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Today, more and more people want to know what Zen is. The problem is that it is not an easy task to describe it, as Zen is beyond wording. It is something that cannot be talked about nor expressed in written form. The moment language is used we are no longer dealing with the spirit of Zen. However, Zen cannot be left unexpressed. In order to introduce the reader to the world of Zen, there is no alternative but to resort to the use of language; and that language is poetry. That's why there are so many poems written by the numerous adepts of Zen.

So, what is Zen? This question can be answered in a number of ways, with each definition being correct within the context being explained. For example, Zen is the Japanese pronunciation of 'Chan,' the abbreviated form of the Chinese translation of the Sanskrit term "dhyana"; it's a type of Indian Buddhism transplanted into China. Better known to the West by its Japanese pronunciation, it is translated as "quiet contemplation." Paradoxically, but Zen/Chan has almost nothing to do with the practice of 'dhyana' (meditation) either. Yes, it is rather difficult to describe what Zen is through the medium of words, so long as it is an anti-logic school of Buddhist thought that applies illogicality to free the mind.

Within the Chinese school of Chan, there is macrostructure that carries the tradition from one generation to the next; there also exists a microstructure of antithesis. This creates what might be described as a post-modern state that is comprised of a ‘certainty’ (macrostructure) that is in continuous communication with an ‘uncertainty’ (microstructure), with both ultimately canceling one another out. This is in accordance with Nagarjuna’s tetralemma, or ‘four-sided logic,’ which can be simply stated as follows: either (1) objects are themselves, or (2) they are not themselves, or (3) they are both themselves and not themselves(simultaneously), or (4) they are neither themselves nor are they not themselves (simultaneously).

It would seem to common sense that at least the first statement ought to hold true, and thus offer some explanation of experience. But, none of the four options does. None does—yet experience remains. Nagarjuna (c. 150 – c. 250 CE) is widely considered one of the most important Buddhist philosophers after Gautama Buddha, read through the Buddha’s teachings contained in the sutras, and formulated that the Buddha’s logic comprised of the above four assertions. Therefore, it can be said that (a) Zen exists; (b) Zen does not exist; (c) Zen exists and does not exist (simultaneously); (d) Zen neither exists nor does not exist (simultaneously).

The point here is that the ordinary intellect is unable to function on this frequency of interpretation, and in its unenlightened or unevolved state, views the Buddha’s logic as gibberish, or ‘mystical’ inspired nonsense, when in fact, the Buddha’s logic has more in common with higher science (i.e. quantum theory), than it does with theistic religion or the imaginations of superstitious based thinking.

If Zen could be presented to another, men would all present it to their superiors; if it could be served up to others, men would all serve it up to their parents; if it could be told to others, men would all tell it to their brothers; if it could be given to others, men would all give it to their sons and grandsons. The reason why it cannot be transmitted is no other but this: that 'if,' within, there be not the presiding principle, it will not remain there, and if, outwardly, there be not the correct obedience, it will not be carried out. When that which is given out from the mind in possession of it is not received by the mind without, the sagely minded man will not give it out; and when, entering in from without, there is no power in the receiving mind to entertain it, the sagely minded man will not permit it to lie hidden there.

Therefore, better known in the West as Zen, it is a Western art-based movement that serves as the antithesis to established norms and conventions. It is a vague sense of performing a function, skill or art in the secular form that is devoid of strenuous effort, or somehow new or unexpected. In fact, Zen is not the experience, nor the realm, less still any heretical forms of Buddhist practice that ignores Buddhist conventions. Zen is just Zen, and that's it. 

Attachment to Zen (regardless of how dedicated or expert the attachment might be) is still only ever attachment to delusion. Being 'exact' in enlightened function is not the same as being 'precise' through attachment to terminology, ritual and procedure. Those attached to Zen carry with them the stench of Dharma contradiction and mistake the dream world for the living. Like a vicious whirlpool—these people drag everyone into their orbit through impressing others with their certificates and experiences. However, no matter how many times they have visited China or Japan and sat in a temple, as long as they have not realised the empty mind ground, they are simply placing a head upon head and mistaking the delusion it casts as truth.

Bare awareness that instantaneously reconciles the subject-object dichotomy is a true enlightenment. This is not 'mystical' or 'religious,' but can be defined as 'spiritual' if by spirituality is meant 'consciousness.' Conscious thought, conscious awareness and conscious being. Consciousness does not only exist 'in the mind' or it risks falling into the realms of 'imagined' understanding and progression. When you look at a picture the picture looks at you; when the contact is achieved, there is no more confusion.

Realizing the real essence of Zen, one can attain it as the enlightened mind of Buddhahood. It means the extensive realization of Lord Buddha Sakyamuni, of perfect mind and pure feeling, who, at thirty-five years of age, sitting quietly under a Bodhi tree, realized that the way to release oneself from the chain of rebirth and death lay not in asceticism but in moral purity.

Still, most people think that Zen is something subtle and mysterious, that it is so profound that it cannot be measured and is too high to be reached. These are the feelings of those who observe Zen from outside. But Zen can be found within each and every one of us; however, an unenlightened intellect has no capacity to perceive that which lies beyond the borders of its limited vision. Zen enlightenment is not freedom from discipline or convention, and cannot be equated with any form of anarchy as such. It is not nature’s unfolding, as nature unfolds quite happily regardless of whether the perceiver of its unfolding is enlightened or not. It is not spontaneity—as anyone in the deluded state is capable of any type of spontaneous activity. A mind that is undisciplined is a mind that is unchanneled. An unchanneled mind lacks the direction required for energy to be developed in the correct manner so that it can expand beyond its current limitations of awareness. Discipline has one real purpose, and that is the curtailing of energy wastage in the mind and body, so that the saved energy can be focused (like a laser beam) through meditation, and turned drill-like into the deepest recesses of perceptual awareness. By going inward, eventually, the essence of all perception is understood in a non-dual manner and one becomes equally free of macro- and microstructure, without necessarily rejecting either.

Zen is something absolutely personal wherein for the development of one's own individual consciousness, one is led towards universality. The first important condition for universality is to organize oneself, summoning up one's full energy and free will. That's why a practitioner of Zen, in every waking moment, has to correct his own experience, making it bright and free from impurities. Otherwise, the dangerous tendency to take an extra-subjective viewpoint can be developed.

Zen has nothing to do with social life, and the social medium has nothing to do with Zen. However, as all willed action emerges from the empty mind ground, each and every one Zen-practitioner must choose a social path. This is often not a deliberate act, but a spontaneous reaction to prevailing circumstances.

As the Buddha Gautama advocates compassion and loving kindness, and bearing in mind that the social activity runs counter to these notions, it is obvious that enlightened Zen adepts follow the path of love and avoid the path of hate. Being 'non-social' is to sit on the hundred foot pole and do nothing, which is stagnation and non-progression by definition.

The only way to prevent this is to use the method of self-examination in order to see constantly the real nature of the self. On the other hand, it is not possible to reach enlightenment through intellectual efforts alone. Since it is something that has no face and no realm, language does not extend to explaining it in detail, so, people have no way to transmit or interpret it. Complete realization (enlightenment, awakening) and its testimony can be grasped only intuitively. The Zen masters understood wisdom not as rational knowledge but mainly as intuition. For this wisdom, it is very important to reach a point of "absence of thought." The mind should free itself from the influence of the external world, bring itself into sharp focus and be alert in order to intuit the truth everywhere, instantly. To this end, special methods have been devised to throw off intellectual work and imagination and allow the pure mind to make its own discovery. And one of such methods can be found in completing poetic works, the task of which is to wake up and sensitize a Zen practitioner's mind so as to stimulate him to seek the truth on his own. This is the first stage, the 'hard way' of educating by enigmatic words to make a disciple of a Zen master cultivate himself. The poetry then sets not so much as a stumbling block for the intellect but as the means or signs of intuition. They are used by the Zen masters in order to test or to verify whether their disciples have achieved realization or not. In the sense, this could be seen as a kind of examination. The only difference is that its form and content change according to the individual, the time and the place.

Most probably, a main driving force behind this was the Chinese imperial examination. It started by the imperial examination in Tang-period (618-907 CE), in which the composition of poems was included among the important tests of literary ability. By mid-Tang dynasty, even learned Buddhist abbots and monks caught up with the trend of expressing themselves through their poetry which reflected certain stages on the way to final enlightenment, and many of them wrote fine classical poems. I believe this tradition have started much earlier and continues till present days and remains to be so for the Chinese Buddhist communities all over the world.

As soon as Confucius (c. 551 BCE) also advised his disciples to go on to study the "polite arts" including etiquette, archery, versification/calligraphy, chariot driving, maths/logic and music, when they had the energy to spare. In the next stage, the polite arts become implements, by which the members of the virtuous elite can hope to gain an exquisite sensitivity to the ethical patterns embodied in Classics. Philosopher Xun-zi (c. 300-230 BCE), for example, remarked: "Once the proper arts are mastered, the mind will follow them." This notion may sound somewhat familiar to us, for it corresponds to our own complex definitions of nobility. Still, the Chinese idea of nobility is not entirely equivalent to our own. The European tradition, embracing a more individualistic vision, tends to emphasize noble conduct as a laudable end in itself, while the ancient Chinese never tired of reminding us that personal self-cultivation is merely the first step in a process of forming harmonious communities in a clan, town, country and the world (under the term 'tian-xia,' the world, we should understand 'fraternity' so far). Confucius also edifies, "Cultivate yourself so that you can later contact others."

My first serious readings of Chinese poems related to Zen-Buddhism were composed by the famously known Tang-period eccentric monks named Han Shan and Shi De (See my ebook "Taste of Hanshan (Cold Mountain)" at: https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/133176). I came across their poetic works in the Complete Works of the Tang-period Poetry. After reading their long and short verses, the fine images that evoked in me left a strong impression in my mind. During the process of translation, I slowly discovered the profound meanings behind the chosen Chinese graphical images which seem simple at first glance. It was really an enjoyable journey! Ever since then, I have hoped to produce my own Zen verses. After years of labour and with good lucks, I managed to complete a solid collection of my works divided into few books which have been exposed online for the readers' benign perusal. 

As distinct from Chinese classic poetry with its more complex than the English sonnet rhyme pattern when each character of one line must be balanced against the corresponding character in another line, both in meaning and tone, Zen poetry does not have any uniform, neither is it passed through second thought or rationalization. That's why it is sometimes very difficult to understand the reasoning of the Zen verses, through which, I
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