Chapter 14 – Web Materials

Zen and the Buddhist Tradition
Buddhist History
 For many centuries, Buddhism flourished in India and spread gradually throughout Asia. Between a.d. 1000 and 1200, Buddhism practically died out in India, because of the growing weakness of Indian Buddhism, the revival of Hinduism, and persecution by Muslim rulers. It is growing again in India today.

There are two major schools within Buddhism today. The Theravada or Hinayana tradition is found primarily in Southeast Asia, in Sri Lanka, Burma, and Thailand. The Mahayana school has flourished mainly in Tibet, China, Korea, and Japan. The Mahayana school, which began as a liberal movement within Theravadan Buddhism, is less strict in interpreting the traditional monastic disciplinary rules, less exclusive with regard to householders, and more willing to adopt later additions to the Buddhist scriptures. The Mahayanists have also placed high value on compassion, as opposed to the Theravada emphasis on self-discipline. Originally, these two great traditions were seen as alternative personal interpretations within Buddhism. At first, adherents of the Mahayana and Theravadan approaches lived together in the same monasteries, obeying the same basic rules.

Zen is one of the major schools of the Mahayana tradition. Traced back all the way to the Buddha, Zen is said to have been brought to China in the sixth century a.d. by Bodhidharma, an Indian Buddhist monk, who stressed contemplation and personal discipline over religious ritual. Under the influence of a series of great Chinese masters, Zen gradually developed as an independent school of Buddhism, with its own monasteries, monastic rules, and organization. By a.d. 1000, Zen had become the second most popular school of Buddhism in China.

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, two Japanese monks, Eisai and Dogen, traveled to China to study Buddhism. When they returned to Japan, these monks established temples, taught prominent disciples, and founded the two great sects of Japanese Zen Buddhism, Soto and Rinzai. According to Master Eisai (1141-1215), who introduced Rinzai Zen in Japan, enlightenment could be achieved through the use of Zen “riddles,” or koan. Master Dogen (1200-1253), the founder of Japanese Soto Zen, stressed two major points: there is no gap between daily practice and enlightenment, and the right (correct) daily behavior is Buddhism itself.

Buddhist Teachers

A teacher is involved primarily in his or her own training. Others who recognize certain exceptional qualities choose to model themselves after the teacher’s example. The teacher does not try to be good for the sake of others, or to worry about whether pupils want to follow. By example, and by great patience, love, and forbearance, a teacher can serve as an inspiration for others to exert their best efforts in their own training. Trying too hard to teach inevitably creates in pupils a sense of guilt for not living up to various external ideals. The teacher can serve best as a standard against which disciples freely decide to measure their own attitudes and training.

Dogen stresses the necessity of a teacher:

If a true teacher is not to be found, it is best not to study Buddhism at all. They who are called good teachers, however, are not necessarily either young or old but simply people who can make clear the true teaching and receive the seal of a genuine master. Neither learning nor knowledge is of much importance, for what characterizes such teachers is their extraordinary influence over others and their own will power. They neither rely on their own selfish opinions nor cling to any obsession, for training and understanding are perfectly harmonised within them. These are the characteristics of a true teacher. (In Kennett, 1976, p. 109)

Students often judge their teacher, to decide whether the person is a “Zen master” or not. Some discrimination is, in fact, necessary, because even unprepared and unqualified people may call themselves teachers. But for a pupil to worry about the degree of realization of a qualified Zen teacher is nothing but egotism. The student is really asking, “Is this teacher worthy of teaching me?” “Does he or she conform to my standards?” Buddhist teachings hold that anything and everything can teach, if only the student has an open mind.

One exciting and intriguing aspect of Buddhism is that it fosters a sense of a vital dialectic, the simultaneous appreciation of the real and the ideal and the recognition of the tension between the two. Besides aspiring to the ideals of Buddhism, students acknowledge the limitations of actuality. The individual must understand and live by this notion: “I am Buddha, and I am not Buddha, and I am Buddha” (Kennett-roshi, personal communication). This dialectic approach manifests itself in virtually all aspects of Buddhist life and thought. It provides a creative tension, at once a way to cope with present limitations and to move toward the ideal.

To say flatly that “such and such is true” is to ignore the principle of impermanence. This kind of statement is misleading at best, but the opposite statement is equally misleading. It is better to say, “It is so, and it is not so, and it is so.” Virtually every statement and every situation can be better understood by applying this dialectic.

The Buddhist dialectic also applies to the role of the teacher. As mentioned earlier, the ideal Buddhist teacher recognizes his or her own limitations and acknowledges these limitations to the students. This is a major point of contrast to the Indian Yoga tradition, in which the guru tends to be venerated as the perfect embodiment of all divine virtues and characteristics.

However much anyone might theoretically come to approximate these divine ideals, there is no denying the fact that all religious teachers are merely human. They all have foibles and imperfections. Attempting to maintain a role of holy perfection before one’s disciples inevitably leads to a certain amount of posing and hypocrisy. Unless teachers acknowledge their limitations, they are likely to become egotistical and defensive about their slightest faults or mistakes.

Disciples who view their teacher as perfection itself avoid accepting responsibility for their own development, because they can make no connection between their own imperfections and the ostensible perfection of the master. Therefore, rather than continue the hard work of training and self-discipline, students convince themselves that their teacher is a “master” who can accomplish all kinds of things they cannot. Thus they need not even make the effort.

There is great depth in the Zen notion that training is enlightenment. The trainee who maintains this attitude avoids getting caught in the trap of working for an unattainable ideal. To strive continually for a future goal or reward may mean that one is never fully involved in the present. If the path is not in harmony with the goal, how can one ever reach the goal?

This issue is made clear in a well-known Zen story about Baso, a monk who was making great efforts in meditation.
Nangaku, his teacher, asked: “Worthy one, what are you trying to attain by sitting?”

Baso replied: “I am trying to become a Buddha.”

Then Nangaku picked up a piece of roof tile and began grinding it on a rock in front of him.

“What are you doing, Master?” asked Baso.

“I am polishing it to make a mirror,” said Nangaku.

“How could polishing a tile make a mirror?”

“How could sitting in zazen [meditation] make a Buddha?”

Baso asked: “What should I do, then?”

Nangaku replied: “If you were driving a cart and it didn’t move, would you whip the cart or whip the ox?”

Baso made no reply.

Nangaku continued: “Are you training yourself in zazen? Are you striving to become a sitting Buddha? If you are training yourself in zazen, [let me tell you that] zazen is neither sitting nor lying. If you are training yourself to become a sitting Buddha, Buddha has no one form. The Dharma [Teaching], which has no fixed abode, allows of no distinctions. If you try to become a sitting Buddha, this is no less than killing the Buddha. If you cling to the sitting form you will not attain the essential truth.” (In Kapleau, 1965, p. 21)

Dogen has pointed out that “since Buddhist trainees do almost nothing for themselves, how is it possible that they should do anything for the sake of fame and gain? Only for the sake of Buddhism must one train in Buddhism” (in Kennett, 1976, p. 107).

In Zen, Buddhist practice and daily life are not separate; they are seen as one and the same. Practical, unspectacular experience is stressed, and the esoteric and miraculous are downplayed. A Zen master once said, “My miracle is that when I feel hungry I eat, and when I feel thirsty I drink” (Reps, n.d., p. 68). Life is to be lived with full awareness by accepting and fulfilling the requirements of daily life. The Zen master Joshu was once asked for instruction by a new monk.

Joshu: “Have you breakfasted yet?”

monk: “I have had my breakfast.”

Joshu: “Then wash out your bowl.”

The monk suddenly understood the true nature of Zen.

A number of scholars have compared Buddhist and Western psychological theories (Katz, 1983; Molino, 1998). Ramaswami and Sheikh (1989) summarize Buddhist psychology:

