is
exactly the same kind of nonsense Westerners today complain about when they say that as
non-Asians they can’t possibly meditate the way the Japanese can. It’s such a good excuse
for not making the effort that it’s lasted for centuries and even crossed continents! The
excuse of being too busy has lasted for hundreds of years too.

Also in this chapter you start to get a feel for how snarky Dogen could be. He really
doesn’t pull any punches and even gets kind of nasty. All the parts where I have Dogen
calling his hypothetical interviewer’s questions stupid or where I have him even belittling
her/him for asking such dopey things are right there in the original text. I didn’t add them
myself to try to be funny or punk. Dogen really wrote it that way.

It’s frankly a somewhat off-putting approach, and in later writings Dogen generally
tones down some of this aggressive stuff. Though he also gets even meaner in a few of his
later pieces. So watch out!

I tend to think of this as coming from youthful overenthusiasm and the sense of
urgency he must have felt about getting his message across. After all, he was just thirty-
one when he composed “Bendowa” and was writing about a grand adventure he’d had
when he was in his teens and twenties. He’d had some very profound experiences in his
meditation, revelations of the deepest truths of the universe. But he was still a young man
with strong convictions and a burning need to convey them.

In his history of Buddhism, Dogen mentions Maha Kashyapa and Bodhidharma. Both
are almost definitely based on historical people. But these days scholars doubt a lot of
what has been traditionally said about them. Stephen Batchelor, in his book Confessions of
a Buddhist Atheist, posits that Maha Kashyapa may have been more of a savvy organizer
who managed to hold the group together after Buddha died than the deeply enlightened
master the tradition portrays him as. We’ll probably never know the real story.

As for Bodhidharma, it appears there might have been more than one Buddhist teacher
with that name and more than one teacher who brought Buddhism to China. The stories of
all these individuals appear to have been combined into a single narrative later on. Dogen
doesn’t say anything about this. Either he didn’t know or he didn’t consider it important.
Given how well-read he was about Buddhism, I tend to think he knew or at least suspected
this but just didn’t care. The traditional story works well enough for most uses, so why



complicate it?

The philosophical position Dogen takes in much of this piece is somewhat like the
Yogacara school of Buddhism, which Western scholars sometimes call the “Mind Only
School.” But Western scholars, as well as a number of Asian scholars, misunderstand
Yogacara as espousing some kind of what they call “radical idealism.” They think it’s
saying that all things are in the mind, that the material world doesn’t exist, that only the
mental/spiritual world is real, but that’s not what he’s saying at all.

Dogen talks about this in other chapters. The short version is that this idea of all things
having the nature of mind means that mind/spirit and body/matter are undivided. The
separation we believe exists between the two is an illusion. All things are alive and have
mind, including what we call inanimate objects. In The Power of Myth Joseph Campbell
says, “There is a plant consciousness, there is an animal consciousness, and we share all of
these things. I begin to feel more and more that the whole world is conscious... . . When
you live in the woods, as I did as a kid, you can see all these different consciousness[es] at
work with themselves...the whole planet [is] an organism. And if you think of ourselves
as coming out of the earth, rather than have being thrown in here from somewhere else,
we are the Earth, we are the consciousness of the Earth. These are the eyes of the Earth.
And this is the voice of the Earth. What else?” Same idea.

This is not the same thing as the idealistic or spiritual view that says mind or spirit or
consciousness is either the only reality or at least the most important and fundamental
aspect of reality. Rather, he is saying that mind is an aspect of all things. We can’t divide
the universe into a spiritual or mental realm on one side and a physical, material realm on
the other. Mind and matter are an undivided unity.

Philosophers and religious thinkers in the West and the East have struggled with the
so-called mind-body problem for as long as philosophies and religions have existed.
Although Eastern philosophy is often referred to as monist in contrast to dualistic Western
philosophy, dualistic and materialistic philosophies have always been a part of Eastern
thought.

There is a massive amount of literature on this subject, but it is not the purpose of this
book is to provide a detailed twenty-first-century argument to convince contemporary
readers that Dogen is correct. [ want only to present what Dogen said as clearly as I can.
These days one could attempt to test this view by doing complicated high-tech
experiments on the human brain. Lots of people are working on this sort of thing. In
Dogen’s time, such research was impossible. But that doesn’t mean that Dogen’s view is
based on mere speculation. He did do research — on himself, using the zendo as his
laboratory. People who haven’t engaged in the practice tend to imagine that this is pretty
much the same thing as speculating. It isn’t.

Since he talks so much about zazen in this chapter, let’s take the next chapter to look at
what zazen is, according to Dogen’s definition.

* Here’s where the section that some call “Jijuyu Zanmai” starts.

* Dogen really does characterize this question as coming from an ignorant or stupid person.



* T’ve dealt with Japanese bureaucracy myself, and I can tell you he’s right!



2. HOW TO SIT DOWN AND SHUT UP
Fukanzazengi

The Universal Guide to the Standard Method of Zazen

LIKE “BENDOWA,” “FUKANZAZENGI],” or “The Universal Guide to the Standard Method of
Zazen,” isn’t really part of Shobogenzo. But it’s so much like the other parts of
Shobogenzo that many editions these days include it as an appendix.

Carl Bielefeldt wrote a book called Dogen’s Manuals of Zen Meditation all about
“Fukanzazengi” and its origins and history. If you want to know that stuff in tremendous
detail, I highly recommend it. In that book Bielefeldt says that “Fukanzazengi” first
appeared as part of certain editions of Dogen’s Extensive Record (Eihei Koroku). Then
after people had gotten used to that version, a different, apparently earlier version of
“Fukanzazengi” was discovered in the twentieth century.

Dogen seems to have written “Fukanzazengi” at the request of certain Japanese
students of his who lamented that no brief instruction manual on zazen existed in Japanese
at the time. This traditional assumption is based on the reference Dogen makes to
“Fukanzazengi” at the end of “Bendowa,” as well as to another little note in Dogen’s
handwriting saying he composed a work with that title at the request of his students.

In spite of the fact that “Fukanzazengi” doesn’t even belong in Shobogenzo, I’'m
making it chapter 2 of this book because it contains a lot of information that is significant
to the rest of Shobogenzo. Specifically, it contains Dogen’s instructions for how to practice
zazen. Since the entire book is ultimately about practicing zazen, you really need to know
what he’s talking about right from the outset, or you’re going to be lost later on.

One of the most important messages of this chapter is that zazen is a physical practice
as much as it a mental one. He calls it the “vigorous road of getting the body out.” I’ll talk
a bit more about that particular line later. It seems that in Dogen’s time, just like in ours,
people thought meditation was something that happened in the mind and that what you did
with your body while meditating was arbitrary or unimportant.

But Dogen spends most of this chapter describing in detail the physical practice of
zazen and comparatively little describing what to do mentally. When I teach zazen I often
tell people that it’s kind of like a yoga class where there is only one posture and you hold
it for a very long time. Let’s see how Dogen puts it.

When you investigate it, the truth is everywhere, so why do we need to rely on practicing meditation and experiencing
realization? The dharma vehicle is sitting in our driveway all gassed up and ready to go; why should we make a big

effort? The whole body is fresh out of a nice hot shower; why would anyone need to scrub or shampoo? We never stray
from the right path, so why even bother training?

Yet even if there is the slightest discrepancy we lose our minds in confusion. If we think we’re totally enlightened,
that’s just evidence that we’re stuck in our own heads and have lost the vigorous method of getting the body out.

Gautama Buddha and Bodhidharma did zazen, as did all the great masters of our tradition. Why should we think we
can do without it? We should stop chasing words, take a step backward, and turn our light inward. This will cause body
and mind to drop away so that our original face can appear. If you want to attain it then just start doing it.



A quiet room is best for zazen. We shouldn’t eat or drink too much, or too little. Put aside everything else. Don’t
think of good or bad. Don’t judge your practice. Stop ruminating and deliberating about stuff. Don’t try to become a
Buddha.

Put a thick mat (called a zabuton in Japanese) on the floor and a round cushion (called a zafu in Japanese) on top of
that.

Sit in the lotus or half-lotus posture. For the full-lotus, put your right foot on your left thigh and your left foot on
your right thigh. For the half-lotus just press your left foot into your right thigh. Put your right hand over your left foot,
facing palm-up, and place the left hand on the right palm. Your thumbs should meet and form a little circle near your
belly button.*

Full lotus postition

Sit up straight, not leaning to the right or left or inclining forward or backward. Your ears should be in line with
your shoulders and your nose with your belly button. In other words, make your spine straight. Keep your mouth shut
and your eyes open.

Breathe softly through the nose. Once you’ve settled into your posture, sway a little to the left and right to find your
balance point. After you’ve got that, think the thought of not-thinking. This is totally not the same as thinking. Try it and
see! This is the essential secret of zazen.

Zazen is not meditation or concentration. Zazen is the peaceful and joyful gate to the dharma. The whole universe
opens up to you. If you do it this way you’ll be like a geek at a comic book convention or like Luke Skywalker when he
hit the thermal exhaust port. Then the dharma will manifest before you and darkness and distraction will vanish like the
Death Star blowing up.

Stand up slowly after you get done with your zazen.

Some Zen masters in the past have attained enlightenment upon hearing a flagpole fall down or upon hearing
someone shouting at them, and others attained it in different circumstances. We can’t really understand these events
intellectually. They are standards of action that exist prior to recognition.

It doesn’t matter if you’re smart or dumb. Anyone can pursue this way, regardless of intelligence.

Every master before us has done this practice. So even though those masters may be different from us, we can
certainly do it too. Why should we wander aimlessly through dusty foreign lands (as did the son of the king who forgot
he was a prince in the story told in the Lotus Sutra) when the truth is right here?



It is very difficult to attain a human body.* We should use this rare opportunity to concentrate on what’s most
important. We shouldn’t waste time with fleeting pleasures like watching reruns of The Flintstones.** Life is short,
snuffed out in an instant, over in a flash. Get to work now.

There is an old story about a guy who collected Godzilla action figures, but when the real Godzilla came to visit him
he ran away. We shouldn’t be like that, just reading stories about other people who’ve done zazen but not doing it
ourselves.

If we practice long enough the treasure house will open naturally and we’ll be able to use its contents as we like.

I don’t really want to add anything to “Fukanzazengi.” I like it just the way it is. Dogen
says all there is to say. But here goes anyhow.

Of course Dogen didn’t really say that the dharma vehicle was all gassed up. But he
did say the essential vehicle (:;:%: shojo) is self-existent ([1{¢ jizai), so why do we need
spiritual improvement (17} kufii)? Those last two characters are also the same Chinese
characters for kung fu, but I’'m pretty sure he didn’t mean, “Why do we need kung fu?”
Nor did he say anything about hot showers or shampoo. But he did say that the body (< {#
zentai) is free from dust and dirt (&% jinnai) and that sweeping and polishing (4!
fusshiki) were unnecessary.

And of course Dogen did not say anything about watching reruns of The Flintstones.
What he did say is usually translated as, “Who would take wasteful delight in the spark
from a flint stone?” But I have never once been able to read or chant that without thinking
of Fred and Barney. Now you won’t be able to either. I guess people in his day thought
that watching sparks fly off flint stones was a cool thing to do. They had not yet invented
World of Warcradft.

The thing about geeks and comic conventions and Luke and the thermal exhaust port
was originally a dragon finding water and a tiger in its mountain stronghold — basically
examples of animals/people/things and the places where they live/belong/are comfortable.
Luke hitting the thermal exhaust port is an image implying a bit more of a “woooo-
hoooo!” vibe than I wanted, but I couldn’t resist it. Thanks to Joseph Naeem and James
Hansen for those examples, by the way.

The Nishijima/Cross translation of the last line in the opening section concludes,
“What use are the tiptoes of training?” This has always mystified me since the
Nishijima/Cross version is so close to the original, yet all the other translations have
something different here — different both from Nishijima/Cross and from each other. I
can only assume that tiptoes must be Nishijima and Cross’s translation of [fiji (ashi-
atama), which literally means “foot-head.” Many other translators take this odd character
combination to mean something like “wandering around.” It’s a combination not used in
modern Japanese, in which — & % (tsumasaki) is the word for “tiptoes,” or Chinese, in
which 4 jiaojin (literally “foot-point’) is the word for “tiptoes.” Everyone seems to be
just guessing what Dogen’s weird character combination means.

Another place the Nishijima/Cross translation differs from all the others I’ve seen is
the line I’ve paraphrased as “we’re stuck in our own heads and have lost the vigorous road
of getting the body out.” The thing about “getting the body out” is the Nishijima/Cross
translation of the word 1} (shushin) that appears in this line. In modern Japanese this
word means “birthplace.” But it literally means “depart-body.” Most other translators take



it to mean something like “total emancipation” (as in Waddell/Abe and the Stanford Soto
Zen Text Project) or “absolute way” (as in Yokoi/Victoria) or “living way to salvation” (as
in Masunaga Reiho). Only Nishijima/Cross takes it as a reference to the body. And yet I
think they’re right. For one thing the character for body is right there. Also much of the
rest of the piece deals with the physical practice of zazen and very little with the kind of
enlightenment experiences that phrases like total emancipation suggest.

Dogen talks a bit in the piece about zafus and zabutons. These days you can find all
sorts of meditation supplies online or at your local Zen center or yoga shop. But if you
don’t want to pay for that stuff you can just make do with things around the house. When I
started practicing I was a poor college student who played in punk-rock bands. I couldn’t
afford no fancy-schmancy meditation cushions! I sat on rolled-up towels and couch
cushions for a long time before I invested in an official zafu. I still don’t have a zabuton.

I’ve noticed that Americans get particularly upset about the part of the instructions
where he talks about the full- and half-lotus postures. We have very strong ideas about
equality, and we hate anything that excludes somebody because of things they can’t help,
like tight muscles that won’t allow them to get their knees down to the floor or perhaps
debilitating physical conditions that make these postures impossible.

In my travels, I’ve found that people who actually have such conditions but who really
want to practice in spite of them can always find a work-around. I’ve never met anyone
who needed such a work-around who got very upset about Dogen’s failure to write about
such workarounds. The ones who get most upset are always those who don’t really need
them but would like to see themselves as advocates of those who do. They’re never
advocating for anyone specific, by the way, just hypothetical people. When I hear from
people like this I tend to think it might be more effective just to concern oneself with one’s
own practice instead.

Moving right along, what are we to make of all that “dropping off body and mind”
business? According to a story that was probably made up by a later biographer, Dogen’s
own awakening was triggered by hearing his teacher Tendo Nyojo tell another student to
drop off body and mind. Dogen himself never says it happened quite like this. But it’s
clear from his writing that this phrase, which he attributes to Tendo Nyojo, was really
important to him. My teacher Nishijima Roshi liked to explain dropping off body and
mind as the process of entering a state that is neither too spiritual nor too materialistic,
neither too sharply focused nor too fuzzy and lazy.

A little bit after talking about dropping body and mind, Dogen says, “Zazen is not
learning meditation or concentration.” The word he uses is i (shii-zen), which means
something like “learning meditation.” In other parts of this book, I’ve sometimes chosen
to use the word meditation as a synonym for zazen. That makes the prose flow a bit easier
and makes use of a term most folks are more familiar with than zazen. But it’s not quite
right. Meditation generally has an object, a goal. Zazen does not. That’s what Dogen
means here. His zazen is to be done completely without a goal.

Whenever the subject of goalless practice comes up, there’s always some smart-ass in
the room who says, “If your goal is to have no goal then you still have a goal! HA!” This



sounds like a reasonable argument, but actually it’s not. If you really, concretely work with
the goal of having no goal, you’ll see for yourself that it’s very different in practice from
working toward a goal in the more common way.

Then there’s that bit about thinking the thought of not-thinking. This is one of those
parts some people like to discuss endlessly. It comes from a dialogue between Master
Yakusan Igen (Ch. Yaoshan Weiyan, 745-827 cE) and an unknown disciple. Yakusan tells
the disciple to think the thought of not-thinking. The disciple asks him what that means
and Yakusan says, “It’s utterly different from thinking.”

Dogen then quickly moves on without elaborating further. I believe that’s significant.
If he’d wanted to explain it more thoroughly, he would have, as he often did explain such
things. I believe he wanted his readers — us — to work the meaning out for ourselves in
actual practice.

But in terms of linguistics, when Yakusan talks to his student he first uses a word he
made up: fushiryo (1-{t'#}). The shiryo part of this word is better translated as
“consideration” than “thinking.” The kind of thought he’s referring to is the deliberate
pondering of things and not the kind of random stream of images that comes into our
heads for no clear reason. So you’re not trying to make your mind a complete blank.
You’re just trying not to play with your thought the way your mom probably told you not
to play with your down-there bits. The fu part is a denial, like the prefix non in English.

When the disciple asks what that means, Yakusan uses another made-up word,
hishiryo (3F/1f}). The hi prefix (pronounced like “he” as in “he and she,” not like “hi” as
in “hi there”) is a stronger denial. It’s kind of like the il in illegal or the im in immoral. It
has a stronger negative feel to it. But that’s just linguistics.

“Thinking not-thinking” is kind of like having the goal of being goalless. Semantically
you can say the goal of being goalless is still a goal and the thought of not-thinking is still
a thought. But in actual practice you make your goal not to have a goal, and it works.
Same with thinking of not-thinking. You just kind of set your mind on not pondering or
considering your thoughts. You don’t actually have to work all that hard. You don’t have
to battle your own thoughts and try to tame them.

When thoughts come, don’t try to stop or suppress them. Just allow them to pass away
naturally. Some take longer to fade than others, but all thoughts will always fade given
enough time, especially if you can learn to avoid the temptation to feed into them or play
with them.

For me, thinking the thought of not-thinking means to aim for a state that transcends
thought. Transcending thought is not as hard as it might sound. Each time I get caught up
in thought, I adjust my posture. I have never once found myself caught up in thought and
not had my posture go subtly (or sometimes not so subtly) wrong. The body follows the
mind.

Once I’ve adjusted my posture, I continue until the next time I get caught in a thought.
And then I do it again. And again. And again. You get the idea.



When I was in Munich, Germany, a little while ago, my friend Annette, who was
hosting me there, took me to a river called Eisbach, which means “Ice Brook.” There’s a
bridge over the river under which there is a standing wave, owing to some kind of
concrete thing under the water. People like to surf that wave. As I stood there watching the
surfers stay on for a little while and then fall off, I thought about Dogen’s advice about
thinking the thought of not-thinking.

No matter how good those surfers were, nobody could stay on that wave for more than
about a minute. Even though it was about as predictable as a wave could possibly be, it
was still a vibrant, living thing. When those surfers crashed after a minute or so, they
didn’t waste a lot of time beating themselves up for not staying on for five or ten minutes.
Everyone knows that simply can’t be done. They crash and then they get right back on the
wave again.

For me, zazen is kind of the same. I ride my nonthought for as long as I can, then I
crash and get right back on it again. How long I stay there depends on factors beyond my
control. It depends on what’s been going on for me that day or that week, how much I’ve
eaten, how much sleep I’ve gotten, what the person next to me smells like, and an endless
list of other factors I can’t do anything about. In zazen we are not trying to establish
control of our thoughts. That’s an illusion anyway. Just stay upright as long as you can,
crash as you inevitably must, and get back on again.

Dogen then says not to think good or bad. In other words, don’t judge your practice.
Our judgments about our meditation are no more valid than any other random thought that
drifts through our brains. People always get worried about whether they’re doing zazen
right. But basically if you’re doing it at all, you’re probably doing it right — even if your
thoughts won’t stop, even if you’re sleepy or irritable, even if it just feels boring.

After a while you get better at this. But I don’t think anyone ever perfects it so much
that they never get caught in thought sometimes. Even Gautama Buddha spoke of the
“temptations of Mara” right up till the end of his life. Mara is a Satan-like figure from
early Buddhism who supposedly appeared to Buddha on the night of his enlightenment
and offered him all kinds of cool stuff, if he’d just give up meditating. It’s very similar to
the story of Christ’s temptation in the desert. I don’t think Buddha was being tempted by
demons. He was talking about how his own mind could still lead him astray sometimes, in
spite of his enlightenment.

Dogen describes this process as “taking the backward step and turning our light
inward.” So it’s an introspective practice. We are shining a light into ourselves to see
what’s in there. Let’s talk about that a little.

One funny thing about zazen is that, unlike most other forms of meditation, we keep
our eyes open. This is a way of acknowledging the outside world as part of our practice
and as a part of us. If we close our eyes and shut out the outside world, we get a little
unbalanced. We can start to believe that what we are is limited to that which is enveloped
in what Dogen likes to call our “skin bag.” Or, conversely, the lack of visual input leads us
deeper into the world of our own fantasies and abstractions. By opening our eyes, we are
letting in that light that Dogen says we should shine inward. So although we are shining



our light inward, we also accept that there is no hard line that divides ourselves from the
outside world, or the rest of the universe.

Still, rather than trying to search for answers from outside in the form of words in
books or instructions from teachers, in zazen we strive to see the answers we already
possess. So we sit and quietly observe the most boring thing imaginable, a blank wall. It is
exactly like watching paint dry. We do this without any expectation. We just accept
whatever we encounter.

My best advice for “Fukanzazengi” is just to read it and then try doing what it says. It
can’t hurt. If you start doing it, I guarantee you’ll have a much easier time with this book.
You can still enjoy the book even if you don’t do zazen. But you’ll get more out of it if
you do.

As Dogen says, “If we practice long enough the treasure house will open naturally and
we’ll be able to use its contents as we like.” We’ll understand that the world we live in
already is better than anything we could possibly imagine.

* I think it’s easier to look at a drawing, so I’ve provided one. Other arrangements of the legs are acceptable, but if you
can manage the full- or half-lotus or at least the Burmese posture, it makes the rest of the practice easier. I’1l talk
about that later too.

* It was thought that it was better to be born as a human than even to be born as a god or deva because gods and devas
had it so good they never had the will to pursue the truth.

** See explanation on the facing page.



3. DOGEN EXPLAINS THE HEART SUTRA

Maka Hannya Haramitsu; Prajiia Paramita

The Heart of Great Perfect Wisdom Sutra

THE GREAT HEART of Perfect Wisdom Sutra is probably the single most important
Buddhist sutra, aside from the collected words of Buddha himself. In fact, for some forms
of Buddhism, particularly Zen Buddhism, the Heart Sutra is arguably more important than
Buddha’s own words.

We don’t know precisely when the sutra was written. It’s in the style of the earliest
Buddhist sutras and refers both to Buddha and Shariputra, but it was definitely composed
long after both men were dead. Current scholars estimate that it was written somewhere
between 350 CE and the seventh century CE. Some maintain it’s older than that. But few
would place it any earlier than the second century ck, some six hundred years after
Buddha’s death.

It belongs to a group of sutras known collectively as the Mahayana, or Great Vehicle,
sutras. These sutras appeared centuries after Buddha died and were part of a movement to
popularize Buddhism outside the monastic communities that had dominated it for the first
centuries of its existence. They often espoused the bodhisattva ideal, the idea that one
should seek to save all beings before saving oneself.

We don’t get too much of the bodhisattva ideal in the Heart Sutra. Instead, it is about
prajia. Nishijima Roshi describes prajfia, which is usually translated as “wisdom,” as “a
kind of intuitive ability that occurs in our body and mind, when our body and mind are in
the state of balance and harmony.” So it is not intellectual wisdom, but a wisdom that
includes both the physical and the mental and at the same time transcends the categories of
either physical or mental. It is not spiritual, and yet it is not materialistic, either.

Zen temples both in the West and in Japan chant this sutra in what is known as Sino-
Sanskrit. Often when English speakers hear this sutra they assume that the chanting is in
Japanese and that those who understand Japanese understand what’s being chanted, but
that’s not true. It’s actually Sanskrit translated into Chinese and then chanted using the
Japanese pronunciations of the Chinese characters. So it makes only slightly more sense to
Japanese speakers than it does to those who don’t speak Japanese.

For that reason, in the beginning of this chapter Dogen explains to his Japanese
audience what the Chinese characters of the sutra actually mean by translating some of
them into colloquial Japanese. But he goes beyond this, adding his own insights and
referencing other sutras and stories.

Since the Heart Sutra is so short, I’ve put the whole thing below before my paraphrase
of Dogen’s commentary. That way you’ll be familiar with it, just like Dogen’s original
audience was. This is a tricky chapter, full of lots of weird poetic statements that are tough
to understand. If you find these parts difficult, just read through them without trying too



hard to understand them intellectually. That’s what I always do.

BHE S ET RS )R E B
kan-ji-zai-bo-satsu-gyo-jin-han-nya-ha-ra-mi-ta-ji
Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva, when deeply practicing prajiia paramita
|j] :".I. || _I|l:| EE cr::; I.%- '___:"' _IHI_ ||_
sho-ken- -go-on- kal kii-do-is-sai-ku-yaku
clearly saw that all five aggregates are empty and thus relieved all suffering
& H| F B K Hoo

sha-ri-shi-shiki- fu i-kii
Shariputra, form does not differ from emptiness
AR B
kii-fu-i-shiki
emptiness does not differ from form
E Al 2z
shiki-soku-ze-kiu
Form itself is emptiness
=i 2 &
kii-soku-ze-shiki
emptiness itself form
\C_ TR mE
ju-so-gyo-shiki-yaku-bu-nyo-ze
Sensations, perceptions, formations, and consciousness are also like this
= Hl T+ B2 & & =M
sha-ri-shi-ze-sho-ho- ku -SO
Shariputra, all dharmas are marked by emptiness
N E A B
fu-sho-fu-metsu
they neither arise nor cease,
K R %
fu-ku-fu-jo
are neither defiled nor pure
1A R
fu-zo-fu-gen
neither increase nor decrease
W ZE RO E
ze-ko-kui-chu-mu-shiki
Therefore, given emptiness, there is no form
:.'II‘:':_ m. ":‘l' .' . ||I'I!E
mu-ju-so- gyo -shiki
no sensation, no perception, no formation, no consciousness
ERHBHFHE
mu-gen-ni-bi-zes-shin-i



no eyes, No ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind
e FE KM E
mu-shiki-sho-ko-mi-soku-ho
no sight, no sound, no smell, no taste, no touch, no object of mind
AR ) O OE G AR
mu-gen-kai-nai-shi-mu-i-shiki-kai
no realm of sight...no realm of mind consciousness
£ 5 ) N L G S
mu-mu-myo-yaku-mu-mu-myo-jin
There is neither ignorance nor extinction of ignorance. . .
N E OB 2 F B EER
nai-shi-mu-ro-shi-yaku-mu-ro-shi-jin
neither old age and death, nor extinction of old age and death
T AL
mu-ku-shii-metsu-dou
no suffering, no cause, no cessation, no path
I O
mu-chi-yaku-mu-toku
no knowledge and no attainment
PL le pir #5 aX
i-mu-sho-tok-ko
With nothing to attain
= P RE PR IK I B B E 2
bo-dai-sat-ta-e-han-nya-ha-ra-mi-ta-ko
a bodhisattva relies on prajfa paramita

O % E B
shin-mu-ke-ge
and thus the mind is without hindrance
O R OW R AN
mu-ke-ge-ko-mu-u-ku-fu
Without hindrance, there is no fear
iE Bt i ) =
on-ri-is-sai-ten-do-mu-so
Far beyond all inverted views,

A .:lli Ji’é‘
ku-gyo-ne-han
one realizes nirvana
& 1L
san-ze-sho-sbutsu
All Buddhas of past, present, and future
i it & K B BN
e-han-nya-ha-ra-mi-ta-ko



rely on prajfia paramita
EECIIE A i U
toku-a-noku-ta-ra-san-myaku-san-bo-dai
and thereby attain unsurpassed, complete, perfect enlightenment
B R B R OB X
ko-chi-han-nya-ha-ra-mi-ta
Therefore, know the prajfia paramita
2 & N
ze-dai-jin-shu
as the great miraculous mantra,
= N B 9T
ze-dai-myo-shu
the great bright mantra,
E M LR
ze-mu-jo-shu
the supreme mantra,
= I F n
ze-mu-to-do-shu
the incomparable mantra,
e fx —U] & B X g
no-jo-is-sai-ku-shin-jitsu-fu-ko
which removes all suffering and is true, not false
M J i O EE E R
ko-setsu-han-nya-ha-ra-mi-ta-shu
Therefore proclaim the prajfia paramita mantra,

Sy s |8
= r

B &% 5 H
soku-setsu-shu-watsu
the mantra that says:
6 77 18 & K 18 e
gya-te-gya-te-ha-ra-gya-te
(gone, gone, gone beyond)
gl I 1= = S s
ha-ra-so-gya-te-bo-ji-so-wa-ka
(gone beyond beyond, Bodhi Svaha!)
When Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva who embodies compassion (also called Kwan Yin in Chinese or Kannon in

Japanese), practiced the deepest intuitive wisdom he found that all five aggregates were empty and got over all suffering
and distress.

The five aggregates are form, feeling, perceptions, impulses to action, and consciousness.

When you really get this, that’s prajfia (wisdom) itself. When you understand this, then “form is emptiness,
emptiness is form.” Furthermore form is form, and emptiness is emptiness. Every concrete thing is like that.

Prajna is also the twelve classes of perception, which are the six sense organs and their objects.*

There are eighteen kinds of prajiia in the form of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body/skin mind; the prajfias of sight,
sound, smell, taste, touch, objects of mind; and the prajfias of the consciousness of these six.



Prajfia is also the Four Noble Truths Buddha spoke of in his very first sermon, which are suffering, accumulation
(or craving), dissolution (or freedom from suffering and craving), and the path that leads to dissolution.

There are also the six kinds of prajiia, which include generosity or free giving, observance of the moral precepts,
patience, perseverance, meditation, and prajfia itself.

Prajfia also includes insight into the nature of the present moment.

Plus there are the three kinds of prajfia realized as past, present, and future. Prajfia is also the six elements of earth,
water, fire, wind, space, and consciousness. Prajfia is the four classes of action, namely, walking, standing, sitting, and
lying down.

There’s an old Chinese story that relates to this. A Buddhist monk vows to worship the profound pinnacle of prajfia
wisdom. The monk then rattles off all the various things that prajiia is supposed to include, saying that each one of these
things individually can be grasped. The Buddha hears him saying this and says, “That’s right! The profound prajfia
wisdom is tricky and hard to understand.”

Nothing appears or disappears. This is what we as Buddhists worship. This is reality itself. At the moment of true
worship all the various explanations of prajfia can be understood. This prajiia is called “emptiness.”

Here’s another story. The Hindu god Indra asks the monk Subhuti how a bodhisattva should study the most
profound prajfia. Subhuti says they should study it as empty space. This means that “studying prajiia” and “empty
space” are the same thing.

Then Indra turns to the Buddha and asks him how good men and women who receive, recite, and proclaim about
this highest prajfia should guard it. Subhuti jumps back in here and asks Indra if he can see this thing he’s asking about
guarding. Indra says he can’t.

Subhuti says that when good men and women dwell in this profound wisdom they are guarding it. Even if every
human and every nonhuman being tried to harm them, Subhuti says it would be impossible. So guarding those who
dwell in prajiia is like guarding empty space.

My teacher Tendo Nyojo wrote a poem that goes:
The whole body’s like a mouth hanging in space
Not asking where the wind blows it’s ringy thing
It announces prajfia all over the place
Ring-a-ling, ding-a-ling, ching-a-ling, dingy-ding!
This ringing of prajfia is the whole body, the whole self, and the whole wide world.

The Buddha said that the Buddhas and honored ones are identical to the highest prajiia wisdom, and vice versa,
because they have totally relied on prajfia to come into being, and because all virtuous conduct and physical/mental
states realized in zazen rely on prajiia wisdom in order to come into being.

All these manifestations of prajiia are emptiness and don’t appear or disappear, aren’t tainted or pure, and don’t
increase or decrease. The realization of prajfia is the realization of the Buddhas and honored ones. To serve and revere
prajia is the same as serving and revering the Buddhas and honored ones.

— First preached during the summer retreat of 1233 and then copied on March 21, 1244

I’ve never been quite sure what to make of this chapter. It’s partially a translation of the
Heart Sutra into colloquial Japanese and partially a commentary on it. But it never really
settles into one or the other.

Since Dogen held on to it for nine years after he preached it and then included it in his
masterwork, he must have been pretty satisfied with it. I just sometimes feel like he could
have done a little better. But maybe it’s one of those pieces that’s of its time and place.
Maybe it meant a lot more to the people he originally preached it to than it does to me,
eight hundred years in Dogen’s future on a continent he didn’t even know existed. That’s
not to say I don’t like it. I just feel like, in comparison to how detailed he gets with other
less significant Buddhist works, it’s weird that he says so little about the Heart Sutra.

The Heart Sutra is extremely popular with people who like to explain Buddhist sutras.



You can find lots of books about it. Even my own first book, Hardcore Zen (Wisdom
Publications, 2003), contains a chapter in which I try to explain the meaning of the Heart
Sutra. And I spent a lot more pages on it than Dogen did. Just sayin’. Among the many
other books that do the same thing, my personal favorite is Red Pine’s book The Heart
Sutra (Counterpoint Press, 2005). It’s very short and concise, and Red Pine refrains from
some of the more speculative stuff other commentators get into. Kazuaki Tanahashi also
wrote an excellent book called The Heart Sutra: A Comprehensive Guide to the Classic of
Mahayana Buddhism (Shambhala, 2015).

But let’s take a look at what Dogen had to say.

In classical Buddhism it is said that human beings do not have souls but that we are
composed of five aggregates, or skandhas, in Sanskrit. The word skandha is also
sometimes translated as “heap.” The five heaps are form, feelings, perceptions,
formations, and consciousness. Skandha number four is the odd one out. I’'ll get to it in a
minute.

I like how consciousness is only one of these aggregates. In many idealistic religions
and Eastern-influenced new age philosophies, consciousness is considered paramount. We
are “pure consciousness,” it is often said. Deepak Chopra is a real champion of this notion.
Several Captain Kirk—era Star Trek episodes are based on this idea too. Kirk is always
getting his consciousness transferred into another body or meeting aliens who are pure
consciousness or whatever. But Buddhism doesn’t accept this idea. Consciousness is just
part of what we are, and not even the most significant part. Form (or matter) is equally
important, as are the other skandhas.

I think most of the skandhas, apart from number four, are easy to understand and tend
to be translated consistently. The fourth skandha gets translated dozens of ways. The
Chinese character used to indicate it is 7 (gy0). In common usage this just means “to go.”
The Sanskrit word is samskara. I’m using the English word formations because that’s the
most commonly used translation. My first teacher’s teacher used the word impulses
instead. The fourth skandha is generally understood to be the impulses toward action that
precede action itself, as well as those actions. So our actions are part of who we are. It’s
not that we are inert things who do stuff. Rather, the stuff we do and who we are are
inextricably woven together.

The main point of the piece is an explanation of prajiia wisdom as emptiness.
Emptiness in Buddhist terms doesn’t mean nothingness. It means that every single thing
we encounter — including ourselves — goes beyond our ability to conceive of it. We call
it emptiness because nothing can ever explain it. Reality itself is emptiness because we
can’t possibly fit it into our minds.

So prajia wisdom is intuitive understanding of this emptiness. It isn’t wisdom in
terms of knowledge. It’s the “wisdom that knows at a glance,” to quote a line from
“Bendowa.” It’s beyond thought and perception. Dogen likens it to empty space.

Current physics says that empty space is a very powerful thing, maybe the most
powerful thing of all. Some physicists have speculated that empty space gave rise to the



whole universe just by being empty. Perhaps Dogen understood this even way back then.
But since I don’t understand the mathematics behind this scientific conclusion, I think I
should avoid commenting on it. I just find it interesting.

Dogen here says that real prajiia includes everything. So for him the whole universe is
a kind of wisdom. It’s not that wisdom is something we possess and that we use to make
judgments about other things. Wisdom is self-existent. We perceive and make use of it.
But we don’t make it. A wise person isn’t necessarily smart in terms of how much
knowledge he or she possesses. A wise person is someone who is in tune with the wisdom
that already exists all around. We guard this wisdom by allowing it to be as it is.

Dogen’s teacher Tendo Nyojo says that the body is like a wind chime ringing wisdom
for anyone who wants to hear. When Zen people say the “body” they generally mean the
entire physical world by extension. So even real wind chimes proclaim wisdom when they
ring. They do so because they are real.

Near the end of the piece Dogen says, “The Buddha said that the Buddhas and honored
ones are identical to the highest prajiia wisdom, and vice versa.” So it’s not that Buddhas
are wise or possess wisdom. Wisdom is Buddha and Buddha is wisdom. This means that a
Buddha is not a person in the usual sense, and wisdom may also be different from what we
imagine it to be.

Let me attempt to explain what I think this means by using a somewhat difficult
example. Recently there was a big scandal involving the late Joshu Sasaki Roshi, a Zen
teacher who ran centers in California, Arizona, and several other places. He’s alleged to
have groped numerous female students over the course of decades. Yet even many of those
who were wronged by him say that Sasaki was capable of deep wisdom and insight. He’s
far from the first person who did nasty things but who is still acknowledged to have been
capable of great wisdom.

These scandals left people wondering, Were these guys insightful teachers or just
sleazy human beings? In some people’s minds it was a clear either/or choice. For example,
lots of people seem ready to completely disregard everything Sasaki said in light of the
allegations against him.

Now, I grant you that if you were not already a student or fan of Sasaki there’s
probably no compelling reason to become one now, especially since he’s dead. But what if
you were a student or follower? What if you got a lot out of the things he taught you? Do
these new allegations mean all that was some sort of a scam? Does it mean that everything
you learned was bogus?

I think Dogen would say no. A person is a Buddha when she acts like a Buddha, when
she manifests wisdom. When she fails to do so, she’s not a Buddha. Thus a person can be
a Buddha one minute and a jackass three minutes later. You don’t just become a Buddha at
the moment of your first enlightenment experience and then stay a Buddha forever.

I want to be very clear here. I do not offer this as an excuse or rationalization for
Sasaki’s behavior. If the allegations against him are true, and it appears that most of them
are, then he did some really reprehensible things.



Nope. What I’m saying is the exact opposite of excusing behavior like Sasaki Roshi’s.
You do not become a Buddha by having some magical, mystical experience that confers
Buddhahood on you, after which you can just slack off for the rest of your life.
Buddhahood is something fragile and precious that must be cared for and maintained. It’s
not automatic, and it’s not easy.

Rather than revering supposedly special people for being Buddhas, we should revere
the Buddha present in all people, whenever and wherever it manifests. Dogen talks about
learning from anyone, no matter what their station in life, if that person says or does
something wise.

Dogen concludes this essay on the Heart Sutra by saying, “To serve and revere prajna
is the same as serving and revering the Buddhas and honored ones.” So we don’t need to
worship special people or special books. We revere wisdom itself. That makes a whole lot
more sense.

* The first five senses in Buddhism are the usual ones: sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell, while the sixth is the mind
as a synthesis of those five.



4, NOTE TO SELF: THERE IS NO SELF

THERE PROBABLY IS not one teaching in the entire Buddhist canon that causes more
confusion than the teaching of no-self. The existence of a self is taken as a given by pretty
much every religion and philosophy, apart from Buddhism. In fact, the idea of no-self is so
difficult that there are even sects of Buddhism that find work-arounds to redefine self and
try to sneak it in through the back door somehow.

When I first encountered this idea of no-self, I conceived of it the way most people do
when they first come across it. First off, it seemed completely absurd. It was the denial of
something that I could clearly see for myself was true.

You can deny the existence of the Loch Ness Monster or Bigfoot. You can tell me
there’s no Santa Claus or Easter Bunny. But the existence of self? Come on! That’s
obvious. René Descartes proved the existence of self with a simple five-word formula: “I
think, therefore I am.” End of argument. Self must exist because here I myself am,
thinking of things and writing them down, and here you yourself are reading them. Who
else could be doing these things if it wasn’t my self and your self? How could anyone with
any common sense at all deny that?

But okay. I was game to try. I respected my first Zen teacher, and I didn’t think he
would tell me lies. He believed there was no self, and it seemed like this belief made his
life better. My life was not going that great and I wanted some of whatever it was that
seemed to make his work. Besides that, the rest of what he said about Buddhist philosophy
and practice made sense. Or, when it didn’t make sense, at least it usually didn’t feel like it
was denying something I could clearly see was true. So I started working with the idea of
no-self.

My initial forays went something like this. I figured I had a self but that it was my job
to eradicate it in order to feel happier and more peaceful. My understanding of self was
that it included my personal jumble of likes and dislikes, attitudes, ideals, personal history,
beliefs, habits, hobbies, and so on. I figured I had to somehow get rid of all that and
become a clean, blank slate. If I could whitewash everything I considered to be “me,” I
would be rid of self and then maybe I’d stop being such a wreck all the time. So I went
about trying to do that.

But as I was doing that, I started to realize that my first teacher, Tim, didn’t appear to
have erased his personality. He liked certain things and disliked others. Just like me, he
adored Star Trek but thought Lost in Space was pretty dull. He had very specific opinions
on politics. He had some rather peculiar habits that he didn’t seem keen to eradicate. He
was, in fact, a very strong personality, a very strong self, if that’s how self was defined.
This was one of the things I liked about him. So what was I doing trying to erase my
personality?

Tim really liked a book called Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind by Shunryu Suzuki, which
I’ve already mentioned, so I read that through a few times. In the chapter titled
“Emptiness” Suzuki says, “When you study Buddhism, you should have a general house



cleaning of your mind. You must take everything out of your room and clean it thoroughly.
If it is necessary, you may bring everything back in again. You may want many things, so
one by one you can bring them back. But if they are not necessary, there is no need to keep
them.”

That actually kind of scared me. For one thing, I’m a fairly messy person. I didn’t like
cleaning my room at all in those days. There are a few photos of rooms I lived in when I
was younger that make me cringe when I see them now. And even today I’m probably not
most people’s image of the ideal housekeeper. But that isn’t what really put me off. What
made me truly scared was the idea that I’d have to do a house cleaning of my mind.

Nowadays, having lived in Japan for eleven years, I know precisely the type of house
cleaning Suzuki was thinking of when he said this. In Japan there’s a tradition of doing
something called osoji at least once a year. Osoji literally translates as something like “big
cleaning.” It’s like what we call spring cleaning, but more extensive than what most
Americans do when they spring clean. In Japan, during osoji time, you take everything out
of the house. And I do mean everything! The books, the knickknacks, the dishes, the
bookshelves, the furniture — everything that’s not nailed down gets taken outside.
Sometimes even the stuff that is nailed down gets taken apart and moved outside. Then
you clean up the house thoroughly, after which you clean up all the stuff you took out, and
then you start putting it back inside. It’s a pretty massive task. When you’re putting stuff
back in, you get to see how much useless junk you’ve accumulated since the last osoji and
you always end up throwing a lot of it away.

Osoji usually takes place around New Year’s Day, a time during which most
businesses are closed for five days, although the tradition of remaining closed for five
days is slowly starting to erode. So not only is this tough work, but it’s usually cold as hell
outside when you’re doing all that scrubbing. When I first encountered this tradition it
seemed like madness. But once you’re done, your house feels great!

I didn’t know anything about osoji when I first read Suzuki’s book, but now that I do I
get an even clearer picture of what he was saying. If I’d known then what I know now, I’'m
sure I would have found the prospect even scarier.

What he’s talking about is metaphorically taking everything that you think of as your
self out of your head and looking at it carefully and critically to see if it’s really necessary.
He does say you can bring some of it back inside. But read between the lines, and you can
see that he’s implying that there’s a lot of stuff in there you won’t want to bring back.

This idea scared me because it wasn’t just paperback novels I’d finished reading or
broken guitar effects boxes I finally had to admit I’d never get around to fixing that he was
telling me to throw away. He was telling me to throw away pieces of me! That is a much
scarier prospect. It wasn’t just scary. It sounded utterly impossible.

For me this was especially tough because I prided myself on being a true individualist.
I got through high school knowing that even if I was just a nerd boy that the pretty girls
ignored, at least I was truer to myself than the jocks and preppies who liked what
everybody else liked and dressed the way everybody else dressed. I dared to be different



and I was, I thought, justifiably conceited about it! I had to be! It was all I had going for
me!

Now here I was just a couple years out of that mess, being told to clear all that stuff
out. What would I have left if I did? Would I become a mindless vegetable? Would I turn
into one of those culties who just stares blankly off into space all the time? Or worse,
would I become just like the jocks and preppies I hated, accepting everything the
mainstream media told me because I had no self and therefore no opinions of my own? Or
would I be opening myself up to being brainwashed by my teachers? Would I be just like
the pod people from Invasion of the Body Snatchers? The prospects were not attractive!

But the idea of no-self isn’t like that at all. It’s not that we have a self and we are being
asked to get rid of it. There is something real that we call “self” and that we ascribe certain
characteristics to. It’s just that once we call that thing “self” we are already on the wrong
track, and anything else we say about it will be mistaken.

It would be ridiculous to insist that the aspects of our experience indicating that we are
autonomous individuals with our unique history, personality, and point of view simply do
not exist. I have my own credit cards and driver’s license, which you cannot use. I know
the password to my Wi-Fi at home, and you do not. I remember things that happened in
my life that I could not possibly convey to you, even if I tried my hardest. I have opinions
that you do not and probably a few you couldn’t even comprehend, the same way I cannot
fathom why some people hold the opinions they hold. All this and more applies to you as
well and to every human being or animal who has ever lived.

When Buddhists talk about no-self they are not saying all the foregoing is false, nor
are they saying it’s all true but that we have to utterly destroy these aspects of who we are.
Rather, they are saying that applying the idea of self to this real stuff is a mistake.

The word used in early Buddhist writings for the concept of self is atman. Atman was
an idea propagated by many Indian philosophers and is similar to the Christian idea of the
soul. It starts from the sense of “I am” that all of us experience. This “I am” feeling is
taken as evidence that there is a permanent abiding something in us that remains stable
and constant throughout the changes we experience. Thus the soul you had as a four-year-
old child is the same soul you have today. This soul is different from the body because
even though the body clearly changes, the soul does not. Many philosophers further
extrapolate that the soul survives the death of the body. This makes sense if we accept the
basic idea of the soul. If you believe that the soul remains unchanged while the body ages,
it follows that the soul is not the body and it therefore follows that the soul could go on
even after the body decays and dies.

The Buddha completely rejected this idea. First of all, he noticed that what we refer to
as the soul or the atman does change. Our personalities do not remain static throughout
our lives. We mature internally as well as externally. The Buddha did not accept the idea
that body and mind were two different kinds of substance.

Yet something experiences the world uniquely in the case of each one of us. You are
reading this book. Somehow my thoughts about self are being conveyed to you across



time and space. My thoughts are not exactly the same as yours, or you wouldn’t have
bought this book. You are not me, and I am not you. What are we to do with that except
say that you have a self, and so do I? Even if we don’t accept the idea of the immortality
of the soul or the idea that mind is made of some kind of ethereal substance that is
different from matter, we have to accept that your mind and my mind are not the same
mind. Otherwise we wouldn’t need to have conversations or read books or watch movies
or listen to music in order to access each other’s thoughts and feelings.

Most of us only ever experience that way of looking at things. No, that’s not exactly
right. Most of us are taught that looking at things this way is the only correct way of
understanding the world. I think everyone experiences the other side of the equation at
some point in their lives. As children, our sense of self is much more fluid than it becomes
later. We also have moments of transcendence when the barriers between ourselves and
others fade away. Sometimes this happens during sex. Sometimes it happens in large
public gatherings like concerts or sporting events. Sometimes it happens in religious
services and ceremonies. We all know about this other side of human experience, but we
are conditioned to disregard it. Or we imagine that it only happens at rare, special times
and places. We miss the fact that this transcendence is actually continuously happening
throughout every moment of every day.

Meditation practice helps make this clearer. Moments of transcendence and oneness no
longer seem like anomalies. You start to notice that your individual identity and the
identity of the universe itself are not two separate things.

Certain Indian philosophers who meditated took this as evidence that the individual
atman was part of a supreme atman that was basically the soul of the entire universe. They
called this super-atman “Brahman.” And just to confuse those of us outside India, they
also called certain people who preached this idea Brahmin and named their chief god
Brahma. Be that as it may, this Brahman is said to be sat-chit-ananda, or “being,
consciousness, and bliss.”

Yet, like the atman, Brahman is supposed to be something apart from the material
universe. The Buddha could see no reason to believe in the existence of something beyond
the material universe. It’s not that he thought matter was the only thing there was. Rather,
he saw that matter and the immaterial were different aspects of the same unified reality.
Form is emptiness, emptiness is form.

The idea of no-self means that we do not interrupt this oneness with our individuality.
In the January/February 1985 issue of Matter magazine, my all-time favorite singer-
songwriter, Robyn Hitch-cock, told an interviewer, “Inasmuch as a mind can discuss itself
— it’s a bit like a mirror looking at itself, only I don’t know how much truth there is in
that. You put two mirrors up against each other, and there’s infinity, but you can never see
it, *cause your head blocks it off.” This is a remarkably astute metaphor for the problems
inherent in looking at the true nature of what we call self.

We are both individuals and expressions of the universe. These are not mutually
exclusive. Dogen talks about this a lot throughout Shobogenzo because it was as difficult
an idea for him and his students as it is for us. The next chapter contains some of his best



lines on the subject of no-self. Let’s take a look!



5. YOU ARE NOT YOURSELF
Genjo Koan

The Realized Universe

“GeNJO KoaN” 1s without a doubt the most important chapter in Shobogenzo. It may, in
fact, be the most significant philosophical piece Dogen ever wrote.

It was originally written in 1233 as a letter to a lay student named Koshu Yo. All we
really know about Mr. Koshu is that he lived in Kyushu, which is the southernmost of
Japan’s main islands and a long way from where Dogen set up shop in central Honshu. It’s
been speculated that Mr. Koshu may have been a government official, but nobody’s really
sure.

But what a letter! It has been the subject of hundreds of commentaries and many full-
length books. Right now, as I write this, there are two books in print in English just about
“Genjo Koan,” and both are excellent and worth seeking out: Realizing Genjokoan by
Shohaku Okumura (Wisdom Publications, 2010) and Dogen’s Genjo Koan: Three
Commentaries, edited by Mel Weitsman, Michael Wenger, and Shohaku Okumura
(Counterpoint Press, 2013). I devoted a chapter of my book Sit Down and Shut Up to a
discussion of it, and there must be a thousand websites, blogs, and other pieces about it on
the Interwebs.

For all the attention it gets, most English translations of “Genjo Koan” take up about
three and a half pages. My teacher Gudo Nishijima’s version takes up six, but only
because he added twenty-four footnotes, some of which are very long, as well as an
introduction and some notes about the meaning of the word koan and the use of koans in
Zen practice.

Shohaku Okumura defines genjo as “reality actually and presently taking place” and
koan as “absolute truth that embraces relative truth.” The Chinese characters Dogen uses
for genjo are #i (gen), which means “to appear” and F (jo), which means “to become.”
Okumura’s definition is pretty much the standard one, although a lot of people just
translate it as “realized.” But don’t look up realized in your Japanese-English dictionary
and expect to find genjo as a translation. It’s Dogen’s own word.

Let’s talk about koans for a sec. Once a guy came up to me after a talk and asked about
these “rones” he’d heard of in Zen. “You know, rones!” he said, as if repeating the word
more loudly would explain it. After a minute or so of discussion he said they were weird
questions you were supposed to meditate on. That’s when I figured out he meant koans.
There is, needless to say, a lot of confusion about the word.

Koans are the one thing that people who know nothing about Zen seem to know about.
Usually they’re described as illogical questions intended to drive a meditator to break
through the bonds of intellect and have a mystical experience. The one everybody knows
is, “What is the sound of one hand clapping?”



The word koan is actually an abbreviation of the phrase /%/if % hfi (pronounced ko-fu
no an-toku in Japanese), which in ancient Chinese means a “public case.” Koans are
stories about Zen teachers and their students, generally recorded in the form of a
conversation. They are often contradictory and appear to be illogical. But they’re not.
They have a logic of their own: the logic of contradiction.

Although Aristotle said that contradictions were the antithesis of logic, in the real
world there are always contradictions. Things are often one way and another at the same
time. Love is pleasurable and painful. Happiness can make you sad sometimes. Chinese
food can be sweet and sour. Newspapers are black and white and re(a)d all over. In this
piece Dogen pushes the idea of contradiction as the most realistic way to understand what
life actually is.

Let’s get to the text, and then we’ll talk about it after.

When all things are Buddha-dharma there’s understanding and misunderstanding, there’s training and results, there’s life
and death, and there are Buddhas and just plain folks. When the zillions of things and phenomena are seen as having no
self, there is no misunderstanding or enlightenment, no Buddhas or just plain folks, no life, and no death. The Buddha-
dharma is originally beyond having lots and having little, and so there is life and death, delusion and realization, just
plain folks and Buddhas. But although this is true, flowers, though we love them, still die, and weeds, though we hate
them, still grow all over the place.

Pushing ourselves to practice and experience stuff is delusion. When stuff actively practices and experiences us,
that’s realization. Those who understand misunderstanding are Buddhas. But to have misunderstandings about
understanding makes you just a regular person. Some folks attain realization based on realization, and some just get
delusional about delusion. Buddhas don’t need to recognize themselves as Buddhas, but when they practice the state of
Buddha they go on experiencing the state of Buddha.

Even if we use our entire body/mind to look at forms and hear sounds, perceiving them directly, our perception isn’t
like the reflection of the moon in water. When we look at one side, the other is dark.

To study the self is to forget the self; to forget the self is to be experienced by the zillions of things; when
experienced by the zillions of things our own body and mind drop away. Then we can forget about realization and allow
that forgotten realization to continue forever.

When you first look for the dharma you’re far away from it. But when the dharma is transmitted authentically you
are immediately your original self.

If you’re in a boat and you look at the shore, you might think the shore is moving. But if you look at the boat, you
know it’s the boat that’s moving. Likewise, when you look at stuff with a muddled-up body/mind you get the idea that
you have a permanent self. But if you look at things clearly you see that nothing has a permanent self.

Firewood becomes ash and doesn’t go back to being firewood again. But we shouldn’t think of firewood as its past
and ash as its future. Both firewood and ash have their own position in time and space. The past and future are cut off.
Firewood and ash each have their own past and their own future. Just as ash doesn’t go back to being firewood, human
beings, when they die, don’t come back to life again.

We Buddhists don’t say that life turns into death or that death turns into life. Instead we talk about “no appearance”
and “no disappearance” (he’s quoting the Heart Sutra here). Life is what happens while we’re alive, and death is what
happens when we die. We don’t say that winter becomes spring, or that spring becomes summer.

Realization is like the moon reflected in water. The moon doesn’t get wet, and the water isn’t broken. The entire
moon and sky can be reflected in a dewdrop on a blade of grass. Realization doesn’t break an individual, just like the
moon doesn’t break the water. And an individual doesn’t hinder realization, just like a dewdrop doesn’t get in the way of
the sky. The depth of realization is like the height of the moon.

When the dharma hasn’t completely filled your body/mind, you feel like you’re totally full of it. But when it does
fill you, you feel there’s something missing. For example, if you sailed way out into the ocean and looked around you’d
think the ocean was circular, but it’s not. It’s got all kinds of little corners and shapes and all that. When fish see the
ocean it’s like a palace; when gods see it, it’s like a string of pearls. But we humans just see it as round. Everything’s like
that.



There are all kinds of situations in the world, but we can’t really understand them. If you want to understand them,
you have to remember that oceans and mountains have all sorts of characteristics you can’t see. Even you, just as you are
right here and now, have a whole lot of aspects you’re completely unaware of. Just bear that in mind. Okay?

When fish swim there’s no end to the water, and when birds fly there is no end to the sky. The more water or sky
fish or birds use, the more use they can make of it. The less they use, the less they need. Each one covers the whole of
water or the entire sky. So water and sky are life itself. Practice/enlightenment is just like this.

If a fish or bird tries to understand the water or sky apart from swimming or flying in it, it can’t do so. When you
find the place you actually are, you actualize the fundamental point. This Way and this place exist as reality because
they’re not big or tiny. Nor are they related to us or to the external world. They don’t exist already or appear
spontaneously. Likewise, if you just penetrate one thing completely, you understand everything in the moment of real
action.

This, right now, just this — just reading this book or whatever it is you’re doing — this is the place where reality
exists. And that’s why we can’t realize it! Because we can’t step outside of what is and look back at it. We’re part of it.
Even when you realize everything, don’t imagine that you’ll intellectually understand it or even notice it. It’s beyond
your knowledge.

Once Zen master Mayoku Hotetsu (Ch. Magu Baoche, dates unknown, student of Baso Doitsu, Ch. Mazu Daoi,
709-788 CE) was fanning himself on a hot day. His student came up to him and asked, “Since air is all over the place and
goes everywhere, why are you using a fan?”

The master said, “You only know the abstract principle that air is all over the place. You don’t know that it goes
everywhere.”

The monk said, “Okay, then, what’s the fact of it going everywhere?”
In answer to this, the master just kept fanning himself.

This is the authentic Buddha-dharma. Somebody who says air is all over the place so why use a fan doesn’t know
why people use fans. The behavior of Buddhists makes the Earth manifest itself as god and ripens the Milky Way into
delightful cheese. And everybody likes cheese, right? Except vegans. And even most of them like it. They just don’t like
how it’s produced. Which I respect.*

— Written on August 15, 1233, for Koshu Y6 of Kyushu and edited in 1252

It’s hard to know where to begin. As I said in the introduction to this chapter, there are
already a lot of good books just about “Genjo Koan,” and now I’ve gone and written about
it as well. Since there are already some extensive interpretations of “Genjo Koan,” I’m
going to keep my notes on this chapter short and save my longer explanations for chapters
about which less has been written.

I used to use the last line in the first paragraph of “Genjo Koan” as a way to quickly
judge whether a particular Shobogenzo translation was worth checking out. In Japanese
it’s T EEICE D, WpikEERHC B 5.4 o sy (hana wa aijaku nichiri, kusa wa kiken ni
ofuru nomi nari). Nishijima/Cross translate this as “flowers, while loved, fall; and weeds,
while hated, flourish.” Nishiyama/Stevens have, “People hate to see flowers fall and do
not like weeds to grow.”

It’s a fairly straightforward line. Yet some translators do strange things to it. For
example, the usually reliable Kazuaki Tanahashi translation (in this chapter his
collaborator was Robert Aitken) has, “Yet in attachment blossoms fall, and in aversion
weeds spread.” Norman Waddell and Masao Abe have, “Flowers fall amid our regret and
yearning, and hated weeds grow apace.” Jiyu-Kennett translated it as, “Whilst we adore
flowers they wither; weeds grow strong whilst we long for their destruction.” Taizan
Maezumi translated it as, “Flowers fall just giving rise to attachment, and weeds spring up
arousing antipathy.”



I figured that line was a kind of benchmark. If the translated version was simple and
direct, the way the original Japanese is, then the rest of the translation could be expected
to be simple and direct. If the translator made that line convoluted or mystical sounding, I
would expect the rest of the translation to follow suit. Of course that’s a highly simplistic
idea. It’s not really true overall. But when I was a young, eager Buddhist student who
didn’t know poop from Shinola, I decided that would be my way to make a quick
assessment.

The major point in this piece is the idea of nonself. As I said in the previous chapter,
lots of people imagine that the Buddhist idea of nonself means that you somehow have to
make your self or your personality disappear. It’s not like that. It’s not like the real
something you call your “self” suddenly vanishes upon enlightenment or needs to be
destroyed before enlightenment can happen. It doesn’t go anywhere. There’s nowhere for
it to go. It’s just that you understand that “self” is far too limiting of an image to contain it.

This is what Dogen means by all that stuff about realization not breaking an individual
any more than the reflection of the moon breaks a dewdrop. You’re still just as much you
as you ever were. My first Zen teacher, Tim McCarthy, had a great way of putting this. He
said, “It’s more you than you could ever be.” In this case “it” is the great unnamable
something, the universe itself.

Except you don’t notice this. Not really. You can’t stand apart from it and notice it the
way you can stand in front of a box of cookies and notice it’s a box of cookies. You can’t
because you’re one of the cookies. It also doesn’t fit into what you label as “you.” And yet
some kind of awareness of it will be established by pretty much anyone who continues the
practice long enough and sincerely enough.

The more standard translations of “Genjo Koan” have Dogen saying, “To study the
Buddha Way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self. To forget the self is
to be actualized by myriad things. When actualized by myriad things, your body and mind
as well as the bodies and minds of others drop away. No trace of enlightenment remains,
and this no-trace continues endlessly.” Let’s look at that line by line.

The first sentence is, “To study the Buddha Way is to study the self.” Sometimes
translators say “Buddhism” instead of “the Buddha Way.” There really isn’t a word in
Japanese that corresponds exactly to the English word Buddhism. The word Buddhism was
created by British people researching the cultures they encountered in Asia and trying to
define them in British terms. They figured that the temples dedicated to Buddha were like
churches and that what went on inside them was like Christianity. They figured these
people worshipped a god they called Buddha.

They weren’t that far off, really. A lot of Buddhism has degenerated into something
very much like the worship of a god who happens to be called Buddha. Much of Asian
Buddhism is full of superstition and belief in the supernatural. Much of it involves fear of
what amounts to punishment and damnation by Buddha if one fails to live in accord with
his teachings or fails to venerate him properly. There have been cases like that guy who
was deported from Sri Lanka for insulting Buddha by having his face tattooed on his body.
Never mind that the standard face of Buddha probably no more resembles what the man



himself actually looked like than the blond-haired, blue-eyed Jesus of contemporary
Sunday school books looks like a Palestinian Jew of two thousand years ago.

But Dogen is clearly differentiating what he’s teaching from all that stuff. “To study
the Buddha Way,” he says, “is to study the self.” It’s not about memorizing ancient
Buddhist sutras. It’s not about venerating the image of Buddha. It’s not about all the
costuming and ceremony. None of that stuff can really be called studying the Buddha Way.
It’s all about studying the self.

To do this, you forget the self. This means you leave behind all your preconceptions
about what the self is. You’re not trying to eradicate a self that already exists. You’re
trying to see what this existing thing you’ve called “self” actually is rather than what you
imagine it to be.

When you do this you are “actualized by myriad things” or “by everything,” if we
want to stop using words that only Buddha-nerds use, like myriads. You see that what you
call “self” is the manifestation of everything. You reflect and refract the universe around
you in a unique way, and that unique way is commonly called “self.” But it does not
belong to anyone — certainly not to you!

When you understand this, your mind and body drop away, as do the mind and body of
everything else. You stop conceiving of things in terms of mind and body, or spirit and
matter. You see that nothing in the universe is purely mind/spirit and nothing is purely
body/matter. These designations are far too limiting. Reality itself is beyond any such
definition. But it’s not beyond them in terms of being very far away. This immediate
existence, right here and right now, is already beyond mind/spirit or body/matter.

I hope that explanation made at least a little sense. Dogen will return to this point over
and over. So don’t worry if you don’t get it just yet.

I’'m really fond of the line about when you haven’t experienced realization you think
you’re fully realized but when you really experience it, you feel as if something’s missing.
This relates to what Tim called the balance of doubt and faith. He said you need to have an
equal degree of doubt and faith to really understand Zen. Too much doubt, and you’re
sunk. But too much faith also gets in the way.

The many self-described “self-realized masters” in our midst these days never really
get it. They just have a little taste of it and think they have the whole thing. Those who are
actually fully realized always feel like something’s not quite finished, because that’s the
actual truth of the matter. The universe/you is both complete and self-sufficient and at the
same time incomplete and fully dependent on everything else. It’s one of those Zen
contradictions. It may not make intellectual sense in terms of Aristotelian logic. But look
around at real life, and you’ll see that’s the way it is.

All that stuff about birds and fishes and sky and water is just saying that you can’t step
outside the universe — which is identical to your “self” — and view it objectively. As
Robyn Hitchcock says, “your head keeps blocking it off.” Yet you can realize the entirety
of the universe as yourself. You are intimately a part of everything. Absolutely every
element of your body/mind right now was present at the very moment of creation and long



before (if a word like before even pertains to such a thing) and will be here forever.
Everything you are is connected intimately to the entire universe, near and far, past,
present, and future. Just by being yourself, you are everything.

But Dogen then tells us that story about the master with the fan. Just because we are
everything doesn’t mean we can just sit back and it’ll all be groovy. We have to do
something. We have to practice. We have to take action. This very action is how we
activate our realization. Whether or not we know it makes no difference at all. Gudo
Nishijima puts it like this: “The experience of the ultimate state is realized at once. At the
same time, its mysterious existence is not necessarily a manifest realization. Realization is
the state of ambiguity itself.”

The last bit about the Milky Way turning into cheese is kind of funny to me. Why
cheese? The actual piece says the “long river” ([:ii] nagakawa), which is a name for what
we call the Milky Way, ripens (% 51 sanjuku) into %% (soraku), which is something more
like “curds and whey” than cheese. It implies transformation.

In that book of commentaries on “Genjo Koan” I mentioned earlier, Shunryu Suzuki
commented on this line, saying, “Only by your practice, when you practice zazen in this
way, aiming at this kind of goal, will you have a chance to attain true enlightenment.” This
might seem to be the antithesis of goalless practice. Notice, though, that he says, “aiming
at this kind of goal.” Suzuki was not a native English speaker. But you can see that he is
trying hard to get his point across that it’s not the specific goal we care about so much as
aiming toward something like it.

This is a theme that Dogen beats nearly to death throughout Shobogenzo. We are
exactly the truth of what we are — what the universe is — right here and now. Yet we
need to do some work to truly become what we already are. This is the meaning of his
metaphor about the wind being ever-present and our need to use a fan to cool ourselves on
a hot day.

Another theme he brings up here is one he also brought up in “Bendowa,” the rejection
of the idea of reincarnation, or at least of the standard new age bookstore idea of
reincarnation. It’s evidently a big enough deal to Dogen that he brings it up twice. But it’s
not big enough for him to spend a whole lot of ink explaining.

For people interested in Buddhism in the West in the twenty-first century, though,
reincarnation is a huge deal. Some people these days get into Buddhism mainly because
they’re interested in reincarnation. Since that’s the case, I thought I’d devote a chapter to
that idea alone.

* Dogen really does end by saying words to the effect of “it ripens the Milky Way into delightful cheese,” but he
doesn’t say anything about vegans. I just felt like it needed that for contemporary readers.



6. DID DOGEN TEACH REINCARNATION, AND DOES IT
EVEN MATTER IF HE DID?

KURT VONNEGUT ONCE said he never put a love story into any of his novels because as
soon as there was a love story readers would latch on to that and forget everything else in
the book. I feel the same about talking about reincarnation or rebirth. But here goes
anyway.

We just looked at “Genjo Koan,” in which Dogen makes one of several critical
comments about the matter of reincarnation. He also does this in “Bendowa,” and he’ll do
it again in an essay called “Mind Here and Now Is Buddha.” Yet whenever I say, as my
teacher Gudo Nishijima Roshi also said, that Dogen denied the belief in reincarnation, I
get a lot of flack from Dogen scholars and other people who are, for whatever reason,
really fond of the idea of reincarnation.

I got an email a while back from a Dogen scholar who said in part:

I was checking out some of your videos and came across one on reincarnation in
which I appreciate what you say about how we can’t know what happens after
death, and therefore Zen doesn’t emphasize that teaching. However you also say
that Dogen “was very adamant that there is no reincarnation, that the idea of
reincarnation is a non-Buddhist idea that was grafted onto Buddhism later on and
isn’t originally part of Buddhism.” Wow. I am concerned that others will actually
think that is Dogen’s and Buddha’s view. As you probably know, there are many,
many early Pali Suttas in which the Buddha talks about rebirth (I don’t like to use
the word reincarnation which seems to imply there is some kind of ‘self’ which
reincarnates), including his description of his own night of awakening in which
two of the three knowledges he realized involve seeing into rebirth (of course no
atman is involved in Buddha’s view, and like karma and everything else for that
matter, rebirth is only conventionally true). And Dogen, though it’s true he doesn’t
emphasize the teaching, clearly teaches rebirth in the Shobogenzo fascicles
“Sanjigo,” “Shinjin Inga,” and especially “Doshin.” Statements such as “death
does not turn into birth” in “Genjo Koan” are just talking about abiding in a
dharma position, like ‘winter doesn’t become spring.’ I was wondering where you
got the idea about Dogen’s adamant view that there is no reincarnation.

In response, I said that I got my ideas about Dogen’s views on reincarnation mainly
from “Bendowa,” which we have looked at. Here’s the Nishijima/Cross translation of
what Dogen says there: “According to that non-Buddhist view, there is one spiritual
intelligence existing within our body. When this body dies, however, the spirit casts off the
skin and is reborn on the other side; so even though it seems to die here it lives on there.
Therefore we call it immortal and eternal. But if we learn this view as the Buddha’s
Dharma the delusion would be too shameful for comparison.” This Dogen calls the Heresy
of Senika. Senika was an Indian philosopher who popularized this idea.

In “Genjo Koan,” Dogen says, “Firewood, after becoming ash, does not again become



firewood. Similarly, human beings, after death, do not live again.” Although there are lots
of variations in the English translations of Shobogenzo, every translation I’'m aware of
says pretty much the same thing at this point. Tanahashi says, “You do not return to birth
after death.” Nishiyama/Stevens say, “When human beings die, they cannot return to life.”
Thomas Cleary says, “After dying a person does not become alive again.” Shasta Abbey’s
translation says, “After someone dies, he does not come back to life again.” In case you
want to know what he says in Japanese it’'s Ao L whZ ok & 52 2ide a3 (hito no
shinuru no chisara ni iki to narazu).

Dogen follows this by saying, “At the same time, it is an established custom in the
Buddha-Dharma not to say that life turns into death. This 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.’ Life
is an instantaneous situation, and death is also an instantaneous situation.” This is the
Nishijima/Cross translation. But again, the other translations of this part are all pretty
much the same

Lots of people are obsessed with life after death. It’s understandable. Death is a scary
prospect to most of us. In the novel John Dies at the End, by David Wong, a character
says, “You’re going to die, Arnie. Someday, you will face that moment. Regardless of
what you believe, at that moment you will either face complete nonexistence, which is
something you can’t possibly imagine, or you will face something even stranger that you
also can’t possibly imagine. On an actual day in the future, you will be in the
unimaginable, Arnie. Set your mind on that.”

Lots of curiosity seekers who proclaim themselves as being “into Buddhism” these
days often appear to be motivated mostly by a desire to replace the unimaginable with
something imaginable. They want to be told by someone who they think holds some kind
of mystical enlightened knowledge that they will live forever. People love to be told they
will live forever by someone who supposedly knows. That’s why the book Heaven Is for
Real, the story of a little kid who supposedly came back from the dead, sold a truckload of
copies.

My Daogen scholar friend said he prefers the word rebirth to reincarnation, yet he uses
the two as synonyms later on in his email. Everybody does. What most audiences I
encounter conceive of when they hear the word rebirth is precisely Senika’s view. For
example, the current Dalai LLama is said to have become the Dalai Lama because the
previous person who held that title supposedly left clues as to where he would next be
reborn. Following his death, certain learned priests in his lineage followed those clues and
found a baby. They showed that baby some objects and checked his reaction to them.
When they were satisfied that the baby in question had reacted correctly to these items,
they declared the baby to be the reincarnation of the dead Dalai Lama. This is a traditional
custom, going back centuries.

When most Western audiences — and Eastern ones too, for that matter — hear stories
like this, they imagine that the Dalai Lama died, left his body, and entered another one.
That’s certainly how I understood it the first time I heard it. Later on I read a couple of



books on the subject and encountered a more nuanced view of the Buddhist concept of
rebirth. One metaphorical explanation I encountered said that it was like lighting a candle
with another candle and then blowing out the first candle. The flame on the second candle
isn’t the same flame, and yet it depends on that first flame for its existence. Another
explanation was that it was like bubbles on a river. Bubbles form on the surface of a river
due to disturbances to the water. When these bubbles burst, the water from which they
were formed doesn’t disappear. It reenters the river. Later on, other bubbles will be formed
out of the same water.

I heard those explanations, tried to work out what they meant, and came up with my
own interpretation of the teaching. The only problem was that my interpretation of that
more nuanced view of Buddhist rebirth added up to something like, “You die and get
reborn; you just don’t have a soul.”

One of the problems for contemporary Western people is that Buddha’s attitude toward
rebirth is entirely different from ours. We want to live forever. Buddha and his followers
did not. To him and to the audience he spoke to, rebirth was not a good thing.

Take, for example, this excerpt from a short book (which can be found online) called
The Truth of Rebirth by Thanissaro Bhikkhu. “When any of the Buddha’s fully awakened
disciples passed away, he would state that one of the amazing features of their passing was
that their consciousness could no longer be found in the cosmos... . One of his own
amazing attainments as Buddha, he said, was that after the end of this life, the world
would see him no more.”

In absolute contrast to this, when most Western people hear about rebirth and
reincarnation, they think it sounds really great. As Oasis said, “I wanna live I don’t wanna
die . .. you and I we’re gonna live forever.” Yet here we see Buddha saying that one of his
“amazing attainments” was that once he was dead he was going to stay dead for eternity.
That’s supposed to be good?

In any case, in spite of what the guy who wrote me that email says, Dogen never does
anything I would call “teaching rebirth.” I’'m aware that he says things that seem to hint at
his belief of what we might call rebirth, especially in the ones my friend who wrote the
email mentioned. These are “Shin Jin Inga” (“Deep Belief in Cause and Effect”), “Sanji
no Go” (“Karma in the Three Times”), and “Doshin” (“The Will to the Truth”). But these
passages could be interpreted very differently. There’s a more important question: Why
does it matter what Dogen believed about rebirth, anyway? I’ll get to that in a bit, but I
want you to keep it in mind. Let’s talk about what Dogen wrote first.

In “Deep Belief in Cause and Effect,” Dogen references the famous koan story of
Hyakujo’s Fox. In this story we hear about a man who claims to have been reborn as a fox
for five hundred lifetimes because of an incorrect statement he made about the nature of
cause and effect. To read the story of Hyakujo’s Fox as a teaching about rebirth is the
same as insisting that the biblical story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden is
historically accurate. Focusing on the myth used to illustrate a point and interpreting that
myth as factually true is a mistake Joseph Campbell harshly criticizes in The Power of
Myth.



The actual point of the story is about believing deeply in cause and effect and not
accepting superstitious ideas about miracles or other events that violate cause and effect.
He is using the myth of rebirth to make a point about the Buddha’s teaching, not to teach
that we get reborn after we die.

In parts of the chapter “Karma in the Three Times” it sounds significantly more like
Dogen is teaching rebirth. But there are other ways of looking at it. This chapter begins
with Dogen citing an ancient Buddhist story. It goes like this:

The nineteenth patriarch, Venerable Kumaralabdha, arrives at a country in central
India, [where] a saint called Gayata asks, “In my family, father and mother have
always believed in the Three Treasures yet they have been beset by ill health and,
in general, are disappointed in all their undertakings. My neighbor’s family has
long done the work of candalas [so-called untouchables in the Hindu caste
system], yet their bodies are always in sound health and their doings harmoniously
combine. What is their good fortune? And what is our guilt?”

The Venerable One [Kumaralabdha] says, “Retribution for good and bad has
three times. Generally, people ... do not know that shadow and sound accord with
[their sources], not differing by a thousandth or a hundredth and — even with the
passing of a hundred thousand myriad kalpas — never wearing away.”

Dogen goes on to explain this, saying, “These words ‘Retribution for good and bad has
three times’ mean (1) retribution is received in the immediate present; (2) it is received in
one’s next life; (3) it is received latterly.”

Then he says, “If people have committed in this life the five actions [leading to]
incessant [hell]*, they will inevitably fall into hell in their next life. ‘The next life’ means
the life following this life.”

Dogen goes even further, saying, “If people, having committed in this life either good
or bad, feel the effect of good or bad karma in a third life or in a fourth life or even after
hundred thousands of lives, this is called ‘karma that receives [retribution] latterly.” ” Here
Dogen appears to be saying, “Watch what you do because even if you do bad stuff and
then die at a ripe old age, having lived a prosperous and comfortable life, you’re going to
get reborn and have to pay for all the bad stuff you did in a subsequent life.” It’s very hard
to argue that there is any other interpretation than that.

It really does seem to me that Dogen is talking about actual rebirth here. Still, the
chapter is not really about rebirth specifically. It’s about karma or the law of cause and
effect. The myth of rebirth is used to illustrate something about the nature of cause and
effect. So I would argue that Dogen is not “teaching rebirth” in this chapter. Here’s why.

Dogen is not saying, “Hey, kids! Here’s what happens after we die!” He is trying to
emphasize the importance of our action in the present moment and how what we do has
effects that reverberate for a very long time. His intended audience believed in rebirth, and
so he used that belief as a way to stress how important it is to behave morally. He is not
saying anything like that kid who supposedly wrote Heaven Is for Real. He is not claiming
to have special knowledge of what lies beyond death. He is using assumptions already



held by his audience to emphasize his point about the importance of moral action in the
present.

The one place I know of where Dogen seems to really be doing something like
teaching rebirth occurs in another of the chapters my Dogen scholar friend mentioned. It’s
called “Doshin” or “The Will to the Truth.” The section goes like this:

Even between abandoning this life and being born in a next life, in which period
there is said to be a middle existence whose length is seven days, even during that
period, we should intend to chant the Three Treasures without ever lulling the
voice. After seven days we [are said to] die in the middle existence, and then to
receive another body in the middle existence, for seven days. At the longest [this
body] lasts seven days. At this time we can see and hear anything without
restriction, as if with the supernatural eye. At such a time, spurring the mind, we
should chant the Three Treasures; we should chant without pause, not forgetting to
recite namu-kie-butsu, namu-kie-ho, namu-kie-so [homage to the Buddha, homage
to dharma, homage to sangha]. When, having passed out of the middle existence
we are drawing close to a father and mother, we should steel ourselves and even
when, due to the presence of right wisdom, we are in the womb-store [world] that
will commit us to the womb we should chant the Three Treasures. We might not
neglect to chant even while being born. (from the Nishijima/Cross translation)

I would argue that even in this most blatant and specific of all Dogen’s references to
rebirth, he isn’t really “teaching rebirth.” He is again using the myth of rebirth to
emphasize a different point. He is more concerned with how important it is to revere the
Three Treasures — Buddha, dharma, and sangha — than he is in explaining what happens
after we die. He does get into some of the supposed mechanisms of rebirth, like those
bodies that last seven days each, but he doesn’t dwell on them. If he were “teaching
rebirth” his emphasis would be on the mechanism of rebirth, not on the importance of
revering the Three Treasures.

As I said, one might ask if Dogen himself believed in rebirth. It sure sounds like he did
when we read these passages. But then we have to return to what he says in chapters like
“Bendowa,” “Genjo Koan,” and “Mind Here and Now Is Buddha.” The only times I’'m
aware of in which Dogen squarely looks into the notion of rebirth, he very clearly denies
it.

Those who cling to the idea that Dogen believed in rebirth will usually say that what
Dogen denies in these chapters is a false idea about rebirth — the idea that a person’s real
essence is a soul that leaves the body and gets reborn in another body. But then we come
to a passage in “Genjo Koan” in which he says, “Just as firewood does not become
firewood again after it is ash, you do not return to birth after death.” You can’t get much
clearer than that!

The aforementioned person who wrote the email said, “Statements such as ‘death does
not turn into birth’ in ‘Genjo Koan’ are just talking about abiding in a dharma position,
like ‘winter doesn’t become spring.” ” I’m afraid I don’t really get it when people start
using phrases like “abiding in a dharma position.” I’ve always found phrases like that



extremely opaque.

I think what he’s getting at is the concept that there is an absolute kind of truth and a
relative kind. There’s an idea in Buddhist circles that Buddhism speaks of two truths, one
absolute and one relative. Many believe that Buddhism talks about one set of ordinary
truths that apply to our regular lives and about a different set of truths that transcend our
ordinary reality.

I’ve always been very uncomfortable with the idea of dividing Buddhism into absolute
truths and relative truths. I don’t ever read Dogen as espousing one set of truths for some
imaginary absolute reality and a completely different set of truths for our day-to-day
existence. I feel like he’s always talking about our day-to-day existence. He just
understands ordinary existence better than most of us.

So did Dogen believe in rebirth? You’ve just read all the most direct statements he
ever wrote on the subject. So now you know as much as I do, and as much as any Dogen
scholar out there does, about Dogen’s personal belief in reincarnation/rebirth or lack
thereof. So I might as well ask you. Did Dogen believe in rebirth?

Which brings me to what I think is a much more crucial point than whether or not
Dogen believed in rebirth, which is, even if he did, so what? Why is it important whether
or not Dogen believed in rebirth?

For me, as an admirer of Dogen, it does have some significance. I’ll try to explain
why.

I have read and reread Shobogenzo and Dogen’s other writings more times than I can
count. I had a teacher who was a legitimate Dogen scholar. In my zazen practice I’ve often
found that the things Dogen said which at one point seemed incomprehensible have later,
after a lot of sitting, been confirmed.

Because of this I’ve come to trust Dogen. He seems to have had deep insights into the
nature of things. So if he believed in something like rebirth, it seems sensible to me to
think he had some good reasons for believing in it. Perhaps his own experiences in zazen,
which must have been far deeper than mine, led him to this belief. Maybe he could recall
his past lives. He never claims he could, but who knows? Furthermore, I’d certainly very
much like to believe in rebirth. Everybody wants to imagine they’ll live forever, at least if
they’re not ancient Indians.

Here’s my conclusion. I feel that Dogen most likely did believe in something we might
call rebirth. Yet even if he did, he clearly did not think that belief was very important.
However, he clearly did think it was important that his students should reject the idea that
they will live forever, transmigrating from one body to another. To me, this is far more
significant. Why does he consider that idea to be detrimental to practice? And if we take
this idea that he thought was so problematic and frame it in different words, does that
make it better?

To me, Dogen seems to be saying again and again and again, “Focus on this life. Live
this actual day. Pay attention to just this very moment. This is where it’s all happening, not



in some future lifetime, not in your next birth or your ‘middle existence’ between
incarnations. Just here. Just now.”

So, in spite of what a lot of Dogen scholars will tell you, I'm telling you that Dogen
never once “teaches rebirth.” There is not a single instance anywhere in his writings or in
his recorded talks where he lays out exactly what he believes about what happens after a
person dies and where he encourages his students to have faith that this is what will
become of them as well. While one might argue that there is tangential evidence in his
works to suggest that he appears to hold some of the standard ideas most Buddhists have
about this, he clearly does not consider them to be of any real significance to the main
message he is trying to convey. Even when he denies the so-called Heresy of Senika
regarding what happens after we die, he does not then advocate a different view about life
after death. Instead he urges his students — us — to focus on the here and now.

Even if there is life after death, we still should not miss the significance of this
lifetime. If you cultivate a habit of always looking toward the future or past for validation,
then even if you do wind up going to heaven or being reborn into a cooler place than you
live now, you’ll just spend your whole time wherever you end up looking for the next
thing.

In th