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FOREWORD

IN THE EARLY 1970s, Dennis Genpo Merzel and I used to like to go to the dump together. We were both practicing in the Zen Center of Los Angeles under our teacher, Taizan Maezumi Roshi. The center was expanding in those years. Buildings were bought and renovated, the block landscaped, walls put up, taken down, then up again, things upturned and upheaved. Genpo and I both liked to get our hands dirty and be in the very middle of the building, the growth, and the change. We liked the grit. So at the end of the work periods, when a dump run had to be made, he and I were often the ones to make it. We’d light up our cigars, drive out to the dump, toss out what the center no longer needed and bring back an empty truck for the next period of disruption and rebuilding.

The Path of the Human Being comes at an important moment in the development not just of Soto Zen in America but of spiritual teachings and practices that respond to a defining moment in our history. After the deep darkness of September 11, there has been much searching and groping, not just for the sense in life, not even for the non-sense of life, but for basic teachings on how to live, on how to be. Wherever I am—in zendos, mosques, churches, or synagogues, whether my company consists of meditators, social activists, businesspeople, or street people—I bear witness to this deep thirst. This casts a special obligation on teachers. Regardless of our spiritual tradition, we have had to look hard at the tools, the upayas, we have grown up with, the teachings, practices, and methods we have used till now; address how useful they are in responding to the needs of this very moment; and be prepared to start from scratch.

The Path of the Human Being is Genpo Roshi’s response to this challenge, his living answer to the koan of how to be a human being in these days. The Path of the Human Being teaches Zen not as religion and certainly not as dogma, but as it is and always has been in essence, the Path to awaken. Awaken to what? We say, to our Buddha nature, our true nature—not just ours but the true nature of everyone and everything in the universe. As Genpo Roshi writes, Zen gives us the tools to look inward, to study ourselves, to awaken to and truly appreciate the moments of joy and the moments of grief, the dark and the light. Close friend and Dharma-brother, Genpo has been in the sand and grit of the unfolding of Zen practice in the United States and in Western and Eastern Europe. He founded Zen centers in Maine, Salt Lake City, Paris, Amsterdam, London, Dusseldorf, and Warsaw. And in the spirit of not-knowing, and with the blessings of our teacher, Maezumi Roshi, who explicitly gave his successors permission to explore and adapt, Genpo Roshi explores and adapts. So while continuing to attract flocks of students to his more traditional sesshins in Europe and the United States, he also provides trainings in Big Mind around the world and helps give even people who have never meditated before a chance to see their true face and experience the oneness of life.

In The Path of the Human Being, Genpo writes, “The self that we begin to recognize as our true Self is forever changing, ultimately unknowable.” A great teacher knows that there is no end in sight. Zen needs to unfold, uncover, evolve, and change because life does the same thing. No one tool works all the time, for all human beings. Helping people to awaken is the obligation and commitment of the Zen teacher. In fulfillment of that mitzvah, he or she builds things up, breaks them apart, pares things down to their essence, and makes occasional trips to the dump. Toward what end? Toward helping us all awaken. Toward helping us become mensches, human beings. Toward the end that has no end but only takes us deeper and deeper into not-knowing.

Another great master—of baseball, not Zen—while driving a group of people home, phoned his wife from the car and told her, “We’re lost, but we’re making good time.” Genpo cheerfully continues to meander down unfamiliar trails and paths, farther and farther away from the knowing and the known, endlessly getting lost, always making good time. May all who join him on The Path of the Human Being appreciate this practice.

—Bernie Glassman

Santa Barbara, California




EDITOR’S PREFACE

WHEN WE ACCOMPLISH the Buddha Way, we come home to our true nature, the unborn and undying Self that goes far beyond what we usually think of as ourselves and yet is inseparable from our ordinary mind and life. In fact, the maturation to full flowering of Buddha nature takes place in the midst of daily life. This collection of talks given by Dennis Genpo Merzel Roshi over a three-year period from 1999 to 2001 presents that path with all the depth, insight, and heart of one who has walked it himself and can now lend a helping hand to others so that they, too, can realize their full human potential.

These talks were given primarily at Kanzeon Zen Center in Salt Lake City, Utah, in the form of teisho, spontaneous and extemporaneous teaching coming from a Zen master’s realization and shared with the intent of sparking openings in the hearts and minds of the listeners. It has been my privilege and challenge to compile and edit Genpo Roshi’s teisho so that the Buddha-dharma flows as freshly and clearly in these pages as the day the words were spoken. This task has been undertaken with great care to preserve his intent and meaning. I apologize for any shortcomings.

Readers will find that in most cases, a short definition is included in the text whenever Buddhist terms are introduced. Readers may also turn to the glossary at the back of the book for additional information. Several koans are presented herein and interested readers can find the formal texts of these koans in published collections. Genpo Roshi’s interpretation of the koans from the Mumonkan most closely follows that found in Zenkei Shibayama’s translation,The Gateless Barrier: Zen Comments on the Mumonkan (Shambhala, 2000). For Hekiganroku koans, Genpo Roshi has utilized an unpublished manuscript, “Hekigan Roku,” translated by Yamada Koun and Robert Aitken (1974).

A small, enthusiastic group of people has helped make this book possible, and I would like to express my gratitude to them. Foremost, I am deeply grateful to Genpo Roshi for his compassionate teaching and for entrusting me with the task of rendering it for publication. Stephanie Young Merzel, Genpo Roshi’s wife, has been a source of patient support from behind the scenes. Anton Tenkei Coppens Sensei and Stephen Muho Proskauer have given generously of their inspiration and expertise, especially during the formative stages of this project. Tenkei Sensei, Dharma-successor to Genpo Roshi, has also served as adviser regarding some of the finer distinctions in interpreting and presenting the teaching. George Jisho Robertson cheerfully transcribed many hours of recorded talks, and David Dohi Scott lent his professional editing advice to an early draft of the manuscript. Shambhala editors Emily Bower and Beth Frankl have patiently led me through the details of publication, and this work has benefited from their guidance. My heartfelt appreciation also goes to my husband, Michael Daijo Wright, who has supported this project in countless ways, from serving as technical reader to grocery shopper and dinner cook.

Genpo Roshi teaches from the understanding that the Dharma is meant to be lived in our ordinary lives as the free and joyous expression of our Buddha nature. It is in this spirit that these teisho are presented here. May we accomplish the Buddha Way together.

—Wynn Seishin Wright




AUTHOR’S PREFACE

THE PATH of the human being is a journey that begins the moment we begin to wonder if there isn’t something more to life. Often the catalyst for such questioning is a major challenge or trauma that compels us to search for a deeper dimension to life. The search itself has been called the raising of Bodhi-mind, the “awakened mind,” which is the mind that seeks the Way.

What is it we are seeking? At first, we search for a way to relieve our own suffering. We look everywhere for something that will quell our hunger and bring lasting peace. We may try many different approaches, only to abandon them when they fail to satisfy our basic craving. Sometimes we have to become quite desperate before we finally turn the search inward through the practice of meditation. Meditation is the torch that illuminates our true nature—our complete and whole Buddha nature—and we finally taste the relief we have been searching for. Some spiritual paths teach that finding this place of peace is the end of the journey. With Zen, it is just the beginning.

Early glimpses of Buddha nature, Big Mind, are fleeting, and we all fall back into the seeking mind. We want to experience Big Mind again and we want the experience to be deeper and longer lasting, so we may again become quite driven in our practice. But the seeking mind will never be satisfied. Although we can learn how to return to our Buddha nature through meditation, we can never hold on to the experience. We need to be the experience—we need to learn how to manifest Big Mind in everything we do, and that takes practice.

One of the first steps is to become familiar with our nonconceptual, nondualistic mind. We do that in meditation. Only then can we see that our seeking is absurd, that it is really part of the problem and another source of suffering. Shikantaza (“just sitting”) is a pure form of meditation because it is sitting without an aim or a goal. Shikantaza is nonseeking mind itself. As we continue to practice, we learn how to put desire to work by directing it toward realization and mastery over our cravings. Eventually, we let go of trying to satisfy the insatiable ego and learn instead to rest in Big Mind, which craves nothing because it sees that nothing is lacking to begin with. Big Mind is the mind of nirvana, the Truth that we’ve been looking for.

It’s tempting to cling to the transcendent state, to try to remain distant from the world and its suffering. As our realization deepens, however, we see that we really can’t separate ourselves from the pain and suffering of others. We are all interconnected, and the suffering of the world is our own suffering. So we are faced with making a conscious choice to return to the world if we want to help relieve the suffering of all beings.

Of course, when we first step onto the spiritual path, none of us feels ready or able to serve the world so selflessly. It takes time and practice to see through the self we’ve been identified with—the small self made up of the illusions of ego—and to develop confidence in our ungraspable and boundless Buddha nature. Meditation brings us again and again to the experience of Big Mind, where because nothing is lacking, there is nothing to seek. As we become more identified with Big Mind, we come to know beyond any doubt that this very Mind is Buddha! No longer identified with only the limited self, we see that we are one with all things. And because there is no self, there is no one to suffer.

This profound liberation enables us to really choose to live in the world as it is. Our experience of life changes. We become freer, at peace with the world. When we are able to live in the world without resistance, we can take up the work of the bodhisattva, one who helps others find the same liberation.

The life of Zen practice is like a spiral. Meditation is the tool we use to connect with our limitless and whole Buddha nature. But because the experience is completely ungraspable, sooner or later we find ourselves back where we started, in our limited, ego-centered mind. Nevertheless, things will never again be the same for us because something remarkable has happened: we have seen through the illusion of the small self, we know that this self is not solid and substantial. We may travel this circle many times over the years, each time becoming less attached to ourselves and our experiences. Neither nirvana nor samsara can trap us as easily as they once did, and we become more resilient and buoyant. Life may knock us down, but we can pop right back up, like a beach ball in a swimming pool. Of course, we still go through human experiences, including pain, anger, and frustration, but we don’t seem to stay there very long. Negative experiences don’t leave the same old residue. Our mind becomes like a mirror: the reflections that appear don’t stick. When the object is gone, so is the reflection; there is just clear awareness. So although we experience pain or emotional disturbances, the effects don’t linger and our mind returns more easily to its natural clarity.

By becoming familiar with our true nature, we can learn how to shift our view at will, moving from the limited point of view of the small self to the unlimited view of Big Mind and back again. We begin to embody our unfixed and fluid Buddha nature, and gradually the apparent separation between our ordinary life and our practice dissolves. Practice disappears and there is just life, or one’s life disappears and there is just practice. Either way, it is the same realization: life is practice and practice is life. From this vista, everything is the living Dharma. Life itself becomes our teacher: whatever is happening is simply what we need to be going through at the moment. Of course, a teacher can help us maintain this perspective, but it’s the teacher’s job to always point back to the true master—the Master within. At this advanced stage, there is no more question of motivation to practice: we know that from morning till night, life is nothing but practice! The Path suddenly becomes much broader. The Buddha Way opens up with each step, right under our feet.

Being the master of our life means not only that we see things from the view of Big Mind but that we take responsibility for our life. Although our ego-centered mind would like to be master, we know that it will never measure up to the job because it can’t identify with the big picture. Ego always comes from a point of view, a perspective with itself as the center. The Master, on the other hand, is one with all things; it embraces all beings, all perspectives, all phenomena, all dharmas. When we shift control of our life from the ego to the Master, we can genuinely work for the sake of all beings. Our choice to be in the world is a conscious one. We can see with the eyes of Buddha the oneness of all things, and we can hear with the ears of Kanzeon Bodhisattva the cries of the world. True compassion comes only from identification with all beings and their suffering. When we leave the mountaintop and return to the world, we fulfill our life and become a true human being.

—Dennis Genpo Merzel

Salt Lake City, Utah




PART ONE

SEARCHING FOR THE WAY

RAISING THE BODHI-MIND

What leads us to begin spiritual practice? For many of us, a personal crisis brings us face-to-face with human suffering. Perhaps our life feels hollow or meaningless somehow and we wonder if there isn’t more to it. Maybe we have encountered a serious illness or calamity, or maybe a loved one has died. Feelings of loss or emptiness will cause us to experience deep suffering. The inescapable truth of suffering was what drove the Buddha to seek and attain his enlightenment twenty-five hundred years ago, and it motivates many of us to begin the spiritual search today. The mind that seeks the Truth is called Bodhi-mind. When life awakens Bodhi-mind within us, we embark on a journey to find Truth. After searching far and wide without quenching our thirst, and perhaps after receiving guidance from a teacher, we finally understand that we must shift our focus 180 degrees and turn the light of inquiry inward.
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Buddha’s Path

Buddha’s Path has been tried and tested for more than twenty-five hundred years. It was Buddha’s Path—it is our Path.



TWENTY-FIVE HUNDRED years ago, Shakyamuni Buddha did something crazy: he left his wife and child, his palace and kingdom, to start a long search. He must have been insane, or desperate—desperate to find something. No one could begin such a search, leaving everything behind, without believing that something was terribly wrong, that something essential was lost or missing.

But was anything really missing? After all, he was the Buddha—Shakyamuni in the flesh! How could anything have been lacking? Apparently he didn’t yet know who he really was. He thought he was the prince Siddhartha Gautama, but he was driven to find something more. For him, there was really no choice—he had to leave on the search that would change his life.

You and I have a lot in common with Siddhartha Gautama and his predicament, but at first glance we may not see it. Today we seem to be less open about this search than people who lived in ancient India, where it was fairly common to embark on a spiritual journey at some point in one’s life. In our society, we’re considered misfits if after adolescence we still don’t know who we are. So most of us won’t openly admit that really we have no clue. If we admitted having doubts and questions, we might even be labeled insane. Modern society has conditioned many of us to believe that such questioning is senseless and potentially harmful, and that we should be satisfied with simple answers: you are you, of course! We may not pay any attention to our doubts or questions until something shakes us up. Maybe we hear some bad news, maybe someone close to us dies, but some critical life event forces us to look at our deepest questions: Who am I? What is this life? Is there more to this life than I’ve already discovered? We begin a search for something we can count on, something genuine; what some of us call Truth or Buddha.

Where can you find this Buddha or Truth? Well, you might find a teacher to hang out with for a while, and a little teaching might even rub off on you. But if you believe that you’ve found someone or something to lean on besides yourself, in the end it won’t do you any good. You’ve got to find the Buddha for yourself. No one can do it for you.

Once we accept that we won’t find Buddha outside of ourselves, we usually get stuck in thinking that we will find it inside.“If Buddha is not out there, Buddha must be in here”—as if there might be a little Buddha hidden inside, to be found if we just look hard enough. This is still dualistic thinking; and if we’re not paying attention, we can get stuck here for many years.

Along the way in the spiritual journey, it is easy to get sidetracked, and one of the most common dead ends is to spend the first ten years looking outside ourselves for some Buddha. It is easy to hold on to an image of some perfect being, especially if that person has died and can no longer uphold or tear down that image. If we imagine or believe that someone is perfect—even Shakyamuni Buddha—we can devote many years of our lives in striving to become like that person. It’s a legitimate path, but it doesn’t happen to be the Zen path.

There is a basic problem with striving to become perfect: you already are perfect! Now even if this is hard for you to swallow, I’m sure you can see the problem. If you’re already perfect but you’re striving to become perfect, what’s extra? The striving! Striving implies that something is missing; you feel incomplete in some way, discontent with who you are. You want to become someone different from yourself. If you are trying to become a Buddha, or if you are trying to realize that you are already a Buddha, either way, you are still stuck in striving. Those goals are based on deluded, dualistic thinking. Buddha’s realization was very clear: desire causes suffering—any desire, even the desire for realization. So if you strive for realization, you will create more suffering for yourself.

It’s not easy to admit that we create our own suffering, especially when it comes to our spiritual desires. Of course, the desire for enlightenment is only one of many sources of suffering, and maybe it’s a small desire compared with others. Still, try to imagine what would happen if you took all your desires and seeking and focused them entirely on the desire to attain realization. That’s exactly what Siddhartha Gautama did. He went for it! He spent six years pursuing the major spiritual practices of his time; he tried different kinds of meditation and yoga, fasting and other ascetic practices; he even explored various occult powers. Apparently he was very gifted—intelligent, talented, handsome, and athletic—and when he put his body and mind into practicing these different paths, he mastered each one of them. But in the end, he still had no answer to the basic question that was driving him—driving him insane! After all those years of striving and accomplishing, he came up empty-handed. That’s when he became really desperate.

The same question drives you and me, but we can ask it in many different ways. Some of us ask how to end suffering. Some of us wonder about the true purpose or meaning of life. Despite all his struggles with this question, Buddha had not found an answer. In despair, he just sat down. He gave up striving and decided to sit there as long as it took to find the answer. He vowed to sit in zazen until he had realized the cause and the end of suffering.

What a joke! Just look at that guy. First of all, he gives up everything—his family, his wealth, and his power; then he spends a bunch of years wandering around as a beggar, pursuing a question that he can never answer. Finally, he sits down under a tree and he refuses to get up. People probably thought he was nuts. And in a way, he must have been. Siddhartha must have been a little crazy to vow to the universe that he would resolve the unresolvable question of suffering.

He just sat there. On the dawn of the eighth day, he glanced up and saw the planet Venus. He must have been in some altered state, not what we would think of as a rational state of mind. But which irrational state of mind was it? Do you have it? Would you and I be in the same irrational state of mind if we sat for days and days? Although we have the potential to enter the same state of mind as the Buddha, it is something that most of us never experience. Instead, we lock it away, deep inside. We are afraid to let go of our rational state of mind and experience the Mind of Shakyamuni Buddha, the Mind that goes beyond sanity and madness.

Society has taught us that we should never let go of our rational mind—that all kinds of terrible things could happen if we do. We might lose control. Of course, it would be stupid to sit down on some street corner and go out of control; there are definitely better places to try this. There’s a rumor going around that there are places where people think losing control is actually quite sane. These places let you sit down for thirty minutes, a week, or as long as you want and give up control. At a Zen center, nobody will think you are weird if you sit down and let your mind go. It’s the Zen thing to do. In fact, you’re encouraged to confront and break through your fear of letting go of the rational mind so that the irrational Mind of the Buddha can reveal itself.

Only after we let go do we discover how deluded we have been. What we thought of as “me” doesn’t really exist! To the ego, that discovery feels like death, so of course, it resists. If we want to find the courage to continue the search anyway, the desire to know has to become more important than the fear of death. Who am I? To resolve that question, once and for all, is to realize your true nature, your true Mind. This Mind that we seek has neither limits nor boundaries. This Mind has always been and it will always be, from the beginningless beginning to the endless end. Obviously it is more than just my mind or your mind. Realizing this Mind is liberation itself: we are liberated from the fear of losing control, from losing our identity, and from losing our ordinary mind. We are liberated from the fear of losing anything, including the self. When we are everything and everyone, how could we possibly fear any loss? But don’t believe me. Discover this Mind for yourself. To simply believe the teaching is like counting another person’s treasure; what good does it do you if it’s not your own?

Siddhartha Gautama became the Buddha when he realized this Mind. He was liberated instantaneously; and at the same time, he saw how all beings could be liberated from suffering. He discovered the Path to liberation. This was a profound discovery, yet how the Buddha achieved it is not really a mystery. He knew the Path because he had walked it himself and he had realized it. Buddha knew the Path intimately. Out of compassion he devoted the rest of his life to sharing the map with all of us.

Siddhartha started out just like you and me: he was confused. He didn’t know that he was whole and complete, perfect to begin with, so he started searching for something. He had the same basic question that each and every one of us has, but maybe we don’t yet dare to look at it. We can see where that question will lead us—to a realization that society won’t accept. Maybe we wish the Path could be made more appealing somehow, or even marketable, like a quick fix. Nevertheless, we can’t deny what is true: the path to liberation, freedom, and enlightenment is the same for everyone. Buddha’s Path has been tried and tested for more than twenty-five hundred years. It was Buddha’s Path—it is our Path.

We have good reason to feel encouraged and hopeful about the journey. It is possible to sit in zazen like Siddhartha and to attain the same realization. How can we know this is true? It would be nice to have some sort of guarantee that once we start on this path we are certain to end up at the same place as Siddhartha; but if we want to know beyond a shadow of a doubt that my path is the same as Buddha’s, we have to walk it. Only then can we move beyond hoping and guessing to true knowing, much deeper than any understanding. You will know because the Buddha’s experience has become your own.

Enlightenment means that you have directly experienced your true nature, your intrinsic perfection and wholeness. But that doesn’t mean you have somehow gotten rid of your imperfections and become a perfect being. Realization lets you see perfection and imperfection simultaneously. When you can view your imperfections from the place of knowing your intrinsic perfection, your life is forever changed. Then, as you continue along the Path and experience that view more clearly and directly, you become more and more confirmed in your perfection. You will see that your perfection is always present, whether you’re striving for it or not.

Every person has the potential to realize for himself or herself the same Heart-Mind as the Buddha, but not everyone will choose to embark on the search. For some, the desire is not strong enough. But let’s say that you have decided to step onto the Path. There’s a little problem, a paradox you will have to confront: if you strive for realization, you’ll cause more suffering for yourself. On the other hand, an important shift will occur: you will be able to place the cause of your suffering where it belongs—on yourself. There really is no one else to blame. You can choose to suffer in order to accomplish the Way. It’s OK if you harbor some hope that there will be a way out of your suffering or tell yourself, “If I choose my suffering and stop resisting it, then maybe I won’t suffer anymore.” Unfortunately it doesn’t work that way. If you decide to take up the search, you will suffer.

Well, then, what about the liberation from suffering that we’ve heard about? Didn’t the Buddha say that there was a way to end all suffering? If you say “yes,” you leave out “no.” And if you say “no,” you leave out “yes.” Either way, you have only half of the truth. To have the whole truth, you need to hold both answers simultaneously. Yet only an irrational mind says that “yes” and “no” can be true at the same time. That same irrational mind is your mind, the Mind of Buddha. And just like Siddhartha, we have forgotten who we really are. Although Buddha showed us the way, we will never be satisfied until we have discovered the answer for ourselves. Each one of us has to step onto the Path and search until we remember who we are.
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The Zen Experience

Anyone at any time can have a direct experience of his or her true nature.



WHAT IS ZEN? Many people have tried to answer that question. There have been very brief answers, and there have been thousands of books written on the subject, yet the definition of Zen remains a mystery. Years ago Kapleau Roshi was speaking at a university in New York when a student asked, “What is Zen?” In reply, the roshi simply picked a banana from a nearby bowl of fruit and began to peel it. He didn’t say anything. Someone asked again, “What is Zen?” Kapleau Roshi proceeded to eat the banana. When the question came a third time, he threw the banana peel away.

When I first heard this story, I laughed, even though I really didn’t think it was funny. Somehow, Kapleau Roshi’s answer seemed pretentious to me. But over the years, I have come to appreciate more and more why he chose to answer in that way. Now I realize it is impossible to say with words what Zen is. Words are simply inadequate. When we try to use words, there is a danger that whatever we say will lead only to confusion. Peeling the banana, eating the banana, and throwing away the peel was Kapleau Roshi’s way of directly pointing to the answer.

Although the essence of Zen may be impossible to capture in words, that doesn’t mean we cannot say anything about Zen. But when we speak about Zen, we need to remember that no matter what we say, it will miss the mark; it will be limited and insufficient, only one view of the whole. Nevertheless, it can be helpful to discuss Zen—what it is and what it is not. For example, Zen is not a religion. But Zen is almost always taught within the tradition of Buddhism, which is often considered to be and practiced as a religion. The Buddha discovered Zen, but he did not invent it. In a way, Zen invented the Buddha. The word Zen refers to the direct experience of one’s true nature, and that is what Siddhartha Gautama awakened to when he became the Buddha. So Zen and the words realization, enlightenment, and awakening refer to the same experience. Yet words can never capture it; they can only point to the direct experience, which goes beyond any words or name.

Siddhartha was the first person to directly experience his true nature. When he awakened to the truth about who he really was, he became the Buddha Shakyamuni. Buddha is the Sanskrit word for “awakened one,” and anyone who has the experience of awakening is called a Buddha. So we can say that a Buddha is a person who has had a Zen experience, an awakening to his or her true nature. What made Buddha’s experience so unique was its depth and clarity. All of Buddha’s teachings arose directly from his awakening. Buddha’s wisdom, and the teachings that grew from it, would have been impossible for the prince Siddhartha to fathom before he completely realized his own true nature. He had to realize beyond the shadow of a doubt that he and all beings share the same Buddha nature.

What was it, really, that Siddhartha Gautama saw? What did he experience? When Siddhartha looked up and saw the morning star, he experienced that there was nothing between himself and the star. Nothing separated the planet Venus and the one who was meditating because the one meditating dropped out of the picture. Siddhartha dropped the self, and only a twinkling star was left. Not only was there no separation between himself and the star, the Buddha realized that there was no separation between himself and any being. He realized that all beings are Buddha, including you and me. But because we ourselves don’t realize this, we are caught in the world of suffering, samsara. We continue to suffer because we have not realized what the Buddha realized: there is no self. There is no one suffering!

Buddha’s teaching may seem strange, especially to those of us who have been raised in a Western culture. But it is important to know that the essence of Buddha’s teaching transcends East and West. The direct experience of one’s true nature has nothing to do with east or west, north or south. It goes beyond any kind of discrimination at all. It doesn’t matter whether we are American or Indian, male or female, young or old—the experience is universal and accessible to everyone. True nature can be experienced by a young child early in life, and it can be experienced by an aged person at the moment of death.

Anyone at any time can have a direct experience of his or her true nature. Somehow, we keep missing it. Siddhartha would have missed it, too, if he hadn’t sat down and looked inside. By sitting in zazen, he was able to enter samadhi, what we Americans might call “the zone.” When we become one with what we are doing, we enter the zone. Accomplished athletes, musicians, and artists have learned how to do this when they are performing. Through samadhi, Siddhartha discovered and became one with the Truth inside. This Truth was always there, but it had been obscured by what Siddhartha had accepted as reality. When the self he thought he was dropped away, all that remained was his boundless true nature, what we call Big Mind. In that moment he was liberated.

Zazen was the key to Siddhartha’s awakening, but he couldn’t really appreciate that fact until it happened. He sat down in zazen because although he had tried everything else, nothing had worked. Sitting was the only thing left to do. Siddhartha was on a quest to answer the question that had been troubling him and turning his life upside down: Why is there so much suffering in the world? And that question is just as real for us today in the twenty-first century as it was for him more than two millennia ago. The need for each of us to pursue that question is one of Buddha’s teachings, a skillful means or upaya. The question of our suffering is a seed that, if attended to, can raise the Bodhi-mind and lead the way to discovering who we really are.

When we look at the question of suffering, we immediately come face-to-face with our own suffering. If we continue on and look a little deeper, we can see the many different ways in which we ourselves have tried—and failed—to end our suffering. We can begin to identify with Siddhartha and his despair. Fortunately, because Buddha’s teaching has been transmitted across the generations to us, we don’t have to pursue the question of suffering blindly. When Siddhartha experienced Big Mind, the intrinsic wholeness and perfection of all things, he was liberated from suffering. He saw that his true nature was none other than Big Mind itself. Buddha went on to teach that by quieting the mind and looking inside in zazen, we, too, can experience our true nature.

If we practice zazen, after some time we will begin to experience brief openings and glimpses of our true nature. But glimpses are not enough to liberate us. We keep falling back into delusion and suffering because our realization is not clear. It takes time and discipline to go deep with zazen. When we hear about what it takes, we may wonder if it really is possible to have a strong zazen practice while we are living our busy modern lives. It seems obvious to me that the traditional way of practicing zazen in Japan will not work for us in the West. In the thirteenth century, when Zen was flourishing in Japan, the majority of people were also too busy with daily life to sit long hours in zazen. Most people worked in the fields from sunrise to sunset. They were probably busier than we are today. So as a society, they decided to support those people who were willing and able to give up everything else to just sit. A relatively small group of people became monks and went to live in monasteries, and the rest of the Buddhist community, the lay sangha, supported the monks by donating food and money.

That arrangement worked very well in ancient Japan, but it doesn’t work so well in modern Western cultures. Instead, a new kind of sangha is emerging, one that is not particularly based on the practice of giving to others. The new Western sangha is based on the practice of zazen. Westerners want to experience Big Mind for themselves. We want to live our ordinary lives and realize our true nature, so we practice zazen when we can. This form of lay practice is very different from traditional monastic practice









OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/signup.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“of the

Human Being

Dennis Genpo Merzel

Foreword by Bernie Glassman





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





