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For Jan Seymour-Ford


Let me respectfully remind you: 
Life and death are of supreme importance. 
Time swiftly passes by and opportunity is lost. 
Each of us should strive to awaken… awaken! 
Take heed!

Do not squander your life.
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Introduction


I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.
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AS BEST ANYONE KNOWS, the first Zen master to teach in the West was the Japanese abbot Soyen Shaku. He was invited to speak at the 1893 World Parliament of Religions in Chicago. The roshi spoke little English, so his paper on causality, also known as karma, was translated by his young student D. T. Suzuki, and read by one of the parliament’s organizers. The paper received little attention from the press, but it did attract the notice of the writer and publisher Paul Carus.

Carus and the roshi became friends, and through that friendship some five years later the Zen master would return to the United States and spend nine months based in California. While there, he taught the basic practices of Zen to several people; among them was Ida Evelyn Russell, the first Westerner of European descent I can ascertain to have taken on koan introspection practice. In the little more than a hundred years that have passed since Soyen Shaku’s visits laid those first seeds into our rich Western loam, Zen has taken root, perhaps tentatively and no doubt a little shallowly but also indisputably.

For me there is no tentativeness; the tendrils of this way have wound round and into my being and made me the person I am. What I write in the following pages represents the fruit of my Zen life. This is not an autobiography or memoir, but rather a deeply personal description of Zen teachings and central practices as best I understand them and as best I can present them. Most of all it is written for those who yearn for a way into genuine depth, for a map through the wastelands of the human heart and mind to our true home.

SADLY THE DHARMA IN THE WEST has divided along ethnic lines. Over the years communities of Asian immigrants have established themselves in the West, and while some of these Buddhist communities exist within an ethnic bubble, many do not. Among the most Western Buddhist communities primarily serving people of East Asian descent, I think immediately of the Buddhist Churches of America. The BCA has brought and adapted Pure Land Buddhism, creating a fascinating spiritual institution that can only be described as one of the predominant expressions of our emerging Western Dharma.

And this fact has frequently been missed. The majority of ethnic European descent converts have joined communities that are majority European descent, following trajectories ignorant of the evolution of Western Dharma within those communities established by Asian immigrants. I’m sure there are good reasons as well as bad for this, but I also believe this divide has been a wound in the Dharma come West.

And these divides continue.

Except for some intensely evangelical Lotus Sutra groups, which have long had African-American membership, Americans of African descent are only now beginning to come to the Dharma in measurable numbers. The same has been true for people of Latino and Native American descent. We’re just beginning to see a broadening of the attraction to the Dharma in the West.

My main point in raising all this, however, is that it would be a serious mistake to speak of these communities of European descent only as “Western Buddhism.” I think the next generations coming along are more sensitive to these divides and, I think, more open to closing them. What I am seeing, is that whatever is coming as Western Buddhism is rich and getting richer.

As for me, I trained within the European descent bubble, although even there it is impossible to not be affected by, nor terribly grateful for, the influences of East Asian teachers and practitioners who brought the Dharma to us. My teacher’s teachers were almost all immigrants from Japan or Japanese nationals who visited and were visited. How can I not have been touched? And as I eat with chopsticks several times a month, depending on what I’m eating, I see the cultural influences of the Buddha’s many host cultures, meeting and challenging and melting and recreating, as well.

Today the great mix of American culture, particularly on the Western coast, is increasingly pan-Pacific. As I hope I’ve adequately said, I’ve been deeply touched by this. When I think of the African American, Native American and Latino cultural and spiritual perspective entering the conversation, I’m enormously excited, feeling I’m witnessing something very rich happening. Although the contours of what is forming are still unclear.

HERE IN THIS BOOK, I need to acknowledge what I bring to the table: I was raised a fundamentalist Christian of a Californian variety. I embraced a rational and humanist stance in my late adolescence and not much later I found Buddhism as it was presented among the first generation of European descent converts. Whatever its flaws, this presentation was authentic and rich. I was a Zen monk for several years in my young adulthood. For a variety of reasons, some of which I’ll touch upon in this book, after that monastic experience I explored a variety of spiritual pathways, including visits with the Episcopal Church, the Gnostic traditions, and the Universalist Sufism taught by Hazrat Inayat Khan and Samuel Lewis and their heirs.

In my late thirties I settled down both physically and spiritually, finding the fullness of my life within Unitarian Universalism and Zen Buddhism. While this book is about Zen, my Zen is also informed by Unitarian Universalism and its institutions. I am a Zen priest, but I am also a UU minister and have spent twenty years serving in UU congregations. Accordingly, I think it important to offer a brief comment here on my perspective regarding Unitarian Universalism.

This emergent Western tradition is probably best called liberal religion. Western liberal religion has two hallmarks. One is a deep respect for reason and rationality. And the second is bringing a broadly humanist perspective to the matters of spirit, acknowledging that whatever else may be true of other worlds or realms, the work of religion is ultimately always here in this world. The great struggle for liberal religion is how best to manifest the broadest individual liberty while knowing that in the last analysis we exist only within relationships. This tradition and its struggles have proven a congenial home for many convert Western Buddhists—particularly, through its comprehensive and open religious education programming, Western Buddhists with children. Though historically rooted in Christianity, Unitarian Universalism is not exactly a form of Christianity. I think that it has, through an independent evolution, come to stand in a place roughly between Taoism and Confucianism.

All this acknowledged I believe my stance can be summarized in calling myself a liberal Zen Buddhist. Today I am the heir to these two great traditions, and more as well. But essentially this means my Zen Buddhism is Western, mostly of the European-descent variety, flavored by my Christian upbringing, touched by the mystical traditions of the West and Near East, and very much informed by the great gift of the Western rational tradition. I’ve thrown myself into the way body, heart, and mind. I’ve found myself broken open and found in that opening my fundamental connection to the whole world, how we in our lives truly, truly are one.

As a Westerner of the rational inheritance, as I try to understand what I’ve experienced, I’m informed by a working assumption that if something is said to happen in the phenomenal world, I think it can be and should be subject to testing; and accordingly, I am eternally grateful for philosophical parsimony, the sharpness of Occam’s Razor.

And at the same time I know a method is a method and not the goal of the questing heart. Not mixing these two things up has opened the way for me, and allowed me to reflect on this journey in ways that may be helpful to others who yearn for healing in this world of hurt.

The project of Zen and my engagement with it is about finding who I am, who we are as humans, and what is our true home. And that is what this book is about. Unitarian Universalism and Zen Buddhism have brought me close to the great matter. At first I felt they complemented each other’s weaknesses. Zen lacked institutions that made sense to me at the time, while Unitarian Universalism felt light on the spiritual side. Certainly, taken together I found a full life for myself. Today I cannot actually separate the two traditions; they have in a certain sense become one in my heart. There have been a number of consequences to this approach, of course, but on the whole still it has been a rich path to follow.

A great and useful gift I’ve found has been the ability we all share as human beings, to be able to step back a little, to place just enough distance between myself and my path, so that I am able to appreciate and sometimes appreciatively criticize this way that means so much to me, and which I think can mean so much for many people. Now, this is an important point. I did not find this gift by avoiding a full-hearted engagement with my path, but rather by using this very gift that we all have as human beings: that astonishing ability to watch ourselves. And, this is equally important; at the same time this way has invited me to let go of that distance at just the right moments.

I believe Zen is so important that it needs within it those who both love it passionately and also can see some of its flaws and shadows. As a human institution presenting a cluster of insights discovered by human beings, and offering a small package of disciplines also cultivated by human beings, of course it is flawed. The only questions are how flawed—and how helpful?

I threw myself into the Zen way to find out the most important things about who I am and what I might be, always looking at the path itself as well as my own heart and mind. What follows is what I have to offer: the results of that life and a description of the way for those who are similarly drawn to a rigorous investigation of the spiritual life, who are seeking nothing watered down, or attenuated. Just honesty. Only the real deal, only the truth—as best I have found it.
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Then the Divine answered Job out of the whirlwind, and said: “Who is this who despairs without knowledge? Pull yourself together. I have questions for you, and you must answer. Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? Tell me, if you understand. Who measured out the universe?—do you understand? Who gave it shape?—do you understand? Who set the foundation, who set down the cornerstone? When the morning stars sang together, and all the children of God shouted for joy, where were you?”
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The Answer, Sort of

I’VE BEEN WALKING THE ZEN WAY for the larger part of a lifetime. And along this way of terrible broken hearts and unspeakable joys, of learning what a fool I usually am, and of a wondrous beauty that pervades the entire world and invades the hearts of people—even people as difficult as me—I’ve learned a few things about this Zen way that may be worth sharing.

The first is that it is all oversold a bit. There is indeed such a thing as enlightenment, as awakening, absolutely; I’ve tasted awakening in small and large ways. But what enlightenment actually is isn’t quite as grand as the literature sometimes suggests. Or, rather, it is considerably subtler and more dynamic than we ever think. Actually, as one Zen teacher said, “Awakening isn’t what you think.” Quite simply, awakening (a term I generally prefer to enlightenment) is part and parcel of our human condition. It doesn’t take us outside of the natural realm to any other place—awakening is found within our lives, just as they are.

THERE IS A KOAN, a traditional Zen teaching story, that addresses this. This koan appears in the twelfth-century Chinese anthology the Wumenguan, the Gateless Gate, case 2:

THE MASTER BAIZHANG HUAIHAI gave a series of talks on the Dharma. Among those who attended was an old man who sat near the back of the hall. One day the old man lingered after the talk and the master approached him, asking, “Who are you?”

The old man replied, “Many eons ago I was the master of a Zen temple on this spot. One day a sincere student of the way asked me whether someone who had awakened was bound by the laws of cause and effect, or not. I replied ‘No, such a person is not tangled in the strands of causality.’ Ever since that time I’ve been reborn as a fox. Perhaps five hundred times now. I’m desperately hoping you can say that turning word and free me from this horrible fate.”

He then made formal bows before the master and asked the question. “Is someone who has experienced awakening bound by the laws of cause and effect, or not?”

The master replied, “Such a person is one with the laws of cause and effect.”

Hearing this, the old man responded, “Thank you, those words have liberated me. I am released from this fox body. I have just one more request. My body is around the other side of the mountain. Can you retrieve it and give it a monk’s burial?”

Baizhang agreed and when the spirit vanished he called the head monk and announced that after the noon meal there would be a funeral. This information passed like wildfire through the assembly. Everyone knew there was no one in the infirmary, so they were very curious. After the meal the monks made their way around the mountain, retrieved the fox’s body, returned to the monastery, and gave it a priest’s interment.

Later that evening the master told the assembly what had happened.

His student Huangbo stepped forward and asked, “Master, what if when asked about awakening and causality he had given the right answer? What then?”

Baizhang smiled and said, “Come here and I’ll tell you.”

Baizhang was a very small man, but his teacher’s stick was sitting in his lap, and the wise avoided his reach. Huangbo was said to be seven feet tall so as he walked up to his teacher he came within his very long arm’s reach while still well short of his teacher’s; Huangbo reached out and slapped the master.

Baizhang laughed and laughed, and said to the assembly, “I thought the founder of our way, Bodhidharma, the barbarian from the West, had a red beard. But right here with us is a red-bearded barbarian!”

FOR THOSE ENGAGED in the discipline of Zen koan introspection, this is a complicated case with several important points to investigate. For our purposes here, I want simply to draw your attention to how, in the story, the old master of that mountain had been tangled in the all-too-common idea that awakening/enlightenment somehow excuses us from life. It doesn’t.

The awakened person is one with the flow of cause and effect, is one with the play of life and death, is the same person who has longings and desires, who is hurt and who needs. With awakening we are in all respects the same people we’ve always been, woven out of the mess of genes and history, our stuff the stuff of the world. But with this truth we are awakened to the reality of our intimate connections. As we proceed here, what this actually means will be explored from a number of angles.

The grand language that one runs across within our Zen literature is appropriate because it points to a fundamental shift in human consciousness that does indeed liberate us from fear and shows us just how intimately connected we are with this whole great, lovely, and terrible matter that is life—and death.

It is about being real; not more real, not less.

Awake or not, or (as we actually usually live) now awake, now not; each step we take, each action we engage, each word that tumbles from our lips, and actually each thought that forms in our heads creates conditions that will engage with other conditions, and will have consequences. Everything is connected and everything has consequences.

As a practical matter this spiritual project is an invitation to discover who we really are. As such it is encountered, engaged and manifested entirely within our lives. As we open to this larger perspective we find a certain grace, and a whole new world of possibility.

Awakening does not particularly address the hurt of our childhoods nor does it fix our relationships with each other or the world. In fact I suggest that most of us who wish to embark on the spiritual quest would wisely also find competent psychological counseling. They can go together quite nicely.

Similarly, following the spiritual path doesn’t require going into a monastery—not that that is a bad thing for those so inclined. In fact for the right person it can be the wisest thing in the world. But the monastic way isn’t how most of us are going to live, and to think it necessary can be a bad mistake. Rather, I encourage everyone who walks the spiritual way to find a kind of work that is fulfilling and to pursue the proper preparation for being employed at doing it, whether that is going to welding school or getting a teacher’s certificate or, God help you, going to seminary as I did. Don’t put off your life. The spiritual, the worldly—it is all one thing.

Informed by our experience of awakening, we can more healthily engage those things. We can use the light that shines when we open our hearts and minds to discover our larger identity, to walk more carefully, more wisely on this sweet and suffering planet.




Earthquakes

THE FIRST HALF OF 2010 felt like the year of the earthquake. In January Haiti was absolutely devastated; in February there was another, even stronger quake in Chile, although fortunately less damaging; in March another tumbler in Taiwan; quickly followed by one more in Mexico; then in April, a pretty bad one on the Tibetan plateau. No doubt, such things can give one pause.

Among the responses to the devastation of these events was New Age guru Dr. Deepak Chopra sending a tweet to his followers, apologizing for starting the quake in Mexico through the force of his meditations. I assumed it was a joke—if one in pretty bad taste. But when asked for clarification, the good doctor didn’t plead an unfortunate sense of humor; instead he explained that he’d indeed been doing a powerful meditation at the time of the quake, though he did acknowledge that correlation isn’t necessarily causation.

As creepy as that might be, however, it pales when compared to fundamentalist Christian preacher Pat Robertson’s astonishing assertion that the horrendous Haitian earthquake was the result of Haiti’s founders having made a pact with the devil. “Blame the victim” is a venerable if reprehensible tradition explaining horrors, natural and otherwise.

Of course both these characters stand in a long line of people getting out in front of disasters and suggesting they know why they happened. The ones above are classic examples: one to claim unseen powers, another to blame the victim—though blaming victims is a way to claim power, as well. And these sorts of responses are about power—who has it, and who doesn’t.

And these are among the reasons I’m not overly enamored with religions.

Too often it’s just about power. No doubt natural disasters are very powerful things—and few are as mysterious and confusing and frightening as earthquakes. As a native Californian, I know—I’ve experienced many quakes. By and large, for most of my life, I didn’t really give them a lot of thought—until, that is, October 1989.

My wife Jan and I were living in Berkeley, California. On October 17, at 5:04 PM, I was at my internship site at the First Unitarian Church in San Jose, at the bottom of the Bay some forty-five miles from Berkeley. The whole thing remains vivid in my mind. I was standing in the front office, as was Lindi, our senior minister. Margie, our church’s administrator, was sitting at her desk. That’s when the earthquake struck. We were all native Californians so we ignored the first pitch. But with the second roll, as products of California’s public education system, Lindi and I each stepped into doorways while Margie went under her desk.

And that’s when I realized there was something they didn’t mention in those instructions at school. It was true I was in a relatively secure place should the building collapse—but I was also sharing that space with a door that wanted to fly back and forth. At 6.9 on the Richter scale and known later as the “pretty big one,” the Loma Prieta remains one of the largest recorded earthquakes in the lower forty-eight, and the most severe quake either Jan or I have ever experienced.

While I was in San Jose sharing space with that door, Jan was up in Berkeley in our apartment, ironing and listening to records. The room she was in, as were all our rooms in that small apartment, was filled with jerry-rigged bookshelves reaching from floor nearly to the ceiling on every wall. She felt one sharp jolt. A book fell off one shelf. As we were the building managers, Jan went outside to see if the earthquake valve—a mechanical device that turns the gas flowing into a building off at any severe jolt—had been thrown. It hadn’t, so she returned to her ironing. It would be an hour or so later when she turned on the radio before she learned why I wasn’t about to walk through the door.

Turns out that our neighborhood sat on a solid hunk of granite, and a big one at that. However, this wasn’t true for most of the rest of the Bay Area, which had experienced a hellish fifteen seconds. There were sixty-two deaths; nearly four thousand people were hurt; parts of several freeways—including one that I drove along pretty nearly every day—and a section of the Bay Bridge collapsed; eighteen thousand homes were damaged; and a total estimated six billion dollars were lost in those fifteen seconds. That’s power.

And Jan and I, like so many others, were left shaken to the core. I can’t quite describe the feeling after such an experience. The fragility of it all, and the tentativeness of life itself, seemed to seep into our pores, and grew slowly from the first exhilaration of having made it, to a bone-and-marrow knowing that the earth could move from under us at any time, and no place really was safe, no place. The next year when I was offered a call to serve a church in Wisconsin, despite being Californians who had never lived outside the boundaries of our native state, Jan and I were pretty happy to leave earthquake country.

And I’ve found I have a take-away from that experience: I find myself thinking a lot about how the lessons that stick tend to be the ones that catch me off guard, that knock me out of my safety zones. They can be big, and they can be small. These experiences, big and small, are all intimations of what we really are.

Paul Evans, who blogs as “Melville at the Custom-House” provides a nice example of what that small intimation might look like:




Panhandlers frequented most of the main streets in Clifton, the neighborhood in Cincinnati where I lived from 1990 until 1995. They were quite a nuisance, especially when they set up shop by ATMs and pay phones. I made it a point to never make eye contact or acknowledge them.

One night, a bearded street person in his mid-60s came up to me and actually clutched my sleeve. “Young man, do you have money for dinner?” They always needed it for a cup of coffee, or bus fare, or for a meal—never to buy booze. That was how cynical I was.

“No, I don’t,” I said, using a tone that telegraphed to him the matter was not open for discussion.

“Well, for God’s sake, get yourself something!” he said, stuffing a five-dollar bill in the breast pocket of my shirt. Before I could fully comprehend what had just happened, he disappeared in the other direction.







I queried Paul and he assured me the person was almost certainly indigent: his clothes needed cleaning, and so did he. I’ve been thinking about that, and the small earthquake for my new friend. And what it has meant for him in the days and weeks and years since.

I found myself thinking of that old Yiddish saying: “God is not nice. God is not your uncle. God is an earthquake.”

WE ALL CAN MAKE OURSELVES the center of the universe a bit too easily, and start seeing everything that is going on as being about us, about me. Like Dr. Chopra “causing” the earthquake. There is danger in this way of thinking. The truth is that in most of life, most of our lives, most of us are walk-ons, minor characters at best, with a single line to say.

But we can also, like my friend and that poor man who gave him five dollars, let the encounter open us up like a flower in bloom. It is at such moments—when I just open up, when my heart is thrown open in spite of myself—in which I discover the beginnings of meaning. Not meaning in the sense of an Aristotelian thread of argument, but meaning as something powerful and compelling, and for our human hearts maybe more important than the solution to a problem.

This sense of deep meaning is the sense that informs the Yiddish saying above: the earthquake upsets what we expect and gives us something else, something quite possibly devastating. I suggest this isn’t so much even about letting go, but about discovering there is nothing to hold on to, and nor has there ever been.

This is about being thrown into the chaos of it all, of being swept away.

IN THIS CONTEXT I’d like to hold up the Book of Job for your consideration. I’ve wrestled with that book for ages and have come back to its points on any number of occasions. I’ve found in that ancient book how, in the midst of suffering and longing and frustrated desire, in the midst of that deafening silence to our pleas and calls, we are in fact given a gift. It is a terrible gift, no doubt. The wounds we receive in our lives, the death of children, the ravages of disease, the hunger and want that haunt this world—in addition to the horror of their reality—that moment of confusion and uncertainty can also open our hearts to some fearful reality, some astonishing reality.

I’m not calling for a joyful embrace here; at least not exactly. One would be right in raging against the horror of such things as follow in the wake of these earthquakes. Indeed there is an almost endless litany of things in life that should offend us. But, in addition to weeping for the children, and doing our best to work to help the survivors—we can also look full on, and not turn away. And if we do, if we really do not turn away from those hurts, we find something.

We discover that who we are counts, however important or not we might be in the ordering of things. We discover that what we are as individuals is in fact holy. But, it is a terrible holiness. After all that happens to Job, after his great demand for justice, then, there, from out of the whirlwind—or, you can just as easily say from within the earthquake—he and we get the gift of a terrible presence and a roaring confrontation with all that is.

It is that which pulls out of Job his hymn, “I have spoken of the unspeakable and tried to grasp the infinite… I had heard of you with my ears; but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I will be quiet, comforted that I am dust.”

Comforted that I am dust. This passage has long haunted people. Some rage against it, saying all that Job is doing is wallowing in that dust, squeaking his submission to the great cosmic bully. But I suggest there is more here. That wise commentator on this whole great mess, Stephen Mitchell, in his modern spiritual classic, The Book of Job, tells us, “Job’s comfort at the end is in his mortality.”

So we need to be appalled at what has happened. We need to reach out a hand to those in need. We need to stop, to notice, and to discover in this terrible moment something about ourselves. It is, I suggest, the gateway to wisdom. And that is where we find meaning, purpose, and direction, which is also our work, perhaps the great work itself.

Out of the earthquakes of our lives, small and great—in the awe, in the silence that follows—notice.

Everything follows this noticing.




Every Day Is a Good Day


Yunmen taught, “I do not ask you about before the fifteenth of the month. Come, say something about after the fifteenth.” And then he responded for himself, “Every day is a good day.”
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ON AUGUST 6, 2005—among other things the sixtieth anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima—I was given inka shomei by my principal Zen teacher, John Tarrant. This the final formal authorization a teacher of Zen receives. Inka shomei is a Japanese phrase that roughly translates as “the legitimate seal of clearly furnished proof”—or, according to another teacher whom I greatly respect, “Show me the ink!” It is a public acknowledgment—to my mind less of accomplishment, and more of possibility—that I might actually be able to help people on the Zen way.

It is also conventional for someone who has been given inka to give a talk on a particular koan. Koan means, per Robert Aitken’s definition, “a presentation of the universal and the particular; a theme of Zen to be made clear.” And the particular koan that is traditionally addressed at this special time comes from a twelfth-century Chinese anthology called the Biyan Lu, in Japanese the Hekiganroku, and in English, the Blue Cliff Record: case 6, usually called “Every Day Is a Good Day.”

In a tradition not known for indulging in positive thinking—a tradition in fact known for rubbing our noses in what life actually presents, however difficult or unpleasant it might be—this can prove to be something of a difficult text. I didn’t give that talk at my inka ceremony, but rather gave it the next day at the First Unitarian Society of Newton, which I served at that time as Senior Minister; I chose to preach using Yunmen’s words as my text. Considering my life, it felt right that my first formal talk after receiving inka would be from the pulpit of the Unitarian Universalist congregation I was serving.

The text of the case appears in full as an epigraph to this chapter, and it is pretty simple. Here it is again:

Yunmen taught, “I do not ask you about before the fifteenth of the month. Come, say something about after the fifteenth.” And then he responded for himself, “Every day is a good day.”

This isn’t quite as esoteric as it might at first sound. In the ancient Chinese calendar the fifteenth of the month is the time of the full moon. And the full moon is one of the ancient symbols for awakening. So, the question Yunmen is asking may also be phrased, “I don’t ask about before your awakening, but rather I want you to speak out of your awakening.” Obviously there’s still some unpacking to do. Let’s start with context.

Yunmen Wenyan was one of the greatest of China’s Zen masters, living from the middle of the ninth century into the middle of the tenth. This was the time when the Tang dynasty collapsed into what is called the period of the Five Dynasties and the Ten States—a period of nearly continuous warfare and horrific social upheaval. Yunmen towered above this terrible time, a beacon of light within the darkness. An amazing figure, he occurs throughout the literature of Zen, appearing dozens of times in the great classic collections of anecdotes and sayings of the masters.

In our time Andy Ferguson has compiled his own magnificent collection of the sayings and doings of the first generations of Zen masters in his book Zen’s Chinese Heritage. There he records the story of Yunmen’s awakening, which I find directly relevant to any investigation of the assertion “Every day is a good day.” After years of diligent study under a variety of teachers, Yunmen went to see the master Muzhou Daoming. Muzhou was famously cranky, and would often shut the door of his hut as soon as he heard someone approach down the path. And, indeed, as Yunmen came to his hut, Muzhou closed his door.




Yunmen knocked on the door.

Muzhou said, “Who is it?”

Yunmen said, “It’s me.”

Muzhou said, “What do you want?” Yunmen said, “I’m not clear about my life. I’d like the master to give me some instruction.”

Muzhou then opened the door and, taking a look at Yunmen, closed it again. Yunmen knocked on the door in this manner three days in a row. On the third day when Muzhou opened the door, Yunmen stuck his foot in the doorway.

Muzhou grabbed Yunmen and yelled, “Speak! Speak!” When Yunmen began to speak, Muzhou gave him a shove and said, “Too late!”

Muzhou then slammed the door, catching and breaking Yunmen’s foot. At that moment, Yunmen experienced enlightenment.







He carried the mark of his enlightenment, his awakening, for the rest of his life—along with a foot that never quite healed. Frankly, I myself much prefer a certificate, and I thank my teacher that it is so nice. The question really, however, is was what Yunmen experienced worth the years of struggle, the burning pain of that encounter, and the lifetime limp that followed? What was it that led him to assert out of his awakening that every day is a good day?

I suggest his point isn’t prosaic; it’s more complicated than just saying yes to what is. In fact he’s taking us to a place we cannot go while clinging to ideas of high or low, good or ill. What is being pointed to all turns on the Zen teaching of awakening. So let’s hold that up for a moment. One Japanese word for the instant of awakening is kensho, which literally means “seeing into one’s nature.” Another word for this is satori, which derives from a verb meaning “to know.” Here we’re addressing a particular kind of religious or spiritual experience—not a philosophical assertion, as I need to underscore and underscore again. Yunmen points to an accessible insight into what it is we can know and how we can know it.

Everything here is about living, about breathing, about being. Zen asserts how reality as we can perceive it is two things simultaneously. On the one side is what I’d call the world of history, the world of things emergent. This is what we commonly sense and understand: I am here, you are there. Each and every thing exists in its own trajectory and you and I are definitely not the same. However, at the same time, simultaneously, in an offense to Aristotle and, perhaps, to common sense, Zen asserts how you and I and all the cosmos, every precious bit within that realm of history, of things emergent, share something in common.

From this angle on reality, you might say we all, you and I, have no top, no bottom. We appear in the world, quite real, but without finite edges. Turns out we are not complete and autonomous; rather we bleed out into the universe, into openness. Or perhaps it’s better to say we arise out of, are sustained by, and return to that openness, that boundlessness. A traditional Zen word for this aspect of what we are is “empty.” You might think of this empty as our family name. You and I, and flies and lice, and stars and planets, and heat and cold—those are our personal names. But we also all belong to the great Empty family.

In one Zen text, Hakuin’s Song of Zazen, we are told that our condition of drifting along cut off from our birthright, from our Empty family, is like “a child of a wealthy home wandering among the poor.” This is important. What we’re addressing isn’t a philosophical assertion. It is a spiritual assertion. It’s about, when all is said and done, who and what we are. It’s about our true heritage. And, happily, within the Zen way, this assertion comes with an invitation.

You and I can know this truth for ourselves as our own personal truth. Just like when we take a drink of water we know intimately and immediately whether it is cool or warm. So we can know the assertion that we are one even as we are many in some way that helps, genuinely helps. And, Yunmen asserts, there is something of joy and peace and possibility in this knowing. Although, I have to admit, it isn’t exactly a knowing; knowing, after all, belongs to the dualism of knowing and not knowing. And we’re going somewhere else.

I believe we can get a hint about that somewhere else through a look at Yunmen’s “good day.” This is not an assertion that denies the mess of life, that says that the nearly two hundred thousand lives lost directly and indirectly in the bombing of Hiroshima, for instance, didn’t happen, and wasn’t horrible. Nor is it an assertion about the awfulness, wars and terrors that are going on today.

Well, not exactly.

Yunmen, lame and living in the midst of war and famine, asks his community to address that time after awakening. And from that place he answers on our behalf that “every day is a good day.” Two points flow at this moment. One is practical if, for our purposes here, secondary: If we discover our true family name as the deepest truth about ourselves, then our actions in the world of personal names will become a little more skillful. But primarily, there is the first point: Why think you’re separate, alone, isolated if it isn’t true? How can you find out—for yourself, like taking that drink of water—that you are vastly greater than your imagining? How do you get there?

Well, there is actually right here. We find it, you and I, as we learn to open our hands rather than to hold too tightly, crushing the life out of things. We learn as we sit down, shut up, and pay attention. Or, in the gentler words of my friend, the Zen teacher Diane Rizzetto: stop, attend, listen. It’s that easy. No more difficult than falling off a log. Just for a moment, let go of your ideas about what is and let what is be. Forget Zen Buddhist. Forget Christian, or Jew or Muslim or Hindu. Forget like. Forget dislike.

Forget, just for a second, just for a single beat of the heart.

My goodness, at that moment, if you’re just a little lucky, your heart will break, the parties of your inner war will declare an armistice, and with Yunmen and all the ancestors of the Great Way your mouth will open and you will sing the truth of the heavens and the earth. It is the amazing grace that fills the world, and births hope in every moment.

That’s when we can stand with Job, covered in dust, take it all in, and declare with the fullness of our hearts the great truth.

Every day is a good day.

After which we can get up, dust ourselves off, and get on with the work that is calling—the many tasks, small and large, to which our hearts call us.




End of sample
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