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INTRODUCTION

The Vimala Zen Center was founded in May, 2003 by a group of original students of Shunryu Suzuki Roshi.  As a direct disciple of  Suzuki-Roshi and a lineage holder in his tradition, I am committed to conveying Suzuki-Roshi’s style of Zen teaching to Americans, with an emphasis on making authentic Zen practice accessible and doable by ordinary householders, living in the world with job and family.   
While Suzuki-Roshi’s own tradition is that of Japanese Soto Zen, I consider his teaching to have gone beyond his own culture and tradition.  Like many other Asian Dharma teachers who have come to this country in an effort to convey the essential spirit of Buddha Dharma, Suzuki-Roshi taught and practiced here in America, teaching in English, conveying the authentic awakened experience of Shakyamuni Buddha and his successors.  In that sense, Suzuki-Roshi was teaching a new American form of Buddhism.  Rather than Soto Zen, we might call his brand of Buddhism “Shunryu” Zen.  He sometimes said, Don’t even call it Zen, or Buddhism.  It is just Dharma itself, perennial and eternal.
The Vimala Zen Center’s mission, and the purpose of the teachings contained in this booklet, is to continue the effort that Suzuki-Roshi began, in collaboration with the many other Dharma teachers in the Suzuki-Roshi lineage, with those in the other Soto Zen lineages in America, and Dharma teachers in other American Buddhist traditions, including Vajrayana, Vipassana, and the Order of Interbeing (Thich Nhat Hanh).  As I continue to teach, I am also committed to continuing to learn.  While it is important to remain true to Suzuki-Roshi’s Soto Zen roots, it is also important to craft a style and method of practice that will be truly effective and transformative in American soil, and in the service of that end, to garner the best that every Buddhist tradition have to offer.
The materials in this pamphlet are lightly edited transcripts of talks I have given during one-day sittings or other gatherings.   This is not a finished manuscript, nor an exposition of all aspects of Zen study.  Rather, the topics it covers are those that any student of Zen needs to know—posture, breathing, state of mind, mindfulness, and so on.   Reading is no substitute for actual practice, but I hope that this material will provide a common basis of knowledge for those practicing in the Vimala Zen Center, to understand the basics of what we do and what we are about, and to stimulate further discussion and mutual learning.
This first volume of teachings contains basic instruction in zazen and related practices, and concludes with a teaching on Shikantaza, or “Just-awareness,”--the core practice of our tradition.

Future volumes will take up more advanced topics, such as koans, seeing our nature as Buddha, compassion practice, and methods for applying our practice in everyday living.

May all who read this be fruitful in their own pursuit of the Truth!





-- Chikudo Lew Richmond
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POSTURE: AN INTRODUCTION

Instruction in the posture of Zen meditation is all around us.  Virtually every statue of a seated Buddha demonstrates it.  Most instruction in Zen meditation begins with the posture, and it would appear that “doing it right” is an important part of learning Zen.  Nevertheless, we should not make the mistake of thinking that there is something rigid or fixed about what the posture is, or even that Zen meditation is about “sitting still.”  

The real instruction in Zen posture comes from inside, from the sensation and awareness of actually doing it.  By coming to the posture again and again, week after week and year after year, this “inner” instruction and guidance slowly emerges.  

In the end, posture is just you.  But who and what is “you?”

This is posture in its deeper sense—an inquiry that begins with the sensations of the seated, balanced body, an inquiry that grows and develops, and never ends.

 ZAZEN POSTURE
Good morning.  You can hear that they’re getting ready to build a house next door; the chainsaws have been going all morning. It’s an unpleasant sound.  It made me think about the famous Zen story where the monk asks Tozan, “What about when heat or cold come?” (Today we might ask, “What about when chain saws come?”)
Tozan replied, “Well, why don’t you go to a place where there’s no cold and no heat?” 
The monk didn’t understand, and asked, “Where’s that place?”
Tozan’s reply was something like, “When you are cold, be completely cold; when hot be completely hot.” 
I think the Chinese more literally reads, “When cold hit cold, when hot hit hot.” The character for “hit” is the character “ta,” as in shikantaza. It means “completely,” “totally.” Suzuki Roshi’s translation of Tozan’s reply is, “When you’re hot be a hot Buddha; when you’re cold, be a cold Buddha.” 

Indeed.  Why is the chainsaw an unpleasant sound and that of the bell a pleasant sound? What is sound anyway? Would it be better to be deaf? These questions are well worth pondering.
The topic for today is our Zen sitting posture.  Usually this is taught as a kind of check list of postural details—put your hands here, back straight, eyes open, and so on.  I’m going to go about it a bit differently than that.
The first sentence of Dogen’s Zazengi—“Instructions for Zazen”--says, “Practicing Zen is zazen.” That seems pretty straightforward.  But actually it’s somewhat mysterious.  Zazen literally means “to sit Zen,” and the word “Zen” itself is a transliteration of the Sanskrit dhyana, which itself means to practice meditation.  So as an ordinary translation, Dogen’s statement doesn’t make much sense: Practicing Zen is practicing Zen!  

Actually, I think he’s using the word “Zen” to mean absolute or ultimate reality. And the gate to that, he says, is zazen. Later on he says also says that zazen is not limited to the sitting posture. So that’s also mysterious. The text of Zazengi is an interesting mixture of mundane recommendations, like “avoid drafts when you sit,” and profound ones, like “think non-thinking.”  It is the same for Dogen’s instructions about posture.  They are both simple and quite mysterious.
The first thing to say about our zazen posture is that the human body is non-random. Our bodies have two billion years of evolved intelligence in them. We have two legs, two arms, eyes, skin, and so on.  It’s unbelievably complex. This zazen posture is the distillation of thousands of years of yogic experimentation with this non-random thing called the body. 

In one sense, our sitting posture is rather precise, but it’s not just some set of rules for how to arrange your body—not a gymnastic exercise in erectness. It’s a posture for yogic transformation.  It’s not just about your physical body but some deeper or subtler body, the body of your awareness—“awareness-body,” maybe.  And this awareness-body sits in the center of everything, in all directions--three hundred sixty degrees.
So we don’t lean one way or the other; we don’t favor one direction over another.  You’re in the center, literally and metaphorically. When we say to keep your back straight, that’s what we mean. 
Let’s try it now.  

First lean back, look up at the ceiling and then feel how that feels. 
Now try leaning forward so you’re looking at the floor.  

Close your eyes and slowly bring your body back to the center.  Now open your eyes. 
It feels different, doesn’t it? Each direction of leaning has its own feeling, its own preference.  And sitting without leaning has its feeling too.  Developing sensitivity to these feelings is what we’re interested in. This is not athletics or gymnastics, but an inner feeling.  Posture is about developing the subtlety of that feeling. 

Let’s try the same experiment just with your head. Keep your back straight, close your eyes, and lift your chin as high as is comfortable.  Now just feel that feeling for a moment with your head way in the air.

Now let your head fall so your chin is nearly on your chest. 
Now, keeping your eyes closed, lift your chin slowly and sense the absolute balance point, where your head is not leaning either forward or back. 
Visualize your spine coming up from your tailbone right up through your neck and into the crown of your head. Keep your eyes closed so you’re not being distracted by visual cues, and feel that erectness. You can move the chin up and down a little bit to adjust and find the exact spot where the head is perfectly balanced.  You should be able to feel some energy or sensation in the top of your head.

Now slowly let your eyes open. How does that feel? Is that different than the way you’re used to holding your head? This is an important point because when your head is some other way-- particularly when it’s inclined forward—it typically means your mind is involved in thinking. Do any of you know Rodin’s famous statue “The Thinker?” That’s the great Western expression of thinking; he’s really thinking about something hard—brow furrowed, head leaning forward on his hand, and so on.
Every time you start zazen, it’s not a bad idea to do what we just did: lean forward, lean back, close your eyes, let your chin rise and fall, and find that center point; then let your eyes open. Don’t sit habitually; instead follow the inner feeling of balance, the sensation being in the center. In this balanced, centered posture you can completely relax your conditioning, your history, your sense of who you think you are. It all begins to attenuate and soften, so some other kind of experience can emerge. 

The next important point is what we do with our eyes. When we open our eyes and look out, we see the world of distraction, of chainsaws, of pleasant and unpleasant.  When we close our eyes we leave that world behind and enter a state of sleep, dream, or trance, where we’re not connected to outside distractions anymore. 
At the time of the Buddha, there had already been long experimentation with how to manipulate the breathing and the focus of attention in order to enter various trance states.  Some of that yogic science is retained in Hindu yoga and in the Tibetan tradition.   We might call all of that “eyes-closed” practice.

Sitting with the eyes open is a whole different approach. It may not be quite proper even to call open-eyed sitting “meditation”--if by  “meditation” we mean focusing the mind exclusively on a single thought or object. “Single-pointed” meditation—the old meaning of the term “dhyana” or “zen”—was a highly developed science.  Ancient yogins would make a circle of clay and stare at it fixedly for a long time until the image was stable. Then they’d close their eyes and visualize it until they could maintain the circular image. 
Such practices do induce, over time, an experience of bliss, calm and peace. Clearly our open-eyed practice is a little different. We sit with the eyes open but not looking.  We’re not Rodin’s Thinker; Rodin’s Thinker is looking at something; he’s pondering, cogitating. That’s one way to use the eyes.   And we’re also not trance-inducing yogins.  That’s another way.  We’re doing something else, a third way.
If we put a brainwave machine on Rodin’s Thinker we’d see quite a lot going on.  And if you put the same brainwave machine on a trance-absorbed yogin, you’d see a very different state—something like deep sleep.

Because we aren’t interested in either of these extremes, we neither open the eyes all the way, nor close them all the way. Just as with the gross physical body, there’s a quality in what we do with our eyes of being in the center, in the middle. 

Now let’s do an eye experiment. Can you all see the two little bird images in the center of the rug there? Let’s open our eyes wide and look closely at the two birds. There they are.  

Now close your eyes and look into the inner space of your visual field; you might see some patterns of light and shadow, but no specific shape. Now make sure your head is balanced, neither craned up nor leaning down. 
Very slightly pull your chin in, stretching your neck out just a tad to create firmness in supporting your head.  Now, very slowly, let the eyes open. Light comes in; you see vague shapes of the circle of the rug there.  Let your eyes open only far enough to see a vague shape and not so far that the birds come into view--just enough to have light. The feeling combines how it is when the eyes are closed, and the visual stimulation of the eyes open. 
In martial arts this is called the soft gaze: you’re seeing but you’re not looking. Now suddenly, let your eyes open wide, so you can see everything. Do you see the difference? That’s looking. Close the eyes: that’s withdrawal inward. Let the eyes open again halfway: that’s seeing but not looking.

Sitting with the eyes open reflects a very different approach to meditation.  This is the particular characteristic of the Buddha’s approach to liberation.  This approach emphasizes two things: remaining connected to the world, and being willingn to confront everything—hot, cold, even chainsaws--in the light of wisdom. 

The last aspect of posture I want to speak about today is the mudra, the position of the hands.

Rest the right hand palm up in your lap, making sure that your wrist or lower arm is supported against your feet or thigh.  The fingers of the left hand rest palm up on top of the fingers of the left hand. To be precise, the middle joint of the middle finger of the left hand is over the middle joint of the same finger of the right hand. 
Now let the tips of the thumbs touch very lightly in a straight line. Close your eyes and concentrate on the sensation in the tips of your thumbs. Can you feel the subtle connection there? There’s actually a flow of energy through your thumbs. The inner practice of posture has to do with becoming sensitive to subtle sensations like this. 
Now let’s disturb that subtlety. Press your thumbs together hard and feel the disturbance, or the crudeness, of that energy. That is the mudra of cogitating, of being disturbed or agitated.  It’s like a chainsaw in your mind.

Now, let that energy release and come back to a very slight touching of the thumbs. You might rub them together a little bit to feel their connection. Now let them separate and droop down toward your palms. I think you all know what this mudra is: the mudra of being sleepy. 
You can see that just as with the spine, the neck, the head, the eyes, the thumbs—it’s all the same principle, that of balance, or centeredness.  Every aspect of your body comes to rest in the center—of you, of everything, of the universe.
Zen practice is deeply connected to the body, so these precise and subtle details of posture—I won’t go through them all, but I’ve talked about four or five of them—have to do with bringing the mind and body into complete harmony. This is what we mean by the Middle Way.  It’s not the middle between two extremes; it’s just the middle, period. This is what the Buddha actually called his teaching: the Middle Way. 

POSTURE AS INNER AWARENESS
Recently someone said to me, "I understand that, in Zen, you really emphasize posture; posture is very important." I could see he was making a real effort to sit up straight.   Well, what he said was partly right, though his effort to sit straight was a little too rigid.  Posture is important in Zen, but perhaps not exactly in the way he thought.
Since I was trained as a musician, I’d like to begin talking about posture by discussing my musical training.  In music, there are two ways to learn. There's the way I was taught, where you learn to read music, play scales, practice exercises, and then play pieces. That’s good for playing Mozart. But there's another way to learn music too, and that's to learn by ear. You hear the music and gradually pick up how to do it. Jazz musicians often learn that way.
There are schools of Buddhism—Vajrayana for example—that are more like the first way of learning music.  They do prostrations, visualizations, mantras and so forth in a kind of guided curriculum. Zen, in contrast, is a lot more like learning music by ear.   When you come to zazen instruction you’re told generally how to arrange your body in a certain way, and pay attention to the breath. But beyond that, there doesn’t seem to be much instruction.  Just sit!

When I was a beginning Zen student, I was constantly fiddling with my body, trying to figure out what was the right posture, the right way to sit. That is o.k. up to a point.  But really there’s not a fixed sense of right or wrong to it.  Nevertheless, for us posture is pretty important.  It may seem as though other schools of Buddhism don't emphasize this posture quite so much, but all the yogic schools do, including the Tibetan tradition. This is our Buddhist yoga. And those of you who study yoga know that the actual postures and the details of them are pretty important, because when you sit correctly, you start to become transformed inside.

Our first effort, typically, is trying to figure out posture from the outside: this is my body, here are my legs, here are my shoulders, exactly how is it supposed to all be arranged? Actually, you are starting to become aware that you really do have a body. And as you sit longer, subtle changes in your posture can seem huge. From the outside it's some little thing, but on the inside you feel some vast movement going on because something is happening to your inner awareness of your body. Your posture is you, however you are, and it's constantly changing as you are changing. 
And if sitting this way is easy for you, if you're unusually limber, you may think: That's great, I have a leg up on Zen practice, I don't have to suffer from painful legs. But actually, it's not quite that way. If your posture is easy at first, your practice may be difficult later. And if things are difficult now, that's not so bad. Things may be easier later because of your hard effort now. If it's very hard for you to sit like this, set aside the notion that somehow you've been cursed with a difficult body. This is just you. And if the best you can do is some slumpy posture--well, that's you. 
If someone adjusts your posture, it's doesn’t mean that your posture before was not so good and now we're making it better. It's just that someone else has come into your sphere and has touched you, giving you another way to know about your body. Practically speaking, it doesn't really matter how we adjust you, you will go back to the way you were sitting before within ten minutes. The real change comes from inside. We may think the posture is something we impose on the body. But actually, each time we come to the cushion and arrange ourselves, inside something is coming out. It's like an egg; the hen pecks from the outside but the chick pecks from the inside. The inside pecking is what makes this yoga and not some gymnastic exercise in sitting up straight. 

Besides, the physical body is not all of it. My good friend Lama Surya Das was once a practitioner of Vipassana style meditation, focusing on the breath, when he met a Tibetan teacher named Kalu Rinpoche. He explained to Kalu Rinpoche that he was following the breath, and Kalu Rinpoche said, "What will your practice be when you don't have any breath?" 
Surya said that changed his life. It's a great question: What will you do when you don't have breath, when you don't have body? This isn’t so exotic.  It happens every night--when you dream, for example.
The physical body is only some gross manifestation of who we are. It's not the only posture for our body; there is an inner posture and an inner body too. This inner body we call by various names—the energy body, or bliss body. This body is associated with your physical body, but it's not your physical body.  In some way the energy body teaches you posture from the inside. As you continue to sit still, this inner body starts to awaken; you become aware of it, and from the inside, posture begins to mature. 

We need to step back now and look at the word posture. The word posture has many meanings. In business we say, What's my negotiating posture? Posture can mean your attitude, how you come to a situation. And that kind of posture doesn't depend on sitting like this with your back straight.  It's more subtle than that. This physical posture is pretty common in yoga and other similar traditions. But when we speak of posture in a Buddhist sense, we're talking really about posture as attitude; the technical term for this is mudra. 
Usually we use this word mudra to refer to the position of our hands, folded in our lap, one on top of the other. But in a wider sense mudra means a  sacred gesture or attitude. The whole physical posture of zazen is a mudra--the mudra of the Buddha. How you behave in the world is a mudra. This building here, this temple, has a kind of mudra, this neighborhood has a mudra. 
Right across the street is the Zen Hospice where people come to die; that's part of the mudra here. One of the things that I noticed coming to the building is that the door is locked.  That’s part of its mudra.  It's been locked for thirty-two years, ever since I used to live here. There's a good reason for it, it's an inner-city neighborhood, a residential place.  You can't watch the door twenty-four hours a day. 
Nevertheless, someone’s first experience of coming here is that the door is locked. You come to the door, shake the knob, and it's locked. You peer in.  Eventually somebody comes and checks you out, and if you look sort of Zen-like, they let you in.  This building is not just a residential place, it's a temple where people come to practice. We lock our residences in cities, that's the way life is, so it's reasonable that the door should be locked. But as a temple, there needs to be an open door.  That’s the mudra of a temple.

Even at Saint Patrick's in New York City, there is an open door. The big doors might be locked, but somewhere, there is a little door that is open, because a temple or a church is open to people who need something. The architecture reflects that, and there's usually a priest or somebody in attendance. Maybe it isn't open twenty-four hours a day, but it’s open.  Up and down Fifth Avenue, the churches there let the homeless people sleep outside in the little vestibules and alcoves--little homes for people who don't have homes. This is a mudra of a church or temple. 
In the same way, you yourself have your own mudra which expresses how you relate to people—it’s in your face, your expression, in how you hold yourself. This is all posture in its larger sense.

When I was a new Zen student, some parts of Buddhism came very quickly, but now after thirty five years, I can report that in the end, other parts come slowly. It doesn't matter what parts are quick and which are slow, in the end it's always slow. It takes a long time to be a Buddha. I began by telling you that this person said to me, “So, in Zen, isn’t posture very important?” Yes, posture is important, but what’s really important in Zen is awakening. This is the awakening school. The word Buddha means awakened.   Posture is important in so far as it helps us awaken.
I talked to a man last week, a Zen student, who has a mysterious condition in his back that no one can solve. He's in great pain. Drugs don't work very well for it. The only posture he can take is to lie flat on his back. So if you go to the zendo where he sits, he's lying flat on his back. Someone might say, “Well, his posture isn't so good, he can't even sit up.” I talked to him for about an hour on the phone. He was so impressive. This man is enduring things that I'm not sure I could endure. His actual posture is quite wonderful.  Such courage, and dedication, to keep practicing through that!
There is someone who lives at Green Gulch who has a severe neurological disease; his speech is slurred, and it’s difficult for him to walk.  I went to Green Gulch recently and saw that there was a railing going down to the dining room that hadn't been there before. It was a beautiful wooden Japanese-style railing. And I asked somebody who did it because it was quite beautiful, and they said that this man did it. I practically burst into tears. I knew what it had cost him. He was a fine carpenter before he had this disease; to do that work in his present condition must have taken him such a long time. And I thought, this man's posture is very, very good. I felt a little ashamed;  I don't know if my posture is that good. And it has nothing to do with crossing your legs, or whether your back is straight, or any of that. Do you understand what I mean? It's posture in a deeper sense. 

You may know that today there are two schools of Zen. One is called Rinzai and the other is called Soto; our lineage is Soto. The stereotypical understanding of the difference between the two is that Rinzai is the “sudden” school, and Soto is the “gradual” school.  The Rinzai tradition has a curriculum of koans and emphasizes attaining enlightenment, and in the Soto school there's no attainment, no special experience. 
These stereotypes are just that; they're not at all correct.  It might be just as accurate to say that we're the sudden school here, because there's no curriculum. Remember I told you our way is like playing by ear. Rinzai's way is a little bit more like sheet music, easy pieces and then harder pieces. Here they just put you in front of the piano and say, sit this way, follow your breath, go ahead, play the piano. We object: Oh, I don't know how to play the piano. We say, Go ahead; put your fingers on the keys and push down. Just try it. It’s very sudden. Immediately you have to play the piano, right away you must express the highest wisdom of Buddhism.
However, if we think, OK, I'll just sit here, it doesn’t matter what happens, that isn’t quite right either. Actually, our posture itself is a koan. The word koan means a spiritual problem you can’t get your arms around. The very first moment we come to the cushion, we are confronted with the koan of who we are, of what we're actually doing. There are various styles in confronting this question.  Some are more comfortable learning by ear than others. This is why there are thousands of scriptures in Buddhism, because we're all different with different learning styles. 
Some people don't learn through words at all, they learn much more physically. Suzuki Roshi himself was actually more of a physical teacher. The best way to learn from him was just to be with him. This is why the role of the  teacher in Zen is so important: the instructions only carry you so far and then the living teacher provides the wordless instruction by example. 

Posture is not some kind of ordinary skill.  We're not here to learn a skill. In fact, we're here to unlearn our skills. Skills are good for practical things. But for ultimate things? Upstairs there's a wooden board, called a han. Written on it are the words, "Birth and death is the great matter." This is what we're about here. It's not a matter of skill; it's a matter of taking what the han says to heart. When we do that, our posture becomes a koan right away. "Birth and death is the great matter." There was a time when we weren't here, now we're here. There is a time when we won't be here again. What about that? You have to try everything.  Sometimes when your legs hurt a lot, you feel like you want to move. So move. Other times, your legs hurt a lot and you feel, Now I'm just going to try not moving. So don't move. It's important to do both, actually. 
Why put yourself through the pain of not moving? Why not move and be comfortable? That’s ok, but there will come a day in your life when you will have some suffering that you cannot escape, when you can't get up, can't move, can’t make the pain go away. Perhaps it will be when someone you love is dying.  So it’s best to get used to that now. The point of awakening is not to come to a state where we don't suffer; it's to come to a state where we know how to suffer. Enlightenment can be something terrible too. We have this notion from books that somehow it's this peak experience. Sometimes that’s true.  It is what it is. There are many stories of Buddhist monks who were awakened at some great crisis in their lives. So sometimes the terrible thing can be our teacher too. 
We can't really tell whether a person's posture or zazen is good or bad. No one can say. Not even the Buddha can say. It's entirely outside the realm of good or bad, which means that we can be very kind with each other. We can never exactly say what's going on. And at the same time we can’t walk through the world in some kind of blissful ignorance. We have to be very attentive to our not being sure what's going on. Good posture in its largest sense really means to be aware of what is happening; that's good posture. Here in this building, for example, it doesn't really matter whether the door is locked or not locked, as long as we notice, and the implications of that. 
Maybe there's some way we can change the architecture of the building so there can be a vestibule which is open. Maybe we just let it be. But just to notice it already changes the situation. It isn't just a case of a locked door, it's a case of a locked door that somebody's paying attention to.  So your posture can be whatever it is, but if you're paying attention to it, that changes it.

If you sit this way, with the hands just so--which is a fairly delicate thing to keep in place--it's pretty hard not to pay attention. This is the point. When you're lying in bed, you may think, This is the best zazen posture--much more comfortable!  But you won't pay attention very well.

Actually, when something terrible is happening in your life, lying in bed becomes terribly painful. You can't stay there. You get up and start pacing around, you take tranquilizers, but nothing helps. Sitting zazen becomes the best posture, even though it hurts. We don't have much physical pain in our life in America. Most places on the planet, people live with a lot more pain: hunger, disease, watching their children die young. It's just a part of life. And Buddhism came out of that kind of world.  Siddhartha the Buddha-to-be paid attention to that world, he came to know how people lived, and he couldn't bear it. It became very painful for him. There is some great human truth in that, to go from protection and privilege to a situation where you are totally exposed and nothing is protecting you.  That seems to be the first basic move in a spiritual path, to become unprotected. 
I think it's good that in America now there are different styles of Buddhist practice. If you go to some other center and they have a much more curriculum-based way of practice, that's okay. It may seem there is not much to hang your hat on in zazen practice, but the point is to bring your whole life to the cushion. And you bring your cushion to your whole life. Someone recently said to me, "Well, when I get up from zazen I can't hold onto that zazen feeling. I go out into the world and it all vanishes." That's thinking of zazen as a kind of calming exercise. If you think you're going to be as calm out in the street as you are in the zendo, forget it. It isn’t like that. 
What you do carry out from the zendo into the world is this deep quality of your posture, which can begin to permeate your whole life. Zazen is not a way to escape, to be safe and sound in your spiritual life.  That's not so good. We have to bring the outside in and the inside out.
Sometimes you can hear people saying, "Oh, I had this fabulous spiritual experience in the sesshin. A glowing light filled my body and it was wonderful!." And you think, Gosh, I wish I could have an experience like that. I don't have any experiences like that; I just sit there and nothing much happens. If you think that the other person’s experience of sesshin is better than yours, it's missing the whole point. Experiences come and go. There are times when we're bored stiff, there are definitely times when we think it's all hokum and a waste of time. That's all part of the music we are learning by ear to play.
Every school of Buddhism has its shadow, its weak point. Our weak point, perhaps, is that we don't give a lot of form or instruction or curriculum to the Path. But for schools that provide a lot of sheet music, their shadow is the sheet music. Sheet music isn't the music itself, it's just the notes on the page. So, in the end, a good musician needs some of both—sheet music, and learning to play by ear.  
That’s posture.

BREATHING: AN INTRODUCTION

It’s now common knowledge: breathing is an important thing in meditation.  You can even read about it in airplane magazines.  But why is it important, and how? 

Though we live in a frantically busy and noisy world, for thousands or tens of thousands of years, people lived in a quiet world, where nothing moved quickly or made much noise.  Some of those people chose to spend much of their time sitting quietly and observing what happened.  From those people—the generations of meditators, Buddhist and pre-Buddhist—we have a deep and profound science of the breath.

The Zen tradition is the inheritor of this breath wisdom.  Yes, the breath is important, but the why and how of it can only be revealed by sitting still and experiencing the breath without distraction.  A tiny piece of this breath is revealed in the two English words “inspiration” and “expiration.”  Inspiration means a moment of being fully alive, and expiration means to die.
Breathing in, breathing out: so much can emerge from paying attention just to that.
COUNTING THE BREATH

Traditionally, there are two aspects to Buddhist meditation practice: calmness or samattha, and insight, or vipassana.  The two things are not really two, they go together.  Calm by itself is not enough, but practically speaking, some amount of calm is good.  In ancient times there were yogins who spent their whole life sitting in the jungle or experimenting with various states of mind; they developed techniques for being extremely calm, so that not a thought would intrude for hours on end, the breath would practically stop, and the heartbeat would slow.  One of the Buddha’s great discoveries was that trance states in and of themselves are not liberative.  They can actually be somewhat addictive insofar as they are blissful and ecstatic.  That’s ok up to a point.  When life is short and hard, having that respite is very nice.  These days if you want that kind of experience, it’s much easier to take a drug like Xanax or Valium.  But once it wears off you’re back to your same old self.  The Buddha discovered that this was basically true for states of trance, too.  

Calm has another function too; it does allow or provide a stable foundation to observe very clearly what’s actually going on.  So the calmness aspect of zazen is not insignificant.  And if you do zazen regularly, if you sit everyday, and come to longer sittings, a day or several days, you’ll begin to create a stable foundation of calmness.  Typically the aspect of zazen that produces this calmness is concentrating on the breath.  
There are three aspects to zazen: the physical body, the breath, and consciousness itself.  We begin with the body, putting it in this posture because it’s very stable and yet relaxed.  But what is the body actually? What is the self actually? Regarding breath counting, Suzuki-Roshi had this to say:

The secret of counting is that I only wanted you to know how difficult it is!  Dōgen says, "After all, what is your inhaling and exhaling?” There is no self. So who are you?

In Buddhism the mind and body are not separate.  When you place the body in this very non-random position—back straight, hands palm up in the lap, eyes half-open--it automatically produces a state of mind that is alert yet relaxed and ready for things.  And then thinking is not so much a problem.  When you let the mind just ride the breath the way foam rides the waves in the ocean, thoughts are not a problem, the foam is not a problem--it’s part of the larger picture of the ocean.  When that happens, a  kind of stability starts to take hold.  Counting the breath is one of the many ways to cultivate and develop this stability.
Suzuki-Roshi noticed that we Americans had a hard time calming down, that our zazen filled with a lot of thinking; so at times he emphasized counting the breath.  Actually, thinking is part of what the mind does.  It’s nice that we have such a mind, just like it’s nice that we have a nose to breathe.  But when we sit, the whole point is to set that function of the mind more or less aside.  

So counting the breath is one way to do that, because counting is one of the deepest patterns in consciousness.  Children learn to count almost before they learn to talk.  And someone who has had a stroke, and has lost language, can still usually count.  Counting is stored in so many places in the brain; it’s a fundamental kind of thinking.  The breath is an even deeper thought than that, but if you’re going to think at all, counting is a deep way to think.  

The problem with counting the breath, one to ten and back again, is that people who are achievement oriented tend to want to do it perfectly.  And this is not the point.  There is no bad counting.  Every count is good, every breath is good.  If you forget where you are when counting from one to ten and back again, and then remember, that’s good.  It’s not a question of achievement, it’s just a mechanism for coming to stability, and over time…I think it’s good not to do it a lot.  But to do it maybe the first ten minutes, or if you are particularly distracted, is good.  It gives you an extra tool to work on; perhaps you can let it subside as you become more stable, and just follow the sensation of breathing.
Whatever your practice of the breath is, you let the breath go; breathe naturally.  You let the breath absolutely be, go as it wants to go.  We just notice it.  We start to notice that the breath is very much associated how we feel and think.  So if you are tense, you’re breathing will be tense, you’re breathing is who you are, so just getting to know your breath is the point, not trying to breathe any particular way.  Counting the breath and following the breath are two ways to attend to the breath.  The main point is attending, so the breath becomes your friend.  

THE SOUND OF THE BREATH
Our zazen practice is all about attention.  We don’t realize it but every moment, we’re making a decision about where to put our attention.  Our attention is a spotlight, and we’re always deciding where to shine it.  Usually it’s shining outward, on something external.  When we’re quiet, it tends to shine on our thinking.

In zazen we begin by shining the light of attention on something physical.  The breath  is a good focus  because the breath resides in a very deep place in consciousness, and happens whether you pay attention or not.  You can do various things with the breath to change your state of mind, perhaps go into a trance or ecstatic state.  In Zen we don’t do that.  We don’t do anything with the breath; we just notice or watch it.  But because of our long habit of shining the spotlight of our attention on our thinking, it takes a while to retrain the attention on the breath.
  Last time I talked about counting the breath.  Some people don’t like this practice; others find it helpful.  Today I want to talk about a practice that is similar to counting, but that is a little less intellectual.  This is the practice of imagining a sound that goes with the breath.  A sound like Huuuu.

In Chinese energy practice or Chi Gong the sound Hu is the sound associated with belly or stomach.  It also happens that in Japanese, the last syllable of every number from one to ten is the UUU sound.  Hitotsuuu, Futatsuuu, Mitsuu.  So counting in Japanese is very similar to the sound you make when you exhale.  Our English numbers don’t end in Hu, but still we can concentrate on that sound as we exhale.  We don’t actually make an audible sound, but we imagine this sound, and let the attention follow it out.
When we exhale, there’s a sense of surrender or release, and then the inhale comes naturally.  You exhale only as far as it’s comfortable.  Sometimes at the end of the exhale there is some kind of deep tension.  We don’t worry about that, we don’t try to break through it or put too much effort into it.  It’s more a matter of letting the breath carry you, like the waves of the ocean carry you up and down as you float on a raft.  Exhaling HUUUUU is like counting from one to ten, but you are counting only to one—one, one, one--and the name of that number one is the syllable HU.  

Sometimes we also say, put your attention in your hands, which are folded in your lap, where the bottom of your exhale is, so the whole idea is that your attention deepens and falls into a territory that typically we don’t pay much attention to, the abdomen, the bottom of your breath, the ground.  Huuuu is the sound of that.

Then of course after a while you will get distracted.  People often say then, Oh, I’m not in the present anymore.  But you are in the present.  You’re always in the present: There is no past thought, no future thought--there are only present thoughts of the past, present and future.  All that’s happened to you when you get distracted is that instead of focusing on the breath, you’ve gone back to focusing on your thinking.  That’s fine, we all have a long habit of doing that, so when we notice that, we just come back.  
It’s very important not to attach any sense of judgment or criticism to what happens in zazen.  People will say, Oh, thoughts are bad, and counting my breath is good.  Bad, good.  Bad, good.  This is a mistake.  The whole process is right.  The effort to do it at all is completely right.  There’s no way to put a value judgment on what ‘s going on.  This is actually a very subtle and unusual point for us.  How can  it be ok if the teacher is saying you should do a certain thing, and you can’t sustain it?  Well, it is, that’s all.  
Maybe some of you are a little discouraged thinking, Well, not much is happening in my meditation, I can’t stay with my breath.  Well, all I can say is, keep at it.  Don’t get discouraged.  It’s all right.

This practice is not instant religion.  If you want something like that, there are other religious practices that will make you feel much better more quickly.  This is much more like fundamental existence.  It’s completely real.  If you want a quick way to calm down, taking a tranquilizer is probably the fastest way.  However, if you want experience the ground of your existence, sitting like this is much better.  But it isn’t an instant fix, and it isn’t to everybody’s taste.  You have to have some kind of deep feeling for it.  The important thing is when you come, you just make the effort to train your mind to rest in the slow steady pulse of the breath, and even slower pulse of the body itself.  Your body is the most reliable thing you have, when you sit here you are coming to rest in the physical aliveness the body, and if counting English numbers is too abstract, or too intellectual, try just the sound, HUUU,  which, as it happens, in English (WHOOOOO?) also a kind of question.  

I can tell you from personal experience, that while on the surface this practice may not seem very profound, if you happen to be very sick and lying in bed, it is profound.  It really is.  
So those are my remarks for today.  You might call this Hu almost like a mantra.  Superficially, it seems like a mantra, but not really.  In this case the Hu sound is just a way of tuning in to the energy of the breathing.  That’s all.  It’s a focus of thought that we can sustain better than our usual distracted thinking.  We already spend so much time thinking distractedly in our life, why not spend a half an hour here doing something else?
FOLLOWING THE BREATH

Today I want to talk about following the sensation of the breath—another way of paying attention to the breath.  Whatever the specific technique, the principle of all breath practice is attention.  The Chinese character for attention is a compound.  Half of it says now, half of it says mind.  So it’s the now-mind.  Attention—now-mind--is a very high-level function of consciousness.  If you’re even a little bit tired, the ability to pay attention diminishes.  And if you’re really ill, it’s very hard to pay attention.  
So our first effort in zazen is to stabilize attention.  Attention comes and goes, but it’s always focused on something, and it’s always happening now.  When we are thinking about the so-called past, it’s all happening now.  When we think about the so-called future, it’s all happening now.  Whatever we pay attention to, it’s happening now.  It’s all happening now.  And that “now” itself is in motion.  It’s, shall we say, breathing.
When we say pay attention to the breath, there’s both an outer and an inner breath--the ebb and flow of it.  And typically what happens is that you don’t pay attention to it for very long; pretty soon you are back to paying attention to thoughts and feelings that are of interest to you.

That’s our deep habit.  We’re very accustomed to paying attention to our thoughts; we think of our thoughts as our “self.”  This self is more precisely just some stream of thinking, which we’ve cultivated over many years, and which includes our history, our relationships, and so on.  But sitting in zazen, and putting the attention on the sensation of the breathing, makes you realize how deep the habits we have about attention are, how easily we return to our usual “self-absorbed” stream of thinking.
To keep returning the attention to the feeling and the sensation of the breath, both being distracted from it and coming back to it, is the way we start to discover stability.  I’ve said before that there are two aspects to Buddhist meditation.  One is stability.  The other is the insight that emerges out of stability.  It’s difficult for true insight to arise without some kind of stability.  So our first effort is to keep returning our attention to the inner physical sensations that happen while you are sitting. 
Some people find counting the breath from one to ten and then back again very useful--particularly when you notice that you’ve gotten to twenty five. There is some useful feedback in that, as long as you don’t criticize yourself too much.  You just say, Oh, I guess it’s time to go back to one. Others find that practice a little too mechanical.  For them attending to the inner silent sound of the exhale, the HUUU sound, is good.  A more subtle way than either of these is just to follow the inner sensation of the breath, in and out.  

Whatever the practice you do, the task simply is to do it on a regular, daily basis.  These half day sittings we do are an opportunity to experience the way in which our busy thinking will start to subside.  As you continue to sit, naturally the inner dialogue begins to quiet down, and has less energy.  I like to use the image of the potter’s wheel.  As long as you kick it—which for most people is what we do with thinking--it keeps going.  If you stop kicking it—and start attending to something more basic like the breath--it still goes for a while, but eventually it slows down, and may even stop. Most of us are really invested in the turning of the wheel; we think of it as who we are.  It takes some re-organization and reorientation to stop kicking and rest in just being.  Naturally enough it will take time.  But if you continue, and if you don’t kick the potter’s wheel for a long time, it will stop. The purpose of the different breathing practices of the breathing we’ve been talking about is to give your attention some place else to rest than the turning of the potter’s wheel. 

BREATH WALKING

Today I want to talk about walking as a practice. 

When I was a freshman in college, I was coming up in the subway, when above me on the stairs I saw these sandaled feet. I watched the way the feet were walking.  It was very beautiful and unusual. When I got to the top, I saw it was a yellow robed, Theravada monk. That was really my first actual exposure to Buddhism, seeing how the monk placed his feet on the stone steps going up from the subway.


During lunch I watched some deer below us on the slope. Deer are very careful when they walk. They’ll lift a hoof and hold it there; they’re constantly alert to danger. To survive, they have to be very careful where they put their feet and how much noise they make.  It’s not a matter of choice for them. If they don’t do that, they might not survive. Other animals also have various characteristic ways of walking. Birds are quite vulnerable to predators when they’re on the ground, so they’re always looking around when they take a step. 

Even predators don’t just sashay around. They have to be very stealthy. Think of the way a cat walks when it’s stalking something; it’s tremendously careful. It may be that human beings are the only creatures with legs that have the option to walk carelessly. 

When Harry Roberts, the Native American teacher, was alive, he’d walk around with us at Green Gulch.  We’d be galumphing along, and Harry would say, “Wait a minute! Look at your feet. What’s that?” 

 “That’s mint,” he’d say, or “That’s yerba buena, that’s medicine. Don’t step on that.” He was rather stern about it. 

In Native American culture, where and how walk is important.  Under your feet might be food or medicine. So you’re careful where you walk. 

So this is something like our Buddhist practice of walking. Between periods of zazen we practice kinhin, which I like to call “breath walking.” In the Hokyoki, Dogen writes that one night Nyojo, his teacher, asked him, “Do you know the practice of slow walking?” 

Dogen said, “No, please show me.” 

Nyojo continued, “Very few people these days know this practice. I may be the only one in this whole area of China who really understands how to do it.” 

Nyojo then walked up and down in the room and showed Dogen how to do kinhin.  Suzuki Roshi taught us exactly the same way. So this practice of kinhin is a transmitted teaching. It’s not exactly walking, really. It’s actually more like breathing. It also operates at multiple levels—an outer, inner, and innermost level. 

So in the outer practice of kinhin, you put your heels one fist apart, and take one half-step with each exhale. As you exhale, you press the heel of your foot into the ground and let the rest of your foot follow. In a sense, you breathe your way along. Shashu, the position of our hands, is important too.  You put your left fist against your breastbone with your thumb inside, and your right hand over the left.  There is a sense of connection between shashu and the point between your heels. 

Suzuki-Roshi sometimes said that we feel as though our hands are wrapped around a pole, and that pole is our stability as we walk. It’s not like ordinary walking; it’s more like moving your erect zazen posture through space. 

In the Theravada tradition the practice is more verbal; you actually say to yourself, “Now I lift my left foot, now I place the heel of my left foot down,” and so forth.  That’s another kind of outer practice of walking.  Our Zen way is not so verbal, and it’s actually more of an inner practice.  The inner practice of kinhin has an energetic flow; there is a kind of visualization of inner energy. 

In the inner practice of kinhin, you concentrate more on the feeling of it, especially the feeling of your breathing.   As you breathe in, you feel the energy coming out of the earth into your feet and up into your body. And as you exhale, you feel the energy flowing down from your body into the earth.

In the practice of T’ai Ch’i, there is a sense that all of your power or energy comes out of the earth like this. Ch’i means this energy. The energy flows up from the earth through your body to the crown of your head. So you feel your body the planet, to the earth and to gravity. The crown of your head is connected to heaven. 

In Thanka paintings of Vajrayana Buddhism there are two halos, a small halo and a big halo. The center of the top halo is the crown chakra. And the larger halo, which encompasses the rest of the body, has its center right here in the heart. This isn’t just art, not just Picasso making a shape; this is an expression of an inner practice.  In the inner practice of kinhin, you begin to experience yourself as more continuous with what’s around you. 

What Dogen’s teacher may have meant when he said very few people fully understood kinhin, is that it is an inner practice. It’s less like regular walking and more like how deer or cat walks; it’s concentrated and yet very relaxed. You have a sense of being carried by the energy that comes up and goes down through your feet. That energy, that pulse, carries you.

My T’ai Ch’i teacher liked to say, “You’re not hooked up.” 
What he meant was that I was using my muscles, rather than my Ch’i, to move. When you learn to move from ch’i, then you feel as though it’s not you moving your hand, it’s more that you allow energy to come into your hand and that energy moves the hand. T’ai Ch’i teachers like to talk about “swimming in air.” It’s not really air they’re talking about, it’s energy. So that’s like the inner practice of kinhin.

I’m explaining all this in great detail.  But Asian Zen teachers don’t usually teach it like this. The more traditional way is just to watch your teacher, and pick it up. Sometimes your teacher may scold you or even shove you, and you won’t know why. Once when I was the attendant for Tatsagami Roshi at Tassajara, I would bring the incense to the altar, and hold it in front of him.  Each day he would roughly push my hand forward, and then take it. I would think, “What’s he doing? Why doesn’t he just take the incense?” 

Finally, I realized that my hand was in the wrong place; he wanted my hand further forward. But he wasn’t going to tell me that, he just kept pushing my hand until I figured out what was wrong. That’s a physical way of teaching. He must have thought I was really slow, but he was patient. He never said anything.  Finally, one day I tried putting my hand further forward; he took the incense so delicately.   I’d finally figured it out!

Zazen is traditionally taught the same way.  One time in Dokusan I asked Suzuki Roshi about my breathing, and he didn’t say anything, he just moved his hand up and down, showing me how the breath flowed.  He was instructing me in the inner practice of breathing.

Now, how do we adapt this meditative walking practice, which is designed for zendo life, into the world? Traditional kinhin doesn’t work, you can’t go down the sidewalk walking like that. But you could, as you walk, do as Theravada monks do, and silently say to yourself, “Walking, walking, walking.” Or you can count your steps, just like you count your breath: one-two-three-four. That’s a basic mindfulness practice that you can return to whenever you’re walking. 

If you watch people walking in the supermarket, they’re not very mindful of their walking. They’re busy looking for their food with their heads craned forward; they don’t really know where their feet are.  These days on the sidewalk people are unaware of their surroundings, jabbering into their cell phones. These people don’t know where their feet are either. If there was a predator out there, they’d be easy pickings. 

To know where your feet are wherever you go is the way we can apply the kinhin feeling to everyday life. This skill is taught in martial arts schools too. Until you know where your feet are, it’s hard to advance much in martial arts.

Of course in busy householder life it’s hard to sustain this kind of practice. In a monastery or in sesshin, you can spend a lot of time refining this inner practice of walking. You could see by the way that Suzuki Roshi walked that he had done that; he walked like a person of accomplishment. When Nyojo first met Dogen he said, “Although you’re young and from a foreign land, I can see by the way you carry yourself that you’re a person of deep accomplishment.”

In cultures that still have this sense of inner practice, a person’s bearing is an important indicator of character. We’ve pretty much lost that. Although, I think what people look for in a politician or a leader are subtle cues about reliability and stability of character in the way they carry themselves. 

In daily life, the best time to pay attention to your feet is when you’re between places, or between tasks. So inevitably the awareness of walking is more intermittent than in a monastery. But whenever you have a chance, you return to it. My own experience is that walking can be a pretty good householder or workplace practice. 

This everyday walking may seem a little mechanical, but Suzuki Roshi used to say that our practice is Theravada practice with Mahayana spirit. So at the beginning we have to master being able to count our footsteps, one to twenty, and not lose track. We need to learn not to trip over things. Tripping over something is interesting.  It’s hardly every an accident. 

I had a friend, who recently had a serious medical scare.  He’s okay, the first tests were wrong. I called him up and asked him how he was doing. He said, “Oh, I’m fine; I just put a hacksaw through my thumb, though.” 
He was obviously still decompressing from his scare, and the hacksaw was reminding him of that.  So, one of the adjuncts to practicing with your feet is noticing when you trip.  It just means you didn’t know where your feet were at that moment.  Actually, knowing where your feet are is not just a mindfulness practice.  If you know where your feet are you’re well on the path to being able to help people.

But there is more to it than just a mechanical, outer knowing.  The intention must be right, too.  Have you seen the acrobats in Cirque du Soleil? They walk a tightrope across space, and do incredible things like a triple somersault. Those people really know where they are. They’re yogins of balance. But just because they can do that doesn’t mean they’re great people, or that they’re Buddhas. They’re just very good at balance. So, knowing where your feet are isn’t all that astounding, but it can be if it’s tied in with a larger vow to practice the Way.

Suzuki Roshi once said in a lecture, “You all think that practice means coming to the zendo to do zazen an hour a day. But it’s more than that.  Real practice is twenty-four hours a day.”   If that’s true, then walking is an important part of our practice, because that’s what we do for much of the day.

MINDFULNESS AND THE MIND: AN INTRODUCTION
“I think, therefore I am,” said Descartes, thus demonstrating the emphasis in Western philosophy on thinking as the key to everything.  Buddhist meditators, who spent a great deal of time in a state where thinking had died away, had a different understanding.  In Buddhism, the mind that thinks is just another sense organ, like the eye or ear.  But what about that which experiences thoughts, experiences colors, sounds, tastes, smells, touch? What is that?
When we say “mind” in Zen, we are not referring to the thinking mind of Descartes, but to the heart-mind at the center of consciousness--awareness itself.

This is Zen Mind, Buddha Mind, original mind—many names for this one inconceivable no-thing that cannot be directly spoken of, but can be directly experienced.
This inconceivable no-thing is at the heart of Zen practice.
MINDFULNESS BASICS
Mindfulness essentially means paying attention to something without reacting to it, or trying to change it.  It’s a state of being alert but also completely relaxed.  Because you’re just sitting still, just being here, you’re able to observe dispassionately what is going on.  We’re not interested in any particular focus, or attaining some particular state of mind.  We’re interested in our fundamental attitude towards what’s happening while we are sitting.  
The Buddha analyzed consciousness into five categories..  First is the body.  Then comes a basic sense of pleasure and pain.  Next are the five senses--six if you count the thinking mind.  Fourth is our emotional experience, and last is our conscious awareness of being here.  Things are happening all the time in each of those five realms.  Without any experience of sitting, we’re not able to clearly distinguish all that’s happening in our body and mind, and what we are really doing.  
Instead there’s a kind of mishmash or mixing bowl of everything together, with no sense of stability or insight.  That’s why our lives don’t work, why we mistreat each other, why we go to war.  This Buddhist teaching looks like some kind of psychology, but actually it’s an analysis of how we fundamentally exist, individually and collectively.

So the first step on the path to liberate ourselves from all of that, is to sit down, be quiet and stable, and just pay attention to what’s going on.  The breath does become a central object of attention because it is stable and reliable; breath goes on whether you care about it or not.  There are actually only three hundred neurons in the brain that manage breathing.  Those neurons—probably the same ones that an ant has--are really reliable.  So for you to attend to breath is to join up with the most basic level of existence.  
So what we try to do in zazen is to maintain a steady awareness of breathing regardless of what else is going on.  But actually that’s only one of many possibilities.  More fundamentally, our effort is to maintain a steady awareness regardless; it could be of your thoughts, or sensations, or anything.  The key is to join your attention to the stability of your posture.  Little by little the mind relaxes into your stable body, and is just able to watch and observe, without chasing after things too much.  Inevitably powerful thoughts may come up about the past or future; in the midst of all that, we just continue watching.  
That’s why the eyes are so important in zazen; the eyes model this kind of attention by just watching rather than looking—a subtle but important difference.  Some people like to close the eyes when they sit.  There’s nothing terribly wrong with that, except it tends to make you less attentive and in the end rather sleepy.  On the other hand, if your eyes are open wide, that will make you chase you mental activity too much.  We aim for something in the middle—eyes half open, you maintain the attitude of just watching with your whole body, breath and consciousness.  So this state is not waking, not sleeping, and not dreaming; it’s a fourth way.  That fourth way actually includes all the other three, so there’s some quality of being awake, of being asleep, and of dreaming too. 

The key is to do it regularly, to begin to get comfortable with this fourth way, this new world called zazen.  Little by little we begin to rest in that which observes or pays attention to it all.  In the midst of that, the breath is reliable and ever present, and is always your friend.  But if you can’t reliably follow your breathing, follow whatever is happening.  If you’re thinking, just follow your thinking.  To make the point clearer: If you have an upwelling of anger, you watch with the feeling of, “Oh, that’s interesting, I’m angry.”  Or as the ancient Buddhist texts would say: Now I am feeling angry, now I am feeling angry.  That doesn’t sound so profound, but actually the one who is saying “Now I am feeling angry” is not angry.  
So that’s the seed of liberation from the anger, because there is one who is not angry.  So if you’re just starting to sit, and you think, Oh, this isn’t doing anything for me--that’s where confidence comes in. There is a lineage of many generations of people who have done this kind of practice, and been transformed by it.  From them we can have to have some degree of confidence that this is worth doing.  It’s the Woody Allen principle applied to zazen: 90% of it is showing up--  either here or at your cushion at home.  Showing up is much more important than what happens once you get there, although that’s important too.  
Showing up could also be a good definition of mindfulness.  You show up for your own existence, you’re willing to be an audience to your own awareness.  

MINDFULNESS OF THINKING

Today I want to talk about mindfulness of thinking.  Mindfulness has a technical definition in Buddhism, but generally it means paying sustained attention to something without reacting to it. There are many types of mindfulness. There is mindfulness of breathing, mindfulness of emotions, of thoughts, of the body, of sickness and dying, and so forth.  Because we live such incredibly busy lives, it’s so important to cultivate mindfulness and understand what mindfulness is.  

In zazen, we do not intentionally try to stop our thinking.  The Buddha himself tried that at one point, and discovered that it was only temporary respite from the human condition.  There are still people today who cultivate deep trance states, in which thinking is halted.  It’s an altered state of consciousness.  Many practices can alter your state of mind.  Chanting something, beating drums, or dancing can all alter your state of mind.  Broadly speaking, there’s two kinds of meditative practices—those which alter your state of mind, and those which don’t.  Our practice is on the side of not trying to alter our state of mind.  Instead, we’re more interested in noticing it as it is.  It may become altered, but we don’t try to achieve that.  This is a very important distinction.  
If you’re trying to alter your state of mind, there’s an implicit sense that the state of mind you have isn’t ok, that you need to be different.  We’re more interested in just observing whatever is happening.  This is mindfulness.  You give up the motivation to be different, and you just observe.  In Buddhism this is sometimes called “bare noting.”  When thinking is going on, and you can’t drop it, you can just watch it--hopefully within the background of an awareness of breathing.  That way you stay connected to the body and your thinking is not entirely disembodied.   You can just watch your thinking with an attitude of bare noting.  “Oh,” you say,  “Now I’m thinking about what’s going to be happening this afternoon when the kids get out of school.”

There’s a difference between being totally wrapped up in that thought, and just observing it.  To cultivate an “observer” of our thinking is a kind of mindfulness.  The observer is not so wrapped up in what’s going on.  It’s like the difference between swimming in the ocean and standing on the shore.  If you’re standing on the shore you’re quite stable, though you’re conscious and aware of the waves.  There’s a non-judgmental feeling.  When you’re swimming in the waves, there’s a real sense of “Oh, that was a terrible wave, that was a wonderful wave.”  We have all kinds of reactions.  We start getting involved in the reactions, and it’s endless. 
But if you’re sitting in a stable way and just observing it all, it’s not quite so reactive.  If you sit and walk for half a day or longer--walking between zazen periods is important because it allows you to sustain a sense of mindful attention for a long period of time without undue strain on the body-- and cultivate the stability of the observer, you’ll find that your thoughts have less and less energy, and start to subside.  Some different state of mind may start to emerge at that point.  
This is, incidentally, not a matter of “distancing” or “detaching” from our experience.  It’s actually more the opposite.  Mindfulness means to embrace our experience, to stay with it, to attend to it.  Detachment or denial in order to avoid something painful is the opposite of mindfulness.  That would be “un-mindfulness,” NOT paying attention.  So the metaphor of “standing on the shore” doesn’t mean escaping from the ocean.  It means embracing the ocean from a stable, attentive place.

Nomenclature is very important.  In the West, when we say the mind, we typically mean our thinking.  In Buddhism “mind” means the organ of thinking.  It’s a big difference.  Our thoughts and our mind stand in relation to one another like the eye and the things we see.  Right now I’m seeing all of you, but you’re not my eye, you’re the object of my eye.  In the same way, our thoughts are not who we are, they are the objects of our mind organ. 
 One of the big mistakes that we human beings make is to identify so much with our thoughts and our ideas.  That’s the root cause of so much suffering and conflict in the world; we identify with our thoughts, make them real and solid, and consider them critical to our identity.  Consider the thought “enemy.”  If you say “These people are my enemy,” then some violent behavior may follow.  

But suppose instead your thought is, “Oh, that person feels like an enemy to me.  That’s a thought I have.  There’s some reality to that, but in the end it’s just a thought.”  Then your behavior will be different.  From the mind comes behavior.  Ultimately, the purpose of this kind of practice is not just to make you feel better--although if you stay with the practice it’s likely to do that—but to resolve this deeper issue of believing in the reality our thoughts so much that we don’t really treat each other based on who we actually are, but on some idea.  

The Buddha concluded that the reason human beings suffer needlessly is because of avidya, a Sanskrit term which is usually translated as “ignorance.”  This is perhaps not the best translation.  We’re not talking about lack of knowledge.  Avidya is more like unawareness, or unconsciousness.  A mind that dwells in avidya isn’t aware of what’s really happening, of how things really are.  Out of that unawareness everything comes that we despair about, that we read about in the newspaper.

So what we’re doing here is working on that avidya, not just of ourselves, but of all beings.  So that’s why at the end of our meditation we recite the chant of compassion or Metta: May all beings be free from suffering, may all beings be happy, may all beings be at peace.  This is our fundamental resolve, this is why we are here.  May all beings be able to penetrate their avidya and wake up.
MINDFULNESS OF BREATHING
I want to start today by talking about the altar, and then we’ll talk about breathing. In Zen the altar is a representation of you, your Buddha nature. So we don’t worship some external being. In a full-fledged altar there are five offerings: fragrance, light, flowers, food, and drink. But for a simple altar you have a Buddha, or a representation of Buddha Mind, which could even be a rock. Since it’s you, it can be anything. The Buddha statue for us means is a physical instruction in how to sit; this is you sitting. 
Then we have some incense, a candle and flowers. If you sit at home, you can set up your sitting cushion in front of the altar, light the candle, light the incense, offer flowers, and then sit. So the altar is not a place of worship or a deity; it honors the Buddha Nature that is in you and everyone. Setting it up creates a sacred space for you. 

When we come into this space, which we each time magically create as a zendo, we come in the door and bow to the altar and then come to our place. You don’t walk in between the cushions and the wall anymore, this is our private space. The first thing we do is sweep, and then we get out the cushions and set them up like this. And then we start by walking, and then sitting.

Now I want to talk more about breathing. If you study yoga, you learn there’s a whole yogic science of breathing, going back many thousands of years. In simpler times people had a lot of time to just notice what was going on, so they noticed their breathing and they tried different things. They tried deep breathing, holding their breath for long periods of time, breathing through one nostril and then the other. They became very sensitive to the subtle quality of energy in the way you breathe. By changing the way you breathe you can change your state of mind and enter ecstatic or trance states. But in the end, all of that is just another kind of experience. 

Our approach to breathing is to just breathe naturally but be aware of how you breathe. When you’re breathing you know that you’re breathing in; when you’re breathing out you know that you’re breathing out. This is called mindfulness of breathing, and it’s one of the most basic practices in Buddhism. So it’s important to understand the difference between breathing yoga and mindfulness of breathing. In breathing yoga you do something with your breath. But with mindfulness of breathing you don’t do anything.  Instead you yoke the mind to the breath, and watch it, follow it.  We say follow the breath. But actually the breath follows you. It’s like when you’re walking a dog in circles, the dog follows you but you follow the dog. It’s like that.

During zazen the exhale is particularly important. The exhale is a kind of release, of letting go. And that’s what we do, let go of what’s going on, of your current thought, your current concern. As you begin to get familiar with your breathing and notice it more closely, you’ll see that so much of who we are is accurately reflected in the breath. So when we’re tense, the breath is tense. When we’re relaxed, the breath is relaxed. When we have some deep anxiety, the breath rises up and circulates mostly in the chest. When we’re relaxed it opens up and you have a sense of expansiveness in your belly and abdomen.

So though we just notice how breathing is, that noticing itself changes it. This is one of the magic points of Buddhist practice: just to notice something changes it. You don’t need to consciously change it, you just watch it and that changes it. Our American pioneer spirit is to try to change things, make them better. So, we think coming to Zen will make us better and we try to make that happen. But, actually, trying to make something better doesn’t perfect it much; sometimes it makes it worse. The best way to make it better is to forget about making it better and just observe it. In ancient texts you’ll see instructions like “now I have a short breath, now I have a long breath, now I have a short inhale, now I have a long inhale.” So whatever happens, you just watch it, and that basic effort, done regularly every day, starts to affect your life. You start to approach activity and things that happen to you in that way. 
It’s not exactly passive. Mindfulness is not passive, but it’s not intrusive either. Think of a child. If the child is doing something you can intrude and tell the child to change what she is doing.  But if we just watch the child, the child will change on her own. The child won’t suddenly turn to you and say, “Oh, I see you’re watching me.” Nevertheless the child knows that you’re watching. If you scold the child or say something to the child, that’s a little bit too much. So we aim for something in the middle. You watch with attention, but you don’t try to do anything.

Think of breath as a kind of very slow thought. It’s like a slow radio wave: it doesn’t crackle and chatter like our verbal thinking or our imagery thinking, it’s much slower. It’s a pulse twelve or fifteen times a minute, a slower pulse inside your body that is also mental.  You relax into that pulse. People sometimes think they should be able to stay conscious of their breathing all the time. It’s not so much whether you can stay with it all the time or not, it’s more whether you remember to return to it. And you don’t worry if you go away from it—that’s part of the pulse. You go away and you come back. If you go away for a long time, that’s ok; then you come back. You incorporate that whole process as meditation itself. The whole thing is meditation. It’s not like: when you can perfectly follow your breath, that’s meditation, and when you can’t, it’s not. The whole process of sitting here together in silence and experiencing whatever you experience, just watching what happens, is the basic quality of Zen. 

When you start to approach other people and other activities the way you approach the breath in zazen, you start to develop a kind tolerance. There’s an acceptance or softness that naturally starts to express itself in how you behave and how you treat things. And when you forget, and when you’re hard and angry, well, that’s part of it too. We don’t have a rigid sense of right and wrong in this kind of practice. So there isn’t a rigid sense that today you had ten minutes of good meditation and twenty minutes of bad, or one minute of good and twenty-nine minutes of bad.  You practiced for thirty minutes. And even to say that isn’t quite right—who knows how long it was. The Buddhists in ancient times tried to analyze the speed of a thought. They discovered that a thought is one seventy-ninth of the length of a blink of an eye. It’s probably pretty right, actually, if you measure the neurological impulses in your brain. A lot happens in thirty minutes, and who knows what that really means.

Question: Last Saturday during the one-day sitting, I noticed the tension in my neck and shoulders in a completely new way. It’s been there forever, but on Saturday it was more visceral; I could see it and touch it, and understand it in a totally different way. I thought, what is that? It’s not like I got some answer, but this week the whole character of it has just changed, really dramatically. I’ve been going to a chiropractor for years, but it feels as though it just broke open.  It’s really letting go. It’s just kind of amazing how different it is.

LR: Thanks for mentioning that. The mind and the body aren’t so separate when you sit like this. The body reflects our deep thoughts, and our deep thoughts reflect our body. This isn’t Western medicine where you take a pill and poof your problem is gone. This is more like acupuncture or herbs where, over time, something changes and doesn’t come back. It transforms itself. This is the patient way, not the miracle-drug way. If you want to change your state of mind rapidly you can chant something, or sing, clap, or dance. Immediately you’d feel different. For a lot of people that’s what religion is; it gives them a sense of solace. And it does affect their life positively. 
But zazen is not like that. We’re not looking for any quick fixes. Chanting is easier than mindfulness, but the transformation isn’t necessarily as deep. It’s a little more temporary. So this practice is the deepest and most transformative, but it doesn’t suit everyone, you have to have a taste for it. 

THE KOAN OF THE BREATH

The breath is actually a koan, an impenetrable problem and opportunity for us.    I’d like to start by sharing a few oral teachings about the breath.
My good friend Surya Das was practicing Vipassana, in India, practicing following the breath, and he met Kalu Rinpoche there. Kalu Rinpoche asked him what his practice was, and Surya Das explained.  Kalu Rinpoche said immediately, “Well, what will you do when you’re not breathing anymore?” Surya Das said that moment changed his life. Why did Kalu Rinpoche  say that? That’s one story.

The next story is from Suzuki-Roshi’s Not Always So.  At one point, Suzuki Roshi talks about exhaling as “fading into emptiness.”   He also adds, rather casually, that the best way to practice zazen is to do it as though you’re about to die. It sounds rather dramatic, but he wasn’t trying to be dramatic.  He just said it because it’s true. Of course, when we die, there will be our last exhale; we will breathe out and won’t breathe in again. So that’s dying. Everybody who has ever lived and died has done that, so it’s actually pretty ordinary.

So, if you put these two stories together, there’s a kind of ultimate teaching about the breath in both. That’s a contrast to the feeling that breath practice is elementary then, once you’ve mastered it you move on. Not so. Beginners breathe, intermediate practitioners  breathe, advanced ones breathe, Zen masters breathe, Buddhas breathe, dying people breathe, babies breathe. Everybody breathes. The breath is actually a kind of thought; it’s also a kind of energy. 

The yogic word for breath is prana. Prana means the inner breath, or the energy that is embedded in the breath—life energy. The Chinese say chi; the breath is the flow of chi, in and out. When the chi is consolidated you have life, and when the chi disperses you have death. So, energetically, prana is life energy, and it flows. It flows in a truncated or disturbed way when we’re upset or neurotic; it flows in an unhindered way when we’re not. For a long time, yogic practice in India tried to change or stop the breath, thinking that, somehow, the movement of prana was a hindrance to liberation. 

When you stop or nearly stop prana, you enter a trance state—similar to a coma, deeper than sleep. Even when you dream you don’t have a physical sense of the breath. So, going back to Kalu Rinpoche’s statement, it’s too hasty to say that when he talked about a time when we don’t have breath he meant dying.  There is more complexity in what he said.

He could have simply meant: Is your practice only limited to when you’re conscious and awake and able to experience your breath physically? In the Tibetan tradition there are yogas for sustaining practice during dreaming and in sleep.  Of course, the flow of prana continues, whether you’re conscious of it or not. In a yogic sense, everything that happens to you is a kind of prana, even thinking. Following the breath can mean simply to stabilize consciousness by resting in the regular flow of prana than the jagged irregular prana of our usual, confused state of mind. 
You can see that manipulating the breath or holding and stopping the breath can be powerful. Even today, I’m told that some of Buddhist monks sometimes brag about how long they can hold their breath.  You can see in that the same point that the Buddha saw, how that ego can remain untouched by that limited understanding of practice. It just becomes another kind of achievement for the ego to own. 

So, what interested the Buddha was not how to attain extraordinary states of mind, but how to live. How do we conduct ourselves in the midst of human confusion and suffering? People might think that accomplished Buddhists don’t suffer. That’s not exactly true. If you look at the lives of great teachers, many of them had terrible suffering in their lives. It might be more accurate to say that the further you go in practice, the more capable you are of enduring terrible things. You’re disturbed just as anyone would be, but at another level also not disturbed. 

That could be one way of understanding Suzuki Roshi was talking about the exhale as a kind of dying. He says, “As you exhale, you dissolve into emptiness, and it’s like being at your mother’s bosom; she will take care of you.” And then you inhale and the world comes back.

The Buddha’s great leap forward from all the yogic paths that had come before was this understanding of interpenetration of form and emptiness.  He went beyond the idea that emptiness is the solution to form. But we in the West are still in the very early stages of unpacking all of this teaching, and so for us, just to be able to count the breath from one to ten is hard.
Practicing this way with the breath is helpful for achieving stabilization. And stabilization, or samadhi, is not quite the same as having no thinking. Our samadhi--the great samadhi of Zen --doesn’t make those kinds of distinctions.  For people who are encouraged by self-feedback, counting the breath is useful. Some people take to it well and are able to stabilize the mind by yoking the mind to this primitive thought, which is counting. Other people don’t like it at all; it just becomes one more kind of pass-fail task. So for those people it’s counter-indicated. For them, maybe following the sensation of breathing is better. 
This is the way that breath practice is typically taught in Vipassana--following the sensation of the breath. The other common way to do it, although this is not taught so much in our tradition, is to concentrate on the sensation of air going in and out of your nostrils. That practice was taught at the time of the Buddha, and it is still taught today. 

In Zen the place we concentrate is here, two inches below the navel. It’s referred to as the tan t’ien in Chinese, as the tanden or hara in Japanese. Suzuki Roshi sometimes talked about putting strength in your hara. We shouldn’t interpret “strength” as a muscular thing. “Strength” is probably not a good word for what he meant. There is an English expression that captures the feeling better: “to stomach” something. To stomach something means to accept it—“I can stomach this feeling.” So as you exhale, you accept whatever’s is going on. You don’t retreat from it.

In the field of psychoanalysis, an early Western pioneer of this understanding was Wilhelm Reich, who observed that people who were neurotic or hysterical had very tight abdomens. They weren’t able to stomach their emotional sensations; they were overwhelmed with, we might say, negative prana in their abdomens. So, over time, their abdomens became hard as a washboard, and Reich noticed that. He developed breathing exercises to open that tension up, and people would then re-experience the feelings that they couldn’t stomach.
This willingness to accept thing unconditionally is reflected in the Lew Welch poem “Ring of Bone.”  The title of the poem is “I Saw Myself,” which is a good description of what zazen is: seeing myself. “I saw myself,” the poem goes,  “a ring of bone in the clear stream of all of it, and I vowed always to be open to all of it.” And the poem goes on, “And then I heard ring of bone where ring is what a bell does.” 
So that’s the poem, very beautiful, very Buddhist. I like the poetic alchemy of the word ring. “Ring of bone” starts out meaning something like a skeleton.  But then it is transformed into the sound of a bell.  Ring becomes “rrrring.”  But the line I like best is “I vow to be open to all of it.” That is, I think, what Suzuki Roshi meant by putting strength in your hara.

So in the end, what’s the point of concentrating on the breath? Why do it? Dogen, the founder of the Soto Zen school in Japan, doesn’t talk about the breath too explicitly. What he does say is that zazen is “not learning to concentrate.”  How can that be? From one point it seems obvious that we’re learning to concentrate. 

 One way to understand that statement is that no matter how long we’ve been practicing, we don’t follow the breath or focus on the breath to get better at it, we just do it. We don’t follow the breath as some kind of technique that we can get better and better at, although you do get better at it as you practice. But if we do it to get better at it, it becomes like any other conditioned thing, eventually it doesn’t last or work. So we practice it but with no sense of wondering whether we’re doing it well or badly. 

So if we think that someday we’ll be perfect at following the breath and never have a single distraction during an entire day of zazen, that’s not quite right. But if we think the opposite, that it doesn’t matter how well we do, that’s not quite right either. If we think the breath is just an elementary thing we’ll I’ll move beyond that to something more advanced, that’s also not quite right. None of those attitudes are quite right. So what is the right attitude? 
That’s the right question, anyway. 

I saw the movie I, Robot recently.  In the movie there is a hologram of a person who has died.  The policeman investigating his murder can talk to the hologram, but it has a limited number of programmed responses. The hologram won’t give the policeman answers; the best it can do is say, “That is the right question.” The policeman tries various questions, and the hologram always says, “I’m not programmed to answer that.” Finally the policeman asks a final question and the hologram responds, “That is the right question.” That’s more of a koan feeling. That’s first step in penetrating a koan is to get the sense that you have the right question. You may not know the answer, but you know the question.

Our actual core practice of zazen, the practice that Dogen taught, is the practice of shikantaza, which means “just sitting.” “Just being” or “just awareness,” may also be good translations. It is “just” not in the sense of excluding other things but including everything. In English “just” can also mean “equal”  or “fair.” This is our actual practice, but practically speaking, it’s very hard to rest in “just being” until our consciousness has some stabilization, or until the flow of prana is even.  So breath practice helps establish that stability.
The breath is not just some physiological process. As prana it’s synonymous with life itself; so everything that’s happening--sleeping, waking, calm states of mind, panic states of mind, disappointment, joy--is reflected in the prana. So to say that we attend to the breath means that attend to our life as a whole. This transmitted posture is the best way to attend to the prana of our life directly. 

Buddhism in America is often taught without this transmitted posture: people are allowed to sit in chairs. It’s all right. Every gate of dharma is important, letting people sit in chairs brings people to dharma who otherwise wouldn’t come, because the traditional posture is hard, particularly when you’re older. However, if you have an intention to penetrate your life, this posture is a powerful way to do that.  It opens up your backbone and gives you access to the sensations of the lower abdomen.  That is where our deep emotions reside.

I was at a conference recently where a meditation teacher drew a diagram on the board. It was like a tree: it had a little circle at the top, representing your head, and then a little line going down, which is your spine.  It had little branches going off from the spine. She said that her teacher taught her that in the meditation posture the spine is very solid, but the body drapes around it in an extremely relaxed way. So the posture generates both relaxation and power. So that’s what I think Suzuki Roshi meant about putting strength in your abdomen; he meant to rely on the strength of your spine, but let everything else relax around that. That’s a pretty good understanding of breathing practice, too.

Do you have some questions?
Question: How important do you think it is to decide in advance whether or not you’re going to be counting the breath or following the breath? I go back and forth during the period.
LR: I think it helps to decide ahead of time what you’re going to do. You don’t necessarily have to count during the whole period. You can count for the first ten minutes. But you should decide in advance.  I think for counting to work properly, you can’t drift in and out of it; it’s better to do it decisively and then stop.  When you feel that you’re stable enough, you can let it subside.
Question: I’ve noticed that in the space at the end of the exhalation there’s a little bit of enticement for me.  There’s something attractive about it.
LR: Yes, that’s true. The ancient yogins experimented a lot with holding the breath. They thought if they could get close to death but not actually go over the line, they would be liberated. So they knew about that enticement. 

Some meditation teachers also encourage you to elongate that period as long as possible; it helps you enter a deeper samadhi state.   I don’t necessarily encourage that.
I think the fact that you already see it as an enticement is good enough. We all want to go for the good stuff and avoid the bad stuff. According to the four noble truths, that’s exactly why we suffer. The inhale, the exhale, the space between-- it’s all samsara, it’s all nirvana; it just depends on whether you’re caught by it. 

WHY SIT?

Why do this? Why sit? What good is it? We shouldn’t be shy about asking that, or assume, that because the Buddha taught it must be good.  That’s too much like blind faith.  We should investigate, just as the Buddha did.  
What the Buddha and all his descendants investigated was how to live in harmony with our own nature and with each other.  This is our fundamental human problem.  We don’t practice Zen to escape from that problem, but to face it directly.  Much religious practice has to do with providing comfort and solace.  Singing hymns, chanting, dancing, and other forms of ritual observance are designed to give people a sense of being able to cope with their troubles, and to feel inspired and comforted.  
Buddhism has that side too.  Many of the world’s Buddhists go to a temple for that same reason—to perform rituals, and pray to the Buddha and Bodhisattvas to grant them happiness.  The Zen tradition is different; we’re trying to do something more fundamental: to grasp the fundamental nature of consciousness, and to live our life in accordance with that nature.  All in all, it’s a pretty difficult path.  It’s not easy to face our life directly, and most people don’t want to do it.  It can be painful, distressing or disturbing.  But it can also be deeply joyful and liberating, too.  
The natural human tendency is to run away from our pain, to avoid and disguise it in various ways.  That’s o.k. but actually, if you can stand it, the best way to get through our pain is just to accept it.  And then it isn’t exactly pain anymore, it becomes something else.  This is hard to describe without sounding like something masochistic; it’s much easier when you have a direct experience of zazen. 
Sitting like this without moving, is essentially an act of great liberative acceptance.  Rather than go after good things, and run away from bad things, we just accept both equally.  It’s a kind of cosmic embrace, to let go of trying to change to change our state of mind either for better or for worse, but instead just to rest in our experience, whatever it is.  This is the deep meaning of mindfulness--to observe how things are without trying to change or react to them.  
There is much scientific research about mindfulness now pouring in.  Mindfulness works in pain management, stress reduction, grief work, burnout, and so on.  Although we might call that “applied Buddhism,” we always feel more comfortable when the scientists tell us something works.  It helps us believe in it. 
The reason why mindfulness works is that when you actually observe things without trying to change them, they change in a wholesome way.  Whereas if we try to make things change to conform to we want, they change in an unwholesome way.  Either way they change.  So this simple fact is easily overlooked.  It required many thousands of years and generations of yogins and meditators, hermits and people like the Buddha, to figure this out.  I think it’s one of humanity’s great discoveries.  We’re just beginning to understand this new terrain here in the West; it goes against a lot of what we believe about so-called progress.  
The Buddhist approach to living is rooted in this experience of sitting still and just accepting things as they come.  From the outside it might look passive, but it’s not.  If it were truly passive, you wouldn’t need to sit up straight; you could just slouch over.  Probably you’d sit on a sofa.  There’s real effort to what we do, but the effort is subtle.  It takes a while to get the hang of it.  In the end, it can’t really be taught, but you can pick it up over time.
JUST AWARENESS
Today I want to talk about the practice of shikantaza, just-being, just-awareness, or just-sitting, which is the core practice of our Soto Zen tradition. The text that I’m going to use is Dogen's Zazengi.  It's only about a page long.  One of the things it says about zazen is that it is "beyond sitting or lying down." So, whatever "sit" means in "just-sit," it doesn't mean this formal sitting posture necessarily. In English when we say something "sits well" with us, it's more like that—“sit” in a metaphorical sense.
“Just sit" perhaps also means "just be." But "be" is not quite right either, because a stone is, a stone has being.  In contrast, we're aware beings. So I like "just awareness."  There is the Sanskrit Buddhist term "vidya," which means "awareness." It’s opposite--"avidya”—is "ignorance," the root cause of suffering. Tibetans translate “vidya” as "rigpa," which is an important term in Dzogchen practice, which is sometimes called "naked awareness."  Maybe that is not so different than "just awareness" or “just sitting.”   Perhaps our shikantaza practice is related to the Dzogchen practice of “natural great perfection.”  One Dzogchen teacher I know agrees that that may be the case.

Most people may come to meditation practice thinking that it's a skill that can be learned, like Tai Chi. We’re instructed to sit in a certain posture, and attend to our breath in a certain way, and so forth. It’s interesting that in Zazengi there's no specific instruction about breathing. Of course the breath or inner energy that flows with the breath is certainly an aspect of just-sitting.  But apparently it’s not central to the instructions for it.
There are really two ways of understanding this practice of just-awareness. One is that it is some specific practice, different from other practices. The other is that it encompasses all possible practices. From one point of view, any kind of sitting still is the practice of just-awareness. In its widest sense every moment of our life is just-awareness, because it is the practice of just being here, in this world. 

Dogen rather concurs when he says, "Zazen is not learning to do concentration." You’d think that, if you do something like zazen for a long time, you'll get better at it. But Dogen says no, that's not exactly how it is. We may get better at all sorts of things in our life, but do we get better at just being here? I don't think so. We're always just here. So from that absolute point of view, our pure spark of awareness doesn't develop, doesn't change, doesn't grow up, doesn't grow old. 
I have a friend who is seventy-two.  He says, “I don't feel seventy-two. I feel like I'm eighteen.” I talked to a hundred five year old woman for my last book, and she said, " I don't feel a hundred five. It's just me." She felt like a young girl. So, from that point of view, we don't exactly grow old. Something grows old, the body grows old. But we're always just here. 

This gives us a clue about as to the kind of practice we're talking about. It's not way to develop yogic power. The Buddha began his spiritual journey by studying how to develop various trance states and powers. The great Tibetan yogi Milarepa was at one point said to have developed the power to fly through the air. And what did he do with that? He decided he would fly around and kill all of his enemies. 
The point of that story is that power itself is not the point. Getting better and better at meditation only takes us so far, because eventually we’ll still become sick and die, and our powers will dissipate along with our life. That was the Buddha's conclusion too, all the practices we can categorize as “learning to do concentration” really don’t cut the mustard because, in the end, they’re just some other state of consciousness to be in; they don’t really address the ground of awareness or the cause of suffering.

Why do human beings suffer? That was the Buddha’s great question.  The answer he finally came to was that we suffer because of avidya, lack of awareness. So this practice of just-awareness, just-vidya, is the way to address the Buddha’s question most directly.  Until the Buddha, the understanding in India at that time was that somehow the body itself was the hindrance to liberation. So if you could just starve the body as much as possible, somehow you could break through. 
The Buddha tried that during his ascetic period, and almost died.  At last, exhausted, he sat down and remembered how he felt when he was six years old and first experienced the great joy of natural awareness. That became the practice that led to his enlightenment, and that's this practice, the practice of just-awareness.

It's very interesting that the Buddha returned at last to the mind and feeling of a young child. As a child you don't have ideas about becoming a great yogin. You don't have ideas about much of anything. As Dogen says in Zazengi, "Do not desire to become a Buddha." A child doesn’t care about becoming Buddha.
It’s hard to say what this “just-awareness” really is.  It’s easier perhaps to say what it is not.  Hui Neng, The Sixth Ancestor of Zen, tried to do that when he taught, “Emptying  the mind and dwelling in emptiness is not zazen.”  There was a common misconception at the time he was teaching in China that somehow the point of zazen was to stop your thinking.  I think that even today many who practice Zen in America think that’s what zazen is. 
Suzuki-Roshi uses a beautiful phrase in explaining this point; he says that “just awareness” is “real thinking.” He goes on to describe a kind of thinking that tracks exactly what’s going on. So when you watch a plum blossom, he says, your thinking exactly tracks the flowering of the blossom--no more, no less.  That isn’t like our usual thinking. Usually we’re thinking about some big problem in our life, or what we did yesterday, or are going to do tomorrow. 
But if we then think, “I’ve got to stop this, I’ve got to get rid of this thinking; this isn’t zazen,” that’s not quite right.  That’s trying to “empty the mind and dwell in emptiness.”  When someone asked Suzuki-Roshi how to stop their thinking, he replied, “What’s wrong with thinking?” That’s a good question to ponder. “What is wrong with thinking?” 

We’re not trying to stop our thinking, but we don’t pay special attention to it either.  Thoughts are just the object of the mind, not the mind itself, not awareness itself.  When we use the word “mind,” usually we mean our thoughts. But thoughts are, strictly speaking, the object of the mind, not the mind itself. In Buddhism, the mind is just another sense organ like the eyes. So in the same way that the eyes see color and shape, the mind perceives thoughts. We don’t pursue these objects of the mind. Instead there’s a kind of deep acceptance or tolerance and coming to rest in that which thinks the thoughts. What is that which thinks? We can’t exactly say.  We look into that as our deep question.
So in true zazen there’s some kind of inquiry going on, some effort. But it’s not the usual sort of effort, and, Dogen says, it’s not the effort to become a Buddha, or try to become someone other than yourself.  It’s not to have some great experience that will transform your life and make everything wonderful. It’s beyond all of that.
In America Buddhism is sometimes thought of as a technique to be happier or more stress-free in our life.  That’s not necessarily a bad thing, as far as it goes.  Praying for the well-being of everyone, the Metta prayer, is a popular Buddhist practice. By doing it continuously for a week or month, we can have a great sense of heart opening. But this practice of just-awareness lies underneath those sorts of practices, the way a root lies beneath a tree.  

Most religious practice involves something we can conceive of, such as praying to God, performing rituals, chanting something, visualizing something, and so on. But from the standpoint of just-awareness, those practices all subsist on the front of your hand. Your hand has two sides. There’s nothing wrong with the front of your hand, but if you don’t realize that the hand has two sides, it’s not really a hand, it’s some kind of shadow of a hand. If you say to somebody, “Just bring me the front of your hand, but don’t bother with the back, I just want the front,” you can’t do it.  A hand comes with both sides; you lift it up and both sides are there. 
You might say that just-awareness is the practice of the whole hand. It’s not just the back of the hand.  If it were, that would be “emptying the mind and dwelling in emptiness.” Just-awareness is not just any piece of the hand, not just the fingers or the thumb.  It’s the whole hand.
The notion that Buddhist meditation is “emptying the mind” is too one-sided.  That understanding is too drab or puritanical: sitting quietly, not saying anything, not celebrating, not dancing, not playing music, not going to shows. Last night I saw a beautiful movie, Zatoichi, the Blind Swordsman. At the end, there is a festival where all the characters dance; it’s gorgeous. I thought to myself, This is dharma too. It was kind of a curtain call, all the characters that had been in the movie, including the ones that had been killed, came out and danced. It was a festival; there was Taiko drumming and tap dancing. 

Celebration is a part of the hand too--a part of life.  And this practice of just-awareness is to equalize the two sides of the hand so that our life has some backdrop to it. It isn’t supposed to suck the joy out of things so we live a drab, black-robed life, but to actually liberate life so that we can be wholly joyous. Jack Kornfield’s root teacher said to him once, “You can’t help anybody if you’re afraid to die.” I thought that was pretty interesting.

Suzuki Roshi said something similar.  He said, “Practice zazen  as though you’re about to die.” It sounds kind of grim, doesn’t it? But he wasn’t trying to sound grim.  Actually, when you’re about to die, you don’t care about much. People are crying around you, and there’s lots of sadness, but you certainly aren’t worried about who’s going to take the kids to soccer; somebody is, but it isn’t going to be you, because you’re dying. A lot drops away. Dying is like the back of the hand. 
The most mysterious instruction in Zazengi is the famous phrase “think not thinking.” It’s the only instruction in the text that actually tells us what we do with the mind when we sit. “Think not thinking.” Most people who hear that think it means you’re not supposed to think, that you’re supposed to have some completely thoughtless, clear consciousness. The problem with that is it doesn’t take into account the verb “think.” Basically it’s actually telling you to think, but think what? 
“Think not thinking.” 

I think within fifty years we’re probably going to have a lot of neurological understanding of what this practice is.  Certainly, scientists now know that when you sit in zazen, the brain looks different than what neurologists are used to seeing. They don’t quite know what that means, but it’s different. So I think part of what we’re doing is changing our brain, changing the circuits, changing the neurons. Probably we are activating very deep parts of the brain, not so much in the cortex or the part that does logical processing and high-level tasks, but the older parts of the brain, particularly those having to do with emotion, with physical and spatial perception. 
From a neurological point of view, “Think not thinking” may mean that the higher level functions are operative and alert, but not actively processing. We don’t shut down the ordinary awake consciousness, as we would do in a deep trance state. Ordinary consciousness remains alert and functional, but we’re not using it for anything in particular. The minute you use it, then it becomes the front of the hand. Then instead of “think not-thinking,” it becomes ordinary thinking. If you don’t use consciousness, but just rest in it as it is, then the back of the hand is included, and it’s more like the complete hand. 

So is that really all there is to it?

I came across a passage recently in a book by Thrangu Rinpoche, a well-known Tibetan teacher. After he described a practice very much like our shikantaza, somebody asked him this very question: Is that all there is? Thrangu Rinpoche said, “Yes, it may be difficult to trust the fact that something so relatively simple could actually bring one all the way to awakening.“  I thought that was very helpful.
The Buddhist tradition is vast and complicated, with lots of practices and teachings.  But in the midst of all that, there is a core practice, which is inconceivably simple. In fact, it’s so simple that our poor complicated human minds can’t believe or comprehend it. That’s o.k.; ultimately, it’s not something that we’re supposed to understand, it’s just something we’re supposed to do. 

Our zazen practice is this essential Buddhism.  Essential Buddhism is very powerful. We might ask the question, What good is it, what difference is it going to make? Is it going to make my life better? Is it going to make other people’s lives better? Is it going to change the world? Is it going to relieve human suffering? What’s the point? Why don’t I just go about my life? 
I think the answer to all those questions is yes, it will make a difference. I don’t know exactly how.  Anyway, to the extent our practice is true, it is powerful; and to the extent that it’s powerful, it will be transformative. Not just for us, but for all beings.
To sit in the fullness of the whole hand  shakes the earth. They say when Buddha was enlightened the earth shook. For a long time I didn’t pay any attention to those kind of metaphors, but now I think there’s something to it. I think the Buddha’s fundamental conclusion about why human beings suffer is because of some deep lack of shared awareness. There’s only one awareness that’s deep enough and broad enough to encompass all of us, and that is the awareness that is just-awareness, that is our just being here.
Katagiri Roshi, who was a teacher in our lineage, liked to use the phrase “settle the self on the self” to describe zazen practice. It’s probably a phrase from some commentary on Dogen.  It’s a very intriguing phrase—something like “think non-thinking.” “Settle the self on the self” means something like, “Let awareness rest in awareness, let the subject rest in the subject.” Our usual understanding of mind in the West is that the mind is that which thinks. But this is not what the phrase “settle the self on the self” is talking about.  
Do you have any questions, or things you want to say?
Question: I sometimes think, Well, you can’t pour a quart into a pint pitcher, that any idea that we have about reality is going to be less than the whole shooting match. The only thing big enough to perceive the whole shooting match is a completely undifferentiated awareness. I have a really, busy, complicated mind, and that’s like the front of the hand. It’s actually a source of pleasure to me: the intricate filigrees of an Islamic mosque, or the metaphysics of Indian culture. It seems to me that there’s no way to get rid of the complexity, that knowing that it’s all really simple doesn’t answer anything. 

LR: Thank you. Well, I’m not sure our practice is supposed to answer anything. Somebody asked Aitken-Roshi once, “What’s emptiness good for?” And he replied, “It’s not good for anything.”

Last night a word came into my head: “givenness.” We can ask questions like yours, in fact at some point we need to ask them; but the givenness of the world comes before all of that. This is just the way it is. I think that maybe “givenness” is my way of trying to express what you said, that you can’t pour a quart into a pint pitcher.

Where does that celebration and dance in the movie I talked about, where does that come from, with all its color and texture? It comes out of that undifferentiated awareness. Somehow the intrinsic nature of that undifferentiated awareness is compassion. That’s what makes it liberative, in the end. 
When we can let go of all the filigree of our personality, as you put it, and let our mind rest in the givenness of who we all fundamentally are, a kind of joyous life is there. It’s there for everyone. That’s what makes it more than just some kind of ontological, philosophical study about being or existence. We’ll leave it at that for now.
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