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Many sophomore college
kids think Buddhism is gentle,

and that most other
religions are based on fear.

Within a week of studying
with me,

those kids learn what real
fear is.

 


— The Dreaded Fujikami

 


Part I

The Voidness
School

 


Everywhere else they
cremate with fire.

Here we bury them
alive.

 


— Linji

 



A Rival Teacher
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A rival Teacher confronted our Master.
“Your Zen is not real Zen!”

 


Puzzled, the master scratched his head
and said, “Then what kind of Zen is it?”

 


“It’s fake Zen!” concluded the rival Teacher.

 


“I
will believe you,” conceded the Master, “but only if you can show
us exactly what this fake Zen is like.”

 



Illicit Love
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A monk convened with the Abbot. “A
pretty, young, married woman keeps trying to lure me into adultery.
What now?”

 


The Abbot replied, “If you sleep with
her, you will become a hungry ghost for a hundred lifetimes. If you
refuse her love, it’s like murdering the Patriarchs."

 



Terminology
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A rather anxious fellow showed up to
one of our Dharma talks with a copy of The Lotus Sutra. “Sensei, I
was given this copy of the Lotus Sutra by a follower of the
Nichiren Sect. Here the Buddha describes the attainment of Total
Annihilation of the body and mind. How do you interpret this
passage?”

 


Sensei replied, “I’m glad you asked
about that. Those passages were of some concern to me when I was a
student. Seeking to gain clarity on the matter, I set up a formal
meeting with my Zen Master. He received me quite graciously. He had
one of his assistants pour us tea and bring us cookies. He inquired
about my health and my meditation practice. Towards the end of our
meeting I brought up the critical question.”

 


“Sir, have you read the Lotus Sutra?” I inquired.

 


“Yes I have. Why do you ask?” replied the Master.

 


“I’m worried,” I said, “about the passages that refer to Total
Annihilation of the body and mind. Perhaps something was lost in
translation. What is your interpretation?”

 


The Master said, “I
interpret Total Annihilation to mean Utter Destruction.”

 


The visitor was a bit shaken by this
response and seemed hesitant to say anything more. After a few
moments of silence he said, “Total Annihilation and Utter
Destruction? I find those prospects rather frightening.”

 


A wide grin came across Sensei’s face.
“Yes Brother, you and me both.”

 



Dive Bar Bodhisattva
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Sensei used to frequent a dive bar
near Japan Town. The bartender was a burly fellow from Okinawa who
dabbled in Philosophy.

 


“Sensei, during your last lecture you said psychiatry was good
medicine for the mind. Could you clarify that
statement?”

 


“Bartender,” answered Sensei, “I’ll have a shot of your best
Russian vodka.”

 


“I
see what you mean,” continued the bartender. “You also said that
that exercise was good medicine for the body. Do you have any
further thoughts on that?”

 


Sensei turned around quickly to ogle a
new waitress. “Bartender, I’m crazy with lust for that
woman.”

 


“That’s a sudden flash of insight for me,” chuckled the
bartender. “I recall you concluded your talk by saying Zen was good
medicine for that which is neither body nor mind. Could you give me
an example of something that is neither body nor mind?”

 


Sensei gulped down the vodka and
slammed the shot-glass on the counter. “Bartender, pour me another
one fast.”

 


The bartender sneered comically and
mused, “Sensei, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re trying to
drown your sorrows.”

 


“Wrong!” shouted Sensei. “You’ve got to drown the self before
the sorrows come!”

 



Searching For The Atman
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Before the time of Siddhartha Gotama,
Worn-Out-Sandals was walking from village to village when he
happened upon Single-Minded-Practice coming out of a deep
meditation.

 


Worn-Out-Sandals asked,
“Have you found the Eternal Self yet?” Single-Minded-Practice
replied, “I have searched my body and mind, practiced countless
austerities and received training in every school of yoga, yet I am
unable to find the Eternal Self in
here.”

 


Worn-Out-Sandals added, “I
have walked around the world, beheld every natural wonder and
studied every culture, yet I am unable to find the Eternal
Self out there.”

 


Single-Minded-Practice asked, “If the
Eternal Self is not to be found inside us nor outside us, then
where shall we look?”

 


Worn-Out-Sandals pointed to
Single-Minded-Practice and noted, “A bee has landed on your
robe.”




The Pyramid Of The Patriarchs
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For the last several centuries the
Patriarchs of our sect were chosen by an assembly of Abbots from
around the country. After the election, the new Patriarch would
ascend the Pyramid of the Patriarchs in the center of the Capital
City. At the top of the pyramid was a platform just wide enough for
a man to sit in the lotus position and thus become the point of the
pyramid. It was said that many miracles and other supernatural
phenomena took place on these auspicious occasions. Tradition had
it that once someone got to the top, they were the Patriarch, no
matter how they got there. For this reason the pyramid was heavily
guarded.

 


It was winter and the Patriarch had
died of natural causes. The countryside was covered with snow,
making travel hazardous and arduous. The Election Ceremony was
delayed several days as the assembly waited for Abbots from far
away to make the tedious and uncomfortable journey.

 


As the days dragged on, a certain
Abbot became impatient. It was well known that he considered
himself a candidate for the Patriarchal Legacy, but he’d found out
that most of the Electors were already planning to vote for someone
else. The situation became unacceptable, so he approached his
closest ally.

 


“Please forgive my immodesty, but I am overcome by desire. I
must get to the top of that thing.”

 


The other Abbot replied, “You mean the
pyramid? Have you lost your mind? That kind of selfishness goes
against every principle we’ve spent our lives teaching. You must
get a grip on yourself.”

 


The first Abbot continued, “The front
of the pyramid is guarded by three monks, all armed with cudgels.
I’m going to need some help doing this. I’m told that in your youth
you were an expert martial artist, and even now you carry a wooden
sword with you wherever you go.”

 


“That’s true, but it’s been years since I’ve done any sparring.
The sword is only an ornament now,” protested the other
Abbot.

 


“I’m going to do this with or without your help. Do you want to
see me beaten black and blue?” demanded the first Abbot.

 


The other Abbot pulled the wooden
sword out of his travel bag. “Brother, there better be a Bishop’s
post for me when you’re made Patriarch.”

 


The next day the two of them
approached the front of the pyramid as though ready to pay homage
to the memory of the Patriarchs. Three menacing monks stood at the
bottom of the stairs, each with their hands itching to make use of
their cudgels. The second Abbot approached the one in the center as
if to ask some question, but when he got within a couple feet
of him, he pulled out his wooden sword and knocked the cudgel out
of the guard’s hand. The other two monks rushed over, but were
beaten away by the whirling wooden sword which seemed to come at
them from every direction. In the ensuing chaos, the usurper rushed
up the pyramid. The center guard gave chase, but the Abbot kicked
the guard back until he tumbled down the structure.

 


A few of the most venerated Bishops in
the Capital rushed out of their offices and saw the guards laying
dazed on the ground. They looked up and saw that the usurper had
made it to the top. They came over to the second Abbot and said,
“Now we will have no choice but to appoint him Patriarch. We must
tell everyone the election is off.”

 


The usurper assumed the lotus posture
on the very seat where all of the Patriarchs had sat before him. A
strong gale came over the pyramid. From below one could see his
clothes whipping in the wind. The top of the pyramid was glowing.
The Cosmos opened up its secrets to the new Patriarch. He saw all
of life in the three worlds. He saw The Future Buddha seated in
Tushita Heaven and Amida Buddha presiding over billions of souls
that had reached The Pure Land. He saw Tibetan mandalas, each with
a hundred Buddhas spinning around a jeweled center stone. Each
Buddha had four heads, and in each of the heads were dozens of
eyes, all of which reflected countless solar systems. Billowing
cloud formations thundered overhead, and multicolored rain poured
out in torrents. Lightning struck in all directions and a shower of
countless lotus petals floated down around him. Armies of arhats
from ages past chanted The Heart Sutra to the sound of ten-thousand
drums.

 


When the visions subsided, the usurper
nonchalantly sauntered down from the pyramid and greeted the
Elders. The senior Bishop smiled enthusiastically. “Well done, I
wish I’d had the courage to do that long ago. Can you tell me how
it felt to sit in such a venerable spot?”

 


A look of mild disappointment came
over the usurper’s face. “Let me tell you honestly, gentlemen,
there is nothing much to this Patriarch business.”

 



A Strict Diet
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A hefty, young Zen student approached
the Master privately.

 


“Sensei, last week you confessed to having been a compulsive
overeater in your youth. Judging by your slender appearance, you’ve
somehow conquered that addiction. Lately my eating has gotten out
of control, and I need to know what diet you went on to attain your
ideal weight.”

 


“In
the morning,” responded the Master, “I fed on Non-Substantiality.
For lunch I feasted on Formless Vastness. For dinner I consumed
generous portions of Clear Light.”

 


“How did you muster the motivation to adhere to such a strict
regimen,” asked the student. “I can’t seem to acquire the
discipline.”

 


“If
I so much as reached for one extra biscuit, my Sensei would beat my
fingers with a ruler until they swelled like sausages,” chuckled
the Master. “After that, Formless Vastness tasted pretty
good.”

 



The Great Matter
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My Zen Master said to me, “It is time
you saw to this great matter of life and death. Go to the West Side
Hospice and arrange to tour the grounds.”

 


I arrived at West Side Hospice feeling
a bit superior, certain that my years of harsh discipline and
intensive studies had prepared me for what I would see. I was not
sure which faith the patients at the hospice adhered to, but I felt
confident that the majority of them believed in some silly thing or
other and would in no way accept the loss of this mortal body as
well as good Buddhists do.

 


The first ward the Director took me to
contained a number of incredibly serene people, all of whom seemed
perfectly cheerful, though a bit confused as to why they were
there. “Don’t they all realize that they’re terminally ill,” I
asked the Director. “No, they don’t,” he replied. “This is a room
of Christian Scientists, and they believe there is no such thing as
death. They believe they’ve only come here to humor their
relatives.”

 


As we approached the next ward, I saw
three muscular orderlies pulling a body out of a bed. The person
had passed away right in front of the other patients. Strangely
though, the patients were laughing. They gazed over at me, winking
as though we were all part of some inside joke. “Hmm,” I said,
“they seem to be taking this a bit flippantly, don’t you think?”
“Oh yes,” the Director responded. “They’re Hindus who believe that
the body is only an illusion. They celebrate every time one of them
goes. Last week we had to order them to stop their parties before
midnight. No one could get any sleep around here.”

 


Further down we entered a very large
section of the hospice. This was the section that housed
Fundamentalists of various faiths. They were visibly straining to
look confident as they argued among each other about whose doctrine
would truly assure an afterlife in paradise. Some of them seemed to
be sweating profusely, and one could see a trace of horror pass
across some of their faces. But when one went to comfort them, they
refused condolences, each one pushing an affected smile to their
faces and saying something along the lines of, “Don’t worry about
me. At least I know where I’m going for eternity. But I will pray
for you, since you don’t seem to have a truly settled faith
yet.”

 


Next we arrived at the Atheist ward
where one might expect to see some genuine panic. But like the
Fundamentalists, they were defiant to the end. Each one boasted of
their courage in the face of oblivion. They carried on extensively
about how proud they were of themselves for not allowing fear to
impede their integrity. One said to me, in an almost senatorial
tone, “I don’t need to lie to myself like the rest of you. I will
live and die with truth as my only lamp.”

 


“This is all very impressive,” I remarked to the Director. “One
would expect, in a facility of this size, filled with nothing but
doomed people, that there would be more self-pity or self-doubt, a
lot of complaining and worrying. What about the Agnostic ward?
“No,” the Director said, “they’re the calmest of the whole lot. But
there’s one last section you may want to see.” “Surely,” I
replied.

 


Finally we arrived at the Zen Buddhist
ward only to find the place in a state of total disarray. I saw old
sages in monk’s robes doubled-over in pain, wailing like children
with their faces in their hands, deeply sobbing in shamelessly
searing tones. On various beds lay monks and nuns of all ages with
fatal disorders, complaining bitterly about the nursing service,
berating the doctors, rushing their relatives around imperiously.
Still others lay in their beds praying aloud to all sorts of gods
and goddesses, begging for mercy, petitioning for special favors
from any divine being that had ever been rumored to exist. I became
very angry and embarrassed for the practitioners of my faith, but I
suppressed my frustration and asked the director, “Are you sure
we’re in the right room? These people seem to have no faith at
all.”

“Oh
sure they do,” snapped the Director. “If there’s one thing I’ve
learned about these Zen Buddhist fellows — when their time comes,
they die for real.”

 



Joker’s Wild
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The door to the casino flew open and
in rushed a prominent Elder of the congregation.

 


“Sensei! I can’t believe it’s true! You’re a confirmed gambler?
You dare to wear your monk’s robe at a card table? Don’t you
realize you’ll be discredited by every Abbot in town?”

 


“I
relish the chance to be discredited. It toughens the character,”
replied the Master.

 


“What! Do you want to be denounced by all the authorities of
our sect?” groaned the Elder.

 


“Their denouncements aren’t worth the paper they’re printed
on,” replied the Master sarcastically.

 


“And why is that?” asked the Elder.

 


The Master looked up from his hand and
chuckled, “For one thing, they’re all lousy poker
players.”

 



Zen And The Art Of Not Golfing
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One of the students at our Zen retreat
abruptly left. He said, “I will find enlightenment through golfing,
not meditation.” We didn’t believe him, figuring he’d become
involved in the sport and forget all about
enlightenment.

 


Much to our surprise, the former
student became a widely-known professional golfer. Unfortunately,
after several years of play, he’d never come in first place in a
major tournament, and usually ended up in second or third place.
The reason he usually placed second or third was because of a
weakness in his putting. He could drive the ball down the fairway
with enormous power and accuracy, but when he got to the putting
green, he’d often botch easy shots, adding a point or two to his
score.

 


He hired a golf coach to improve his
game. He was determined to come in first place at an upcoming
tournament. The coach brought him to a putting green and observed
his technique.

 


“You’re spacing out,” said the coach. “You need to concentrate.
Think about what you’re doing. Don’t act by instinct
alone.”

 


After days of trying to improve his
concentration, the player found he became way too self-conscious
and was putting worse than ever. At this rate the upcoming
tournament would be a disaster.

 


“You’re overdoing it. You’re thinking too much. Play more from
the heart,” advised the coach.

 


The next several days saw the student
trying his best not to intellectualize the game, but this confused
him so much that he got angry and tossed a whole set of clubs into
a lake.

 


The coach chided him. “You’re too
emotional. It’s like you want it too much. Be a little more
detached and not so overbearing.” For hours and hours the student
attempted to putt without attachment, but this made him depressed
and apathetic.

 


After a few weeks of this struggle,
the coach was dismissed, leaving the student more uncertain than
ever. By the day of the tournament, the student had no idea how to
approach his work.

 


In spite of these
difficulties, the tournament went as usual. He hit great long shots
down the fairway, but his putting was mediocre. By the last hole he
was still one stroke behind the leader. If it took him two or three
putts to finish, he’d end up in second or third place
again. The ball was fifty feet from the hole and
he had to sink it in one glorious shot.

 


Suddenly, as he took aim, all of the
coach’s admonishments congealed. He found himself concentrating,
but not controlling, completely at ease, but not complacent. He
felt the putter move forward, but couldn’t say exactly who was
putting. He watched the ball rolling toward the opening in the
green, but couldn’t take credit for its movement. He watched the
whole thing as though he were both outside and inside the
game.

 


The audience began cheering wildly as
it became evident this was going to be a close call. Right as the
ball was about to go in the hole, both the ball and the hole
disappeared, leaving a flat green. The audience hushed. Only the
wind could be heard on the fairway.

 



A Night On The Town
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There was a young monk who took our
Master’s words very seriously when he said, “Live as you like, but
remember, Linji told us not to follow fixed patterns or permanent
doctrines.”

 


The monk felt this proclamation gave
him the right to drink, smoke and womanize at will. And every
Saturday he would wander off to the nearest sake bar and begin
flirting with the women and becoming completely intoxicated, the
whole time slurring and muttering, “No fixed patterns. No permanent
doctrines.”

 


One Saturday night the Master burst
into the sake bar shouting. He pulled out a stick and began beating
the monk who ran about the bar trying to avoid the blows. “Why are
you punishing me?” shouted the monk as he evaded several loud
slammings of the stick. “I’m not following fixed patterns or
permanent doctrines.”

 


“You come here every Saturday night,” replied the Mater.
“That’s a fixed pattern. You are attached to the teaching of no
permanent doctrines and have turned it into a permanent doctrine.
Now get back to the Zendo before I beat you senseless!”

 


The monk quickly gathered his
belongings and scampered back to the monastery. The Master then
took a seat at the bar stool, winked at the charming, young
waitress and said, “Now pour me some sake."

 


The waitress asked, “What kind of sake
would you like?”

 


Sensei replied, “The
usual.”

 



No One In There
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A visitor rang the bell at the front
gate. The Master came out and asked him what he wanted. The man
indicated that he wanted to tour the monastery.

 


“Why do you want to wear out your shoes wandering around a
bunch of old buildings?” asked the Master.

 


The visitor replied, “I’d like to see
how authentic Zen monks live.”

 


“But there’s no one in there,” replied the Master.

 


“Very well,” said the visitor, “then I’d like to see the
facilities, even if they are empty.”

 


“As
you wish,” sighed the master.

 


The visitor was then guided through
the main foyer where two monks were scrubbing the floor. Then he
was led into the kitchen where several monks were cooking. They
also visited the administrative offices and chatted with three
clerical workers. Finally they ended up in the Zendo and watched
all of the novices sitting Za Zen from morning till night. The
Master then escorted the visitor back to the front gate.

 


As he was leaving the visitor said,
“Sensei, we met dozens of people around this monastery. Why did you
say there was no one in there?”

 


“Because there’s no one in there,” repeated the
Master.

 


The visitor decided to move on to
another question. “Sensei, I’m told that your novices are not
allowed to leave the monastery grounds for a year. Is that
true?”

 


“Yes,” replied the Master.

 


“Then what do you say to them when they want to spend a day or
two in the city to see their friends and family?” the visitor
asked?

 


The Master said, “I tell them there’s
no one out there.”

 



Tranquility
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A Zen student came to the Master and
said, “After all these years of practice, I find my mind is still
restless. I have persistent insomnia and can’t concentrate on
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