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TO BE BEAUTIFUL MEANS TO BE YOURSELF. YOU DON’T NEED TO BE ACCEPTED BY OTHERS. YOU NEED TO ACCEPT YOURSELF.
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INTRODUCTION

Since ancient times, we humans have been pondering how best to live. There are innumerable texts and accounts of philosophers across cultures devoting their careers to the big questions of life. How can we be happy? How should we treat others? How should we spend our time? This quest has never abated and today we find ourselves similarly compelled to understand our place in the world and how we should occupy it.

One of the most well-known, though not necessarily well-understood, philosophies of living well is that of Zen. From greetings cards and apps to soundtracks and T-shirts, the word “Zen” pops up often and is frequently used to imply a state of calm. While its usage sometimes borders on the frivolous, the practice of Zen can certainly bring a feeling of true calm into your life. As we’ll discover in this book, the art of Zen isn’t frivolous at all. In fact, it has much to offer to each one of us.

In essence, Zen is a philosophy of living in a state of awareness. It teaches us to be present and to experience the world as it truly is. This book will guide you through the concept of Zen, exploring how you can apply its principles to your life and how you can reap the benefits. Through exercises, meditations and examples, you can cultivate Zen whether you’re new to the practice or have been flirting with it for some time. Dating back 1,400 years to the Tang dynasty in China, and now practised throughout much of Southeast Asia, Korea and Japan, Zen living is for everyone. Are you ready to discover it?

 

 

 

 

When I open my heart, my mind is free.

ANI TRIME


Chapter One:

A History of Zen

The practice of Zen is largely non-religious at its core. Rather, it’s more akin to a way of life. Understanding the background of Zen and its foundational principles can help you bring its teachings into your life. From the Six Virtues to zazen meditation, there is much to aid you on your way.

 

 

 

 

IF YOU ARE ANXIOUS, YOU ARE LIVING IN THE FUTURE. IF YOU ARE AT PEACE, YOU ARE LIVING IN THE PRESENT.

LAO TZU
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Buddhism emerged around 2,500 years ago in ancient India and is based on the teachings of Siddhattha Gotama, a man who renounced his aristocratic background and became a Śramaṇa – someone who abstains from worldly pleasures to pursue a higher spiritual purpose.

Practising this asceticism led Siddhattha to enlightenment – the liberation from suffering and a true understanding of life. After this awakening, he taught his practice for over four decades. Today, we know Siddhattha Gotama as Buddha, the founder of Buddhism.

A welcoming and inclusive philosophy, Buddhism travelled across eastern Asia and into China. A branch of Buddhism known as the Chan School developed there and emphasized the practices of meditation (dhyãna), self-restraint and understanding the true nature of things. Chan teachings moved into Japan where practitioners pronounced “chan” (literally, “meditation”) as “Zen”. Having evolved over centuries and across nations, Zen draws its teachings from both Buddhism and Taoism and has truly stood the test of time.
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Zen is so popular in the West that it can be difficult to imagine a time when it was unknown. However, it wasn’t until the mid-1800s that Buddhism and Zen practice started to gain some attention.

Buddhist texts began to be translated in Western universities and, in 1879, journalist Sir Edwin Arnold published his narrative poem on the life of the Buddha, The Light of Asia. He achieved his aim of fostering greater understanding between the East and the West as the poem dramatically boosted the popularity of Buddhism in the English-speaking world.

Buddhism’s peaceful tolerance continued to appeal to an ever-wider audience affected by the major cultural shifts of the twentieth century. In 1959, the Dalai Lama’s flight from China into exile in India drew global attention, and he has gone on to inspire millions with his Buddhist teachings. While in the West, San Francisco’s Beatnik poets popularized Zen in the 1950s.

Today, with practices such as mindfulness and meditation part of everyday parlance, Zen Buddhism has helped millions of people find a greater sense of peace and awareness.

 

 

 

 

THOUGHTS COME AND GO; 
I DO NOT NEED TO HOLD 
ON TO THEM
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As we’ve seen, the word “zen” literally means meditation, so perhaps it’s unsurprising that this practice is at the heart of Zen. While the concept of meditation – training the mind for pure awareness – tends to be the same throughout Zen practice and Buddhism in general, there are many ways to meditate.

Within the Zen movement there are numerous schools, and each master has their own preferred way of practising. Over generations, numerous types of meditation have sprung up. No matter what meditation practice you use, the goal is always the same: to gain awareness and see the true nature of things. Here are the most common forms of meditation practice in Zen.

Zazen

Zazen, or sitting meditation, is usually performed in the lotus, half-lotus or cross-legged position. This practice involves simply sitting with the mind, allowing thoughts and feelings to wash over you without holding onto them.

The aim is to develop awareness, and beginners to zazen often concentrate on the breath to achieve this. More advanced practitioners might move onto Zen contemplations or simply sit in tranquil concentration.

Kinhin

Kinhin, or walking meditation, is commonly practised in Zen monasteries between lengthy zazen sessions. Meditation isn’t just something you do while sitting, only to be forgotten the moment you stand up! Walking meditation teaches you to carry your meditative awareness with you while in motion.

Zen monks tend to practise kinhin with strict rules and specific hand positions. However, there’s no need to adopt this, and it’s far better to practise in a way that makes you feel comfortable, particularly if you’re walking down your local street. We’ll take a closer look at how to engage in kinhin in Chapter Three.

Ōryōki

Ōryōki is a type of eating meditation that involves using a specific set of bowls and utensils. The word itself can be translated as “the bowl which holds just enough”, and signifies gratitude, appreciation and self-awareness. While the practice tends to be formal, every one of us can benefit from eating and drinking in a mindful manner.
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Like other schools of Buddhism, Zen follows the Six Virtues and Five Precepts on the Bodhisattva Path – the way to enlightenment. A bodhisattva is one who has attained enlightenment and shares their knowledge to help others. Like the morals and commandments in the Judaeo-Christian tradition, the Buddhist values offer a practical and moral guide to living in a positive way.

The Six Virtues

The Six Virtues are easy to understand and help greatly in knowing what to do in any situation.


	Generosity: helping others and giving

	Moral training (guided by the Five Precepts): following a moral code

	Patient endurance: forgiveness, letting go, acceptance of hardships

	Effort: putting energy and diligence into wholesome actions

	Meditation: practising awareness and concentration

	Wisdom: seeing the true nature of reality



The Five Precepts

Specifically aimed at everyday people, the Five Precepts form a moral code that you can follow to live in line with the foundational Buddhist rule of not causing harm to others. Buddhists believe that your actions – positive and negative – are mirrored back at you in the form of karma, and so the precepts offer a way of ensuring you live only in a positive manner.


	Prohibition of killing: you must not kill humans or animals

	Prohibition of theft: you must not steal, forge or defraud

	Prohibition of adultery: you must practise commitment and sexual responsibility

	Prohibition of damaging speech: you must avoid gossip, misinformation and hate speech

	Prohibition of intoxication: you must avoid alcohol and drugs, including nicotine



These precepts both aid you in your quest to see the true nature of things by not engaging in behaviour that distorts it and guide you to treat others well and with respect.

 

 

 

 

CLING TO NOTHING, CRAVE FOR NOTHING.

BAIZHANG HUAIHAI

 

 

 

 


YOUR TRUE NATURE COMES NATURALLY

Zen masters through the ages have eschewed ceremony and in-depth study. They believed these things take you further away from seeing reality. So, try doing the things you do as you would naturally, with your whole attention. Walk, sit, read, eat, play – all with your whole being and without ceremony or pretensions.
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It’s all very well spending time in meditation, being kind to others and trying to focus on what we’re doing, but what exactly is the end goal of Zen Buddhism? What is this awareness we’re chasing?

At the heart of the matter for Zen practitioners is the concept of the Buddha-mind. Unlike many religions that believe in pleasing an external deity and seek to be absolved of sins, Zen Buddhists believe that each of us is born with an innate Buddha-mind. Instead of turning into something else, we must re-discover the truth within.

A commonly used metaphor is this: the Buddha-mind is like the sun, always shining. However, from where we are standing, clouds cover the sun and we can’t see it. Yet it is still there, always shining. In this way, a Buddha – someone who has reached enlightenment – is simply a person who can blow away the clouds to see the reality of the ever-shining sun.

The clouds are the delusions we create, the negativity we fill our days with and the perceptions we cling to.
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Zen is well known for its use of kōans: illogical and unanswerable questions. Originally, these came in the form of
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