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“The Sound That Perceives the World, an intimately personal account by a renowned Japanese Zen master, is an invitation for us to open the eyes and ears of our heart to the boundless compassion pervading the universe, and to come to realize that Kanzeon is no other than you and me, each and every one of us.”

—RUBEN L.F. HABITO

founding teacher, Maria Kannon Zen Center
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“This book is nothing less than a balm to soothe; medicine to relieve our symptoms; a gentle voice to encourage us to persist, delivered through this sensitive, accessible, and masterful translation by Howard Lazzarini. In the midst of this great fire we are living in, here is a voice to lead us to kindness and sanity, to the compassion and forgiveness that makes living possible.”

—MYOZAN IAN KILROY

Soto Zen priest and author of Do Not Try to Become a Buddha: Practicing Zen Right Where You Are
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“Uchiyama Roshi’s fierce voice cuts through complacency. His unique integration of Zen, devotional Buddhist practice, Christianity, and existentialism offers a bracingly fresh view of the cry for help that forms much religious prayer.”

—BEN CONNELLY

Zen teacher and author of Inside the Flower Garland Sutra
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“This book is full of surprises and encouragement to be who we really are, building clear bridges on perennial religious questions and excavating a trustworthy path from us to Shakyamuni Buddha. What a deep joy to receive the wisdom and great compassion of this wholehearted book.”

—KOSHIN PALEY ELLISON

Zen teacher and author of Untangled: Walking the Eightfold Path to Clarity, Courage, and Compassion
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Foreword

I know there are many people who cannot practice Zen meditation (zazen) even though they want to, because of various reasons: busy life, sickness, or aging. When it is not possible to practice zazen, there might be something else we can do.

Now I am seventy-four years old, and because of my physical condition associated with aging, I haven’t been able to practice zazen since last year. I had been practicing zazen for more than fifty years, since I was nineteen years old. These days, walking is my practice. Since I was young, walking has been a meditation practice for me. Almost every day, I just walk, opening the hand of thought.

Now I can walk, but eventually, it might be that I cannot even walk. As practicing Buddhists, we need to be creative and find something we can do as a religious practice instead of sitting zazen. For my teacher, Kosho Uchiyama Roshi, that was letting go of thought and wholeheartedly chanting Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu (literally, “I take refuge in Kanzeon Bodhisattva”).

In this book, Uchiyama Roshi describes his difficult experiences during World War II, through which he began to find the meaning of the practice of chanting the name of Avalokiteshvara (Kanzeon in Japanese), and the process of studying the meaning of chanting practice. His conclusion is that chanting the name of Kanzeon, Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu is the same as other kinds of Buddhist practices such as zazen and chanting nenbutsu—that is, Namu Amida Butsu (I am grateful for the vow of Amitabha Buddha to create a Pure Land where all beings can manifest liberation). That is why he made the subtitle for the original book “Practice of the East” (東洋の行). He wrote, “Even though it is buried in the dust and dirt in the half-broken temples, and it is difficult to evaluate it as a treasure, it is nothing other than the final place to return in our life.”

Dogen Zenji used the expression “the final place to return in our life” (or more literally, “ultimate place of return”) in Shobogenzo Kie Bupposobo (“Taking Refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha”). This expression means that the Three Treasures are the final place to which we return.

Uchiyama Roshi’s teacher, Kodo Sawaki Roshi, expressed this in modern Japanese as “to live in the way in which we have returned to where we should return.” In other words, Buddhism is a religion that teaches us how to live in the way in which we have returned to where we should return, instead of a lackadaisical, lukewarm, cheating, and incomplete way of life.1 In this context, practicing zazen is no different from chanting the name of Amitabha Buddha or Kanzeon. These practices allow us to return to the original truth our lives are based on—that is, the true reality of all beings: impermanence, no-self, and interconnection. Then we are released from a life based on delusional self-clinging.

Another meaning for the practice of chanting Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu for Uchiyama Roshi was that this practice could be done when he could not sit zazen. As he wrote, he found the meaning of chanting Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu when he could not practice zazen during World War II, but also, after the war had ended, he sometimes could not practice zazen because of his physical condition. Because he had had tuberculosis since his early twenties, Uchiyama Roshi was physically weak and often in poor health. That was the reason he had to retire when he was sixty-three years old. He could not sit sesshin with us for the final two years before his retirement. When he was unable to sit zazen, he chanted Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu as his practice. He said zazen is Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu practiced with our entire body and mind, and chanting Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu is zazen practiced with mouth and mind.


This book, which he titled Kannongyo wo Ajiwau (Appreciating the Avalokiteshvara Sutra) is one of Uchiyama Roshi’s early writings. He originally wrote the chapters of this book as a series of articles for Hensho, the newsletter of Myogenji Temple in Nagoya, from 1958 to 1960. This book was published by Hakujusha in 1968. In 1986, Uchiyama Roshi revised the book, removing the final chapter, adding a new chapter, and including his teisho (Dharma talk) on the Ten-Line Avalokiteshvara Sutra given at Muryoji Temple in Nagano in 1985.

I hope this book can be a helpful guide for the people who wish to practice Buddhadharma when they are unable to sit zazen.

I wished to translate this book myself, but I found that I didn’t have time, so my old friend from Antaiji Temple, Howard Lazzarini, kindly volunteered to work on this translation. I deeply appreciate his several years of hard work.

Shohaku Okumura

Bloomington, Indiana

July 2022



1. See Kosho Uchiyama and Shohaku Okumura, The Zen Teaching of Homeless Kodo (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2014), 15–17.









Translator’s Preface

During the last year of World War II, Kosho Uchiyama Roshi, one of the preeminent Zen masters of the twentieth century, was eking out a living making charcoal for sale in the mountains of Shimane Prefecture on the coast of Japan. Frigid winds from Siberia blew across the Sea of Japan, dumping deep snows on the mountains in Shimane and often making for whiteout conditions in the mountains and forests where he and his fellow monks harvested raw wood to convert and sell as charcoal. Winter temperatures there were extremely cold, and Roshi and his companions had not come prepared for these conditions; they lacked warm clothing and proper footwear. To make matters worse, food was scarce, so they were forced to ration what little they had, and they often ate it uncooked, as there was precious little fuel for cooking and heating their meager attic room.

Early one cold morning, as Roshi was trying to prepare some food before the day’s work, he looked out the door. It was snowing heavily, but they could not afford to take the day off. He knew they would have to go out into the mountains carrying their heavy tools and equipment. One slip in the snow could mean a fall down the mountainside or slipping from a narrow single log bridge into a frozen creek. Wielding heavy axes and saws with numb hands and fingers could result in a severe injury. As he thought more about his situation, a dark gloom descended on him, and he was overtaken with fear and anxiety. Without thinking, he suddenly started calling out Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu, which means “I take refuge in the Bodhisattva Kanzeon.” He repeatedly called it out, and after some time his anxiety and feelings of foreboding lessened, and he felt largely relieved of his suffering. For Uchiyama, with a master’s degree in Western philosophy from Tokyo’s prestigious Waseda University, this was an odd and mysterious experience. Though he had been exposed to the Kannon-gyo, or Avalokiteshvara Sutra, as a child listening to his mother chant the sutra, he had never given serious thought to the words or to the act of calling out to the bodhisattva Kannon when in distress.

After this profound experience, he wrote to his mother and asked her to send him a copy of the Kannon-gyo so that he could stuff it in his robe pocket and read it whenever he had a break in making charcoal. This began his lifelong quest to understand the Kannon-gyo and the power of silently chanting. Until his death he practiced zazen and, when he was unable to sit due to illness, he engaged in the practice of silently chanting.

This book is a translation from Japanese to English of Uchiyama Roshi’s book Appreciating the Kannon-gyo published in 1986. It is the culmination of over fifty years of Uchiyama Roshi’s practice and contemplation of this sutra. However, not only does he seek to interpret this sutra for us, but he also endeavors to shed light on Pure Land practice and his own unique interpretation of the teachings of Jesus and Christianity, and how they relate to his practice of Dogen’s shikantaza (just sitting). His ecumenical approach to religion is an outgrowth of his lifelong search for truth. His legacy is his practice, his students, his many books on zazen and Buddhist practice written in easy-to-understand language, and his commentaries on Dogen’s writings and Buddhist sutras such as the Kannon-gyo. It was my honor and privilege to have met him and to have had him as a teacher. At seventy-four years old, I am pleased to be able to realize my vow to translate a work of Uchiyama Roshi. It has taken me fifty years, but I can now finally feel that I have perhaps done something before I die to further the legacy of two of the most important Zen teachers of the millennium, Kodo Sawaki Roshi and Kosho Uchiyama Roshi.


Acknowledgments

The book couldn’t have happened without the help of many individuals. First of all, my wife, Shoko Hayashi Lazzarini, provided invaluable and patient assistance in understanding Uchiyama Roshi’s colloquial Japanese. I consider her to be a co-translator.

Without the patient assistance of Shohaku Okumura Roshi, this book would not have been possible. His constant encouragement, inspiring teaching, numerous corrections, and patient help in interpreting Uchiyama Roshi’s thought and words were invaluable. I offer him my deepest gratitude and gassho. Any translations of Dogen’s writings that appear in the text are derived from his previously published translations or translations that have yet to be published.

I had valuable professional editing assistance from the late Elizabeth Kenney in Kyoto. She was a student of Doyu Takamine Roshi. I owe a great deal to her editing skills and her ability to render my translated expressions into concise and crisp English. Her knowledge of Buddhist doctrine was invaluable and informed the text. I offer deep thanks to her memory.

In addition, I would like to thank Arthur and Hiroko Braverman for their help with translating and understanding Pure Land doctrines and practice. Arthur also encouraged me to continue this project and would not let me give up. Daitsu Tom Wright, a renowned translator of Uchiyama Roshi’s books and a fellow disciple and a friend of many years, helped with the translation of the Ten-Line Avalokiteshvara Sutra, as well as with his recollections of his visits to Uchiyama Roshi in the years after Roshi retired from Antaiji. Shusoku Kushiya, an assistant to Uchiyama Roshi after his retirement from Antaiji, provided valuable information on Roshi’s health and chanting practice. I am grateful to Carl Bielefeldt, emeritus professor in the religious studies department at Stanford, for his assistance in translating from Chinese the outline of the Kannon-gyo by Master Tiantai Zhiyi, which appears in chapter 5. Rev. Dr. Takashi Miyaji, a professor at the Institute of Buddhist Studies in Berkeley, California, helped me understand Pure Land and Jodo Shinshu doctrine. I consulted Bill “Red Pine” Porter when I had questions about Chinese characters and their original Chinese Buddhist meanings. He always responded immediately to my emails and phone calls. Thank you. My old friend, the nanga artist and Zen student Michael Hofmann, also offered valuable suggestions on wording. I would also like to thank Steve Yenik of Kyoto, one of the first translators of Uchiyama Roshi, for his suggestion to avoid a literal translation and trust my own words when the meaning was unclear. I would also like to thank Dr. Randy Reimer for helping me understand the long-term effects of tuberculosis on Uchiyama Roshi’s health.

I would like to thank Wisdom Publications for their permission to use chapter 25 of Gene Reeves’s excellent translation of the Lotus Sutra, which appears in appendix 1. Also, deep thanks to Ben Gleason, my editor at Wisdom, for his excellent suggestions and edits, which refined my text and helped to clarify the many difficult passages.

I also owe a debt of gratitude to the Everett Zazen Group, Chad Freeman, Rachel McGovern, Asao Sakakibara, and Ann Bauleke, for reading through the manuscript during our Zoom reading group meetings, and for all their valuable suggestions.

Finally, I would like to offer my gratitude to my professors at UC Berkeley. Specifically, my profound appreciation and thanks go to Lewis Lancaster, Emeritus Professor of the Department of East Asian Languages, and the late Helen McCollough and the late Francis Motofuji, both professors in the Oriental Languages Department, who fostered my interest in Buddhism and Japanese language and literature.

Of course, any mistakes in translation are solely my responsibility.

I hope this book informs your practice as it has mine.

Howard Lazzarini

Everett, Washington

2023








Translator’s Introduction

The Lotus Sutra, Kannon, and the Kannon-gyo

Chapter 25 of the Lotus Sutra is often treated as an independent work called the Avalokiteshvara Sutra, or the Kannon-gyo in Japanese. Before we delve into the Kannon-gyo, it might be useful to lay a foundation by briefly discussing the Lotus Sutra and its seminal role in all branches of Mahayana Buddhist thought.2 In Burton Watson’s introduction to his translation of the Lotus Sutra, he writes that the sutra purports to “represent the highest level of truth, the summation of the Buddha’s message.”3 Indeed, throughout China, Korea, Japan, Tibet, and other regions in eastern Asia, the Lotus Sutra is considered one of the most essential texts of Mahayana Buddhism, and has been a major influence on the religions, arts, and letters of those nations.

We do not know where or exactly when the Lotus Sutra was composed.4 The first translation into Chinese was in 255 CE, but it was a subsequent translation in 406 by the Central Asian scholar-monk Kumarajiva that became the most widely known and is the basis for Gene Reeves’s translation of the Kannon-gyo that appears in the appendix. Scholars assume that the translation by Kumarajiva was from an extant Sanskrit text, but that text has been lost. 	


The Lotus Sutra takes place in a fairy-tale world filled with fictional creatures, bodhisattvas with miraculous powers, deities, demons, and other mythical beings. For Western readers (again in Watson’s words), “we realize that we have left the world of factual reality far behind.”5 The Kannon-gyo, chapter 25 of the sutra, is titled “The Universal Gateway of the Bodhisattva Regarder of the Cries of the World,” and is also part of that fictional world. It begins with the Bodhisattva Inexhaustible Mind asking the Buddha how Regarder of the Cries of the World got that name. The Buddha then explains that he got that name because anyone who wholeheartedly calls out the name of that bodhisattva will be freed from their suffering, no matter what it is.

Kannon, Kanzeon, Guanyin, and Avalokiteshvara

The Sanskrit name for Bodhisattva Regarder of the Cries of the World is Avalokiteshvara, which literally means “the lord who looks down from on high.” In Chinese, this bodhisattva is known as Guanyin. Other regions of Asia—including Tibet, Southeast Asia, Sri Lanka, and Korea—each have their own local translation of the name. In Japan, the bodhisattva is called Kannon or Kanzeon. The name Kannon (or Kanzeon) Bosatsu literally means the “bodhisattva who perceives the sounds of the world”—in other words, one who sees and hears the suffering of all sentient beings in this world. I follow Uchiyama Roshi’s original text, which sometimes uses Kannon and sometimes Kanzeon. “Kannon-gyo” thus means “Avalokiteshvara Sutra.”

Unlike the Buddha or Bodhidharma, Kannon was not an actual historical person. This bodhisattva originated in India and was at first considered male and is still thought of as male in Tibet. In China, Guanyin was originally male but sometime around the twelfth century was transformed by the common people into a female figure.


In many Asian countries, including Japan, Kannon is revered as a savior deity associated with a sort of folk religion or cult of devotees who worship her and ask for her protection and help, fulfilling a universal human need for relief from suffering. Kannon bears many similarities to the Virgin Mary, inspiring Jesuit missionaries in China to give her the name Goddess of Mercy. A Catholic colleague of mine provided me with the following prayer, which resembles passages in the Kannon-gyo:


Remember, O most gracious Virgin Mary, that never was it known that anyone who fled to thy protection, implored they help, or sought thy intercession was left unaided. . . . O Mother of the Word Incarnate, despise not my petitions, but in thy mercy hear and answer me.6



In the Heart Sutra, it is curious that it is Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva—Kannon or Kanzeon—instead of the Buddha, who “when deeply practicing prajnaparamita, clearly saw that all five aggregates are empty and thus relieved all suffering.”7 Perhaps this is because deep compassion cannot be separated from ultimate wisdom and the bodhisattva vow, which requires a bodhisattva not to enter nirvana until all sentient beings are freed from suffering.

The Kannon-gyo, at first reading, might seem like a kind of fairy tale. For example, one of the first verses in the sutra says, “If anyone who embraces (chants or calls out) the name of Perceiver of the Cries of the World Bodhisattva falls into a great fire, the fire will not burn that person due to the divine authority and power of that bodhisattva.”8 The sutra then goes on to give a list of dire circumstances from which Kannon will free one from if one merely chants or calls out the name.


Uchiyama Roshi and the Kannon-gyo

Uchiyama’s adoption of chanting Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu (I take refuge in the Bodhisattva Kanzeon) is his own. He practiced both zazen and silently saying Kanzeon’s name as the same practice; he was not trying to invoke the Bodhisattva Kanzeon to somehow intercede for him to mystically and miraculously free him from suffering. Rather, zazen and this silent chanting were both practices of “letting go of the hand of thought.”9

Though Uchiyama’s teacher, Sawaki, was certainly influenced by Pure Land Buddhism and probably chanted the nenbutsu, there is no reference to chanting Kanzeon’s name in Sawaki’s talks. We can’t help but remember that Dogen in Bendowa (“On the Endeavor of the Way”) criticized chanting:


Intending to reach the Buddha way through stupid ceaseless chanting millions of times is like steering a cart north and trying to go south. It is also the same as trying to put a square peg in a round hole. Reading literature while ignoring the way of practice is like a person reading a prescription but forgetting to take the medicine; what is the benefit? Continuously uttering sounds like frogs in a spring rice paddy croaking day and night is also ultimately worthless.10



Though Dogen gave the title “Kannon” to one chapter of Shobogenzo, he does not mention the Kannon-gyo at all. When Dogen was in China, he visited Putuoshan Mountain11 and wrote the following:



Guanyin is found amid hearing, considering, practicing, and truly verifying the mind. Why seek the appearance of her sacred face within a cave? I proclaim that pilgrims must themselves awaken. Guanyin does not abide on Potalaka Mountain.12



Uchiyama, who was trained in Western philosophy and rationalism,13 was of course skeptical and didn’t pay any serious attention to the Kannon-gyo or chanting the name of Kanzeon before he endured a terrible winter in 1944 in the mountains of Shimane Prefecture. Based on that experience as well as the deaths of two wives—the first, Fueko to tuberculosis, and the second, Chizuko, to pregnancy complications—he struggled for the next fifty years to understand the allegorical meanings of the Kannon-gyo and how this work related to his Buddhist practice and his life. He makes the compelling case for understanding the Kannon-gyo through the lens of the Lotus Sutra, and for using both the Lotus Sutra and Kannon-gyo as the foundation for our life.

However, this book—like all Buddhist teaching—should not be understood as Uchiyama Roshi telling us that we must live exactly as he did. Rather, it is simply an outline of his life and what he himself discovered about the truth of the self (no-self). It is merely a suggestion for us to try to verify with our own experience the practices and wisdom of Buddhism.

Chanting, Saying Quietly, Crying Out, or Singing Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu

The Japanese word tonaeru can refer to chanting, reciting, saying or speaking, crying out, yelling, shouting, preaching, or singing. In this translation, I most often use “chanting,” but “keeping in mind” or “wholeheartedly chanting” would also be appropriate. Wholeheartedly chanting or saying Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu is, for Uchiyama, the same as letting go of thought (often translated as “letting go of the hand of thought”)—in other words, just sitting zazen.14 Uchiyama is saying that in his experience and practice, chanting Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu (or the Pure Land nenbutsu) and zazen are the same activity—that is, letting go of thought. In this way, practitioners who cannot physically sit in the zazen posture can still actively practice letting go of thought, even when sick or on their deathbed. This is the most important message of this book.

Uchiyama Roshi’s Worldview

Uchiyama died before the internet, smartphones, and other advanced technologies changed how we live. However, he had a universal view of true human progress based on Buddhist principles and his many years of practice, which is crucial for all of us to understand. In his words,


Human progress is by no means the same as the advancement of natural science; nor does it follow the path of the development of material civilization. Human progress lies in each and every human being becoming an adult.15



For him, becoming an adult means living by the bodhisattva vow, watching over others and caring for and helping others. He is urging us to adopt the ideal image of a bodhisattva, protected and guided by zazen and calling out or chanting the Buddha’s name, as the true way to bring about real human progress. In this book, Uchiyama explains the Kannon-gyo as the guiding light for those who seek to understand the bodhisattva ideals and to apply them to their lives.

Uchiyama Roshi and Christianity

Throughout this book, there are many references to the Bible and to Christian ideas. This may be confusing for some, but Uchiyama Roshi did not discriminate between the ideas of Jesus and those of Soto Zen and Pure Land Buddhists. He studied Christianity before he was ordained as a Buddhist priest. According to Daitsu Tom Wright, who originally came to Japan as a Lutheran missionary and whom Uchiyama ordained as a Soto Zen priest and his disciple, Uchiyama encouraged him to continue reading the Bible, particularly Jesus’s words, together with his Buddhist practice. Uchiyama was not a practicing Christian in the usual sense, though. Rather, all his life he was a truth seeker. Or, to borrow a phrase from Dogen’s Shobogenzo Genjokoan (“Actualizing the Fundamental Point”), “To study the Buddha Way is to study the self.”16 He was interested in any philosophical or religious tradition that helped him learn about the true self.

Though he studied the Bible, the life of Jesus, and the history of the Christian church (primarily the Roman Catholic Church), he was not a believer in any institutionalized church. He felt that organized religions, with their authoritarian ecclesiastical hierarchies and belief systems, were far removed from nondualist truth. Also, he felt the institutionalized Christian belief systems were often based on what he called “fairy tales,” such as the virgin birth or Christ’s resurrection story. Instead, what appealed to him were passages in the Bible such as Mark 9:33, where Christ admonishes his disciples for selfishness and lack of humility:



“Whoever wants to be first must place himself last of all and be servant of all.” Then [Christ] took a child and made him stand in front of them. He put his arms round him and said to them, “Whoever welcomes in my name one of these children, welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me, welcomes not only me but also the one who sent me.”17



For a brief six-month period after the death of his first wife, Uchiyama accepted a position teaching mathematics and philosophy at a small Roman Catholic seminary in Kyushu. During that time, he studied Roman Catholicism with the priests there and considered entering the Catholic priesthood. After six months he decided that he couldn’t take that path and resigned his position to return to Tokyo. At that time his father suggested that he go to listen to a talk by Kodo Sawaki Roshi, after which he became Sawaki’s student and disciple, and was eventually ordained by him.

Uchiyama Roshi’s Health and Death

In the book, Uchiyama describes having serious and potentially life-threatening hemorrhages caused by tuberculosis in his later life. Wondering how the state of his health might have affected him during his many years of practice, I made inquiries of people who were close to Uchiyama at various times. These included telephone conversations, emails, and letters with his students, Shohaku Okumura, Daitsu Tom Wright, and Shusoku Kushiya. Kushiya was Uchiyama Roshi’s assistant for many years after he retired from Antaiji Temple, and is most intimately familiar with his health, especially in his later years. Daitsu Tom Wright also made frequent visits to Noke-in, Uchiyama’s post-retirement residence.


According to Kushiya, Uchiyama was not strong from his childhood, although it is unknown how much his health affected his early life. It is known, however, that his first wife Fueko, whom he met when they were university students, became ill with tuberculosis and died from the disease in the 1930s, before the availability of antibiotics and other treatments used today. Uchiyama contracted the disease from Fueko, but somehow he recovered. As Okumura told me, the disease became latent in Uchiyama, allowing him to avoid isolation. When Uchiyama was ordained in 1941, he was healthy enough to take part in the severe zazen practice under Sawaki at Daichuji Temple in the mountains of Tochigi Prefecture. This included many multiday sesshins with twenty-four hours of zazen—the monks were only allowed to sleep in the zazen posture from midnight until 2 A.M.

In 1966, Uchiyama became the abbot after Sawaki’s death in 1965, and he continued to sit all or part of the sesshins until 1973, when his health deteriorated. Between 1973 and 1975, when he retired, Uchiyama was unable to sit sesshins or give the weekly teisho, or Dharma talk.

In the words of Okumura,


Because of his physical condition, we did not expect him to do anything but take good care of himself. By doing so, we felt that he was providing us with a role model of how to care for ourselves. For us, that was one of his most precious teachings as the abbot of Antaiji.



After Uchiyama retired, he suffered from tuberculosis-related hemorrhages and was diagnosed with tuberculosis of the elderly. It is unfortunately common for patients who have suffered from tuberculosis in their early lives to experience a recurrence of the disease as they age and their immune systems weaken.18 According to Shusoku Kushiya, Uchiyama may have been hospitalized for short periods after these episodes, but mostly his third wife, Keiko,19 cared for him at his home with the assistance of a physician.

According to Daitsu Tom Wright,


During the years that I visited him at Noke-in, in Kohata, he was usually bedridden in the spring for two or three months. Sometimes Keiko invited me in, but sometimes she said that he was too ill for me to visit.



On his final day, Uchiyama went out for a walk. When he returned, he collapsed in the entryway and had to be helped back into the house and onto his futon. He chose not to call for emergency medical help or to go to a hospital, but instead the doctor was called to attend him. According to his disciple Doyu Takamine, who arrived at Noke-in in the early evening, Uchiyama died later that evening in Keiko’s arms, smiling and saying to her that he had finished his last poem, “Ogamu” (“Bowing with Deep Reverence”) earlier that day.20 What is clear to me is that, even though Uchiyama had serious physical limitations all his life, after his 1941 ordination he persevered in his practice of Buddhism as a disciple of Sawaki and as abbot of Antaiji. Uchiyama Roshi’s final poem completed on the day of his death on March 13, 1998, best summarizes his lifelong quest for truth:


Bowing with Deep Reverence

Joining the right hand with the left—bowing with deep reverence

Becoming one with God and Buddha—bowing with deep reverence

Becoming one with Everything I meet—bowing with deep reverence

Becoming one with the entire myriad things (universe)—bowing with deep reverence

Wholeheartedly joining Life with Life—bowing with deep reverence



2. An in-depth discussion of the Lotus Sutra is beyond the scope of this book. For a more comprehensive introduction, see the translator’s introductions found in both Burton Watson, trans., The Lotus Sutra (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), x–xxii, and Gene Reeves, trans., The Lotus Sutra: A Contemporary Translation of a Buddhist Classic (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2008), 1–18.

3. Watson, Lotus Sutra, xvii.

4. Watson, Lotus Sutra, x

5. Watson, Lotus Sutra, xvi.

6. The Memorare prayer, sent to me by Professor Jeanette Rodriguez, Seattle University.

7. The Heart Sutra, San Francisco Zen Center translation.

8. Chapter 25 in Reeves, Lotus Sutra, 171.

9. For an explanation of this expression, see Kosho Uchiyama, Opening the Hand of Thought: Foundations of Zen Buddhist Practice (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2004).

10. See Kosho Uchiyama Roshi, trans., The Wholehearted Way: A Translation of Eihei Dogen’s Bendowa (Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2011), 25–26.
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Appreciating the Kannon-gyo









Preface

These days we try to manage everything by using science and technology. However, when that doesn’t work, we get confused and don’t know what to do. For example, when we get sudden news of an airplane crash, or when our doctor tells us that we may have cancer, or even just in the normal course of our lives, it’s not unusual to encounter situations that leave us at a loss.

When we feel that everything seems meaningless, we may sink into a feeling of deep depression. When we don’t know what to do, or when we seem to have no options, we can fall into an existential crisis or even have a serious nervous breakdown. In our age of science and technology, when we run into a situation that can’t be resolved by our human abilities, and religion doesn’t provide any answers, we are at our wits end. In response to this, I believe that we need to discover a faith that agrees with our intellect and reason. With that in mind, I have written this book after rereading the ancient Avalokiteshvara Sutra and the Ten-Line Kannon Sutra.









Introduction

What Kind of Religion Is Buddhism?

It seems that nowadays when people encounter the words Buddhism or Buddha, most want to look the other way. That is probably because for most people the framework of Buddhism as an established religious institution has grown old and decayed and has been abandoned by modern people in Japan. The dilapidated old structure of the Buddhist religion can’t be restored to the fresh vitality it once had—and I think there is no need to do so.

But do you know there is a treasure of inestimable worth hidden in this old building? I believe that this treasure should not remain buried in the ruins. Somehow, I hope that younger generations will discover this treasure and make it come alive for generations to come.

What is this great treasure? Though it is buried in the dust and dirt of the ruins of traditional Buddhism, and it is not easy to recognize it as a treasure, it is actually “the final place to return to in our life.” This means to take refuge in the Buddha (the historical Shakyamuni Buddha), the Dharma (his teachings on awakening to the reality of life), and the Sangha (the community of people who study the Buddha’s teachings and follow his way of life).

Dogen Zenji writes in Shobogenzo Kie Bupposobo (“Taking Refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha”),


Question: Why do you take refuge in the Three Treasures?

Answer: Because these three are the true place to return to (the ultimate refuge).




This expression, “true place to return to,” or “ultimate refuge,” means finally arriving at the place where we should be. My teacher, Kodo Sawaki Roshi, expressed this concept more simply in modern Japanese: “to live as if having arrived at your life’s ultimate destination, or having finally returned to a true way of life.” In other words, Buddhism teaches us that this life is our true and final refuge, and so we should not live in some meaningless, selfish, half-baked, irresponsible way.

In the course of human civilization here on earth there has never been any other religion or religious culture that points so purely and directly to the essence of existence. Religions like Christianity are wrapped in mythological doctrine, but nowadays a mythological worldview cannot stand up to scientific principles. Moreover, the god figure is fading from view. In the same way that God has been lost, the Buddhist notion of “living our life having finally returned to a true way of life” has also begun to fade away.

However, in the deep recesses of the ancient temple that is traditional Buddhism—not to be mixed up with the mythology of the Buddha—is the purest and most concrete practice, a Way handed down to us through generations. In any case, I hope to recover this ancient Asian legacy of the Buddha and apply it to our modern lives.

In our current era, we don’t think about our own lives as much as we should. As long as we are living as human beings and call ourselves modern people, of course we have some sort of idea about how to live our own lives. But mostly instead of looking at the entirety of our lives, we focus instead only on how to make a living. We see life only in terms of securing our own temporary happiness and ideal living conditions.

Let’s look at the idealized “happy” and so-called “complete” life. Most people want to do well in school, get a good job, find the perfect partner, save money to buy the best house, furniture, appliances, car, and so on. In our teens and twenties, we can’t think about a future beyond this. At this age, we are caught up in this flowery dream, and the future is just a dim blur. Nevertheless, next we want to work our way up through a career while having kids, who (in this ideal life) also do perfectly in school.

In our thirties and forties, our enthusiasm for this dream begins to dissipate. When we think about what will come next in life, we don’t have flowery dreams, but instead a sad and empty feeling somewhere deep down in our hearts. For a while, that sadness and loneliness can be eased by listening to popular songs or watching sports. But what’s really happening is that our ability to ponder the future becomes fuzzy.

In any event, assuming that we live past our thirties or forties, life continues. When we reach our fifties and sixties, we need to secure an income for old age and take up a quiet hobby. Then, when grandchildren come along, we do everything we can to make them happy. Then, the life dream of our fifties and sixties is again interrupted. That undeniable feeling of emptiness comes back with a vengeance—no one seems able to overcome it and continue the dream. Rather, we are attacked by this sad and empty feeling, like a typhoon making landfall, which topples our dream of the ideal life and becomes our reality.

After that, naturally the ongoing reality is that we try to enjoy things as much as we can, but our children move out and have lives of their own. Eventually, our partner, whom we have taken along with us for half our life, dies. Suddenly we lose our strength and get high blood pressure. Then there is nothing left but the grave.

I recall the poem, “A flower’s life is short, and there is much suffering.”

I don’t mean to espouse a pessimistic view of life. All I am saying is that if you continue to be guided by this sketch of the “ideal life” or this dream of happiness, then this is what will happen. I advocate that we instead move forward with life step by step, looking at the self realistically.

It is our responsibility to clarify the meaning of our life in terms of our true place of return
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