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				There is no other purpose in our practice of buddhadharma 

				but to find authentic peace within yourself

				Mutoku Ryuko
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				Preface

				The idea for this book arose out of a desire to collect together various oral teachings Zen Mas-ter Yamamoto Mutoku Ryuko has delivered over the years. It is extremely difficult to experience the spirit of authentic Zen on a piece of paper and even more difficult to share it but I want-ed to extract brief fragments of the teachings so that the people who have never met Yamamoto Roshi, or those who know nothing about Zen, might have a general introduction to roshi’s dharma and his practice. Those who have seen Roshi teaching are familiar with the dynamics of his Dharma. Of course, I also hope this col-lection will find a place with those who are al-ready roshi’s followers.

				With prayers, Hojun

				Tokyo, December 2021
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				Non-attachment

				Watching the disastrous scenes from the March 2011 earthquake and tsunami on TV was like witnessing images from hell. As it is not sur-prising at all to encounter similar unexpected occurrences at any time and any place in a va-riety of forms, it is very important to cultivate one’s mind which will not let you lose sight of who you truly are, even in such extreme circum-stances.

				 Master Linji once said, “upon entering one of the three destinies you fall into the hell denizen as though strolling in a pleasure garden”. In Bud-dhism the three destinies are the so called three bad migrations – the hellish realm, the hungry ghosts’ realm and the world of animals. Through the cultivation of the mind even if you happen to live in one of these realms, you will nonchalant-ly stroll as if in a flower garden. But what kind of mind is this, then?

				 During the practice of zazen various thoughts appear in the mind, one after another. In Zen we often hear about no-mind but the expression is of-

			

		

	
		
			
				ten easily misunderstood as the absence of thoughts. If it were really so, the easiest way to achieve such a state would be to take a sleeping pill and go to bed! However, that would simply be the loss of consciousness. In zazen no-mind doesn’t mean the absence of consciousness but rather the mind empty of a sep-arate self-entity. Realizing this you are no longer attached to a thought or idea of “me” in the mind.

				 So when thoughts appear in your mind let them be as they are and don’t be fooled by them. Then, the thought itself naturally subsides, as it is. This is what no-mind means; not seeking the

				self in a thought. For instance, when it’s hot, it’s hot; when it’s cold, it’s cold. This is how consciousness manifests itself and these phenomena are not independent of consciousness. Mind empty of a separate self-entity is the Authentic Mind. Therefore, when it’s hot and you do not seek any self in it, “hot” will no longer be a problem. You are liberated from hot in hot. You have awakened to the truth of Life.

				Hot is hot. Cold is cold.

				 Our only task is to realize this truth of selflessness, as it is; to be liberated in the realization that things are perfect as they are. There is nothing to add or take away. Only then you return to the Source. Only then you are truly free. No matter how much you would have to suffer in hell, suffering is merely suffering; it is empty of a separate self-entity. Here lies the Supreme Way of being nonattached to suffering in suffering. Or, to quote Master Linji, “upon entering one of the three destinies you fall into the hell denizen as though strolling in a pleasure garden”.
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				What is It?

				Why were we born into this world? We didn’t ask anyone to be born as a human being. Before you realized that fact, you were already living as a human being. Strange, indeed, isn’t it? Life does not unfold as you would like. On the con-trary, most of the things you encounter seem to be actively working against you.

				Some years ago I was invited to take part in my nephew’s wedding ceremony. A few young and vig-orous colleagues from his company were there as well. Some time after, I heard from my sister that one of them had committed suicide. He couldn’t work things out with his wife in their marriage nor bear the prospect of divorce; leading to the even-tual decision to end his own life. It was real pity to hear this, knowing that he was still young and his whole life was still in front of him. How sad that he couldn’t understand the preciousness of life!

				So what makes this life so precious?

				The moment you are born into this world it has nothing to do with any give-and-take contract. Completely and unconditionally you are blessed 

			

		

	
		
			
				with eyes that see, ears that hear, a nose that can detect fra-grance, a tongue that tastes and many other capabilities operat-ing in the body. Moreover, you are blessed with consciousness which through its inherent wisdom embraces the whole uni-verse and makes this life possible.

				You will not find anything more precious than the luminosi-ty of this wisdom anywhere in this world. Zen Master Hakuin called it the Supreme, the Most Precious, the Highest Wisdom. It is so because consciousness permeates everything, both the material and the immaterial, illuminating them thusly.

				In Japan we call the Buddha hotoke which can also be read hodoke meaning ‘not to be entangled.’ The Buddha then sig-nifies a completely liberated, disentangled mind, permeating everything in is luminosity. You can live your life because of the great compassionate wisdom of the Buddha.

				Each of us has been blessed with the connection to our physi-cal mother and father through whom we have received this life. It makes our life precious and miraculous. However, our True Parent is the Life of the Universe, which existed long before your mother and father. Have you ever expressed even a single thought of gratitude for this True Parent? Once such a thought appears in your mind, you will have the strength to overcome every hardship in your life.
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				Thank you, oh Mind!

				Have you ever thought about the meaning of life? Some say life is meaningful. Others say it has no meaning at all. What is the meaning of life? In Japanese the term used for the word ‘meaning’ is pronounced imi and consists of two Chinese characters. The first character i means ‘mind’ and the second one mi means ‘taste’. Therefore the word ‘meaning’ can be under-stood as ‘the taste of the mind’. In other words, by understanding the nature of the mind, you understand its meaning; you know how it ‘tastes’.

				We live this life which we were blessed with much earlier than the moment we were born. Life is the Mind. As a newborn baby you welcome this world with a cry and as a baby the Mind- Life il-luminates itself to the world of a crying baby. You grow, become a teenager, go through an adult life and finally grow old and the Mind-Life illumi-nates itself as the world of an old man. Such is the taste of this Mind. The world at dusk illuminates itself as the world at dusk. The world at noon il-

			

		

	
		
			
				luminates itself as the world at noon. Day and night. Endlessly. Such is the Mind. Living together with your parents the Mind shines through you the whole time as the Life shared with your parents. After they pass away, you live the Mind in which your mother and father are absent. It never leaves you permeating everything with its luminosity. Such is the Authentic Life. At a time of joy the Mind illuminates the whole as joy. At a time of sorrow the Mind illuminates all as sorrow.

				O Mind! O Life! Thank you! How can I look for anything more precious than you? Such is the true taste of the mind. A villain acts wrongfully not knowing the taste of this Supreme Mind. Our Mind, our True Life, is the Light embracing all of us in its warmth throughout all time, life after life and death after death, even when we scratch with our nails the deepest depths of hell.

				Thank you, O Mind!!
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				Clap!

				When you clasp your hands you hear the sound CLAP all the people sitting around you realize the CLAP. No matter what nationality or per-sonality you have, it proves that the mind is one for all of us. We normally think that after hearing the sound CLAP there is a separate con-sciousness but in reality CLAP is just CLAP and there is no other separate consciousness. CLAP itself is consciousness, the sound, Myself. But the CLAP doesn’t say it is the mind, it is the sound, or it is me. The very Mind is CLAP which transcends all verbal expression, originally be-ing the One Life, Consciousness, the CLAP. Not only a human being but also a cat and a dog, up-on hearing CLAP, realizes what it is.

				 And it is not only about the world of sounds. The world that you see, the world that you feel, the world that you think about, these all in the same way as CLAP are Life, the Mind. Your first cry af-ter being born in this world too, the life that you were before you were born, this life and the life after this life, they all are the world of CLAP.

			

		

	
		
			
				 What is this CLAP, then? CLAP is no-mind, the eternal activ-ity of the selfless Life. No matter what you think about it, when a CLAP is heard, you realize exactly what it is. In the original nature of the Mind there is not a trace of a separate self-enti-ty. Such is the no-self mind. A CLAP is a CLAP and it is how consciousness illuminates all in its wisdom, making life possi-ble through the touch of compassion. It is no-mind, no-self, the True Nature of Life.
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				Awakened Prayer

				We stand in prayer in front of a Buddha’s statue. We pray reading holy scriptures. Praying makes us stronger and more peaceful. Praying gives us strength to live on. However, whether it be wooden or golden, the Buddha’s statue is noth-ing more than a symbol representing the Truth, the Buddha’s wondrous personality. The same is true with holy scriptures. They are not what Shakyamuni’s Enlightenment is. Rather, they are merely collections of his teaching. In other words, both statues and scriptures are the ex-pression of the prayer which was born from the original nature of the mind helping us awaken into the Buddha’s Enlightenment. Therefore, praying in front of the Buddha’s statue and reading holy scriptures is accomplished only when the prayer itself becomes the Awakening. In other words, while praying or reciting texts, the Buddha mind must be present.

				 The Sixth Patriarch Huineng said that reading holy scriptures is like eating rice cakes painted on the wall. In this way you cannot satisfy your hun-

			

		

	
		
			
				ger. You must put your mind into practice. Engaging your mind into practice is engaging into practice of the Buddha mind. The Buddha mind is no-mind. Therefore, practicing with the mind means practicing with no-mind. No-mind doesn’t mean the ab-sence of mind, it means the mind without the self. No-self mind.

				 When bowing in front of a Buddha’s statue you bow with this One Mind in which there is no separate self-entity. When you read holy scriptures, you recite them with the One Mind in which there is no separate self-entity. Only then the bowing form, as it is, is no other than the form of the Buddha; the recit-ing mind, as it is, is no other than the mind of the Awakening. At the same moment the prayer becomes the Awakening.
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				One

				You will not succeed in doing anything when you do it blindly. The same applies to the prac-tice of zazen – the most important thing is to practice in accordance with the essence. To ac-complish that first of all is to awaken to what is the authentic purpose of zazen, namely, the re-alization of the mind as no separate self-entity. Sitting with such a mind is then the authentic practice of zazen.

				In the Soto tradition the practice of just sitting (shikantaza) is exactly the same – sitting in the no-self mind. If you don’t know what such a mind is, your practice is not the correct practice of shikan-taza. The same principle applies to the practice of counting breaths. Here too the essential thing is to sit within the no-self mind. Without this under-standing an identically looking practice of count-ing breaths may be of completely different quality.How does one practice counting breaths with a no-self mind, then? When you count ‘one’ in your mind, besides ‘one’ there is no separate self-entity. There is only a single thought of ‘one’. If you strain 

			

		

	
		
			
				yourself to count ‘one’ it will be a strained ‘one’; if you make it weaker, it will be a weaker ‘one’; if you feel vague when counting ‘one’ it will be a vague ‘one’. In any case ‘one’ keeps ‘one’ in the mind.

				This is the mind in which there is no separate self-entity. No-self mind. Itself cannot call itself ‘mind’ either. Originally it has always been only ‘one’. Nothing is more obvious than that. The same with ‘two’, ‘three’ and so on until ‘ten’. It has always been this ‘one’ so what do you look for apart from that?

				It is important to know that while counting breaths you may flow away with thoughts and forget to count. When a flood of thoughts flows in your mind you should take it as it is and not follow any of them. Then, continue with ‘one’, ‘two’ and so on until ‘ten’. There is nothing ‘too little’ in it. Nothing ‘too much’ either. A perfect mani-festation of wisdom being present in each and every one of us. A re-turn to the source of Life, a Life of no-self in it.

				One is one. Two is two.

				There is no need to seek anything else. We sit, one thought, one thought. This is what sitting with no-self mind is. This is what just sitting, or shikantaza is. Don’t worry about things like success in concentration, or failure. Don’t bother yourself with many disturbing thoughts or no thoughts at all. Such problems cannot disturb the original nature of the no-self mind. ‘One’ has always been just ‘one’. This is the fundamental point when prac-ticing zazen.

				One, two, three ......ten, as well as na, mu, a, mi, da, bu, tsu, are ultimately one.
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				Three Poisons

				Greed, aversion and ignorance are called in Bud-dhism the Three Poisons whilst the precepts, meditation and wisdom are referred to as the Three Disciplines. Very often it is thought that the first three are the expression of a negative mind and the latter symbolize the mind of cor-rectness. Is it truly so? The mind of greed is a vital force. The mind of aversion is a force which can call for an action to do good. In turn, the mind of delusion is a force out of which the authen-tic wisdom can be born. Ultimately speaking, the three poisons are a fundamental force which makes our life possible. Greed, aversion and de-lusion are nothing bad as Buddhism teaches how to transform these into the precepts, meditation and wisdom. The Three Poisons are like a real mother to the Three Disciplines. Without greed, aversion and ignorance we couldn't talk about the precepts, meditation and wisdom.

				If what Buddhism calls nirvana was to be literal-ly taken as the state of perfect tranquility, in other words, the complete elimination of emotional habits, 

			

		

	
		
			
				leaving home and becoming a monk would mean hiding deep in the mountains, straying from other people, eating only seeds from the trees, upholding the precepts and eventually experiencing deep meditative absorption and realizing the so called mind of no cling-ing, or physical death. However, this is nothing but the cutting off external circumstances, covering a piece of shit with paper. Not a fundamental solution to the problem. This was the reason why after realizing the truth, Shakyamuni Buddha decided not to stay away from the world of people but return to live among them.

				Greed, aversion, or delusion are not separate self-entities. Re-alizing this fact, you are once and for all liberated from greed, aversion and delusion, as they are. To awaken into this wisdom is the crucial point on the Buddhist path.

				The authentic tranquility of nirvana is therefore not eliminating the stains of greed, aversion and ignorance through cutting off the externals but liberating from them as they are within our daily life.

				Precepts, meditation and wisdom means the very recognition of what the Three Poisons are and being thus liberated from them. We can say it because Shakyamuni Buddha left his place of retreat and came back to the ordinary world and his teach-ings embraced the lay community.

				The world of emotional disturbances, as it is, is found among householders but once you recognize their nature and are lib-erated from them, as they are, you will be the very one who renounces the world. In other words, Buddhism is about renun-ciation amongst laypeople. Lay Buddhism is not some path for amateurs; it is its very essence.
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				The Sound of a Bell and the Seven-piece Robe

				“This world here stretches boundless away. So why let the sound of a bell tell you when to don your seven-piece robe?”, asked Master Yunmen. On the one hand, the universe knows no limits, on the other hand, our daily life is a continuation of such ordinary activities as dressing and un-dressing or having meals. It may seem that in comparison with the universe, walking, stand-ing, sitting and lying down or seeing, hearing, thinking and knowing, delight, anger, sorrow and pleasure are so tiny and unimportant.

				In Zen monasteries an adept is strictly guided in the matter of such details as raising and put-ting down the chopsticks or reading every single verse or letter during the recitation of the sutras. These too, however, compared to the enormity of the universe, seem to be nothing exceptional. All the vicissitudes of life, its praises and criticisms are part and parcel of our life. Master Yunmen seems to grasp the true value of life in his short verse. Both the vastness of the universe as well as all the 

			

		

	
		
			
				minute details of our daily life are part of the same Conscious-ness. Isn’t it strange then to say that in spite of the fact that both are of exactly the same quality, of the same Mind, this ordinary life doesn't look as good as the wondrousness of the vast uni-verse?

				What exactly is this One Mind? Seeing, hearing, thinking and knowing are nothing else but seeing, hearing, thinking and knowing. Walking, standing, sitting and lying down are noth-ing else but walking, standing, sitting and lying down. Delight, anger, sorrow and pleasure is nothing else but delight, anger, sorrow and pleasure. To live this authentic mind is to awaken to its original nature and see it as no separate self-entity. Of course, finding in it no separate self-entity one finds there is no such thing as mind either! Such is the True Self. The True Mind. The Mind in which there is no self-entity whatsoever. The no-self mind.

				When we think that in Consciousness there is a separate self-entity, we are fettered by dualistic reality divided into good and bad, big and small, etc. Once realizing the illusion of a sep-arately existing self-entity, you will awaken to the true value of the absolutely equal in nature and unsurpassable Mind, seeing things as they are. Only then will you answer Master Yunmen’s question.

				No matter how trifling or boring you might think your life is, try to recognize in it the value of the Supreme One Mind.
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				He who has Nothing to do is the Noble One

				Saying that someone has nothing to do it conveys the image of a person who leads an easy-going life not bothered by anything at all. Can such a person then be called noble? In fact, a nobleman is one who has really nothing to do. In other words, one who is peaceful no matter how fortunate or unfortunate the circumstanc-es might be.

				To truly become such a nobleman first of all we must awaken to the authentic nature of our body-and-mind. Originally our body and mind are not separate self-entities. It is one Life we have ob-tained. This physical body and thoughts are noth-ing more than the result of various causes and conditions accumulated together long before you were born in this world. The body is just the body.

				The mind is just the mind. How can you still look for some separate self-entity? Joy is just joy. Sorrow is just sorrow. Pleasure is only pleasure and ill-being is only ill-being. Originally there is no self in any of these. As there is no separate 
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				self-entity, delight, anger, sorrow and pleasure are as they are delight, anger, sorrow and pleasure. Here lies the path of being liberated from them, as they are. Birth, old age, sickness and death as they are, are birth, old age, sickness and death. Here lies the path of liberation from them, as they are.

				Nothing to do – no matter what brings a day, to be able to see things as they are, without clinging to them, and, as they are, being liberated from them. Such a person, one who has nothing to do, is the Noble One.
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				A Wild Fox

				One day after having finished his sermon Mas-ter Baizhang noticed an old man hiding in the corner of the hall even if the rest of the assembly had already left the room. The Master asked the stranger, “Who are you?” and the old man an-swered, “I’m not a human. A long time ago I was the abbot of this monastery and one time a monk came and asked me, “Is an enlightened person tangled in causality or not?” to which I answered, “No, he isn’t”. As a result, I took five hundred re-births in the body of a wild fox. O Venerable One! Please explain it to me and help me be liberated from this animal body. Is an enlightened person tangled in causality or not?”.

				“He’s not free from causality”, answered the master.

				In the same instant the old man reached enlight-enment and was free from the life of a wild fox.

				When you are trapped in causality you are re-born as a wild fox. Only the release from causality helps you to free yourself from the animal body.

				Of course, a wild fox is a metaphorical pres-entation of dualistic thinking about cause and ef-

			

		

	
		
			
				fect and your original nature. In other words, if you are fixated on causality you lose sight of you who you truly are. You are trapped in life. Being freed from the body of a wild fox is liv-ing in complete freedom. It is like breaking the heavy chains of cause and effect.

				The world we live in is the world functioning on the basis of various causes and conditions. Without them existence is not possible. But don’t think that there is a self-entity existing out-side these causes and conditions. Cause and effect are Myself. Realizing this truth – in the same way as realizing that the right hand cannot grasp the right hand – ‘I’ tangled in causality will vanish once and for all. If you wish to go, you will go. If you wish to sit down, you will sit down.

				Because of cause and effect, cause and effect can transform cause and effect into complete freedom. Then, you will never be reborn as a wild fox and your life will be an authentic one.
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				Neither to be nor not to be

				A non-Buddhist in all earnestness said to the World-Honoured One, “I do not ask about words, I do not ask about no-words.” The World-Honoured One just sat still in silence.

				The non-Buddhist praised him saying, “The World-Honoured One in his benevolence and great mercy has opened the clouds of my delusion and enabled me to enter the Way.”

				Then, bowing, he took his leave.

				Ananda asked the Buddha, “What did the non-Buddhist realize that made him praise you so much?”

				The World-Honoured One replied, “He is just a fine horse that runs even at the shadow of a whip.»

				Apparently, at the time of the Buddha there were as many as ninety-five heretic systems of thought. Amongst them, the two main ones were the view of eternalism, according to which an immortal, eternal soul exists; and the view of nihilism which proclaims that after death everything ends and nothing exists whatsoever.
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				Both eternalism and nihilism are the subject-matter of the above koan. “I do not ask about words” is an example of the eternal view while “I do not ask about no-words” is an example of the nihilistic view. The heretic thus asks the Buddha to ex-plain to him what the Truth transcending these two extremes is.

				In the Buddha’s teaching the right view doesn’t refer to either of the above. If you search for your true Self outside life-and-death it will be nothing else but the very affirmation of life and death. As a result, you will fall victim to one of the extremes. However, when you cease looking for your True Self outside life-and-death, life-and-death itself, as it is, will turn to be noth-ing else but Yourself. Once Life is the Self and Death is the Self, there is no longer any life and death.

				No matter if you live or die, this primordial Consciousness does not go anywhere. Therefore, there is no difference between ‘being’ and ‘no-being’. As long as you keep on seeking your original nature outside being and no-being your mind will be trapped in an eternal or nihilistic view. When you stop search-ing for your Self outside existence and non-existence, both will be nothing else but your True Self. No matter if we talk about ‘is’ or ‘isn’t’ Yourself doesn’t go anywhere.

				After being asked by the heretic, the Buddha sat still. In the si-lence there was no Buddha or heretic. In the no-self mind there is only the Awakened Consciousness, the perfect expression of absolute stillness, without any being or nonbeing.
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				As It is

				Ancient masters said that our practice should be an authentic practice, Enlightenment should be an authentic Enlightenment. The practice of zazen cannot be simply a thoughtless, mindless sitting. It must be a true practice. Otherwise, it is not real Zen. Exactly the same is true with Enlightenment. Sometimes you can hear about someone claiming to to enlightened. Surely, the person is convinced about their experience so it is not a lie but is it real-ly a true Enlightenment? Enlightenment must be authentic, otherwise it is a sham.

				Some people say that the practice of counting breaths helps to improve your ability to concen-trate. To some extent it is true. It is quite challeng-ing to sit for thirty or so minutes in silence and count continuously from one to ten without dis-traction. There is nothing wrong with improving one’s concentration but if this were to be the sole purpose of our practice, instead of sitting with painful legs for long periods of time it would be much better to engage in some sports activity or other enjoyable hobby.
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				Long time ago I knew an artist who often came to practice zazen with me. The man spent most of his time painting. He was not a professional painter but he put all his heart into his art. When we talked he used to say that during zazen he couldn’t concentrate but when he painted alone in his room he felt as if painting was filling all his soul. The same can be said about professional athletes who have to fully concentrate in order to achieve the best result. I believe it costs them lots of energy.

				We can ask then what is the difference between zazen and other activities when we cultivate our concentration. At first sight it is dif-ficult to notice any difference at all but once you truly understand what zazen actually is you will know that the two are completely different things.

				For zazen to be an authentic practice you must realize that you sit in your true nature of mind. If your practice of counting breaths is one with any other every day activity it will be Zen experience. Remember that it is not about simple counting one number after another. Each inhale and exhale imbued with the awareness of each number you keep in the mind is the true per-fect manifestation of who you really are.

				Try to record your voice counting breath on a voice record-ing device and play it back. Even if the counting goes smoothly from one to ten the device will not be able to know what it is doing. In our case, however, when we practice counting breaths we are not, even by a hair’s width, separated from the number. You do not need to exert any special effort to count.
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				When I knock on a table with my finger, all of you hears it and realizes exactly what it is. You don’t have to focus your attention so as to hear the sound. It happens naturally. Involuntarily. Such is the manifestation of no-mind, which is our original nature. Therefore, you don’t have to make any effort to reach this state of no-mind because it has always existed as such.

				No-mind doesn’t mean that the mind does not exist. It means that in the mind there is no separate self-entity. So when you hear a sound, it doesn’t occur because you wanted to hear it. It has nothing to do with you at all. It is a natural way in which consciousness works and exactly here you must sit to practice zazen. You do not engage in the practice of zazen with the aim of achieving some different state of mind, or create something new. When you count ‘one, two...’ each ‘one’ and ‘two’ them-selves are the expression of no-mind.

				When you open your eyes you don’t have to make any effort to see what exists around you. You just open your eyes and these things are being seen. There is no separate self-entity in them. Only no-mind. Phenomena and consciousness are not separate from one another. They are exactly the same thing. On the basis of this recognition we practice zazen.

				In our daily life we see things, hear sounds, taste flavours and feel. There is nothing else existing apart from these sensations. They themselves are are the Mind. Therefore, no matter how much you try, there is no place to go. You live your life which is your True Self. You will find no other self. And after you die, death is only death. Life is you in the same way as death is you. 
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				Where would you like to go after you die? Do you think you will go to some other place? You must know that it all concerns the same place and here you must sit and practice. You hear, see, feel, think and this is the only truth. There is no other truth. The art is to be able to truly live these moments on the basis of this realization.

				Therefore when you keep in your mind ‘one’ there is only ‘one’. When it is ‘two’ it is only ‘two’. Each of them is perfect as they are. What else are you seeking? When you sit with such mind, then your zazen is the authentic zazen. When you live your life in this way it is authentic life.

				When I clasp my hands you will never find any separate self-en-tity within it. The problem is that we always try to look for our self in all phenomena and identify with it but it only leads to delusion. If you let go of things and leave them to themselves without per-sistently identifying with any of them, you will experience true freedom. Freedom being the expression of no-mind.

				We all are people and sometimes we get angry or feel de-pressed. However, in any of these difficult moments anger is just anger, feeling blue is nothing else but feeling blue. They are real and they are not separate self-entities. Can you find even a trace of ‘me’ in any of them? When you scream ‘you fool!’ there is only ‘you fool!’ You don’t have to go after it. Once you stick to this emotion, it can lead to a quarrel or even physical violence but when at the moment you’re about to say ‘you fool!’ you learn to notice the space within it, you will be able to detach from the emotion. You will let it go. ‘You fool!’ will only be ‘you fool!’

			

		

	
		
			
				A police officer sometimes has to resort to anger, otherwise he will not be able to do his job properly and fight crime. That’s why there is nothing wrong with anger. The problem occurs the moment when you try to identify with the emotion, you trip over it forgetting that it is not a separate self-entity. Anger is anger. It appears as a result of various causes and conditions and that’s all. When you let go of emotion the instant it appears and wisely look into the situation it will testify to your awakened mind – return to the present moment which originally is no-mind.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				40 

			

		

		
			
				Shikantaza and Koan

				Because the concepts of shikantaza and koans are often misunderstood and have become the subject of sectarian interpretation I would like to say a few words about what they essentially are. To answer the question of what shikantaza is we must first of all understand what the word shikan means. When I say SHIKAN! do you have to make any deliberate conscious effort so that the sound is heard? Doesn’t it happen naturally? When I hit the table with my hand do you have to try to hear the sound? Of course you don’t be-cause the sound itself is perfectly manifested as it is in its nature. This is what your mind does.

				The problem occurs when you are convinced that you possess a mind which is a separate self-entity and the sound is different from it. In reality however the sound is nothing else but the mind. You will not find any other mind. Therefore, you don’t have to do anything at all to be conscious of it because it manifests itself perfectly. The sound instructs you about itself through itself. This is the only truth and you will never find another one. In 
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				other words, each of us is part of the same consciousness where there is nothing ‘too little’ or nothing ‘too much’. Practicing shi-kantaza, you must sit exactly where you are, in the realization that the mind is not a separate self-entity.

				When you hear a sound, you don’t have to do anything to be conscious of it. The sound itself proves itself and it is the expres-sion of the mind in which there is no separate self-entity. This is what the mind is. To practice ‘just sitting’ is to sit in this no-self mind where everything which appears is a perfect manifestation of consciousness. Therefore, there is essentially no difference be-tween the practice of shikantaza, or ‘just sitting’, counting breaths or practicing with the koan mu. In the case of counting breaths we are supposed to count from one to ten. Isn’t it that when you say ‘one’ or ‘two’ the same ‘one’ and ‘two’ is all that manifests? Do you really have to try hard to make it happen?

				 Don’t try to look for any separate self-entity in any of these numbers. Forget about imagining any other universe or some-thing extraordinary apart from it because you will never find such a thing. In the very ‘one’ there is all your mind. In this very moment you are the whole universe. Shikantaza, then, is to sit in the selfless mind and realize its true nature. Your practice of zazen should be like that.

				 The practice of counting breaths is not some school exam where after you have to pass it successfully – being able to count flawlessly from one to ten so you can get a certificate. This is a misunderstanding. Even if the practice itself makes us con-centrate to some extent, concentration is not the ultimate goal.
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				 Having realized this for the first time you will understand this simple truth that ‘one’ is a perfect manifestation of what the mind really is; what the whole mechanism of life is based on. You will know that you are part and parcel of consciousness, you are Life, being as you are here and now. You will realize what the practice of counting breaths is about and you will have no doubt that essentially it is no different from the practice of ‘just sitting’.

				 When you start counting ‘one’, ‘two’… going to the following numbers, all of them are perfect as they are, showing you what your mind really is. Such is the meaning of the word SHIKAN – it is nothing else but awakening to the same truth, the wisdom of the Buddha, from which you have never been separated, even for the shortest of moments.

				 Practicing ‘just sitting’ you stay in the Buddha mind without searching for anything else, without adding to it anything extra. Some people say that shikantaza is only sitting and not doing anything. Not thinking. But this is a wrong understanding. If you practice in this manner you are only wasting your precious time.

				 In exactly the same way when you engage in counting breaths, every time you inhale and exhale, your mind is this very inhale and exhale. Every single in-breath and out-breath is perfect Life, flawless activity of the Mind. Therefore, in its very essence, the practice of counting breaths or following breaths, becoming one with the breath is nothing else but shikantaza. Don’t look around looking for anything else. Just be the breath.
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				 As far as koans, originally the word referred to ‘a public case’ document which couldn’t be questioned by anyone. After some time the term began to be used by Zen masters as a method to facilitate the process of enlightenment amongst their students. It became a symbol of the original nature of reality, absolute truth. The way things are in their essence. Therefore, koans are nothing but the realization of Buddhadharma.

				 No matter whether you count breaths, follow breaths or prac-tice koans, essentially all of these skillful means are the embod-iment of koans, the embodiment of shikantaza. There is no oth-er purpose in koan study as to realize the truth about oneself, which, at the same time, is the truth about each and every one of us. There is no koan which is different from shikantaza or counting breaths.

				 When we practice zazen together it is natural that each of us is different, each of us has unique personality traits and comes from a different environment. The buddhas and masters from the past used koans making them suitable for different levels of prac-titioners. My teacher’s teacher, my teacher and I use koans in the same way having around a thousand of them. I truly believe that they help an adept practitioner realize the authentic meaning of shikantaza. Besides, I am convinced that once you pass the first of the koans, mu, from Wumen guan (known in Japanese as Mu-monkan), you will taste what a koan is for the first time. Yet, it is not such an easy task so we use many other assistive koans which strengthen our practice and deepen our experience of shikantaza. This is the only reason why there are so many.

			

		

	
		
			
				 I guess those who criticize the use of koans in zen practice have never practiced with this method and have no idea what it really is about.

				 It is often said that koans are the blood and tears of buddhas and masters from the past. I guarantee you that continuing your practice with koan study you will see for yourself how these tears and blood taste. After that you will never be misled by an-yone. This is the simplest path.
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				Who is He?

				Master Dongshan Fayan once said, “There is someone in the room to whom Shakyamuni Buddha and Maitreya bow down. Who is he?! Speak!”

				But don’t be easily caught in the trap of think-ing that there is some ‘this one’ or ‘that one’. Shak-yamuni reached enlightenment around 2,500 years ago becoming the Buddha, the Awakened One. Maitreya, commonly called the Bodhisattva of Loving-Kindness is believed in the Buddhist tradition to be the future Buddha currently stay-ing in the Heaven of Tushita where he teaches heavenly beings the Buddha’s Law. Therefore, one is the Buddha of the past, the other one, the Bud-dha of the future, who, according to Master Fayan, are servants of someone else. Who is that one they bow to?

				It is natural for any Buddhist to respect and re-vere Shakyamuni Buddha. However, both the his-torical Buddha and Maitreya, the future Buddha, are not different from us, they are ordinary beings. If you cannot realize that, you will never be able 

			

		

	
		
			
				to say you understand the teaching of the Buddha. Such is the undeniable truth; the milestone of the path is to trust its validity. This recognition should be the basis of our zazen practice.

				No matter if you say “Shakyamuni” or “Maitreya” the sound itself is the manifestation of your mind. You don’t need to make any extra effort to realize it because it happens by itself, as the expression of no-mind, the original nature of who you are, the mind empty of a separate self-entity. The sound therefore manifests as the sound. There is nothing you can take from it nor anything you can add to it. It has been so throughout time.Neither Shakyamuni nor Maitreya can show us their face. This is how their original reality is. That same reality, though, is at the same time our true Body. The one they serve is no one excep-tional. We see various things and hear various sounds every day. We also learn new things and understand them. We walk, stand, sit and lay down. These are the One. Shakyamuni and Maitreya too are His hands and legs, His True Body.

				So I will ask you once again, “Who is he? The one?”

				Each of you has to answer this for yourself.

				I sincerely believe that the essence of any religion is the real-ization – through awakening – the original consciousness and living in accordance with the experience. It has nothing to do with believing in something or following some ideology that, in the name of this or that God, suppresses innocent people or organizes terrorist attacks..
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				This very Mind

				When I say, “this very mind is the buddha”, the sound of the words themselves is the manifes-tation of the Mind. It has nothing to do with me. It is no-mind. No-mind doesn’t mean the absence of mind. It means the mind is not a sep-arate self-entity. The mind is no-mind. The self is no-self. Therefore, “this very mind is the bud-dha” means that no-mind is the buddha.

				In the same way, in our daily life seeing, hearing, cognizing and knowing is only seeing, hearing, cognizing and knowing. Walking, standing, sitting and laying down is walking, standing, sitting and laying down. All of them is how the mind of no-mind manifests, this very mind which is the bud-dha. Seeing, hearing, cognizing and knowing as well as walking, standing, sitting and laying down are nothing else but seeing, hearing, cognizing and knowing and walking, standing, sitting and lying down – there is no separate buddha-entity in any of them. Therefore, in this very mind which is the buddha there is neither mind nor the buddha.
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				Boundlessness

				In Buddhism we can often hear about the San-skrit word śūnyatā which is commonly translat-ed in the West as ‘emptiness’ but we have to be cautious because it doesn’t mean literal noth-ingness.

				Usually when you look at your hand you are convinced that this is your hand. In reality however the hand is Yourself. There is no separate self-en-tity. In the same way you say that you have a body but the truth is that the body is Yourself. When you look around it seems to you that this is the world that you see. Yet, all these perceived phenomena are you, yourself. All the sounds are Yourself. There is no other ‘I’ which experiences them.

				The right hand cannot grasp the right hand. This proves that since the beginning of time it has en-compassed all. This is what emptiness means. The right hand cannot grasp itself but at the same time you can pick up a thing with it and you can put it down whenever you wish. You can write or wash your face. The hand can be used completely freely in its activity.

			

		

	
		
			
				 Therefore emptiness doesn’t mean ‘nothingness’ but rather ‘boundlessness’ – fullness in the sense of full potential – any-thing can happen in emptiness and because of emptiness. As it is empty of a separate self it is full of everything. And as it is originally One it cannot be objectified. It is whole. In the Heart Sutra we read that ‘this body, as it is, is emptiness and emptiness itself is this body’. When you walk down the street and suddenly you see a car coming in your direction, you simply move aside. When you come into a room and it’s too dark, you turn on the light. That’s all.

				There is nothing extraordinary in Zen nor Buddhism. The purpose of our practice is not to obtain super-mundane wis-dom but to awaken to the truth that it has always been our very essence and live accordingly.
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				The Bodhisattva within You

				Wisdom and compassion are not things born as a result of your effort. Since the beginning of time they have been the very essence of your Mind. They are not something to aspire to but rather to realize as the essential quality of your mind. Realizing this simple fact and then living in accordance with it, illuminating one’s life and the lives of others is what be-ing a Bodhisattva really means. A Bodhisattva is not an ideal model whom we aspire in our practice to become. She is the very activity of the Mind.

				When you suffer, this very suffering is how the mind manifests. Realizing this fact, you already have within yourself the wisdom of a Bodhisat-tva which helps you to find the cause of your ill-being and create more favourable conditions which enable you to eliminate or decrease your hardships. When you sit at the table eating your meal and suddenly you sense an acutely unpleas-ant fragrance. Instantaneously you may want to 

			

		

	
		
			
				vomit. Such is the mind of tasting unpleasantness. The same mind teaches you what to do to protect yourself so you put the food aside and do not eat it. This is how your heart of wisdom and compassion works. This is the way of a bodhisattva.
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				Father and mother

				Master Linji used to say that “each of us has a mother and a father”, those who gave this life to us. They are irreplaceable. But essential-ly, since long before they were born, we have been constantly taken care of by our ‘original parents’. The task is to self-realize that these Parents our the Truth of our Life, of who you fundamentally are.

				 When you look around you can see it is light. At that time you don’t have to make any con-sciously deliberate effort to see that it is light. Light illuminates itself. Without it we couldn’t live. Your parents experienced it in the same way. Your grandparents and great-grandparents as well. It is only possible because of the Mind of wisdom and compassion that we all have been blessed throughout time.

				But do not think that you are the one who cre-ated this Mind. When you live, this Mind lives manifesting itself in the form of the phenomenal world. After you die, the Mind manifests itself as death. For instance, in summer it can be extremely 

			

		

	
		
			
				hot. Then, the Mind manifests as being hot. As it is. Howev-er, if we take this feeling of hotness for the inherent quality of the Mind, then it would be logical to think that after becoming cold the Mind would cease to exist. Obviously, this is ridiculous. When the temperature suddenly drops, the Mind still exists and manifests as being cold. Therefore, while living the Mind, as it is, exists as life. When you die, the Mind still manifests as death. Nevertheless, the Mind itself is beyond being or non-being. This very Mind is what Linji calls our Father and Mother, our Par-ents. Because of their unimaginable love each of us can live our life as it should be lived.
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				Authentic Life

				For what reason were you born in this world? Why were you born in this human body? What is the ultimate truth about life? Within this body it is important to know it intimately, how eyes, ears, nose, tongue, skin and mind function.

				For instance, eyes. The eye is not the intrinsic quality of an eye. The whole world experienced through eyesight is its essence. The eye as an or-gan is only a window through which it can be viewed. Therefore, the eye does not exist solely for itself. The function of an eye is to live authentically through the whole world of eyesight.

				The same happens with other senses. All sounds, fragrances, tastes, sensations of touch on the skin and thoughts in our mind are the life of the uni-verse existing so that we can live our life authen-tically.

				The landscapes born through the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body and mind are the Universe itself. The original nature of our body-and-mind is the Universe. One individual life is so minute but it exists in order to experience the Universe 

			

		

	
		
			
				through itself as each and every single mind-and-body is the Life of the Universe.

				Life does not belong to us. It was received from the Universe so that it could enliven the whole Universe. This is the reason why you and I were born into this world.
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				Essential Teaching

				At the end of last year I had a chance to see on TV a drama about a team of researchers from Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries Universi-ty who after thirty-two years of experiments achieved success in full life-cycle aquaculture of the Pacific Bluefin Tuna. The leader of the team died before accomplishing the goal but when he was alive he often used to train his younger students telling them to see tuna as tuna. His teaching helped the rest of the researchers to bounce back from the setbacks they encoun-tered on their way and finally enabled them to accomplish their goal.

				To see tuna as tuna. A similar thing can be said about religion. In Japan religion is thought to be difficult and not easily accessible. Therefore, for most people it has no relevance to their daily life. The word ‘religion’ in Japanese is shukyo which means ‘essential teaching’, the truth about who I am essentially and what Life is. Therefore, the role of any religion is to show us how to awaken to 
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				the true mark of our Mind (Life). Religion is the very core our our daily life, not something outside it.

				Rephrasing what the professor said we can say, “to see life as life. How to live? What is the goal of our our life? What is the ultimate point of reliance? To answer all these questions there is no other way but to awaken to this Authentic Life. But how?

				Life is the Universe itself and the Mind is that which proves it. In other words, the Mind is nothing but the whole phenomenal world. In the very first line of the Heart Sutra we recite ‘kanji zai’ which means ‘to see that which exists in itself’. It means to awaken to the truth that the whole world in the multitude of its phenomena is Myself. Such is the Authentic Mind. The whole world is the world of Me. How rich and noble our Life-Mind is!

				In recent years in Japan we often hear on the news that every year around thirty thousand people commit a suicide. How sad it is to know that none of them couldn’t realize the pre-ciousness and uniqueness of being born as a human and living the Life of the unsurpassable Buddha. It also shows how necessary it is to awaken to what this Life-Mind is. The Mind equally illuminates everything which is beautiful or ug-ly, as they are. It is open to pleasant and disgusting smells, without discriminating one from the other. It is so because originally in the Mind there is not a separate self-entity. The Mind is no-mind – all the phenomena, no matter if we like them or not, if we see them as good or bad – illuminate one another, as they are. In joy it is joy, as it is. In sorrow it is sorrow, as it is. The Mind manifests as it is. Such is the truth about the Mind and it has nothing to do with ‘me’.

			

		

	
		
			
				Looking at the Mind from our own personal perspective, we usually see in it good or bad things, pleasant and unpleasant qualities. But essentially the Mind is of no-mind quality so it il-luminates equally all the phenomena, both material and imma-terial, as they are. This mind is like a crystal of deepest wisdom and compassion showing us how to live our life.

				Our Original Life (the true mark of the Mind) doesn’t choose between well-being and ill-being. It is the Luminous Light con-stantly shining, embracing this life with its warmth in living as well as dying. You will never find anything more precious than that. All we must do is to realize this simple fact that the time we are right in the middle of at this moment has unsurpassable value.

				When practicing zazen you must sit in this no-mind, which is the original essence of Life and awaken through your practice to the truth that this Mind is not a separate self-entity and live in accordance with this insight. Then you will be able to see this very life as an authentic life. To see life as life – this is the funda-mental teaching of religion.
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				Q&A

				Q: Where does your enthusiastic passion come from?

				A: It is not the result of my effort. If this enthu-siastic passion was something I tried to create, it would not be authentic and sincere. [Roshi knocking on the table] It is not a theory. [knock-ing] This itself is everything. No matter if you think about being self-confident or not, [knock-ing] it is already self-confidence. [knocking] And this is Zen.

				Q: How can we find faith?

				A: Faith is not something to look for. Essential-ly you have always had it. You only have to no-tice it. Faith transcends causes and conditions so you must realize it beyond the conditioned world.

				Q: Why is the Great Enlightenment so rare?

				A: In enlightenment there is no ‘big’ or ‘small’. If you think your enlightenment as great, you can be sure there is an even greater one. Enlighten-
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				ment transcends any concept of “big” or “small” because it is an unconditioned state.

				Q: What is the biggest mistake one can make in their zen practice?

				A: The biggest mistake one can make in one’s zazen practice is to think about making a big mistake.

				Q: How does one integrate the study and practice of Zen into daily life if you don’t live in a monastery?

				A: You don’t have to complicate things. Just be ordinary in whatever you do. Live your life in an authentic way as the mind shows you.

				Q: Then how does one know it?

				A: By following the instructions of your teacher and practic-ing just sitting. When you continue you will realize that faith is not something you look for somewhere out there starting here; it reveals itself naturally to you.

				Q: What is kensho?

				A: Kensho? It’s realizing that there is nothing to grasp, noth-ing to take hold of.

				Q: In Mahayana Buddhism the ideal is to live the life of a Bodhisattva. Can you explain how it is possible?

				A: The life that we live, both our mind and body, do not belong to us. It’s a mistake to say that ‘I have a body’. We have been en-trusted with this life from the Buddha which is our primordial 
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				nature. That is why we can live. For instance, my hand doesn’t exist for itself. I can use to to wash my face, pick something up from the floor, feed myself and help others. Exactly the same is true for other parts of my body. They don’t exists for them-selves but - through their practical use - enliven the life of the Buddha. Therefore, each and every one of us is already a bo-dhisattva, the one who enlivens and gives expression to the life of the Buddha. Our body and mind is the crystallization of wisdom and compassion of the Buddha. We only need to awaken to this simple truth and live accordingly.

				Q: I have been practicing Zen with a group in a big Zen cen-tre under the guidance of our teacher. However, due to his age he is planning to retire soon. How should one deal with this situation? How do we rearrange the student-teacher re-lationship once the latter is physically absent?

				A: The most important teacher is knowing the truth about oneself. Once you awaken to how reality functions, you real-ize wisdom and compassion are manifested at all times, even after your physical teacher steps down, and following what it teaches you, you yourself become your own teacher. Then, faith in yourself deepens. Faith in the truth that you have al-ways been your own teacher. Therefore, the most important thing is, through actualizing this authentic faith, find peace within this recognition.

				Q: You oftentimes talk about peace which I understand in-tellectually and sometimes I can feel at peace myself. But 
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				when I turn on the TV and see all the horrendous things that happen in various places all around the world through wars, conflicts, hatred and jealousy, I find it difficult again. How does one find peace while confronting the harsh truths of reality?

				A: Indeed, it’s difficult to be at peace when war is raging around us or when we cannot find happiness. However, im-agine what it would be like if you didn’t feel anything at all in such situations. Would you really be happy and peaceful having in front of your eyes all the suffering whilst you were sitting composed in a quiet place? In these very moments, you start to feel unrest. You may cry and become sad. These states of your mind push you forward to take action as a re-sult of which you could help someone in need. The fact that you feel suffering as suffering allows you to be liberated. Re-alizing what is happening and how the thing is unfolding in the phenomenal world, when it is negative, allows you to make an effort in order to transform it into something pos-itive. Feeling sad or miserable because of something wrong happening is how compassion works, how the mind of the Buddha expresses itself. So instead of becoming even more disheartened and defeated by sadness, you are enlivened with the power enabling you to overcome it.

				Q: How does one deal with frequent failures when practi-cing with koans?

				A: Many people complain and feel discouraged because they cannot work well with koans and the perspective of having 

			

		

	
		
			
				a few hundred to do ahead is not an optimistic perspective at all. Remember, however, that failure is a part of success. The more often you fail the better it is for you. The more failures, the deeper the enlightenment. I am a perfect example of one big failure (laughing).
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