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The Blue Cliff Record, Case 1 
Bodhidharma: Emptiness 

 
Robert Aitken Roshi1 

 
The Record 
Emperor Wu of Liang asked the great master Bodhidharma, “What is the first principle of the holy 
teaching?” 
Bodhidharma said, “Emptiness, nothing holy.” 
The Emperor asked, “Who is facing me?” 
Bodhidharma said, “I don’t know.” The Emperor did not understand. Bodhidharma then crossed the 
Yangtze River and went on to the kingdom of Wei. 
Later, the Emperor took up this matter with Duke Chih and asked him about it. Chih said, “Your 
Majesty, do you know who that was?” 
The Emperor said, “I don’t know.” 
Chih said, “That was the Great Personage Kuan-yin, conveying the mind-seal of the Buddha.” The 
Emperor felt regretful and wanted to send an emissary to invite Bodhidharma to return, but Chih 
said, “Your Majesty, don’t say you’ll send someone to bring him back. Even if everyone in the 
whole country were to go after him, he wouldn’t return.” 
 
Personae 
Emperor Wu, Wu-ti (Butei) ruled 502-529, Liang (Ryô) Dynasty, southern China. 
Bodhidharma, 28th Indian teacher in the traditional ancestral lineage and the first of the founding 
teachers in China, d. about 532, teacher of Hui-k’o (Eka). 
Duke Chih (Shi), the priest Pao-chih (Hôshi), n.d., Wu’s religious advisor. 
 
Teishô 
Buddhism had been established in China for five hundred years when the Emperor Wu ascended the 
throne of Liang. He was an especially devout and learned follower. He wrote commentaries on 
Prajnaparamita literature and on the Nirvana Sutra. During his reign of forty-seven years, he 
convened a total of sixteen Dharma assemblies, at which he would sometimes don a monk’s robe 
and explicate a sutra. These were great gatherings, it is said, with as many as fifty thousand people 
taking part. Era names were changed in honour of these occasions. General amnesty was given to 
criminals. During the conventions, the Emperor would work as a menial for a while at a Buddhist 
temple. He gave of his own treasure to Buddhist establishments, and also set up a system of dana, 
whereby wealthy patrons of Buddhism could deposit their money as endowments of temples and 
monasteries. He was, we can understand, known as the Imperial Bodhisattva. 

This much we know from historical records.2 The story of Wu’s encounter with Bodhidharma 
may be historically accurate, but it is more likely to be folklore, or folklore elaborated from a minor 
incident. It is folklore that instructs us on the sacred path, after all, not history. Even if 
Bodhidharma can be proved to be fictional, it won’t matter. Metaphor is our handmaiden, not 
Professor Dryasdust. We smile at Karate aficionados claiming that Bodhidharma introduced their 
martial art to China, but who are we to be smug! Let’s make a bargain. Bodhidharma never came to 
China. Let’s give up our claim to historical authenticity completely! How about human 
authenticity? 

The story is that Bodhidharma appeared in the Kingdom of Liang after a long career in India 
as a master of the Buddha Way. His distinguished reputation preceded him, and the Emperor invited 
him to an audience. It did not go well for the Emperor. He first asked, “I have endowed hundreds of 

                                                
1 This teishô was first published in News from Kaimu, No.2, 1977. 
2 Kenneth Ch’en, Buddhism in China: A Historical Survey (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1964), pp.125-
26. 
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temple and monasteries, and endorsed the ordination of thousand of monks and nuns; what is my 
merit?” 

Bodhidharma replied, “No merit.” 
Merit, here, is the compound word kung-te. Both elements of this term mean “merit;” kung 

refers to an act of benevolence, while te is the authority one accumulates with selfless conduct that 
is appropriate for the world. It is the te of the Tao-te ching, translated by Arthur Waley as The Way 
and Its Power. With each act of rectitude, your acknowledgement by others and your inner 
assurance builds a little, like incense-ash building in its receptacle. Among traditional peoples, te by 
whatever name is the path to the status of elder, and in all culture the nobility of a Vaclav Havel, an 
Eleanor Roosevelt, or a Nelson Mandela, is widely acknowledged. 

Bodhidharma’s denial of kung-te—a denial that action leads to consequence, a denial of 
karma itself—was grounded in timeless experience. Bodhidharma was making a point beyond 
points, and the Emperor was astute enough to sense this much. He had the flexibility of an 
experienced interlocutor. It wasn’t the first time that he retreated in a religious encounter, and posed 
a different question.3 

If there is no merit in saving the many beings, he might be saying, if indeed I have no merit in 
establishing a dana system to accumulate large donations and disperse them for the benefit of the 
Dharma, then let’s look deeper. 

He knew from his discussions with Dharma Master Lou-yüeh, Fu Ta-shih, Prince Chao-ming, 
and other wise Buddhist teachers of his time that appearance is the conventional and the real is its 
vacancy. Yet the two, he knew, are one. Form and emptiness are the same. As Yüan-wu implies in 
his commentary on this exchange, this is surely what the emperor had in mind when he asked, 
“What is the first principle of the holy teaching?”4 

Bodhidharma was ready with a response every bit as uncompromising as his first reply. 
“Emptiness,” he said, “nothing holy.” How many people have bowed in reverence at such a holy 
teaching!—without a speck of irony! Yüan-wu quotes his teacher, Wu-tsu, saying, “if you can just 
see into ‘Emptiness, nothing holy,’ then you can return home and sit in peace.”5 

Can you do that? It is at this point that you are vulnerable to the scrutiny of the ancients. You 
are vulnerable to the scrutiny of your spouse and children, your colleagues and superiors and the 
teller at the bank. How do you show Bodhidharma’s position? At the bank, for example? 

The emperor then asked, “Who is facing me?” Some say this was the defence of a veteran 
colloquist who had reached the end of his seasoned patience and felt his back against the wall. Wu 
uses the imperial “me” here, a pronoun reserved for the Son of Heaven. Was he getting on his high 
horse a little? 

No, it seems that the Emperor was not a defensive kind of person. Reading his brief 
biography in Kenneth Ch’en’s Buddhism in China, I find a man who took his role as emperor 
seriously, but did not let it master him.6 I think he was simply making a final effort to understand 
Bodhidharma’s message: “You say there is no such thing as essential truth. Well then, who are you, 
at your advanced age, with your distinguished reputation, all dressed up as a priest of truth, to say 
that the first principle of the holy teaching is empty and not holy?” 

Bodhidharma looses his final shaft. “I don’t know.” It was his last endeavour to convey the 
fundamental fact of facts to the Emperor Wu—the cap to his earlier responses. Patiently, 
compassionately, he had made the same point, first this way, then that, There is no merit, there is no 
first principle, and there is nothing holy. There is nothing at all. Finally he says in effect, “I can’t 
even say anything about myself.” 

I take a leaf from Wu-tsu: Unless you can acknowledge “I don’t know” to the very bottom, 
you can never return home and sit in peace. Instead you will live your life to the very end in 
meaningless yakity yakity. 

                                                
3  Ibid., pp.126-27. 
4 Thomas and J.C Cleary, The Blue Cliff Record (Boston: Shambala, 1992), p.3. 
5 Cf. ibid. 
6 Chen, op.cit., pp.124-28. 



 5 

Furthermore, if you come before a true teacher and, with a show of consequence, chant, “I 
don’t know,” you still might be turned away. The words themselves, however emphasized, are not 
necessarily the message of the old founder. How do you see Bodhidharma here, confronting his 
Imperial Majesty with the inexpressible verity? 

Just as form and emptiness are the basic complementarity of Mahayana Buddhism in its 
metaphysics, so intimacy with the other and the unequivocal void are the basic complementarity of 
Mahayana experience. We perceive forms in our earliest childhood, and begin to experience 
intimacy with the other in puberty, not only sexually, but also in nature and in the arts. Emptiness is 
still unseen, however, Bodhidharma and his great successors take students in hand to show that all 
perceptions are totally vacant. We evolve from what John Keats called the “sole self” to the 
universal, and from there with rigorous practice to realize vast and fathomless nothingness. The sole 
self does not work in a relationship, and even an expanded self must go on to drop both the universe 
and the one who perceives. Then the self and forms of the world can be seen as they are, in their 
colours and sounds and textures, in their beauty and ugliness—essentially without any substance 
whatever.7 

It is not merely that I see that all things are void, but I myself am unknown and unknowable. 
This is by no means merely the experience of an undifferentiated vacuum. It is liberation at last. 

 
The mind-mirror shines brilliantly, without obstruction, 
Its light reaching worlds as countless as sands of the Ganges. 
The ten-thousand things are all reflected here, 
Illuminated perfectly, neither inside nor outside.8 
 
Teachers worth their salt will nod patiently, or perhaps glower impatiently while students 

rhapsodize upon oneness, and will wait until these student can truly show “I don’t know” with a 
radiant smile and flashing eyes, before proceeding further. 

Bodhidharma’s not-knowing differs profoundly, of course, from the phenomenon called the 
“Den of Mara” or cave of Satan, where one is stuck in emptiness, and nothing matters. In this 
mistaken view, there is no distinction between old and young, male and female, virtue and vice. 
Nothing happens except paralysis. Over and over, the literature on Zen Buddhism renews the 
archetype of the Buddha Shakyamuni, arising from his Samadhi beneath the Bodhi-tree to seek out 
his five disciples in Benares. His liberation and ours brings weighty responsibility. You can’t stay 
under the Bodhi-tree. You can’t go on babbling, “I don’t know” and “Nothing special.” 

This does not diminish the experience under the Bodhi-tree. Even paticca-samuppada, co-
dependent arising, the classical Buddhist view of attitudes, actions and conditions—and their 
interdependence,9 remains an incomplete perception, unless it is clear in peak experience that 
everything is void, empty, vacant. Even the marvellous panorama of the Hua-yen, with its model of 
the universe as a multidimensional net with each point containing all other points,10 is just a 
romantic notion unless it is realized by the one with no skull and no skin. 

Unfortunately Bodhidharma could not get the message of essential emptiness across, and so 
departed. “Your Majesty,” asked the Duke, “Do you know who that was?” “I don’t know,” the 
Emperor replied. Yüan-wu asks, “is this ‘I don’t know’ the same as Bodhidharma’s ‘I don’t 
know?’”11 

Bodhidharma put aside any thought that he might convert the Emperor from devotion and 
scholarship to the freedom of a great laugh, and that enlightenment might influence the masses of 
                                                
7 For a learned disquisition on the complementarity of form and emptiness, see Donald S. Lopez, The Heart Sutra 
Explained: Indian and Tibetan Commentaries (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York, 1988), pp.57-93. 
8 Cf. Yung-chia, “Song of Realising the Way,” Nelson Foster and Jack Shoemaker, The Roaring Stream: A New Zen 
Reader (Hopewell, N.J.: The Ecco Press, 1996), p.27. 
9 Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1974), pp.53-54. 
10 Thomas Cleary, Entry into the Inconceivable: an Introduction to Hua-yen Buddhism (Honolulu, University of Hawaii 
Press, 1983), p.33. 
11 Cleary and Cleary, The Blue Cliff Record, p.4. 
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the Chinese people. He crossed the Yangtze River—on a reed, they say—and journeyed to the 
kingdom of Wei in Western China. There he found a ruined temple, and took up residence in a cave 
behind it, facing a wall of zazen for the last nine years of his life. Four disciples gathered, three men 
and one woman, including the monk we venerate as Hui-k’o Ta-shih, through who the Dharma line 
descended, ultimately in another seven generations to blossom in the efflorescence of Ch’an 
Buddhism during the T’ang period. 

Several Chinese masters in our great tradition found homes in the imperial courts and became 
advisors to the emperors of their time. Later we find imperial advisors in Korea, Vietnam and 
Japan. Other masters endeavoured to share the Dharma treasure exoterically through garden design, 
poetry, drama, and martial arts; still others like Bankei, Bassui, and Hakuin had large lay 
followings. However, the image of Zen Buddhism as a rigorous teaching for the few has never been 
completely lost. It is a way that is open to all and generous of intention, in keeping with the 
Mahayana ethic, but it is also one of such difficulty that few seekers possess the resolve needed to 
see it through to fulfilment. 

Duke Chih, a priest the Emperor held in highest regard, intuitively understood Bodhidharma. 
He is the Great Personage, the Mahasattva Kuan-yin, the Duke said, the incarnation of mercy and 
compassion, bearing the mind-seal of the Buddha. He is conveying the transmission of the Buddha 
that has passed from mind to mind for twenty-eight generations. And he won’t come back, ever, 
ever, ever, 

The Emperor felt remorseful at the time, and indeed for the rest of his life. When 
Bodhidharma died, the Emperor mourned him, and personally wrote an inscription for his 
monument. It read: 

 
Alas! I saw him without seeing him; 
I met him without meeting him; 
I encountered him without encountering him; 
Now as before I regret this deeply.12 

 
“He wrings his hands and beats his breast, addressing a plea to the sky,” as Yüan-wu says.13 

But the Emperor further eulogized Bodhidharma by saying, “If your mind exists, you are stuck in 
the mundane for eternity. If it does not exist, you experience wondrous enlightenment instantly.”14 
He gained some insight at last, it seems, but he could not meet again with the old foreigner to have 
it examined. 

Many of us have had the experience of missing the truth on the first round. When I was 
sixteen or so my Sunday-evening class at Central Union Church in Honolulu took up non-Christian 
faiths. We visited the Honpa Hongwanju Mission, the local headquarters of the Jodo Shinshu school 
of Buddhism, and heard a talk by the Venerable Ernest Hunt, a Theosophist turned Buddhist, who 
was a priest of that temple. He held forth on the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path, and I 
thought it was the driest, most boring lecture I had ever heard in my whole life. Yet thirty years 
later Dr. Hunt and I were fast friends, and we exchanged insights with delight. 

If Bodhidharma would not return to the palace, why didn’t the Emperor hitch up his robes and 
chase after him? He couldn’t. Maybe he could do menial work in a monastery during a Dharma 
assembly, but everybody knew this was part of his role as the Imperial Bodhisattva. As Emperor, 
however, he couldn’t go haring off in somebody else’s kingdom, even in disguise. He probably 
didn’t even consider it. He was imprisoned by his position. 

If, as Wu-men says, the truth is like a racehorse that dashes by your window and you miss it 
because you blink,15 then it is important to place yourself where it can dash by again, and again, 
until you finally get a glimpse of it. 

                                                
12 Cf. ibid., p.5. 
13 Ibid., p.6. 
14 Ibid., p.5. 
15 Robert Aitken, The Gateless Barrier: The Wu-men kuan (Mumonkan) (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1990), p.3. 
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Do you have a glimpse? How do you see Bodhidharma as he makes his three responses? 
Please don’t begin your reply with, “Well. I think he is …” That puts the old boy back in the sixth 
century halfway round the world, speaking in a foreign language (probably with a terrible accent), 
in a setting that would intimidate us all. Jump free of history and geography! This is not a story 
about long ago and far away. It is my story and yours—our guide to mature humanity. 
 

 
 
 

Midnight Chandelier 
 

Doug Mason 
 

it is midnight 
I walk into the field of jewels 
a billion fortunes - 
diamonds cast randomly 
into the great vault 
of the firmament 
 
I hold out my arms 
offering, inviting 
listening 
not shouting 
not Lear on the heath 
 
The stars begin to move 
jiggling in place 
dancing madly, privately 
all chaos 
 
Did I command the stars 
Could I summon the stars 
to come to me 
Could I summon 
a single star 
to come down here to me 
 
No - 
it is all so vast 
the great grand canyon 
of heavenly space 
vast upon vast 
a scale beyond scale 

and yet 
taking the wholeness 
of all the stars, in just our galaxy 
the galaxy we call home 
this impossible chandelier 
sparkling, 
and surely warm with life 
 
taking this wholeness 
here before us 
we wonder - 
could there not be 
a cosmic community 
are there beings 
that can see us 
could we one day 
as a civilisation 
mature in the practice of civilisation 
join this community 
 
oh, heaven 
what would come then 
 
can matter 
can be transcended 
is this 
the destiny 
the metamorphosis 
of a universe 
from big bang 
to mind 
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Mysterious Cloud 
 

Subhana Barzaghi Roshi 
 
In the last rays of light she peeled off her pink petticoat, 
revealing a lone cloud hugging the ground at the paddock’s end. 
I thought maybe some great soul had descended amongst us, 
gracing us with their presence. 
The white mysterious cloud beckoned. 
Curious, I strolled down though the mown grass, 
to pay my respects. 
Who are you? I inquired. 
Standing in the translucent light the softest, 
lightest rain, caressed my cheeks. 
My name is Mysterious Cloud, she said, 
Why that’s my name! I said, Myô Un An.  
So it is, she moistly whispered and danced off down the paddock. 
I felt extraordinarily blessed to be kissed by a cloud. 
 
There has been a long history of deep zazen held in the extraordinary nature surrounding Kodoji 
Temple that seeps through a very porous line between oneself and the nature of this forgotten 
valley. The moon rising over the sandstone cliffs, the meandering creek, the black cockatoos and 
mysterious clouds awaken this deep affinity. 

Entering the mysterious cloud of your own nature is an intimate experience of fulfilment 
along the ancient noble path. It is why we rise in the early hours of the morning, sit in the dharma 
hall facing the walls of the mind, bow, chant and walk, so that we can awaken out of the dream to 
that which is nameless and formless. 

I have a particular affinity with mysterious clouds. Myô Un An is my teaching name, which 
was given to me by Aitken Roshi and John Tarrant Roshi, and means Temple of the Mysterious 
Cloud.  In the Diamond Sangha there is a long line of five generations of teachers with ‘Un,’ cloud 
names, starting with Harada Roshi, Yamada Roshi, Aitken Roshi and his dharma heirs and more 
recently my dharma heirs. A cloud name is like ones house or family name, thus Diamond Sangha 
teachers belong to the cloud house lineage. In Japan, monks were often referred to as Unsui (which 
means cloud and water) because they had taken up the path of renunciation and lived a life of 
detachment, flowing and floating through this ephemeral world. In a similar way we are all like 
clouds passing through the empty sky, transient and without permanent substance. 

Enlightenment is known by different names in the Zen tradition, satori, kensho, essential 
nature, emptiness, nirvana, dharmakaya, the deathless, the unborn, true intimacy and at times is 
called the numinous mystery. ‘Mystery’ in the deepest spiritual sense is that which is inexplicable 
and unsolvable by rational logic, yet it is solvable by the awakened heart.  My teaching name, Myô 
Un, Mysterious Cloud, has a layered resonance with truth and transience. Dharma names are also a 
poignant reminder and an invitation to realise and embody the great mystery beyond name and 
form. 

However, in ordinary consciousness we can see how easily we get caught up in the labels, 
names and roles we inhabit in our lives. A significant attachment and identification to who we think 
we are is with name and form (called nama rupa in Pali) that has been reinforced through years of 
conditioning. Some one calls out your name and you instantly automatically respond. Our name 
suddenly draws us to attention. Seeing through name and form, which is only a limited version of 
who we are, is an important step towards freedom. The true spirit of Zen is to inquire into, what is 
your true name before your parents were born?   

The master asked the monk, “What’s your name?” 
“I” answers the monk.  Just this person right here, this I. 
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(So Tung-shan presses in further). 
“What then is the Acarya’s host?” asked the Master. 
(Tung-shan is asking the monk, what is the essence of this person standing here.  
Host here is a metaphor for the numinous, the mystery, the indescribable reality of the 
describable phenomenal world). 
“Just who you see answering,” replied the monk. 
The master said, “How sad, how sad. The likes of people today are all just like this 
monk.  They can only see themselves as the horse behind the donkey. That is to make 
the Buddha Dharma common. They still don’t even understand the guest’s view of the 
host. How could they perceive the host from the point of view of the host.”1 

 
When monks addressed each other they generally did not use either their personal name or family 
names. Instead they would use one of several titles.  The most common way of addressing a teacher 
or senior monk was Acarya (Sanskrit), translated into Chinese as she-li.  Some use the self-
deprecating term, “this old monk”, when referring to himself.  When referring to a monk in third 
person, the Sanskrit term Sramana (sha-men) is used.  This term originally referred to a certain type 
of ascetic wandering beggar in India who rejected the Vedas and sought instead to find 
enlightenment through practice and investigation into the direct experience of life. Eventually this 
became a general Buddhist term for one who has renounced the home life to practice the Buddha 
Way. 

The guest and host is a common metaphor: guest refers to the phenomenal side of the 
universe, which is this body and mind and all beings, the host refers to the universal, essential 
world, that underlies all things. Tung-shan is saying that most practitioners only know the guest as a 
limited form of self consciousness, the ‘I’, ‘me’, ‘my’ world. This sense of ‘I’ is as if there is 
someone in the back room—the experiencer behind the screen—and that all this play or experience 
of the world is happening to me back stage.  When we are locked into this small ‘I’, we don’t see 
the numinous world, our essential nature. We don’t even see the guest’s view of the host.   
 

“What is the host’s view of the host?” asked the monk. 
“That is for you to say”, said Tung-shan. 
“What I can speak about is the guest’s view of the host. What is the host’s view of the 
host?” the monk asks. 
(This monk is quite persistent. The host’s view of the host is like saying, what is 
emptiness from the view of emptiness?) 
“To speak that way is easy, but to carry on that way is very difficult,” the master 
said.2 
 

There is another dialogue between master and disciple that has the same question, but here the 
monk expresses a deeper flavour of the great mystery.  
 

Tung-shan asked Yun-chu, “What is your name?” 
Yun-chu answered “Tao-ying.” 
“Say what it was before that,” said the Master. 
“Before that, I was not called Tao-ying,” said Yun-chu. 
“That’s the same response as this old monk’s answer to my teacher Tao-wu,” said the 
master (Denkoroku, Case 39). 

 
Here the monk initially answers, “Tao-ying,” which was his personal name. “Tao-ying of Yun-
chu.”  So Tung-shan asks, “well, what was it before that?” 
“Before that I was not called Tao-ying,” said the monk. 
                                                
1 Andy Ferguson, Zen's Chinese Heritage: The Masters and their Teachings. (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2000). 
2 Ibid. 
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He is saying, “I had no name at all. I am that before all names were born.” The heart answers to no 
name. Tung-shan acknowledges the monk’s response. 

 
In Case 68 of the Blue Cliff Record, we have another playful awakened response to the same 

question, what’s your name? 
 
The teacher Yang-shan asked the monk San-sheng, “What’s your name?” 
San-sheng said “Yang-shan.” 
Yang-shan said, “Why, that’s my name.”  
San-sheng then said, “My name is San-sheng.” 
Yang-shang roared with laughter.  

 
When San-sheng gives the teachers name, he is not just being clever and playing a game, he clearly 
has some insight and sees the teacher as not separate from himself and recognises the empty 
oneness of himself and his teacher. The student has plunged into the great mystery where 
everything has your name, you discover your true name before the dawn of time.  This is why we 
sit, to discover that the ocean has only one taste. 

In the second part of the dialogue, San-sheng quickly changes his response and says his own 
name. What is he doing here? He is not just faltering and backtracking because he made an error.  
He is expressing the other side of the universe, that each thing is unique and yet embodied in this 
very person. The great ocean is also a human being with a history, gender, experiences, talents, 
likes and dislikes. It celebrates itself in the particular and the personal. What is the meaning of 
Yang-shan’s laughter? No meaning at all, just that laughter fills the whole universe. This is the 
sublime joy of recognizing, “I alone and sacred in the whole universe.” This sublime joy is 
entwined with the recognition of the mystery of your own true nature. 

If you look deeply you can see life clearly without the veils of name and form.  In emptiness 
there is no name, no form, no place for the ‘I’ to reside. Out of this vast empty mystery comes the 
perennial spring of life, over-flowing moment by moment. You inquire, “what is the name of that 
cloud, rock or tree?” You realise that it has your name on it. Everything has your name. You have 
its name; you are called blue gum, sandstone cliff and mysterious cloud. It is your true name 
beyond doubt, and that makes you laugh. 

John Tarrant Roshi said, “When you really enter the mystery, the joy is always there, and it is 
not the things that we add to ourselves and collect that give us this joy. This sublime joy just 
bubbles up like a perennial spring. It comes when the heart is still and at rest, it comes with the veils 
of the mind falling away. And you don’t have to be enlightened to experience this joy. You can still 
taste that joy and see the fingerprints and footprints of your own eternal nature all around you.” 

This sublime joy is not a joy that is simply the opposite to sorrow. It is not the blissful states 
of meditation, the highs that we also experience at times from samadhi concentration of mind or 
metta practice. They are exciting and exhilarating states of mind, but I am referring to a joy that has 
no centre, that is deeper than that, which does not come or go. There is a deep river of contentment 
and joy that runs underneath and contains the bliss and all the sorrows of the world. It is the sublime 
joy of the heart and mind that are at peace. 
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You’re Standing in It 
 

Maggie Gluek 
 
At the beginning, at the end, life is bookended by mystery. Not to say infused all the way through. 
In 2009 my grandson was born and my mother died. Where did he come from? Where did she go? 
And in medias res, in the middle of things, this point right here and now, where am I standing? 
what is this? Makes you wonder. How about completely wondering? Isn’t that the true orientation 
regarding mystery? Facing it, unknowing, not in mere doubt or puzzlement but as utter openness. I 
think of it as the entire body unobstructed, every door and window flung wide. Full of wonder is 
coming to each moment of experience fresh, like a baby. That’s why we love them, says a friend. 
“Wonderful! Wonderful!” cried the thoroughly refreshed Shakyamuni Buddha, on meeting the 
morning star, on seeing into the mystery. 

Our tradition holds up not knowing, allows rejoicing in vastness, taking refuge there. Original 
Buddha-nature is ... void, omnipresent, silent, pure; it is glorious and mysterious peaceful joy—and 
that is all. Enter deeply into it by awaking to it yourself.1 Thanks for the metaphysics and 
instructions, Huang Po. It’s even better that this Way is so often shaped as a question. What is 
Buddha? Why did Bodhidharma come from the West? Where have you come from? Who is hearing 
that sound? Questions rise endlessly and evergreen. Not vehicles to get to an answer and then be 
discarded but invitations to authentic embodied response which, full circle, is embraced by the open 
arms of the question. This perennial return to inquiry is a reminder of mystery that the thinking 
human mind does not finally solve. Of the fact that I can’t conceive. Another bow of gratitude. 

Far from fundamentalism, far from saying “You must believe this or accept that,” the old 
Ch’an teachers insisted “Don’t settle here, don’t hold onto this.” Not “let’s wrap it up,” but “let’s 
keep unwrapping it,” the work of a lifetime and beyond. Time and again just when you think 
you’ve got it, just when you think you know, just when it’s hardening into an idea—SLAP!!! What 
have you got? What do you know?  

Not knowing allows that, to paraphrase Hamlet, there are more things in heaven and earth 
than are dreamt of in our philosophy, in our rational/scientific contemporary paradigm. So many 
dimensions that are not readily perceived, so much healing potential that goes unutilised.2 I think of 
it, rightly or wrongly, as the territory of the Sambogakaya, that rather tricky, less easily accessed, 
fluid body of the Buddha where you find multiple universes and beings, where what we call 
“imaginal” is real. Sometimes, unexpectedly, perhaps with a guide, the veil to this realm can lift, 
allowing uncommon experiences, communication across worlds. Deep in sesshin glimpses may 
appear. The great field of play manifests in amazing synchronicities, prophetic and lucid dreams, 
startling apprehensions. The magic of the universe, unbidden, conspires to be “in your face.” 

Ch’an stories and liturgy certainly do not disallow that the Bodhisattva Manjusri can jump out 
of a soup pot, that someone can incur rebirth as a fox or a tree fungus, that hungry ghosts need to be 
nourished, that dharanis protect us. I’d say it’s taken for granted. But here’s the thing—it’s no big 
deal. And that no-big-deal is to be appreciated. The Ch’an school is like an antidote, balancing out 
the antecedent Mahayana scriptures (Lotus, Avatamsaka) with their stories of cosmological and 
supernatural wonders. Moving from a rich diet to something simple. Moving from heavenly 
metaphysics to what is grounded, particular, the sacredness of this body here and now, this vividly 
specific dream, accessible to anyone at any time. Glittering talk of amazing things can blind you to 
what is in front of your eyes, under your feet, distract you into looking elsewhere. Magical powers? 
My supernatural power and marvellous activity—drawing water and carrying firewood, said the 
Layman Pang, eschewing the dichotomy between magical and ordinary. The Buddha himself was a 
powerful shaman. And, in Bankei’s words, the Buddha-mind is the very source of all his 
supernatural powers. Thus everything is resolved and in perfect harmony without recourse to such 
                                                
1 Nelson Foster, ed. The Roaring Stream. (Ecco Press, New Jersey, 1996), p.92. 
2 Check out Robert Tindall’s The Jaguar That Roams the Mind (Park St. Press, Vermont), his account of working with a 
master shaman in the Amazon jungle and the wisdom of plant spirits. 
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powers.3 That’s it. Essentially speaking “supernatural” is a misnomer when these things are 
encompassed by the natural mind. A false division within naturally vast space and time.  

If you accumulate and cling to special experiences, it’s a distraction. “Oh wow, this happened 
to me!” Makyô, strange visions in meditation, the classic example, are best taken as strong 
encouragement, a sign of one’s deep engagement. Then it’s simply back to bread and butter 
practice. If you’re invested in having special powers, it’s a problem. You may think manipulating 
forces in the universe indicates spiritual attainment. But if your gift is not used to benefit all beings, 
it’s just an ego-accoutrement, however much skill is required.4 Look what I can do! Not the wisdom 
of no-self but the need to be noticed. There’s a story about Huang-Po and another monk he met on 
the road. They enjoyed one another’s company.  

 
When they came to the fast rapids of a stream, they removed their hats and took up 
staffs to walk across. The other monk tried to lead Huang-po across, saying, “Come 
over! Come over!” 
Huang-po said, “If Elder Brother wants to go across, then go ahead.” 
The other monk then began walking across the top of the water, just as though it were 
dry land. 
The monk turned to Huang Po and said, “Come across! Come across!” 
Huang Po yelled, “Ah! You self-saving fellow! If I had known this before I would 
have chopped off your legs!” 
The monk cried out, “You’re truly a vessel for the Mahayana. I can’t compare with 
you” and so saying, the monk vanished.5 

 
What is it to carry beings to the other shore? This incident is cited in the pointer to Case 96 of the 
Book of Serenity, the sad story of a monk who reckons that if he can sit down and die before a stick 
of incense burns down, he will be demonstrating that he has realised his late master’s meaning. He 
has indeed cultivated the power to manage his demise but dies without having clarified the great 
matter. Again, this kind of spiritual one-upsmanship is beside the point. The monk thinks that in 
dying he is “achieving uniformity,” becoming emptiness. Oh. Dying sitting, passing away 
standing—boastful little kids! Butter comes from milk—there is no separate reality.6 

Still and fortunately, that no-separate-reality is a mystery. 
 

 

                                                
3 Norman Waddell, trans. The Unborn: The life and Teachings of Zen Master Bankei. (North Point, New York, 1984), 
p.78. 
4 Gerry Wick, The Book of Equanimity (Wisdom, Boston, 2005), p.306. 
5 Andrew Ferguson, ed., Zen’s Chinese Heritage. (Wisdom, Boston, 2000), p.117-8. 
6 Thomas Cleary, trans. Book of Serenity. (Lindisfarne, Hudson NY, 1990), p.413. 
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Wu-men kuan, Case 11 
Chao-chou and the Hermits1 

 
Sexton Burke Roshi 

 
Once upon a time, Chao-chou went out to visit a hermit. As Chao-chou approached the hermit’s hut 
he called out, “Is there anyone there?” The hermit raised his hand, like this. The Buddhas in the ten 
directions all bowed. Chao-chou said, “The water is too shallow for a ship to anchor,” and he left. 

“The water is too shallow for a ship to anchor.” Amen to that. Never has a truer word been 
spoken. Look! Look! (touching the floor and holding up my hand). It’s not even wet. Because the 
water is so very shallow you see here and now right to the very bottom. Nothing behind, (holding 
up the back of my hand) nothing in front (holding up the front of my hand).  

What’s all this talk about water and ships anyway? What is the water? Is it the dark waters of 
ignorance, obscuring our view? Is it the swirling waters of mystery, making it so hard to be sure? Is 
it perhaps the clear waters of emptiness, floating us off into dreamland? 

And what of the ship? Is it the ship of the intellect? Is it the ship of understanding? Is it, 
perhaps, the grand imperial barge of self? Isn’t this ship always looking for somewhere to set 
anchor? Aren’t we so very fortunate that the water is much too shallow? 

You are all sons and daughters of Buddha. Direct descendants of Bodhidharma and Hui-neng. 
Disciples of the sudden school. Masters of the Diamond Sutra. So each of you knows it, for a fact, 
and some of you know it by study and by belief, and some of you know it by your own direct 
experience, that this is complete and final enlightenment right here and now. 

It’s a real doozy isn’t it? Who would have thought that full and complete enlightenment 
would be like this? The stone Buddha out in the courtyard doesn’t think it for a moment. The cliffs 
of Gorricks Run don’t think it for a moment. The crickets of Gorricks, that call to each other, don’t 
think it for a moment. Why should you? The mind cannot encompass it. The mind searches here for 
something it could grasp or hang onto. But there is nothing here, either on the outside or the inside, 
that the mind can grasp or hold onto. Even that simple realisation, that this is complete and final 
enlightenment here and now, cannot be held onto. 

In some minds there might appear a doubt. In some minds the thought might appear that this 
is not really full and complete enlightenment right here and now. That this is the Dharma Hall of 
Kodoji. That this is transmission ceremony. That this, actually, is Saturday. This is something 
reliable, something on which I can rely. This exists. 

And so I hold up before you this glass. I could say this glass is something reliable. This glass 
is something on which I can depend. This glass exists. 

If it is true that this glass exists, then (hiding it under my shirt) what has become of it? Don’t 
be fooled by your thoughts. Haven’t you heard it said that for subtle realisation it is of the utmost 
importance that you cut off the mind road? 

And so I cannot say that this glass exists. To do so flies in the face of my own experience. 
There is another possibility. Perhaps this glass does not exist. If it is true that this glass does 

not exist then how is it that I can touch it, pick it up, pour water into it and drink? And so I cannot 
say that this glass does not exist. To do so flies in the face of my own experience.  

In this straightforward world in which we live there are, in fact, no other possibilities. By this 
light you are illuminated. Everywhere your eyes rest this light is shining. 
 
This view coincides exactly with that of Shou-shan (Wu-men kuan, Case 43). Shou-shan held up his 
staff before the assembly and said, “Monks, nuns.” This is the unexpurgated version. “Nuns, 
monks, if you call this a staff you’re enslaved.” Enslaved by the staff. “If you don’t call it a staff 
you deny its actuality. What will you call it?” 

                                                
1 This teishô was given at the Transmission ceremony for Sexton Burke and Paul Maloney celebrated at Kodoji on 10 
April 2010. 
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If you call this a glass, pay attention to your own experience. If you call this a glass then you 
and the glass are of the selfsame nature, subject to birth and death. 

If you don’t call this a glass, then pay attention to your own experience. If you don’t call this 
a glass then you and the glass are of the selfsame nature, destined to wander the world like a ghost 
is search of fulfilment. What will you call it? 

Is there anyone there? 
(I was expecting a few hands to go up but no-one responded. After a pause I said, “You know, 

I could have sworn there was someone there.” At this Gilly put up her hand. I said, “Freely you kill 
and freely you give life, but (indicating) what about the glass?” Gilly made it clear that she wasn’t 
going to respond further. No-one else did either so after a pause I said, “It seems the water is too 
shallow for a ship to anchor.” Then I bowed and said, “Thank you.” 
 

 
 

 
The Wisdom of the Aged 

 
Gordon Waters 

 
I asked you if you had seen 
The stars and you said, yes. 
 
I asked you how many? 
And you said you did not know. 
 
So I asked you to count them, 
And you did, one by one 
 
Your head tilted back 
For so long I grew old and impatient waiting. 
But it is a big job you said, 
And I want to make sure I get them all. 
 
Finally, when I was too blind to see anymore 
You came to me and in my one good ear 
 
You said, I’ve lost track 
And I’m going to have to start again. 
 
Well, I laughed out loud and said, 
The same thing happened to me once.
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Nagarjuna and the Rainbow Serpent: Zen, Magic and Tradition 
 

Allan Marett 
 
Over the past year or so, two streams of my life—the academic and practice-related—have come 
into an interesting confluence around the issue of Aboriginal ceremony and in particular the way in 
which the quasi-magical transformations that lie at the heart of Aboriginal ceremonies can be 
accommodated by the academy on the one hand, and by the Zen community on the other. It is on 
the latter that I wish to focus; I don’t need to talk here about my struggle to talk seriously about 
ceremonial efficacy in the academy since I have written about it elsewhere.1 

So what then is the relationship between my work as a ceremonial practitioner in the 
Aboriginal world and my Buddhist practice? In what ways has Buddhist practice helped me to 
engage with Aboriginal cosmologies that are so at odds with that of the scientific West, and with 
the fantastic and to the magical elements that so often lie at the heart of ceremonial practice?  And 
to what extent does engagement with the Aboriginal world condition our responses to radically 
different cosmologies and the intermingling of the magical with the deeply sacred that we encounter 
them within our, Buddhist, tradition? 
 

*** 
Let me start by discussing Aboriginal ceremony. In September of last year I was somewhat 
unexpected thrust into the role of principle songman in a ceremony (kapuk) that temporarily 
realigns the world of the living and the dead in order to allow the spirit2 of someone who has 
recently died—in this case my friend and teacher Kenny Burrenjuck—to pass from the society of 
the living to that of the dead. Finding myself in this position required that I not only correctly 
perform the songs and coordinate the dancers, but also, through the singing of ghost-given wangga 
songs, create and enter a liminal space where the living and the dead intermingle. Were I not to do 
this, the ceremony would not work as it should. With help from the dancers and other ritual actors, I 
had to sing Kenny’s spirit away. And so it was that at the moment when Kenny’s being was being 
driven out of his burning belongings, I momentarily felt his presence, then his absence, and then my 
own grief at his passing. At the moment that I locked gazes with Douglas Rankin, dancing as a 
wunymalang ghost, I felt the active power that creates, maintains and ultimately releases the 
temporary realignment of the world. As I sang those songs—many of which had been given to 
Kenny’s now deceased father Tommy Barrtjap by the ghost of his uncle Jimmy Bandak and which I 
had often sung with the now-dead Kenny—I felt myself drawn into the company of the dead. 

Reflecting on the ceremony afterward, what struck me most forcefully was how normal it had 
seemed: just this song, and then just this song and then just this ritual action. The world of the 
living arising and passing away. The world of the dead arising and passing away. Both intrinsically 
empty. This is a ceremony that eases the hearts of the bereaved and brings peace to the participants. 
There is something about just being present, and about easing the bonds that bind us to ideas of a 
fixed world or a fixed self, that opens up not only new vistas but also the heart. 

 
*** 

More recently, I encountered the following story about the origin of one of our most central texts, 
the prajnaparamita sutras, and how, around the second century BCE, it was obtained from the 
bottom of a subterranean lake by the king of the snake deities known as nagas and then delivered to 
the fourteenth patriarch of our lineage, Nagarjuna. It is the short version of the prajnaparamita 

                                                
1 People who are interested in the academic side of things can read the published version of a paper that I recently gave 
at Cambridge University when it comes out in volume 9.2 of The British Journal of Ethnomusicology. 
2 ‘Spirit’ is a notoriously imprecise term; Aboriginal people prefer to say “sweat.” For a more precise account of which 
aspects of being “pass across,” see Allan Marett, Songs Dreamings and Ghosts: the Wangga of North Australia, 
(Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 2005), pp.61-63. 
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sutra, “The Great Prajnaparamita Heart Sutra” that we chant on Monday and Wednesday evenings, 
at zazenkais and at sesshin. Here is a version of the story given by Stephen Batchelor: 
 

Behind the gilded Swayambu stupa, whose painted eyes gaze over the Nepalese 
capital of Kathmandu, is a nondescript building with a single shabby room, empty 
save for a bronze door smeared with vermilion powder. Tibetans believe this door 
leads to a cave whence a passageway descends to the subterranean lake where the 
Indian sage Nagarjuna was taken by a species of sub-aquatic serpents called nagas to 
retrieve the Buddha’s Wisdom Discourses [prajnaparamita sutras]. Through 
meditating on these forgotten and hidden teaching, Nagarjuna discovered how to 
tolerate the terrifying and fascinating emptiness that quivers beneath the threshold of 
common sense. Nagarjuna returned to terra firma to reveal what he had learned.3 

 
How like an Aboriginal creation story this is! There are so many Aboriginal stories in which a 

body of wisdom is discovered through some fantastical event involving animals. Here is one that I 
know very well because it concerns the role of another great snake, the Rainbow Serpent 
Kunmanggurr, in the establishing of the tradition of singing wangga, the very song tradition that I 
drew on for Kenny Burrenjuk’s kapuk ceremony. 
 

Tjinimin  [The Bat] went first to Kunmanggurr [The Rainbow Serpent], who asked 
him: “What news?” Tjinimin replied: “Many people are coming to dance. We shall 
have a big wangga.” 
Maminmangga [The Diving Duck] gave the drone-pipe to Kunmanggurr and said: “I 
will sing.” Kunmanggurr began to play kidnork, kidnork, kidnork! and Maminmangga 
to sing: 
Kawandi, kawandi, kawandi, kawandi. 
Mutjingga tjalala, purima marata, 
Krrk, krrk, krrk, krrk.4 

 
Stories that associate Nagarjuna with the nagas also turn up in the Denkoroku (The Record of 

Transmission of the Light) that was put together around 1300 by the Japanese master Keizan Jokin, 
another name you might recognise, since it is included in the list of ancestors that we chant in our 
full sutra service. Keizan’s account of how the thirteenth patriarch, Kapimala, passed the Dharma to 
Nagarjuna is too long to quote in full here, but here is an abbreviated version: 
 

A prince called Megeshavara directed the thirteenth patriarch, Kapimala, to a cave 
where he encountered a great snake. The snake approached and wrapped itself around 
Kapimala, who was unperturbed and conferred the three refuges of Buddha, Dharma 
and Sangha on the snake, which then left. Later he met an old man who told him that 
long ago, when he had been a monk living in the forest, a novice monk had come 
seeking instruction. But the monk had became angry and sent the novice away, and 
for this he was reborn as a great snake and condemned to live in the cave for a 
thousand years. Through Kapimala’s conferring the three refuges he had been 
liberated from his snake body. 
 
Hearing this, Kapimala asked, “Do any other people live in these mountains?” The 
old man replied, “Several miles north from here there is a big tree that shelters five 
hundred nagas [snake deities]. 5  The name of their leader is Nagarjuna. He is always 
preaching the Dharma to the nagas and I listen.” 

                                                
3 Stephen Batchelor, Verses from the Centre. (New York: Riverhead Books, 2000), p.3. 
4 Marett, op.cit., p.56. 
5 Note that the Sino-Chinese name for Nagarjuna, Ryûjû, literally means “dragon forest.” 
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Kapimala subsequently visited Nagarjuna and ordained him. The five hundred nagas 
also received the full precepts as a group.6  

 
What a wonderful story! And so reminiscent, or perhaps we should say prescient, of the story in 
Case 2 of the Wu-men kuan where Baizhang is condemned to be reborn as a fox for his erroneous 
response to a monk’s question. 
 

*** 
How then does our tradition deal with such stories? Francis Dojun Cook, in his introduction to the 
Denkoroku, points out that when dealing with the transmission of the Dharma in India, Keizan 
included fantastical and miraculous stories, but when dealing with transmission in China and Japan, 
he deliberately omitted such material.  
 

The observant reader will notice an interesting difference between the biographical 
and historical accounts [in the Denkoroku] of the Indian patriarchs and the later 
Chinese masters. The Indian stories contain a large amount of the miraculous and 
supernatural … However, once the patriarchal transmission reaches China, this kind 
of material almost disappears. Whereas a large percentage of the twenty nine Indian 
biographies contain material of this sort—physical transformations, demons and 
celestial beings, strange accounts of rebirth, apparitions and omens—there are only 
about three or four of these stories in the accounts of the twenty four Chinese and 
Japanese patriarchs … 
The reason [for Keizan’s ‘conscious and deliberate omission’ of such supernatural 
material from the Chinese and Japanese lineage] can only be conjectured about, but 
the impression is that Keizan, writing in about 1300 in a land far away from India, 
considered the Indian patriarchs to be practically mythological beings living a very 
long time ago in a mysterious and sacred land where such events could and did 
happen with amazing regularity.7 

 
Similar resistance to ‘the magical and supernatural’ can also be found in the modern Zen tradition 
in Japan. In 1976, when I first went to study at Yamada Roshi’s zendo in Kamakura, it was a 
requirement that all new students attend a series of introductory lectures that had originally been 
given by Harada Daiun Sôgaku Roshi and subsequently by Yasutani Hakuun Roshi. In the version 
of the lectures that I heard (which were significantly different from those reproduced in Philip 
Kapleau’s The Three Pillars of Zen),8 we were introduced to the four types of Zen, which were, in a 
hierarchy from lowest to highest: bombu or ‘ordinary Zen’—practice for the purpose of improving 
physical and mental health; gedô Zen or ‘Outside Zen’—practice that was related to non-Buddhist 
religious and occult practices; shojo Zen or ‘Small vehicle Zen’—the practice that takes you, but 
only you, from ‘delusion’ to ‘enlightenment;’ and daijo Zen or ‘great vehicle Zen,’ which ‘has as its 
central purpose kensho-godo, that is, seeing into your essential nature and realizing the Way in your 
daily life.’9 

In Taking the Path of Zen, Aitken Roshi, who himself had studied with Yasutani Roshi, is 
quite critical of this hierarchy: ‘this category has an arbitary quality common to many prescientific 
classification systems.’10 Speaking specifically about gedô Zen, Aitken Roshi said: ‘one of the types 
                                                
6 Abridged from Francis Dojun Cook, The Record of Transmission of the Light: Zen Master Keizan’s Denkoroku. 
(Summerville MA: Wisdom Publications, 2003), pp.87-88. 
7 Cook, op.cit., p.4. 
8 The version published in Kapleau’s Three Pillars of Zen has five types of Zen, but by the time I heard the lectures the 
fifth category saijojo Zen—‘this highest practice …which Dogen chiefly advocated … involves no struggle for satori or 
any other object’ (Kapleau, p.53)—was no longer mentioned. 
9 Philip Kapleau, The Three Pillars of Zen: Teaching, Practice, and Enlightenment. (First published in1965 by John 
Weatherhill, Inc. I have used the later edition published by Anchor Books (New York) in 1989), p.52. 
10 Robert Aitken, Taking the Path of Zen. (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1982), p.56. 
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is simply everything non-Buddhist, a waste-basket category too blurred to be useful. Moreover, 
while Harada Roshi sought to show that Zen is not limited to a certain Japanese-Chinese-Indian 
tradition, still the broad use of Zen to designate the way of, say, Ramana Maharshi or Inayit Khan 
seems just too presumptuous.’11 

But in 1976 I had not yet met Aitken Roshi and Taking the Path of Zen was still six years 
from publication. What was patently clear to me was that my teachers in Japan disapproved of gedô 
Zen with its ‘cultivation of various supernatural powers of skills,’ and purported aim of ‘rebirth in 
various heavens,’12 and were clearly as uncomfortable with the supernatural as Keizan had been 
several centuries earlier. When I recently discovered the stories about Nagarjuna and the nagas, 
which so powerfully entwine the supernatural and the Dharma at the very heart of our tradition, I 
struck by the disjunction between the attitudes I had encountered in Kamakura in the 1970s and 
those in the Diamond Sangha today, particularly in Australia where, through our engagement with 
indigenous traditions of wisdom, we have forged new ways of relating to the Buddhist tradition 
handed down to us from India, through China and Japan. Almost unconsciously it seems, we have 
absorbed into our lives and our practices things from the Aboriginal world that allow us to be 
unfazed by these fantastical Indian stories. Perhaps the Aboriginal world is not as far from us today 
as ancient India was from medieval Japanese teachers like Keizan. 

Moreover, as a result of the open engagements with indigenous cultures on the part of people 
like Gary Sneider, Robert Aitken, Subhana Bazarghi, Gillian Coote, Michael Kieran and others in 
our lineage, the Diamond Sangha has apparently developed a different way of being with the 
fantastical and the magical, and this imparts a particular flavour to our engagement with the Zen 
tradition and particularly with our Indian ancestors. 

Personally, I love the tradition that holds that the prajnaparamita sutras were given to 
Nagarjuna by the naga snake ancestors, just as I delight in the explanation that wangga came from 
the Rainbow Serpent. If we have, as a sangha, indeed been bitten by these snakes—the Indian 
nagas, the Chinese dragons and the Australian Rainbow Serpent—then it is just as true that we are 
sheltered by them. Stories about Nagarjuna and the Rainbow Serpent intertwine to show us not only 
wisdom, but also compassion. 
 

  
A Naga shelters the Buddha. Wall painting from a temple in Laos.13 

                                                
11 Ibid. 
12 Kapleau, op.cit., p.50. 
13 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Buddha_with_Naga_(snake).jpg 
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We are singing this song 
 

Sally Hopkins 
 
This quiet day 
everything is singing 
didjeridoo 
didjeridoo 
 
open clams 
we listen 
 
to the songs 
given by the Old Ones 
in dreams 
sung by the dreamers 
in the voice of the Old Ones 

back and forth 
Here. Now. 
where did the Old Ones catch it? 
where did it go? 
 
we are all singing 
singing magpies and gumtrees 
wind bending the grass 
singing young man and old man 
singing young girl small child 
from the beginning from the beginning 
singing Here    Right Now 
endlessly endlessly 

 
 
 
 
 

 
What Awaits 3 (Gordon Waters) 
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Haiku 
 
 

Searching for the one true thing 
Having no great insight 
All I know is I don't know 
  

—Meghan Hay 
 

 
 

Standing here and now 
The mind fully emptied out 
Gone beyond going 
  
 —Rodney Cepak 

 
 
 

wednesday night zazen 
garbage truck cacophony 
rubbish drops away 
 
 —Allan Marett 

 
 
Songs everywhere 
Travelling on the salt wind 
Freshwater springing up 
 

—Sally Hopkins 
 
 

They're calling us 
over and over 
the hidden birds 
 
 —Diana Levy 

 
 

The right hand 
stencilled in ochre - 
my hand hovers over 
 

—Diana Levy 
(Gooches crater, Newnes plateau) 
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Magic Puddings 
 

Brendon Stewart 
 
Accounts of Buddhism in India are full of magical and mysterious happenings – magical fungi, 
mysterious dragons and the like. Chinese Ch’an seems to have had little time for such things, 
Japanese Zen even less and Western Zen less again. And yet that which lies at the heart of our 
practice is mysterious and unknowable, and perhaps even magical. 

I recently watched the ABC TV programme "Travels with a Tangerine" hosted by Tim 
Mackintosh-Smith. It was a story about a 13th century Muslim wanderer who journeyed across the 
lands of Islam. His name was Ibn Battutah. (Apparently there is a shopping mall in Dubai named 
after him!!) While in India he was taken, as we were, to a part of Delhi where the families of 
Islamic magicians live. They live close by to the jugglers and next door again are the puppet 
makers. Our host was met by a relatively young man, a magician who said that Ibn Battutah would 
have witnessed the same magic that he was now about to demonstrate. And so we, the modern TV 
audience, watched as our magician friend caused a rope to mysteriously rise out of a wicker basket 
and eventually remain suspended in space (and time!) unassisted, and then this same floating rope 
remained sturdy and secure enough to allow a young boy to climb to the very top. Wow!  Magic is 
just fantastic.  

But magic works, or happens, as the bumper sticker says, because we don’t see everything 
that is before our eyes. 

I read somewhere recently that meditation is the Royal Road to non-dualistic experience. This 
Royal Road business may have started when one of the Ptolemys was being taught mathematics, he 
sought shortcuts from Euclid who is supposed to have replied: "There is no Royal Road to 
Geometry". Freud thought that dreams were the Royal Road into the unconscious and even more 
mindfulness is to be found in the “Card Bible” which outlines the Royal Road to card magic; check 
it out on www.vanishingrabbit.com  

Total relinquishment of the dualism of opposites: now that’s a magical idea. 
I am not surprised that some amongst us think that as Buddhism moved by way of a Royal 

Road over the Himalayas, or was it just the Silk (commerce) Road, down the mighty Yellow River 
and over to the islands of Japan, then, finally fulfilling the Bodhisattvas move to the West, that an 
accompanying shedding of mad monk mystery would happen. Clearly our rational modern minds 
would finally have nothing to do with the magic realism of ancient (and indeed modern) Indian. Our 
so-called modern enlightenment would compel us to relinquish remnants of a Buddhism steeped in 
fable and magic.  

But I love the story that has the Buddha being born in a crystal case and delivered through an 
orifice in his mother’s side. No wonder she died! And then he had this amazing physique, enabling 
him to sit like a stone Buddha from the beginning because of a solid rod that went from what in 
more humble mortals would have been his coccyx up his back and protruded out though his skull, 
hence the top knot. Then there are all those obscure signs secreted away over his body.  

When celebrated atheists call on us to recognize the wonder of existence as being mysterious 
enough and that time and space cause all sorts of weird and extraordinary phenomena to be both 
apparent and obscure, some people reply that a rational apprehension of the mysterious misses the 
enchantment of it all. I can feel the appeal of enchantment. The tit bits of rice and lentil we all pass 
over to the hungry ghosts can cause a strange glow to emanate around that wonderful pepper corn 
tree just near the cottage at Gorricks. At least that’s how I see things! I am sure that this mystery 
emerges out of some form of synchronistic convergence of ritual and devotion (what we call 
practice). The Eucharist is an example of this, and miracles take us to that place were we don’t see 
rationally. Could it be that a miracle isn’t a conjuring trick? 

Maybe these mysteries are just a consequence of an active imagination.  
Yes of course they are.  
Why imagination?  
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What has been the point of imagination in the great scheme of things?  
Well … it enabled someone to recognize that the (magic) fungus growing on top of a simple 

meat broth was also an anti bacterial agent. Someone else composed a love poem, architectural 
plans came into existence, religious ritual was organized, angels appeared and gradually this 
imagined world became a great big everything. Freak out. 

There is something in some religious arguments that can’t abide our imaginations. The 
consequence of human imagination is quite simply too much. It is far too precocious and audacious 
for our own good. And yet it didn’t exist once’upon’o’time. When the Gods held sway over the 
enchanted streams, groves and fields nothing happened. It was human kind that provided the 
storyline, including that of the Gods. We determined that things were mysterious and, if lucky, 
magical. 

Religious doctrine, both theological and atheological has urged us to leave well alone the 
dreaded appearance of things in the world and to turn within. Only in our inner being are the true 
mysteries to be found. There is no doubt that deep spiritual practice allows us to transcend, or at 
least experience something quite different to our everyday experiences. And this is despite wanting 
to hold dear to that Zen chestnut,  

“Before enlightenment shopping at Coles New World Super Market; after enlightenment, 
shopping at Coles New World Super Market.” 

Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out.  
Forget this and attaining Enlightenment will be the least of your problems. 
Encounters with the numinous are simply mysterious; some other imaginative capacity comes 

into play. Our own Zen practice can produce a remarkable extension of one’s consciousness. There 
is no doubt (sometimes) a feeling of being in an egoless state occurs. I don’t for a moment think 
that this obliterates or causes a total relinquishment of one’s personality, or one’s cognitive 
capacity. Enlightened and/or awake spiritual beings can be just as saintly or beastly, eccentric or 
neurotic after their mysterious awakening as before it.   

Zen is not easy. It takes effort to attain nothingness. And then what do you have?  
What indeed do you have? I have always been a try-hard. I know how disparaging this is. 

There has always been something that I had to try harder to achieve or accomplish or overcome or 
better or or or or. We may all know the everlasting end to this story?  

You can’t get no satisfaction.  
And yet … something magical, even mysterious has been happening over the time and space 

of my Zen practicing and this is despite mySelf. Little bit by little bit I have become freer from the 
demands of decision and intention. I didn’t know it was happening, the unknowable ordinariness of 
time passing just wore down a fraction of my obsession. My practice is time bound. Like all 
spiritual work it doesn’t change things and there is no mystery unless you persevere.  
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Ah sweet mystery of life (a popular song in my youth) 
 

Sally Hopkins 
 

Lead Kindly Light amid the encircling gloom 
Lead Thou me on. 
The night is dark and I am far from home 
Lead thou me on. 

 
This hymn, sung on sinking ships, in times of extreme distress, gave great comfort to me when a 
girl. Thank goodness “Someone,” “Something,” out there knew the way, because I certainly didn’t! 
“Not knowing” was frightening, chaotic. In my terror I used to think that if I could be a Catholic, 
then I would be told and so know. (There was a slight problem though, I had great difficulty in 
believing in God.) 

”Who am I? What is life about? What’s the meaning? What happens at death?” Don’t we all 
ask ourselves these questions? Don’t we all struggle to find some sort of answers to save ourselves 
from not knowing? In my experience, if we remain honest with ourselves and keep looking, our 
best ‘answers’ always start to fail us.  

The great Tibetan yogi, Milarepa, was told that he would only be  given the teachings he so 
longed for  after he had fulfilled certain tasks.  He was to build, with his own hands, a circular 
building. When, after great effort, he had nearly finished doing so , he was told to destroy it, and 
return all the materials to where they came from. Then he was instructed to build a crescent shaped 
building , but halfway through he was told to destroy it ,and return all the materials to where they 
came from. Then he was told to build a triangular building, but a third of the way through  he was 
berated ,and yet again told to destroy it. And so it went on. (He did finally gain the teachings. The 
Answers?) 

I can relate to that. Isn’t this the process itself? What are the ANSWERS? I HAVE to know! I 
just HAVE to know. “Not knowing” never seen as an open door. 

The beauty of being given a long life is that you are given so many more chances of opening 
your eyes. After stumbling around blindly for years and years,(“through the night of doubt and 
sorrow” to quote another hymn) it was astounding to  discover that there was nothing to search for. 
I’d been  home all the time—not “far from home” ever. This moment, this breath, and the wide 
open gate of not knowing. 

We think we know who we are ,we make predictions, we have expectations, we try to build 
solid paths of knowing, but there is always mystery. Things arise beyond our knowing. Who knows 
what the next breath brings? Or if there is a next breath? 

Solid as we and our daily lives seem, everything is also cloud, wisps that mysteriously come 
and go. All beyond our imagining. 

The true wonder is that, when we manage to let go of our expectations of certainty and 
control, our stories of who we are, (and oh how death-like that can feel!) every moment is Alive. 
The world , which includes us, is vast , wondrous, mysterious, full of light.  Sunrise, a glass of 
water, a dog’s wagging tail, hard floor, a pain in the side, warm breeze, a friend’s laughter, 
distressed cries, news from afar, bitter tears , lorikeets feasting in the flowering gumtrees, roaring 
planes, crickets singing under the stars at night. Abundance!Joy! The gate wide open! Right here, 
each step: 
 

Dead tree bursting into leaf,  
Dry river flowing. 
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     Encircling (Gordon Waters) 

 
 

Finding the Thread 
 

Maeve Dunnet 
 
For me there’s a thread that links the mystery and magic of life I experienced as a child and Zen.  

When I was young, trips to the farm on weekends and holidays were opportunities. I could 
step through a mysterious door not unlike the one in C.S. Lewis’s The Lion the Witch and the 
Wardrobe. The winter mists would transform the land and trees to a place I didn’t recognise. It was 
a new place I could explore not knowing what I would find as I walked.  

Waking in the night on one occasion I saw a world I’d never seen before, the magic of a full 
moonlit night.  

At sesshin I’ve listened to teishos not really understanding the stories or koans. Somehow the 
way teachers would unpack the stories opened a door or perhaps a window. There was a magical 
breeze that blew through the windows and doors and into me.  

Now I have another magical experience of connection. I’m a member of Blue Mountains 
Playback Theatre where I get regular opportunities to leap into the unknown, trusting the other 
actors to respond to my offer. There are moments when the sound made by the musician and my 
response are one. I cannot separate the two.   

So for me magic and mystery are paths to meaning, experiencing connection and inspiration 
to keep going. 
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The Mystery of the Curious Gap 
 

Larry Agriesti 
 

The geological history of the Grand Canyon is well documented by layers and layers of materials 
left behind over the eons; rock hard evidence of what was there and what occurred. The Colorado 
River cuts through these layers revealing a complex history of violent upheavals, volcanic 
eruptions, and vast oceans that covered what is now the western United States.  Periods of time 
lasting tens and hundreds of millions of years have left a detailed diary that we can read, 
contemplate, and learn from. However, there is something missing from this geological record; 
completely missing… a span of one billion years!   How is this possible? How can a billion years of 
rock and stone vanish?  
  
The evidence for this missing chapter is clear.  As you descend deeper into the canyon, there is an 
easily dated layer of sandstone below the gap, and another directly above it one billion years older 
than the one below.  But in between these two layers, there is nothing, a gap.  Not a trace of what 
had been there. Empty.  Gone.  Where did the record of a billion years go?  You don’t just lose a 
billion years of rock; impossible! 
 
In the end, geologists provided an astonishing explanation. It turns out this area of the world was 
once covered by a gigantic mountain range; mountains bigger and higher that the Himalayas of 
today. If you were to stand on a plain leading to this range, you would see towering snow capped 
peaks stretching as far as your eye could  see and beyond. Majestic and eternal in their solid 
presence.  So what happened?   
 
Time happened.  Hundreds of millions of years of mountains just sitting.  No earthquakes, no 
gigantic plate collisions, just eons of quiet, steady time quietly sitting. The sun and the wind did 
their work particle by particle, grain by grain, breaking down and blowing away the vast mountains 
into sand. That’s what happened.  The mountains wore away without a trace, leaving room for yet 
another ocean to cover the land.  And just what was the earth doing all this time the mountains were 
doing their magical, mystery disappearing act?  Plenty.  As those ancient mountains sat and 
dissolved, life continued its evolution steadily, quietly, cell by cell, organism by organism, day by 
day over vast expanses of time.  The beginnings of you and me emerging from the earth, learning to 
see and to hear; to walk upon the land; the emergence of human consciousness, the very same 
consciousness that one day climbs down the canyon walls and notices a billion year gap, wonders, 
comes to understand, then moves on to the next puzzle, the next question, the next mystery.  How 
odd.  How amazing.  A conscious sphere emerges from utter emptiness and envelops the earth, 
knowing itself and the stars beyond, forever asking questions of what can and, possibly, cannot be 
known. A very neat trick! 
 
When we die and our bodies change to dust, the material evidence of our human form will have 
disappeared.  But, unlike a gap in the geological record of things past, we leave a trace of who we 
were and what we did.  Every word we utter and deed we perform, no matter small or insignificant 
it may seem at the time, is added to the collective memory of human history, for better or for worse. 
We are born from the world, and into history with its store of information and knowledge.  This 
membrane of knowledge took humans hundreds of thousands of years to develop, and we all learn 
from it as we develop into adulthood and make our contributions along the way. This knowledge 
comes from our encounter with emptiness; our attempts to understand, explain, predict, acquire, 
enjoy or control.  But ideas themselves have no material component; they simply do not exist 
outside our awareness of them.  Ideas and knowledge are mental constructs, made of nothing, out of 
nothingness, yet fully present and accessible. The idea of love proves this. Or, for example, 
consider the idea of a circle.  There are no perfect circles in all the universe; it is physically 
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impossible.  We can have examples of circles that come very, very close, but none that meet the 
strict definition:  a plane curve everywhere equidistant from the centre.   The same is true of a 
straight line; none exist in the physical world, only approximations. If you draw a line, no matter 
how carefully, it will under close examination contain wiggles and flaws the deviate from the idea 
of a line:  the shortest distance between two points. The notion of love and E=mc 2are both mental 
constructs, they only exist because we can imagine them.  Ideas are not things; they are no-thing-
ness.  But then, and this is of course the greatest mystery of all, we can give form to what is not 
even there; we can draw a line, we can love well and long if we chose. 
 
One day our whole world will turn to dust, and galactic winds will blow all of what we once were 
to unimaginable distances.  Somewhere, some material part of us will mix with dust from other 
worlds, condense and begin a new sun, a new earth. And as for all those things we created out of 
nothingness like love, the definition of a circle, or a recipe for chicken soup, well, I really don’t 
know what will happen. Still, like all impossible and mysterious things, I suspect consciousness and 
ideas will emerge again. After all, how can something made of nothingness turn to dust?  A dozen 
universes may come and go, but the notion of a circle cannot be different then than now, or that of 
love or the beauty of light, nor the awareness that contains it all. 
 
What, then, becomes of dreams, of who was loved and what was done? Could it be they are always 
here, forever here, hiding between layers of past and future imaginings, in this curious gap of now? 
 

 
          What Awaits 1 (Gordon Waters) 

 

 
         What Awaits 2 (Gordon Waters) 
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Transmission Vows 
 

Paul Maloney Roshi 
 
THE THREE VOWS OF REFUGE 
 
I take refuge in the Buddha 
 
I take refuge in the pure clean light of my original face that illuminates the whole world. 
 
I take refuge in the Dharma 
 
I cherish the Dharma. I love the way it has carried me these last fifty years. I love how, when I 
strayed, it gently brought me back to the Path. I love and cherish its persistence, its patience with 
me and my foibles. 
 
I take refuge in the Sangha 
 
I take refuge in the Sangha, my original home. Here I dwell with brother wave and sister wind, 
people, trees, wombats and snakes. Together we are one body—moon and stars, and we dance the 
dance that never ends. 
 
THE THREE PURE PRECEPTS 
 
I vow to maintain the Precepts  
 
The Way and its Virtue are the source of the Precepts. When I allow the Precepts to be my guide, 
love and laughter flow, and all things are at peace. 
 
I vow to practice all good dharmas  
 
I vow not to take myself too seriously. To maintain awareness of the real. To bring wisdom and 
compassion to all situations. 
 
I vow to save the many beings  
 
The many beings are numberless, while none other than myself. By maintaining the integrity of my 
practice, I don’t fall into the delusion of separateness. Then all are saved. 
 
THE TEN GRAVE PRECEPTS 
 
I take up the Way of Not Killing 
 
When there is no self, there is no other. No one who kills, no one who is killed. By not killing 
through thought word or deed, I preserve the sanctity of all beings. I remain open and available to 
their needs. I do not cut them down with my self-centredness. Rather, I vow to listen with an open 
heart. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Stealing 
 
Stealing arises from greed; greed from desperation and fear. When I dwell in the realm of the 
Dharma I find nothing is lacking. 
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I take up the Way of Not Misusing Sex 
 
When two people commit themselves in body, mind and heart, there if love and joy. To betray this 
sacred union is to loose the barbs of painful karma into the family and community. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Speaking Falsely 
 
Words, when used wisely, have the power to liberate. When used falsely, they add to the suffering 
of the world. I shall be reserved in speech, considered in responding to enquiries. I shall allow the 
Dharma to use me, not me who uses the Dharma. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Giving or Taking Drugs 
 
Drugs cloud the clarity of my awareness. And the sweetest, most intoxicating and addictive drug of 
all is my self-creating narrative. While it gives me momentary pleasure, I lose the joy and 
satisfaction that are the fruits of an awakened life. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Discussing the Faults of Others 
 
Fault finding, criticism and gossip divide the Sangha, close the mind, and poison the heart. I vow to 
abandon them. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Praising Myself While Abusing Others 
 
Self-praise is delusional, fracturing Sangha relations. In the Empty realm of the Dharmakaya there 
is no self, no other, no praise no blame. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Sparing the Dharma Assets 
 
I will use the Dharma Assets that have been gifted and entrusted to me, for the salvation of the 
many beings. In my personal and professional relations I will make giving my goal. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Indulging in Anger 
 
I vow not to engage in self-indulgent anger. Such anger, born of delusion, is a source of suffering. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Defaming the Three Treasures 
 
The Buddha, Dharma and Sangha are the foundations of the world. I shall nurture and honour them, 
support and promote them, with honesty and integrity. 
 

 
             Zafus (Gordon Waters) 
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Transmission Vows 
 

Sexton Burke Roshi 
 
THE THREE VOWS OF REFUGE 
 
I take refuge in the Buddha 
 
The self is not sufficient. I will commit myself to the palm of his hand. 
 
I take refuge in the Dharma 
 
I will listen to his teisho in the song of birds and the sensations of the body. 
 
I take refuge in the Sangha  
 
I will hold up no barriers to my many faces. 
 
 
THE THREE PURE PRECEPTS 
 
I vow to maintain the Precepts  
 
The Precepts are the container for my practice. 
 
I vow to practice all good dharmas  
 
None shall be harmed by me. 
 
 
I vow to save the many beings  
 
I will save the person in front of me. 
 
 
THE TEN GRAVE PRECEPTS 
 
I take up the Way of Not Killing  
 
I hold all beings. There is no ending to those tears. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Stealing  
 
Life and love are the birthright of all. I will not diminish myself. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Misusing Sex  
 
I will be mindful of that energy, to be sure that no harm is done. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Speaking Falsely  
 
My words will reflect inner truth. 
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I take up the Way of Not Giving or Taking Drugs  
 
Drugs are not excluded from the ten-thousand things. I will be mindful of their use in the realisation 
of the cessation of Dukkha. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Discussing the Faults of Others  
 
I will not give myself cause to feel ashamed. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Praising Myself While Abusing Others  
 
This is the short road to hell. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Sparing the Dharma Assets  
 
I will practice Dana Paramitta. The self must be continually thrown away. 
 
 
I take up the Way of Not Indulging in Anger  
 
I will reflect on whether the expression of that energy is constructive or destructive. 
 
I take up the Way of Not Defaming the Three Treasures  
 
The Three Treasures are the refuge of all beings. May they never be damaged by my hand. 
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              The Old Fellow (Allan Marett) 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


