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INTRODUCTION

The Pāramitās, or Perfections, evolved with the advent of Mahāyāna Buddhism some two thousand years ago. They were derived from the three-part teaching of Classical Buddhism: Shīla, Samādhi, and Prajñā—morality, absorption, and wisdom.1 They also derived from the love of categories and classifications that distinguishes the culture of India. Though at first these lists can seem tedious, with unpacking they produce the treasures I seek to burnish in this book.

The first four Pāramitās relate to morality: Dāna, giving; Shīla, the moral code; Kshānti, forbearance; and Vīrya, vitality or zeal. The fifth Pāramitā is Dhyāna, zazen (settled, focused meditation)—a term and practice closely related to Samādhi. The sixth is Prajñā itself, or wisdom.

Like other Buddhist teachings, the Pāramitās unfolded with experimentation over time. After the first six were established in the first few centuries of the Mahāyāna, the decimal system of arithmetic was invented and many of the categories and formulas of Yoga and Buddhism were rounded off to ten. It seems possible that for this reason four more Pāramitās were added to the original six: Upāya, compassionate means; Pranidhāna, aspiration; Bala, spiritual strength; and Jñāna, knowledge.

It is also possible that the evolution of Ten Pāramitās in Theravāda commentaries (as a different set of Perfections) influenced the Mahāyāna teachers to increase their own table to ten, or that the Ten Stages of the Bodhisattva set forth in Mahāyāna literature established a precedent for an equivalent number of Pāramitās. In any case, we can be grateful for the inclusion of these additional Pāramitās. No matter what the reason for their inclusion, they clarify our way of practice and deepen our understanding.

The Pāramitās are inspirations, not fixed rules. We honor them with our conduct, speech, and thought. Shāntideva, the great seventh-century Buddhist teacher, cites with approval the wisdom of an early Mahāyāna sūtra: “The perfections of the Bodhisattva do not support me—it is I who support them.”2

Though the Buddha Shākyamuni was transmuted with Anuttara-Samyaksambodhi, pure and complete wisdom and compassion, he nonetheless continues to support the Pāramitās. His work from the beginningless past through the endless future is to liberate himself and others. It is our work as well. Nobody, least of all the Buddha, can say, “I have accomplished it.” Zazen is itself enlightenment—as Dōgen Kigen Zenji never tired of saying.3 This means, in his words, that body and mind have dropped away and they continue to drop away endlessly. The self is forgotten and it continues to be forgotten more and more completely through all time.4 Any residue of self-centered conduct, speech, or thought is wiped away. Any residue of that wiping away is then wiped away and so on endlessly—each day more liberated, each day more joyous. There are milestones on the path, as the Buddha found under the Bodhi tree, but they are no more than milestones and are not any kind of ultimate consummation. Perfection is a process.


ONE
GIVING

The Dāna Pāramitā
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The dictionary definition of Dāna is charity or almsgiving—of goods, money, or the teaching. More generally, Dāna is the spirit and act of generosity. Its salutary effects are endless, and they multiply beyond measure at each point of renewal.

Thus, Dāna is intimately tied in with karma—cause and effect—while its neglect too has inevitable consequences. As Lewis Hyde says in his landmark book—The Gift, “When property is hoarded, thieves and beggars begin to be born to rich men’s wives.”1

It is with the Dāna Pāramitā that the Buddha’s teaching of universal harmony is put into practice. Mutual interdependence becomes mutual intersupport. It is practice that is not only Buddhist but perennial as well. The Earth itself flourishes by what Emerson calls the endless circulation of the divine charity: “The wind sows the seed, the sun evaporates the sea, the wind blows the vapor to the field … the rain feeds the plant, the plant feeds the animal.”2 The very stars hold themselves on course through a mutual interchange of energy.

In keeping with this natural charity, ancient customs of gift giving and circulating the gift kept primal human society healthy. The Native Americans who greeted the Puritans in Massachusetts understood this well, though their guests, it seems, did not, for they scornfully called the customs “Indian giving.” In its uncorrupted form, the potlatch ceremony of northwestern America was usually a grand ritual of giving away precious possessions by the tribe on the occasion of naming a new chief. Giving ennobles.3 In dedicating our sūtras, we turn the virtue of the recitation back to Buddhas and Ancestral Teachers in gratitude for their guidance. We are constantly receiving that teaching, constantly sending it around again.

In Classical Buddhism there were several categories of Dāna. One category was dual, including both the pure charity that looks for no reward and the sullied “charity” whose object is personal benefit. Another formulation was triple: charity with goods, doctrine, and services. Other formulations make it clear that Dāna was traditionally considered to be preaching by monks, donations of clothing and medicine to the poor by temples, support of temples and monks by laypeople, and gifts to the poor by those laypeople who could afford them.

With the development of the Mahāyāna, the Sangha (kinship, fellowship) became universal, no longer centered upon monks and nuns and their temples. Dāna became the open door to realization, showing clearly what had been there from the beginning, for by any name and in any practice, Dāna is the hallmark of human maturity. The gift itself is food—often in fact, always by analogy. Its virtue is absorbed, renewed, and passed on to nurture all beings.

My teacher, Yamada Kōun Rōshi, used to say, “I wish to become like a great tree, shading all beings.” The Dāna Pāramitā was his ideal, and I am grateful that he could put it into words so gracefully. Earlier Zen Buddhist expressions of Dāna are also heartening:


A monk asked Hui-hai, “By what means can the gateway of our school be entered?”

Hui-hai said, “By means of the Dāna Pāramitā.”

The monk said, “According to the Buddha, the Bodhisattva Path comprises six Pāramitās. Why have you mentioned only the one? Please explain why this one alone provides a sufficient means for us to enter.”

Hui-hai said, “Deluded people fail to understand that the other five all proceed from the Dāna Pāramitā and that by its practice all the others are fulfilled.”

The monk asked, “Why is it called the Dāna Pāramitā?”

Hui-hai said, “ ‘Dāna’ means ‘relinquishment.’ ”

The monk asked, “Relinquishment of what?”

Hui-hai said, “Relinquishment of the dualism of opposites, which means relinquishment of ideas as to the dual nature of good and bad, being and non-being, void and non-void, pure and impure, and so on.”4



Hui-hai does not include the dualism of self and other in his list of dichotomies we must relinquish, but it is clear that he intends that it be included, for he goes on to say, “By a single act of relinquishment, everything is relinquished.… I exhort you students to practice the way of relinquishment and nothing else, for it brings to perfection not only the other five Pāramitās but also myriads of other [practices].”5

This total relinquishment is the self forgotten, the dropped-away body and mind. It is still a center, but it is outflowing. The food and housing and clothing and money it requires to function are metabolized as giving—we eat to be able to serve, in other words. The ordinary way of receiving in order to receive even more becomes transformed into a way of sustaining the self in order to practice the Buddha’s wisdom and compassion.

Yet “eating to serve” has a slightly righteous tone. If the self is outflowing, what is the stuff that flows out? Is it simply obligation? I hope not. Is it self-sacrifice? Perhaps it is, when viewed from outside. From a personal perspective, however, you will find that it is easier and more natural than the word sacrifice implies. Also, it is important to take care of the one who gives; otherwise, the flow dries up. Recreation, re-creation, is important for the Bodhisattva.

Finally, is it compassion? Yes, but a specific kind of compassion that arises with gratitude. The English word gratitude is related to grace. It is the enjoyment of receiving as expressed in giving. It is a living, vivid mirror in which giving and receiving form a dynamic practice of interaction. For receiving, too, is a practice. Look at the word arigatō, Japanese for “thank you.” It means literally, “I have difficulty.” In other words, “Your kindness makes it hard for me to respond with equal grace.” Yet the practice of gift giving lies at the heart of Japanese culture. The word arigatō expresses the practice of receiving.

Dāna brightens and clarifies the Dharma, the Buddha Way, and with continued unfolding it brings natural authority for more brightening and clarifying. You see its power in those who are acknowledged as leaders in traditional societies. In American history, it is the authority of John Quincy Adams, who stepped down from the Office of President to serve selflessly in the House of Representatives for the last seventeen years of his long life. In Buddhist history, it is Tou-shuai relinquishing his role of master and returning to practice as a monk.6 In relinquishing conventional power, Adams and Tou-shuai found the authority of the timeless. They pass it on to us, and with each gift of empowerment, the strength of Dāna in the world is enhanced. The Wheel of the Dharma turns accordingly.

Mu-chou, an elder brother of Lin-chi in the assembly of Huang-po, was a monk of great moral authority. In The Blue Cliff Record, he appears in an interesting story:


Mu-chou asked a monk, “Where have you just come from?” The monk gave a shout.

Mu-chou said, “That’s a shout on me.” The monk shouted again.

Mu-chou said, “Three shouts, four shouts, what then?” The monk said nothing.

Mu-chou gave him a blow and said, “You thieving phony!”7



At this time, Mu-chou lived quietly in a little hut near a highway where monks would call on him for instruction. When the monk in this story approached Mu-chou, he was undoubtedly psyched up for the occasion, ready for the deepest possible experience. It wasn’t going to be an ordinary conversation at all. Mu-chou had a great reputation as a severe teacher. After all, it was he who broke Yün-men’s leg in the course of enlightening him.8

So Mu-chou says, “Where have you just come from?”

The monk cries, “Khat!”

That first shout was pretty good. “Where do I come from? Come on!”—the monk seems to be saying—“Give me a break! That’s really a smelly question.”

“Oh,” says Mu-chou gently, “you have shouted me down. You have beaten me at my own game. You are the sage and I am the ordinary fellow.” You see Dāna functioning here. By temporizing, Mu-chou gives the monk free play. I can imagine how he fixed his eyes on the monk—can he step into the opening?

The monk shouted again. What do you make of that second shout? Mu-chou is disappointed and hardens his line just a little: “When you run out of shouts, what happens next?” There’s another great chance, monk! I give you this space for a response. What do you say?

But he couldn’t say anything. Stuck in the mud!—and Mu-chou gives his last great compassionate effort. Whack! “You faker!” There are many other examples of this kind of Dāna in Zen Buddhism. Lin-chi once shouted at a monk, “You shithead!”—or words to that effect.9

What happened to the monk when Mu-chou hit him and yelled insults at him? Nothing, probably. But it wasn’t for want of Mu-chou’s effort. In those sacred circumstances, where presumably the monk had mustered his body and mind in preparation for the deepest possible experience, Mu-chou was filling a Bodhisattva role as best he could, though he would have denied it such a label. His great concern for the monk extends to countless beings. Suppose you were that monk, sitting before Mu-chou. How would you respond to his question, “Three shouts, four shouts, what then?” Thus you can receive his Dāna as your own redemption. You can then take yourself in hand in similar situations and convey it to friends and family members.

Yet Mu-chou did not spend all his time in formal teaching. Between visitors, he occupied himself with making straw sandals of the kind worn by monks on pilgrimage. Such sandals are carefully crafted, but they wear out. So Mu-chou would weave them in various sizes and put them beside the highway. Monks would come along and say, “Oh, look at those nice sandals. I wonder where they came from? Let’s see now, here’s my size.” And they would go on, with feelings of great gratitude. For a long time nobody knew who was making the sandals until finally Mu-chou was found out and became known as the “Sandal Monk.”

Mu-chou practiced in his hut beside the road, teaching and crafting sandals—and we practice in our own circumstances. Dāna is simply remembering what we are, avatars of the Buddha, practicing our giving where we are. There is no need to call it Dāna Pāramitā. You and I are perfecting our outflowing selves, saving the many beings as we greet one another and encourage one another.

Dōgen Zenji said that giving a single phrase or verse of the teaching becomes a good seed in this life and other lives:


One should give even a single coin or a single blade of grass of resources—it causes roots of goodness in this age and other ages to sprout. Teaching too is treasure, material resources are teaching. It must depend on the will and aspiration.

When one learns well, being born and dying are both giving. All productive labor is fundamentally giving. Entrusting flowers to the wind, birds to the season, also must be meritorious acts of giving.… It is not only a matter of exerting physical effort; one should not miss the right opportunity.

Giving is to … transform the mind of living beings.… One should not calculate the greatness or smallness of the mind, nor the greatness or smallness of the thing. Nevertheless, there is a time when the mind transforms things, and there is giving in which things transform the mind.10



Birth and death are both ultimate forms of giving, but the key to the practice of Dāna is Dōgen’s observation that will and aspiration are its roots. Bodhichitta, the endeavor and hope for Buddhahood, is the fundamental motive. This is not merely endeavor and hope for personal realization. I return so often to the words of Hui-neng about the first of the “Great Vows for All,” the Four Bodhisattva Vows: “The many beings are numberless; I vow to save them.” This, Hui-neng said, is a matter of saving them in my own mind.11 I vow to cultivate an attitude of saving, which is no other than the attitude of giving. This can be far more than charity. It can be the gift of body and mind, the experience of “Great Death” in Zen Buddhist terms.

Yet there is no need to wait for any kind of experience. You and I can practice the Dāna of trust and respect just as we are, as if it were perfected—and thus it is indeed perfected. With our own personalities and character traits, wearing our clothes and eating our meals, Shākyamuni and Kuan-yin practice “as if” we were Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, even in our smallest acts, catching the bus and answering the telephone. The will to practice is the only requisite.

QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES

Q. I wonder if you would say a little bit more about Dāna as relinquishment.

R. The implication of Dāna for laypeople in Classical Buddhism was that you give as you can afford to give. This is quite different from “dropping off body and mind.”12 In a very real sense we are practicing Dāna in our zazen, letting everything else go—all preconceptions and patterns that hold us together, all of what we must do in order to maintain what we are. Let go. Let go.

Now, there are natural limits to this. Forgetting the self does not mean getting rid of the self. You can’t do that—you can’t neglect who you are. Forgetting the self means forgetting “me” in zazen and in daily interaction, letting go of my preoccupations, and listening.

Can one practice body and mind falling away without letting go of all attachments? I have told the story of a woman who came from another state to study with us. She missed her books and was miserable, so I told her to send for them. I didn’t presume to say, “You must give up your books.” She would have to do that herself, if she needed to, which I don’t think she did. Body and mind falling away is an experience of great emptiness. We come forth from there and read books.

Q. There’s a tradition in Christianity and in Buddhism of giving everything away to follow the spirit. Could you talk about Dāna in that light?

R. Yes. I once saw a photograph of Gandhi’s possessions. They fit into a small showcase. A copy of the Bhagavad Gita, a pair of eyeglasses, a dollar watch—such absolute necessities. The Buddhist monk or nun also has such a basic collection.

I’ll tell you a story that a Canadian youth told us at the Maui Zendō many years ago. In Calcutta he had been robbed while he was asleep, so he had only his shorts. That’s all. No shoes, no wallet, no passport, nothing. There was no Canadian consulate in Calcutta, so he went to the British consulate for help. They said, “You have to go to the Canadian embassy in Delhi.” But then they reconsidered and told him to come back in a few days.

He had absolutely nothing. He wandered around and took shelter under a bridge. There he met some beggars. These beggars looked after him for the three or four days that he had to wait in order to get money and papers from the Canadian embassy in Delhi. It was a total revelation, a peak experience for him to realize that he didn’t need anything—that he could trust in the world. But as he told the story, his new wallet was in his pocket and a new shirt was on his back.

Sometimes relinquishment can seem artificial. Fu Ta-shih, a contemporary of Bodhidharma and a lecturer to the emperor, took all his cash on a string and rowed out to the middle of the lake and dropped it in. People said, “Why didn’t you give it to others?” He said, “Well, I didn’t want to burden them with that problem.” They said, “What about your family?” He said, “Well, they have to take care of themselves.”

Looking at this from the perspective of modern Western culture, we might have lots of questions about Fu Ta-shih’s action. But there are times—such as in a divorce, or on losing a job, or on being evicted—that one goes through a total giving up. It’s a very important experience.

Q. What about the idea of relinquishing enlightenment? What does that taste like? What is the feeling of that relinquishing?

R. It’s interesting. It’s challenging. It’s inspiring. You see, the Buddha did not stay under the Bodhi tree. He just sat there for a week after his great experience. Then he thought about his five former disciples stewing in Benares. He sought them out and gave his first sermon to them. For thirty-nine years thereafter he walked the dusty roads of the Ganges Valley preaching to large groups and conferring with individuals, turning the Wheel of the Dharma. He is our great teacher and we follow his way.

Q. In certain situations in life, I seem unable to let my heart open to certain people. That always troubles me because I think that if there is one person on the planet that I cannot open up to, then I can’t really open to all the rest.

R. Don’t be too hard on yourself. Join the club. Everybody has this problem. I remember hearing Thich Nhat Hanh speak about a very prominent person who had come to visit him. He said, “I can’t relate to that person.” If a saint like Thich Nhat Hanh can’t relate to somebody …?

It’s a human failing. The fact that you recognize that you have this failing puts you squarely on the path to correcting it—squarely on the path to opening. How many people do you know who are so defensive they don’t even think about opening themselves to others? There are lots of them. So be easy on yourself and acknowledge that you are having a hard time and that the Buddha himself had a hard time. Where you are, seek to open more, to ask, “What are you going through?”—even though you don’t quite feel like asking it. Take that little step to open yourself to the other. That’s practice. And remember that you yourself are one of those beings that you must be kind to.

Q. Does this relate to the idea that’s really common in the helping professions, that if I give too much, I’ll burn out? I’ve got to take care of myself in order to give?

R. You bet! That’s a very important point. Yamada Rōshi said, “It’s like pouring water in a bamboo basket.” The teacher or the social worker or the librarian or the nurse or the doctor or anyone in a helping profession certainly needs a religion, in my view. One of the doctors I admire most, to whom I submitted my own body twice for operations, goes to Mass every morning of the world at six o’clock. Then he makes his rounds.

Q. I have problems with giving. My first impulse is to give everything, and then I get scared and think, “Oh, no, now I can’t survive.” I struggle with this a lot.

R. You and I are very much alike in this way. I understand your particular problem very well indeed, from a very personal point of view. I am constantly reminding myself that this pilgrim needs food and clothing and money and medicine and blankets and the rest of it. And a neat little laptop computer with which to write my stuff. If somebody were to come to me and say, “Give me your computer,” I don’t think I would be ready. But with most anything else, I would at least hesitate and think, “Well, maybe I don’t need this.” But I’m terrible about lending books, just terrible. They disappear and I think, “Where is that book? Who did I lend it to?”

It’s your practice, really. It’s your ongoing practice to take good care of yourself, because you yourself are the only one with your qualities in the whole world who has ever existed and who will ever exist again. You have a unique contribution to make and you need to nurture this one who is making that contribution.

Q. I hear you say that. But I get these guilt feelings.

R. Uh huh: “I didn’t do enough.”

Q. I didn’t do enough or I’m taking too much time for myself. And so then you go back to the practice?

R. So then you practice—and you go to the movies. [Laughter] You need that stimulation; you need that recreation. You need to re-create this avatar. You need to take care of yourself. Otherwise, you can’t function. You get too tired. You get too stressed.

Q. I’m on the Buddhist Peace Fellowship fund-raising committee, and I’m confused about the difference between giving people an opportunity for Dāna and soliciting for funds.

R. Well, we are told by professional fund-raisers that the spirit in which to ask for gifts is, “This is one option for you. This is one way for you to help to turn the Wheel.” Not “We want this money,” but “This is our program. If you like it, then we offer you the opportunity to help out.”

Q. Would you like to be on the committee? [Laughter]

Now I have another question. Mu-chou whacked his student and called him a fake long ago, so I can understand his actions as Dāna. But if you were telling us that this happened yesterday in an American Buddhist community, I don’t think I’d understand it as giving.

R. That’s an important lesson in cultural diversity. You know, the verb that is used in Chinese as in English is gave him a whack. Our instruction in studying these kōans is that the final harsh words can be interpreted to mean: “You must take another step; please, go on.” Really, there is something very pure about it. I’ve never whacked anybody in the dokusan room. Oh, occasionally someone will say, “Give me a tap with that stick.” So I give a little tap. But it doesn’t work.

Q. A few years ago in Sri Lanka, one of the world’s poorest countries, people collected offerings to make a huge Buddha statue worth millions of dollars. They carried it across a lake on a boat and planned to install it on an island. Well, the boat sank because the statue was too heavy, and many people drowned. So I have questions about that.

R. Yes, I share your questions.

Q. But is there a way I can accept calamity as a teaching?

R. Accept it as best you can as part of your practice. “Maybe I can learn from this,” you can say. “Maybe it will make me a better person, a Bodhisattva.” I hope I can do that myself.

Q. While we’re talking about perfectionism—I am living with someone who is very perfectionistic and who is very ascetic. I suspect that the asceticism comes from very deep feelings of unworthiness, and yet there is this ideal of asceticism and a simple life in Zen. I wonder if you would have anything to say about the possibility of helping someone else see their own perfection beyond their perfectionism?

R. Let me share a story about my teacher Yamada Rōshi. Have I told this before? If so, maybe it will be pertinent again. At one time we were sharing students: I was teaching in his absence, and then he would come and lead sesshin (the Zen Buddhist retreat). In speaking about one of the students, I said, “This student may tend to be a little perfectionistic.” He said, “Isn’t it all right to want to be perfect?” Caught me! We all want to be perfect. It’s that drive of constantly making it better that makes us human and helps us to be mature.

The tendency to be perfectionistic is a quality, a character trait. Maybe it arises from insecurity, but it’s something that is pretty well established by age four. What we need to work with here is a character trait that can be expressed in the more positive way. In the same way, laziness becomes patience. Anger becomes passion for justice. Asceticism becomes I don’t know what, but it certainly provides a wonderful example to the rest of us when it is matured as a character trait.

Q. More time and energy for giving.

R. Exactly. The simple life. Henry David Thoreau surely is a good example. There’s a long process. You can be sure that your housemate, your partner, is working with this. Probably your partner knows clearly that other people think, “I am too perfectionistic.” Whereas there may be some resistance to this, at the same time there surely is some acknowledgment that “I could be more flexible than I am.” So that consciousness is wearing away the rough edges to reveal the real jewel that is there, that particular individualistic jewel. It may take more than one lifetime.

Q. That’s very helpful. Not to see the perfectionism as an obstacle in itself.

R. That’s the present manifestation of a character trait that can be very wonderful and save everybody.

Q. Rōshi, you said that sometimes Dāna can be an act of selflessness, and sometimes it can be an act of selfishness. I remember walking from the beach, talking with a friend. At one point this person held out her arms and said, “I just love to give.” [The speaker moved both arms, gesturing toward herself.]

R. Oh, really? With that gesture? [Laughter]

Q. Of course it was very funny. The words spoke one thing and the body said just the opposite. Can you suggest how we might catch ourselves short of doing this?

R. I don’t think there’s really a dividing line. An artist, a musician, or a dancer lives a life of giving, but each receives enormously. The Buddha himself received enormously. In the dokusan room I am constantly receiving in a way that renews my energy for giving.

I recently saw a TV interview of Placido Domingo, the Spanish tenor. He was so clear about his
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