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“All true good carries with it conditions
which are contradictory and as a consequence is impossible. He who
keeps his attention really fixed on this impossibility and acts
will do what is good… In the same way all truth contains a
contradiction.”[1]



- Introduction -

Science has consistently rejected subjective
data in science. Undoubtedly the main reason for this is that most
scientists consider it to be unreliable and difficult to verify.
Our immediate experience is, indeed, often incomplete, distorted,
or simply false. Another important reason for rejecting subjective
data is the scientist’s unconditional commitment to materialism and
this automatically precludes the possibility of a consciousness
distinct from matter. Most scientists, therefore, believe that
third person, objective data, available to all is the only reliable
source of data. Inner observation of our own experience is
unacceptable because it cannot be subjected to similar public
scrutiny and manipulation.

Yet, what is most important, but invariably
overlooked, is not what I am conscious of, but that I
am conscious. The only way this can be verified or even considered
is by “first person” enquiry. A way by which first person enquiry
can be established is by koan practice developed by Ch’an Buddhists
in China during the T’ang dynasty (600-900 CE.)

In what follows, I explore ways to allay
scientific suspicion towards subjective accounts, and show how koan
study is used as first person scientific inquiry.

What is Zen Practice?

Koans are enigmatic stories used by Zen masters
in teaching students. For the Westerner, the most famous koan is
the Sound of One Hand Clapping. The full koan reads, “You know the
sound of two hands clapping. What is the sound of one hand? Another
koan made famous by Gregory Bateson is: a master help up a stick
and said to his students, “If you call this a stick, I shall give
you thirty blows. “If you say if it is not a stick, I shall give
you thirty blows. Now what is it?” Bateson used this koan to
illustrate what he meant by the expression ‘double bind ‘ that he
had coined.

I have practiced Rinzai Zen koan practice for
fifty years. During many years I practiced for two to three hours
each day for six days a week, meditating mainly on koans. I
attended many weeklong retreats as well as innumerable shorter
ones. The retreats involve continuous meditation on koans
throughout the day, although not always in the seated posture. For
the first twenty years I worked on koan practice with a teacher,
Philip Kapleau. Twenty-five years ago, after having spent seven
years as a probationary teacher, I was authorized to teach students
using the koans as a basis.

Work on Zen koans has some similarities to
working on a mathematical problem or a scientific research project.
It involves the intellect but it also involves that aspect of the
mind concerned with discovery/creativity. Koan study is an
objective study and subject to rigorous verification by the Zen
teacher. In turn, the teacher will have received similar training
and authentication. The purpose of the work is to probe the depths
of human existence: its meaning and purpose, as well as to see into
the nature of consciousness and intention.

About 1700 koans are available, although in the
Rinzai tradition that I follow only two hundred of these are used.
These two hundred include forty-eight from a collection called the
Mumonkan [2] and one hundred from another collection called
the Blue Cliff Record Cleary J.C and T).[3] The
Mumonkan was compiled in the 13th century by a Zen master,
Mumon. The Blue Cliff Record, which is also known in
Japanese as the Hekiganroku, was compiled by Zen master
Setcho in the 11th century and each koan was later given an
introduction by another Zen master Engo.

The basis of the practice is zazen.[4].
Zazen has three aspects: concentration, meditation and
contemplation, and involves all aspects of the mind, including the
intellectual, intuitive and creative aspects. The word ‘zazen’
literally means ‘sitting beyond the opposites,’ or beyond the
dualistic conceptions of the mind. [5] Concentration means
what its etymology suggests: with a center. The mind is focused on
a center. In meditation one allows the mind to dwell on, or
ponder, an idea. One allows understanding to emerge without
actively seeking to understand. Contemplation in Zen means
‘to be one with the koan’ or as one writer has expressed it, one
‘inhabits’ the koan.

Another example of a koan and of how one
approaches it is given in the following. Anyone who practices with
Zen koans will know it well [6]. A monk asked Zen master Joshu,
“Does a dog have the Buddha nature (transcendent nature) or not?
Joshu replied “No!” (Mu! in Japanese.) A fundamental tenet of
Buddhism proclaims that all beings have the transcendent nature and
Joshu should have answered, “Yes!”

When working on, or contemplating this koan, one
would have to enter into, or become one with the state of mind of
the monk. The monk was deeply troubled about life and death; he was
not interested in theoretical or doctrinal matters. He was confused
and lost. He was asking, if a dog––which in China was as low on the
scale of life as a rat or cockroach is in the West––has the
transcendent nature there will be hope for me. He was looking for
some reassurance.

Why then did Joshu say “No!” ? This is not only
contrary to Buddhist doctrine, but would have had the effect of
destroying the last shred of hope to which the monk could cling. To
answer this one must ‘enter into’ the mind of Joshu. To enter into,
to inhabit, in this way means that one goes beyond the surface,
logical way of using the mind, beyond either ‘yes’ or ‘no.’

A koan addresses what cannot be expressed in
concepts or grasped in understanding. This partly explains the
rather enigmatic formulation of most koans. For example a teacher
might ask, “Where are you when a bird sings?” The student is
expected to ponder on the koan, to enter into its import, and then
to demonstrate to the teacher what this import is. The
emphasis is on the demonstration. This means that
explanations or theories are rejected. Most often the response is
given in action. A master put a jug on the floor and asked a
monk,[7] “What is this?” and the monk kicked the jug over. A
demonstration is required because the response must arise
spontaneously from a source that operates prior to the emergence of
the conscious mind. This source, as I shall show, is the
transcendent discovery/creative source, which is also the source of
the conscious mind.

A contemporary Zen master, Zenkei Shibayama who
died fairly recently, said the following.[8] “[Koan practice] is
the most difficult and rough means for the student to go through.
Good koans are those that are the most intricate, illogical and
irrational, in which the most brilliant intellect will completely
lose its way. When one is working on a koan one must demonstrate to
the teacher one’s insight into the koan.” Shibayama goes on to say,
“We are finally like a blind man who has had his stick, by which he
had found his way, suddenly torn from him and will not know where
to go or how to proceed. He will be thrown into the abyss of
despair. In the same way, the koan will mercilessly take away all
our intellect and knowledge. In short, the role of the koan is not
to lead us to satori easily, but on the contrary to make us lose
our way and drive us to despair.”

On terminology.

In the ensuing discussion I propose to use the
words ‘knowing,’ and ‘being’ instead of ‘consciousness’ and ‘the
body’ (or brain.) The full reason for my doing so will become clear
as the paper progresses. But briefly, the word ‘consciousness’ is a
word that is loaded with meanings and overtones that would tend to
obscure what I have to say. I use the word being to speak
about what underlies experience and makes it possible. I use it in
the simplest and most naive way: ‘the world is;’ ‘the body is;’ the
‘brain is.’ In my study I will also include ‘intention’ as a third
essential ingredient.

I will argue that all three are
unknowable. To make this easier to understand, let me use a
metaphor. A film is the outcome of the interaction of a projector,
a film and a screen. When we go to a cinema we go to enjoy the
drama, which has a different order of reality to that of the
projector, screen and film. As far as the drama is concerned these
three are ‘unknowable.’ Science is based upon the faith that
everything in principle is knowable. As long as one adheres to this
faith then, as I shall show, knowing, intention, being, which are
unknowable because they have a different order of reality to
experience, will be ignored, or even denied existence altogether.
Nevertheless, they are the very source of the scientific
endeavor.

Professor Robert Pollack [9] of the University
of Columbia points out, “The unknowable as a notion does not come
easily to the scientific minded. Dealing with it is a project full
of paradox, requiring one to talk about the unutterable and
anatomize the immeasurable.” As I shall show the notion of the
unknowable is, nevertheless, essential to my argument and to
understanding the complexities of first person enquiry.

Zen and the transcendent

Zen Buddhism does not make the distinction
between science, religion and philosophy that we make in the West.
Zen could be said to be all three, or beyond all three depending on
the context. One characteristic common to most religions is
transcendence. Most people would agree that the word
‘religion’ is connected with what lies beyond ‘ordinary’
experience. Religious experience transcends, and differs from,
mundane experience. The nature and content of this transcendent
experience varies widely from religion to religion as well as
within a religion, but the fact of transcendence does not.

Let me show, then, what part the transcendent
plays in Zen Buddhism and how this connects with a study of
consciousness. This discussion is necessary because I will show
that what I refer to as the “transcendent” relates to what might be
called, “consciousness itself,” when one makes the distinction
between ‘consciousness itself’ and the ‘content of consciousness.’
To move attention from the content of consciousness to
consciousness itself, I will show, is to move attention from the
content of consciousness to what transcends all that we can be
conscious of.

On what I know and
that I know

I might be with someone, say Joe, who asks me,
“What is the weather doing?” I go outside. I return and say, “The
sun is shining.” Strictly speaking, when I report to Joe, I should
say, “I know that the sun is shining.” The ‘I know’ is so
obvious[10] and taken for granted that, in the interests of
simplicity, we do not say it. The ‘I know’ is understood. It is
understood because ‘I know’ is invariable and underlies all
experience. We only report on what can vary.

I can say, “The cat wants to go out,” or, “It is
Thursday,” or, “A new movie has just started.” In fact any
experience that I can have, whether it is of the world, of thought,
feeling or sensation, is always preceded implicitly by ‘I know.’
Yet, though ‘I know’ is implicit, the full statement is, [‘I know]
the sun is shining,” or [“I know] the cat wants to go out.”

The statement “the sun is shining” is about
experience that I have. Experience always has a subjective aspect,
a knowing aspect. This is true even when the experience is gained
through a telescope, microscope, oscilloscope, or any other
scientific instrument. I have used the expression, ‘I know,’ to
designate this subjective aspect. In making this distinction I am
saying that what is most fundamental to consciousness is not the
contents of consciousness, but the activity of being
conscious, not what I am conscious of, but that I am conscious.
(Not what I know , but that I know.)

‘The sun is shining’ is what I know; it forms
part of the content of my consciousness. ‘That I know’ is
consciousness itself. This means that consciousness transcends its
own contents in much the same way as the clay of a pot ‘transcends’
its form..

Subjective and Objective.

In any discussion of the first person enquiry,
the terms ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ play key roles, but they are
both ambiguous terms as each has at least two meanings .
’Subjective’ can mean clouded by wishes, emotions, desires and
prejudices. This is the subjectivity that science justifiably seeks
to eliminate from any scientific enquiry. This subjectivity
includes assumptions, theories, hypotheses, and explanations, as
well as prejudices and unfounded opinions. It also includes the
chattering mind. I use a lower case ‘s’ to refer to this
subjectivity. Subjectivity can also mean a direct, unmediated
experience, without reason or cause; alternatively it could be
called direct knowing. I shall use a capital ‘S’ to
designate this.[11] The ‘I know’ of “I know the sun is shining ‘ is
an example of Subjectivity. It is also an example of “consciousness
itself.’

The word objective also has at least two
meanings. A small ‘o’ will be used to speak of the first. This
objectivity is unmixed with personal desires, emotions and
prejudices, which include one’s theoretical orientation and
academic training. This is the scientists’ ambition: to be free of
subjective bias. Objective can also mean knowledge based on
information gained initially by the senses (or extensions of the
senses through instruments or through mathematical reasoning.) We
also call it empirical knowledge. I will use ‘O’ when writing of
this kind of objectivity.

Although we can distinguish between these,
nevertheless in fact they cannot be separated. For example the
statement ‘[I know] the sun is shining,’ is Subjective because the
fact that the sun is shining is directly known, objective because
the statement is unmixed with personal desires and Objective
because the fact is gained by way of the senses.

One should not be surprised therefore to find
that the meanings of these words are often confused. For example,
we say scientists are Objective and we tend to think this means
that they are always objective, and that emotions such as egoism,
jealousy, and bias do not enter their
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