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We are here for no other purpose 
than to work--on ourselves, and for 
others. Why else are we provided 
with hands and feet, with senses, 
and a high intelligence? 

--Roshi Kapleau 

If a man stops working on himself 
for even one moment, he falls back. 

--Rumi 
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Nhat Hanh, the Not-I, 
and American Buddhism 

(Editor's note: The following article appears as the Introduction to Thich 
Nhat Hanh's book Zen Keys, which will be published in December. Nhat Hanh, a 
leading spokesman for the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation, is not unfa~ 
iliar to Zen Bow readers; his poems and excerpts from earlier books have ap
peared in this publication before. 

We are grateful to Doubleday & Company for permission to reprint the Intro
duction. It covers much that is vital to us Westerners practicing the Way 
of the Buddha.) 

The publication in English of Thich1 Nhat Hanh's Zen Keys has particular sig
nificance for Americans. For not only is his work the first precise state
ment of Vietnamese Buddhism to come to us--we who have such a deep and tragic 
karmic connection with Vietnam--but also Thich Nhat Hanh is not an average 
Buddhist. He is a Zen monk, trained and developed in a Zen monastery, a man 
who has realized the wisdom and compassion which are the fruits of Buddhist 
practice. In the last fifteen years Thich Nhat Hanh, one of the leading 
spokesman of the Vietnamese Buddhist peace movement, has taken himself into 
the marketplace, into the 20th century hell of war-ravaged Vietnam, and 
brought an 'engaged' Buddhism into the mainstream of life of the Vietnamese 
masses. In the face of threats of persecution, imprisonment and even death, 
he has repeatedly spoken out, urging his countrymen to avoid hatred and acri
mony and insisting that the real enemy is not man but the grenades of greed, 
anger and delusion in the human heart. Those Americans who believe Buddhism 
is a world-denying cult of inner illumination and its practice of meditation 
a navel-gazing escape from the sufferings of life do not know Thich Nhat Hanh 
or the Buddhism he writes about. It is important that American readers, be
fore delving deeply into this book, be aware of these aspects of its author's 
life. 

11 Thich' is not, as many suppose, the Vietnamese equivalent of 'Venerable,' 
an appellation of Buddhist monks which roughly corresponds to 'Reverend,' but 
is the shortened form of 'Thich-Ca,' the Vietnamese for Shakya, which is the 
abbreviation of Shakyamuni, the name by which the Buddha is known in Asia. 
It is a family name which monks assume upon ordination, replacing their own. 

From the book Zen Keys 
Introduction Copyright @1974 by Philip Kapleau 
To be published by Anchor Press/Doubleday & Company, Inc. 
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It is well to note that while Zen Keys often presents weighty aspects of Bud
dhist philosophy, Nhat Hanh begins his book wit.~ the concrete, practical as
pects of life in a Zen monastery, where the emphasis i s not on the learning 
of philosophic concepts but on simple labor and a li f e o f awareness. For in 
Zen, intellectual learning is nothing but the s tudyi:ig o f the menu, while ac
tual practice is the eating o f the meal. As Nhat Hanh says, the truth of 
existence is revealed thr ough a deepening awareness tlla~ comes from living a 
life of single-mindedness, o f b eing 'awake' in whatever one is doi ng. There 
is no better laboratory for doing this ' awar e work ' than every- day l ife, es
pecially one's daily work. 

Yet we live in a society where the object for so many is to do as little work 
as possible, where the work place, whether office or home, is looked upon as 
a place of drudgery and boredom, where work rather than being a creative and 
fulfilling aspect of one's life is seen as oppressive and unsatisfying. How 
different is this from Zen! In Zen everything one does becomes a vehicle for 
Self-realization; every act, every movement is done wholeheartedly, with no
thing left over. In Zen parlance, everything we do this way is an 'expres
sion of Buddha,' and the greater the singlemindedness and unself-consciousness 
of the doing, the closer we are to this realization. For what else is there 
but the pure act--the lifting of the hammer, the washing of the dish, the 
movement of the hands on the typewriter, the pulling of the weed? Every thing 
else--thoughts of the past, fantasies about the future, judgments and evalua
tions concerning the work itself--what are the se but shadows a nd ghosts flick
ering about in our minds, preventing us from ente ring fu l l y into life itself? 
To enter into the awareness of Zen, t o 'wake up,' me ans t o c leanse the mind 
of the habitual disease of uncontrolled thought and to bring it back to its 
original state of purity and clarity. In Ze n it is said t hat mo r e power is 
generated by the ability to practice in the midst of the world than by just 
sitting alone and shunning all activity. Thus one's daily work becomes one's 
meditation room, the task at hand one's practice. This is calle d 'working 
for oneself.' 

In Zen all labor is viewed with the eye of equality, for it is nothing but 
the workings of a dualistically-ensnared mind that discriminates between 
agreeable and disagreeable jobs, between 'creative' and 'uncreative' work. 
It is to root out this weighing and judging that Zen novices are set to work 
pulling weeds by hand, lic king envelopes, or doing other seemingly unimpor
tant 'non-creative' work at the start of their training, and why the abbot 
himself often cleans the toilets. For true creativity is possible only when 
the mind is empty and totally absorbed in the task at hand. Only at the 
point where one is freed of the weight of self-consciousness in the complete 
identification with work is there transcendence and the joy of fulfillment. 
In this type of creativity our intuitive wisdom and joy are naturally brought 
into play. 

All this does not mean, of course, that attempts at bettering working condi
tions and making work more meaningful, such as we are witnessing today as a 
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reaction against r oboc- l ike mechanization of the work-p lace, are worthless. 
But for a worker cons t antly to resent his work or his superiors, for him to 
become sloppy a nd slothful in his working habits, for him to become embitter
ed toward life-- these attitudes do most harm to the worker himself and serve 
little to chang e his working conditions. When it's time to work one works, 
nothing held back; when it ' s time to make changes one makes changes; when 
it's time to revolt one even revolts. In Zen everything is in the doing, not 
in the contemplating . ., -· 

/ . 
'\. / 

,, 

There is one more area in which the untrained, ego-dominated mind plays thief 
to man and this is in terms of energy. The fatigue that grips many of us at 
the end of the workday is not a natural tiredness, but the product of a day 
filled with wasted thought and feelings of anxiety and worry, not to speak of 
anger and resentments openly expressed or inwardly held. These negative men
tal states probably do more to sap energy than anything else. In contrast, 
the trained Zen person moves through his daily round aware and alert. The 
task in hand receives its due share of his energy, but none is wasted in anx
iety, fantasy, or smouldering resentment. Even at the end of a full day's 
work his store of energy is not exhausted. 

Throughout Zen Keys Thich Nhat Hanh stresses that Awareness--and this is more 
than mere attentiveness--is everything. It is precisely this lack of aware
ness that is responsible for so much of the violence and suffering in the 
world today. For it is the mind that feels itself a separated unit from life 
and nature, the mind dominated by an omnipresent ego-I, that lashes out to 
destroy and kill in order to satisfy its desire for more and more at whatever 
cost. It is the unaware mind that breeds insensitivity to people and things, 
for it doesn ' t see and appreciate the value of things as they are, only see
ing them as objects to be used in satiating one's own desires. The aware 
man sees the indivisibility of existence, the deep complexity and interrela
tionship of all life, and this creates in him a deep respect for the abso
lute value of things. It is out of this respect for the worth of every sin
gle object, animate as well as inanimate, that comes the desire to see things 
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used properly, and not to be heedless or wasteful or destructive. Truly to 
practice Zen therefore means never to leave lights burning when they are not 
needed, never to allow water to run unnecessarily in the faucet, never to 
leave a scrap of food uneaten. For not only are these unmindful acts, but 
they indicate an indifference to the value of the object wasted or destroyed 
and to the efforts of those who made it possible for us: in the case of food, 
the farmer, the trucker, the storekeeper, the cook, the server. This indif
ference is the product of a mind that sees itself as separated from a world 
of seemingly random change and purposeless chaos. 

From a Buddhist point of view the doctrines of Impermanence and Not-I, with 
which Nhat Hanh deals, hold the key to resolving the anxiety of this isolated 
point of view. Anyone alive to the realities of life cannot but acknowledge, 
for example, that Impermanence is not a creation of mystical philosophers but 
simply a concretization of what 'is.' In the last hundred years this process 
of constant and explosive change on the social and institutional level has 
accelerated to a degree unknown to men of earlier ages. Almost daily the 
newspapers report new and dizzying crises in the world: famines and natural 
disasters, wars and revolutions; crises in the environment, in energy and in 
the political arena; crises in the world of finance and economics; crises in 
the piling up divorces and nervous breakdowns, not to speak of crises in per
sonal health: in the mounting incidence of heart attacks, cancer and other 
fatal diseases. The average person looking out on this ever-changing, seem
ingly chaotic world sees anything but natural karmic laws at work, nor does 
he perceive the unity and harmony underlying this constant and inevitable 
change. If anything, he is filled with fear and anxiety, with a feeling of 
hopelessness, and with a sense that life has no meaning. And because he has 
no concrete insight into the true character of the world or intuitive under
standing of it, what else can he do but surrender to a life of material com
fort and sensual pleasure? And yet right in the midst of this seemingly 
meaningless swirling chaos of change stands the Zen Buddhist. His equanim
ity is proof that he knows there is more to life than what the senses tell 
him--that in the midst of change there is something that never changes, in 
the midst of impermanence there is something always permanent, in the midst 
of imperfection there is perfection, in chaos there is peace, in noise there 
is quiet, and finally, in death there is life. So without holding on or 
pushing away, without accepting or rejecting, he just moves along with his 
daily work, doing what needs to be done, helping wherever he can, or, as the 
sutras say, "In all things he is neither overjoyed nor cast down." 

Like the law of Impermanence, the doctrine of the Not-I is not the product of 
philosophical speculation but the expression of the deepest religious exper
ience. It affirms that contrary to what we think, we are not merely a body 
or a mind. If not either or both, what are we? The Buddha's answer, stem
ming from his experience of Great Enlightenment, is ego-shattering: 

"In truth I say to you that within this fathom-high body, 
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with its thoughts and perceptions, lies the world and the 
rising of the world and the ceasing of the world and the 
Way that leads to the extinction of rising and ceasing." 

What could be grander or more reassuring? Here is confirmation from the high
est source that we are more than this puny body-mind, more than a speck thrown 
into the vast universe by a capricious fate--that we are no less than the sun 
and the moon and the stars and the great earth. Why if we already possess 
the world in fee simple, do we try to enlarge ourselves through possessions 
and power? Why are we 'alone and afraid in a world I never made,' at times 
self-pitying and mean, at other times arrogant and aggressive? It is because 
our image -of ourselves and our relation to the world is a false one. We are 
deceived by our limited five senses and discriminating intellect (the sixth 
sense in Buddhism) which convey to us a picture of a dualistic world of self
and-other, of things separated and isolated, of pain and struggle, birth and 
extinction, killing and being killed. This picture is untrue because it 
barely scratches the surface. It is like looking at the one-eighth of an 
iceberg above the water and being unaware of the seven-eighths underneath. 
For if we could see beyond the ever-changing forms into the underlying real
ity, we would realize that in essence there is nothing but harmony and unity 
and stability, and that this perfection is no different from the phenomenal 
world of incessant change and transformation. But our vision is limited and 
our intuitions weak. 

Nor is this the whole of it. Sitting astride the senses is a shadowy, phan
tom-like figure with insatiable desires and a lust for dominance. His name? 
Ego, Ego the Magician, and the deadly tricks he carries up his sleeve are 
delusive thinking, greed and anger. Where he came from no one knows, but he 
has surely been around as long as the human mind. This wily and slippery 
conjurer deludes us into believing that we can only enjoy the delights of the 
senses without pain by delivering ourselves into his hands. 

Of the many devices employed by Ego to keep us in his power, none is more 
effective than language. The English language is so structured that it de
mands the repeated use of the personal pronoun 'I' for grammatical nicety and 
presumed clarity. Actually this 'I' is no more than a figure of speech, a 
convenient convention, but we talk and act as though it were real and true. 
Listen to any conversation and see how the stress invariably falls on the 
'I'--'I said ... ,' 'I did ... ,' 'I like ... ,' 'I hate ... ' All this plays into 
the hands of Ego, strengthening our servitude and enlarging our sufferings, 
for the more we postulate this 'I' the more we are exposed to Ego's never
ending demands. 

We cannot evade responsibility for this state of affairs by 
ance, for the machinations of Ego, as well as the way to be 
have been pointed out time and again by the wisest of men. 

claiming ignor
free of them, 
After all, lan-

guage is our creation. It reflects our values, ideals and goals and the way 
we see and relate to the world. There are languages which do not insist on 
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the constant repetition of the vertical pronoun f o r c larity or grammatical 
completeness. In Japanese, for example, it is pos sible to make sentences 
without the 'I' or other personal pronouns in al l but a few cases. The Jap
anese ideal of personal behavior, which the language re=l ects, is modesty and 
self-effacement, in theory at least if not always i n p r ac tice. The strong 
assertion of the ego-I in contemporary American speech , as well as the de
cline of the passive voice in favor of the active, shows ~~at we no longer 
value humility and self-effacement, if we ever did. 

Our relative mind of Ego, aided by language, deceives us i n other ways. It 
constantly tempts us into distinctions and judgments which take u s =arther 
and farther from the concrete and the real into the realm of the s peculative 
and the abstract. Take the case of an individual walking alone who suddenly 
hears the sound of a bell. Immediately his discriminating mi nd eva luates it 
as beautiful or weird, or distinguishes it as a church bell or s=e other 
kind. Ideas associated with a similar sound heard in the past may a l s o in
trude upon the mind, and these are analyzed and compared. With e a ch s uch 
judgment the experience of pure hearing becomes fainter and fainter until one 
no longer hears the sound but hears only his thoughts about it. 

Or again, we tacitly agree among ourselves to call a certain object a 'tree.' 
We then forget that 'tree' is an arbitrary concept which in no way r eveals 
the true identity of this object. What, then, is a tree? A philosopher 
might call it ultimate truth; a botanist, a living organism; a physic i st, a 
mass of protons and neutrons swirling around a nucleus; an artist, a unique 
shape with distinctive coloring; a carpenter, a potential table. To a dog, 
however, it is nothing but a urinal. All descriptions, explanations or anal
yses are but a looking from one side at that which has infinite dimensio ns. 
The true nature of the tree is more than anything that can be said about it. 

Similarly, we tinker with time by dividing it into past, present and future 
and into years, months, days, etc. This is convenient, but we need to remem
ber that this 'slicing' is artificial and arbitrary, the product of our dis
criminating mind, which discerns only the surface of things. Timelessness is 
unaccounted for. Thus we conceive a world that is conceptual, limited, and 
far removed from the actual. 

Speaking of the way in which language falsifies reality, Korzybski, the fa
ther of General Semantics, points the accusing finger at the verb to be as 
the chief offender. "The difficulty with the verb to be," Korzybski is 
quoted as saying, "is that it implies a static, absolute quality, whereas the 
law of the universe is constant change. The moment one says 'This rose is 
red' it has already changed into something else. Besides, to someone else 
the rose may appear to be pink. Better to say," adds Korzybski, "'This rose 
appears to me as red.'" For Zen, however, a rose is not merely red, pink, 
yellow, but it is all colors and at the same time it is no color. Does not 
'a rose is a Rose is a ROSE' more nearly convey the cosmic grandeur and in
finite beauty of a rose than 'This rose appears to me as red'? But why say 
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anything? Enter the heart of the rose--sme ll it, touch it, taste it--and 
what is there to say except perhaps 'Ah, wonderful!' or better yet, simply 
'Ah!' or best o f all, just a smile--a smile that flowers . 

The Zen masters have always been alert to the s nare of language, which 'fits 
over experience like a glove,' and have used i t in such a way as to liberate 
their disciples from its bind. What are these me thods? Hui-neng, the Sixth 
Patriarch, used to teach: "If somebody asks you a question expecting 'Yes' 
for an answer, answer 'No,' and vice versa. If he asks you about an ordin
ary man, answer as if he asked about a saint, and vic e versa. By this use 
of relatives teach him the doctrine of the Mean. Answer all his questions 
in this fashion and you will not fall into error." 

Chao-Chou (Joshu in Japanese), a famous Zen master, was frequently asked, 
"Is it true that even a dog has the Buddha-nature?" the implication of the 
question being that if such an exalted being as man has the pure, all-em
bracing Buddha-nature, how can such a lowly creature as a dog also have it? 
To this question Chao-Chou sometimes answered, "No, it hasn't" (Mu in Japan
ese, Wu in Chinese) and at other times, "Yes, it has." The questione rs may 
have been genuinely puzzled by the statement in th e sutras to the effect 
that all beings possess the Buddha-nature, or they may have been feigning 
ignorance in order to see how Chao-Chou would respond. Since Buddha-nature 
is common to all existence, logically either answer makes no sense. But 
more than logic is involved here. So what is Chao-Chou up to? Is he flout
ing the logic of language to show the monks that absolute truth lies beyond 
affirmation and negation, or is he, by the manner in which he utters 'Yes!' 
or 'No!,' actually thrusting this Buddha-nature at his questioners? 

In another well-known episode Nan-Chuan, the teacher of Chao-Chou, returned 
to his monastery one day to find some of his monks quarreling about a cat 
sitting in front of them. Presumably they were arguing about whether a cat, 
like a dog, also has the Buddha-nature. Sizing up the situation at once and 
taking advantage of the occasion to bring home to them the truth they were 
obscuring, Nan-Chuan suddenly seized the cat, held it aloft and demanded, 
"One of you monks, give me a word of Zen! If you can I will spare the life 
of the cat, otherwise I will cut it in two!" No one knew what to say, so 
Nan-Chuan boldly cut the cat in two (not really, though; he merely went 
through the motions of doing so; 'cutting the cat' makes the episode more 
vivid and dramatic). That evening Chao-Chou, who had also been away, re
turned. Nan-Chuan told him what had happened and asked, "Suppose you had 
been there. What would you have done?" Without a word Chao-Chou took off 
his slippers, placed them on his head and slowly walked out of the room. "If 
only you had been there," said Nan-Chuan admiringly, "you would have saved 
the life of the cat." 

Now what is a word of Zen? In Zen there are what are called live words and 
dead ones. The admired live word is the gut word, concrete and vibrant with 
feeling; the dead word is the explanatory word, dry and lifeless, issuing 
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from the head. The first unifies, the second separates and divides. Neither 
the monks nor Chao-Chou spoke a word, yet Nan-Chuan put down the monks and 
praised Chao-Chou. Why? What was the significance of Chao-Chou's putting 
his slippers on his head and walking out? What did Nan-Chuan demonstrate by 
his act of 'cutting' the cat in two? And say where that dead cat is right 
now! Aren't we all dead cats whenever we argue and speculate, make gratui
tous assumptions, jump to conclusions? 

A Chinese Zen master once gave this problem to his disciples: "A monk is 
hanging by his teeth from a branch high up in a tree. His hands can't reach 
a branch above him nor his feet touch a branch underneath. On the ground be
low someone seriously asks, 'What is the highest truth of Buddhism?' If he 
opens his mouth to speak he will fall down and possibly be killed. Yet if he 
doesn't respond he evades his duty. What should he do?" 

This is not a teaser designed to titillate the intellect--far from it. Among 
other things, it points up a fundamental problem in human relations: when to 
speak and when to remain silent. For to spin fine words and empty phrases, 
to embroider theories and explanations of one kind or another can be harmful, 
even fatal, to one's personality. But to be silent and not speak when by so 
doing we can help a suffering fellow being is craven. Also, there are many 
forms of silence. There is the silence where one doesn't know what to say, 
the silence which is the better part of valor, and the silence which speaks 
louder than words. Which of these forms of silence was the monk's, and fur
thermore, was he answering the question put to him or not? 

These episodes or teaching methods were collected by later generations of 
masters and given to their students to solve as part of their training. They 
came to be called koan (kung-an in Chinese; lit. 'a public record'), that is, 
cases that could be relied upon as pointing to and embodying ultimate truth. 
They are not unlike cases at common law which establish legal precedent. One 
of the prizes of Zen Keys is a series of forty-three koan, appearing in Eng
lish for the first time, by Tran Thai Tong, a Vietnamese who was the first 
king of the Tran Dynasty (1225-1400) in Vietnam. He practiced Zen while 
still reigning and at the age of forty-one gave up his throne to his son, de
voting himself thereafter to the most intensive practice of Zen. Each of the 
koan contains a theme, a brief commentary and a verse, all by Tran Thai Tong. 
Though in the style of the Mumonkan, a well-known Chinese book of koan, they 
nonetheless have a flavor distinctly their own. 

The last chapter of Zen Keys, entitled "The Regeneration of Man," may strike 
sophisticated readers as naive and perhaps even simplistic. Yet it would be 
a mistake to pass over lightly what lies behind the simple expression. Among 
other things, Thich Nhat Hanh pleads for a dialogue between East and West 
based upon mutual respect and understanding and not on feelings of Western 
superiority. These sentiments have been echoed innumerable times by thought
ful and knowledgeable Asians. We in the West must heed this wise and earnest 
voice speaking out of the heart of Asia if we are to avoid a third world war 
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and the not improbable destruction of most of the human race and our planet 
earth. Americans especially must listen with an unprejudiced, believing 
heart, for not only is our karma with Vietnam and Asia deep--in one genera
tion we have fought three land wars there--but to a large extent the fate of 
humanity rests upon us. To all but the obtuse it is clear that the world is 
at a crossroads, its very survival at stake. 

We need to recover our basic humanity. Pride in our technological achieve
ments has replaced love of our fellow man, as Nhat Hanh observes. We need to 
purge ourselves of pride and self-seeking. Above all we must regenerate our
selves morally and awaken spiritually, and this means becoming aware of the 
true nature of things and of our responsibilities to the world. The contam
ination of our own and the world's environment and our squandering of dwindl
ing natural resources through over-consumption, waste and mismanagement speak 
eloquently of our greed and irresponsibility. How long will the rest of the 
world stand by while we in America with only six per cent of the world's pop
ulation consume forty per cent of its resources? The energy crisis we are 
now experiencing may well be the first signal of the revolt against this in
tolerable situation. 

Many in America are beginning to understand this, and even our government 
leaders are saying we must.drastically alter our style of living. Do they 
really understand the spiritual implications of this? How are we to uproot 
the greed, anger and wrong thinking lying at the base of our actions? How, 
in other words, are we to horizontalize the mast of the inflated national 
ego? 

One obvious answer is--through Zen. Not necessarily Zen Buddhism but Zen in 
its broad sense of a one-pointed Aware mind; of a disciplined life of sim
plicity and naturalness as against a contrived and artificial one; of a life 
compassionately concerned with our own and the world's welfare and not self
centered and aggressive. A life, in short, of harmony with the natural order 
of things and not in constant conflict with it. 

The problems of pollution and energy we hear so much about have always been 
dealt with in Zen training. Zen, after all, speaks to the most fundamental 
pollution of all, the pollution of the human mind. As for an energy crisis, 
we have never been without one. The real energy crisis is an internal one: 
how to mobilize the unlimited energy locked within us--how to split the atom 
of the mind if you like--and use it wisely for ourselves and mankind. For it 
is the release of this energy that leads to awakening and Awareness. 

As Zen Keys points out, in the East Zen is declining due to war and the heavy 
inroads of materialism and technology. In the West, however, it is the dis
enchantment with the 'good' life produced by materialism and technology that 
is largely fueling the current interest in Zen. For together with the real
ization that technology makes 'major contributions to minor needs of man' is 
the awareness that we have become cogs in an out-of-control wheel, living by 
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a value system that does not see man as a human being but merely as a con
sumer of things. If Zen is to find a permanent home in America and become a 
living force in the lives of Americans, however, it is obvious it will have 
to shed its Eastern cultural accretions and develop ne~ forms in response to 
the needs of our own culture and society. This Thich Nhat Hanh and other 
Zen-oriented Asians affirm. 

The outline of the new American Zen is already emerging. It is away from 
temple-based Zen and more in the direction of large centers where monks, lay
men and laywomen practice the Buddha's way together, with smaller affiliated 
communities functioning in other areas of the country. We also find many of 
the more 'aware' trends in American society being incorporated into the life
style of these Zen communities. Many of these groups are eating natural 
foods, gardening organically and living communally, as well as including 
within their Zen training such body-mind disciplines as hatha yoga and tai
chi chuan. As well, in their religious life they are beginning to create 
meaningful ceremonies and rituals appropriate to the American scene and the 
New Age. Also, in the cities members of Zen communities, carrying burlap 
bags, periodically clean up their neighborhoods, thereby learning humility 
and non-attachment. Others take such menial jobs as housecleaners, dish
washers and garbagemen for the same reasons. Their lives truly reflect the 
principle that 'a man is rich, not in what he possesses but in what he can do 
without with dignity.' 

It would be a great pity, though, if American Zen severed its links with the 
great Asian traditions which spawned and nourished it; this would in effect 
be discarding hundreds of years of experiential knowledge of the human mind. 
Always there is the danger of throwing out the baby with the bathwater. As 
the first authoritative book in English on the Zen Buddhist tradition of 
Vietnam, Zen Keys is one more bright link in the chain of Asian Zen and for 
this reason invaluable. 
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Roshi Kapleau gratefully acknowledges the generous help 

of Fred Eppsteiner in the preparation of this article. 
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Speak without Opening your Mouth! 
(Editor's note: A conference on "Asian Religion and Culture in American 
Society" was held this past year at the College of the Holy Cross in Worces
ter, Massachusetts. Roshi sent one of his senior disciples to participate in 
the two-day affair. A Hindu and a Muslim were also invited to speak. It was 
felt that the following excerpts from the Zen talk, taken from the notes, 
would be of interest to Zen Bow readers.) 

"A contemporary Japanese Zen Master wrote on one occasion: 'For the revered 
Shakyamuni Buddha there was rarely a time when he spoke without being ques
tioned. Today the Buddha's teaching is dying because of those who only speak 
without being asked.' These are profound words and should be well heeded by 
anyone who would speak about Buddhism. 

"Zen Buddhism is not a proselytising religion. Traditionally, only men and 
women deeply troubled by profound questioning sought out Zen Masters who 
usually turned away questioners many times, accepting only the most ardent 
ones as their disciples. 

"What about you who are attending this conference here tonight? Do you have 
any questions? What did you come to find out? Of course, there are always 
questions like: 'What is Zen?' 'What is the difference between Hinduism and 
Buddhism or Islam and Zen?' But this is not what we are talking about here. 
Zen is neither academic study nor philosophic inquiry. Zen is not concerned 
with religious dogma or doctrine. But -- have any of you ever wondered in
tensely about the meaning of your life? 'Why was I born into this world, and 
why must I die?' Have you ever longed to understand the meaning of the in
credible misery and suffering throughout the world and in your own life? Did 
you ever seriously ask if there is a way out of all contradiction, conflict 
and confusion? If so, a talk like this will be more meaningful and you will 
listen to it more attentively. Please don't listen to agree or disagree; 
just open yourselves wholeheartedly to what is being said. 
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"The speaker was requested to talk on 'Values of Zen Buddhism for Americans.' 
Implied in this title could be the question whether a religion like Buddhism, 
which originated, spread, and developed in the Far East, has any relevance 
for Americans who are nurtured in a different c~ltural tradition. This ques
tion is already answered by the fact that Zen Buddhism has firmly established 
itself as a rigorous spiritual discipline on the American continent; Ameri
cans are practicing Zen arduously at the Rochester Center, its affiliates, as 
well as at many other centers throughout the country, and the number of peo
ple seeking instruction in Zen practice is growing. Zen training works in 
this country as well as in any other place since, ultimately, its very es
sence transcends all historical time and place. It is right before your eyes 
this very instant, if you will only look. Look! 

"As to 'Values of Zen Buddhism for Americans' -- we are always hunting for 
values, aren't we? Deep inside, we are beset by anxiety: fear of loneliness, 
separation, loss of love, loss of possessions, fear of boredom, pain, inade
quacy, hard times, failure, sickness, old age, and death. We either try to 
distract our minds from upsetting thoughts, or we search for something of 
value: something permanent, indestructible, and everlasting that we can hold 
on to, and that we hope will sustain us in our helplessness and vulnerabil
ity. But spiritual practice, like Zen training, is of value only if all 
search for values comes to an end. Practicing Zen wholeheartedly, with our 
entire being, means realizing, beyond any shadow of doubt, that absolutely 
nothing of value exists outside of ourselves. In truth, all of us, without 
exception, are whole and complete at every single -instant of time, with no
thing lacking or wanting. At the moment of his supreme enlightenment, after 
years of arduous spiritual discipline, the Buddha exclaimed: 'Wonder of won
ders! Intrinsically all beings are Buddha, but because of delusive thinking, 
fail to perceive that this is so!' At another time the Buddha said: 'I at
tained nothing from supreme, unexcelled enlightenment.' Do these words sound 
perplexing? Can you believe that with all your shortcomings, transgressions, 
pains and cravings you are complete and without want? Does it make sense 
that attaining supreme enlightenment means attaining nothing whatever? If 
questions like these stir you deeply, answers will come to you from within; 
you must find out for yourself; no one can tell you or explain it to you. 

"Rather than searching for things of value 
find out who is doing all this searching. 
seeking. We must know ourselves. When we 
questions and doubts and seeking instantly 

on the outside, Zen directs us to 
We must know the Source of all 
truly know who we are all our 
come to an end." 

An interesting side feature of the conference was the urgently expressed 
desire of the Hindu speaker, Dr. B., to 'dialogue' with the Zen speaker. At 
the airport, Dr. B. 's greeting was something like: "Where is Kapleau? Is he 
in Japan? I have wanted to have a dialogue with him for some time!" During 
lunch, Dr. B. gave a glowing account of successfully debating for hours with 
a certain Swami. It was mentioned by Roshi's disciple that the Buddha had 
wisely instructed his monks and disciples to refrain from arguing about the 
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Dharma because of the utter unfruitfulness of such pursuits. "The Buddha was 
most argumentative himself," Dr. B. retorted emphatically, "he argued with 
everybody. He was a very arrogant man!" "Anyone less than the Buddha would 
do well to heed his words," was the reply. "Anyone less than the Buddha? 
How can you, as a Buddhist, speak of anyone less than the Buddha?" queried 
Dr. B. "If you really and truly understand the Buddha's teachings, not a 
trace of argument or arrogance remains," was the answer. 

At the beginning of his talk, Dr. B. mentioned that t here were really not as 
great differences between Hinduism and Buddhism as peop le at times assumed, 
but that Zen Buddhism bored him thoroughly. After his talk the moderator in
vited the three speakers to discuss some points among themselves if they 
wished to do so. Before long, an intensely pitched argument ensued between 
Dr. B. and Dr. F. In the end, the Zen speaker was asked for comments and re
lated the following: "A monk came before a Zen Master and asked (with raised 
voice and excited gestures): 'Master, please tell me right now: what is the 
meaning of Buddhism?' The Master (gently raising finger to mouth): 'Shhhhh ... 
.. softly .... '" 

Dr. B. interjected that Zen was even more boring than he had imagined. Turn
ing toward him, Roshi's disciple remarked: "As to a dialogue between us, it 
will not happen until you can speak without opening your mouth." "I can't do 
that! I can't do that!" were Dr. B. 's last words on the subject. 
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Planting Dharma Seeds ... Poland + 
(Editor's note: The follCMing set of three letters starts with one from a 
couple in Poland who have started to practice Zen on their own. The Roshi's 
reply follows. The third letter comes from a member who lives in Germany and 
who visited the couple in Poland at the Roshi's request.) 

Venerable Sir, 

About six years ago we, my wife and myself read your book The Three Pillars 
of Zen and became interested in Buddhism. It was not anything unexpected, 
but the following years indicated to us that it was the deciding factor. 
More than ten years ago, after a long period of religious indifference, which 
was partly due to the crisis our marriage underwent, we directed our atten
tion to the spiritual life. Our quest was very wide, including studies in 
C.G. Jung, mysticism of both East and West, occultism and magic. These ideo
logies opened new horizons for us, but none of them led to the True Way. Be
cause both of us are painters, we have always had much time to think of these 
problems. As there is very little literature available in Polish on the sub
ject of non-Christian spiritual or religious problems, we attempted to trans
late several texts in order to obtain greater understanding of the problem 
and also with the hope that it would benefit our friends whom we tried to in
terest in this sphere of thought. 

Our wide interests were greatly reduced by concentration on Mahayana Bud
dhism. Although we started several times to practice zazen for a longer or 
shorter period of time, two years ago we started sitting in zazen regularly, 
fully conscious of the fact that we would never diverge from the Way of Bud
dha, which is our true purpose of life. For our practice we are using the Mu 
koan. Despite the fact that I cannot tell you much about my practice, it is 
far from satisfactory, as I am not able to concentrate completely. I do not 
experience makyo, as I think that my nature is not susceptible to makyo. My 
greatest trouble is that I cannot cut myself off from everyday problems, and 
due to this my concentration does not reach its peak. It is possible that I 
do require a stronger spur like participating in sesshin, but as you can un
derstand, this is, in our circumstances, totally impossible. Nevertheless, I 
gained a considerable amount from zazen, most of all the strength to break 
with the things I wanted to be freed from, and also new sources of energy and 
the disappearance of depression which previously occurred frequently. Above 
all, I obtained a strong faith. 

We would be very grateful if you would enable us to maintain some form of 
correspondence with you. We realize that it would be too much to ask you or 
another person qualified in Zen to come to Poland, since up till now there is 
no Buddhist organization in our country which would be in the position to 
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send you an official invitation. Despite the lack of material in Poland, 
interest in Zen is on the increase and several people, mostly friends of 
ours, have been practicing zazen for some time. 

We truly believe that you will be able to find some fona of help for us and 
our friends which would enable the development of Buddha Dharma in Slavonic 
countries. We would be very grateful for any instructions or materials (pos
sibly a selected bibliography) which you consider in your opinion would be 
beneficial to us. We realize that practice is the most important thing, but 
in our circumstances, in which we suffer from the lack of a caster and gen
eral ignorance of the foundations of Buddhism, your advice would be the most 
practical help we could obtain; it would certainly prevent our minds from 
purposeless wandering and be a spur to more intensive practice. We would 
also like to ask for old and new issues of Zen Bcu, several copies of which 
we possess. 

Rendering our sincere thanks for everything we have gained from you, we greet 
you with our hands in gassho. 

EXCERPTS FROM ROSHI'S REPLY TO THE LETTER FROM POLAND 

I have just returned from a two-month lecture tour to Mexico and Central 
America to find your letter and translations of portions of The Wheel of 
Death and The Three Pillars of Zen. Although I do not myself speak or read 
Polish and have not yet found anyone in our Sangha who does, I am grateful 
for the amount of work you put into tliese translations and your desire to 
want to publish both books, not to mention your obviously sincere interest in 
Buddhism .... 

With regard to your practice, it is NOT advisable for you to use the koan 
"Mu." To use any koan a student must have it assigned him by a teacher and 
must work closely with the teacher on the koan, especially in the beginning. 
It is much better for you to follow the directions given in The Three Pillars 
but excluding the use of a koan. That you have been able to gain strength to 
"break with the things I wanted to be freed from," and have also found "new 
sources of energy and the disappearance of depression which previously occur
red frequently," shows that you are practicing zazen properly. It takes con
stant practice to develop a strong concentration. But what is also important 
here is strong faith--faith that you can realize your True-nature, and that 
when the Buddha said we all have this inherent wholeness and perfection, you 
believe that he was not mistaken and was not lying .... 

Mahayana Buddhism is indeed spreading throughout the world. On my recent 
trip to Mexico and Costa Rica we were delightfully surprised by the enthus
iastic audiences that greeted us everywhere. The world is ripe for Buddhism, 
and it gladdens my heart to know that Mahayana Buddhism is taking root in 
Poland. 
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LETTER FROM A GERMAN MEMBER WHO RECENTLY TRAVELED TO POLAND 

Dear Roshi, 

Meeting the Zen-people in Poland was a most inspiring experience. In Ursula 
and Andrzej I found a couple with deep aspiration and understanding. I am 
strongly impressed by their obvious karmic relation to Buddhism and to your 
teaching. 

There are about 25 people who seriously practice with them. 

Ursula, a person of real Zen-like simplicity and directness, can not get a 
passport to leave Poland. So for the first time I realize how extremely 
lucky I am to be able to come to Rochester and attend sesshin! To be able to 
chant the dharanis together with the Sangha, to work in the Center, to exper
ience the Kannon and the other Buddha figures, to be with the ceremonies ... to 
meet you. (Which also means to take up the great help of a koan.) How ter
ribly grateful one must be! 

There was very little I could do to help their situation. They can't even 
get incense there. But they gave faith to me. I know now that one can get 
fully and totally involved in Zen training, however far away from Rochester 
one lives. All I can do now is to put all my strength in making your visit 
to Germany possible. 

With deep gratitude and gassho to you and your teaching. 
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~ AT THE CENTER ... 
The months of October, November and 
December constitute an 'on' period 
for the Roshi. During such a period 
the Zen Center calendar fairly over
flows with activities. But the in
tervening three-month periods have 
their own special quality as well. 
This summer will certainly be re
called as a period of intense build
ing activity at the Center. 

During the months of September and 
October, the pace increases with 
the final preparations for the Open 
House, held on October 26 . (There 
will be more on this in the next 
issue of Zen Bow.) Although paint
ing and finish carpentry still con
tinue on the second and third floors 
of 5 Arnold Park, the first floor, 
the entrance building between 5 and 
7 Arnold Park, and the grounds stand 
essentially finished. 

On the outside, the grounds crew has 
in most respects brought Jim Rose's 
landscape design to completion. 

Gravel now 'flows' through the dry 
stream bed. Brick walkways are set, 
surrounding ivy planted and an allee 
of honey locust trees placed along 
the front of the Center's lot. A 
cedar fence separates the brick 
parking court from the rear garden, 
and around the rear corner of 5 Ar
nold Park where Roshi's new living 

quarters are located, runs a cedar 
deck. 

A wide brick walk leads up to the 
entrance building linking 5 and 7 
Arnold Park. Center carpenters have 
fashioned a handsome front door 
which opens inco a large foyer with 
a grey Vermont slate floor and a 
back window-wall looking out to the 
rear garden. Inside number 5, 
plumbing, wiring and plasterboard 
are all installed. The first floor 
will soon serve as main receptionist 
area for the Center and the working
living quarters for the Roshi. The 
upper two floors will be offices and 
living space for staff workers and 
trainees. 

One of the high points of the summer 
period for the Sangha was the last 
weekend in September, at which time 
an unprecedented number of member s 
from various groups were sitting za
zen simultaneously. The following 
excerpt from a talk given by one of 
the Rochester zendo monitors expres
ses the feelings of the time: 

"Today is a unique day for our San
gha. It is a special day of exer
tion. Never before have so many 
people been involved in formal con
centrated sittings on the same day. 
In Toronto, it is the last day of a 
four-day sesshin conducted by the 
Roshi. As well, it is the last day 
of two-day sittings in our Ann Ar
bor, Sharon Springs and Montreal 
Zendos. And today is this all-day 
sitting here in Rochester. 

"It is not merely a coincidence that 
so many people have decided to make 
a special exertion on this Sunday. 
We are all doing zazen today out of 
our deep need to relieve the suffer
ing of all humanity. Each day the 
newspapers record in minute detail 
the misery and tragedy that is the 
lot of so many; the lives of myriad 
beings are plagued by anxieties and 
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haunted by endless fears. Through 
strong and sincere zazen we have the 
opportunity to help in the most 
fundamental way. As the mind of one 
man is the Mind of all men, through 
our zazen we can bring to everyone 
the true peace of the Dharma. But 
this zazen cannot be a zazen of 
quiet and idle sitting. It must be 
a zazen powered by deep faith, un
hesitating commitment and aroused 
energy." 

With the Roshi's return after the 
Toronto sesshin, weekly Dharma Dia
logues were resumed. These ex
changes provide an opportunity for 
Sangha members to question the 
speaker in a way that is often a 
very valuable (and intense) learning 
experience for everyone. In one re
cent Dharma Dialogue a member spoke 
on the topic of 'Education in a Bud
dhist Context.' His points were 
that children could best be educated 
in the home by their parents, pref
erably in a natural setting, such as 
living on a farm. He also stated 
that children learn mainly through 
imitating the behavior of those near 
at hand, i.e., parents. Challenges 
to his statements were made by many 
members. 

Q (A member, speaking in a little 
boy's voice): Daddy, what do you 

call that red bird up in the tree 
there? 

A (the speaker, after some hesi
tation): A cardinal. 

Q: A cardinal? Does it stay here 
all year round? 

A: It stays around. 

Q: Daddy, why is the bird red? 

(No answer. ) 

Q: Daddy, why is the bird red? 

(No answer.) 

Q: Don't you know? How come you 
don't know, Daddy? 

(No answer. ) 

Q: Daddy, how come the sky is blue? 
Daddy, how come you have a beard? 
How come you're a man? Daddy, don't 
you know the answers to those ques
tions? Is there an answer to those 
questions? My friend down the road 
knows the answers to those ques
tions. His Daddy tells him. And he 
learns them in school too. (Much 
laughter.) 
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And another challenge: 

Q (A member): You say you take your 
children into the woods. Do you 
teach them the names of trees? 

A (the speaker): Yes. 

Q: What is a tree? 

(No answer.) 

Q: Before you call it a tree, what 
is a tree? What are you teaching 
little children when you teach them 
the name of a tree? Are you teach
ing them anything? Are you any dif
ferent from that tree? 

(No answer.) 

Q: You say you have a large gar
den. When you watch your garden 
grow, who's growing? 

(No answer.) 

Q: Every day we chant the Heart 
Sutra. "Form is only emptiness. 
Emptiness is only form"--what does 
this mean? 

(No answer. ) 

Q: What is a tree? ... What is grow-
ing? •.. Who am I? ... What can you 
teach me? ..• What do you know? 

Althou~ he was speaking primarily 
on the topic of education for child
ren, these quotes may be pertinent 
not only to Sangha parents but also 
to the many members who are resuming 
academic studies at this time. 

Besides Dharma Dialogues, a new 
monthly activity has been inaugur
ated, called 'table-talk.' It is 
basically a chance for Sangha mem
bers to talk together and ask ques
tions of the Roshi and the Servers. 
Since a similar kind of social 
gathering takes place periodically 
in Japanese monasteries, many San
gha members had expressed their 

interest in having an opportunity 
to meet informally in this way. 

Two new Servers have also been ap
pointed: Dane Gifford, who is tak
ing the place of Sojun Shakya, and 
Fred Eppsteiner, taking Larry Bays' 
place. Sojun will be leaving to be
come the resident-leader of the Den
ver affiliate group until February. 
Larry has left the staff and is pre
paring to begin studies in naturo
pathic medicine next fall. Sever
al other staff changes have taken 
place; the total now serving is 23. 

This brief resume of activities 
at the Center will close with an 
account of the commemoration of 
Bodhidharma Day on October 5. 

Referred to in the Mumonkan as "That 
broken-toothed old foreigner," Bod
hidharma is credited with being the 
founder of the Zen sect, having 
brought the teaching which "points 
directly to Mind" from India to 
China about 1400 years ago. 

In homage to Bodhidharma some 150 
Center members gathered on the morn
ing of the 6th for zazen and other 
activities. Roshi chose for the 
teisho Kean 41 in the Mumonkan-
"Bodhidharma and Peace of Mind." 
Before commenting on the koan proper 
he discussed at length the lives of 
Bodhidharma and his disciple, Hui 
K'o, the Second Chinese Zen Patri
arch. He also pointed out the 
scrolls on the altar depicting Bod
tidharma's qualities of intense, 
often fiery determination and ear
nest compassion. After the teisho 
there were ceremonies honoring Bod
hidharma: offerings, prostrations, 
special Ekes, vigorous chanting--all 
for this old man who has caused Zen 
students endless trouble. Why did 
Bodhidharma come from the West? 
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Bodhidharma! We are assembled here today to pay 

homage to you, the Founder of our Sect. 

Your great exertion to establish the True Dharma 

of Liberation in China fills us with awe and 

reverence! 

As the Buddha's Dharma came from India to China 

and from China to Japan so now the Precious 

Teaching has come to American Soil. 

Whatever trials and pain come to us in our efforts 

to plant the seeds of the Buddha's Way in this 

country/ May your strong spirit and selfless 

example always inspire us. 

May we never falter! 

May we never forget your noble efforts! Svaha! 

read on Bodhidharma Day 
Sunday 10/6/74 by Philip Kapleau 
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Dry stream bed behind 5 Arnold Park. 
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