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A reader-friendly guide to Zen Buddhist ethics for modern timesIn the West, Zen Buddhism

has a reputation for paradoxes that defy logic. In particular, the Buddhist concept of nonduality

— the realization that everything in the universe forms a single, integrated whole — is

especially difficult to grasp. In The Other Side of Nothing, Zen teacher Brad Warner untangles

the mystery and explains nonduality in plain English. To Warner, this is not just a philosophical

problem: nonduality forms the bedrock of Zen ethics, and once we comprehend it, many of the

perplexing aspects of Zen suddenly make sense.Drawing on decades of Zen practice, he

traces the interlocking relationship between Zen metaphysics and ethics, showing how a true

understanding of reality — and the ultimate unity of all things — instills in us a sense of

responsibility for the welfare of all beings. When we realize that our feeling of separateness

from others is illusory, we have no desire to harm any creature. Warner ultimately presents an

expansive overview of the Zen ethos that will give beginners and experts alike a deeper

understanding of one of the world’s enduring spiritual traditions.

Praise for The Other Side of Nothing“Zen priest Warner brings a lighthearted approach to

enlightenment in this modern guide to Zen Buddhist morality. . . . Warner’s plainspoken style

makes the mystical comprehensible as he insightfully interprets Buddhist teachings for modern

readers.”— Publishers WeeklyPraise for Brad Warner’s books“Warner’s voice is much needed

in American Buddhism.”— Library Journal“Brad Warner frames Buddhism with something that

touches my soul on the very deepest level — humor!”— Vicky Jenson, director of Shrek“Fresh,

edgy, and insightful.”— Stephen Batchelor, author of Buddhism Without Beliefs--This text refers

to the paperback edition.About the AuthorBrad Warner, a Soto Zen priest, is also a punk

bassist, filmmaker, and blogger. He is the president of Dogen Sangha

International.HardcoreZen.infoYouTube.com/hardcorezen --This text refers to the paperback

edition.

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/ZLDpv/The-Other-Side-of-Nothing-The-Zen-Ethics-of-Time-Space-and-Being


ALSO BY BRAD WARNERDon’t Be a JerkHardcore ZenIt Came from Beyond ZenLetters to a

Dead Friend about ZenSex, Sin, and ZenSit Down and Shut UpThere Is No God and He Is

Always with YouZen Wrapped in Karma Dipped in ChocolateNew World Library14 Pamaron

WayNovato, California 94949Copyright © 2022 by Brad WarnerAll rights reserved. This book

may not be reproduced in whole or in part, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any

form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, or other — without written permission from

the publisher, except by a reviewer, who may quote brief passages in a review.Text design by

Tona Pearce MyersLibrary of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataNames: Warner, Brad,

author.Title: The other side of nothing : the Zen ethics of time, space, and being / Brad

Warner.Description: Novato : New World Library, 2022. | Summary: “A longtime practitioner of

Zen Buddhism discusses how the Zen concept of nonduality — the essential unity of all things

— forms the basis of Buddhist ethics. The author describes key Buddhist doctrines such as the

Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path, showing their relevance to modern problems” --

Provided by publisher.Subjects: LCSH: Buddhist ethics. | Spiritual life--Zen Buddhism. | Zen

Buddhism.Classification: LCC BJ1289 .W37 2022 (print) | LCC BJ1289 (ebook) | DDC 294.3/5--

dc23/eng/20220201LC record available atLC ebook record available atFirst printing, May

2022Printed in Canada on 100% postconsumer-waste recycled paperNew World Library is

proud to be a Gold Certified Environmentally Responsible Publisher. Publisher certification

awarded by Green Press Initiative.10 �9 �8 �7 �6 �5 �4 �3 �2 �1CONTENTSIntroductionChapter 1: The Music 

of the UniverseChapter 2: What Am I Doing Here?, Part 1Chapter 3: What Am I Doing Here?,

Part 2Chapter 4: The Ethics of ActionChapter 5: The Noble Eightfold PathChapter 6: Right

ViewChapter 7: Can You Do What Is Right without Belief?Chapter 8: Right ThinkingChapter 9:

Right SpeechChapter 10: Right ActionChapter 11: Right LivelihoodChapter 12: Right

EffortChapter 13: Right MindfulnessChapter 14: The World of DemonsChapter 15: Right

Balanced StateChapter 16: The Heart SutraChapter 17: The Zen Buddhist PreceptsChapter

18: The Buddhist Confession BoothChapter 19: The Three DevotionsChapter 20: The Universal

PreceptsChapter 21: I Vow Not to KillChapter 22: I Vow Not to StealChapter 23: I Vow Not to

Hold Excessive DesiresChapter 24: I Vow Not to LieChapter 25: I Vow to Refrain from

IntoxicantsChapter 26: I Vow Not to Dwell on Past MistakesChapter 27: I Vow Not to Praise

Self and Berate OthersChapter 28: I Vow Not to Be CovetousChapter 29: I Vow Not to Give

Way to AngerChapter 30: I Vow Not to Disparage Buddha, Dharma, and SanghaChapter 31:

Don’t Be a JerkChapter 32: Same Brad, Different Day? Being-TimeChapter 33: Dogen’s Weird

Ideas about SpaceChapter 34: Some More about SpaceChapter 35: Superconscious States

and MiraclesChapter 36: Who Walked My Dog?Chapter 37: One Bright PearlChapter 38:

Dogen’s Letter to HimselfChapter 39: Your True Body Is the UniverseChapter 40: I Am My Own

Bad Hair DayChapter 41: Our Actions Are the UniverseChapter 42: The Dharma KingChapter

43: Why Buddhas Need Other BuddhasChapter 44: No ChoiceChapter 45: The Human

ProjectAppendix: How to Do ZazenAbout the AuthorINTRODUCTIONYOU ARE NOT reading

this book.I know some of you will read that statement and say, “If you’re going to start off like

that, then I’m really not going to read this book!” Which is fine. Not every book is for

everyone.But I’m serious. You are not reading this book. Right now. You’re not.There is no “you”

who could be reading this book. “You” is a fictional character. Language forces us to refer to

this fictional character constantly, and so we have come to believe it really exists. In trying to

describe how you do not exist, I am going to have to frame things in terms of “you.” In fact, I

referred to another fictional character just now when I said “I am going to have to frame things.”



I am not writing this book either. So there!This philosophical outlook is what they call

nondualism. There is no you. There is no me. There is just one undivided nondual something of

which you and I are aspects.Anyway, let’s say you have a friend. Your friend’s birthday is

coming up, and you want to buy her a nice present. So you focus on the mental picture you

have of your friend. Using this mental picture, you can make some guesses about what she

might want to receive for her birthday. But no matter how well you know your friend, you can

never be completely certain what she wants. Even if she tells you what she wants, she might

change her mind. Or she might get that thing and then later on realize she really didn’t want it

after all.You also carry a mental image of yourself. If you pay attention to this image, you’ll

discover that it is only slightly easier to predict what you might want for your own birthday than

it is to predict what your friend might want for hers. That’s what I have discovered after doing

nearly forty years of Zen Buddhist meditation practice, and I don’t think I’m all that different

from anyone else.Just like my friend might guess wrongly about what she wants for her

birthday, I have often made the wrong guesses about what I want — not only for my birthday

but about what I want from life in general.When I say that you and I do not exist, I’m not saying

that all the things we put into a conceptual box called “me” — our feelings, our memories, our

opinions, our bodies, and so on — do not exist. What I am saying is that the conceptual box we

put those things in is a fiction.But most of us become slaves to that fiction. We spend a

tremendous amount of time and effort defending our box against other boxes, or comparing our

box to other boxes and feeling alternately proud or inadequate. Or worse, making our box fight

with other boxes. We worry about what might happen to our box in the future. Or we suffer guilt

about what our box did in the past. And we are terrified of the unavoidable day when our box

will break down and crumble into pieces that can never be put back together again.When I say

that you and I do not exist, what I mean is that all our anxiety about our conceptual box is a big

waste of time. Not only is it a big waste of time, but humanity’s collective concern over our

conceptual boxes is the root cause of all human misery. We are making ourselves and others

suffer needlessly over nothing. And we have the ability to end that suffering right now.This is a

book about how to do that. It’s about ethics and how ethics relates to nondualism. It is based

on the teachings and traditions of a group of people collectively known as Zen Buddhists. Zen

Buddhists, for the most part, do not like to call themselves “Zen Buddhists,” by the way. But

some of us call ourselves that grudgingly because other people insist on calling us that.That’s

because Zen Buddhism is not a religion or a belief system. It’s a set of practices that have

been refined over the course of 2,500 years of research and development. None of these

practices is considered to be so holy and sacred that it can never be improved on with further

research and development. In fact, for any given Zen Buddhist practice there may be other

practices from other traditions that are just as good and can be used in its place.Having said

that, though, I think there is value in studying a tradition that has such a long track record and

has been put to such good use by so many people in such a wide variety of cultures, eras, and

social settings. I think there are a lot of good reasons to trust the Zen Buddhist tradition,

especially since its founder, the historical Buddha, encouraged us not to trust the practices he

recommended until we had tried them out for ourselves.In this book I intend to explain exactly

why the Zen Buddhist tradition says that you and I do not exist, and why it says things will be

so much better for all of us once we understand that thoroughly. I will also try to explain the

various practices the Zen Buddhists have come up with for thoroughly developing the

understanding that you and I don’t exist. I’ll also be talking about why the fact that you and I

don’t exist is a good reason to stop treating each other as badly as we humans tend to do.I am

not trying to convert you into a Zen Buddhist. If you like what you read in this book, try it out for



yourself. If you don’t like it, that’s cool too.This world is in a sorry state right now. We can’t keep

pointing fingers at others and saying that if only others did the right thing the world would be

better. There are no others. We have to do it ourselves. Evil only comes into being when we

create it. We are the problem, and we are the solution.Let’s get to work.1. THE MUSIC OF THE

UNIVERSEYOU ARE THE universe, but you keep punching yourself in the face. So stop doing

that. That’s all there is to say.The End… OK. I’ll explain a bit more.I didn’t mean to write this

book. I wanted to write a book about ethics — specifically, Buddhist ethics. But in addition to

writing about Buddhist ethics, I ended up writing a lot about Buddhist ideas about the structure

of reality — what some folks call nonduality. This is the notion that we are not individual beings

but components of an infinite reality that is just one single entity.As I’ve been writing, I have

been struggling to find a way to explain how these two themes interact. Every time I write about

Buddhist ethics, I encounter the Buddhist idea of nonduality. These concepts are inseparable

— like the Buddhists say, everything in the universe is inseparable from everything else. Which

is what nonduality means.While writing this book I’ve also had to take a hard look at myself

and my own history. I’ve had to think about why this connection between ethics and nonduality

makes perfect sense to me and yet is so difficult to explain. And I’ve had to consider how I feel

about what Buddhism has to say on the subject.I’ve been studying and practicing Zen

Buddhism for most of my life, starting when I was about eighteen years old, which was — ugh!

— almost forty years ago. I’ve written a bunch of books about Zen. I’ve lectured about Zen and

led Zen retreats all over the world. I’ve been ordained as a Zen Buddhist monk. And I’m still

working on figuring all this stuff out.But this book is not just for Buddhists. It’s for anyone

interested in the truth about life, and how understanding that truth makes it obvious that we

ought to treat each other nice. Even though this book is not just for Buddhists or for experts in

Zen, I am not going to dumb things down for an imaginary audience of stupid people. I believe

in you, dear reader! If I can understand this stuff, anybody can.And since this book isn’t just for

Buddhists, maybe I should take a little time here to try to define Zen Buddhism. Everyone’s

heard the word Zen before, usually as a synonym for chilling out. But the online urban

dictionaries are wrong! Zen does not mean chilling out. It’s the Japanese pronunciation of the

Sanskrit word dhyana, which means “meditation.”Historically speaking, the Zen form of

Buddhism is a kind of back-to-basics movement. The historical Buddha spent most of his life

teaching meditation to all types of people, without distinction — women and men, high caste

and low caste, old and young, advanced and beginner, people of every race he encountered.

That was his thing: teaching people to meditate. He wasn’t into rituals or belief systems, and he

certainly wasn’t trying to start a religion with himself as the deity. He never claimed to be

anything more than a human being.After the historical Buddha died, meditation fell by the

wayside. It began to be practiced only as a sort of ritual, and even then usually just by people

who locked themselves away in monasteries. But a few centuries later certain Buddhists

wanted to get back to the more basic form of what the Buddha had taught. They dropped most

of the dogmas and rituals and started teaching meditation to everyone. Those were the Zen

Buddhists, literally the “meditation Buddhists.” So Zen Buddhists are Buddhists whose main

thing is meditation.Zen Buddhism is not a set of beliefs and dogmas. Rather, it’s a way to learn

to clearly see what reality actually is, beyond all dogmas and beliefs.Kodo Sawaki, one of my

Zen teacher’s teachers, puts it like this in his book Commentary on the Song of Awakening:

“The aim of the practice of Buddhism is to make us discover true reality. It immediately

awakens a pressing need to know what it’s like. … Due to the very fact that we are human

beings, it’s impossible for us to see the true nature of reality. … Here, all is illusion. In

everything in the world there exists nothing besides illusions. … To discover the true nature of



reality is to embrace the panorama of the universe in a single glance. When we have a vision

like this, we have comprehended the teachings of the Buddha.”We can’t see the true nature of

reality, but we can discover it. Zen teachers say a lot of contradictory things.Have you ever

watched the TV show Ancient Aliens on the History Channel? It’s one of my favorite programs.

First they show you some ancient human artifact, like the pyramids or the statues on Easter

Island. Then they tell you how mainstream archaeologists think they were made. Then a guy

named Giorgio Tsoukalos, who has crazy hair, tells you it was actually built by aliens. It’s terrific

fun to watch.There’s a popular meme in which Tsoukalos says, “I’m not saying it was aliens.

But it was aliens.” He never actually said that, but what he says on the show often amounts to

that. Zen teachers say things that sound like “I’m not saying it was aliens, but it was aliens” a

lot. The Diamond Sutra, for example, one of the foundational texts of Zen, is full of statements

like “What the Buddha says is the perfection of wisdom is no perfection of wisdom, thus it is

called the perfection of wisdom” and “Beings are all spoken of by the Buddha as no beings,

thus they are called beings.” It’s crazy! Yet there is a very good reason why they say stuff like

that. It’s because no explanation can ever match the reality it’s trying to describe. But you have

to describe things anyway.A contemporary Zen teacher named Shohaku Okumura Roshi

explained the Zen Buddhist outlook on the nature of ourselves and our relation to the universe

by saying, “A musical performance does not exist before each musician plays his or her role. A

musical performance exists only while the players perform their particular roles in concert with

each of the other players’ efforts, so that all roles are expressed as one integrated whole.” This

is from an article Okumura Roshi wrote about Zen Master Eihei Dogen’s essay “Zenki.”* The

word Zenki is usually translated as “All Functions.” I translated it as “the Whole Shebang” in my

book Letters to a Dead Friend about Zen.Okumura Roshi is saying that we are each part of the

Whole Shebang that is life, the universe, and everything. That’s true. And yet the Whole

Shebang doesn’t exist apart from us. In one sense, God created us. In another sense we are

continuously creating God. I know God is a dirty word to some people — including lots of

Buddhists. But I’m gonna use that dirty word a lot. I apologize.That quote from Okumura Roshi

was really useful in helping me to see why Buddhists are so concerned with both nonduality

and ethics. Acting ethically is how we, the musicians contributing to this performance called the

universe, avoid hitting bum notes and screwing up the performance. Acting unethically is how

we make the symphony of life into something ugly, confused, and cacophonous rather than

something beautiful and deeply moving.Yet somehow we miss the fact that we are —

metaphorically speaking — musicians contributing to a vast and infinite universal symphony.

Okumura Roshi has something to say about that too: “There is therefore no way to determine if

… the entirety of interdependent origination [of the universe,] … or a musical performance,

always exist as the absolute ‘Oneness’ that includes all beings. It is also not possible to say

that the entirety is only one and that the individual parts are many. We cannot say oneness and

multiplicity are different and we cannot say they are the same.”In other words, he’s not saying

it’s aliens, but … He adds, “There is no way to grasp this reality … with our discriminating,

conceptual way of thinking.”The nature of time and of reality may offer us a clue as to why we

cannot grasp this oneness. The physicist Carlo Rovelli, who studies the nature of time, used

another musical metaphor in a lecture called “The Physics and the Philosophy of Time.”* In this

lecture he said:St. Augustine [in his] pages about the nature of time in his book The

Confessions says, “When I listen to music I get a meaning from a musical phrase, but I never

listen to the phrase. I listen to one note at a time.” If I listen to one note, how do I know about

the previous notes? Well, of course I know because I remember them, but if I remember them

… the meaning comes from the notes playing now and the memories of the previous ones. So



it’s all in the present and it can only be the present together because there is memory. But it’s

more than that because since the brain is designed by evolution to use memory to anticipate

for a purpose, because it is designed to try to get somewhere. That’s how living evolution

designed our behavior.The nature of reality and of time hide the truth of universal oneness

from us. And yet they make it apparent too, if we know how to look. I’m not saying it was aliens,

but …My first Zen teacher’s teacher, a guy named Kobun Chino Otogawa Roshi, said

something similar in his book Embracing Mind. “Maybe a good example is music. There are

strings. If no one touches them, you may imagine there is rich music going on, or complete

music is going on, and you are just picking out the sounds of music when you touch the strings.

But what is happening is that, by themselves, the strings don’t have any music, the instrument

doesn’t have any music. Only when the musician touches the strings does music appear. In the

same way, complete communication among everything is happening when Buddha nature

takes form.”If there is no way to grasp this oneness, as Okumura Roshi said, then why do the

Buddhists insist that it’s so?Well, notice that Okumura Roshi doesn’t say there’s no way at all to

grasp oneness. He says that there is no way to grasp it with our discriminating, conceptual way

of thinking. Grasp is a problematic word too. It implies that I can take hold of something,

possess it, make it my own. This understanding of universal oneness is not like that. It’s not

something we can own.Yet we can meet it. We can encounter it. In moments of quiet stillness it

appears and makes itself available. It leans in and says hello to us, then hides again. Sadly,

though, most of us never get quiet enough to notice this. As the French philosopher Blaise

Pascal famously said, “All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a

room alone.” It’s a shame that simply being quiet is so difficult for us.It’s a shame because,

when we are very, very quiet, sometimes we can perceive the symphony of life as a whole. In

that way, even while we experience only one note at a time — ourselves — we can know for

certain that the whole of the symphony exists. And we can come to understand that the whole

of the symphony is nothing without the one note that is this present moment, this present body,

this present mind. It’s the thing you call “me.” Which, by the way, is exactly the same thing I call

“me.” You cannot exist without the entire universe, and the entire universe cannot exist without

you.The mind that discriminates, that can tell hot from cold, that can tell poop from chocolate,

is a valuable thing. I’m glad to have those abilities. They’ve served me well! And yet there is no

way for the mind that divides the universe into self and other to ever come to see the universe

undivided. As long as we keep trying to perceive the undivided universe as an object, we will

always fail.In his book I Am That, Nisargadatta Maharaj, teacher of the Advaita Vedanta form of

Hinduism, said, “The obstruction preventing complete perception is that, although you might

prepare yourself to accept the thesis that everything in the universe is illusory, in this

illusoriness you fail to include yourself!”Reading this helped me get a handle on one of the

biggest problems in understanding all this universal oneness stuff. Even after all my years of

Zen practice, and even after all the experiences I’ve had around it, I still keep falling into the

trap of trying to experience oneness as something apart from myself. But that makes no logical

sense! Any universal oneness that fails to include me isn’t oneness at all. As long as I take

myself to be the subject and universal oneness to be the object, I’ll never get it.In this book I

hope to take you along on my own journey of trying to understand exactly how the Buddhist

ethical teachings relate to the practice of meditation and to the philosophy of nondualism. The

relationship has become clearer to me over the years, and it’s quite simple.Let me give you the

bottom line, which I gave you right at the beginning when I told you to stop punching yourself in

the face. Here it is again in a bit more detail.Because I am everyone and everything in the

universe, it makes no sense at all to act unethically. To act unethically is effectively the same as



punching myself in the face. Anything unethical I do to someone or something else, I am really

only doing to myself. What’s more, anything unethical I do to someone or something else, I am

really doing to the entire universe.The problem is that it’s hard to see this fact clearly when

you’re just starting out on this path. And so, in order to get yourself used to it, you are taught to

start acting like an enlightened person long before you ever get to anything like

“enlightenment.” Which means you’re taught to pay very close attention to matters of ethics.

That’s how you learn to stop punching yourself in the face.This seems very simple to me now.

But in nearly forty years of working with it, it’s still not easy to practice. I still fail at it all the time.

I’ll also try to address that in this book.So here we go._______________* �In issue 34 of

Dharma Eye, the journal of the Soto Zen Buddhist organization.* �Available on YouTube!2.

WHAT AM I DOING HERE?, PART 1LET’S BACKPEDAL A little and start with the easy stuff.At

the San Francisco Zen Center they do a thing called a “Way Seeking Mind Talk.” This is where

students at the center who are not yet teachers of Zen, and who may not have any desire ever

to become teachers of Zen, give a public talk about how and why they got into Zen

practice.The term way seeking mind comes from an ancient Japanese Zen teacher named

Dogen. Dogen taught a style of Zen that emphasized a practice called shikantaza, which

means “just sitting.” The just in “just sitting” isn’t like the just in “just sitting around.” It’s stronger

than that. The Chinese character used to represent it was originally an image of a hammer

striking a nail. It means to do nothing else but just sit, to put your whole body and mind into the

simple act of sitting still with absolutely no goal in mind. It’s harder than you might think.Dogen

was born in 1200 CE as the illegitimate son of a Japanese aristocrat. When he was only two

years old, his father was killed by a political rival, and when he was seven his mother died.

Losing the most important people in his life at such a young age turned Dogen into a very

introspective little fellow. In order to try to understand the meaning of life, Dogen became a

Buddhist monk when he was just twelve years old.The form of Buddhism that Dogen first

studied was called Tendai. Tendai Buddhists do lots of rituals and study the old sutras diligently.

So young Dogen became very well versed in Buddhist philosophy and history. But he had a

question. He noticed that the sutras said we are all perfect just as we are. Why, then, do all

these rituals and practice meditation? None of the Tendai monks or teachers he asked could

answer him. But one of his teachers recommended he try asking the folks at a temple

dedicated to a form of Buddhism that had only recently been imported from China to Japan —

Zen Buddhism.Dogen found that the Zen Buddhists were much more direct and practical than

the Tendai Buddhists, so he joined their order. Still, he had his question. When Dogen was in

his early twenties he traveled to China in search of the answer.After a couple of years in China,

Dogen met a teacher named Tendo Nyojo, which is how Japanese people pronounce his name

(Tientong Ryujing is how you say his name in Chinese). Tendo Nyojo said that the purpose of

zazen wasn’t to reach enlightenment, as Dogen previously had been taught. He said that

zazen itself was enlightenment — whether or not it felt like it. Dogen liked that and became a

formal student of Tendo Nyojo. After studying with him for a while, Dogen experienced what he

called “dropping off body and mind.” Tendo Nyojo gave Dogen what they call “dharma

transmission,” which meant that Tendo Nyojo believed Dogen was ready to teach Zen on his

own. Dogen returned to Japan and began writing about and teaching Zen in his native

country.In his writings, Dogen frequently used the word bodaishin, which translates into

something like “enlightenment mind” or “enlightenment heart.” And he talked a lot about hotsu

bodaishin, “establishing the enlightenment mind.” Sometimes this is translated as “establishing

the mind that seeks the Way.” The “way” in question is the Buddhist way.One of the many weird

things Dogen said is that we know we are people who are “it” because we have a desire to



know “it.” The “it” he speaks about is the unnamable something that is the ground of all being

and nonbeing, the source of life, the universe, and everything. It’s the Whole Shebang that I

referred to in the first chapter. We are all people who are “it,” whether or not we consciously

acknowledge that fact.Anyway, in the little Zen group I established in Akron, Ohio, a few years

ago when I moved back there for a little while, we stole the San Francisco Zen Center’s idea of

having students give talks. But I thought that calling it a “Way Seeking Mind Talk” was too

pretentious. I didn’t think we’d ever be able to get some of the unsavory characters who sat

with us to give a talk with a title like that. So I called our version “What Am I Doing Here?” The

person giving the talk didn’t have to convince us that she or he had established anything as

grand and glorious as a “Way Seeking Mind.” They just had to tell us what led them to start

sitting and staring at walls with us.Here’s my “What Am I Doing Here?” talk.Some of you may

have read my first book, Hardcore Zen. I’m sure I’ll end up repeating some of the stories I told

in that book. But that book is now sixteen years old. In some countries that book would be old

enough to drink beer! I tell those same old stories differently now, so don’t worry.My intention

here is not to write an autobiography, which would be boring to both you, dear reader, and me

as well. Rather, I want to answer for you and for myself the question of how and why I got into

Zen, because it’s important to the rest of what I want to say here.For as long as I can

remember, I’ve been interested in two questions. What is this life I am living? And how can I

live that life ethically?I would seem — at least to myself — to be a very unlikely type of person

to get into something like Zen Buddhism. I don’t come from a religious family. I never styled

myself as a “spiritual person” like so many people do. I have never owned a pair of Birkenstock

sandals or any patchouli incense. I play bass in a punk rock band. I was one of the main cast of

a movie called Zombie Bounty Hunter M.D. And I worked for a long time for a Japanese

company that made movies about giant monsters smashing downtown Tokyo.Here’s what I can

remember about how my interest in Zen got started.As I said, my family was not religious. I

don’t mean they were a bunch of raging atheists or anything like that. They just didn’t care

about religion one way or the other. We never went to church or to a synagogue or even to a

Buddhist temple, for that matter. We were vaguely Protestant. But only in the sense that we

were not Catholic or Jewish, and those were the only other choices in rural Ohio, where I

started out my life. We had a Bible at home, but I never saw anyone read it.So I didn’t grow up

with any sort of spiritual framework with which to understand my experience of life. I didn’t think

of myself as an embodied spirit destined for either heaven or hell like lots of people in Ohio did

and still do. All I knew was that I was here in this place. But what this place was, I had no idea.

And who I was, I had no idea either.It struck me as odd that no one else I knew seemed to

notice the awesome strangeness of simply being alive. They all appeared to take it for granted

that this place, this planet Earth, existed, and they just kind of went on from there. They were

interested in football games, or Dungeons and Dragons, or parties, or smoking weed, or

whatever else they were into. But they didn’t seem interested in the incredible mystery of this

life, this place, this state of being.I don’t know how reliable my memories of my childhood are.

But I distinctly remember being deeply interested in trying to figure out what this life and this

world were from a very early age. I didn’t quite know how to frame my questions. And, in any

case, there didn’t seem to be anyone around of whom I could ask these kinds of questions. At

least and not have them think I was some kind of weirdo.The only way of understanding the

world I lived in that I was ever really exposed to was the standard materialistic outlook. I

couldn’t have articulated this outlook when I was a child, and I can barely articulate it now. But

I’ll try. The basic idea was that I was a machine made out of meat. I was taught that matter was

real and that everything else was unreal or at least not as real as matter. I understood that my



experiential sense of my own existence was just an artifact of electrical and chemical energy

and movement in my brain. I understood that I was born on a certain day and would die on

another day. I understood that there was no grand purpose to anything. Evolution was a purely

random process, a series of accidents. I was the product of haphazard chance, nothing more. I

understood that the whole universe was basically dead, apart from people and animals and

plants. I understood that for the brief time I was alive the best I could hope for was to have a

little fun and make some money.This was a thoroughly depressing way to conceive of the

world. It was especially depressing for a wimpy kid like me who wasn’t good at sports or math

or pretty much anything that school or society rewards you for. I didn’t see much hope for my

future if my only chance for happiness depended on competing in the materialistic rat race.I

hated that worldview. But I knew that religious people didn’t see things that way. So I wondered

if maybe religious people could be right. And if so, which ones?When I was seven years old,

my dad accepted a job in Nairobi, Kenya. Up until then I had lived in Wadsworth, Ohio.

Wadsworth was a nondescript suburb of Akron, which itself was a nondescript satellite city to

Cleveland. In those days, Akron was the Rubber Capital of the World, the home of most of the

world’s biggest tire manufacturers. The whole city stank like a giant tire fire, and everything for

miles around Akron was covered in a layer of black carbon dust. My dad worked for Firestone

Tire and Rubber. The dads of almost everybody I knew worked for one of the tire companies or

for a company that supplied stuff to the tire companies. Some of their moms did

too.Wadsworth, however, was just far enough away from Akron that it was not smelly. There

was a quaint gazebo in the center of town, and a Ben Franklin five-and-dime store around the

corner from the gazebo, where they sold plastic dinosaurs for ten cents. We kept our meat in a

meat locker downtown. The entire downtown was just two cross streets with a soda fountain

called Weireth’s and a little A&P grocery store. Not a supermarket, mind you. A grocery store

that was barely the size of the produce department in a supermarket.At one edge of town was

the Grandview Park swimming pool, which looked like a giant water tank with the top sawn off.

The concrete locker rooms below the pool smelled of piss and mold, and you could buy Good

& Plenty candy at the snack bar. There was a Blue Tip match factory at another edge of town,

and an apple orchard at yet another edge, where you could pick your own apples. I could ride

my bike from one end of Wadsworth to the other in about fifteen minutes.You could hardly find

two places more different from each other than Wadsworth, Ohio, and Nairobi, Kenya. We lived

in Kenya for almost four years, and those were four of the most formative years of my young

life. I barely remember living in Ohio before we moved to Nairobi. So most of my earliest

childhood memories have Africa as their backdrop.We lived in a nice part of Nairobi called

Kileleshwa. It wasn’t exactly the Beverly Hills of Nairobi, but it was better than a lot of areas of

the city. Firestone made sure their employees lived in decent places, even if it wasn’t luxurious

by US standards. Our house in Nairobi wasn’t much different from our home in Wadsworth. It

was one story just like our place in Wadsworth and had a four-foot-tall bamboo fence around it.

There was a gate, but not a very impressive one. I could climb over it when I was nine years

old.Today’s helicopter parents would be horrified not just that I played by myself outside all the

time, but that I played by myself outside in Africa. I remember walking through the woods near

where we lived looking for wild chameleons in the trees. Lions, leopards, rhinos, elephants,

wildebeests, and all sorts of other exotic creatures roam free in that part of East Africa, but

they stay away from Nairobi, so they weren’t a real concern. We were told to keep an eye out

for black mambas, a very poisonous species of snake that was known to attack without

provocation. But I never saw one myself. Anyway, those snakes were the most dangerous

animal on the loose in my neighborhood in Nairobi.The major language in Kenya is English, but



it’s British English. I remember when I first got there, some kid I met told me he owned a torch.

I was so excited! This kid owned a torch! I begged him to show it to me. When he brought it out

I was majorly disappointed to see it was just a flashlight.Our neighborhood was a mixture of

foreigners and Africans. There was an American family next door, and a Canadian family down

the street, both with boys my age. But my closest friends when I lived in Nairobi were the

Kashangaki family. Their father was from Tanzania and their mom was from New York City.

They were a large family with three boys, James, Thomas, and David, who were all close to me

in age. I hung out with Thomas the most. I remember him as Tommy, but I discovered him on

Facebook much later in life and found out that he doesn’t go by Tommy anymore. Sometime

after my family left Kenya, he moved to the States and became an aerospace scientist. He

even got on the shortlist for becoming an astronaut, though he never actually went into

space.And of course, one other thing that was very different between Wadsworth, Ohio, and

Nairobi, Kenya, was that Wadsworth was made up of mostly white people and Nairobi mostly

Black people. Not many white Americans have the experience of standing out in a crowd

simply because they’re white. But I did, both when my family lived in Kenya and later when I

lived in Japan. I think it changed the way I look at lots of racial issues.In Kenya I was exposed

to a lot more religions than I would have been if we’d stayed in Ohio. Contrary to various

Obama-era internet rumors, Kenya is not a Muslim country. The majority religion in Kenya is

Christianity. The other religions I was most aware of when we lived in Kenya were Hinduism

and Sikhism. I’m sure there must have been Muslims too, but I didn’t really notice them.My dad

had a good friend who was Indian and a Hindu. I remember eating my first samosas in Kenya

and falling in love with Indian food. I also noticed the Hindu religious iconography, probably

from seeing it in Indian restaurants and Indian-owned shops as well as in the home of my dad’s

friend. The idea that God might be a weird-looking blue guy with six arms was absolutely

fascinating.I was eleven when we moved back to Wadsworth, back to the gazebo and the

apple orchards, with no black mambas waiting to pounce. But my outlook on life had been

irrevocably changed by those years in Africa. I could never be a normal American kid anymore.

Not that I made much effort to be. But it would have been impossible even if I’d tried.Sometime

in my teens, my need to figure out what life was all about got turned up a notch. Or maybe ten

notches. Two of my mother’s sisters — my aunts — started showing signs of Huntington’s

disease, a genetic condition that had killed my grandmother on my mom’s side. Huntington’s

disease is often described as like having Parkinson’s, Lou Gehrig’s disease, and Alzheimer’s

all at once. It’s really, really bad.When I was in high school, my parents sat me down and told

me that Huntington’s disease was genetic and that if it turned out my mom had it, then I had a

50 percent chance of developing it myself. It usually strikes between your midthirties and

midforties. By the time I was a junior in high school, it was clear that my mom did have the

disease, although at the time her symptoms were barely noticeable. Knowing that I might be

rendered fully incapacitated, if not dead, in about ten or fifteen years gave my quest to

understand the nature of life, the universe, and everything a tremendous urgency.So I went to

some churches and even watched a few religious TV shows. But there was nothing there for

me. I sincerely wanted to be able to believe in Jesus Christ and His Good News, but it was

presented so badly at the churches I visited that I couldn’t. The religious TV shows were even

worse! Sure, I had doubts about the materialistic view of the world, but I couldn’t believe in a

God that would create a place where people had one chance to figure out that they ought to

believe in Jesus or they’d be sent to hell for eternity. That made no sense.When I left

Wadsworth to attend Kent State University, I immediately started trying to take any class I

could about Eastern religions. I wondered if the Hindus I’d encountered in Kenya had anything



better to offer than what I’d heard at those churches. The Hare Krishnas were based on a sect

of Hinduism, and they had a presence on campus. They hosted cooking classes, which were

obviously intended to try to convert you to their religion. I loved the food and I was happy to

hear what they had to say about their beliefs. But nothing they said was very convincing.Just

like the Christians I’d encountered, the Hare Krishnas seemed to have a tremendous fear of

science. Even though I could not accept the entirety of the materialistic worldview, I knew that

the theory of evolution made good sense. I couldn’t accept it when Christians tried to prove that

evolution wasn’t true. The Hare Krishnas also hated the theory of evolution and tried to prove it

wrong. Plus, they didn’t even believe that men had landed on the moon. That was probably the

last straw for me.I found out about this belief of theirs sometime just after the Challenger

disaster. That was when I witnessed a lecture by a Hare Krishna teacher who explained that

the Apollo 11 astronauts had actually mistakenly landed not on the moon but on a different

planet, which he even named, though I can’t recall the word. Apparently their scriptures say

that lots of demigods live on the moon and have parties there and stuff and that therefore the

barren airless rock that Neil Armstrong set foot on couldn’t possibly be the moon.So I wasn’t

about to join the Hare Krishnas, even though I kept on eating their samosas. But I was aware

that there were other forms of Hinduism — partly from my experiences in Kenya but mostly

because the Hare Krishnas denounced those other forms of Hinduism so often. They called

those other Hindus “impersonalists” because they did not believe that God was a person,

whereas the Hare Krishnas knew for certain that God was a person, and that his name was

Krishna.I wanted to find some of these Hindu impersonalists and see what they had to say. It

seemed like it might be a lot more interesting than the Hare Krishna version of things. But there

were no Hindu impersonalists hanging out on the Kent State University campus in those days.

Not that I could find, anyhow.Back then I didn’t know what form of Hinduism I was looking for,

but now I do. What I was searching for is called neo-Advaita, and it’s a part of the Advaita

Vedanta tradition. Advaita means “nondualistic” and Vedanta means “the end of the vedas.” The

vedas are the sacred scriptures of Hinduism, including books like the Bhagavad Gita that the

Hare Krishnas always sold at their cooking classes. I bought one from them, and I still have it.

It’s not the most reliable translation, but it is one of the most colorfully illustrated ones.If I’d

been a little smarter and more diligent, I might have figured out that I was into Advaita Vedanta

when I was eighteen instead of figuring it out in my fifties. Life might have been completely

different if I’d just done a little bit more research, or if I’d stumbled across Alan Watts’s book

about Advaita Vedanta titled The Book: On the Taboo Against Knowing Who You Are. But I

didn’t.It’s weird to me that I missed something so obvious and easy to figure out. Then again, I

missed a lot of things that were obvious and easy to figure out. The story of my life is that I

miss the most obvious things. This, by the way, is one of the main ideas in Zen Buddhism —

that we miss the most obvious things.I was probably kind of distracted at that time, anyway. I

was heavily into music in those days. Being into music was another thing that does not run in

my family yet was very important to me. I started playing guitar when I was fourteen. The

summer before I enrolled at KSU I joined the hardcore punk band Zero Defex as their bass

player. In those days I thought maybe the answer to the meaning of life might be found in punk

rock. Punk was rock music with a purpose, a meaning. Zero Defex had a song called “Drop the

A-Bomb on Me.” It was an eighteen-second rant against nuclear proliferation. All our songs

meant something, either politically or socially. We were a band that could not be content

singing songs about sex and partying.Meanwhile, back at KSU, I took classes in Western

philosophy. Some of them were interesting, but I felt like Western philosophy was never going

to help me find the answers I was looking for. I kept scanning the KSU catalog for anything



remotely related to Hinduism. But there was nothing on offer.Then, around my third or fourth

semester at KSU, I spotted a class in the catalog called Zen Buddhism. It wasn’t offered by the

philosophy department. Rather, it was part of what KSU called the “Experimental College.” The

Experimental College offered classes in weird stuff like parapsychology and existential basket

weaving. And Zen Buddhism. You didn’t get college credit for these classes because, obviously,

what university would give you college credit for studying something as crazy and out-there as

parapsychology, existential basket weaving, or Zen Buddhism?Obviously I’m being sarcastic.

But apparently that was Kent State’s view of Zen Buddhism in the early eighties. It seems

absurd to me now that they wouldn’t give you credit for studying a legitimate branch of one of

the world’s oldest, most well-established, and most important religions. Ironically, the one class

I took at KSU that had the most influence on my subsequent career does not even appear on

my transcripts.That class literally changed my life.3. WHAT AM I DOING HERE?, PART

2DONGSHAN LIANGJIE, WHO is known as Tozan Ryokai in Japan (because that’s how

Japanese people pronounce the Chinese characters in his name), first got into Zen when he

heard a line from the Heart Sutra. The Heart Sutra is a very short piece — the whole thing fits

on a single page, unlike most sutras, which are hundreds or thousands of pages long. One of

the lines of the Heart Sutra says, “No eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, no

mind.”When ten-year-old Tozan heard a Zen teacher chanting that line, he touched his face

and said, “You just said that I have no eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind. But I can

clearly feel my own eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body, and I experience these things through

my mind.”The Zen teacher was impressed. Not many people question Zen teachers so directly.

But the teacher didn’t know how to answer. He told Tozan to continue his studies with other

teachers who might be able to help.You might wonder why Tozan didn’t just decide that the

Heart Sutra was a load of crap because it said things that clearly were not true. But Tozan was

also aware that the Heart Sutra was a respected piece of literature and that it was considered

one of the most profound teachings in all of Buddhism. Buddhism was an important philosophy

to a whole lot of people in many different countries. Clearly people got something important out

of that sutra. Tozan decided to try to find out what that something was. Many years later Tozan

went on to become one of the founding teachers in the lineage of Zen that I practice.I imagine

that Tozan’s experience of first hearing the Heart Sutra must have been something like mine.

So instead of telling you what happened to Tozan, let me tell you about what happened to

me.My instructor for the Zen Buddhism class I took at Kent State was a skinny, funny white guy

named Tim McCarthy. Absolutely no one’s idea of a typical Zen master.I should stop here and

explain why I mentioned that he was a white guy. This was the early 1980s. At that point it was

pretty unusual to encounter a teacher of Zen Buddhism who was not Japanese, Korean,

Chinese, or from some other country in Asia. Non-Asian Buddhist teachers were a new thing

back then. I’m not sure who was the first person outside Asia to become a Buddhist teacher.

But the first place I am aware of that started ordaining non-Asian Buddhist teachers on a

regular basis was the San Francisco Zen Center (SFZC), and they didn’t start doing it until the

end of the 1960s. If they were not the very first to ordain non-Asian Buddhist teachers, they

were certainly among the first.SFZC was established by a guy named Shunryu Suzuki Roshi.

Roshi, by the way, is a term than means something like “respected elder teacher.” It’s not an

official designation of rank. It’s just something that we in the Zen tradition call teachers that we

respect. It’s not something you’d ever call yourself, though. Calling yourself “Roshi” is a little like

calling yourself something like “the world’s greatest lover.” If someone else calls you that it

makes sense. If you call yourself that, you just sound ridiculous.Suzuki Roshi had been sent

from Japan in 1959 to head up a little temple in San Francisco called Soko-ji. No one expected



him to do anything much more than minister to a few Japanese expats living in San Francisco.

But by the early sixties, Zen was becoming a hip thing to read about, especially among the

beatniks. A few of those beatniks realized there was an actual Zen temple in their city and

decided to go check it out.It must have been kind of weird for those guys to go to a temple that

clearly was intended to be a gathering space for Japanese people. They must have felt like

total outsiders. But Suzuki welcomed them. What’s more, he was impressed that, unlike a lot of

the Japanese members of the congregation, these young people were interested in actually

doing zazen, the meditation practice in Zen Buddhism. In Japan Zen Buddhism is one of the

most popular religions. Yet very few Japanese people meditate, even if they consider

themselves Zen Buddhists.After a while, there were so many of these non-Japanese folks at

Soko-ji that they decided to set up a new place down the road and call it the San Francisco

Zen Center. Soko-ji is still there, by the way. But these days it’s dwarfed by what was once its

baby brother, the San Francisco Zen Center.By the 1970s, SFZC was starting to ordain some

of those former beatniks as monks on a fairly regular basis. After a while a few other Zen

centers sprang up in other cities, and they started ordaining people too. Pretty soon there were

dozens of non-Asian Zen Buddhist monks. My first teacher was one of them.In the early

eighties there might have been, at most, a few hundred non-Asian Zen Buddhist monks in

America as well as a few dozen in Europe, and maybe a handful in other places like South

America, Australia, and elsewhere outside Asia. But they were still a rarity. For me to actually

encounter one of them in northeast Ohio, of all places, was pretty surprising. I remember being

a little suspicious the first day of class that a white guy could possibly know anything about Zen

Buddhism.That first day, Tim read to us his teacher Kobun Chino Otogawa Roshi’s translation

of the Heart Sutra, which I’ll tell you about a little later. Kobun had been brought over to the US

in 1967 at the request of Shunryu Suzuki, whose non-Japanese congregation had grown too

large to be served by Suzuki alone.Kobun was an interesting character. He was full of

contradictions. Suzuki Roshi brought Kobun to the States because Kobun was such a master

at Zen ceremonies. Sometimes people are surprised at how formalized and ceremonial Zen

Buddhism can get. Yet although Kobun was really good at this formal, ceremonial stuff, by all

accounts the man himself was very laid back and not at all the kind of uptight guy you’d expect

a master of Zen ceremonial forms to be. There are books full of funny stories about Kobun, and

I heard a lot of those kinds of stories from Tim. He was kind of a Zen comedian.Kobun was

also a bit of a mystic. Nishijima Roshi, my ordaining teacher, whom we’ll meet in the next

chapter, tended to talk in very concrete, down-to-earth terms. The few talks of Kobun’s that

have been preserved are full of beautiful flights into the more mystical side of Zen philosophy.

Tim could be like that too. I’m grateful that I got both sides of Zen from my two main teachers

— the very meat-and-potatoes stuff from Nishijima Roshi and Kobun’s mystical side through

Tim.But let’s get back to the Heart Sutra. As I said, unlike some sutras that are thousands of

pages long, the Heart Sutra can be printed on a single sheet of paper, with plenty of room left

over to draw band logos and pictures of dinosaurs, which is what I usually did with the

handouts I received at college. But I did not do that with my handout of the Heart

Sutra.Because the Heart Sutra blew my tiny little teenage mind. The most famous line in the

Heart Sutra is “form is emptiness, emptiness is form.” I remember nearly weeping when I heard

that line. I had no idea in the world what it meant, but I knew somehow that it was right and that

it was exactly what I needed to hear.Tim also taught us how to do zazen on that first day of

class. So I started doing it every morning and every evening.Maybe this is where I should say a

few things about faith. Sometimes the word faith means believing in things you can’t prove or

that you haven’t experienced for yourself. For example, I never saw Jesus walk on water. But



while I was a student at Kent State I was once told by some guy from the Campus Christian

Ministries that I ought to have faith that he did. I was incapable of that kind of faith.But there’s

another way of understanding the word faith. Sometimes it’s a synonym for trust. I trusted that

Tim McCarthy was not lying to me. He didn’t seem crazy either. He’d been doing zazen since

he was a little kid. It seemed to have done him some good. Plus, there was a whole tradition of

people all over the world who’d also experienced the benefits of zazen for themselves. The

things those people said in their books might have been odd, but they didn’t seem crazy.I’ve

now known Tim for well over thirty years. I even lived with him for a while. But I don’t know

much about him. I think he’s from Ohio originally. I know his family is Irish Catholic but that his

mom converted to some form of evangelical Protestantism. Tim once told me that his mom had

decided he, Tim, wasn’t going to hell because he’d been baptized but that he was leading other

people — like me, for example — to hell by teaching them about Buddhism. I know he started

doing zazen around his middle school years after a chance encounter with a Buddhist teacher

whose name he no longer remembers. Later he studied with a teacher who called himself

Reverend Thayer. He briefly studied with Joshu Sasaki Roshi, Leonard Cohen’s Zen teacher.

But Tim’s main teacher was Kobun Chino Otogawa Roshi.A lot of time a Zen student’s

relationship with his or her teacher takes on a father-son or father-daughter or mother-son or

motherdaughter sort of vibe. This is because often your Zen teacher tends to be old enough to

be your parent. But Tim was pretty close in age to me. In fact, he was almost exactly ten years

older. His birthday is just a few weeks before mine. So it was never a father-son kind of thing

with us.Tim smelled like garlic and made sounds like a duck. The garlic smell came from the

cloves of raw garlic he ate daily for health reasons. The duck sounds were inspired by a group

of old guys who hung out near one of the monasteries he trained at in California who made

quacking sounds when reacting to certain things people said. Sometimes Tim’s duck sounds

meant something you said was funny. Sometimes they meant you said something stupid.

Sometimes they seemed completely random.Tim was into Frank Zappa, who I also loved. He

could quote parts of Zappa’s obscene rock opera 200 Motels from memory, including the

spoken-word sections of the song “Penis Dimensions.” He was also a musician. But unlike me,

Tim was a serious musician. I was just the bass player in a punk rock band. Tim composed

orchestral pieces for fun. I never actually heard any of his compositions.Tim was a big fan of

Star Trek and The Prisoner, a British TV series about a James Bond–type spy who tries to

retire and then finds himself imprisoned in a bizarre place called the Village. It was a highly

philosophical and weird show. We used to watch it together on his little black-and-white TV set

while munching on popcorn.Tim and I talked about Zen a lot, but Zen wasn’t all or probably

even most of what we talked about. Every so often I recall snippets of our Zen conversations.

But mostly I remember the feeling I got from being around him. He was like an anchor in the

stormy sea of early adulthood I was trying to negotiate. He was a mystic, but he never

advertised that fact. He seemed to want to keep that part hidden. It only came out when the

mood was right.A lot of stuff happened during my twenties. But most of it doesn’t seem to

matter much anymore. After Zero Defex broke up I created a fake band called Dimentia 13 and

put out five albums on an indie label called Midnight Records. That’s how I misspelled the word

dementia, by the way. The band name came from the title of Francis Ford Coppola’s first movie,

which I’d seen on late-night TV once but about which I only remembered the name. I didn’t

know how to spell dementia when I handed over the instructions to my friend Vince Packard,

the artist who did the covers for the first two Dimentia 13 records. He asked me if I really

wanted to spell dementia wrong. I hadn’t noticed it was wrong, but it seemed somehow cool to

misspell it, so I said yes.At the time I wanted to make a career out of making Dimentia 13



records. But I never had a touring band, and I never put in the work necessary to start one. A

few times I put together versions of Dimentia 13 that could play live. But our shows never

attracted many people. Apparently the records sold pretty well in France and Greece, but we

never played there. Maybe we would have been stars if we had.It took me a long, long time to

come to terms with the fact that what I really wanted to do most in life was not be a rock star

but to study and practice Zen. I think I was raised to be too practical to dedicate myself fully to

something as off-the-wall as Zen. Even being a rock and roller for a living seemed more

feasible than that. Even though I’d been to Africa, I was raised to think about things like

someone from Akron, Ohio, would, in terms of nine-to-five jobs with bosses and paychecks.

Running off to a monastery was not on my radar.And anyway, the only Zen monasteries were

in far-flung places like California or upstate New York. One of Tim’s friends went off to

Minneapolis to study with Dainin Katagiri Roshi, another monk that Shunryu Suzuki had

brought over from Japan. Katagiri Roshi’s books are some of my favorite books about Zen

Buddhism these days. I’ll be quoting him a lot in this book.Sometimes I think about how I could

have done that myself. I had the chance to study personally with Katagiri Roshi, a guy I now

recognize as one of the greatest Zen teachers ever. Katagiri Roshi first came to America in the

1960s to serve at Zenshu-ji temple in Little Tokyo in Los Angeles. That’s just a little ways from

where I live now. He also helped Shunryu Suzuki set up the San Francisco Zen Center and

Tassajara Monastery in Northern California.It wouldn’t have been that hard for me to have

practiced with Katagiri Roshi when I first started getting into Zen. He was at the Minneapolis

Zen Center at the time. I was in Ohio. I could easily have packed up and gone out there with

Tim’s other student. But I was too stuck on the idea that I needed to do something practical

with my life. It’s funny the way we think.So I kept working on getting my bachelor’s degree. It

took me something like six years, but I finally did it. But after I got my degree I found there were

no jobs for someone with a BA in Teaching of History. I got that degree because I figured I

could get a job teaching history at a high school. I discovered after a few depressing job

interviews that high schools in Ohio did not hire history teachers. They hired football coaches

who could double as history teachers to justify their paychecks in the off-season. At every

interview I went to I was asked what sport I could coach. When I said I couldn’t coach any

sport, the interviews were essentially over, though out of politeness they usually kept them

going for at least a few more minutes.So instead of teaching high school, I eked out a meager

living doing temp work where I’d be hired for a week here or a couple of days there to replace

someone at one of Akron’s tire factories who was sick or on vacation. Then I worked for a place

that taught adults with intellectual disabilities how to get jobs. Or at least we tried to do that. We

generally failed. After a few years of this, my sister told me that a friend of hers had gotten a

job in Japan teaching English. The Japanese Ministry of Education, it turned out, hired native

English speakers to assist struggling Japanese English teachers. So I applied, and I got the

job.It was in Japan that I met the Zen teacher who would eventually ordain me, a guy named

Gudo Wafu Nishijima.4. THE ETHICS OF ACTIONNISHIJIMA ROSHI WAS a very different

person from Tim McCarthy. For one thing, he was an elderly Japanese man who had a shaven

head and wore Buddhist robes all the time. As far as I know, Tim didn’t even own a set of

Buddhist robes. At first I didn’t like Nishijima Roshi. He seemed arrogant and self-righteous.

When he lectured about Zen he had this sort of my-way-or-the-highway kind of attitude that got

on my nerves. I mean, he never said “my way or the highway,” but he seemed to be saying that

he was the only one who truly understood what Zen was all about. Or so I thought.But let me

backtrack a bit and tell you how I came to know Nishijima Roshi. I found him in a free

newspaper called Tokyo Classified, which was an English-language paper you could find in



places where foreigners hung out, like the Tower Records store in Shinjuku or various places in

the Roppongi district, where all the embassies are located. There was an ad in there about

“Zen Seminars in English” or something like that. They took place on Saturday afternoons in a

room on the campus of Tokyo University.I’d been in Japan for more than a year by then, but I

hadn’t done much Zen stuff. I’d sat zazen by myself in my apartment most days, just like I had

done for ten years already back in Ohio. I didn’t go to Japan to study Zen. I went to Japan for a

job. During my first year in Japan I’d been an assistant English teacher. I had been hired and

brought over to Japan by a program called JET, which stands for Japan Exchange Teaching.

They sent me to a little town called Takaoka, which even most Japanese people can’t locate on

a map.In the year that I worked as a JET teacher, I’d visited three Zen temples. In each case, I

or some other foreigner had arranged the visits and we basically went to the temples and sat

zazen on our own. Tim had told me that his teacher, Kobun, told him that most Japanese Zen

priests had no real interest in teaching Zen to foreigners — or to other Japanese people, for

that matter. According to Kobun, they often had no interest in Zen at all. Many of them inherited

the job of running the family temple from their fathers. And that’s what being a Zen monk was

to them, a job. The monks at those three temples I visited were perfect examples. They just

ignored us.After a year in Takaoka, I got a job in Tokyo with a company called Tsuburaya

Productions. The company was founded by Eiji Tsuburaya, the special-effects director for all

the classic Godzilla movies of the fifties and sixties. Tsuburaya Productions made a TV series

called Ultraman, which was not a cartoon but a live-action TV series. Each episode was like a

miniature Godzilla movie. In every episode a monster — portrayed by a stuntman in an ugly

rubber costume — would threaten some Japanese city — portrayed by little buildings made of

plywood. Ultraman was a giant superhero from outer space — also portrayed by a stuntman in

a rubber costume — who would beat up the monster and save the world week after week. The

show was massively popular in Japan and is still going strong more than fifty years after its

debut.My job with the JET program had an automatic cut-off point. You weren’t allowed to be a

JET teacher for more than three years. So when I was doing that job I wasn’t thinking about

living in Japan very long. But once I started working for Tsuburaya Productions I realized I

might be staying in Japan indefinitely. That’s when I started trying to find a Zen teacher over

there, which led me to Nishijima Roshi.Unlike those monks who had ignored us back in

Takaoka, Nishijima Roshi was deeply interested in teaching Zen to non-Japanese people. He’d

gotten interested in Zen as a teenager when he was in a used bookstore and came across a

copy of Dogen’s book Shobogenzo. He was fascinated to find a book written in his own

language that he could not understand at all. He wanted to know what this strange book was

about.In his twenties, he started attending lectures and retreats run by Kodo Sawaki, the

famous “homeless” monk who sought to revive the practice of zazen in Japanese Zen

Buddhism. Sawaki Roshi wasn’t literally homeless. But they called him homeless because he

had no temple of his own, at least not until late in life. His homelessness set him apart from

monks who had begrudgingly inherited the business of running a temple, like the monks who’d

ignored us in Takaoka.Sawaki was an orphan who’d been raised by an uncle and aunt who

were more interested in drinking and gambling than raising a child. When he was sixteen,

Sawaki ran away from home. He walked all the way from the outskirts of Nagoya to Eihei-ji, the

temple Dogen had established eight hundred years earlier, and told them he wanted to

become a monk. At first they didn’t want to accept him, but Sawaki was persistent.Sawaki

studied and practiced Soto-style Zen at Eihei-ji for a time, then practiced Pure Land Buddhism

for a bit, and then Yogacara (Vijnanavada or “Consciousness Only”) Buddhism for a little while,

before returning to Zen and receiving dharma transmission in that lineage. He became



convinced that Dogen’s style of shikantaza — “just sitting” — meditation was what the world

needed most and traveled around Japan teaching it to anyone who wanted to learn about it.

Lots more details of Sawaki’s fascinating life can be found in Arthur Braverman’s book

Discovering the True Self: Kodo Sawaki’s Art of Zen Meditation, which also contains a selection

of Sawaki’s writings on Zen practice.When he wasn’t following Kodo Sawaki around, Kazuo

Nishijima, as my teacher was known before he was ordained, got himself a law degree and a

job at the Japanese Ministry of Finance. Nishijima told me he had wanted to ordain as a monk

with Sawaki Roshi, but there was some sort of miscommunication, and the ordination never

happened. After Sawaki’s death in 1965, Nishijima continued practicing with Rempo Niwa

Roshi, who was the head of the Soto sect and abbot of Eihei-ji. In 1973 Niwa Roshi ordained

Nishijima as a monk and gave him the dharma name Gudo, meaning “the Way of Stupidity.” He

also gave Nishijima dharma transmission, which gave him permission to teach Zen as an

independent teacher.Because Nishijima Roshi wanted to teach Zen to non-Japanese people,

he taught himself English by buying a set of instructional tapes and diligently following every

lesson. He even considered moving to the United States as several other Japanese Zen

teachers had done, although ultimately he decided against it.Instead, beginning in the 1980s,

he taught a class in English about Zen and the philosophy of Eihei Dogen every Saturday

afternoon in a room at Tokyo University as part of what the university called its Young

Buddhists Association. He also worked on a complete English translation of Dogen’s

masterwork, Shobogenzo, aka The Treasury of the True Dharma Eye, with a British student of

his named Mike Cross.Shobogenzo is a very long book. Nishijima Roshi had published two

volumes of it by the time I started going to his classes in 1994, and the final two volumes came

out while I was studying with him. This was only the second time anyone had attempted to

translate the entirety of Shobogenzo into English, and the previous version was by then long

out of print. For a few years, the Nishijima/Cross translation was the only complete version of

Shobogenzo available in English. There are a few others these days, but Nishijima Roshi’s is

still the best translation, if you ask me. Then again, I’m biased.Besides Shobogenzo, Nishijima

Roshi also published a number of shorter works in English about his take on Dogen’s

philosophy of Zen. One of these was a twelve-page pamphlet called “The Ethics of Action.”

Since this book is about ethics, I’d like to talk about what my teacher wrote on the subject.He

starts off this pamphlet by saying there are two basic categories of ethics: “ethics based on

mind, which are founded upon idealistic criteria, and ethics based on the senses, which are

founded upon materialistic criteria.”Ethics based on mind, he says, are the ones we are most

familiar with. Religious ethics, for example, fall in this category. He defines this style of ethics as

being absolute. This idea is best expressed in a slogan you sometimes see on bumper stickers

in America: God said it, I believe it, that settles it. To follow these ethics is one of the goals of a

religious life.Ethics based on the senses, Nishijima Roshi says, are materialistic ethics. For a

materialist, what is comfortable is good and what is uncomfortable is bad. Often materialistic

thinkers have denied the value of ethics and morals. “But,” writes Nishijima Roshi, “I believe

that even the denial of ethical criteria is itself an ethical criterion; and so I think that there does

exist a materialistic ethical criterion.”Buddhist ethics, Nishijima Roshi says, are different. They

are based not on ideas or on sense perception but on action. But, he says, we need to define

what action is. To do this, he quotes a portion of “Genjo Koan,” probably Dogen’s most famous

piece of writing. The quotation is a little long, but it’s important. So I’m going to use it all. It’s a

little odd, like all of Dogen’s writing. But don’t worry. I’ll explain the weird parts. The quotation

Nishijima Roshi uses goes like this:When fish swim in water, though they keep swimming,

there is no end to the water. When birds fly in the sky, though they keep flying, there is no end



to the sky. At the same time, fish and birds have never left the water or the sky. When activity is

great, usage is great. When necessity is small, usage is small.Acting in this state, none fails to

realize its limitations at every moment, and none fails to somersault freely at every place; but if

a bird leaves the sky it will die at once, and if a fish leaves the water it will die at once. So we

can understand that the water is life and that the sky is life. Birds are life and fish are life. It may

be that life is birds and life is fish. And beyond this there may still be further progress. The

existence of practice and experience, the existence of a lifetime and a life, are like this.This

being so, a bird or fish that tried to understand the water or the sky completely, before

swimming or flying, could never find its way or find its place in the water or in the sky. When we

find this place, this action inevitably realizes the Universe. When we find this way, this action is

inevitably the state of the realized Universe itself.This way and this place are neither great nor

small; they are neither subjective nor objective; neither have they existed since the past nor do

they appear in the present; and so they exist here like this. When a person is practicing and

experiencing the Buddha’s truth in this state, to get one dharma is to penetrate one dharma,

and to meet one act is to perform one act.This is the state in which the place exists and the

way is mastered, and this is why the object of recognition is not clearly defined because the

recognition and the perfect realization are experienced together. Do not think that what is

attained will inevitably become self-conscious and be recognized by the intellect. The

experience of the ultimate state is realized at once. At the same time, the mystery of existence

is not always made manifest. Realization is the state of ambiguity itself.Sorry for the long

quotation! But I feel like Dogen wrote “Genjo Koan” so concisely that not a single word is

wasted. I didn’t want to cut anything out.In his explanation of this quotation, Nishijima Roshi

writes that our life and our surroundings are part of a single continuum. That’s what Dogen is

talking about when he says that stuff about fish and water and birds and the sky. This is not our

usual way of thinking of things. We tend to imagine that we are something separate from our

surroundings. But action, Nishijima Roshi writes, always takes place somewhere. The action

and the place in which it occurs, he says, are indivisible.Surroundings, by the way, doesn’t just

mean physical space. It also refers to the times you live in, the attitudes you’ve absorbed from

the people you’ve interacted with, and much more. It’s who and what you are, meshed with

where and when you are.Nishijima Roshi points out that Dogen identifies the scale of our

action with the action itself. Dogen says, “None fails to realize its limitations at every moment,

and none fails to somersault freely at every place.” About this, Nishijima Roshi says, “Our

action always fills up the Universe, which is simply the limits of each concrete situation; and we

are always free in the state of action.”Our action always fills up the universe. When I first met

the old man and he said stuff like that, I just thought he was trying to be poetic. I didn’t know

yet that he meant it literally. This approximately infinite universe is also very small.Did I ever

really understand Nishijima Roshi? One time he told me that I understood him completely. I

think maybe I knew what he meant by that when he said it. Yet, on a personal level, I wonder if

I knew him at all the way normal people who say they know each other know each other.He

was a short guy. He barely came up to my shoulder, and I’m just an inch taller than Tom

Cruise, who is apparently everyone’s go-to guy for “people who are short.” As tiny as the old

man was, he had a commanding presence. He had utter confidence in himself, which made

everything he said compelling. I may not have believed everything he said, but I knew he

believed it. And what’s more, I knew he meant it!
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