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ZEN PHILOSOPHY 
•  

There exists a great interest in the West about Zen, 
particularly since World War II. Yet there seems to be a 
general haziness about the origin of Zen, what it 
believes, and the disciplines of Zen. The fault is not 
entirely with the interested-but-uninitiated. The fault 
lies also with Zen as a deliberately inscrutable teaching, 
made even more enigmatic by its interpreters, who 
spend many years writing innumerable books to explain 
what they insist is utterly inexplicable. Their 
explanations are frequently interrupted to warn the 
reader that, in the words of Lao Tzu, "they who tell do 
not know; they who know do not tell."  



• Many people think of Zen as a Japanese development, manifest in their 
Noh plays, in their flower arrangements, in their dances, in their tea 
ceremonies, in their art, in their archery. And if they think so, they are 
within the area of the truth. Some think of Zen as a Chinese 
interpretation of the Buddhist concept of the state of enlightenment, or 
of being "awakened," transported and adjusted to Japanese culture. 
That, too, is within the area of truth. And then there are some who think 
that Zen Buddhism goes back to the days of the Buddha in India, when he 
began to expound Zen, wordlessly.  

• According to legend, when Buddha was growing old he convened his 
disciples for an important discourse. And when they gathered and sat 
down silently, reverently waiting to hear their aging Master speak, the 
Buddha arose, came forward on the flower-decked platform, looked over 
his audience of disciples and monks, then bent down and picked up a 
flower which he raised to the level of his eyes. Then, without uttering a 
word, he returned to his seat. His followers looked at each other in 
bewilderment, not understanding the meaning of his silence. Only the 
venerable Mahakasyapa serenely smiled at the Master. And the Master 
smiled back at him and wordlessly bequeathed to him the spiritual 
meaning of his wordless sermon.  And that, according to legend, was the 
moment Zen was born. 



• Nearly a thousand years passed from the legendary encounter of the 
Buddha and the venerable Mahakasyapa until Zen, transmitted from 
generation to generation, reached Bodhi-Dharma, who introduced it to 
China. And still another century passed before a Chinese philosopher and 
theologian, Hui-neng, who died in 713 A.D., established Zen as a sect of 
Buddhism.  

• In China, the mystic experience of the Buddha's enlightenment was 
influenced by the teachings of Lao Tzu. While the seed of Zen came from 
India, it grew in China and was transformed by Taoism. But it did not 
reach full flowering until it came, with Chinese Buddhism, to Japan. In 
Japan, Zen was crystallized into a system, although its adherents insisted 
that it could not be taught, and argued that there could be no 
dependence on explanations, on sermonizing, or on any formal creed or 
ritual.  

• Since Zen was adopted and adapted in Japan, it has gone through a 
number of transformations. For historical reasons, and because of its 
presumable nihilistic implications, Zen became popular with the 
intellectual classes in Japan, and its following increased to nearly five 
million toward the end of the Second World War.



• The name "Zen" is Japanese. It derives from the Chinese Chan'an-na, which is a 
corruption from the Buddhist Dhyana, meaning Meditation.  

• Zen means waking up to the present moment. That is, perceiving this moment 
exactly as it is, rather than through the filter of our ideas, opinions, etc.  One way 
to practice this is to ask yourself a Big Question, such as "What am I?" If you ask 
such a question strongly and sincerely, what appears is "Don't Know." This don't-
know is before thinking. If you keep it moment to moment, then everything is 
clear. Then, each moment, whatever you're doing, just do it. When you're sitting, 
just sit; when you're eating, just eat; and so on. According to Zen, existence is 
found in the silence of the mind (no-mind), beyond the chatter of our internal 
dialog. Existence, from the Zen perspective is something that is only happening 
spontaneously, and it is not just our thoughts. All of life that we perceive is 
constantly in a state of change. Every atom in the universe is somewhere different 
every millionth of a second.  

• What then is existence? Zen says that it is instantaneous. Since the earth is 
constantly moving, and our thoughts and our bodies are constantly in a process of 
fluctuation, then what we really are, can only be experienced in each moment.  

• Think of a view. Is it what it was a second ago, or what it is now? In fact the 
moment we say the word “view",  the view has already changed into something 
new. 


