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Mission Statement: 

The Patriarch’s Vision is the eJournal of the International Ch’an Buddhism Institute and serves as a sacred place for advanced thinking.  It ostensibly exists as a forum to bring Chinese Ch’an, Japanese Zen, Korean Son, and Vietnamese Thien together in mutual respect and support.  These and similar lineages preserve the Patriarch’s method of transmitting enlightenment mind to mind.  Beyond this, the eJournal encourages the free examination of Buddhism in general, that is the Tathagata’s method of freeing the mind, as well as the exploration and assessment of other religious and secular trends outside of Buddhism, and the opportunities these different paths might offer Buddhism in the future.  

Contributions are welcome from all backgrounds, and individuals are encouraged to submit articles about any subject that might be relevant to the eJournal’s aims and objectives.  The name of the eJournal – ‘Patriarch’s Vision’ – seeks to regain and re-emphasise the Patriarch’s Ch’an of direct perception of the Mind Ground with no interceding levels of support or distraction.  The arrow of insight travels straight to the target, but has no need to stop on the way.  In the Chinese language ‘Patriarch’s Vision’ is written as ‘祖師眼光’ (Zu Shi Yan Guang) and conveys the following meaning:

Patriarch (祖師)

1) 祖 (Zu3) founding ancestor worshipped at the altar. 

2) 師 (Shi1) a master that brings discipline.        

Vision (眼光)

3) 眼 (Yan3) an eye that sees.

4) 光 (Guang1) light that enables seeing.

The eJournal intends to raise the level of consciousness through the stimulation, support, and encouragement of free and directed thought within society, and in so doing create the conditions for ordinary individuals to perfect their minds and realise the Patriarch’s Ch’an here and now.  This task requires commitment and discipline if it is to be successful overtime.  The human mind is potentially limitless and through the example of the Ch’an Patriarchs – many of whom were ordinary people (the 6th Patriarch was illiterate) – individuals have a model for psychological and spiritual growth.

Editorial

This is the 10th edition of Patriarch’s Vision and it symbolises an extraordinary achievement created by ordinary people living around the world, who share a common interest in Buddhist philosophy, history, and practice.  There are ten distinct contributors who have provided twelve challenging and thought-provoking articles. The Venerable Unapana Ariyadhamma Thero is a Theravada Buddhist monk from Sri Lanka who serves the lay-community by focusing his energy on assisting Disabled People through the auspices of the Arogya Foundation.  Daoist Master Zhao Ming Wang is from Beijing in China and the acknowledged lineage head of the Qianfeng Prenatal School in the world.  His Chinese language Blog is being translated into English for the first time, and a post from his blog has been included in this addition.  It is hoped that each future edition of Patriarch’s Vision will carry further instalments of the wisdom of this extraordinary teacher.  Shi Chang Jin is a remarkable Buddhist monk from Taiwan who specialises in the philosophy of the Tiantai and Ch’an Schools.  His writings are often comprised of short but incisive tracts that free the reader at the point of contact.  Again it is intended that the Wisdom of Shi Chang Jin will be a regular feature.  Daniel Scharpenburg from the USA personifies everything positive that that country can achieve.  He is an active Buddhist teacher in his local area with international links to the UK Ch’an movement.  He offers a very honest and moving account of how personal tragedy led him to Buddhism.  Avik Mukherjee of the USA provides a very thoughtful and insightful application of the Ch’an method within the workplace.  This is interesting as many people view the workplace as ‘non-spiritual’ and never consider that this experience could be transformed with a re-focusing of the mind’s attention.  Samuel King of the UK examines the philosophy of the Buddha and categorically states that what the Buddha taught, and how he taught it, was not only highly original, but also entirely logical and reasonable.  This elevates the Buddha’s Enlightenment out of the category of ‘religious’ experience, and firmly into the camp of the ‘scientific.  The Buddha was probably the world’s first modern thinker.  Yao Xin Shakya draws our attention to the dangers of sectarianism within Buddhism.  He makes the poignant observation that the myriad manifestations that define Buddhism both historically and contemporarily, share the common root of the Empty Mind Ground and that the acknowledge of this fact (instead of ‘resisting’ difference) can add a new and productive experience to personal training.  Piergiorgio Mazza explores the inherent link between the movements of Chinese martial arts and the practice of seated meditation as a means to reduce and remove stress in the mind and tension in the body.  This essay is rooted in the practicality of life and raises interesting issues regarding the suffering experienced everyday by ordinary people.  A path is offered out of this quagmire of negativity into a new positive approach to existence.  Adrian Chan-Wyles presents Buddhist philosophy in both theory and practice as being a ‘new’ definition of Evolutionary Psychology, or ‘artificial selection’.  He also provides ‘Part II’ of his three part series entitled ‘Zen in the West’, which examines the positive effect of Zen on Western spiritual development.  Upasika Yukyern discusses the non-dual nature of morality and the implications this has for Buddhist transcendence.  How should a Buddhist reconcile the apparent dichotomy between the Dharmic discipline of the ordained community, and the everyday experiences linked to the lay-life?  This edition’s Book Review draws on the excellent work of Peter D Hershock and his excellent book entitled ‘Chan Buddhism’.  
Adrian Chan-Wyles (Shi Da Dao) December 2015
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The Venerable Unapana Ariyadhamma Thero is a Theravada Buddhist monk (Bhikkhu) in the Colombo area of Sri Lanka.  This Venerable Monk has been a supporter of the ICBI since its earliest days, and has always stayed in-touch with the organisation.  He agrees that meditation (through following the breathe and being aware of all bodily sensations) is a key practice for relieving suffering and generating loving kindness (metta) and compassion (karuna) in the mind and through charitable actions beneficial to others.  

The Venerable Unapana Ariyadhamma Thero is the Director General of the Arogya Foundation for the Disabled, which works for the welfare of people with disabilities in Sri Lanka.  Although sustaining severe spinal injuries in 1989, the Venerable Monk has continued to heal whilst helping others.  The main objective of the Arogya Foundation is to provide the best medical facility to those people with disabilities in Sri Lanka.  The Arogya Foundation was established in 2005 to assist ordinary people with disabilities – a project that also helps ordained Buddhist monks and nuns.  Since that time Arogya has helped over a thousand disabled people across the country.  Through its charity work and fund raising Arogya has provided wheel chairs, crutches, walking sticks, walkers, special chairs for children, water beds, beds for hospital patients, battery operated scooters, financial assistance (for the purchase of artificial limbs i.e. arms and legs), and medical treatment for psychologically and physically disabled people.  In addition Arogya financial assistance has facilitated self-employment schemes, housing, education and scholarships for those suffering from visual, psychological and physical Impairments.  

Arogya Foundation for the Disabled

http://www.arogyafoundation.org/
Venerable Unapana Ariyadhamma Thero

info@arogyafoundation.org
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     Buddhist Meditative Attainment

As an Example of a New Evolutionary Psychology

By Adrian Chan-Wyles (ICBI)
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‘Is it justifiable to speak of Buddhist psychology? And, if so, What is the nature of mind in such a framework?  The first question can be answered easily in the affirmative since, in many respects, Buddhist ideals are close to contemporary currents in Western psychology which have moved far away from earlier postulational suppositions.  Secondly, throughout its history, Buddhism has emphasised experiential knowledge rather than dogmas as the starting point of man’s growth and has been less concerned with systems of concepts and sets of postulates which remain hypotheses to be tested.  Consequently, Buddhist psychological methods of observation are concerned with a study of human potentialities as they now exist, as well as how to develop them in the future.’ 
  

This essay investigates the place of Buddhist mind development within the general scheme of human evolutionary development, and assumes that as a distinct body of knowledge, the Buddha’s (scientific) teachings denote progression toward a higher or more refined state of being.  Of course, a possible counter-argument to this assertion from the conventional Evolutionary Psychologists is that Buddhism in its celibate (monastic) guise removes the biological imperative to ‘reproduce’ the species through sexual interaction and is therefore a teaching that an evolutionary dead-end (as sexual genes are not passed on into ‘new’ physical bodies), and signifies a psychological regression into an ignorant ‘ascientific’ mind-set.  Such an analysis would be wrong on both accounts.  Although it is true that some ‘Buddhists’ are monastics (i.e. ordained monks and nuns) this specifies a special arrangement of matter that should not be dismissed out of hand by those who employ a limited interpretation of evolutionary science.  In fact the vast majority of Buddhist adherents form a vast reproducing lay-community across the world, whereby the forming of relationships, the contracting of marriages and the performance of sexual intercourse forms the norm.  It is the minority of Buddhists that possess the special qualities and strengths of character that allow them to pursue a single-minded celibate path, but even then many monks and nuns return to lay-life after a certain time spent training in a temple or monastery.  Despite this apparent ‘difference’ between monastic and lay-Buddhists, it is obvious from a survey of Buddhist literature that even from the earliest time within Buddhist history, the Buddha considered that men and women, monastic or lay, could all ’equally’ attain to enlightenment.  In many ways this essay seeks to re-define the subject of Evolutionary Psychology and in so doing interpret Buddhist philosophy as being an ‘advanced’ science of the mind, rather than simply being a variant of Brahmanism.  Just as modern secular science in the West contains vestiges of its Judeo-Christian theological past (albeit whilst fundamentally ‘rejecting’ its religious methodology), Buddhism, by way of contrast, also retains various aspects of its Brahmanic theological precursor – but with the essential difference that the Buddha, through his ‘new’ mind-set, ushers in a new era of scientific analysis, the likes of which had not been known in the world before.  Although the ancient and classical Greeks developed sophisticated mythos and logos in their thinking, in all likelihood a key element in the development of Greek thought surely involved the spread of Buddhist analytical knowledge to Greece sometime in the last three millennia, rather than Greek thought spreading to India and influencing the development of ‘Buddhist’ thought.  An outside influence was not needed within ancient India as all the conditions that eventually led to ‘Buddhism’ existed latent within the already existing Yogic and Brahmanic traditions.  If Buddhism sparked the first true example of modern thinking in world history, then it is logical to assume that its presence within ancient Greece eventually influenced the development of modern Western thought, and perhaps indirectly influenced Alfred Russel Wallace and Charles Darwin in the development of their theory of evolution through natural selection.  However, early Buddhism already contained a theory of world evolution formulated thousands of years before Wallace or Darwin, as did ancient Chinese society where it was thought that climate and environment influenced the psychological and physical development of its living inhabitants.
  As a consequence, Buddhism should not be interpreted as a religiously inspired ‘error’, but instead ascribe the status of a legitimate scientific enquiry into the perception (and reality) of sensory data and the response to that data by the human mind and body.  Moreover, the Buddha offers a developmental path that ‘transforms’ the patterns of thought and feeling generated in the mind that reduces and finally removes all psychological configurations (and physical behaviours) that are out of sync with the permanent experience of human happiness.  This signifies a causal break with the tyranny of matter that suggests that human beings are simply destined to physically act-out on the material plane, the programming of their genetics on the inner plane.  This is generally how contemporary Evolutionary Psychology interprets existence through a reductionist and determinist rubric that appears premised on at least as much ‘myth’ as it is upon ‘logic’.  The Buddha’s system signifies an advanced evolutionary state because without recourse to ‘faith’ or ‘religiosity’, the Buddha proved that whilst firmly living in the world of matter, how matter is perceived can be radically altered from that of a selfish, scared and suffering deployment of the senses and mind to that of an altruistic existence free of all selfishness (and suffering caused by selfishness).  Buddhism is therefore a ‘new’ approach toward Evolutionary Psychology that is thousands of years old.  This is an idea that requires further philosophical and scientific development, because at the present time, the scientific import of Buddhism is often prevented from being acknowledged or taken seriously by the fact that many Western scientists and philosophers erroneously interpret Buddhism as a ‘religion’ and place it within the same redundant category as the Judeo-Christian tradition.  This essay is the first crucial step in correcting this misperception by placing Buddhism in its proper historical and scientific context – as simply stated – Buddhism is a science and not a religion.  HH Price - the Oxford Don and Wykeham Professor of Logic - when discussing the apparently ‘modern’ feel of Buddhist philosophy stated:

‘There are indeed some passages in the early part of the (Buddhist text entitled) Questions of King Milinda which have a very modern ring, and might almost have been written in Cambridge in the 1920’s’

In a similar vein, Aldous Huxley observed:

‘The Buddha and his disciples of the southern school seemed to have applied to the problems of religion that “operational philosophy” which contemporary scientific thinkers have begun to apply in the natural sciences…’

The historical Buddha (Gautama Siddharta) also known as a ‘seer’ of his ‘clan’ (i.e. Sakyamuni) was something of a genius and very much in the league of that other great original thinker Albert Einstein.  Both were scientists in their own fields of expertise, and both developed theories that in their own ways, changed the world.  The famous analytical psychologist Carl Jung considered the Buddha the first truly ‘modern’ thinker, and the philosophy of Buddhism has often been referred to within certain sectors of academia as being ‘post-modern’ due to its structure and non-structure.  Around 1.5 million years ago the ancient ancestral human brain began its evolutionary development into what would become recognisably a modern human with its ability to think, reason, consider, plan and speak.  It is difficult to conceive of the exact environmental pressure that was exerted upon the early humans that could have led to the modern brain developing as a means of ensuring survival.  What were the challenges?  What was the competition?  It could be, as Darwin suggests, that certain evolutionary adaptations have unexpected side-effects that although not the primary consideration originally, later became very important as circumstances changed.  Interestingly, as unique as the personage of the Buddha undoubtedly was, he never considered himself unique at all.  He always asserted that what he had done was simply re-asserted a mode of thinking that use to exist in the distant past.  Whatever the Buddha thought he was doing, what he achieved was an unfolding of mind-functionality that must have been present and dormant in the human brain at the dawn of its development into modern humanity.  In this sense the Buddha’s example should serve as a crucial step for human evolutionary development, but as his method is often wrongly interpreted as ‘religion’, he and his teachings have inadvertently been ignored as running counter to the logic involved in evolutionary thinking, but this is an error of immense proportions similar to accusing Einstein of religious thinking because he relied upon imagination as a means to formulate his theory of special relativity.  In reality the Buddha’s experience solidly demonstrates what it is the modern human brain is capable of achieving when freed of religiosity and self-limiting and unjust economic systems. 

The philosophical teachings of the historical Buddha are often conflated with the theological teachings associated with ‘religion’.  The difference is that of emphasis and the direction in which one is advised to direct their conscious mind.  The Buddha’s method is to look carefully at sensory data obtained from the outside world, analyse the process of receiving that data through the bodily senses, and understand the psychological and physical responses generated within the mind and body.  By comparison, the religious path creates an image of an all-knowing and all-powerful deity in the mind’s imagination, whilst simultaneously projecting the assumption that this image exists independent of the mind that generated it in the outside world.  Theology is a set of teachings premised upon the worshipping of this image, which is in effect, the mind worshipping itself whilst in a state of denial as to its true nature or arrangement.  The Buddhist interpretation of a reliance upon religious belief is that the constructs of theism are an objectification of the human mind into the environment, with the thought itself mistaken as being a separate and distinct entity disconnected from the mind that has produced it.  The Buddha denies the objectivity of a god concept and instead re-interprets the polytheism of Brahmanism as being different aspects of the human mind that has produced it.  For the Buddha, the god concepts associated with his birth religion are transformed from an assumed objective reality, and are perceived in their proper and correct subjective context.  When this cognitive realignment is achieved, the theistic constructs themselves lose their functional validity over humanity and eventually recede back into the psychic fabric that had produced them.  The Buddha’s perspective places humanity back in control of its mind, and it is this reality that prompts Walpola Rahula to state:

‘Man’s position, according to Buddhism, is supreme.  Man is his own master, and there is no higher being or power that sits in judgement over his destiny.’
 

In this regard the Buddha’s message stands the test of time because it is distinctly ‘modern’ and therefore relevant to cultures outside of India.  The nature of the Buddha’s insight (which is essentially an antidote to an inverted mind functionality) steps outside of its own ethnocentric predicament, and is not limited to a time or place.  As all human beings possess a similar genetic blue-print, and given that all people have a brain, the Buddha’s interpretation of its functionality as ‘mind’ obviously moves away from religion and into a philosophically led scientific analysis of perception.  The Buddha’s message is perennial because all human beings may be assumed to ‘perceive’ regardless of their time and place of existence.  Not only is it relevant to modern humanity, but what the Buddha has to say fits very nicely within the parameters of rational science, particularly in relation to psychology and psychiatry.  The Buddha, of course, does not advocate the taking of drugs within his teaching, and has no concept of ‘altering’ the mind artificially to achieve liberation from psychological and physical suffering but instead deals exclusively with re-ordering the patterns of thought generated within the mind through behaviour modification.  By disciplining the physical body and moderating its interactions with the world, agitation within the mind is diminished and a more peaceful and tranquil psychic interior is achieved.  Of course, the radical changing of behaviour in the world is importantly augmented by the marshalling of psychological force in the brain, so that the mind itself is focused inward in an attempt for it to perceive its own inner workings.  This is why the Buddha advocates behaviour modification as a means to keep away from the activities that attract and seduce the mind to wander constantly attached to and enmeshed in externals.  A mind enmeshed in externals is unable to perceive the machinations of its own functionality and exists in a state of permanent and one-sided self-objectification.  It is this splitting of the universe into a subject-object dichotomy, and all the false assumptions built upon it, that the Buddha states is the cause of all human suffering.  The Buddha removes the environmental stimuli that keep the mind trapped in externality, and replaces the attention of the mind, in the first instance, back upon the awareness of its own functionality – this is the attaining of important self-knowledge, but it is not the final aim of Buddhism.  Quite often an attachment to externality, once broken, often turns rapidly to an attachment to subjectivity.  Although subjective awareness already marks a radical shift in perception, it is counter-productive to simply re-emphasis a habit of mind that habitually ‘attaches’ itself to whatever is in front of it.  Once the mind is aware of its own functionality, a further stage of training ‘detaches’ the awareness from its subject of concentration.  As the ability to concentrate the mind strengthens, the practitioner develops the ability to slow down and then stop altogether the arising of thoughts in front of the mind’s eye.  The next step of the Buddha’s path is to ‘perceive’ the mind’s eye itself.  This process leads to an experience of becoming aware of the entire sensory process as it manifests through a unifying consciousness that is clearly defined not only by a universe of physical objects, but which sees the objects themselves connected by a vast empty space.  At this level of awareness there is a correlation between empty space and the consciousness that perceives it, that fully accommodates physical objects into its being without any sense of contradiction.  As every human being possesses a mind it is logical to assume that in principle every human being is capable, as an act of will, to radically alter their conscious functionality to the betterment of their individual existence, and the furtherance of the human species itself, as ‘enlightenment’ brings both peace and wisdom in equal measure.  This has implications for human evolution.

The human mind and body has adapted to optimally survive within the physical environment within which it has historically existed.  Furthermore, as humanity has developed the ability to design, build and use tools, it has been able to change that physical environment to an even greater extent to its own advantage.  The development of the subject of evolutionary psychology is an ongoing process that has in the past has suffered from a narrow interpretation that attempted to equate contemporary human behaviour (within modern societies) with that of the behaviour of animals.  Examples of this overly deterministic and reductionalistic approach can be seen in such books as Desmond Morris’s The Naked Ape (1967), Robert Ardrey’s The Territorial Imperative (1966), and (the ex-Nazi) Konrad Lorenz’s On Aggression (1966), etc.
  This approach ignores human self-nature and attempts instead to reduce it to perceived animal behaviour, a behaviour that evolved in other species for specific reasons not necessarily applicable to human beings.  In fact the problems associated with evolutionary psychology are explained as follows:

‘Evolutionary psychology, henceforward EP, is a particularly Anglo-American phenomenon.  It claims to explain all aspects of human behaviour, and thence culture and society, on the basis of universal features of human nature that found their final evolutionary form during the infancy of our species some 100-600,000 years ago.  Thus, for EP, what its protagonists describe as the “architecture of the human mind” which evolved during the Pleistocene is fixed, and insufficient time has elapsed for any significant subsequent change.  In this architecture there have been no major repairs, no extensions, no refurbishments, indeed nothing to suggest that micro or macro contextual changes since prehistory have been accompanied by evolutionary adaption.  The extreme nature of this claim, granted the huge changes produced by artificial selection by humans among domesticated animals – cattle, dogs and even Darwin’s own favourites, pigeons – in only a few generation, is worth pondering.’

The human brain evolved due to unique environmental challenges and conditions that are not as yet fully understood by science.  As the Buddha uses the brain-mind nexus as a means to process environmental information, it is the evolution of the brain that is important for a scientific interpretation of Buddhism.  The brain (and mind) evolved through the process of natural selection.  Natural section as an ongoing process is defined by Charles Darwin in the following terms:

‘It may be said that natural selection is daily and hourly scrutinising, throughout the world, every variation, even the slightest; rejecting that which is bad, preserving and adding up all that is good; silently and insensibly working, whenever and wherever opportunity offers, at the improvement of each organic being in relation to its organic and inorganic conditions of life.  We see nothing of these slow changes in progress, until the hand of time has marked the long lapse of ages, and then so imperfect is our view into long past geological ages, that we only see that the forms of life are now different from what they formerly were.’

Whatever the Buddha discovered during his six years of meditation in the wilderness of ancient India was not the product of divine intervention and neither was it an imported transformation from outside of his mind.  His enlightenment was entirely established from within his own brain and realised through his own mind.  It was the establishment of ‘reason’ over ‘myth’ as part of a complete and pristine inner transformation that redefined the environment within which he lived.  Everything became clear and logical.  The Buddha describes the enlightened state in the following manner:

‘When greed, hatred and delusion are abandoned, one neither aims at one’s own harm, nor at the harm of others, nor at the harm of both, and one will not suffer pain and grief in one’s mind.  In that sense is Nibbana visible here and now.

If one experiences the complete elimination of greed, the complete elimination of hatred, the complete elimination of delusion, in that sense is Nibbana visible here and now, of immediate result, inviting to come and see, onward-leading, to be directly experienced by the wise.’  (Anguttara Nikaya, 3:56)

This can be interpreted as an example of ‘artificial selection’ whereby an individual ‘choses’ to embark upon a specific path to achieve definite ends.  What does this path entail?  The Buddha, inspired onward by his need to end the experience of suffering in the world, utilised the traditional modes of spiritual development associated with the familiar Yogic and Brahmanic systems prevalent in India at the time of his existence.
  These practices invariably involved the turning away of the practitioner’s attention from the surface play of the world, and instead diverted its energy into observing the functionality of the inner mind, and the texture of the various sensations felt throughout the body and mind nexus (be they direct sensory data or emotions, etc).  This relocation of ‘attention’ is achieved entirely through the vehicle of behavioural modification.  Habits of everyday existence within human society, being as they are premised upon the drive for survival within economic systems, appeal to greed, hatred, and delusion for their stability and sustainability.  By withdrawing his consent to participate within this system, the Buddha made a complete physical and psychological ‘break’ with the culture and practices associated with his own upbringing, but retained a tacit connection with the various developmental methods that involved adopting seated postures (bodily control) and that which advocated concentration upon (and regulation of) the breath as a means of concentrating the mind (mind control).  As the Buddha abandoned caste privilege and the requirement to ‘work’ for a living (two aspects of Brahmanic life that ensured daily existence), he reduced the biological function of the physical body (for the ordained monk or nun) to the minimum required to remain healthy whilst pursuing a quiet and contemplative life. As the Buddha’s system of philosophy rejects all environmental struggle as being the product of ignorance, the body is sustained through the daily ritual of ‘begging’ food from lay-Buddhists.  Walking with a begging-bowl through a local village was an act of meditation performed with a thoroughly ‘detached’ mind.  The monk or nun walked carefully and quietly through the area concerned making such that their mind did not give rise to greed, hatred or delusion.  Each step was measured and carefully combined with a relaxed and controlled breathing rhythm – the fact that lay-people may or may not place scraps of food into the bowl became irrelevant to the act of meditative begging itself.  Walking through the village without the monk or nun giving-rise to discrimination became the apriori ‘good intention’ associated with the act of begging itself.  This annulled any regression to the state of ‘greed’ for food, and separated the ‘requirement’ to survive from the ‘desire’ to survive.  The body continued to survive because on occasion (but not always) a small amount of food was donated by the laity.  As the laity was generally comprised of poor people barely surviving themselves, the food that they gave to the Buddhist monks and nuns was often that which was left-over from their own meals.  As a consequence, this donated food did not have to look good, taste good, or otherwise conform to any culinary standards as it was simply considered ‘calorific fuel’ for the stomach to absorb.  The biological requirement of needing daily sustenance was transformed by the Buddha from that of an in-built desire to live, to that of an indifferent act of meditation.  

The Buddha separated the ‘desire’ to exist from the ‘act’ of existing, and he achieved this entirely through an act of will on his part. Once the ‘desire’ for existence is removed from the fabric of the mind, the habitual force that sustains economic systems no longer exists apriori, and this realisation frees the Buddhist monk or nun from the ‘desire’ to participate in, or otherwise co-operate within any economic system.  Of course, although the human mind may be re-programmed in this manner, it is true that the human body still needs to be clothed, housed and fed regardless of the attitudes of the mind that occupies it.  If the body is not clothed, housed or fed, it soon becomes ill and is liable to cease to function (through physical death).  The Buddha understood that the material world operated through the definite physical law of cause and effect and that all of existence was therefore interconnected.  He encouraged the laity to provide food, clothing and shelter for the monks and nuns as charitable acts of good karma that if performed selflessly would bring great psychological and physical rewards to the perpetuators.  This Buddhist ethical attitude converted the ‘selfish desire’ to exist into an altruistic ‘good intention’ for the others to exist simply because it was ‘right’ to do so.  The ‘rightness’ associated with the altruistic law of cause and effect replaced the ‘blind’ desire for self-preservation.  The Buddha suggests that blind desire is illogical for contemporary human beings because as a primitive evolutionary drive it can result in the oppression or killing of others as a means for self-preservation.  If all others are viewed as enemies and deprived of their well-being or physical existence, then the collective nature of humanity will collapse and the species would be near to extinction.  The Buddha offers a new evolutionary model that suggests that it is logical and reasonable to help and assist one another, as this ensures the survival of both individual and the group, and he does this so that the individual might survive long enough to apply his meditative method and uproot greed, hatred, and delusion from the mind.  This method of artificial selection allows the human mind to fulfil its latent evolutionary potential of conscious modification and optimised psychological functionality.     

The conventional position of Evolutionary Psychologists is that humanity is eternally shackled in the physical world to its genetic programming of the inner world, and this deterministic reductionism cannot be broken.  This suggests that the physical expression of human culture is essentially the genetic configuration writ large, and that as evolutionary survival has involved ‘selfishness’ and ‘self-interest’, these methods of human interaction must be played-out today within contemporary society.  The Buddha’s scientific approach proves that this interpretation is incorrect and that there can be a ‘break’ between environmental causality and the inner experience of outer reality.  In his teaching, the Buddha teaches that the body is the basis of focusing the mind, and that this focusing of awareness becomes ever more refined as the practitioner moves through eight established levels of ‘jhana’, or ‘meditational absorption’.  This is the general stripping away of reliance upon the bodily sensations for one’s happiness (the attainment of the first four levels of jhana absorption) so that a pure mind is established free of hindrance from environmental considerations imported into the psychological interior through the senses.  Through the first four levels of jhana attainment the mind develops 1) applied and sustained thought (attained by giving-up the five hindrances of sensory desire, ill will, sloth and torpor, agitation, worry and sceptical doubt), and generates happiness and bliss, 2) moves beyond the necessity of applied and sustained thought through the development of singleness of mind and an enhanced sense of happiness and bliss, 3) abandons happiness and experiences enhanced bliss through unity of mind, and 4) through the abandonment of pleasure and pain in the body, and joy and grief in the mind, the experience of bliss dissolves into a purity of mindfulness developed through the practice of equanimity.  These first four jhana levels are referred to as ‘rupa’, or being dependent upon the ‘body’ leading to the purification of the mind.  This is approximately half of the Buddha’s development path as he taught in relation to the development of samatha (tranquillity) and vipassana (insight) meditation.  This meditational path focus the mind’s attention and awareness upon various physiological and psychological phenomena (known as the forty ‘Kammatthana’ or ‘places of work’).  This methodology led to the Soviet Buddhologist Theodore Stcherbatsky stating that Buddhism:

‘In addition to its systems of empirical idealism and spiritual monism, it had produced an intricate logic and a remarkable epistemology and that the principal lines of its development showed parallels with those of Western philosophy, including rationalism and empiricism.’

The second set of the four jhana levels of development are referred to as ‘arupa’ or ‘non-material’.  This is because after a systemic break with the physical environment (that developed the structure of the brain through natural selection), the Buddha accesses deeper levels of psychological development that are wholly mind-orientated and which use developed ‘equanimity’ (i.e. the product of the first four jhana absorptions) as their base.  This can happen not because the physical body (and the environment it inhabits) no longer exists, but because the environment has been made suitable for the physical body to sit quietly within so that the practitioner can turn the attention into perceiving the machinations of the mind.  The body (and environment) are left behind because a stasis is developed where the pressures of evolution (and survival) are negated by the acquisition of either a) a supply of adequate resources such as food, shelter and clothing, or b) in an environment where resources are lacking, but the mind has been trained to be ‘indifferent’ to its physical and environmental situation.  A Buddhist monastic, for example, acting within the Theravada tradition, has the minimal environmental support which includes daily rounds of begging the most basic of food from the often impoverished laity.  The sustaining of the minimal level of resources for survival is thought to prevent attachment to the physical world that clouds the mind with myriad desires, likes and dislikes.  If the body can be ‘balanced’ with the environment, then the mind can be stripped of its concern for environmental issues and the stability of equanimity can be achieved through a focused attention often applied to the breathing mechanism.  The next four ‘non-material’ jhana levels of absorption are accessed through focusing upon one of the nine (out of the ten) ‘kasinas’ or ‘mental objects’ that form a specific part of the forty khammatthana mentioned above.  The kasina that is the focus of the mind upon the object of limited space is not suitable for advanced jhana training, for reasons that will become apparent.  This new phase of profound jhana training begins with absorption 5) which is the contemplation of the dissatisfaction of material existence (accessed through the contemplation of one of the nine suitable kasina).  When this assessment of dissatisfactoriness is thoroughly exhausted, and the understanding is gained that material existence is suffering and that the realisation of the non-material state is equal to non-suffering, the practitioner perceives that boundless, empty space (i.e. non-materiality) that is the underlying basis of all ‘materiality’.  This leads to 6) the development of being aware of awareness.  The practitioner gives-up the contemplation of boundless, empty space and instead focuses upon the all-pervading consciousness that is perceived to permeate boundless, empty space.  This is the attainment of boundless consciousness.  Level 7) is the progression into the perception that the true nature of awareness is emptiness.  Consciousness as boundless, empty space is understood to be empty of consciousness in reality.  This is the state of abiding in ‘not—somethingness’, also often translated as ‘no-thing’ (Pali: Akincanna), but which should not be confused with the Pali term ‘sunatta’ which refers to the final and complete integration of form and void.  Here ‘no-thingness’ refers to a very high and rarefied state of realisation which is nevertheless not yet complete.  The final jhana absorption 8) is the understanding that the realisations of boundless space, boundless consciousness, and ‘not-somethingness’ are not as good as the attainment of neither perception nor non-perception.  This is if ineffable stage of seeing through ‘no-thingness’ (or ‘not-somethingness’) into an all-embracing and complete ‘emptiness’ (sunnata).  Interestingly there is yet another ‘jhana’ attainment that is implicit in the 8th realisation, but which is often treated as a separate and distinct state of realisation within Buddhist philosophy.  The eight jhana states are part of the development of ‘tranquillity’ (samatha), whereas the final position (often referred to as the ‘9th’ jhana) is the successful completion of both tranquillity and insight (vipassana) meditational practices in all their aspects, although it is true that these two distinct practices over-lap to a considerable degree.  The final position for the realisation of ‘nirvana’ (i.e. the ‘extinction of the desire mechanism existent within the mind and body that causes suffering’) is described as the ‘cessation of perception and sensation’.
  

KN Jayatilleke describes the Buddha’s extensive contribution to the development of human thought in the following terms:

‘The Buddha, again, was the earliest thinker in history to recognise the fact that language tends to distort in certain respects the nature of reality and to stress the importance of not being misled by linguistic forms and conventions.  In this respect, he foreshadowed the modern linguistic or analytical philosophers.  He was the first to distinguish meaningless questions and assertions from meaningful ones.  As in science he recognised perception and inference as the twin sources of knowledge, but there was one difference.  For perception, according to Buddhism, included extra-sensory forms as well, such as telepathy and clairvoyance.  Science cannot ignore such phenomena and today there are Soviet as well as Western scientists, who have admitted the validity of extra-sensory perception in the light of experimental evidence.’
 

Buddhist meditation is not an act of worship, and Buddhist defined enlightenment is not mysterious and does not signify a state of union with any divine entity.  The Buddha himself, on numerous occasions state that such a rarefied state is not dependent upon a belief in the existence (or non-existence) of a divine entity, because such a realised state no longer generates the duality of mind that gives rise to the required subject-object dichotomy that creates the conditions whereby an isolated humanity feels the need to ‘reach-out’ (through blind-faith, worship or prayer, etc) to an equally isolated and yet aloof god concept.  Not only is the ignorance permanently uprooted that generates god concepts, but also uprooted is the belief in ‘rebirth’.
  As the Buddha is a practical (some might say ‘pragmatic’) philosopher, his stated opinion is that as long as a non-enlightened being ‘believes’ that gods exist and rebirth happens, then these two deluded aspects will seem to exist for that being (as objectified figments of the imagination).  However, as soon as the cycle of cause and effect is permanently broken, the psycho-physical ‘causes’ that generate theistic belief and the assumption of rebirth are uprooted, and no ‘effects’ are produced that give rise to a belief in a theistic entity, or in the acceptance of rebirth.  The thousands of Buddhist sutras, when surveyed for logical threads, appear to be the creation of a good psychologist (i.e. the Buddha) who is carefully and patiently guiding his disciples away from their current (and mistaken) beliefs and practices, and toward a new and ‘rational’ explanation of existence.  In this regard, the Buddha’s method represents a developmental (and evolutionary) doorway through which an earlier psycho-physical level of awareness and being, travels through to be upgraded, expanded, and brought into the modern age of logic and reason, a process that sees superstition and ignorance transitioned into correct understanding and sound knowledge.  As this is the case, the Buddha’s system can be correctly thought of as a highly successful mode of ‘artificial selection’, which recognises and facilitates the latent transformative potential of the human brain that was created (through ‘natural selection’) over hundreds of thousands of years of evolutionary development.  The Buddha’s system of rational psychology, therefore, can be interpreted as being fully inaccordance with evolutionary theory, and should be acknowledged as an important contribution to the field of evolutionary psychology, albeit a contribution that radically assists in the redefinition of that subject.  This corrective is required because Buddhism is a forward looking science and not a religion that continuously limits the definition of reality by holding the attention firmly upon a mythological past, which is, in reality the limiting of the perspective to a certain pattern of generated thoughts in the mind, that does not allow the ‘breakout’ or use of the mind in any other way.  The Buddha’s system broke-out of this religiously inspired cul-de-sac and in so doing Buddhism may well represent humanity’s first attempt at formulating a rational science.  
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By Daniel Scharpenburg (ICBI)
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I sometimes think the deaths of my parents led me directly into Buddhism.  When I was fourteen years old, my dad was diagnosed with stomach cancer - he was in his early 50s.  I remember when he told me that he had been having stomach problems for a while and after he saw a doctor the cancer was confirmed. Just like that.  At first it was thought that he could be treated with surgery. The doctors thought they would simply cut him open and take out his stomach (as apparently we can live without one), but when they cut him open they noticed the cancer had spread. It had spread so far and was all over the inside of his body. Taking out his stomach would have risked his life and it wouldn't have done any good.

This is a thing that happens. It's not all that rare, really. They waited a few days before they told me. They pronounced his cancer terminal.  Some people are pronounced terminal and they still recover. It happens. But my dad didn't recover. They put him on aggressive chemotherapy and he lived for eleven months. My mom had to take care of him because there weren't a lot of things he could do anymore.  His job let him take early retirement. He had worked there for many years. Back then jobs used to do that. I think jobs don't reward loyalty so much anymore, at least not as often as they used to.  I was around, but I didn't help much.  

I was bullied in school. I was a short kid and bigger kids picked on me. But, after my dad died in my freshman year of high school, I was never bullied again. I have so much faith in humanity because of that. I'm sure the other students imagined, when they heard, what it would be like to lose one of their parents.  My mother was never the same. Losing him took a lot out of her.

Three years later it was my first year of college and my mother was diagnosed with lung cancer.  She had been a lifelong smoker but had quit just a few years before. Not soon enough, clearly. That's why I've never touched cigarettes.  It was like lightning striking twice.  The exact same thing happened. It was too far along to treat with surgery, they did aggressive radiation therapy instead.  She lived close to a year, just like dad. Her job gave her early retirement, just like dad.  The only big difference was this: I had to take care of her. I had to drop out of college for a while. Eventually I did go back, but I didn't have the college experience that many people have because I was too busy grieving.

Anyway, she died and when I was 19 years old, and I was on my own. I had a big enough inheritance to cover my expenses through college because my parents had good life insurance policies.  I fell into a deep dark hole, as can be imagined. I suffered from anxiety and depression. I saw a therapist and was prescribed an SSRI medication, but it made me a crazy person. I would do things like give strangers great big hugs and I would always say what I was thinking instead of having any sort of filter – this is why I quit doing it.  I was grasping at straws, trying to figure out how to get through life.

I heard about meditation. I'm not sure where I first heard of it. I don't remember. But I decided to try it.  I started meditating every day and after a while it worked. I could focus. I could manage my anxiety and stop ruminating all the time. It was really very good for me.  I started reading books on the subject and I found out about Buddhism.  The Four Noble Truths really spoke to me.  I had learned a lot about suffering and impermanence at an earlier age than most. And the Buddha taught the truth of suffering and the way out of suffering.  It was what I really needed.
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By Avik Mukherjee (ICBI)
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The corporate world is often seen as a difficult, if sometimes not brutal, place.  A place where greed, battles of the ego, and a desire for prestige are rampant. A place where making oneself look good by making another look bad (deservedly or not) is commonplace. A place where people are stretched thin, forced to do more with less manpower.

Ultimately, it is a place where one’s sense of Self feels the need to be validated more so than many other areas of life.

Yet in reality, who is this so-called "self" that is getting validated, promoted, and recognized? Conversely, who is this "self" or "me" that is treated unfairly or not getting what this "me" feels it's worth? Can this so called "Self", which changes constantly, be described intellectually, by word or thought?

The best way to find out is not through scripture, either affirming or denying it. Scripture can help in the beginning, but is of little use later. 

The best way to find out is by self inquiry, or pointing inward to our True Nature.

 In this way you aren't affirming or denying anyone's beliefs. Instead, you're finding out for yourself, through intense exploration.

So, ask the following questions with intensity, looking within all your being, starting with the most basic.

 1). Who am I?

 2). Who is working?

 3). Who is dealing with all the ups and downs, and politics of work?

 The above can be broken down as:

 4). Who is gaining, fairly or unfairly?

 5). Who is losing, fairly or unfairly?

 6). Who is popular?

 7). Who is the outcast?

 8). Who is being treated well?

 9). Who is not being treated well?

Ask any or all of the above questions, as they pertain to your specific situation. And you can create your own question as well. Remember to ask these "Who..." questions during Good or Bad, Praise or Shame, Fortune or Misfortune. Because our True Nature is beyond these pairs, or beyond any sense of a self which doesn't even exist.

Above all, remember to ask them with utmost intensity and dedication. It will not work otherwise.

Remember also that the questions themselves are a tool. They're a device, an aid to help us point to our True Nature. Pointing into our True Nature is the main objective. If you understand that, then the questions themselves won't be necessary, though they can greatly help to begin the journey.

So just Dive, Dive, Dive, deep into your True Nature, that which transcends all.

You may encounter resistance, and even Doubt, during the journey. And I won't lie to you, these masses of resistance and Doubt may take a while to resolve. The time it takes depends on you. Persist! Persist!

What can help is to ask: "Who is doubting?" or "Who is feeling this mass of resistance/doubt, or loss"? 

Remember that the mass of resistance/doubt, or "Blockage", no matter how large, is not real. It's impermanent. It's just a thing of the mind. The mind loves to play tricks on us, toying with us through that vicious cycle of fulfilling, then shattering expectation, over and over again. 

This isn't about expectation - so don't believe the mind. This isn't about the mind. It's about going into the Truth Within, which is much beyond what the mind does or doesn't do.

So keep diving. It's like a pearl diver going into an ocean of stormy waters. Nothing will stop him from getting to the Treasure.

Which brings us to the next point: the same intensity you put into your journey, put into your work. Turning "Inward" and "Outward" are just pointers. They're really One. You have the right to work. But you don't have the right to the results of your work. (Who is working, anyway?) Just do your best in what you do; that is all you can really do.

Enjoy the Journey. Keep at it, always.
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An Experience of Daoist Life Extension and Spiritual Development

The Daoist Self-Cultivation Experience of Han Niu Gong
Compiled by Master Zhao Ming Wang (赵明旺) ICBI

(Translated by Adrian Chan-Wyles PhD)
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This is the self-cultivation experience of Han Niu Gong.

On the 1st of May, I began my training.  On the third day the master enquired as to my progress.  As my practice had been shallow, I felt that I could not answer properly. I redoubled my efforts and focused, and from then on (and over a time period of around two-days), I had a number of profound experiences, which I then reported to the master.  For three nights in a row, there was a pillar of light in the dark sky (i.e. visions of light in the head cavity), as a good type of pressure appeared to increase in the head area.  There was also present a feeling of a special kind of heat.  Previously, I felt that there was a lack of inner strength, but after these experiences, my vital (moral) force strengthened inside, and I felt strong (as if like steel).  At home I have a partner and children, and because of this, I have been consumed by lust.  This has led to a wasting of my essential energy (jing).  As my practice continued, I noticed that my digestive system began to change.  For years previously I hid the fact that I had problems with my stomach.  My stools changed and began to take on a proper shape and size, once or twice a day.  After twenty or thirty years of problems, I was amazed by this improvement, as I thought it was impossible.  The skin from my hands used to peel and the nails were brittle, but after this training, the condition of the skin improved, the nails toughened, and the fingers strengthened.  Lust diminished and the scrotum and surrounding area shrunk and remained in a non-stimulated state during the day.  The area is dry and cool.  This is surely the good effects of good Daoist practice.  Furthermore, the eyes became cool; the spirit (shen) became clear, and the energy (qi) became invigorated, clear and bright.  The fluid in the mouth (and throughout the body) became plentiful and invigorated.  Gradually I developed a light sweat.  This Daoist method is full of benefit because it is correct, and ensures that the body and mind improve.  In reality, people should drink more water.  This is the maintenance of well-being through the practice of a true art of self-cultivation.  

Today, people seek instruction from the wrong masters.  The masters they choose do not possess the correct knowledge, wisdom, or moral fortitude.  When this happens, the moral degradation of the teacher is embodied in the students as poor and deficient health.  I was lucky, because I indeed found a true master to instruct me.  As his moral character is good – my health is good – it is that simple.

For me, my true master (i.e. ‘shifu’) is Zhao Ming Wang.  My shifu said:

“Daoist self-cultivation is the hard work of cultivating the Dao.  No matter what you do in life, whether standing, sitting or lying – always control and regulate the breath so that the flow of vital force (inherent qi) is properly cultivated.  The psychological and emotional processes are chaotic and desperately need to be controlled; this practice leads directly to the establishment of peace and tranquillity in the mind.  In the quietness a bright light appears, (and the divine sky and the broad earth are united).  This achievement signifies the establishment of prenatal qi, and this consolidation of energy (which is not wasted through leakage) is the acquisition of genuine knowledge and wisdom – which is clearly distinguishable from false knowledge and no wisdom.  This is the correct following of the law and not its abandonment.  The qi channels are unblocked, bad qi is eradicated from the body (and mind), and over-all inherent qi is enhanced and strengthened so that poor health and illnesses leave the body.  This is the optimum functioning of spirit (shen), inherent-essence (jing), and vital energy (qi).  This description is not empty rhetoric.  Train for a year and diligently train to quieten the mind.   Perfect the six steps (of regulating and controlling the six senses to prevent qi leakage), experience the six unusual states and the health of the outer body will strengthen and improve dramatically.  This is what you should practice, Han Niu Gong.”

This method is very powerful and effective.  My Shifu said:

“Han Niu Gong, you must understand that the use of exact language during authentic Daoist instruction is very important, as the wrong words create the wrong effect and lead to disaster.  The use of correct instruction empowers the people, and strengthens their practice – this brings merit to the world.  A true master teaches those to whom he or she shares a karmic link and common outlook on life.  In this way health and longevity can be established for a lifespan of one hundred years, so that the mind is compassionate and boundless in its benevolence.”

Testament of Disciple Tian Yan Zi (Han Niu Gong)

Daojia, Longmen, Qianfeng Prenatal School Lineage Inheritor.

Qianfeng Hermitage: Zhao Ming Wang

Daoist Master Zhao Ming Wang’s Blog in English Translation:

http://qianfengdaoismuk.weebly.com/blog.html
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Breaking Free of Dualistic Morality

By Upasika Yukyern (ICBI)
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‘You should absorb yourself in contemplation in such a way that you are released in liberation without abandoning the passions that are the province of the world.’

The Enlightened Layperson Vimalakirti

It is one of those peculiarities of Buddhism that it is said to be a path to freedom, and yet in reality it is obviously a path of restriction.  Buddhism gives no definition of enlightenment, but is concerned with explaining in minute detail what enlightenment is not, and how bad virtually every normal human habit is.  Buddhism is a path of freedom, but in actual fact it is a path of extreme limitation.  Nothing in its natural state is of any use to the average human being because the mind that views the world is also the mind that corrupts the world with its basic delusionary traits of greed, hatred, and delusion.  Naturalness might be ‘nice’, but ‘niceness’ does not dissolve the human delusion that causes suffering, or so we are told.  What then, is to be made of it all?  The conservative Theravada School makes it clear that monks are superior to nuns, laymen are superior to laywomen, and that the Ordained Sangha is superior to the laity (who are not ‘Sangha’ because they are not ordained).  It further states that only the Ordained Sangha can realise enlightenment (with the bias towards monks rather than nuns), and that laypeople cannot attain enlightenment in this life.  All a layman can hope for is that by serving the Ordained Sangha by providing material support for their clothing, feeding and housing, he can be reborn a monk in the next life, and all a laywoman can strive for is that whilst serving her husband (like a slave) and the Ordained Sangha (like a slave), she might one day be reborn in the body of a man who has the opportunity to either ordain himself, or serve the Ordained Sangha to earn the karmic merit for a better rebirth – and on this madness goes!  A good antidote to this Theravada anti-laypeople, sexist and misogynistic attitude is to just read the Pali Suttas that this tradition preserves and upholds.  In those suttas it is clear that what the Theravada call ‘Buddhism’, the Buddha obviously does not, and that the Theravada attitude is plain wrong and incorrect.  Like medieval Christianity, it seems that the Theravada Sect has been lining its nest in a manner that is highly exploitative of poorly educated laypeople, and entirely dismissive of women altogether.  This is politicised Buddhism at its best, even if the inner core of its tradition facilitates a genuine set of Buddhist meditative exercises, there is no excuse for accruing a body of teaching that actually contradicts what the Buddha teaches in the Pali Suttas that are used to justify this school’s existence!  It is similar to the modern Christian church that now has a materialist tradition that contradicts the spiritual teachings of Jesus Christ.  As the Buddha advises, question everything and work it out for yourself.

And then there is the various forms of Buddhist ‘Tantra’ practice that for most people simply means sexual activity is OK!  This is not strictly true, as there exists a form of Chinese Tantra that is very morally disciplined, but which makes use of various mantras, spells, rituals, secret initiations and the like, to form a connection between the material realm and the spiritual realm – generally speaking sexuality is not one of those methods.  However, as Buddhist Tantra and Hindu Tantra are historically linked, there does exist in the Tibetan Tantra tradition the convention that sexuality is not a hindrance to spiritual development.  This means that the lay-life is considered a valid spiritual vehicle, as is the idea that a Buddhist monk can marry a Buddhist nun, and whilst following the Bodhisattva and Monastic Vows, still engage in a conscious sexual exchange.  This stems from the idea that it states in the Vinaya Discipline that any one is a member of the Ordained Sangha if he or she has undergone the appropriate spiritual training and preparation for ‘leaving home’, and then sworn to follow the Monastic Discipline (which includes celibacy), or a member of the Ordained Sangha is any one (without exception) who has realised ‘emptiness’, without having joined the Ordained Sangha or taken any vows.  This is completely in accordance with the Buddha’s teachings found in the Pali Suttas, which state that not only can laymen and laywomen attain enlightenment, but in doing so there is absolutely no difference between an enlightened layperson and an enlightened member of the Ordained Sangha.  Obviously this implies that if an enlightened layperson is engaged in an intimate relationship with another person, then this in itself is not necessarily a barrier to enlightenment.  This logic is extended to the Ordained Sangha in the Tibetan Tantric tradition, but it seems that the sexuality exhibited in this relationship is purely yogic in nature.   

When the conventional, disciplinarian path of Buddhism is entered and pursued, it has been a tradition in China that the Ch’an masters strictly enforce the Vinaya Discipline which comprises of around 250 rules for monks, and 348 rules for nuns, again we encounter the misogynistic notion that the presence of women in the Ordained Sangha are some kind of spiritual threat to men.  Gender prejudice aside, it is clear that for most ordinary people in the Chinese Buddhist traditions, and includes the lay-population, there is a belief that MORE discipline and not LESS is the order of the day, and an entire moralistic approach is predicated around this assumption.  This doorway to enlightenment relies heavily upon a format of behavioural restriction and the withdrawing from natural or ordinary relations, as these are interpreted as being motivated by desire (i.e. greed, hatred and delusion).  For those still on this side of enlightenment so to speak, who have not yet stabilised their minds or calmed their thoughts, there is a certain logic involved in breaking the strong bonds of attachment with the world, as these very same bonds ensure repetitive mode of behaviour, thought and emotional responses to external events that cause endless cycles of suffering.  Whereas the Theravada tradition openly discriminates against the laity, the Chinese Ch’an tradition does not.  Although the laity generally respect the Ordained Sangha, the Ordained Sangha views the laity as also being a part of the Sangha (i.e. the community that follows the Buddha), whilst also maintaining a humble attitude that assumes that monks and nuns are ‘equal’ to one another, and that the Ordained Sangha is ‘equal’ to the unordained Sangha (comprised of laity).  But this is only half of the story, as many Ch’an masters (men and women), attained enlightenment without ordaining, or without necessarily submitting themselves to monastic training.  How could this be?  Well, as the Pali Suttas show, exactly the same thing happened during the Buddha’s lifetime, and cannot be considered a deviation from the correct Dharma-teaching.  Sometimes, some people can be fully enlightened through the most mundane of activities, but within the Ch’an tradition it is usually the case that they first spent a long amount of time dedicated to the practice of seated meditation.  It was through this voluntary self-limitation that they gathered in their qi force (inner energy), and built-up such inner strength that they then broke through the dualistic shell that obscures the empty mind ground during everyday activity.  Once this experience has been achieved, there is no going back and so it seems that the strict moralistic approach found within traditional Chinese Ch’an Buddhism is used as a vehicle to get everyone to the top of the mountain.  Once there the moralistic vehicle is of no further use, but within Ch’an Buddhism the masters never say this in public as it might be used by the deluded and hateful to assume that they have already climbed the mountain of ignorance (which they have not), and already realised enlightenment (which they have not).  This is what the moral conservativism within Ch’an Buddhism is designed to guard against.  

It must be both stressed and understood that the enlightened state within Buddhism is not dependent upon the path that is used to attain to it.  This is because the Buddha states that nirvana is a non-conditioned state.  There are ways to reveal it, but not a single method can create it, as it is already present and obscured by human ignorance.  It logically follows that sexuality can be obscuring, ignorant and suffering inducing outside of the limited physical pleasure it affords, or it can be can be enlightened, positive, fulfilling and an expression of emptiness.  This may not be openly expressed within the Ch’an Records of China (due to the conservative nature of Chinese culture), but it is certainly indicated.  The Vimalakirti Nirdesa Sutra, for example, depicts an enlightened layman that the Buddha is seen to respect and admire, so much so in fact, that he sends his best monastic disciples to learn from him under the guise of enquiring about his health.  Not only is Vimalakirti fully enlightened, but he is also married to a number of wives, and is a rich merchant.  This suggests that it is not the act of sexuality itself that is the issue, but rather the state of mind through which the act is performed.  A deluded mind gives rise to deluded actions, whilst an enlightened mind gives rise to enlightened actions.  This does not mean that any and all actions are allowed post-enlightenment, far from it, but that sexuality is a natural act that is used to procreate the species.  It cannot be considered in the same category as murder, torture, stealing, gossiping, or general tyrannical behaviour as it has evolved as a genuine biological device for creating life.  Ordinary humans view the birth of a child as a wondrous and magnificent event, even if Buddhist philosophy views rebirth as the perpetuation of suffering in the unenlightened state.  The point here is that it is only through attaining a human birth (or so the Buddhist teachings tell us) that enlightenment can be attained, so this means that the birth of a child is a good event even from the Buddhist perspective.  The Buddha’s disciple Upali was renowned as a master of Vinaya Discipline, but when the Buddha asked him to call upon Vimalakirti, he was reluctant to do so.  He explained that once two monks came to him afraid because they had broken the Vinaya Discipline, and that he had repeated the Vinaya Rules so that they could be clear on what they had to follow, and repent their wicked ways.  However, at that precise moment Vimalakirti was in the area and had heard the entire conversation.  He scolded Upali for ‘aggravating’ the klesic suffering in the minds of the two monks, and advised that instead of simply reiterating a one-sided moral code (that the monks already knew), he should in fact instantly ‘free’ the minds of the monks by automatically wiping-out all duality.  Upali was shocked by this sudden and dramatic manifestation of the empty mind ground, as Vimalakirti explained that ‘sin’ was not real because it possessed no independent nature of its own that could be countered by a one-sided moral code.  The implication being that it is the mind that is either pure or impure and not necessarily the action, and that a monk could steadfastly follow all the Vinaya Rules diligently and it would mean nothing if his mind remained in a discriminating and dualistic state.  Conversely a monk (or layperson) might appear not to be following any of the Vinaya Discipline but nevertheless be constantly correct because the mind has transcended duality and no longer discriminates.  False and inverted thoughts are impure, whilst absence of such thoughts is purity.  The danger in the modern world (particularly the West), is that this teaching can be misunderstood to mean that there is no morality – this is absolutely false and incorrect.  A pure mind will only ever give rise to pure modes of thought and action, and never regress into the quagmire of deluded actions premised upon greed, hatred, and delusion.  This is why there is a point beyond which a Ch’an master will not speak.  
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(Translated by Adrian Chan-Wyles ICBI)
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Translator’s Note:  Shi Chang Jin has been a Member of the ICBI for a number of years.  He lives in Taiwan and is a Master of Tiantai (and Ch’an) Buddhism.  Both the Tiantai and Ch’an traditions are closely related.  He has been previously featured in Patriarch’s Vision and posts regularly in the Chinese language on Social Media regarding Buddhist wisdom.  An example of his Buddhist wisdom will be included in each future edition of Patriarch’s Vision as a facilitation of direct perception of the Empty Mind Ground.  The Venerable Master’s quotes vary in length and are generally comprised of sutra extracts and commentaries.   

Under the Divine Sky and across the Broad Earth there is nothing that is not Buddha,

Throughout the Ten Directions of the world nothing can compare to this.

When the world is perceived correctly,

There is nothing that is not Buddha.

天上天下無如佛，十方世界亦無比，

世間所有我盡見，一切無有如佛者。

Shi Chang Jin can be contacted via Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/shi.changjin?fref=photo
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By Samuel King (ICBI) BMA (UK)
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‘As the chemist experiments with the elements of matter, Milarepa experimented with the elements of consciousness; and no other disciple has put to the test of practical application more efficiently than Milarepa did the precepts of his Guru Teacher, the Buddha.  Because of the successful outcome of Milarepa’s practice of Buddhism, Milarepa is venerated not only by Buddhists of all Schools in his native Tibet and in countries of Asia adjacent to Tibet, who consider him to be a Fully Enlightened One, but, more especially since the publication of his Biography in the Occident, by an ever-increasing number of truth-seekers throughout all the continents.’

(Tibet’s Great Yogi – Milarepa: Preface to the 2nd Edition (1976) by WY Evans-Wentz)

One thing that is certain is that Buddhism is not a religion.  How do we know this, well the answer is simple and straightforward, as the Buddha taught in his many sutras that he rejected the polytheistic religion of his day.  As his society was built upon this religious teaching (i.e. the caste system of Hinduism), he rejected that as well.  But what was the Buddha actually rejecting?  He did not reject religion as a vague or abstract fashion, but only after his full and total enlightenment did he reject the premise of theistic religion – relegating the gods to mere temporary phantoms of the mind that appear to exist prior to enlightenment, but which are known not to exist after enlightenment.  The Buddha taught that good and wholesome actions carried-out with no spiritual development, led to better and good rebirths that are temporary – they last as long as the good karma lasts – but like a spent arrow that falls to the earth, an unenlightened being is destined to circumnavigate the globe (and multiverse) throughout time in many different life-forms, each deduced from prevailing karmic predispositions and tendencies.  Yes – the Buddha said that we can better our lives through good acts, but these goods acts, although they benefit the world, do not achieve personal enlightenment and freedom from suffering.  In this respect, even pleasure is a form of suffering to the Buddha, as it is changing and unreliable.  Pleasure is unstable and temporary, and although preferred in experience to pain and suffering in the more obvious sense, it is not what it appears to be.  In a very real sense, due to its changing and unstable nature, the Buddha views pleasure as a higher form of suffering.  Well, rebirth as a god relies entirely upon being stuck in the temporary delusion of pleasure.  These gods strut around heavenly kingdoms of their own imagination, and when the good karma expires, the whole structure falls away.  This is how the Buddha brought gods and heavens down to earth

Humanity is perfectly free to imagine gods for as long as they like, but the Buddha equates this theological exercise with the continuation of delusive being.  It is only complete and full enlightenment that frees humanity from the cycle of suffering.  This is achieved through self-effort, and is not achieved through faith or belief in an imagined deity.  Enlightenment does not emerge from any external force, but is the product of a disciplined body and a refined mind.  If the body is not controlled, the mind cannot be reined-in and controlled.  If the mind cannot be controlled (through will power), enlightenment cannot be achieved.  Controlling the body is not enough – calming the mind is not enough – the mind must be thoroughly cleansed of all polluting agencies such as belief in religion.  The Buddha states that he looked into his own mind and did not see any permanent structures such as a ‘soul’ (atma), or any permanent divine beings living in permanent heavens.  He understood that gods and religions were imagined realities in the mind mistakenly projected outwards onto an unsuspecting world.  Due to habit of thought built up over thousands of years, ordinary humanity had come to accept delusive religious beliefs and dogmas without question, and allows a class of priests (i.e. the Brahmins) to assume a dominant and corrupt role throughout ancient Indian society.  The Buddha saw through the lies that their social power was built upon, and thereafter refused to acknowledge or conform to Brahmin-dominated society.  

Theistic religion, in ancient India or the modern West, demonstrates a primitive psychology that is exactly the same in psychological function, even if the outer religious form (i.e. Hinduism and Christianity) differ in structure.  Each religion shares in the delusion that the world was created by an almighty and dominating god-figure that brought into existence physical matter through an act of divine will.  Not only this, but human beings are depicted as somehow ‘special’ and connected with the creator-god through a ‘spirit’ or ‘soul’ that is lodged somewhere in the mind and body of each individual.  This divine facility allows for a creator-god to communicate directly with each individual human being, and upon the death of the physical body, it is the part of creation that somehow travels to heaven or hell – depending upon previous behaviours in the world.  The Buddha – being born a high-caste Hindu – was well educated and understood perfectly the Hindu teachings from start to finish.  Brahma had created all of existence and breathed life into previously inert physical matter through placing in each sentient being the ‘breath of life’ (atma).  This ‘atma’ can be viewed as synonymous with the Christian ‘soul’ – a supposed ethereal entity that connects a divine entity to the individual beings he has created.  A divine being can inflict reward or punishment via the atma or soul, on each individual, with each individual being unable to prevent or alter such action.  The Buddha understood all this because he was trained from birth to believe in it, however, through his realisation of complete enlightenment, he saw through this mirage entirely.  This was not merely a change in opinion or outlook, but rather a complete and radical break with the thought patterns of the past.  In an instant, or so it seems, what was functioning one moment, ceased to function the next, and a new way of viewing the world became apparent.  

This was not an epiphany as found within Christian teaching (whereby a divine entity that could not be seen one moment, now becomes apparent), but rather the exact opposite.  An imagined world of divine entities ceased to exist for the Buddha, as his mind was cleansed of the delusion (i.e. greed. hatred, and delusion), and attachment to a non-existent ‘self’.  The Buddha’s enlightenment signalled the end of a mind dominated by primitive theology, and the awakening of enlightened logic and reason.  With this new reason the Buddha was able to see every single cause and effect, and through logical analysis, demonstrate the origin and unfolding of all psycho-physical processes.  He understood that all processes relating to the functioning of the mind and body were inter-related and do not occur in a vacuum.  Every process or event depends (in some specific manner), on many other processes and events – or what the Buddha termed ‘dependent origination’.  Whereas Western science attempts to observe the outer world through measuring and recording dimensions and activity, the Buddha’s science was premised upon introspection, or the process of looking within whilst being detached from the process of ‘looking within’, and dispassionate from what is perceived.  The Buddha does not reject the outer world, but rather perceives it through the filter of the mind, as it is the mind that mediates all experience.  The Buddha had perfected non-identification with thought and was able to objectively view his inner terrain and the processes that were going on there.  This is a remarkable achievement.  What is interesting is that the Buddha, whilst minutely assessing and describing the functioning of the psycho-physical process, never developed a theory of psychology, primarily because he did not perceive the mind as being understood outside of its mediating function between the physical environment and inner consciousness.  The Buddha formulated that the mind and body (namarupa) functioned together and not apart.  From a philosophical perspective, it is slightly more complex – but the logic holds.  From Nagarjuna we read that the Buddha presented a four-sided logic so that we can state that:

1) Mind-body exists.

2) Mind-body does not exist.

3) Mind-body both exists and does not exist.

4) Mind-body neither exists nor does not exist.  

The important factor here is that the basic premise of the Buddha’s analysis is that of ‘namarupa’ (or ‘mind-‘body’), and not merely an isolated ‘mind’ on the one hand, or an isolated ‘body’ on the other.  This is how the Buddha avoids the dual trap of limiting his interpretation to ‘idealism’ or ‘materialism’, as it is clear from his teachings that he rejects both methodologies.  What Nagarjuna’s tetralemma imparts is the philosophical position of having ‘no fixed position’ in the enlightened state.  We know that the Buddha further explains this amorphous position by stating that it is not ‘eternalist’ nor is it ‘nihilist’, nor somewhere in between these two positions.  The Buddha’s enlightenment is freedom from all perceptual and interpretative paradigms.  As such it cannot be limited to any explanation that has its basis in the logic of the pre-enlightened state.  To put it simply, the old ways of viewing the world no longer have any say in its interpretation.  The Buddha’s position is unique as he appears to be able to perceive the world from all directions at once.  In this multi-perceptual state of enlightened being, the use of language changes and becomes ever more precise.  This is despite the fact that language evolved to represent the unenlightened state of mind and physical being.  Although language is deficient in the ultimate sense, it can still be used to explain processes in a logical manner.  This explains why the Buddha’s system of mind-body explanation still attracts much interest from modern academics in the West – who tend to view the Buddha’s explanations as rational and reasonable, as opposed to religious or irrational (as in counter-logical mythology).  Even the 20th century Oxford scholar Evans-Wentz tends to view the Tibetan Guru Milarepa as something of a scientist who somehow manipulates the elements on the journey of self-discovery.  The fact of the matter is that the Buddha defines processes as existing (through experience), and then describes in considerable detail how these processes function and inter-relate with one another.  In this sense the Buddha makes a clean cognitive break with the primitive thinking associated with the Brahmanism of his day.  He saw that the mind appeared to operate the wrong way around when it had a thought of an imagined god or divine-creator, and then mistook this thought to be a real and concrete entity existing outside of the mind that created it.  The Buddha understood that thoughts in the mind were just simply ‘thoughts in the mind’, and that the only way a thought in the mind could become a fact in concrete reality is through the agency of human endeavour or activity in the physical world.  Simply imagining a pyramid does make the pyramid appear in the physical world.  After the conceiving state comes the hard-work of planning how to create the pyramid (through directed labour and technical design), in the physical environment.  For the Buddha, the social structure was the ordained Sangha and lay-followers, who put into practice his Vinaya Discipline, or ‘Moral Guidance’.  The Buddha, although reluctant to make steadfast laws, nevertheless did produce over 200 guidelines for monks and nuns, with lay-people following less rules.  Although he apparently gave permission for the Vinaya Discipline to be abandoned upon his death, his disciples decided to retain it for the benefit of future generations.

Even if the Vinaya Discipline had been abandoned, the important aspect of the teaching is the Dharma itself, with the Vinaya Discipline being a support.  The Buddha left society and rejected its religious teachings as being unprofitable and unable to bring peace and tranquillity to the human mind and body.  That which is unprofitable should be abandoned as useless and a waste of time.  This is because the Buddha’s science of the mind does not just seek verifiable facts from the inner and outer environments, but is designed to bring the end of suffering to all beings.  

Modern, Western science has its roots in ancient and classical Greek thought, but this is not to say that Greece developed in a cultural vacuum.  Far from it, Greeks such as Pythagoras was known to have been a vegetarian, and a believer in reincarnation.  He is also known to have visited India.  Alexandra the Great, with his conquering army, invaded North Africa and India, and came very close to invading China from his Greek colony in Bactria.  History with a bias toward the Eurocentric, has in the past, ascribed a unique or ‘exceptionalist’ gloss to the interpretation of events that may, or may not have happened.  As a consequence, it is Greece that has been given a privileged status as the founder of European culture premised upon the use of rationality and reason.  This is despite the fact that other types of far older European cultures existed before the rise of Greece.  These pre-Greek (or ‘non-Greek) peoples were not distinguished by the Greeks from one another, but collectively referred to as ‘Keltos’, a term that has come into modern language as ‘Celt’, and which is used to refer to a type of indigenous European culture the members of whom speak variants of a language known as ‘Gaelic’.   Greek thought represents a type of thinking (or use of the mind), that was not widespread or typical across Europe.  Given that every effect has a cause, it is illogical to assume that the Greek use of the mind to generate knowledge suddenly materialised as if out of nothing.  Greek thinking, although great and inspiring in and of itself, must have had an influence from elsewhere, and I would very much suspect a Buddhist input.  The Buddha managed to ‘objectify’ what he was inwardly and outwardly perceiving.  Although he travelled into the mind, he did not allow the Hindu subjectivism of his upbringing to cloud or obscure his view.  He could have easily, for instance, looked into his mind and found an atma and declared that the entire caste system that privileged both himself and a minority of others in his society was correct, and the only possible way of viewing the world – but he did not do this.  He remained objective whilst looking within.  Greek thought seems to have appropriated the Buddha’s methodology of dispassionately viewing phenomena.  Whereas the Buddha was perfectly content to allow the use of the mind to analyse its own interaction with physical matter, Greek thought (and its later Western scientific manifestation), chose to exclude the mind as an obvious discriminating agency, due to the danger of personal viewpoints and cultural biases interfering with the attainment of objective results.  What is peculiar about this, is that even when the mind as ‘subjectivity’ is apparently excluded from the process of observing phenomena, the mind is still being used, albeit in a ‘detached’ sense.  The rhetoric of Western science, in its quest for objectivity and correctness, has often presented experimentation as somehow involving a very high degree of planning using the mind, whilst simultaneously denying that the mind either exists, or has been of any use in the process of objective knowledge gathering.  The Buddha’s position is unique, as he gathered objective facts whilst using the mind, without pursuing a path that has to deny the presence or use of the mind.   It may well transpire that the Buddha invented the logical use of the mind that the Greeks made famous, and which became the basis for Western, scientific thought – albeit in altered form.  Although I will not belabour the point of the Buddha’s obvious use of reason and logic by quoting sutra after sutra, I will advise the reader to familiarise his or herself with the Four Noble Truths as a starting point, and then move onward to various others.  It is best to ignore bourgeois commentators who try to import theistic religious tendencies into the Buddha’s words, and focus instead on good and clear English translations of Pali or Sanskrit Buddhist texts.  The Buddha’s teaching in its method of attaining realisation, borrows from Yoga and Hindu thought, but radically alters the meaning of otherwise familiar terms and explanations.  Nothing is as it should be when Buddhism is encountered for the first time.  The Buddha’s enlightenment quite literally alters the fabric and interpretation of reality, and nothing is left the same.  Simply encountering the words of the Buddha – even thousands of years after they were uttered – imparts to the enquirer an entirely new way of organising one’s thoughts in the mind, and of interpreting world.  This is nothing short than a revolution of mind and body – the likes of which would not be seen in the world until the 19th century, and the writings on Scientific Social that emerged from Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, both of whom knew about Buddhism through Marx’s friend Karl Koppen.  Karl Koppen is famous for being one of the first European academic authorities on the history and understanding of Early Buddhism, and Tibetan Buddhism.  It is also known that Koppen supplied Marx with books explaining Buddhist philosophy and it is an interesting speculation whether the philosophy of the Buddha influence the progressive thinking of Marx and Engels particularly with regard to saving humanity through revolution.  In the Buddha’s teaching, the old has to give way to the new, and this is exactly what we see in the works of Marx and Engels, but you do not have to be a Marxist to benefit from the scientific thinking of the Buddha.  It could well be the case that the Western mind is still attempting to work out what the Buddha meant, and the full implications of his scientific understanding.  In this sense, the enlightenment of the Buddha is an ongoing project for the common welfare of humanity.  
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An Informal Discussion on the Practice of Huatou in Our Lineage

By Rev. Yao Xin Shakya (ICBI)
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My Buddha is better than yours! My practice beats yours!  No way your silly thing rides you to enlightenment before me... and we could go on and on. Of course, we never hear that per se. But that is what we can ‘read’ between the lines sometimes, both in others that we may interact with... and in us, let’s be honest.  There is a natural tendency in each of us to think that our choices and references are better than the ones that people around us assume.  That is a crucial part of our practice: doubting. Not staying on any position or thought. But it is easy to say, not so easy to do... how to do that anyway?

Well, the great chance for a teacher are his student’s questions.  Each question demands to deeply search and expound, to adapt an answer to his student’s needs and capacities. And I had a teacher who, through his questions, obliged me to go deeper and deeper in my own relation to our main practice: reflecting on the Huatou to shed light on the Mind Ground. That student was a serious practitioner of a Japanese School of Buddhism for 20 years. During these two decades he practiced and, above all, studied. In this school of Nichiren Buddhism he meet tremendous people, and especially an old and compassionate teacher.  When his teacher had to come back to Japan, he left the school and continued practicing and studying for years on his own.

One day he came to know my own teachings and come to see me because he knew that Master Hsu Yun and his followers were, generally, sincere Buddhists who praised the Lotus Sutra. He also had in mind that Hsu Yun himself actually studied Huatou Meditation with a Tiantai master.  He then asked me to teach him our “Tiantai Chan Meditation style”.  “What a soup” I thought, he seemed to blend everything.  He was sincere and dedicated to his practice but he had one big problem. He was a real connoisseur of Japanese Buddhism, knowing all his schools, teachings and practices and he tried to paste his understanding of Japanese Buddhism onto Chinese Buddhism.

And we could say they have lots in common, but they grew totally differently. Lots of Japanese schools existed previously in China but almost none was identified as a separate school per se. Take Pure Land tradition, in Japan it exists as a different school (we could say schools because of different splits), in China it is a feature of almost all Lineages and Schools (note that these years some are trying to create a distinctively Pure Land school based on Japanese Models).  In his mind, we had a common ancestry, the historical Buddha of course, but more importantly in his eyes: Tiantai Buddhism. Tiantai Buddhism is the first True form of Chinese Buddhism, putting together the core of Mahayana principles of philosophy based on the Prajna, Nirvana and Lotus Scriptures; giving a skeleton to meditation practices based on the traditional Samatha-Vipassana understood as Zhi-Guan/Stopping and Seeing; and becoming a symbol of Chinese Mahayana itself. And Chan Buddhism, which is different from Tiantai Buddhism per se, can be seen as a direct path of Mahayana Buddhism taking its roots in Tiantai Buddhism as the core of Chinese Mahayana Buddhism.  So he wanted his practice to come closer to Chih-i and his Zhi-Guan thing (Jap. Shikan). Thus, I introduced him to the practice of repeating the name of Amitabha, as I would with every student. Oh my, what did I do? He recited with the utmost sincerity, and almost rage, the sayings of Nichiren against Pure Land schools of his time. Giving me more and more evidences showing that one must certainly not repeat Amitabha’s name he noted that I wasn’t paying attention to him for a few seconds; ‘Did you understand?’ he asked. And yes, I was understanding that it would take time. Time to make him realize that all Buddhas share the same nature. Time to realize that the Buddha gave to his disciples 84.000 skilful means to enlightenment and that repeating Buddhas names was one of them. It would take time for him to understand how different Chinese Buddhist monasteries are than Japanese ones. In a Chinese Chan monastery, you can find monks of Pure Land or Tiantai or any school of Chan. The Abbot himself may be a master from a different Lineage…  Time to break all the barriers that he built by his years of sincere, yet sectarian, study (or “reading with one eye only” as one of my old teachers used to say).

But nevertheless, through the years of relation and common practice we had, he is a student that helped me understand more profoundly how deeply linked to Tiantai Buddhism the teachings of master Hsu Yun on the practice of Huatou are.  All his questions helped me to go back to one thing. The importance of Seeing our Own Nature as stated by the 6th Patriarch of Zen, master Hui Neng, is the same thing as Seeing the Empty Mind Ground through the barrier of Huatou. Master Chih-i used to talk about Cessation to relate to the ending of normal thought and the entering into real concentration where one is able to look deeply into things without getting attached to things.  But more importantly, master Hsu Yun added his own flavour to Huatou.  It is often said that they are now mostly two active schools of Chan Buddhism active in China, Linji (Jap. Rinzai) and Cao Dong (Jap. Soto) (forgetting that Master Hsu Yun re-established both Guiyang and Yunmen Lineages). One generally assumes, from the Japanese context, that Linji Chan is all about gongans (Jap. koans) and that Cao Dong Chan is all about Mo Chao (silent illumination).  Well, Yes and No. Most monks in these schools practice Huatou, and as I said different lineages may be found at a single monastery under the same abbot and master. So this grid isn’t a good one.  To teach my student I used to talk about Dahui’s use of Huatou, which is very near the use of the great teacher of the 17th, Hanshan Dequing.  Hanshan was a life model for master Hsu Yun, he rebuilt temples and spoke from the Heart of his practice, outside a specific school or lineage. In Dahui and Hanshan teachings, the Huatou is nothing more than another skilful means that Chan people use because they need “one poison to cast-out all poisons (of thought)”- a skilful means for the Direct and sudden practice that Chan is. But the purpose was only to realize one’s Mind Ground, once the True Nature is realised there is no need to cultivate the skilful means anymore. It is very similar to the raft to the other shore that Shakyamuni Buddha used himself several times. That is totally in line with the old masters view that one must first realize his own mind, and only then cultivate (sudden enlightenment, gradual practice).

But master Hsu Yun shared the Huatou practice as he received it from his Tiantai teacher, old master Yung Ching. Also, master Hsu Yun wanted to root his practice on the practice of reciting Amitabha’s name, as this simple practice could be done by everyone, and that he was a friend and admirer of Pure Land master Yin Kuang and shared his understanding. Master Hsu Yun, taking care of the students of this Dharma Ending age, prepared us a practice that embodied the different key aspects of Chinese Chan Buddhism in a very direct and simple way.  It is important to practice discipline and acquire concentration in order to look deeply in us to let our True Nature shine through the veils of ignorance, these are the tenets of Tiantai Buddhism and are the basis of Chan Buddhism. He deeply advocated to respect Amitabha and his Pure Land that could be viewed as our Own Nature, integrating thus the Pure Land view BUT he was very careful for the silly students of this ending dharma age. Master Hsu Yun never gave as advice the fact of stopping the practice of Huatou after seeing the Mind ground.  And that can seem to be nothing but it is a huge gift. You see, some Zen schools have the view, at least today's poor practitioners, that once the True Nature is seen … that is it, nothing is to be done anymore.  But master Hsu Yun gave us the advice to just keep ‘maintaining the Huatou’. Once the Huatou is drilled to its bottom…  Well, just continue this simple practice. It is as simple as that.  With the acknowledgment of this constant attention and practice, master Hsu Yun keeps us from stopping at any point thinking that “the job is done” and allows us to go deeper into our Chan, our realization and manifestation of our Nature. He also didn’t try to represent only one Chan school, all his life he acted as a testimony that our acts could be the embodiment of the Heart of the Five Schools of Chan. And which school of Chan you are in doesn’t really matter when one practices Chan/Zen with an utmost effort and sincerity.  Chan is a trap you see, a master can show you the path, as a friend on the way which is ahead of you on a mountain track. But once he gave you the method, you are the only one who can walk on the same path.  Once the Huatou is given, no one can walk the path of “generating and keeping the Great Doubt” in your place.  Simply continuing our practice with determination and compassion, we wave the Vajra-Sword of Huatou until the True Mind of every being shines in every place.

Like that student I had, we all wave our views, likes and dislikes all day. May we simply wave the Vajra-Sword of Huatou, turn the light on the Mind ground and humbly continue on the mountainous path to Enlightenment.
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Who we are?  How do we behave? Who we think we are arises from the idea we make of ourselves, a rational idea, an image.  What we really are, instead, needs to be searched for and then found outside of this ideology. What we think we know and how we think we can execute it, is often locked into mental structures and conditionings that obstruct the sight of our overall reality, and of our relationship between ourselves and the world and therefore does not allow for completely free decision making.
Living and acting with such a restrictive mental routine is limiting and inevitably stressful, and we often feel tired and exhausted - both mentally and physically.  In place of well-being we experience monotony, numbness and discomfort. This condition many of us experience in our daily lives, is even more evident and painful in times of crisis such as illness, separation, mourning, job loss and workplace bullying.

Many people actually try to motivate themselves to feel better, but willpower, motivation, determination and discipline, cannot, by themselves, change something that is not visible, since our way of acting is often reduced to a network of reactions based on a core set of unseen habits, fears and beliefs.

In reality, no one willingly has the desire to hurt themselves purposely. In reality, we are hardly aware of our behavior and of our actions, since both originate from a structure which, incidentally, gets stronger the more we try to get rid of it ourselves. This could be called a "reactive mind". Seeing ourselves clearly is very difficult, because we are, at the same time, players and spectators of our own life.

It therefore becomes evident that all of our abilities and skills become futile if we don't have the presence of mind and clarity of perception to be able to remain without fear, embarrassment and uncertainty in whatever happens.  It is then necessary to find a tool to cultivate awareness, sharpen personality and strengthen self-control.

How many times have we asked ourselves these questions?  

Why do some people irritate us so easily? 

Why do we stall in making even simplest of decisions? 

Why do we postpone things that would require only a few minutes of our time? 

Why is it so hard for us to impose any kind of  discipline upon ourselves? 

Why do we often feel insecure? 

Why do we feel emotionally tried, when the event that awaits us isn't even important? 

Why is it that when we know we should be respected, it's only after the event, that we realise what we should have said at the time?

Why is it so hard to say "no"?

Why do we focus more easily on negative thoughts? 

Why do we get to the point of thinking we are emotionally frail? 

Why do we tend to be lazy? 

Why do we not apply ourselves harder, knowing that we have this infinite potential?

Why is it so difficult to change bad habits?

Why do we get discouraged so easily? 

Why are we so confrontational and aggressive?

Why do we often feel nervous? 

Why can't we manage our time?

Why do we feel overwhelmed or oppressed by our commitments and unable to manage them?

And during a crisis, how more demanding and pressing do these questions become?  The only opportunity for those who wish to restore enthusiasm and vitality to their existence and turn a crisis into a final change, is to confront themselves and take on a spiritual journey.

That is why the combined practice of Ch'an and Gong Fu, as an unconventional approach, focused on experience, can be used to enhance a single skill or a group of skills, through a training program that utilizes the body's experience as knowledge, to be transferred to the mind.  With specific work, based on the recovery of somatic intelligence and sensory awakening, there is a progressive increase of movements, fluency and relaxation, essential conditions to enjoy the tranquillity generated by feeling good in your own body.

This combined practice of Ch’an and Gong Fu leads to attain the knowledge of effective techniques to observe and know your true self, in order to make evident your automatic reactions, and finally develop the capacity to emerge, from self-imposed constraints and impulses, in favour of discretion-oriented behaviours.  This path moreover allows one to acquire the tools to access to the deeper resources of the mind and to achieve the attention and the emotional stability essential to handle any situation without being overwhelmed.  

All this entails, along with the attenuation of excessive brain activity (unpleasant "background noise" which disturbs the person’s homeostasis), the awakening of intuitive faculties and the decrease of the gap between thoughts and action, the latter no more a desire to repeat, but, finally, a justifiable and extraordinary calm response, resulting in the reduction of stress and of its harmful consequences on well-being.  

To achieve these goals, leads to the reassuring peace of mind, of knowing what we are and what is happening to us, at any given time, thanks to a trustworthy and peaceful mind, which gravitates towards being one with reality.

The combined practice of Ch'an seated meditation, together with Gong Fu, is then shown to be a unique path to becoming aware of ones own abilities and potentials. Rediscover and express clouded judgements making way for creativity and natural talents, increasing the body's awareness, in position of the space (presence), to achieve the emotional strength  that comes from self-confidence, within oneself.  This combined practice, moreover, is suggested to fine decision-making skills and improve communication skills, gaining confidence in dealing with others, learning with confidence, how to deal with other people’s offenses, provocations and prevarications, without triggering aggressive reactions or even worse, violence, and to  improve ones self-control in psychologically destabilizing situations.

Ultimately, ending by reaching the peak of your courage, strengthening resilience, promoting the ability to maintain concentration, fostering  resistance to mental stress and accepting life's challenges with enthusiasm and a peaceful resolution.  Always trust your mind.  If you cultivate it through perception and movement, you can infinitely rely on it.
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Zen is freedom.  Freedom is an amorphous concept that is necessarily interpreted from many different perspectives.  Whereas freedom is confusing – Zen is not.  Whereas freedom is sought and fought for, and is rarely recognised as being present – Zen is here and now.  Whereas freedom is hard to acquire – Zen is not.  Freedom involves the intersection of many concepts, whilst Zen cuts-through all confusion, and yet the mind that chases after sensations, and justifies this habit with sophisticated justifications, freedom appears easier than Zen.  This is because this type of ‘freedom’ is not free of attachment and the world is perceived upside down and the wrong way around.  This is the inverted mind that the Buddha defined as deluded and suffering inducing.  What is viewed as freedom in the deluded state is nothing other than the accommodation of the prison walls of attachments and false views.  In this state, true freedom such as that represented by Zen, is mistakenly viewed as imprisonment.  The deluded are happy in the prison cells of their mind, and pour scorn on those Zen practitioners who are free of delusion.  Whereas the Zen practitioner is free of all duality and self-imposed limitations, the deluded sentient being makes a virtue of constantly running through the maze of conditioned patterns of repetitive (and painful) behaviours, responses, reactions, and interpretations.  

To understand what modern Japanese Zen has to offer the average Western practitioner, firstly its cultural context within Japanese society must be understood.  Ironically, and not without a touch of Zen humour – the phenomenon of ‘Zen’ did not come out of thin air, or manifest within Japanese society as if from nothing!  Like everything else in society, Zen Buddhism has a discernible history of cause and effect in the physical world.  It offers a type of meditative development that is thought to have developed in ancient India through the spoken teachings of the historical Buddha.  A survey of the thousands of Buddhist sutras (which represent a written record of his spoken teachings compiled decades after his passing), reveals an intricate matrix of mind-body development – with the mind taking precedence over the body as the key area (or pathway) for channelling developmental effort.  The body is not discarded as such, but it is subjected to discipline so that its natural urges (such as the desire for food, pleasure, and excitement, etc), are firmly controlled and eventually quelled.  This removes the natural desire-based urges of the body from drawing the attention of the mind away from a contemplation of its own essence.  The quelling of the bodily desires is the main purpose of the Vinaya Discipline, and is a process repeatedly referred to throughout the sutras.  However, it is also true that the Buddha gave precedence to the Dharma-teachings contained within the sutras themselves, and that the Dharma-teachings serve as the earliest premise of his method.  It was only later that the Vinaya Discipline was developed to resolve disputes that had arisen within the Ordained Sangha about what was, and was not considered appropriate behaviour for a Buddhist monastic.  Although these hundreds of rules are strict and designed to empower the Buddhist monastic to keep from the temptations of the world (thus ensuring a moral purity worthy of reverence and respect from the laity), nevertheless, the Buddha is reported as stating that the Ordained Sangha could abandon the Vinaya Discipline after his death, if they thought it appropriate to do so.  The monastic authorities at the time chose to retain this discipline, and it is this decision that has primarily influenced the many Buddhist traditions in the world, with one or two notable exceptions.  It has to be pointed-out that even the lay precepts voluntarily followed by householder Buddhist practitioners are based entirely upon the Vinaya Discipline.  Even the various versions of the Bodhisattva Vows appear to be based in essence on the spirit of the Vinaya Discipline, and yet in the background of it all, there still exists the Buddha’s injunction that the Vinaya Discipline can be abandoned if it were thought necessary to do so, and the understanding that the Dharma-teachings (i.e. Sutta-Pitaka) take precedence over the other two categories of teaching – the Abbhidharma-Pitaka (developed much later by monkish authority) and the Vinaya-Pitaka.  

Indian Buddhism was transmitted to China through a slow process of physical migration and cultural assimilation.  As Buddhism was viewed very much as a ‘foreign’ (and primarily unwanted and unneeded) religion in China, its Indian and Chinese practitioners were often subjected to intense official scrutiny to see if their behaviour deviated from the cultural norms and standards expected of a highly civilised Confucian state-system.  As this was the case, the Vinaya morality of Buddhism was emphasised as a means to maintain social peace and harmony within a feudal society.  Monastic Buddhists were expected to follow the Vinaya Discipline to the letter, or face being stripped of their ordained status (and in cases involving gross misconduct – execution was not unknown), whilst lay-Buddhists in China were expected to behave in a manner that did not involve any forms of immorality outside of normal lay-life.  At all costs there was to be no Buddhist inspired uprisings or rebellions, as such an occurrence was interpreted as originating outside of China, and initiated by foreign powers that were using Buddhism as a means to infiltrate and destabilise the Chinese Confucian State.  These cultural considerations of moral purity (that were inherited from the Confucian notion of retaining law and order within Chinese society), ensured that within China the moral teachings associated with the Vinaya Discipline became prominent and standard for the practice of Chinese Buddhism.  This even included imperial edicts that banned the eating of meat by Buddhists, and the keeping of a strict vegetarian diet in China.  Therefore all forms of Buddhism within China were imbued with a heavy emphasis upon controlling its practitioners through the official enforcing of Buddhist morality to a degree that might be viewed as excessive from a more moderate Buddhist scholarly position.  However, what this emphasis upon good behaviour demonstrates is that Indian Buddhism successfully managed to integrate into a Confucian society that very much viewed itself as ‘perfect’ and beyond any need for outside interference or influence.  In this regard, the spread of Indian Buddhism to China was highly successful and the distinctly ‘Chinese’ Buddhism that developed, was a unique contribution to world culture.  Chinese Buddhism is in effect Indian Buddhism integrated with Confucian thought, and Daoist influence.  

Chinese Ch’an Buddhism spread to Japan around the time of the 13th century.  At its arrival in Japan, and for hundreds of years afterwards, the Chinese emphasis upon Buddhist monastics following a strict Vinaya Discipline was respected and upheld by Japanese Zen Buddhists.  In part, this was because the Japanese State practiced a variant of the Confucian ideal, and was happy to accommodate a Chinese version of an ancient Indian teaching, providing social order was not upset or compromised.  Between the 13th century and the 19th centuries, the Japanese authorities had a great respect for Chinese Buddhist culture, and Japanese practitioners of Zen modelled their behaviour upon the Chinese Ch’an interpretation.  However, within the Japanese Buddhist tradition (and before the establishing as Ch’an as Zen in Japan), the Jodo Shinshu Sect (a Pureland School) became prominent.  This school was founded by the Japanese practitioner named Shinran.  He knew about the Vinaya Discipline – but took the position that following the rules of this teaching was pointless if it became a matter of ‘attachment’ to morality.  Shinran, therefore, married and raised a family.  For hundreds of years after, the Jodo Shinshu Sect in Japan was the only school that allowed its ‘monastics’ to get married and not necessarily follow the Vinaya Discipline.  Following the Meiji Restoration of 1868, the Jodo Shinshu approach to morality became widespread throughout Japanese Buddhism – including the Zen Schools.  Although many Zen monks and nuns continued as before and followed the Vinaya Discipline at the time, many others switched to living what was effectively a lay-life whilst occupying the official position of a Buddhist monk or nun.  Within the Zen teaching, the act of seated meditation had always been prominent, even if such a practice prior to 1868 had been believed to have been reliant upon a firm moral basis inherited from ancient India, and transmitted through China.  In this new era of what many Japanese thinkers interpreted as freedom and modernity, the behavioural moral basis of Buddhism was separated from the developmental practices associated with it.  In this climate of radical change, the Japanese Zen Schools began to emphasis the ‘act’ of mediation as being literally and symbolically ‘identical’ to the goal of complete enlightenment.  Therefore it no longer mattered as to the nature of the daily activity, just as long as the mind controlling the physical behaviours was permanently in a state of enlightenment.  The Buddha obviously thought that the imposition of a blanket Vinaya Disciple might be counter-productive for the spiritual development of his disciples, or he would not have advised those same disciples that they could abandon its practice if they so agreed.  On the other hand, even if it is agreed that the teachings in the sutras (i.e. Dharma) take precedence over those contained in the Vinaya, it is also true that many sutras (usually given in response to individual enquiries for guidance), contain instructions about a disciplined practice that should be applied as part of the answer.  It is clear from the observation of this unfolding process in the sutras that the Buddha taught the same Dharma in a number of different ways, to different people.  

The interesting point about the Japanese approach to modern Zen, is that although the abandoning of the observation of the Vinaya Discipline was the consequence of secular political developments in Japan, and not the result of pressure to reform from within Japanese Buddhism itself, nevertheless, when the Buddhist teachings are read in a certain light, there appears to be a doctrinal underpinning for its justification.  As the Buddha authorised the abandoning of the Vinaya Discipline in the sutras, the carrying-out of these instructions cannot be strictly ruled a heretical act, as similar interpretations regarding the ‘plastic’ nature of morality (and reality) are seen within the practices and instructions associated with the Tantric Buddhism of Tibet (as recorded in the life stories of the Mahasiddhis) and other in places and teachings.  In these Tantrayanic-type practices, the use of sexual union is depicted not as a breaking of the Buddhist moral code, but rather as its fulfilment.  This is because the truly enlightened being abides in a psycho-physical state of the permanent reconciliation of all duality.  In this state there is no delusion to keep from, and no means to keep from it.  Even within the morally conservative Chinese Ch’an tradition, there is a point of development in the student - beyond which the Ch’an master will not speak.  It is as if the Chinese Ch’an tradition ‘hints’ at the freedom expressed within the Tantric tradition, but dare not give voice to its reality because of the nature of social order in China.  As Ch’an Master Xu Yun (1840-1959), said on many occasions, when ordinary people are not yet enlightened, they must, and they should, apply and follow the Vinaya Discipline to remedy the situation.  What happens after enlightenment?  For Xu Yun he carried on as before – living the life of a simple Ch’an monk who followed the Vinaya Discipline – even though he presumably had no need to do so.  The Buddha did exactly the same.  When the Buddha was enlightened, he never re-engaged the ordinary ‘desire’ driven life of a lay-person because he no longer possessed a desire mechanism that would function in the world, in that vulgar manner.  From a strictly Buddhist doctrinal perspective, it is probably the case that the Buddha gave permission for already enlightened monks to abandon the Vinaya Discipline if they wanted to do so, as he would never have given any advice that would endanger their Dharmic development.  In any case, the sutras themselves already contained ample guidance regarding mental and physical discipline.  Another consideration is that the idea that the Buddha gave permission for the Vinaya Discipline to be abandoned might be a later edition to the Buddhist literature – the product of either intentional or unintentional altering of the meaning of texts, or perhaps mistranslations or copying errors, etc.  Modern academic research regarding the writing of the Buddhist sutras show that texts underwent numerous editing procedures that ‘shifted’ meaning to suit the various interpretations of the Dharma that were associated with the numerous Buddhist schools that developed after the death of the Buddha.  One obvious candidate for this process is the Buddha’s apparent misogyny and downplaying of the role of women – when in all other cases he thoroughly rejected the Brahmin attitudes of his day.  

Whatever the reasons or justifications for the abandonment of the Vinaya Discipline by the Japanese Zen tradition, the fact is that the deed has been done, and Japanese Zen exists today independent of the essentially ‘Indian’ Buddhist morality (which was subsequently ‘amplified’ in intensity and meaning through its association with the Confucian State of China).  Needless to say, this differs markedly with the ‘morality’ led and highly disciplined practice of contemporary Chinese Ch’an.  This difference between these two expressions of Indian Buddhism probably explains why Japanese Zen is popular in the West, whilst Chinese Ch’an is hardly known, or mistakenly thought of as an unpopular form of Japanese Zen.  Although methods differ, the objective is exactly the same.  For an essentially ‘Asian’, and therefore ‘foreign’ spiritual practice to be accepted in the modern (and secular West), in many ways it has to be detached from the cultural foundation of its past.  As the West is abandoning the Judeo-Christian dogma that has dominated its development for over the last one thousand years, science has taken the place of theology as the dominant narrative.  Western society has embraced logic and reason and relegated faith based theology to the realms of the periphery of society, or that of individual personal choice.  Of course, since the end of World War Two (and the defeat of imperial Japan by the Allies), Japan has also been forced to develop in a new socio-economic (and cultural) direction.  With the revolutions of the 20th century in mainland China, modernity and post-modernity have also emerged there as powerful driving forces, and yet within China, Buddhism is recognised by the State, and the status of ordained monks and nuns protected under the law.  This is a two-way process of protection whereby an ordained monk or nun in modern China is legally expected to uphold the Vinaya Discipline, or face legal action for failing to do so.  This importance of status for Buddhism in China stems from the early 1950’s, and Master Xu Yun’s interaction with the Chinese government.  It was Xu Yun who single-handedly rejected an appeal from a group of Chinese monks who had lived in Japan and abandoned the Vinaya Discipline.  On their return to China, they now had wives and children, drank wine and ate meat.  Their petition to the Chinese government stated that China as a nation was backward due to its reliance upon the Buddhist Vinaya Discipline, and that by contrast Japan as a nation was advanced because it had abandoned this essentially ‘foreign’ and ‘superstitious’ Indian tradition.  Master Xu Yun (who was over 110 years old at the time), rejected this assessment.  His view was that the Buddha was fully and completely enlightened, whilst these individual (and ‘corrupt’) monks were not.  He further stated that the Buddha prophesised that in the Dharma-ending age, his teaching will become distorted and abandoned as ignorance begins to hold sway over wisdom.  In China, Xu Yun explained, it has always been the tradition (inherited from the Buddha in India) for ordained monks and nuns to strictly follow a vegetarian diet and the Vinaya Discipline.  He was of the opinion that Japanese Buddhists can do as they please – that these returning Chinese monks had broken all of the Vinaya Discipline vows that they had taken in China (before going to Japan), and as such, should not be listened to in matters of policy regarding the Dharma and its practice.  This being the case, Xu Yun suggested that the following of the Vinaya Discipline by an ordained monk or nun should be made legally mandatory with legal ramifications if the vows are purposely abandoned or violated in anyway.  The Chinese government officials agreed with Xu Yun and eventually passed the relevant laws that still strictly govern the behaviour of monks and nuns in China today.  This means that it is illegal within Chinese Buddhism for a lay-person to refer to themselves as a ‘monk’ or ‘nun’ if they have not formally ordained, and for an ordained monk and nun to behave like a lay-person if they have already taken and dedicated themselves to following the Vinaya Discipline.  This explanation highlights the contemporary (and surface) differences between modern Chinese Ch’an, and Japanese Zen.  It is the description of a single root with two distinct branches – united but different.  Xu Yun’s decision in this matter stems from his good intention to save and preserve the Buddha-dharma for as long as possible within the auspices of Chinese culture, by emphasising discipline.  Japanese Zen, on the other hand, has travelled a very different path, one that sees ‘Zen’ preserved not only within Japanese culture, but due to its relaxing and abandoning of Indian morality, (a process that has enabled the essence of the teaching to spread far and wide outside of Japan) and into other cultures of the world.  

Japanese Zen has spread to the West - this is an undeniable fact – but what is it that has actually spread?  It can be described as a form of Buddhist liberalism that has abandoned the Indian religiosity of its past.  This fits well into the contemporary West, which has also abandoned the Judeo-Christian religiosity of its past, thus creating the cultural conditions for Western liberalism to positively encounter and integrate with Japanese liberalism on equal terms.  Of course, this process has not been a random one, and its success has been in large part, due to the reconstruction of a post-WWII Japan very much in America’s image.  Perhaps the defining paradox that enables Zen to travel as it does is the fact that Japanese Zen is both ‘Japanese’, and yet ‘not Japanese’ simultaneously – as if Schrodinger’s Cat is sat (and not sat) on a meditation cushion at the same time.  This ambiguous identity of Zen maybe juxtaposed with that of Ch’an – the latter of which is undoubtedly ‘Chinese’ in nature.  As the West loses its religious identity through a process of cultural evolution, Japanese Zen (which seems both scientific and illogical all at once), has arrived to fill-in the void that has been left with the demise of the Judeo-Christian tradition.  As nothing is simple with Zen, the void it fills-in is also the ‘void’ it creates.  In this situation (that mirrors Heisenberg), nothing is certain anymore and all is open to interpretation.  Japanese Zen enlightenment is freed from its Indian religious foundation – as if the superstructure has come loose (and independent of) its defining infrastructure.  In this reality of contingency (where nothing is certain), a monk is not a monk and a lay-person is not a lay-person – the identities merge and lose their distinctive edges.  When applying this blend of logic and non-logic, reality cannot be pinned-down or limited to a process of either-or definitions – as truth becomes all-embracing and non-definable.  This is exactly the same enlightenment found within Chinese Ch’an tradition – but one interpreted without the baggage of cultural history and identity.  Even within the literature that describes the enlightened state, there is precedent for this interpretation within the Chinese Ch’an texts.  As the West has its own infrastructure, it sees no need for any other.  This uncompromising attitude has made the cultural soil fertile in the Occident for the arrival of Japanese Zen from the East – which ironically sees no need for any form of concrete identity.  However, as the West has been busy separating the mind from the body in its academic development – that is the subject of psychology as distinct from physiology – Japanese Zen offers a highly focused and precise use of the mind that abandons any need to control the body.  This is not to say that the body is not disciplined in anyway, but that the moral imperative associated with the following of Indian precepts is simply not present by design.  If the Buddha’s message can be condensed into its essential teachings, it is that moral discipline (sila) creates the conditions for the development of a profound meditative practice (dhyana).  When dhyana (Jap: ‘Zen’) is firmly established, then this in turn creates the conditions for the development of an equally profound knowledge AND wisdom (prajna).  It is this profound wisdom which is the key to enlightenment, and no enlightenment can be said to exist if it is not present.  How, then, does the modern Zen system work?  It works through equating the ‘act’ of seated meditation with the state of profound enlightenment.  Seated meditation itself becomes the prime method of ‘moral discipline’ (sila), which quietens the mind (dhyana), and realises wisdom (prajna).  The act of Zen sitting achieves these things simultaneously and all at once.  The Buddha’s Vinaya Discipline becomes distilled into the posture, form, position, balance, concentration, motivation, and direction of the practitioner’s mind as he or she becomes focused upon the meditative method.  When this subtle and unique balance is achieved, the experience of time and space is radically altered and becomes universal – in other words, time and space cease to be just about the insignificant individual existence ‘here and now’, and becomes a universal ‘here and now’ that transcends all differences and simultaneously avoids the trap of reducing everything in existence to a dull and self-limiting ‘sameness’.  The modern Zen method can do this because the Buddha stated even in the earliest teachings that the state of nirvana is ‘non-conditioned’ or ‘unconditioned’, despite the fact that he advocated a very specific path toward its apparent attainment.  This fact implies that all beings are already enlightened, and that the Buddha’s method is simply one of removing the barriers of accrued delusion that obscure its direct and instantaneous realisation.  Zen becomes a highly focused means of ‘barrier removal’ and this can be done through the concentrated doorway of seated meditation.  More than this, however, but the behaviour of the Zen practitioner outside of the training hall becomes not dependent upon an externally enforced moral code, but rather upon the maintaining of a self-sustaining inner attitude of enlightenment in everyday activity.  This is the manifestation of the so-called ‘Zen Mind’, a state of being that supersedes (and integrates) all other expedient mind-sets.  If the mind is correct, then it is logically thought that all actions are a manifestation of this correctness, and by and large, Japanese culture accommodates this interpretation.  

This means that the modern Japanese Zen practice – with its emphasis upon seated meditation over a multifaceted approach to spiritual development – frees the Zen method to travel far and wide in an easily usable format within other cultures.  This has proven particularly successful outside of Japan both before and after WWII.  In fact, so popular has Japanese Zen become in the West, that historians have often fallen into the trap of conflating Japanese Zen with Chinese Ch’an – as if the former created the latter, and developed the erroneous academic habit of interpreting Chinese history through the Japanese perception of it.  This is because whereas modern Japanese Zen appears both ‘secular’ and ‘logical’ in its simplicity to the Western mind, Chinese Ch’an (with its insistence on preserving and following a ‘Confucianised’ version of Indian Buddhism) does not.  To the contemporary Western mind, Japanese Zen appears ‘universal’ in its teaching, whereas Chinese Ch’an simply appears ‘Chinese’ and is difficult to understand due to its unfamiliar and very different cultural presentation.   This is despite the fact that specifically anti-Japanese and anti-Chinese racism emanating from the USA (and other Western countries) was more or less of an equal intensity until the end of WWII.  Even in that unwholesome psychological and physical climate, Japanese Zen took root in the West in a manner completely unexperienced by Chinese Ch’an.  After WWII, Zen became ever more popular and more or less mainstreamed in the US due to that country’s Cold War policy of reconstructing a Capitalist Japan to serve as a bulwark between Communist China and American interests in the Pacific area.  Today, Japan has become a liberal democracy very much in accordance with the American model (albeit with Japanese characteristics), and part of this process has been the maintenance of an agitated political stance toward mainland China – the perceived enemy of the USA.  This has led to the resurgence of nationalism in Japan, and the wholesale importation of Japanese technology and cultural trends into the US.  Despite the fact that the US has hundreds of thousands of Chinese people living within its borders (with some of those families having been in the US for hundreds of years), there exists a general ‘anti-Chinese’ sentiment within mainstream US culture.  This has meant that Chinese cultural influence has been prevented from mainstreaming due to its rejection (as the enemy within) by the US political system.  Due to this sense of rejection, the indigenous Chinese population has had to exist in an insular manner, quietly practicing its culture side by side with many other ethnic groups, whilst simultaneously not daring to assert any overt influence beyond the borders of its own communities.  An ironic symptom of this reality is that with the opening-up of mainland China today, many Americans are able to travel to China to directly participate within and learn from Chinese culture – whilst simultaneously ignoring, or being completely unaware of the fact that Chinese culture exists all around them in their native America.  This American political policy of ‘pro-Japanese’ against ‘anti-Chinese’ has ensured that Japanese Zen has received implicit and explicit political support in the US for its assimilation into mainstream Western culture – despite protestations from various Christian groups.  Chinese Ch’an does exist in the USA amongst immigrant Chinese communities, and some non-Chinese Americans have discovered and engaged this as of yet untapped potential source, but by and large the US media perpetuates the false image that Chinese culture only exists in China – adding the further caveat that anything that comes out of China cannot be trusted.  Chinese culture that is hundreds of years old in the USA is simply written out of history, and the indigenous Chinese of the USA treated as if they do not exist.  This leaves the field open only to the preferred cultural influence of Japanese Zen – a teaching that emerged from a country that fought a vicious and racially motivated war against the USA only around 70 years ago (a war, incidentally, within which China was an alley of the US against Japan).  These facts may be juxtaposed with the reality that for hundreds of years, Chinese migrants into the USA have directly helped to build the infrastructure of the USA, and economically assisted its developed.  American born Chinese soldiers have also fought (and died) in the US military.  Of course, these observations are not designed to ignore the plight of Japanese-Americans (who were also born in the USA), who saw their families rounded-up and placed in US Concentration Camps during WWII (at a time when Hitler supporting German Americans were allowed to roam around the US exercising their democratic right to ‘freedom of speech’).  The point is that although Zen was known in the West prior to WWII, the negative treatment of Japanese people in the US, (and Japanese culture in general), was very different to that positive treatment manufactured by the US political system post-WWII.  

Japanese Zen has been allowed and encouraged to become an incredible vehicle for trans-cultural spiritual development.  It has even managed to enter the realms of psychology and be taken seriously as a genuine method of psychological development whereby the practitioner pursues a path of disciplined self-analysis which is periodically assessed by a qualified Zen teacher.  A steady genre of literature has developed within Western popular academia which purports to investigate the apparent connection between the Zen meditation cushion, and the psychologist’s couch.  Of course, the underlying reality is that both disciplines operate through the agency of the analysis of the mind, even though the Zen tradition is far older in its Indian origination.  With the separate moral imperative removed, the modern Japanese Zen tradition as it has materialised outside of Japan, is unencumbered by notions of concretised and preferable behaviour on the physical plane.  Like psychology, it now deals only with the human condition as it existentially manifests.  This like a doctor treating whatever symptoms the patients bring to him, with the efficacy of the treatments themselves not being dependent upon the moral behaviour of those who are ill.  In other words, science appears to work regardless of the presence or lack of any moral imperatives.  As moral systems are associated with religious beliefs, the strength of modern-day Japanese Zen Buddhism is that it is in reality also a trans-religious vehicle for self-cultivation that does not require a ‘belief’ in any outside agency to work.  This is exactly the point where modern Zen intersects with modern science.  Western practitioners who have moved beyond traditional organised religion, (and have been brought up in the West acculturated toward scientific reasoning), can turn to a Zen practice which offers all the allure of religion (without being religious), as well as the certainty of advanced or superior knowledge.  The wearing of robes, the shaving of heads, the undergoing of ordination rituals and assuming of Japanese names, of course, all mirror exactly the medieval rituals and practices associated with the Christian church and Christian monasteries.  What is important about this observation is that although this is true, it is also true that modern Japanese Zen Buddhism is not historically Christian, and therefore offers a transitory mechanism for secularised Westerners to both ‘throw off’ the old religion of Christianity, and to embrace a ‘mind-led’ method of self-development that seems to all intents and purposes to be scientific in nature.  Although all the physical aspects of religion are indulged in, the mind is free from the vehicle that conveys and facilitates its development.  This observation confirms the post-modern and contingent state of Zen Buddhism.  It has become a method of self-development that is also self-deleting. This statement can be viewed in a number of surprising ways.  The Buddha taught that any notions of a permanent self (in relation to matter and its ever changing processes), are not real.  Although Zen has thrown-off the Indian morality of early Buddhism, it certainly has not thrown-off the core of Buddhist philosophy.  Therefore to ‘delete’ any notions of the ‘self’ through Zen self-cultivation is exactly correct – but this principle is correct in another way.  The vehicle of modern Japanese Zen Buddhism creates and dissolves itself every single second.  For it to be effective as a vehicle that ‘frees’ everyone absolutely, then Zen cannot be a vehicle which permanently exists.  Although it is true that Zen certainly exists in Japan and has done so for hundreds of years, it is also true that the outer conventions known as ‘Zen’, are only to be perceived as a flickering light.  If Zen is viewed as anything but ‘empty’ of all ‘emptiness’, then it betrays itself and ceases to perform its liberating function.  
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By Gee Wyles (ICBI Correspondent)
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Title:
Chan Buddhism – A book in the Dimensions of Asian Spirituality Series – General Editor Henry Rosemont Jr.  
This series presents authoritative but otherwise concise and accessible works on all aspects of Asian spirituality and philosophy. 

Author: 
Peter D Hershock

Publisher: 
University of Hawai’i Press

‘Confucian spirituality and its answer to the problem of personal and cultural continuity and flourishing consists of wedding li and ren – a wedding of culturally regulated patterns of ritual conduct with authoritative character and benevolent intent.  A response to the breakdown of the world order linking the celestial, the human, and the natural, it is a tradition of human-focused spirituality for which creativity means the exemplary extension of historical precedent.’ (Page 41)

Peter D Hershock is the co-ordinator of the Asian Studies Development Program at the East-West Centre in Honolulu, Hawai’i, USA.  He has been a practicing Buddhist since 1982, studying under Korean-American Buddhist teacher Ji Kwang Dae Poep Sa Nim (the founder and Supreme Matriarch of the Yun Hwa Denomination of World Social Buddhism).  This master provided the Chinese calligraphy for the cover art (pictured above) which reads in English translation as ‘With Full Confidence and Devotion, Bowing before the Buddha.’  World Social Buddhism is not linked to any single Buddhist tradition, but instead develops a practice premised upon the integration of Theravada, Mahayana and Zen Buddhism – this is the philosophical background to Hershock’s 23 years of Buddhist practice experience prior to the publishing of this book in 2005.  The objective of this book is to present a logical and integrated narrative that combines the understanding of Buddhist history, philosophy and culture on the one hand, and on the other to offer an insightful guide to Buddhist practice.  This is unusual and highly original, as generally books written upon the subject of Buddhism are either 1) a no nonsense academic approach, and 2) written by Buddhist practitioners from many different perspectives.  Hershock successfully presents accurate facts about the history and development of Chinese Ch’an Buddhism in a concise and fully comprehensible format.  This creates an authoritative and engaging monologue that carefully leads the reader from basic principles to advanced understanding, and in so doing presents one of the most interesting and intriguing commentaries written about Ch’an Buddhism in the West:

‘In a Chinese context, the term “nature” (xing) stresses patterns of relationship, activity, and energy.  If our original nature is, indeed, buddha-nature; and if buddha-nature is, indeed, the ultimate meaning of independence or the practice of the Middle Path; then, our original nature consists of actively orienting relationships toward the meaningful resolution of suffering or trouble in the interdependence among all things.  Given this, there can be no situation in which we cannot express our own nature.’ (Page 101)

This book consists of seven superbly researched and well thought out chapters, the titles of which demonstrate the thread of logic that Hershock successfully weaves throughout his text:

1) The Buddhist Roots in China

2) Differences in India and Chinese Cultural Contexts

3) Early Developments in Chinese Buddhism

4) The Early History of the Chan Tradition

5) Exemplars of Chan, Homegrown Buddhas

6) Chan Practice as Philosophy and Spirituality

7) Chan now!  Why and for whom?

As a practice, Ch’an Buddhism offers a way through to the ‘root’ of existence regardless of the political, social or cultural nature of that existence and Hershock does not miss this important point – in fact he perceives it clearly.  Following the Ch’an method, whether it be the gong-an, the hua tou, or the enlightened dialogue, the obscuring surface constructs of the mind are dissolved and the fundamental empty essence becomes clear.  This is the achieving of an innate inner freedom that radically transforms the outer world, whilst remaining firmly within all the existential modes of existence.  Hershock cleverly presents all this understanding through a personal insight that breaths new light and clarity of vision into the history and practice of Chinese Ch’an Buddhism.      
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