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DEATH-REBIRTH-DYING
III. (KARMA AND) REBIRTH
(3)

Introduction
/

This issue of ZEN BOW, the fourth in the series DEATH-REBIRTH-DYING, continues
an expanded presentation of material on karma and rebirth. It will be introduced
here with a few brief biographical remarks on some of the persons who are quoted
in it and who might be less well known to some of ZEN BOW's readers.
Swami Vivekananda, founder of the Ramakrishna (Vedanta) Order, lived from 1863
to 1902. He was a direct disciple of the great Indian sage Sri Ramakrishna.
The ascetic poet-sage Jetsun Milarepa ("the cotton-clad one") was born in
1052 A.D. He was one of Tibet's great yogis, and the example of his spiritual
struggles has inspired and influenced Tibetan Buddhism to this day.
The sage Shinran (1173-1262) was one of the two guiding lights of the JodoShin (Pure Land) sect of Buddhism in Japan. The other was his teacher Honen
Shonen. Besides the leadership that Shinran provided the Pure Land sect in his .
lifetime, he is noteworthy for having been one of the first Japanese Buddhist
monks to marry and thus show that even a layman, living amidst the cares of the
world, can attain full enlightenment.
Hakuun Yasutani, a modern Zen master, was one of Philip Kapleau's teachers in
Japan and it was he who ordained Philip Kapleau as a Zen teacher.
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing was an 18th century German dramatist and philosopher.
John Blofeld is a contemporary translator of Chinese Buddhist texts (THE ZEN
TEACHING OF HUANG PO; THE ZEN TEACHING OF HUI HAI). These translations have been
highly recommended by Philip Kapleau (ZEN BOW Vol. I, No. 4). Blofeld has also
recently published TIIE TANTRIC MYSTICISM OF TIBET.
This series will be concluded with an article, PRACTICAL INSTRUCTIONS TO THE
DYING, to be written by Philip Kapleau.

''Tl,a mind offlae. Zera ~de.pt i~ t41.1f-reo..dy lik.e o.. dro.w11 how.''

~~1y should not I come back as often as I am capable of
acquiring fresh knowledge, fresh experience? Do I bring
away so much from one life that there is nothing to repay the trouble of coming back?
.....l,essing (1)

KARMA
and it is rolling down even to the
present day .•• Our karma determines
what we deserve and what we can assimilate. We are responsible for what
we are; and whatever we wish ourselves
to be we have the potver to make ourselves • ., If what we are now has been
the result of our own past actions, it
certainly follows that whatever we wish
to be in the future can be produced by
our present actions. So we have to
know how to act ••• (1)

Swami Vivekananda
Karma in its effect on character is
the most tremendous power that man
has to deal with • !·1an is , as it were,
a centre and is attracting all the
powers of the universe towards himself, and in this centre is fusing them
all and again sending them off in a big
current. Such a centre is the real
man, the almighty and the omniscient.
He draws the whole universe towards
him; good and bad, misery and happiness, all are running towards him and
clinging round him. And out of them
he fashions the mighty stream of tendency called character and throws it
outwards. As he has the power of drawing in anything, so has he the power
of throwing it out.

Tibetan Master Milarepa

All the actions that we see in the
world, all the movements in human socity, all the works that we have around
us, are simply the display of thought,
the manifestation of the will of man •••
This will is caused by character, and
character is manufactured from karma.
As is the karma, so is the manifestation
of the will. The men of mighty will
the world has produced have all been
tremendous workers--gigantic souls with
wills powerful enough to overturn
worlds, wills they got by persistent
work through ages and ages. Such a
gigantic will as that of a Buddha or a
Jesus could not be obtained in one
life, for we know who their fathers
were. It is not known that their
fathers ever spoke a word for the good
of mankind .•. The gigantic will which
manifested Buddha and Jesus--whence
did it come? Whence came this accumulation of power? It must have been
there through ages and ages, continually
growing bigger and bigger until it
burst on society as Buddha or Jesus,

\

-2-

•.• Thoughtful people who have once
heard of the doctrine of karma and who
believe in it will find the effort required. It is only those who hear the
words and do not grasp their significance who find themselves unable to
give up their attachments to the ways
of the world. So you can see how important belief in this doctrine is.
Some people don't admit even the most
obvious incidents, which are retributive, to be due to karma. They may go
into advanced metaphysics and talk about
the void as the Buddha taught it, without realizing that the doctrine of the
void is far harder to comprehend than
that of karma. If one can truly grasp
the idea of the void, then the idea of
karma falls inevitably into place within it, and then one has far more refined
powers of perception with regard to the
quality of actions. Such a person becomes far more conscientious than other
people •..
••• Without belief in this law of karma
you lack incentive and zeal in devotion,
whereas belief in it must surely spur
you ever on to great efforts and the
greater desire to obtain Buddhahood.
Then your faith and humility in respect
of the Guru, your zeal and meditational

practice, and finally your reaction to
the experiences of your spiritual development will equal mine •••
So my advice to you is to think
about this law of karma, meditate on
it, ponder on the biographies of other
saints with their sufferings and troubles; think on· the certainty of death
and the uncertainty of the exact time
of it; devote yourselves to study and
practice ••• (2)
Master Shinran
••• Master Shinran told me: "Evils as
insignificant as even a speck of dust
on the tip of a rabbit's hair or a
sheep's fleece are brought about by
karmic law--this you should know." On
another occasion he asked me: "Do you
believe everything I tell you?" "Yes,
Master," I answered. Again he asked:
''Well, now, are you sure you won't disobey me? 11 "Yes, I am sure, 11 I answered
respectfully. Whereupon he said: "Will
you murder a thousand men?* If so, I
definitely assure you of rebirth in
the Pure Land. " To this I answered:
"I respect what you say, but I am incapable of murdering even a single man."
Master Shinran continued: "'Then, why
did you say you would not disobey what
I, Shinran, told you? ••• Now, you see,
if you had free will you would have no
compunction about murdering even a
thousand men upon being told that by so
doing you could attain rebirth [in the
Pure Land]. But because there is no
karmic necessity for you to kill even
a single person, you do not commit murder. That is why you do not kill, not
because you are good. On the other
hand, even though you did not want to
kill, you might nevertheless kill hundreds or thousands of people. 11 • • • (3)
*A reference to an anecdote in the
Angulimala Sutra, according to which
a revengeful teacher urges his innocent
disciple to kill a thousand men as the
way to be reborn in heaven. The latter, needing one more victim to accomplish his grisly mission, pursues the
Buddha, who not only foils his diabolical purpose but brings about a change
of heart in him.

Roshi Yasutani
Let me tell you a well known Zen koan
which will help explain the law of causation more fully. The koan is found
in the book of koans known as HUMONKAN,
or The ~ateless Gate. It is titled
"Hyakujo 's Fox." Hyakujo is the Japanese
name for Huai-hai, a famous Zen Master
of the T'ang era.
Whenever Hyakujo delivered a sermon
a certain old man was always there listening to it together with the monks;
when they left the Hall he left also.
One day, however, he remained behind,
and Hyakujo said to him, "Who may you
be?" The old man replied, "Yes , I am
not a human being. In the far distant
past I was the head monk here. On one
occasion a certain monk asked me whether
an enlightened man was subject to the
law of cause and effect, and I answered
that he was not. Thus I have for five
hundred lives been reborn a fox. I now
beg you to release me from this rebirth
by causing a change of mind through
your words." · Then he asked Hyakujo,
"Can an enlightened man be subject to
the law of cause and effect or not?"
Hyakujo answered j "No one can set aside
the law of cause and effect." The old
man inunediately awakened, and making
his bows said, "I am now released from
rebirth as a fox; my body will be found
on the other side of this mountain. I
wish to make a request of you. Please
bury me as a dead monk. 11
Hyakujo had one of the head monks
beat the clapper and inform the monks
that after the midday meal there would
be a funeral service for a dead monk.
The monks thought this odd, as all were
in good health, nobody was in the infirmary, and they wondered what the reason
could be for this order. After they
had eaten, Hyakujo led them to the foot
of a rock on the farther side of the
mountain, and with his staff poked out
the dead body of a fox and had it cremated.
In the evening Hyakujo ascended the
rostrum in the Hall and told the monks,
"If you preach at random out of your
halfway satori, you will suffer the
pangs of hell. I don't know whether
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Subject to or not subject to
Are two faces but one die.
Not subject to or subject to-Wrong, all wrong.

you noticed, but whenever I gave my
daily lectures a fox disguised as an
old man attended them. Long ago he had
been head monk at this monastery. Once
he had stated that with perfect enlightenment one is no longer subject
to the law of cause and effect, and
because of this half truth he became
a fox for 500 rebirths. He has now
repented his error and from the bottom
of his heart asked me for the truth.
I told him, 'Even all the Buddhas of
the three worlds couldn't cheat the
law of causation.' With that he came
to sudden and complete enlightenment,
being released from the life of a fox.
Since he had asked to be buried as a
monk, we did so. You mus.t all be
careful how you teach others."

The fox here implies the power of our
real nature--in other words, the power
of the universe. The principles of
Buddhism are an explanation of this
power, and Zen practice is grasping this
dynamic power and taking it into our
life and personality. If you grasp the
fact that 'subjection to the law of causation and freedom from it' are one,
it's truly simple. But if you analyze
them, they become separate and false,
and no matter how hard you reason about
it a trace of contradiction always remains.
Every existence is a momentary form
appearing according to prevailing conditions, without a fixed form of its
own. This absence of a fixed form is
. freedom from the law of causation; having a form which accords with the conditions of the moment is subjection to
the law of causation. Therefore the
very subjection to the law of causation
is tantamount to our freedom from it.

Whereupon Hyakujo's senior monk,
Obaku (the Chinese Master Huang-po)
rose, bowed down to his teacher three
times and loudly stated, "Because of
your correct answer that old man was
released from the life of a fox. But
suppose he had never made a mistake.
How would he have fa red? A fox becomes a man, a man a heavenly being,
a heavenly being a bodhisattva, a
bodhisattva a Buddha, and after a Buddha what? At last there is no place
to go. Give me an answer!"
Hyakujo replied, "Just come closer
and I' 11 tell you the answer."
Obaku, understanding what his teacher
had in mind, went up to him--and boxed
his ears. Hyakujo, clapping his hands
and laughing, exclaimed, "I was intending to slap you but instead was slapped
myself."
My own teacher, Roshi Harada, said
that Hyakujo's fox is a very important
koan illustrating the fact that a cause
is always accompanied by an effect. Zen
Master Dogen also emphasized its importance in his famous book, SHOBOGENZO,
stating that although this 'koan may be
misunderstood the law of causality can
never be cheated.
Numan, the author of the MUMONKAN,
has this verse at the conclusion of
the koan:
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A moving picture, as you know, appears
according to the conditions of the film,
light and screen--the picture itself
has no specific form of its own. Having
no form of its own, it changes according to the movement of the film. This
can be called subjection to the law of
causation. At the same time having no
form of its own is its freedom, or 'emptiness' aspect. So-'For the truly enlightened man
Subjection to the law of cause
and effect
And freedom from it
Are one truth.' (4)
The Buddha
Upon Ignorance depends 1karma;
Upon karma depends consciousness;
Upon consciousness depend name and form;
Upon name and form depend the six organs
of sense;
Upon the six organs of sense depends
contact;

to the cessation of evil, to peace, to
knowledge, to perfect enlightenment, to
nirvana. Perceiving this objection, I
have not adopted any of these theories. 11
"Then has Gotama any theory of his own?"
"Vaccha, the Tathagata has nothing to
do with theories, but this is what he
knows: the nature of form, how form
arises, how form perishes: the nature
of perception, how it arises and how it
perishes (and the same with the other
skandhas). Therefore I say that the
Tathagata is emancipated because he has
completely and entirely abandoned all
imaginations, agitations and false
notions ·' about the Ego and anything pertaining to the Ego." "But," asks Vaccha,
''when one who has attained this emancipation of mind dies where is he reborn?"
"Vaccha, the word 'reborn' does not fit
the case." "Then, Gotama, he is not reborn?" "To say he is not reborn does
not fit the case, nor is it any better
to say he is both reborn and not reborn,
or that he is neither reborn nor not
reborn." "Really, Gotama, I am ccmpletely bewildered and my faith in you is
gone."

Upon contact depends sensation;
Upon sensation depends desire;
Upon desire depends attachment;
Upon attachment depends existence;
Upon existence depends birth;
Upon birth depend old age and death,
sorrow, lamentation, misery, grief,
and despair. Thus does this entire
aggregation of misery arise.
But upon the complete fading out and
cessation of Ignorance ceases karma;
Upon the cessation of karma ceases
consciousness;
Upon the cessation of consciousness
cease name and form;
Upon the cessation of name and form
cease the six organs of sense;
Upon the cessation of the six organs
of sense ceases contact;
/
Upon the cessation of contact ceases
sensation;
Upon the cessation of sensation ceases
desire;
Upon the cessation o~ desire ceases
attachment;
Upon the cessation of attachment
ceases existence;
Upon the cessation of existence ceases
birth;
Upon the cessation of birth cease old
age and death, sorrow, lamentation,
misery, grief, and despair. Thus does
this entire aggregation of misery
cease. (5)

"Never mind your bewilderment. This
doctrine is profound and difficult. Suppose there was a fire in front of you.
You would see it burning and know that
its burning depended on fuel. And if
it went out you would know that it had
gone out. But if some one were to ask
you, to which quarter has it gone, East,
West, North or South, what would you
say? 11

REBIRTH
The Buddha
In a dialogue the Buddha replies to
a wandering monk called Vaccha, who
questioned him about the undetermined
problems, and in answer to every solution
suggested says that he does not hold that
view. Vaccha asks what objection he has
to these theories that he has not adopted any of them.
"Vaccha, the theory that the saint
exists (or does not exist) after death
is a jungle, a desert, a puppet show, a
writhing, an entanglement, and brings
with it sorrow, anger, wrangling and
agony. It does not conduce to distaste
for the world, to the absence of passion,
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"The expression does not fit the case,
Gotama. For the fire depended on fuel,
and when the fuel is gone it is said to
be extinguished, being without nourishment."
"In just the same way, all form by
which one could predicate the existence of the saint is abandoned and uprooted like a fan palm, so that it will
never grow up in future. The saint who
is released from what is styled form is
deep, immeasurable, hard to fathom, like
the great ocean. It does not fit the
case . to say either that he is reborn or
not reborn, both reborn and not reborn,
or neither reborn nor not reborn." ••• (6)

*

../

*

*

states of being previously unsuspected.
Only it is hard to understand I how any
mind could encompass so vast an ac~umulation of memories.

*

Said the Blessed One: Hahamati, the
ignorant cling to names, ideas, and
signs; their minds move along these
channels. As thus they move along,
they feed on multiplicites of objects
and fall into the notion of an egosoul and what belongs to it, and cling
to appearances. As thus they cling,
there is a reversion to ignorance, and
they become tainted; karma born of
greed, anger, and folly is accumulated.
As karma is accumulated again and
again, their minds become swathed in
the cocoon of discrimination as the
silk-worm; and, transmigrating in the
ocean of birth-and-death, they are
unable, like the water-drawing wheel,
to move forward. And because of folly
they do not understand that all things
are like maya, a mirage, the moon in
water, and have no self-substance to
be imagined as an ego-soul and its belongings; that things rise from their
false discrimination; that they are
devoid of qualified and qualifying;
and have nothing to do with the course
of birth, abiding, and destruction;
that they are born of the discrimination of what is only seen of the Mind
itself; and assert that they are born
of Isvara, time, atoms, or a supreme
spirit, for they follow names and appearances. Mahamati, - the ignorant
move along with appearances. {7)
John Blofeld
What we call 'life' is a single link
in an infinitely long chain of 'lives'
and 'deaths.' Perhaps if our unconscious could be raised to conscious
level we should be able to perceive
the entire chain stretching back far
enough to exceed the most generous estimates of the length of time human
beings have populated this earth. (And
why just this earth? Why should not
many of our previous lives have been
passed upon other earths contained within this stupendous universe?) Perhaps
the recollection would include hundreds
or tho~sands of millions of lives lived
here or elsewhere, and at this or other
levels of consciousness, perhaps in
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We have no sure means of knowing the
duration of the interval between each
death and rebirth, but most Teachers
have held that this present life leads
us forwards or backwards from precisely
the point reached by the end of the
preceding life. {Thus the belief that
a man may immediately be reborn as a
pig or, conversely, as a god would seem
to be a popular misunderstanding of the
implications of the doctrine of reincarnation--an over-simplification of a
little-understood truth.) Yet, though
a person's ever-changing 'individuality'
is carried over from life to life in the
form of karmic propensities, it is very
sure that the newborn baby has to acquire all knowledge of the OBJECTIVE
world afresh. For, if inherited karmic
propensities included conscious memories,
then babies would be born as wise as
their grandparents. Childhood is chiefly spent in relearning the forgotten
language of touch, sight, hearing,
taste and smell, from which an entirely
new set of deductions has to be drawn.
On the other hand, abstract propensities, including talents, bents, abilities, personal likes and dislikes, and
a host of others may perhaps remain
intact throughout the journey across
the borders of death and rebirth. It
is the method of applying these propensities to the exterior world which
has to be relearnt ••• (8)
Zen Master Huang Po (Obaku)
••• Gautama Buddha refuted the notion
that enlightenment will lead to the perception of a universal substance composed of particles which some hold to
be gross and others subtle.
How is it possible that Gautama Buddha, who denied all such views ••• could
have originated the present conceptions
of enlightenment? But as these doctrines
are still commonly taught, people become
.involved in the duality of longing for
'light' and es chewing 'darkness • ' In
their anxiety to SEEK enlightenment on

Buddhas is that self-existent Nature.
Let me assure you again that the Buddha
dwells not in light, nor sentient
beings in darkness, for the Truth allows no such distinctions. The Buddha
is not mighty, nor sentient beings feeble, for the Truth allows no such distinctions. The Buddha is not enligh tened nor sentient beings ignorant, for
the Truth allows no such distinctions.
It is all because you take it upon
yourself to talk of EXPLAINING Zen! (9)

the one hand and to ESCAPE from the
passions and ignorance of corporeal
existence on the other, they conceive
of an enlightened Buddha and unenlightened sentient beings as separate entities. Continued indulgence in such
dualistic concepts as these will lead
to your rebirth among the six orders of
beings life after life, aeon upon aeon,
forever and forever! And why is it
thus? Because of falsifying the doctrine that the original source of the

REFERENCES
(1) THE YOGAS AND OTHER WORKS: by Swami Vivekananda, chosen and with a biography
by Swami Nikhilananda, Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center, New York, 1953; Lessing,
p. 782; Swami Vivekananda, pp. 458-9.

(2) THE -LIFE OF MILAREPA, TIBET'S GREAT YOGI: condensed and adapted from the or1g1nal translation of W.Y. Evans-Wentz by Lobzang Jivaka, John Murray, London, 1962,
· (Grove Press, New York), pp. 133-5.
(3) TANNISHO (A Tract Deploring Heresies of Faith): by Master Shinran, translated
by Philip Kapleau and Akihisa Kondo, Higashi Honganjij Japan, 1961, pp. 29-31.
(4) HYAKUJO'S FOX: adapted from Case 2 in the MUMONKAN, translated by R.H. Blyth,
Hokuseido Press, pp. 45-55; and from a Zen lecture by Roshi Yasutani, translated
by Robert Aitken and Rev. Tai Shimano.
(5) THE TIBETAN BOOK OF THE GREAT LIBERATION: edited by W.Y. Evans-Wentz, Oxford
University Press, London, 1954, Samyutta Nikaya xxii, 90, on p. O.
(6) HINDUISM AND BUDDHISM, Volume I: by Sir Charles Eliot, Edward Arnold
London, 1921, pp. 230-1.

&

(7) THE LANKAVATARA SUTRA: translated by D.T. Suzuki, George Routledge
Ltd., London, 1932, pp. 194-5.

Sons,

&

Co.,

(8) THE WHEEL OF LIFE: by John Blofeld, Rider & Company, London, 1959, pp. 28-30.
(9) THE ZEN TEACHING OF HUANG PO: translated by John Blofeld, Rider & Company,
London, 1958, pp. 105-6.

-7-

DEDICATION OF CENTER

tions, and various friends in the Rochester community.

Loud Pealing of an astonishingly diverse assortment of bells concluded each
day of the Center's Dedication and Open
House on August 28-29. The first day
was for members only (some 120 were
present) and the Open House on the second day was for neighbors and friends
of the Center.

Later a movie was shown, "The Life Of
Gautama Buddha As Depicted in The Paintings and Sculptures of India," a government of India release. At the conclusion of the film, Philip Kapleau spoke
for about thirty minutes on Zen in America. During his talk he traced the movement of Zen to America from the first
Japanese roshi, in the 1890's, through
the period of the 1950's, when 'intellectual' Zen flourished among the intellectual avante garde. During this
time fashionable cocktail-party conversation included 'making up' your own
koan. In the last five years or so, he
concluded, the actual PRACTICE of Zen
has begun to flourish in various Centers across the country.

The dedication itself was divided
into four parts. First was an hour of
zazen. Next was a funeral ceremony for
the 'old' building in which all present
filed by the altar, lit powdered incense and gasshoed (bowed) to a photograph of the burned shell of 7 Arnold
Park, which was on display below the
Buddha-figure. The photograph was
then turned face down and the third
part of the ceremony commenced. This
was a celebration of the (near) completion of the rebuilding process. With
the sound of the large drum in the
front hall throbbing through the house
(punctuat'ed by strikes on the large
ceremonial bell), Sensei led everyone
in a ceremonial kinhin through almost
every room, all chanting the Prajna
Paramita Hridaya (Heart of Perfect
Wisdom) Sutra. When all were once
more gathered at their sitting mats,
Sensei then performed a ritual purification of the house.
The fourth and final dedication ceremony was the initiation of all 120 present into the Buddha's Way. When the
first group initiation was held at the
Center a little over a year ago, only
fifty members attended. That the number has doubled in such a short time ,
certainly bodes well for the future of
Zen in America in general and in Rochester in particular.
The Open House on Saturday, the 29th,
began with a two-hour reception for
about ninety neighbors 1 parents of members, officials of neighborhood associa-

Sensei next went on to reassure his
neighbors that there were two kinds of
'hippie': those who want something for
nothing, and those who--while strongly
individualistic--are essentially creative, hard-working people, and that it
was this LATTER sort who were here · at
the Center. Furthermore, he added that
hallucinogenic drugs (which must be
.given up in order to join the Rochester
Center) nonetheless have led people to
real religious practice, for the insights that drugs CAN provide have
'opened doors' for some people who
would otherwise never have known such
doors existed. But because these people have lost, through drugs, the will
power to walk through and stay through
those doors, they are forced to give up
drugs and turn to the path the Masters
have taken--hard work and faith.
If nothing else, the rising crescendo of eleven bells that marked the
end of the day's activities echoed the
strength of the faith and energy which
has been brought to work at the Center
and which, through the cooperation of so
many people, has rebuilt this house.
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