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INTRODUCTION

Born from an academic curiosity, this book reflects on my journey that began in earnest as research on Zen Buddhism, which eventually evolved into a personal practice – experimenting and applying ideas to real life, while parenting a young daughter.

I quickly learnt that Zen is not teachable.

It is confusing.

It is wonderful.

My hope is that some of the ideas that surface here could be the stepping stone to your practice, just as some of the words from others have done for me. It was through Professor Roger Ames that I learnt of the philosophy of zoetology, which gave me the language to describe the foundation of thought that I had grown up with – understanding that we are creatures that are always ‘becoming’, existing through our relationships with everything around us. And with it came clarity as to how I might manage the dualisms in our world and how my Zen practice could grow.

In Zen, it is not only okay to contradict or disagree, it is necessary!

It is also terribly difficult because it is so simple.

If you stumble in the text, skip it.

If you challenge an idea, drill into it.

Return to them at different times and you might find different answers. I still do.

Like us, Zen isn’t still.

Yen Ooi
London




BUDDHA

Prince Siddhartha Gautama lived in Lumbini, Nepal, during the sixth century bce. As a prince, he lived a privileged life, sheltered from difficulties and showered with privileges, until he was twenty-nine years old. The story goes that the prince came across The Four Sights during a carriage ride one day, which changed the course of his life. He saw a sick person, then an old man, then a corpse, before coming to a ‘holy man’. Realising that his privilege and status would not protect him from the sufferings of life, he renounced his worldly life and set out on a spiritual journey.

For about six years he took on an ascetic life and travelled in search of truth, learning from different teachers. He punished his body by starving himself, holding his breath for long intervals, depriving himself of food, shelter and clothes. He even reduced what he ate to only fruits and leaves that had fallen near him; he did this to try and understand suffering, which he hoped would elevate the mind, until he found himself at near-death after six years.

The prince felt frustrated with his efforts as he knew that his death would not help anyone and when he tried to meditate with an emaciated body, he found he could not develop a strong mind. From there, he realised that the path to self-peace was through mental discipline whereupon he changed his practice to a more moderate manner, focusing on meditation, balancing, calming and developing the mind.

At Bodh Gaya (now Bihar, India), the prince sat in meditation under a ficus tree, also known as a Bodhi/weeping fig tree, until he reached enlightenment. With his practice, he managed to purify his mind and receive knowledge and learn the truths about life that liberated him. He then became known as Buddha – the enlightened one, or the awakened one. He was thought to have lived for just over eighty years, teaching people how to reach enlightenment through the rest of his life, until his death in Kushinagar (now Uttar Pradesh, northern India). Having fallen ill, possibly from food poisoning, he offered his followers a final teaching before he entered a deep meditative state and passed away.

[image: A line drawing of a figure who is sitting down and meditating.]
In essence, the word ‘buddha’ means ‘awakened’, referring to someone who has achieved enlightenment. It is important to acknowledge and keep in mind that Buddha is not a god and that the person who we think of when the name Buddha is mentioned is Siddhartha Gautama. In Zen, we begin practice by understanding and accepting that we are all born buddhas. Like Buddha himself, we all have the capacity for enlightenment. When we are born, our minds are primed and pure, and life (arguably modern life) has created ways of living that have distracted us from such a path, which Zen practice can help realign.





ZEN IN THE PAST

‘Dhyana’ in Sanskrit refers to meditation, concentration, contemplation and a journey of the mind. A variety of methods of dhyana were practised in India and it was around the first and second centuries ce when some of these techniques were brought by Buddhist missionaries from India to China. Some parts of dhyana such as non-dualist reflection and contemplative meditation, which we will explore later, reflected Daoist meditation practices and became accepted in some Daoist communities.

In the fifth century ce, an Indian monk called Bodhidharma travelled to southern China. He is referred to as ‘the First Patriarch’ as he is deeply connected to the start of Zen Buddhism, or Chan in China. Derived from dhyana, the Chinese writing for Zen is 禅 (simplified) or 禪 (traditional) and it is read as Zen (Japanese), Chan (Chinese), Son (Korean) and Thien (Vietnamese).

The following verse is attributed to Bodhidharma, the translation by D.T. Suzuki, philosopher, scholar and authority on Buddhism:


A special transmission outside the Scriptures;

No dependence upon words and letters;

Direct pointing to the soul of man;

Seeing into one’s nature and the attainment of Buddhahood.



The lines above are ‘The Four Great Statements’ of Zen that sum up how the practice can lead to understanding one’s true nature of being, which is how enlightenment is reached.

Bodhidharma’s disciples in southern China carried on his teachings, growing the practice of lineages and traditions where Chan (Zen) education can only occur within the relationship of master and disciple. It was not until Huineng’s time as the Sixth Patriarch in the seventh century ce that Zen flourished. Monasteries in the mountainous areas of China became known as places for intense meditation training, the masters of which were famous for their abilities to become enlightened. There is a story of how Huineng, having been bestowed with the master’s robes, was pursued by a small group intent on killing him and stealing the robes. Only one person – Huiming, who used to be a military general – managed to track him all the way to the summit in the south, where he spared Huineng’s life and asked to be taught instead. Huineng did so and helped his disciple find enlightenment. From this, Huineng was recognised as a true Chan (Zen) master. He then asked his disciple to travel and spread the dharma to the north of China.

The integration of Buddhism and Daoism continued to develop a strong practice of Chan, making it the mainstream practice of Buddhism from about the tenth century through to the twentieth century in China.

In Japan, though Buddhism had been a part of life since the fifth century ce, when Chan travelled there during the Song Dynasty in the thirteenth century, it was received enthusiastically. Chan was brought into the country primarily by two key Japanese masters, Dōgen and Eisai, who had travelled to China to learn Chan.

Initially, Japanese practitioners saw the inclusion of Chan teachings into Buddhism as a way to reinvigorate the practice in the country. Eisai, the first Japanese monk to be recognised as a Chan master (in both China and Japan), practised a blended tradition of Buddhism and Zen (the term ‘Zen’ is used to denote the integrated practice). This was during a time when Japan experienced a series of natural disasters, famine and political turmoil, and Eisai believed that Zen teachings could help revitalise the country.

What was for Eisai an integration of Chan into traditional Buddhism became the popular embrace of Zen by the samurai class that found in Zen a practical philosophy that embedded well into their practice. Since the samurai warriors were the ruling class during this time, their practice and engagement with Zen gave it the patronage needed to expand and grow in the country. Eisai’s travels to China also brought to Japan the tradition of tea drinking, as he learnt that monks in China drank powdered green tea (much like the Japanese matcha that we know today) to help their meditation and therefore he returned home with seeds and leaves.
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