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Zen Buddhist meditation
By Dr. John Ankerberg and Dr. John Weldon

An Introduction to Zen
https://www.jashow.org/articles/guests-and-authors/dr-john-weldon-2/an-introduction-to-zen/ 

Name: Zen Buddhism. 

Purpose: The attainment of satori (enlightenment). 

Founder: Unknown; popularly believed to be Bodhidharma. 

Source of authority: Zen master’s interpretation of Buddhism; the experience of satori. 

Claim: Zen is the best or truest path to satori and representative of true Buddhism. 

Theology: Monistic, syncretistic. 

Occult dynamics: Zen meditation produces makyo or psychic phenomena. 

Attitude toward Christianity: Rejecting. 

Quotes: 

“I truly follow God’s will if I forget about God.”[1] —The World of Zen
“But after all, Zen teaches nothing. All cosmological and psychological theories of original Buddhism are regarded, according to the phrase of Hui-Hai as arguments which are of the order of nonsense…. As Tao-Yi (Matsu) says, ‘We speak of enlightenment in contrast to delusion.’ But since there is originally no delusion, enlightenment also cannot stand. This is what is known as ‘obtaining which is not an obtaining’; and also ‘in the last resort nothing gained.’”[2] —Lit-sen Chang, former Zen Buddhist

“Smash the Buddha, Patriarchs and Arhats, if you come across them; smash your parents and relations, if you come across them. You will be in real emancipation…. Anything that has the resemblance of an external authority is rejected by Zen. Absolute faith is placed in a man’s own inner being. Zen wants to live from within, not to be bound by rules, but to be creating one’s own rules.”[3] —Dr. D. T. Suzuki

Note: For the interested reader, our chapter on Buddhism has additional relevant material. It should be noted that Zen has many similarities with the religion of Taoism and that Zen influence in the West appears indirectly in numerous places, e.g., Erhard Seminars Training/The Forum is, in many respects, essentially a Zen message. (See our Encyclopedia of New Age Beliefs.) 

Zen philosophy is inherently contradictory and confusing. We have attempted to spare the reader from as much irrationalism as possible while simultaneously illustrating Zen for what it is. 

Doctrinal Summary 

God: The Absolute, Tao, beyond thought and description. 

Jesus: Most Zenists would respect Jesus as a great man but interpret His life and teachings through the philosophical assumptions of Zen. 

Salvation: Escaping duality by zazen (meditation) and satori (enlightenment). 

Man: In inner essence or reality people are one with the Absolute; ultimately the body and personality are illusions. 

Sin: Ignorance of reality. 

Heaven and Hell: Mental states or temporary conditions of existence. 
Introduction and History 

In The Way of Zen, the late influential writer Alan Watts described Zen as follows: 

But above all it has a way of being able to turn one’s mind inside out, and dissolving what seemed to be the most oppressive human problems into questions like “Why is a mouse when it spins?”[4] 

This question is a “koan,” a nonsense formulation allegedly pointing to absolute truth. The title of one Zen book, Selling Water by the River, says a great deal about Zen. As Zen masters admit, Zen is paradoxical at best and nonsense at worst: in effect, the “theatre of the absurd” of religion, and koans are an essential element. 

As an undergraduate student, John Weldon once encountered a Zen practitioner and asked the student what Zen was all about. The response was, “Why is the meaning of Zen the legs on a snake?” with the emphasis on “why.” 

Of course, no one knows and there are no true answers. 
Some people view Zen as merely an odd little Eastern sect of little or no import. They could not be more mistaken. Millions of people in the United States have been influenced by Zen directly or indirectly, and there are millions more adherents and sympathizers worldwide. Zen temples currently accept Zen worship in numerous American cities. Over one-half million people to various degrees have had a clandestine experience with Zen through Erhard Seminars Training (est/The Forum) which is predominantly a Zen teaching (see our Encyclopedia of New Age Beliefs). Brief research on the Internet indicates that Zen is active in at least 50 countries around the world; there are some 400 Zen centers in the U.S. alone. 

Millions of people have been exposed to Zen through its Western popularizers, such as Alan Watts and Christmas Humphreys. Dr. Daisetz Teitaro (D. T.) Suzuki was responsible for bringing Zen to the West in 1906[5] and was often called “the greatest living authority on Zen.” He alone has influenced millions through his books and travels.[6] 

In the last 50 years, hundreds of Zen teachers (Roshis) have taken up residence in the United States, leaving a large literary legacy on Zen. For example, Yasutani Roshi alone wrote nearly a hundred volumes before he died. [7] Many popular Zen writers have translated Zen works into English, among them John Blofeld (Chu Ch’an) and Charles Luk (Upasaka Luk’uan Yu). (Zen masters often take several names; there are also Japanese and Chinese equivalencies.) 

Zen has influenced many famous individuals. Noted psychoanalyst and occultist Carl Jung was rather sympathetic to Zen.[8] The book he was reportedly reading on his deathbed was Charles Luk’s Chan and Zen Teachings: First Series; he asked his secretary to write the author, acknowledging his enthusiasm and personal rapport with Zen ideas. [9] Martin Heidegger, the mentor of Jean Paul Sartre and famous German existentialist philosopher, once stated, “If I understand [Dr. Suzuki] correctly, this is what I have been trying to say in all my writings.”[10] The influential neo-orthodox theologian Paul Tillich also admired Zen. Today we find books like James H. Austen’s Zen and the Brain (MIT: Cambridge Press, 1998), a 900 page “neuroscience” study on Zen states of consciousness and brain physiology. So whatever one thinks of Zen, it is nevertheless a modern force to be reckoned with. Christians especially should take note of its influence on mainline Christianity and the growing movement of so-called “Zen Christians,” which we will critique. 
Zen and the Major Schools of Buddhism 

There are two principal schools of Buddhism: the Hinayana, or Theravada (usually considered the earliest tradition and therefore the most accurate), and the Mahayana, generally thought to be a later tradition which “deified” the Buddha and which represents a more mystical approach, hence one closer to Zen. (Many scholars accept Tibetan Buddhism as a third school.) Most scholars regard Zen as Mahayanist, some as Hinayanist, while a few consider it apart from all schools. Zen could also be said to represent a blend of both major schools with additional elements originated during its diverse geographical and historical development. 

Zen claims to be the “true” Buddhism, but since no one can prove what true (original) Buddhism is, the claim means little. In Buddhism, generally, four factors have contributed to this uncertainty over the earliest Buddhist teachings: (1) the late nature of the Buddhist manuscripts, (2) their contradictory teachings, (3) Buddhism’s long-standing emphasis on subjectivism and (4) Buddha’s mixture of legend and history. In the end, Zen is simply one of innumerable conflicting schools of Buddhism, no more no less. Even within its own ranks there are many sub-schools claiming that they alone constitute the “highest truth” of Zen, and some even claim that conventional Zen cannot offer true enlightenment (such as Zenmar’s so-called “Dark Zen”). 

Because Zenists claim to be the original Buddhism, Zen Roshi Jiyu Kennett attempts to trace the basic doctrines of the earlier Hinayana school to their later development in Zen.[11] And in Blofeld’s opinion it is difficult to be dogmatic on the origin of Zen as being strictly Mahayanist, because he argues that the truth of Buddhism is determined subjectively not historically: 
Nevertheless, quite apart from the fact that up-to-date research, coupled with closer contacts between Western scholars on the one hand and Chinese, Tibetan and Japanese monks on the other, has demonstrated how impossible it is to be sure that either Mahayana or Hinayana is the more “orthodox” of the two, the folly of such narrow-mindedness is clearly demonstrated by the Blessed One’s own words; for, even according to the Theravadins, he seems to have declared soundly that whatsoever is conducive to the welfare of sentient beings is right doctrine and that whatsoever is harmful to their welfare cannot be true Buddha-Dharma. While it is true that some of the schools and sects within the Mahayana are of comparatively later origin than either the Theravadin or the ancient Mahayanist sects, it is also true that they differ only as to method and never as to the Goal.[12] 

This is assuming we know what the Buddha himself said. In fact, Buddhist scholars, such as Edward Conze, Edward J. Thomas and others, have stated that we do not know and cannot know what he said, due to the four points mentioned previously. 

D. T. Suzuki illustrates the problem when he claims: “If the Mahayana is not Buddhism proper, neither is the Hinayana, for the historical reason that neither of them represents the teaching of the Buddha as it was preached by the Master himself.”[13] But Suzuki himself is not certain what Buddha said and even admits that Buddhism “refuses to be objectively defined.” [14] As a result, he also interprets “true” Buddhism mystically rather than objectively or doctrinally. Suzuki claims to teach a Buddhism “stripped of all its historical and doctrinal garments,” [15] a Buddhism that is “the inner life and spirit of the Buddha” structured around his inmost consciousness. 

We do know that the founder of Zen is popularly considered to be Bodhidharma (perhaps a legend), who is said to have brought Zen to China around 520 A.D. Zen’s lengthy historical evolution makes its origin difficult to trace. However, the controversial theories of Buddhist monks such as Tao-Sheng (360-434 A.D.) clearly contributed to its development. (Some believe Tao-Sheng was “Zen’s actual founder.”) Nevertheless, once it arrived in China, the Chinese influence on Zen was crucial, as noted by Dr. Suzuki: 
The traditional origin of Zen in India before its introduction into China, which is recorded in Zen literature, is so mixed with legends that no reliable facts can be gathered from it…. In fact, Zen Buddhism, as was already discussed, is the product of the Chinese mind, or rather the Chinese elaboration of the [Buddhist] Doctrine of Enlightenment…. Some scholars may, however, object to this kind of treatment of the subject, on the ground that if Zen is at all a form of Buddhism, or even the essence of it as is claimed by its followers, it cannot be separated from the general history of Buddhism in India. This is quite true, but as far as facts are concerned, Zen as such did not exist in India—that is, in the form as we have it today; and therefore… we must consider Zen the Chinese interpretation of the doctrine of Enlightenment, which is expounded in all Buddhist literature, most intensively in the Mahayana and more or less provisionally in the Hinayana.[16] 

In China the two principal schools of Zen, the Rinzai and the Soto, were founded, [17] and from here Zen moved to Japan. In the twelfth century a Japanese Tendai Buddhist monk (Eisai, 1141-1215) went to China to study Zen and returned to found the Rinzai school. Myozen, a disciple of Eisai, initiated Dogen (1200-1253) into Zen, and Dogen became the founder of the Soto school. Today, Zen has a wide influence in Japan. The martial arts of judo, Karate and Kendo (fencing), together with Japanese gardens, architecture, poetry, painting and the tea ceremony all more or less reflect Zen influence.[18] And Dr. Lit-sen Chang observes that Zen “was used by Japanese militarists as an incentive for their aggressive wars.” [19] 

According to Zen, its “doctrine” and essence were transmitted mystically or psychically from disciple to disciple. Allegedly the Buddha himself transmitted esoteric truth to Mahakasyapa, apparently the only disciple capable of receiving the transmission at the time. As the story goes, the Buddha had picked up a flower after a lecture and held it up for his disciples to see. Only Mahakasyapa understood the meaning and responded with a smile. “Later the Buddha called this disciple to him in private and mystically transmitted to him the wordless doctrine, or ‘with Mind transmitted Mind.’ Mahakasyapa, in turn, mystically transmitted the Doctrine to Ananda, who thus became second in the line of twenty-eight Indian Patriarchs. The last of these was Bodhidharma, who is said to have travelled to China in the sixth century A.D.”[20] Thus, ostensibly, “while all Buddhist sects present the truth in varying degrees, Zen alone preserves the very highest teachings of all—teachings based on a mysterious transmission of Mind which took place between Gautama Buddha and Mahakasyapa.” [21] 

Again, all of this is unverifiable. Those who believe that Zen can be traced to the Buddha and his “highest” teaching do so on the basis of unsupported Zen claims, not documented history. Even comments by Zenists like John Blofeld are telling. In his translation of one of Hyang Po’s writings, Huan Po Ch’uan Hsin Fa Yao, he notes the similarity of the Zen experience to that of Plotinus, Meister Eckhart and other famous mystics, and then he illustrates that the story of the Buddha himself originating Zen is based in mysticism, not history: 

Opinions as to the truth of this story naturally vary, but Masters like Huang Po obviously speak from some deep inner experience. He and his followers were concerned solely with a direct perception of truth and cannot have been even faintly interested in arguments about the historical orthodoxy of their beliefs…. So however slender the evidence for Zen’s claim to have been founded by Gautama Buddha himself, I do not for one moment doubt that Huang Po was expressing in his own way the same experience of Eternal Truth which Gautama Buddha and others, Buddhist and non-Buddhist, have expressed in theirs. [22]
Other Zenists have extended the origin of Zen back far beyond Sakyamuni (the historical Buddha) to earlier “Buddhas,” and even far beyond that into eternity past. Zen thus becomes the Eternal Truth that has always existed, and always will.[23] Shunryu Suzuki, a Soto Zen Master, asserts: “There is no Nirvana outside our practice…. This practice started from beginningless time, and it will continue into an endless future. Strictly speaking, for a human being there is no other practice than this practice. There is no other way of life than this way of life.” [24] 

The claims of Zen as to its origin and superiority have not necessarily endeared Zen to other Buddhists, who make similar claims for their own teachings. Zenists accept virtually all Buddhism as representing the genuine teachings of the Buddha, but they distinguish between his “introductory” and “advanced” teachings. From their perspective, they relegate Theravadin teaching, also known as Hinayana, to Buddha’s introductory teachings, which were intended for “weaker” souls not up to the rigors of Zen. Roshi Kennett says that “the teachings of Hinayana were for the beginner and the Mahayana ones were for those who had made greater progress.” [25] 

This approach harmonizes with the Zen belief that the experience of the Buddha was much more important than his teachings, which are essentially superficial. Theravadins, for their part, reject Zen as “heretical.” They cannot accept what they consider spurious Mahayanist revisions of the Buddha’s “true” teachings. If we read the following statement by Dr. Suzuki, we can see why the Theravadins are not content to accept Zen as a legitimate Buddhist school: “Zen claims to be Buddhism, but all the Buddhist teachings as propounded in the sutras and sastras are treated by Zen as mere waste paper whose utility consists in wiping off the dirt of intellect and nothing more.” [26] 

A recent book title went, If You Meet the Buddha on the Road, Kill Him. Those Buddhists who believe that the Buddha is irrelevant and his teachings dangerous can hardly expect sympathy from other Buddhists who reverence him and his words. Dr. Lit-sen Chang observes: “‘The Buddha cannot save us,’ says Hui-Hai, ‘strive diligently, practice the method for yourselves, do not rely on the strength of the Buddha.’ It is interesting to note that Buddha is often spoken of as a ‘dry stick of dung’ and it is also a very popular saying among Zen, ‘When you have mentioned Buddha’s name, wash your mouth!’”[27] Garma C. C. Chang observes: “If one understands that reality is neither pure nor impure, he finds the Buddha in the dung as well as in Heaven.”[28] 
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What is Zen?
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The issue of Zen origins and orthodoxy is largely irrelevant for most Zen believers. The experience of Zen is what matters to them. As the popular Alan Watts observed, comprehending Zen is like trying to chew one’s teeth off; it simply can’t be done. Zen only “makes sense” when one enters Zen practice and achieves an altered state of “enlightened” consciousness. Put another way, Zen meditation leading to satori (enlightenment) is what makes the irrational in Zen “rational” and its absurdities “meaningful.” 

Although Zen can be quite profound on one level, as we will see, at another level it is about as profound as “selling water by the river”: 

The Zen master teaches his student nothing.[1]
There is nothing. Absolutely nothing! I am everything and everything is nothing![2]
To receive trouble is to receive good fortune; to receive agreement is to receive opposition. [3]
Free your mind of notions, beliefs, assumptions. I hit you with my baton (striking student). You cry “Ouch!” That “Ouch!” is the whole universe. What more is there? Is Mu different from that?[4] [“Mu” is a koan.]

Millions of people today are fascinated by Zen, even though Zen teaches them to believe in “nothing” and that they are only illusions. Zen accepts only one reality. This is termed “Not Two,” “Only Mind,” “Buddha Nature,” etc. Separate “things,” whether people, places or objects, are illusions “hiding” this one true reality.[5] Zenists presume that there is no objective world “out there,” that it is all in their mind; or, more accurately, since their mind does not exist, everything is an illusory manifestation of “Only Mind,” or the ultimate reality. The goal of Zen meditation is therefore to recognize the oneness (to experience one’s true nature) and then to reconcile, or harmonize, the oneness with the illusory duality. At this point, no observer or reconciler exists, for there is no consciousness of a division between observer and what is observed. 

Because Zen is not concerned with the historical Buddha or his alleged teachings, but only with his purported mystical consciousness, the “Buddha” is symbolic of an internal reality, which is found in Zen meditation. “Only Mind” and “the Buddha” are two terms for the monistic (oneness) experience that Zen calls an experience of reality. Although reality is outwardly illusory, everyone is inwardly one essence with reality, and thus in one sense everyone is the Buddha, or his mystical experience of reality. “People think they are doing various things, but actually it is the Buddha doing them.” [6] 

Because Zen involves a denial of everything, and is inherently contradictory, readers can expect to encounter significant confusion in studying Zen. However, for the Zenist, it is the other six billion people who are deluded: he, at least, has found the “Truth.” [7] Suzuki laments, “But in the world, alas, there are so many living corpses wallowing in the mud of ignorance.”[8] Another Zen teacher exclaims, “most of the people in the world are heretics.” [9] 

In the material that follows, we will look at: the definition of Zen; some common beliefs and features of Zen; the two main schools of Zen; the central practice of Zen — meditation or zazen; the nonsense riddles (koans) given by the Roshi or Zen Master and the goal of Zen — enlightenment or satori. 

Definition of Zen 

Like Brahman, who the Hindus define as “not this, not that” (“neti, neti”), Zen is beyond all definition. “Zen masters, in fact, look upon mere definitions and explanations as dry and lifeless, and as ultimately misleading because they are inherently limited.”[10] When asked “What is Zen?” by a disciple, Ummon replied, “That’s It.” [11] 

Defining Zen depends on one’s perspective. For some, Zen is a philosophy of life. For others it is religion not philosophy. Roshi Kennett declares, “Zen is an intuitive religion and not a philosophy or way of life.”[12] But D. T. Suzuki argues, “Is Zen a religion? It is not a religion in the sense that the term is popularly understood.” [13] Defining Zen is difficult then, since, in an ultimate sense, Zen has no required definition or, allegedly, even beliefs. Suzuki argues, “Zen has nothing to teach us in the way of intellectual analysis; nor has it any set doctrines which are imposed on its followers for acceptance…. If I am asked, then, what Zen teaches, I would answer Zen teaches nothing.” [14] 

Technically speaking, whatever someone may say about Zen can be viewed as wrong, because one can only communicate dualistically (right, wrong; hot, cold), and Zen finds its heart in an experiential realm beyond dualism in oneness. This (Zen) can only be experienced, not communicated. About Zen, one cannot even declare that nothing exists. One cannot declare anything about Zen because to do so one must use concepts and concepts are part of the illusion of duality. Enlightenment means to go beyond all concepts, so therefore beyond the ideas of existence and nonexistence, logic and illogic, beyond literally everything. 

A good illustration of the problem can be seen at the alt.zen website, “Frequently Asked Questions.” Here are the first three questions and partial answers. Question one is, “What is Zen (the simple question)?” We are told that Zen is sometimes called a religion, sometimes a philosophy. “Choose whichever term you prefer, it simply doesn’t matter.” Question two is, “What is Zen (the real question)?” One reply is that the essence of Zen is, “Have you eaten yet?” Question three is, “Why do people post such nonsense to this group?” The answer is that, according to Zen’s intuitive understanding, “words and sentences have no fixed meaning, and logic is often irrelevant.” The “Empty Gate Zen Center” is part of the International consortium of Zen centers known as the Kwan Um School of Zen, founded in 1977 by Zen master Seung Sahn. At its website, it describes Zen as follows: “Zen is keeping don’t know mind always and everywhere.” 

So how do we define Zen? Perhaps most simply as an unusual sect of Buddhism that stresses enlightenment attained by mystical technique, contradiction and intuition. 
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Common Beliefs of Zen Buddhism
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In this article, we will briefly note several common beliefs and features of Zen: monism; the centrality of Mind; irrationalism; nihilism; the priority of Self; pantheism; antiauthority; influence by Taoism and Mahayana; exclusivism. 

Monism. 
According to Zen, until one is enlightened one cannot know reality. People may think that there is individual existence, that there is an agreed upon reality, but they are wrong. There is no validity or reality to dualistic concepts such as Creator and creature, object and subject, right and wrong, life and death, good and evil, heaven and hell and so on. Everything is one. At best, what we perceive around us and in normal patterns of thinking is an illusory manifestation of an underlying unitary reality that is itself indescribable.[1] Soikei-an stated: “Though all day long you are speaking, raising your eyebrows, standing, sitting, walking and lying, nevertheless in reality nothing has happened.”[2] Huang Po asserted quaintly: “There has never been a single thing.”[3] “The arising and the elimination of illusion are both illusory. Illusion is not something rooted in Reality; it exists because of your dualistic thinking.” [4] 

Suzuki declared that “with satori the whole universe sinks into nothingness.”[5] Of course, the universe was nothingness to begin with, so Zenists are really “leaping out of an abyss of absolute nothingnesss [6] “into” their version of reality. But paradoxically, one could also describe their reality, at least theoretically, as an experience of absolute nothingness. Reality is Only Mind, the one monistic consciousness that alone “exists.” However, Huang Po asserted that even enlightenment and Mind are illusions. “In the teaching of the Three Vehicles it is clearly explained that the ordinary and Enlightened minds are illusions…. As thought or sensation arises, you fall into dualism [illusion]…. There is no this and no that…. Just as those categories [enlightened; ordinary] have no real existence, so Mind is really not ‘mind.’ ‘And, as both Mind and those categories are really illusions wherever can you hope to find anything?’”[7] Zenists, then, find nothing. The “path” of Zen (there is really no path) travels from the perception of “conventional reality as absolute nothingness” to the perception of “Only Mind as absolute nothingness” or what is often termed “the Void.” In a sense, Zen begins at absolute nothingness and ends at absolute nothingness. 

The Centrality of Mind. 
Paradoxically, Zen is known as “Hsin-tsung,” the discipline of the mind. It emulates the Buddha’s supposedly illuminated individual mind (an illusion) and produces full realization of Mind or Reality. For Rinzai and other Zen masters, “Zen is no other than the Mind.” “The Buddha is the Mind.” The very purpose of the koan is to train the mind to experience satori. Suzuki states: “According to the philosophy of Zen, we are too much of a slave to the conventional way of thinking, which is dualistic through and through…. Zen, however, upsets this scheme of thought and substitutes a new one in which there exists no logic, no dualistic arrangement of ideas.”[8] Ironically, then, as in advaita and other monistic systems stressing enlightenment, Zenists depend entirely upon the mind to subvert the mind and move beyond its normal methods of functioning. 

Irrationalism. 
It is ironic that a system stressing the importance of the mind so radically dismantles the mind by denying its most basic functions, such as rational conceptualization, logic and common sense. How a dualistic entity itself (the mind), which according to Zen has no ultimate existence, can lead to anything, let alone to spiritual enlightenment, is never explained. It is accepted on blind faith. Suzuki himself admitted that “Zen is the most irrational, inconceivable thing in the world.”[9] 
But Suzuki may also contradict himself and claim that Zen “always deals with facts concrete and tangible.”[10] The truth, however, is that Zen has no facts; it is irrational in its denial of reason and language, and nihilistic (see following) in its implications. [11]“Logically considered Zen may be full of contradictions…. But as it stands above all things, it goes serenely on its own way.”[12] Thus, Bodhidharma stressed the necessity of “a special transmission outside the scriptures, no dependence upon the words and letters.”[13] Rinzai said, “I tell you this: there is no Buddha, no Dharma, no training and no realization…. Rather than attaching yourselves to my words, better calm down and seek nothing further.”[14] Yashutani Roshi noted, “Buddhism has clearly demonstrated that discriminative thinking lies at the root of delusion. I once heard someone say: ‘Thought is the sickness of the human mind.’ From the Buddhist point of view this is quite true.” [15] “To realize your self-nature you have to break out of the cul-de-sac of logic and analysis.” [16] 

Now consider Hung Po’s (Than Chi, Hsi Yun) description of the Zen path: 

That which is fundamentally pure and clean, is beyond word, speech, question and answer…. Your words and speeches should be disengaged from the worldly way of life thereby [causing] all your utterances to become transcendental [non-dual] in the twinkling of an eye…. Why do not they, together with me, reduce the mind to the state of empty space, of a withered log, of a stone, of cold ashes and extinct fire? Only then can there be some little degree of responsiveness (to the absolute thatness), otherwise they will have later to be flogged by Yama (the god of the hell) for their sins. You will have only to keep from all that is and is not so that your mind will be solitary….[17]
As Dr. Suzuki said, “Zen is the most irrational, inconceivable thing in the world.” 

Nihilism. 
Zen scholars often attempt to deny the charge of nihilism, but Zen is clearly a teaching of meaninglessness and despair. Where can any meaning or purpose be found in Zen? 
The experiential state of Zen enlightenment may be described in glowing terms (along with the usual “Nothingness,” “Voidness” and “Emptiness”), but that hardly makes it meaningful when “you” do not even really exist to perceive or experience it. If nothing matters, why not become a thief or a hedonist? As one Zen master argued, “In my talks there is nothing absolutely real. If you see it thus, you are a true leaver of home and can spend ten thousand pieces of yellow gold per day (enjoy yourself).”[18] Indeed, why endure the “violent howling, shouting and beating methods” of the Rinzai school in order to break the dualistic mind, [19] when the mind is only an illusion to begin with? Alan Watts described entering the Zen path as “to enter a life which is completely aimless”: “To the logician it will of course seem that the point at which we have arrived is pure nonsense—as, in a way, it is. From the Buddhist point of view, reality itself has no meaning…. To arrive at reality—at “suchness”—is to go beyond karma, beyond consequential action, and to enter a life which is completely aimless.” [20] 

Zen enlightenment may be described as “full emptiness” rather than “empty emptiness” (implying that “something” remains after enlightenment), but no Zenist has ever been able to say what remains, let alone supply any meaning to Zen enlightenment. Further, one need only examine the lives of people like Alan Watts, who adopted this nihilistic philosophy, to see the personal havoc wrought by this kind of teaching. [21] 

Zenists may claim that enlightenment gives one freedom and peace of mind. But “peace of mind” is as meaningless as everything else. What peace? What mind? Can inner peace be experienced by a nonentity? And is it not true that such “freedom” could easily slide into a freedom from responsibility? [22] As the Bible warns, “Do not be misled: ‘Bad company corrupts good character’” (1 Cor. 15:33). “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows” (Gal. 6:7). 

What then is the meaning of Zen? The meaning is ostensibly in the simple experience of Zen, but of what value is that within the confines of Zen philosophy? Note a typically characteristic Zen saying: “Who is the teacher of all the Buddhas, past, present, and future? John the cook.”[23] Absurd? That’s Zen. 

The Priority of Self. 
Zen is a religion that lives and breathes glory to one’s true “Self.” As the “false” self of individual personality is slowly eradicated, the true Self supposedly emerges in the process of enlightenment. Zen is thus a process “through which self-denial is simultaneously self-election—choice of one’s self as infinite and absolute.”[24] Akisha Kondo observes: “The answer must come out of oneself, by one’s own experience. Single-mindedness is just single-mindedness and leaves no room for interrogation. It is a sheer act of faith in oneself. It implies, therefore, total respect toward the real self.” [25] But what is this “real Self”? Zenists cannot say. Even the “real” Self cannot be truly described, since concepts are meaningless. One would assume then that the ineffable Self cannot be described as real when the concept of “real” is meaningless. 

Pantheism. 
Pantheism is both affirmed and denied in Zen. God is and is not the universe. For example, even though Dr. Suzuki asserts that Zen “never subscribes to pantheism,” [26] he also declares “the Creator is the creation and yet the Creator is the Creator.”[27] “And the world is God and God is the world, and God exclaims, ‘it is good!’… God’s is-ness is my is-ness and also the cat’s is-ness sleeping on her mistress’ lap.”[28] 

Perhaps we could say that Zen is pantheistic in a qualified sense, or that it is panentheistic. In Zen, does it finally matter? Or perhaps Dr. Suzuki was being careless with words: “If I should say ‘I am God’ it is sacrilegious. No, not that. I am I, God is God, and at the same time I am God, God is I. That is the most important part.” [29] 
Blofeld argues that if Mind is Only Reality, the illusory, insentient creation itself cannot be that Reality.[30] And yet Suzuki admits in an interview, “The banana plant can be saved. Snow, too.” [31] Again, what difference should it make? 

Anti-authority. 
On one level, Zen accepts no supreme authority except that of subjective and ineffable experience. After all, what else exists but mystical experience to place authority in? Not Buddha or parents or Scriptures, and certainly not the God of Christianity. Every source of authority must be destroyed: “Followers of the Way, if you wish to see this Dharma clearly, do not let yourselves be deceived. Whether you turn to the outside or to the inside, whatever you encounter, kill it. If you meet the Buddha, kill the Buddha; if you meet the patriarchs, kill the patriarchs; if you meet the Arhats, kill the Arhats; if you meet your parents, kill your parents; if you meet your relatives, kill your relatives; then for the first time you will see clearly.” [32] 

On the other hand, the Zen master, allegedly enlightened, is the supreme authority, which one must always submit to. What he declares is law. If he tells you that something must be cast aside, you must obey. “Next you must vigorously undertake even what is difficult to do and difficult to endure, without concerning yourself at all with right and wrong and without clinging to your own opinions. You must cast aside anything [even Jesus Christ] that does not accord with the Buddhist truth, even though it be something you most earnestly desire.”[33] 

Taoism and Mahayana. 
As noted, Zen claims to be the true Buddhism, its real essence. Dogen argued that Zen is the universal truth, which is also the essence of true Buddhism. “Anybody who would regard Zen as a school or sect of Buddhism… is a devil.”[34] Zen, however, is simply an odd combination of the occult religion of Taoism and of Mahayana Buddhism. As Alan Watts pointed out, “The origins of Zen are as much Taoist as Buddhist.”[35] 
He notes the first principle of Taoism as: “when everyone recognizes beauty as beautiful, there is already ugliness; when everyone recognizes goodness as good, there is already evil.”[36] Dr. Lit-sen Chang describes Zen as a kind of Taoist revolt against Buddhism: 

Zen is not considered classical Buddhism, but a “Chinese anomaly of it.”… All that we can say with assurance is that in China itself, as early as the Period of Disunity (396-588), the theory of instantaneous enlightenment had been developed…. Dr. Hu-Shih describes Zen as a Chinese revolt against Buddhism. He accepts neither the historical reality of Bodhi-Dharma nor the authenticity of the earlier Zen works…. Zen grew out of a combination of mahayana Buddhism and Taoism. “From Hui-Neng, Zen lost all its distinctively Indian characteristics, it became thoroughly transformed by the more practical Chinese mentality.” It was actually more deeply influenced by Taoism…. The central theme of Taoism is “Wu Wei” (non-action)…. Humphreys asserted more affirmatively, ‘The Taoist doctrine of “Wu-Wei” is excellent Zen. “According to him, ‘Taoism is “The god-mother of Zen”.’”[37]
Exclusivism. 
Religions in general claim tolerance and unity while simultaneously teaching that only their path is valid or is the best path. Zen is no exception: “Few if any achieve ‘satori’ without Zen training.”[38] “There is no Nirvana outside our [Soto Zen] practice.”[39] 
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Contradictory Teachings in Zen Buddhism
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Zen believers should be challenged to ask themselves how is it possible to know that Zen is true when the philosophy is riddled with contradictions. D. T. Suzuki himself confesses that, “even among the Zen masters themselves there is a great deal of discrepancy, which is quite disconcerting. What one asserts another flatly denies or makes a sarcastic remark about it, so that the uninitiated are at a loss what to make out of all these everlasting and hopeless entanglements.”[1] The chart below notes some internal Zen contradictions. 

  

	“I put Samadhi foremost and wisdom afterwards.” Master Wanshi (cited in ZCLA [Zen Center of Los Angeles] Journal<>, p. 4)
	“I put wisdom foremost and samadhi afterwards.” Master Engo (cited in ZCLA Journal, p. 4).

	“Without it [satori] there is no Zen, for the life of Zen begins with the ‘opening of satori’.” Dr. Suzuki (Sohl and Carr, The Gospel According to Zen: Beyond the Death of God, p. 33)
	“It’s not that Satori is unimportant, but it’s not that part of Zen that needs to be stressed.” (Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Mind, Beginners Mind, p. 9)

	“The achievement of the aim of Zen, as Suzuki has made very clear… implies overcoming the narcissistic self-glorification and the illusion of omnipotence.” (Ross, World of Zen: An East-West Anthology, p. 199)
	“I AM the Absolute.” The man who has realized Satori… being intensely aware of the infinite riches of his nature.” (Ross, World of Zen, pp. 67, 221)

	“Enlightenment, when it comes, will come in a flash. There can be no gradual, no partial Enlightenment…. By no means can he be regarded as partially Enlightened.” (Huang Po in Ross, World of Zen, p. 69)
	“There are, however, greater and lesser satoris.” (R. F. Sasaki in Ross, World of Zen, p. 26)

	“If your effort is headed in the wrong direction, especially if you are not aware of this, it is deluded effort.” (Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, p. 59)
	“Even if it [your effort] is in the wrong direction, if you are aware of that, you will not be deluded.” (Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, p. 61)

	“So it can be said that a Zen which ignores or denies or belittles satori is not true daijo Buddhist Zen…. Today many in the Soto sect hold that since we are all innately Buddhas, satori is not necessary. Such an egregious error reduces Shikantaza, which properly is the highest form of sitting, to nothing more than bompu Zen, the first of the five types.”(Yasutani Roshi, Three Pillars of Zen, p. 45-46)
	“Error has no substance; it is entirely the product of your own thinking.” (Huang Po, The Zen Teaching of Huang Po, p. 80)

	“Zen is most emphatically not to be regarded as a system of self-improvement, or a way of becoming a Buddha. In the words of Lin chi, ‘if a man seeks the Buddha, that man loses the Buddha.” (Alan Watts, The Way of Zen, p. 125)
	“Because searching one’s own mind leads ultimately to enlightenment, this practice is a prerequisite to becoming a Buddha. No matter whether you have committed either the ten evil deeds or the five deadly sins, still if you turn back your mind and enlighten yourself, you are a Buddha instantly.” (Yasutani Roshi, The Three Pillars of Zen, p. 161) 

“It is said in the Diamond Sutra: ‘those who relinquish all forms are called Buddhas (Enlightened Ones).’” (The Zen Teaching of Hui Hai, p. 53)

	“Sages seek from mind, not from the Buddha; fools seek from the Buddha instead of seeking from mind.” (Blofeld, The Zen Teaching of Hui Hai, p. 44)
	“The Buddha is none other than Mind.” (The Three Pillars of Zen, pp. 283-284)

	“In point of fact, Zen has no ‘mind’ to murder; therefore there is no ‘mind murdering’ in Zen…. Nothing really exists throughout the triple world; ‘where do you wish to see the mind?” (Lit-sen Chang, Zen Existentialism, p. 152, quoting D. T. Suzuki, Introduction to Zen Buddhism[New York: Philosophical Library, 1949], pp. 42-43)
	“Zen purposes to discipline the mind itself, to make it its own master, through an insight into its proper nature. This getting into the real nature of one’s own mind is the fundamental object of Zen Buddhism.” (Chang, Zen Existentialism, quoting D.T. Suzuki, Introduction to Zen Buddhism, p. 40)


One wonders, was the original face of the Zen practitioner smiling or frowning as he contemplated Zen contradictions? 

If they are frank, even committed Zenists must acknowledge the superiority of the Christian view, both philosophically and practically. Tucker Callaway records an interesting discussion that he had with D. T. Suzuki, a discussion which points out the difficulty that even the most devoted Zen teacher has with his own philosophy. “Toward the end of the interview with Daisetz Suzuki, I said that while Buddhism accepts all things, just as they are, as good, [Christians] find things imperfect and therefore strive to change them. To this Suzuki surprisingly replied, ‘Yes, that’s the good side of Christianity. Buddhists accept everything as it is, perhaps. That is bad. They don’t go out of their way to do good.’”[2] Even Suzuki could not live consistently as a Zenist. Callaway points out the implications: 

It is difficult for me not to believe he meant this seriously. It seemed to me that at that moment he departed from his Zen presuppositions and expressed a genuine value judgment. Whether he did, or whether he remained only-mind viewing himself, me, and the entire interview with complete detachment, the value judgment he articulated is crucial. 

From the Zen point of view, not going out of one’s way to do good is evidence of Enlightenment, as also would be not going out of one’s way not to do good. Picking and choosing and the urge to “do good” are evidences of Ignorance. The freedom of the Zen Way is the freedom not to choose. But the freedom of the Jesus Way denies one the freedom not to choose…. If Suzuki seriously meant what he said… he, at least for that moment, was off the Zen way.[3] 

How could Dr. Suzuki possibly admit to Dr. Callaway, as he did, that “Buddhism has a great deal to learn from Christianity,” [4] if Zen is really true? Perhaps Zenists should listen to the words of Dr. Suzuki, learn from Christianity and read the words of Jesus Christ in detail. Here they will find true enlightenment, for in Christ “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). 

The difficulty for Zen is that even Zen masters betray Zen by how they live and think. Is a philosophy that one consistently betrays, and that consistently betrays itself, a true philosophy of life? Or is Zen itself the real koan? 

Zenists have declared that “ignorance is in reality the Buddha-nature.”[5] Read that again, slowly! Based on this statement we might conclude with a “koan” of our own predicated upon Christian presuppositions. “When we say perception is an illusion, are we in our senses or are we not?” 
Questions for Practitioners 

1. How can koans originate from the Buddha nature?[6] 

2. How many Zenists are unnecessarily struggling “no matter what the hardship or anxiety may be?”[7] How many Zenists have committed suicide because of its meaninglessness? “For example, Ch’u Yuan said, ‘Everybody in the world is drunk. Only I am sober!’ He refused to follow the ways of the world, but he ended his life in the waters of the Ts’ang-lang River.”[8] 

3. If conflict between right and wrong is the sickness of the mind, why do Zen masters concern themselves with distinguishing right from wrong?[9] If Zen Masters have sick minds should their conclusions be heeded? 

4. Some people have practiced Zen for ten years (or longer) without ever attaining enlightenment.[10] Is it wise to spend so much time seeking a condition described even by Zen Masters as encompassing a “half-mad state”? 

5. How can Zen monks speak of other Zen “approaches [that] are not authentic, true Zen at all”?[11] If Zen Masters deny each other’s basic teachings on zazen, [12] satori and other key elements, how can its disciples be certain that what they learned is true? As Callaway points out: 

In fact, Zen cannot even believe that Zen’s own doctrine is more true than the doctrine of other religions. The moment one thing is preferred to another, the realization that all things are equally Only Mind has been set aside. This leads to the basic dilemma of Zen and, for that matter, of all other monistic or non-dualistic systems of thought. The only possible conclusion to believing that the insights of Zen are true is to believe that truth cannot be known. But if it is believed that truth cannot be known, it cannot be believed that the premises of Zen are true.[13] 

6. After satori is achieved, “When the ecstasy resides, we have acquired nothing extraordinary and certainly nothing peculiar.”[14] If it is nothing special, why practice zazen? “If you think you will get something from practicing zazen, already you are involved in impure practice.”[15] 

7. If the mind does not exist, how can it realize satori and then perceive its own illusion? Is it like discovering one has a mind, after thinking one does not? If the mind does exist, why deny its reasoning abilities? But if so, why teach Zen? As Huang Po said: “If I now state that there are no phenomena and no Original Mind, you will begin to understand something of the intuitive Dharma silently conveyed to Mind with mind.[16] 
  

Scripture Contrasts
	ZEN
	THE BIBLE

	“There is no this and no that.” (Huang Po in Ross, World of Zen, pp. 70-71)
	“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” (Gen. 1:1)

	“Why seek a doctrine? As soon as you have a doctrine you fall into dualistic thought.” (Huang Po, Zen Teaching of Huang Po, p. 71)
	“You must teach what is in accord with sound doctrine.” (Titus 2:1)

	“Even to have a good thing in your mind is not so good.” (Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, p. 127)
	“Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, let your mind dwell on these things.” (Phil. 4:8 NAS)

	“The master does not ‘help’ the student in any way, since helping would actually be hindering. On the contrary, he goes out of his way to put obstacles and barriers in the student’s path.” (Watts, The Way of Zen, p. 163)
	“In everything I showed you that by working hard in this manner you must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that He Himself said, It is more blessed to give than to receive.” (Acts 20:35 NAS)

	“Your own Mind is itself Buddha, the Void-universe. There will then be no anxiety about life or death….” (The Three Pillars of Zen, p. 162)
	“But I will warn you whom to fear: fear the One who after He has killed has authority to cast into hell; yes, I tell you, fear Him!” (Luke 12:5 NAS)
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The Theology of Zen Buddhism
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In this article, we will contrast the teachings of Zen with those of Christianity. At one level, Zenists will admit that the two religions are incompatible, but they will nevertheless argue that a Christian can practice Zen to great benefit. At another level, the Zen doctrine of oneness makes Zen believers religious syncretists: all religions are believed to contain the same essence (Zen). Thus a Christian who understands the true essence of Christianity will be at home practicing Zen. Consider the following declaration of Zen master Deshimaru (1927-82), who founded some 100 Zen centers throughout Europe and was often called “the Bodhidharma of modern times.” At their essence, he saw no difference at all between Christianity and Zen. “In their deepest spirit I find no difference…. In essence, it comes down to one and the same religion.”[1] 

Despite the fundamentally anti-Christian nature of Zen, philosophically, theologically and experientially, even some who claim to be Christians endorse Zen. Zen Meditation for Christians and Christian Zen, written by Roman Catholics, are two of many examples. But the Zen claim and the Zen reality are not one. 

The Zen claim: compatibility with Christianity. 

Zen masters teach that since Zen is supposedly noncommittal religiously, Christians can practice zazen. Soto Master Shunryo Suzuki argues: “Our practice has nothing to do with some particular religious belief. And for you, there is no need to hesitate to practice our way, because it has nothing to do with Christianity or Shintoism or Hinduism. Our practice is for everyone… there is no need to worry about the difference between Buddhism and the religion you may believe in.”[2] In what must have been a weaker moment, psychoanalyst Eric Fromm declared: “Zen Buddhism helps man to find an answer to the question of his existence, an answer which is essentially the same as that given in the Judeo-Christian tradition, and yet which does not contradict the rationality, realism, and independence which are modern man’s precious achievements.”[3] 
In Zen Meditation for Christians, Father H. M. Lassalle firmly declares that “the way of Zen does not conflict theologically with Christian belief” and that Zen can be used by Christians to love God more.[4] He thus asserts that “the Christian need have no misgivings” about practicing Zazen as Christian meditation.[5] 

However, the parallels Lassalle draws between “Christianity” and Zen are parallels
between the practices and beliefs of Christian mystics, not the practitioners of biblical Christianity, whose worldview and spiritual practices are based in Scripture, not mysticism. Christian mysticism, to be sure, has felt the influence of Christianity, as opposed to other forms of mysticism that have not. However, our own in-depth research into Christian mysticism tells us that we are dealing with aberrational Christianity at best and heresy at worst, not with true biblical Christianity. So in this sense it is not surprising to find parallels between “Christian” mysticism and Zen. John of the Cross, Bonaventure, the Victorines, John Tauler, John Ruysbroeck, Meister Eckhart and others, whatever their orthodoxies may
have been, also plant their feet on theological quicksand. Lassalle notes that “their entire way reveals profound similarities with the Zen way.”
[6] Deshimaru correctly observed, “Father Lassalle never lectures on Christianity; he talks about Zen. Lots of other Christians do the same.”[7] 

William Johnston, in his equally disturbing Christian Zen, “harmonizes” Zen and
Christianity, essentially neutralizing the latter by his respect for the former. In 1970 Johnston received the so-called “baptism of the Spirit.”[8] “It was through the Pentecostal movement that I came to see the parallel between the Zen satori and the Christian conversion or metanoia [repentance]…. Zen… can do a great service to Christians… especially to those people who are willing to listen to the voice of the great guru who gave us the Sermon on the Mount.”[9] 

According to Zen, however, there is no “Great Guru Jesus.” Roshi Jiyu Kennett asserts, “The mass-hallucination of the Christian disciples who, after the crucifixion, saw Christ ‘risen from the dead,’ as they thought, is explained quite easily by the overwrought state of their minds at the time and this type of mass-hallucination is quite well known in Eastern religious circles, being nothing out of the ordinary. The danger comes when we attach importance to such things.”[10] 
The Zen reality: opposition to Christianity. 

Zen authorities who are fair with the facts understand full well that Zen and Christianity are entirely incompatible. The chart and quotations below demonstrate this. 

  

	ZEN VS. CHRISTIANITY

	Christianity
	Zen

	God
	The void

	The Bible is the authoritative Scripture
	No authoritative “scripture” but experience

	Absolute morality
	Relative morality

	Jesus as atoning Savior
	No savior necessary

	Salvation from sin
	Enlightenment from ignorance

	Repentance involves turning from sin
	Satori involves a turning to “higher” 

consciousness that denies sin exists

	Self-denial
	Self-exaltation

	Rational
	Irrational

	The creation is real
	There was no creation

	Religious dualism
	Monism

	Christians “come to sit in fellowship”
	Zenists “come to sit in silence”[11]

	Eternal life is offered as a free gift
	Personal extinction

	Death to self = death to sin; the self is alive to 

righteousness forever
	Death to self = annihilation of self


  

As D. T. Suzuki pointed out, in Zen “the story of Creation, the Fall from the Garden of Eden, God’s sending Christ to compensate for the ancestral sins, his Crucifixion and Resurrection—they are all symbolic.”[12] Western Zenist Alan Watts, who called the idea of God the Father “ridiculous,” said that Jesus Christ was a false idol, thus displaying his ignorance of church history and biblical teaching: 

The Zen Buddhists say, “Wash out your mouth every time you say ‘Buddha!’” The new life for Christianity begins just as soon as someone can get up in church and say, “Wash out your mouth every time you say ‘Jesus!’”… Poor Jesus! If he had known how great an authority was to be projected upon him, he would never have said a word. His literary image in the Gospels has, through centuries of homage, become far more of an idol than anything graven in wood or stone, so that today the most genuinely reverent act of worship is to destroy that image…. But Christian piety does not let him go away, and continues to seek the living Christ in the dead letter of the historical record. As he said to the Jews, “You search the scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life.” The Crucifixion gives eternal life because it is the giving up of God as an object to be possessed, known and held to for one’s own safety, “for he that would save his soul shall lose it.” To cling to Jesus is therefore to worship a Christ uncrucified, an idol instead of the living God.[13]
Suzuki is bold enough to write that “Zen followers do not approve of Christians,” [14] and: 
Therefore, in Zen, God is neither denied nor insisted upon; only there is in Zen no such God as has been conceived by Jewish and Christian minds…. Make obeisance to the camellia now in full bloom, and worship it if you like, Zen would say. There is as much religion in so doing as in bowing to the various Buddhist gods, or as in sprinkling holy water, or as in participating in the Lord’s Supper. All those pious deeds considered to be meritorious or sanctifying by most so-called religiously minded people are artificialities in the eyes of Zen…. Zen, therefore, is emphatically against all religious conventionalism.[15]
Thus, “When Buddhists make reference to God, God must not be taken in the Biblical
sense.”[16] “We see a deep cleavage between Buddhism and Christianity. So long as there is any thought of anybody, whether he be God or Devil, knowing of your doings, Zen would say, ‘You are not yet one of us.’… In Zen, therefore, there ought not to be left any trace of consciousness after the doing of alms, much less the thought of recompense even by God.”[17] 

Yasutani Roshi tells us to dissolve our religious delusions “with the fireball of mu!”: “The opinions you hold and your worldly knowledge are your delusions. Included also are philosophical and moral concepts, no matter how lofty, as well as religious beliefs and dogmas, not to mention innocent, commonplace thoughts. In short, all conceivable ideas are embraced within the term ‘delusions’ and as such are a hindrance to the realization of your Essential-nature. So dissolve them with the fireball of Mu!”[18] Sasaki is frank enough to declare that Zen is “diametrically opposed” to basic Christian teaching. “Perhaps for westerners the primary hindrance in understanding Zen, even intellectually, lies in the fact that the great verities that Zen, with Buddhism, takes as basic are diametrically opposed to those the Hebraic-Christian religions have always assumed to be absolute.”[19] “Christian” Zenist Lassalle correctly observes that “speaking of God as a person is precisely what annoys the Buddhist.”[20] “Whether Zen masters arrive at any explicit belief in God is highly doubtful.”[21] 

In light of this, Zen and Christianity cannot be reconciled. Entirely apart from the possible dangers of Zen, for a Christian to accept and practice Zen is a denial of God, Jesus Christ, biblical authority and almost everything distinctively Christian. For example, the Christian who honors the Bible as God’s Word could hardly subscribe to a philosophy that teaches, as Hua Hai taught in The Great Pearl, “The Scriptures are just words…. They are naught but emptiness.”[22] But Jesus Himself said, “The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life” (John 6:63). Can we imagine a Christian acting toward the Bible as Tokusan acted toward his scriptures? “When Tokusan (Te-shan) gained an insight into the truth of Zen he immediately took out all his commentaries on the Diamond Sutra once so valued and considered indispensable that he had to carry them wherever he went, and set fire to them, reducing all the manuscripts to ashes.”[23] 

Despite Zen’s dismissal of Christianity, Dr. Lit-sen Chang points out that “modern Zen writers have deliberately borrowed Biblical terminologies to express what they cannot communicate otherwise. In so doing, they are at least unconsciously admitting that the Christian truths are far more adequate than the messages of Zen, even though they so often distort these truths to meet their own ends.”[24] For example, Zenists may use the term “God” to describe ultimate reality and “regeneration” to describe satori and “sin” to describe ignorance of Zen truth. At the same time they may argue that it matters not at all whether the resurrection of Christ, the central message of Christianity, was a historical fact. “When Paul insisted that ‘if Christ be not raised, your faith is vain; ye are yet in your sins,’ he was not appealing to our logical idea of things, but to our spiritual yearnings. It did not matter whether things existed as facts of chronological history or not.”[25] 
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Salvation and Works 

In order to attain enlightenment, Bodhidharma, the “founder” of Zen, purportedly sat before a wall for nine years without speaking to anyone![1] One can honestly wonder if he felt the effort was worth it. (Following his example, Soto Zenists face a wall or curtain during zazen.) Nevertheless, Zen both denies salvation (or enlightenment) and affirms it. 

No one needs salvation. We are perfect just the way we are; we simply do not realize it yet: 

If I believe that I must achieve my “salvation” I cannot avoid believing that I must lead others to do the same…. The refutation of this error that we are here studying is perfectly expounded in Zen, and as far as we know, nowhere perfectly but there. Zen tells man that he is free now, that no chain exists which he needs to throw off; he has only the illusion of chains. Man will enjoy his freedom as soon as he ceases to believe that he needs to free himself, as soon as he throws from his shoulders the terrible duty of salvation. [2] 

In order to realize the truth, all one need do is Zen practice, accepting whatever is prescribed by the Zen masters. 

Salvation is mystical. “Awakening is to know what reality is not. It is to cease to identify with any object of knowledge whatsoever.”[3] 
Salvation is by supreme effort. The very essence of Zen is self-salvation, because the way of the Buddhas is the way of unceasing effort. Dogen tells us, “If you practice the Way of the Buddhas and the Patriarchs, you will truly be saved.” [4] 

Shunryu Suzuki refers to the necessity of “great pure effort,” that “the most important point in our practice is to have right or pure effort. Right effort directed in the right direction is necessary.”[5] Paradoxically, he also declares: “If it [Buddhism] is unattainable, how can we attain it? But we should! That is Buddhism…. Even though it is impossible we have to do it.”[6] Regardless, “it is the effort to improve ourselves that is valuable. There is no end to this practice.”[7] 

Ruth Fuller Sasaki, the Director of the First Zen Institute of America in Japan, refers to the “hours and hours of meditation upon koan after koan for years and years,” noting that “the treasure of Truth lies deep within the mind of each one of us; it is to be awakened or revealed or attained only through our own efforts.”[8] D. T. Suzuki informs us that, even though there is no mind: “A thoroughgoing enlightenment, however, is attained only through the most self-sacrificing application of the mind, supported by an inflexible faith in the finality of Zen…. The necessary requirements are faith and personal effort, without which Zen is mere babble. Those who regard Zen as speculation and abstraction will never obtain the depths of it, which can be sounded only through the highest willpower.” ,ref name=”ftn9″> Suzuki, “the Koan,” in Ross, p. 56.</ref> According to Shibayama, “there is not a single case where one is enlightened without going through the hard and difficult training process.” [9] Regardless, Zen simultaneously undermines its great efforts toward enlightenment. In the words of Deshimaru, “In Zen you must have no goal.” 

Clearly this is not the biblical teaching of salvation as a free gift of God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ: 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). 

“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). 

“He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3:5). 

The Atonement 

Zen believers reject the atonement of Christ due to Zen philosophy. First, individual spirit, the body and the personality are not real, so no person exists to be saved. Second, the true Self in Zen is already perfect, so it cannot require salvation. Third, sin is an illusion, so no atonement for sin is possible. Indeed, Jesus and His atonement are as much an illusion as anything else. Fourth, as human personality is an illusion, it hardly benefits from the atonement of Christ, which bestows personal immortality. Dr. Tucker Callaway observes, “The farther a man walks the Zen Way, the more completely all individuality is erased; the farther a man walks the Jesus Way, the more his individuality is sharpened.” [10] 

In essence, the Christian concept of the salvation of souls is a myth because there are no souls to save. “Naturally we cannot believe that each individual person has been endowed with a special and individual soul or self. Each one of us is a cell as it were in the body of the Great Self.”[11] Alan Watts quotes Sokei-an Sasaki, illustrating how satori obliterates Christian teachings: “One day I wiped out all the notions from my mind…. I felt a little queer—as if I were being carried into something, or as if I were touching some power unknown to me… and Ztt! I entered. I lost the boundary of my physical body…. I had never known this world. I had believed that I was created, but now I must change my opinion: I was never created; I was the cosmos; no individual Mr. Sasaki existed.” [12] 

Since there really are no parts of the whole (“parts” are the whole), the Zenist can sincerely proclaim “I AM the absolute” or “I AM God.” [13] “It is incorrect to employ such mystical terminology as ‘I dwell in the Absolute,’ ‘The Absolute dwells in me’ or ‘I am penetrated by the Absolute,’ etc.; for, when space is transcended, the concepts of whole and part are no longer valid; the part is the whole—I AM the Absolute, except that I am no longer ‘I.’ 
What I behold then is my real Self, which is the true nature of all things.” [14] Thus, “In this state… I, selfless, I am supreme.”[15] “In the whole universe I am supreme, and it is perfectly natural.”[16] 

Despite Zen’s “death” to the ego, many adherents love to bask in the glory of their new- found “Self.” After all, if their true nature is supreme; why shouldn’t they exalt it? But this easily becomes another trap. In another of Zen’s paradoxes, even enlightenment can bring delusion that Zenists may find difficult to avoid. “An ancient Zen saying has it that to become attached to one’s own enlightenment is as much a sickness as to exhibit a maddeningly active ego. Indeed, the profounder the enlightenment, the worse the illness…. My own sickness lasted almost ten years. Ha!” [17] 

In Zen, one need not be humbled by looking to a Savior apart from oneself; one need only look to one’s own “real” Self. There one will find true glory because the Zenist himself is the Savior of the world. This is why Zen literature contains references to the Zenist being the “savior” of all. Again, this is not meant in the sense that a Christian would conceive it, since in Zen no individual exists to save. Rather, the individual Zenist is the Savior of the world as soon as he realizes enlightenment, because he knows that all beings are already saved. 

This discussion explains why Buddhists generally cringe at the thought of the Cross. Of necessity, the Buddhist must be fundamentally opposed to the Christian concept of redemption. The premise of the atonement, the very means by which God redeems man, involved horrible suffering, but this is something followers of the Buddha cannot accept. At all costs, the Buddhist seeks to escape suffering, not contemplate it or embrace it. Thus, he must not look at the Cross, and he certainly must not accept the platform from which to speak about ignorant concepts such as divine holiness or judgment on sin. Thus the image of the Cross, as well as the sacrament of communion—the perpetual reminders of Jesus’ sacrifice—must be forsaken for the vastly “more enlightened” truth of impermanence and nirvana. 
When D. T. Suzuki contemplates the Cross he comments: 
To the Oriental mind, the sight is almost unbearable…. The crucified Christ is a terrible sight and I cannot help associating it with the sadistic impulse of a psychically affected brain…. To think that there is a self is the start of all errors and evils…. As there is no self, no crucifixion is needed…. What a contrast between the crucifixion image of Christ and the picture of Buddha…. In these respects, Buddhism proves to be just the opposite of Christianity. [18] 

The rotund Buddha smiles serenely from the lotus position; the tormented Jesus screams in agony from a bloody cross. Opposite worldviews are indeed clearly seen. Of course biblical Christianity is repulsive to the Zenist or Buddhist. Of course it agitates and disturbs. For it has a supreme deity—an infinite, personal, triune God—and this God actually incarnates and suffers to redeem individual people. 

Buddhists do their best and go to great lengths to achieve the elimination of suffering. How easy then to not even consider the story of the suffering God and the Cross. Unfortunately, in forsaking everything to end suffering, the Buddhist only guarantees his own suffering. In deliberately rejecting the way of the Cross (faith that God has already endured the suffering for us) for the way enlightenment (faith in one’s own ability to end suffering), the result is, biblically, the assurance of eternal suffering. The Buddhist “finds his life”—his concern is with his own Self, his own contentment—he thereby loses it. But Jesus says that the person who loses his life for His sake will find it (Matt. 16:25). 

Again, in Zen, the atonement of Christ is as much an illusion as anything else. Only to unenlightened eyes does it appear that Jesus sacrificed Himself on the Cross. As Yasutani Roshi informs us, “There is no real sacrifice.” [19] 

Death 

In Zen, death and judgment are unreal. If there is no soul and if all is one, there can be no death or judgment in biblical terms. “What we see is illusory, without substance, like the antics of puppets in a film. Are you afraid to die? You need not be. For whether you are killed or die naturally, death has no more substantiality than the movements of these puppets.” [20] “Our life and death are the same thing. When we realize this fact we have no fear of death anymore, and we have no actual difficulty in our life.” [21] 

Although no individual soul exists to reincarnate, Zen nevertheless believes in reincarnation. Yasutani-Roshi even notes that Shojo Zen promotes a way of meditation- induced suicide to escape rebirth. “With practice this power can be cultivated by anyone. In case there is no wish to die one can enter this trance-like state for a limited period—say an hour or two or one or two days—or one can remain in it indefinitely, in which event death follows naturally and painlessly, without—and this is most important—rebirth. This entire process of death without rebirth is set forth in great detail in a Buddhist philosophical work called the Kusharon.” [22] 

Logically, Zen should not teach belief in personal immortality. Still, some Zenists are agnostic on the issue, perhaps reflecting a desire to escape the despair that Zen leaves one within its denial of personal immortality. Thus, for Yasutani-Roshi the question of whether there is personal survival beyond death “ultimately has no answer.” [23] 
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Zen Buddhism and the Occult

https://www.jashow.org/articles/occult/zen-buddhism-and-the-occult/ 
Although for Zen the supernatural, like all else, is illusionary, this does not prevent the supernatural from intruding into the world of Zen. Consider the idolatry (we have documented this elsewhere) in Zen practice. Historically, there is little doubt as to the reality of demons operating behind the mechanism of idolatrous practice. In Zen, as in yoga, chanting and physical postures may become vehicles to open the door to the supernatural world: 

To help awaken us to this world of Buddha-nature, Zen masters employ yet another mode of zazen, namely, the chanting of dharani and sutras. Now, a dharani has been described as “a more or less meaningless chain of words or names that is supposed to have a magical power in helping the one who is repeating it at some time of extremity.” Anyone who has recited them for any length of time knows, in their effect on the spirit they are anything but meaningless. When chanted with sincerity and zest they impress upon the heart and mind the names and virtues of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas enumerated in them, removing inner hindrances to zazen and fixing the heart in an attitude of reverence and devotion…. Dogen attached great importance to the proper position, gestures, and movements of the body and its members during chanting, as indeed in all other modes of zazen, because of their repercussions on the mind. In Shingon Buddhism particular qualities of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are evoked by the devotee through certain positions of his hands (called mudra) as well as body postures, and it is probably from the Shingon that this aspect of Dogen’s teaching derives. In any event, the prescribed postures do induce related states of mind…. Conversely, each state of mind elicits from the body its own specific response. The act of unself-conscious prostration before a Buddha is thus possible only under the impetus of reverence and gratitude. [1]
Zen’s emphasis on idolatry, mystical chanting, altered states of consciousness and psychic development can become vehicles to spirit contact. In Zen meditation, and in Eastern meditation generally, the practices adopted sooner or later bring one to the realm of psychic phenomena and spirits.[2] Lassalle observes that the following are to be expected in Zen practice, although they are considered “negative” in one sense, that through fascination with them the practitioner may be distracted from the goal of satori: 

Here we shall mention only one of the so-called negative effects: the phenomenon of makyo (literally, world of spirits), that is to say, apparitions, fantasies, or illusory sensations. Figures or things not actually present appear to the person meditating. They can be of a pleasant or an unpleasant nature. Sometimes Buddhas appear; at other times the mediator may face the specter of a wild animal or something just as terrifying; or lights may appear to play before the eyes. Less often sounds are heard, but at such times a person may seem to hear his name called out clearly…. Zen masters explain these effects as natural products of the mind. [3]
While such phenomena could at times be entirely mental, they could also at times involve covert or overt consorting with the biblical “principalities and powers.” Many people, perhaps most, do not have the stamina to practice Zen for 20 years to achieve satori; some will undoubtedly be sidetracked into the psychic world as a result of Zen meditation. (Gedo Zen has as its main purpose the development and use of psychic abilities.) It seems clear that Zen meditation itself develops psychic powers, even if only some schools attempt to cultivate them. Since all Zen practice is the “same” (sitting, breathing, concentration), it is simply a matter of who wishes to use these powers, not whether they occur. In part, these powers seem to come by Zen’s particular method of concentration (joriki): 

The cultivation of certain supranormal powers is also made possible by joriki, as is the state in which the mind becomes like perfectly still water…. The state of blankness in which the conscious functioning of the mind has been stopped. Now, although the power of joriki can be endlessly enlarged through regular practice, it will recede and eventually vanish if we neglect zazen. And while it is true that many extraordinary powers flow from joriki, nevertheless through it alone we cannot cut the roots of our illusory view of the world.[4] 

In The Three Pillars of Zen we find an in-depth discussion of psychic powers (somewhat reminiscent of mediumism) and how one is to view and approach them: 

Makyo are the phenomena—visions, hallucinations, fantasies, revelations, illusory sensations—which one practicing zazen is apt to experience at a particular stage in his sitting. Ma means “devil” and kyo “the objective world.” Hence makyo are the disturbing or “diabolical” phenomena which appear to one during his zazen. These phenomena are not inherently bad…. Broadly speaking, the entire life of the ordinary man is nothing but a makyo…. Besides those which involve the vision there are numerous makyo which relate to the sense of touch, smell, or hearing, or which sometimes cause the body suddenly to move from side to side or forward and backward or to lean to one side or to appear to sink or rise. Not infrequently words burst forth uncontrollably or, more rarely, one imagines he is smelling a particularly fragrant perfume. There are even cases where without conscious awareness one writes down things which turn out to be prophetically true. Very common are visual hallucinations. You are doing zazen with your eyes open…. Without warning everything may go white before your eyes, or black. A knot in the wood of a door may suddenly appear as a beast or demon or angel…. Many makyo involve the hearing. One may hear the sound of a piano or loud noises, such as an explosion (which is heard by no one else), and actually jump….

In the Zazen Yojinki we find the following about makyo: “The body may feel hot or cold or glasslike or hard or heavy or light. This happens because the breath is not well harmonized (with the mind) and needs to be carefully regulated.” It then goes on to say: “One may experience the sensation of sinking or floating, or may alternately feel hazy and sharply alert. The disciple may develop the faculty of seeing through solid objects as though they were transparent, or he may experience his own body as a translucent substance. He may see Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. Penetrating insights may suddenly come to him, or passages of sutras which were particularly difficult to understand may suddenly become luminously clear to him….” Makyo, accordingly, is a mixture of the real and the unreal, not unlike ordinary dreams….

Never be tempted into thinking that these phenomena are real or that the visions themselves have any meaning…. Above all, do not allow yourself to be enticed by visions of the Buddha or of gods blessing you or communicating a divine message, or by makyo involving prophecies which turn out to be true. This is to squander your energies in the foolish pursuit of the inconsequential.[5]
Nevertheless, “as your practice progresses many makyo will appear.” [6] 

Zen’s claim that it is “the only teaching which is not to one degree or another tainted with elements of the supernatural” is clearly false.[7] Merely to redefine occult phenomena as “illusions” does not make them so. Zen practice is an occult practice since it produces occult phenomena. Further, discarding these powers is not official doctrine. Nothing is “official doctrine” or “absolute” in Zen, only recommended. Psychic powers may be retained and used by the disciple if his “Zen mind” should desire it. 

Zen theory also employs Hindu-Buddhist alleged psychic anatomies, which are themselves theoretically connected to occult powers. The “chakras,” for instance, are so-called psychic centers, which when “opened” produce psychic abilities: 

In short, by realigning the physical, mental, and psychic energies through proper breathing, concentration, and sitting, zazen establishes a new body-mind equilibrium with its center of gravity in the vita hara…. Hara literally denotes the stomach and abdomen and the functions of digestion, absorption, and elimination connected with them. But it has parallel psychic and spiritual significance. According to Hindu and Buddhist yogic systems, there are a number of psychic centers in the body through which vital cosmic force or energy flows…. Hara is thus a wellspring of vital psychic energies…. The Zen novice is instructed to focus his mind constantly at the bottom of his hara (specifically, between the navel and the pelvis) and to radiate all mental and bodily activities from that region.

With the body-mind’s equilibrium centered in the hara, gradually a seat of consciousness, a focus of vital energy, is established there which influences the entire organism…. The “organs,” which collect, transform, and distribute the forces flowing through them, are called cakras, or centers of force. From them radiate secondary streams of psychic force…. In other words, these cakras are the points in which psychic forces and bodily functions merge into each other or penetrate each other. They are the focal points in which cosmic and psychic energies crystallize into bodily qualities, and in which bodily qualities are dissolved or transmuted again into psychic forces.[8] 

Many books document the frequent hazards that accompany psychic development and occult involvement. We also document this in detail in The Coming Darkness and the Encyclopedia of New Age Beliefs. In light of their occult practices, followers of Zen should be far more cautious concerning the so-called “illusions” of their minds. 
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Is Zen Worth the Risk?
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Dangers of the Zen path 

Individuals attempting to attain “enlightenment” run certain risks, as we documented in-depth in our Encyclopedia of New Age Beliefs.[1]The description of “a mosquito trying to bite on a bar of iron”[2] is an apropos if mild analogy, but obviously a dumb mosquito. The problem is that the human mind was not made to function in the Zen way, and only by serious abuse can it be made to do so. As one Zen master urges as part of a ten-point plan to attain “serene-reflection,” “try to put your mind into a state as though you had just been shocked.” [3] Indeed, it may require two or three years just to “understand” one koan.[4] Satori itself could be years or decades away. And what is our reward? R. F. Sasaki tells aspiring Zenists, “What can they hope to get through all this effort? The classic Zen answer and the Buddhist answer as well is ‘Nothing’” [5] 

In the words of Dr. Karl Reichelt, Lit-sen Chang observes that some Zenists “develop very odd qualities. The Chinese have coined a humorous name for them and say that they have become ‘mo-wong,’ such as ‘demon king,’ which means they have become mentally deranged.”[6] Zen expert Blofeld warns practitioners that “techniques requiring long hours of strenuous meditation and all but the simplest breathing exercises are EXCEEDINGLY DANGEROUS without the guidance of an expert teacher,” [7] although some Zen schools require no teacher. Dr. R. C. Zaehner observes that in Zen “the risk of madness is always there.” He quotes Hui Neng, the sixth Zen patriarch, as warning that some Zenists get “lost” in non-attachment. Because they become attached to detachment and stay in a “non-existent” state of mind, “consequently they are so attached to this method as to become insane.” [8] 

What a contrast to the Christian faith, to the free gift of eternal life in heaven, and to the promise of a God who “is not unjust; he will not forget your work and the love you have shown him as you have helped his people…” (Heb. 6:10). 
In Christianity, there is no denial or searing of the conscience; there are standards of living that become their own rewards. There are no philosophical hazards for the mind or body, but there is an overall state of well-being generated from God’s grace. There is no “disinterestedness toward oneself as a distinct being,” [9] but there is an awareness of oneself as created in God’s image and as loved greatly by Him. There is no “let the self perish utterly,” [10] but there is the promise of eternal immortality. There are no evils of idolatry and occultism, no despair over nihilism, there is only the gift of eternal life by grace through faith in Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:8-9) and the wonderful knowledge that one is loved deeply by God. 

Deception 

Zen claims uniqueness and finality in mystical experience. But why should Zen mysticism be considered special? For Zen offers only one of many possible mystical states, none of which have absolute authority for determining reality or objectively answering life’s fundamental questions.[11] Does Zen have any more convincing claim to absolute reality than any number of other contrary mystical traditions? As Dr. David Clark observes, “the level of agreement among various mystics is so small as to be disappointing to the adherents of one particular world view.” [12] 

While the Zenist may claim his “nothing” is really “everything,” and that he has found Reality, he has no way of knowing that what he thinks is Reality is not simply the deception of his own mind. Given the years of mental and physical abuse the Zenist is subject to, it would surprise us greatly if the mind did not break down and malfunction perceptually. After all, to sit before a wall for nine years, to listen for an entire year for the sound of one hand clapping,[13] or to mull over the word “Mu” or some other Koan year after year, is bound to have an effect. Like anything else, if regularly abused, the mind will no longer function properly. Far from being a perception of true reality, we think that satori is more the reflection of a serious dysfunction of the mind. 

Drug parallels 

Significantly, in terms of its mental effects, Zen promoters have noted parallels between Zen use and drug use. R. C. Zaehner comments that “psychedelic drugs can produce every and any kind of mystical experience” from pantheism to Nirvana to intellectual rapture.[14] Zen satori, then, could be partly the consequence of chemical alteration of the brain due to extreme Zen methods: 

To anyone who has neither achieved Zen enlightenment nor a “peak” experience with LSD or similar drugs, however, most descriptions of Zen enlightenment and some of LSD experience would appear to be almost identical. There is the same “oceanic feelings,” the same transformation of self-consciousness into cosmic consciousness, the same “becoming one with Nature and the universe and in this union [the same] experience [of] an immense joy.”… The resulting experience of seeing all things as One and One as all does seem to be the same [15] (brackets in original).

Meditation authority William Johnston observes, “There is, I believe, a second reason why modern people get the hang of Zen rather easily, though I hesitate to mention it lest I be misunderstood. Anyhow, it is this: the wide-spread use of drugs…. All I say here is that they seem to introduce people to a level of psychic life that has something in common with Zen and mysticism.” [16] 

In conclusion, as a way of life, Zen offers extreme practical difficulties. Its irrationalism and nihilism are destructive to human welfare. Its denial of morality is dangerous. The potential for mental collapse or other pathology is always present. The possibility of spiritual deception likewise. And there are genuine parallels to Zen enlightenment and drug states. Why should all these be accepted to gain literally nothing? What’s the point? Is Zen really worth the risk? 
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God and Zen Buddhism
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Theologically Zen denies relevance to God and practically speaking it is atheistic. Ruth Fuller Sasaki denies relevance to God while affirming absolute relevance for “THIS”: 

Zen does not hold that there is a god apart from the universe who first created this universe and then created man to enjoy, or even master it…. Rather, Zen holds that there is no god outside the universe who has created it and created man. God—if I may borrow that word for a moment—the universe, and man are one indissoluble existence, one total whole. Only THIS—capital THIS—is. Anything and everything that appears to us as an individual entity or phenomenon, whether it be a planet or an atom, a mouse or a man, is but a temporary manifestation of THIS in form.[1]
Zen masters may argue they are not atheists since they stress neither belief in God nor disbelief in God. “Is God dead or not? That is the most serious question of all. If you say yes or no, you lose your own Buddha-nature.”[2] Lassalle claims: “No understanding Zen master will attack the Christian’s faith in God. In most cases, the Zen master himself will not be an atheist. Nevertheless, he will forbid that his disciple think of God, that is think about God as one usually does…. A Zen master once told his Christian disciple that his idea of God might change after he was enlightened. He did not say that the Christian would or should give up his belief in God.”[3] 

But Lassalle ignores the fact that this is often exactly what happens. Zen masters do attack the Christian’s faith in God because in Zen the very concept of God in Christianity is a delusion preventing enlightenment. 

Dr. Lit-Sen Chang was a practitioner of Zen for 50 years before his conversion to Christ. He declares in no mistakable terms that “Zen is a very peculiar and subtle form of atheism.”[4] In fact, the practical atheism of Zen is part of its appeal. Westerners or skeptics who have felt themselves “burdened” with a Judeo-Christian concept of God have converted to Zen for just this reason, to “give up belief in God” and live as they wish. Herbert Benoit noted that “Zen demonstrates the nullity of all belief in a personal God, and the deplorable constraint that necessarily flows from this belief.”[5] In a telling statement Alan Watts commented: 

Above all, I believe that Zen appeals to many in the post-Christian West because it does not preach, moralize and scold in the style of Hebrew-Christian prophetism…. Absolute morality is profoundly destructive of morality, for the sanctions which it invokes against evil are far, far too heavy…. The appeal of Zen, as of other forms of Eastern philosophy, is that it unveils behind the urgent realm of good and evil a vast region of oneself about which there need be no guilt or recrimination, where at last the self is indistinguishable from God. But the Westerner who is attracted by Zen… must really have come to terms with the Lord God Jehovah and with his Hebrew-Christian conscience so that he can take it or leave it without fear or rebellion.[6]
In another telling statement, Dr. Lit-Sen Chang describes the beliefs of D. T. Suzuki and Christmas Humphreys (Zen Comes West) and then quotes them as declaring that both God and salvation by faith alone must be abandoned by Westerners: 

On the other hand, they not only deny the existence of a living personal God, but rather deify themselves by asserting blasphemously that, ‘Before Abraham was I am’; and ‘I am the way.’ 
They consider that a greater stumbling block to the acceptance of Zen is the general belief in God…. We are told that ‘Zen practice has no use for God. Look to no person or Person or God for help.’ In the West it is necessary to remove the personal God-concept and all that implies of salvation by faith alone. [7]
The truth is that Zen does attack God, precisely because it understands the implications of belief in the Christian God. Werner Erhard, founder of the Zen driven est/The Forum declares that “the greatest single barrier to God is belief in God.” (See Encyclopedia of New Age Beliefs, “est, The Forum.”) The famous psychoanalyst Erich Fromm observes that in Zen, “I truly follow God’s will if I forget about God.” [8] 

In light of all these denials of God, how is it that Zen is neutral toward God, does not disbelieve in God and should not be considered a form of atheism? 
Zen’s “theological equivalent” for God is the state of satori or void. 
The state of “unknowing,” the void, is the only truth and the only “God” As noted, while Zen denies the existence of the Christian God, it will use the term God to describe Zen meditation, enlightened Zen practices and the state of satori itself. Consider Deshimaru’s response to the following comment: “[Student:] A Zen monk said to me, ‘In Zen, when you have satori, you can say, “I am God!”’ [Deshimaru:]…. Zazen is the same thing as God or Buddha. Gogen, the master of transmission, said, ‘Zazen itself is God.’ By that he meant that during zazen you are in harmony with the cosmos…. The self has dropped away and dissolved. It is the consciousness of God. It is God…. We are not separate. There is no duality between God, Buddha, and ourselves.”[9] Shunryu Suzuki asserts that we are the ones who create the world, [10] while God does not help people at all because “how is it possible for Him to help when He does not realize who He is?”[11] Suzuki tells us that “the kokoro… is an abyss of absolute nothingness…. In Western terminology, the kokoro may be regarded as corresponding to God or Godhead,” [12] even as Huang Po asserts that “of the absolute nothing whatever can be postulated.” [13] 
Zen involves idolatry. 

Everyone worships something in life. Zen rejects worship of the living God but replaces it with prostrations before the Zen master and the worship of Buddhist idols. Indeed, it seems that the lotus position itself indirectly assists in the endeavor. “The fact is that this lotus position somehow impedes discursive reasoning and thinking; it somehow checks the stream of consciousness that flows across the surface of the mind; it detaches one from the very process of thinking.”[14] With one’s mind sufficiently placed to the side, one suspects that worship of the Zen Master as the personification of the Buddha is thereby made all the easier. Yasutani Roshi tells aspiring Zenists: 

While everyone is free to practice zazen and to listen to the roshi’s commentary at sesshin, the essential character of dokusan [the meeting] is the forming of a karmic bond between teacher and disciple, the significance of which is deep in Buddhism. Dokusan therefore is not to be taken lightly…. In making your prostrations you should touch the tatami mat with your forehead, with your hands extended in front of your head, palms upward. Then, bending your arms at the elbows, raise your hands, palms upward, several inches above your head. This gesture of receiving the feet, the lowliest members of the Buddha’s body, symbolizes humility and the grateful acceptance into your life of the Way of the Buddha…. Bear in mind that the roshi is not simply a deputy of the Buddha but actually stands in his place. In making these prostrations you are in fact paying respect to the Buddha just as though he himself were sitting there, and to the Dharma.[15]
In fact, proper Zen practice provides aspirants with a natural spirit of worship: 

[It is] appreciation of the exalted mind and manifold virtues of the Buddha and the Patriarchs. So there arises within us a desire to express our gratitude and show our respect before their personalized forms through appropriate rituals. These devotions when entered into with a single mind endow the Buddha figure with life; what was formerly a mere image now becomes a living reality with the singular power to obliterate in us awareness of self and Buddha at the moment of prostration.[16]
One Western Zen aspirant recalls his initial recoiling at such idolatry: 

What a weird scene of refined sorcery and idolatry: shaven-headed black-robed monks sitting motionlessly chanting mystic gibberish to the accompaniment of a huge wooden tom-tom emitting other-worldly sounds, while the roshi, like some elegantly gowned witch doctor, is making magic passes and prostrating himself again and again before an altar bristling with idols and images…. Is this the Zen of Tanka, who tossed a Buddha statue into the fire? Is this the Zen of Rinzai, who shouted “You must kill the Buddha?”…. If only he doesn’t mar it all by insisting we bow down before those images in the halls. O my prophetic soul! … He’s brought us into the founder’s room and is lighting incense and fervently prostrating himself before a weird statue of Kakuin…. “You too may light incense and pay your respects to Kakuin.” P___ looks at me and I at him, then he explodes: “the old Chinese Zen masters burned or spit on Buddha statues, why do you bow down before them?”… The roshi looks grave but not angry. “If you want to spit you spit, I prefer to bow” … We don’t spit, but neither do we bow.[1]
But his resistance did not last. Within several weeks this same person records in his diary how he was gladly worshipping a statue of Buddha as God. “Around midnight I prostrated myself before statue of Buddha in main hall and desperately prayed: ‘O God, O Buddha, please grant me satori and I’ll be humble, even bowing willingly before you.’”[17] 
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Does Zen Work in the Real World?
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Zen as Self-Disintegration 

Sooner or later “zazen leads to a transformation of personality and character.”[1] It “effects a fundamental change in oneself, philosophical and intellectual, as well as psychological. It is the total conversion of one’s personality.”[2] 

But Zen constitutes far more than a “conversion” of one’s personality; it aims at the destruction of the personality, the “lower” self. The first question that could be raised is whether Zen transformation really benefits the individual. “We have to fix our will on the void, to will the void…. This void is fuller than all fullness…. This nothingness is not unreal. Compared with it everything in existence is unreal.” [3] If Zen’s monistic philosophy is in error, then radical personality transformation (destruction) based on it can hardly be considered helpful. If Zen attempts the destruction of the personality, so that the individual is no more, of what value is that—to anyone? What is true for yoga is true for Buddhism; with every step along the Buddhist path the individual is destroyed a little more until there is a complete abolition. In its essence, then, Zen represents a radical denial of life, a denial of what it means to be human. As Professor of Religion Dr. Robert E. Hume remarks in The World’s Living Religions, “An utter extinction of personality and consciousness would seem to be implied by the fundamental principles of Buddhism and also by explicit statements of Buddha….”[4] Buddhist scholar Edward Conze remarks of different Buddhist schools generally, “What is common to all of them is that they aim at the extinction of belief in individuality.” [5] 

Nevertheless, Zenists have to live in the real world, and it is here we wish to examine an additional consequence of their monistic philosophy: the denial of morality. 

Morality 

Zen believers claim Zen “also molds our moral character.”[6] But this is not true. Or put another way, it is true only from a Zen perspective that denies morality. First, Zen teaches that “only upon full enlightenment” can one distinguish good from evil.[7] As a result, those without Zen enlightenment remain ethically unaware, or blind to Zen’s “true morality.” 

Does Zen really inculcate morality, as it claims? It is interesting that when asked, “What is the primary meaning of the holy reality,” the alleged founder of Zen, Bodhidharma, replied first, that there is “nothing that can be called holy” and, second, that reality was “Emptiness, not holiness.”[8] When asked if he were a holy man, he replied, “I don’t know.” [9] If Zen is so moral, why was Huang Po concerned about “harmful” concepts like virtue, lest people be led astray into dualism?[10] More than one Buddhist has told us that all actions, even the most virtuous, are to be considered evil if they tie one to duality. Virtually all Christian social work is thus obliterated, not to mention Christian missions. 

Buddhists may claim that their moral ideal always consists in the highest good, but it must be remembered that this is said from the perspective of Buddhist philosophy. The highest good in Buddhism is enlightenment, something destructive of morality. Only “enlightened” actions are considered good, because once one is enlightened everything one does is good by definition even if it is evil, even if it conflicts with social convention or biblical standards. This approach to ethics is demonstrated by a dialogue between Dom Aelard Graham, author of Zen Catholicism, and Buddhist Fuji Moto Roshi: “Christians try to conform their conduct to some external law given by God or given by the church. That cannot be, of course, in Buddhism…. The concept of ethics does not come into Buddhism…. If one is enlightened, everything he does is good…. In other words, he lives in the domain where there is no distinction between good and evil…. As to ethics, we are not concerned with ethics, good and evil, in Buddhism…. The function of religion is to let us work out or live in accordance with the true nature, with the self-nature.” [11] Thus, to adopt a system of Christian ethics, or Christianity itself for that matter, would be to work against one’s true nature, and that, naturally, could not be something good in Buddhism. In fact, it would be something evil. Zen does not exalt righteousness, it demeans it as an illusion, even as an “evil” concept. 

Buddhists argue that practitioners will not abuse the Buddhist denial of ethics. But if Zen’s denials of morality will not be misused, why does Alan Watts note that “many a rogue has justified himself” by them?[12] 
Do not people generally live consistently with their presuppositions about life? So will not Zen practitioners be influenced by Zen philosophy, such as its nihilism and amoralism? How could it be otherwise? Buddhist teachings have logical, practical consequences. To think otherwise is foolish. Did not many Zenists of the tenth century use Buddhist philosophy as a means “to antinomianism and even to licentiousness”?[13] Does not Alan Watts himself warn us of our own era: “Therefore Zen might be a very dangerous medicine in a social context where convention is weak, or, at the other extreme, where there is a spirit of open revolt against convention ready to exploit Zen for destructive purposes.” [14] In Japan has not Zen been used to justify Japan’s aggressive wars against other nations historically? We might ask, what in the name of Buddha did the Zen masters expect? Do they think that when they say that good and evil do not exist, or that evil can be something good, that it will have no impact? Scripture speaks clearly to this: “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter. Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes and clever in their own sight” (Isa. 5:20-21) 

We also encounter the ungodliness of Zen morality when we are told that Buddhist love (termed “compassion”), being “all-embracing” and fully non-discriminative, should love even evil. “The greater love is, the less it binds itself to conditions.” Thus it is implied we should love heresy, and false gods, and even the Devil![15] In such a philosophy, what then is the real evil? “A clinging to the ‘one true God,’ the ‘one true religion.’”[16] Christianity, it seems, is the true malevolent force in this world. Quoting two Western Zenists (Christmas Humphreys and Alan Watts), Lit-sen Chang observes how Zen compromises God’s holiness: 

Zen compromises the holiness of God in a very serious manner. In the conception of Zenists, sin against God does not exist. As they boldly declare that the “immaculate Yogins do not enter Nirvana and the precept violating monks do not go to hell; to avoid sin and evil by obedience to any moral law is only an idle attempt. Every being must act according to their Nature. “There is no question and no need of rules of morality.” Our Lord says of men “By their fruits ye shall know them.” The same rule of judgment applies to doctrines. Even they themselves do not deny that “immature disciples would make the inclusiveness of Zen an excuse for pure libertinism.”[17]
And so we find Zen authorities, not to mention mere practitioners, employing Zen philosophy to justify whatever behavior they wish. As the famous novelist Aldous Huxley confessed in his Ends and Means, referring to sexual, economic and political liberation, “For myself, as, no doubt, for most of my contemporaries, the philosophy of meaninglessness was essentially an instrument of liberation.[18] 

If Zen truly supports moral character, why do we find such appalling statements as the following? 

Alan Watts:

It is indeed the basic intuition of Zen that there is an ultimate standpoint from which “anything goes”…. Or as is said in the 
Hsin-hsin Ming [quoting Seng-ts’an]: “If you want to get the plain truth, /Be not concerned with right and wrong. /The conflict between right and wrong/Is the sickness of the mind.” Within the conventional limits of a human community, there are clear distinctions between good and evil. But these disappear when human affairs are seen as part and parcel of the whole realm of nature. [19]
The extremes of beat Zen need alarm no one, since, as Blake said, “the fool who persists in his folly will become wise.” [20]
Huang Po:

Then comes the concept “God is good” which, as Christian mystics have pointed out, detracts from His perfection; for to be good implies not being evil—a limitation which inevitably destroys the unity and wholeness inseparable from perfection. This, of course, is not intended to imply that “God is evil,” or that “God is both good and evil.” To a mystic, He is none of these things, for He transcends them all.[21]
Dogen:

To offer a diet of beans and water in an effort to save the old and infirm merely caters to the misguided love and deluded passions of this brief life.[22]
If you renounce this life and enter Buddhism, your aged mother might starve to death…. How can this not accord with the Buddha’s will? It is said that if one son leaves his home to become a monk, seven generations of parents will gain the Way. How can you afford to waste an opportunity for eternal peace because of concern for the body in this present fleeting life? [23]
Yet Dogen also says that if we “practice evil” we “violate the will of the Buddha; that we should ‘practice good.’”[24] Does he mean to say that moral living is Zen living, because to do good in Zen is as “evil” as to do evil, both being “binding” concepts? Or is he perhaps here speaking of doing good in a Christian sense, as Zenists are sometimes forced to do? If so, we must ask why, if Zen is true, Zenists are forced to live in a Christian world rather than a Zen one? 

Yuan-wu:

If you are a real man, you may by all means drive off with the farmer’s ox, or grab the food from a starving man. [25]
Shunryu Suzuki:

When the Buddha comes, you will welcome him; when the devil comes, you will welcome him. [26]
We should find perfection in imperfection…. Good is not different from bad. Bad is good; good is bad.[27]
Christmas Humphreys:

Without any sense of separateness there is no need of benevolence, or of love for one’s fellow men.[28]
Alan Watts:

Therefore in Zen there is neither self nor Buddha to which one can cling, no good to gain and no evil to be avoided, no thoughts to be eradicated and no mind to be purified, no body to perish and no soul to be saved. [29]
Hui Hai:

Thinking in terms of good and evil is wrong; not to think so is right thinking.[30]
Shunryu Suzuki:

Even to have a good thing in your mind is not so good.[31]
The Apostle Paul, then, from the Zen perspective, is quite mad, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things” (Phil. 4:8). 

Of course we might ask, given the Zen mind-set and philosophy, who is to say good is not evil or that evil should not be done? Remember, in Zen, to “do good” is as “evil” as “doing evil.” We must thus be mentally “free” from doing good. If “morality… must be relinquished” [32] isn’t the reason because “doing good” will bind us to illusions and prevent enlightenment? 

Scripture supplies a different attitude: “We are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph. 2:10). 
The Scripture tells us we are to be “zealous for good deeds” (Titus 2:14 NAS); and to be “careful to engage in good deeds” (Titus 3:8 NAS); and be “ready for every good deed” (Titus 3:1 NAS). The Apostle Peter illustrates his lack of Zen enlightenment when he writes, “Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good?” (1 Pet. 3:13). 

But do not all Zenists live as dualists? Do not Zen monks say to practice good? Then why not practice evil? If “all is one, what is bad,” as Charles Manson once asked? Whatever is, is “good”—or simply “IS”—and this is a tacit approval of evil, no matter how uncomfortable practitioners may feel or “logically” attempt to deny it. “In Zen, ‘evil’ is non-Zen, period.” [33] 
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Witnessing to Zen Buddhists
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Zen vs. Christianity
One logical starting point for talking with Zenists would be to point out and then drive home the personal and social consequences of Zen. The basic issue is whether Zen can offer people what they truly need in life, and usually want—purpose, value, peace, meaning and so on. Because no one wishes to end his life and discover he had been deceived, Zen
believers can be encouraged to critically examine the implications of their philosophy for themselves, their children and their society. If one were to make a list of what Zen offers through zazen and what Christianity offers through a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, the result would be striking, such as in the chart below. 
ZEN VS. CHRISTIANITY
	Zen
	Christianity

	The individual has no value (no self
exists)
	The individual has eternal value (created in
God’s image)

	Extinction at death
	Personal immortality in heaven at death

	No God
	A loving God who is perfect in every way

	The destruction of personal morality
with all
	An absolute morality centered in the character
of God

	No meaning to life (nihilism)
	Meaning in life now and forever in eternity


 
Nevertheless, Shunryu Suzuki claims that Zen supplies genuine value to life. “When you realize this fact, you will discover how meaningless your old interpretation was, and how much useless effort you had been making. You will find the true meaning of life and… you will enjoy your life.”[1] We can only disagree. It is logically impossible to find true meaning in
life given the acceptance of Zen nihilism. If Zenists find meaning and enjoyment in life it is not because of a Zen philosophy that is atheistic, irrational and replete with implications of ultimate despair. In Zen, nothing has value and nothing finally matters. If Zenists find meaning in life, it is because they are living with some Christian assumptions, however unwittingly, not Buddhist ones.
It is also important to discover how open an individual Zen practitioner is to discussion, because some are not willing to talk about such important issues. For many Zenists, “one who knows does not speak and he who speaks does not know.”
Clearly, there is little one can say to someone who denies language and reason, and also wishes not to listen. A Zenist may claim, as one did, “I do not care if I go to hell.”[2] But some will care. Most of the time, Zenists have to live in the world God created, not the internal Zen world formed by altered states of consciousness. Again, practitioners of Zen must live
their lives as if Christian presuppositions were true and Zen presuppositions false. How do Zen practitioners explain this, if their philosophy really is true?
But if their philosophy is true, what difference does it make? Nothing matters, not even Zen.
And if it is false, Zen becomes a terrible waste of time. Indeed, the more one truly lives the Zen philosophy, the more open one should be to consider other options. Zen is so contrary to the way the world functions and to the manner in which we were created to live that it will sooner or later self-destruct for many practitioners. This is why there are many quite
frustrated dabblers, as well as frustrated committed Zenists, who are ready for a change in religious conviction. They are tired of the toil, turmoil, torture and meaninglessness they have experienced under the constraints of Zen.
Dr. Lit-sen Chang’s interest in Zen began at a young age. He became an influential Zenist, being elected the first President of Kiang-nan University.[3] He was so committed that he diligently followed the Zen path for some fifty years. Yet upon conversion to Christ, whatever value Zen had for him withered like an unsolved koan. In his exposé, Zen-Existentialism: The Spiritual Decline of the West, he warns: “I should say now that what Zen offered me was merely a technique of self-intoxication or a sense of false security…. [satori was] a result of many years of the most strenuous devastation of rational understanding.”[4]
“Such philosophy of radical freedom and subjectivism which makes man autonomous from all objective forms and divine law and revelation, will surely lead mankind to an horrible chaotic and nihilistic darkness.”[5] He concludes: 

In a word, Zen is not only biblically and theologically untenable, but also psychologically and socially detrimental. As we pointed out in another chapter, Zen is a technique by which to achieve “a mental breakdown.” It is “a bankruptcy of thought process” or “mental catastrophe”…. It is a cult of iconoclasm, a disastrous surrender to Nihilism. Zen has been exaggerated as “the way of liberation,” but it is rather a kind of mystical “self-intoxication,” “a childish dependence upon magical omnipotence,”… In Japan, it was “condemned by other sects as dangerous to culture because of its iconoclastic teachings.” While it had been used by Japanese militarists as an incentive for aggressive war, it is entirely “impotent to do something tangible to aid suffering humanity, judging by the cities and slums and rural misery of Asia.”
Now many Westerners, weary of their conventional religion and philosophy, find some charm in Zen and have become prey to its plausible teachings. If unchecked, the consequences will be surely disastrous to our culture.[6]
With many millions of people exposed to Zen today, we are already experiencing the consequences. But should not the Zen practitioner bear (and feel) some degree of responsibility for the burdens he has placed upon society by his nihilism? And what of the harm Zen philosophy has wrought to Christian belief in the West? If nothing really matters, why are many Zenists so desirous of converting Christians to Zen and of undermining Christian philosophy? Will they not themselves suffer the consequences culturally and spiritually?
So-called Zen Christians especially should rethink their priorities. As we have seen, in Zen there is no room for Christian morality, or for Jesus Christ (as Savior or anything else), or for a personal God or for personal immortality. In adopting Zen, uninformed Christians seem to have no idea of the consequences or the cost of abandoning Christianity. Is there any idea of what has been exchanged, of what was lost and what was gained? Quite literally, everything was lost and nothing was gained. In any field of life other than mystical religion, such an exchange would not be contemplated for even a moment.
Dr. Tucker Callaway was a Christian personally familiar with Zen and also a missionary to Japan. He spent over twenty years in dialogue with Buddhists in their temples. He also personally took up the practice of zazen so that Zenists would know that he knew Zen as a practitioner and yet still chose to be a Christian. His book, Zen Way—Jesus Way contrasts,
point by point, the Christian and Zen doctrines, including their presuppositions and views on oneness, Reality, freedom and so on. Dr. Callaway clearly shows that everything is not
the same and that the Zen way is not the Jesus way. “Those who say all religions are essentially the same either have little substantial information on the matter, or else they are committed to a Zen-like monistic philosophy which demands the denial of all differences as a necessary dogma of their religious faith. These must preach ‘tolerance,’ with avid
intolerance for anyone who disagrees.”[7] Further: 

Both Zen and Jesus say, “The truth will make you free.” Zen truth is the insight gained in Enlightenment. The freedom it engenders is the liberty to accept everything just as it is with no hang-ups, no inhibitions; with thankfulness and serenity. 
No matter how different one set of moral rules may seem from another, Zen knows there is no difference. The Enlightened One is delivered from bondage to all rules…. The one limiting factor for Only-Mind is its own nature…. Only-Mind is not free to violate its own nature. Only-Mind cannot sin. And since Only-Mind is everything, nothing can sin. The impossibility of sin in Zen is a dramatic evidence of its absolute qualitative difference from the Jesus Way.[8]
Zenists may deny sin, but because sin is real, because all Zenists do sin, and because acknowledgment of sin is necessary to salvation, this is another vital point for discussion with Zen practitioners. Sin constitutes the Zenist’s fundamental dilemma before God. “But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you,
so that he will not hear” (Isa. 59:2). In the end, then, Zen believers must choose between themselves as “no self,” or Only Mind, or themselves as personal individuals who need redemption in Jesus Christ: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it. What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?” (Mark 8:34-37).
Zenists may respond, “The answer, the eternal home, will never, never be found so long as you are seeking it, for the simple reason that it is you yourself.”[9] But Jesus says, “Ask and it will be given you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you” (Matt. 7:7). And besides, how can the individual be the solution to his own problems when as an individual he does not even exist? Indeed, Zen philosophy has fatal problems at every point one cares to examine it, whether in the field of metaphysics, morality, epistemology or practical living.
Even in all its alleged glory, Zen offers no answers. Indeed, nothing exists, so how can there be answers, let alone an eternal home in Zen? There is only a deafening silence. Remember D. T. Suzuki argues that even after enlightenment we still “know not definitely what the ultimate purport of life is.”[10] But, with Jesus Christ, the Zenist can know. “These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, in order that you may know that you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13 NAS, emphasis added). “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes has eternal life” (John 6:47 NAS, emphasis added). 
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Zen Enlightenment
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There are five schools of Zen; however, the two most prominent are the Rinzai and the Soto. The others are the Ummon, the Ikyo and the Hogen schools. The Rinzai stresses very sudden illumination, the use of koans and various “teaching” methods of the Roshi, such as striking a novice. The Soto school of Dogen stresses gradual enlightenment, “no” use of koans and is more gentle. It consists of five stages. [1] 

Lin-chi’s (Rinzai’s) own enlightenment under the tutelage of Huang Po no doubt influenced his own particular screeching and hitting methods: 

When he had been for three years in the Obaku school he approached the Master personally and asked what was the essential truth in Buddha’s teaching, all he got was twenty blows with a stick. He went to another Master, Daigu (Tayu), who told him that Obaku had given him the correct treatment for his enlightenment, and further emphasized the matter by roughly manhandling Rinzai’s throat and subjecting him to harsh words. This time Rinzai hit back, striking Daigu in the ribs. Nevertheless, he had suddenly become enlightened. Next, Rinzai went back to Obaku to tell him what had happened, but the Master only threatened him with more and gave him a slap in the face, whereupon Obaku gave way to great laughter and roared out the meaningless shout “Katsu.”[2] 

It is the Rinzai school that has attracted the attention of most Americans. Its most prominent representative is D. T. Suzuki. While the Rinzai and Soto sects are ostensibly distinct, a given Zen master could have various elements of either (or any) school. For example, Yasutani Roshi utilizes both Rinzai and Soto in his own system.[3] “By no means, then, is the koan system confined to the Rinzai sect as many believe. Yasutani Roshi is only one of a number of Soto masters who use koans in their teaching…. Even Dogen himself… disciplined himself in koan Zen for eight years before going to China and practicing shikan-taza [his meditative discipline].” [4] 

Zazen (Meditation) 

It is sometimes argued that zazen is not meditation, although it clearly is. The student sits still in an erect posture, utilizes proper breathing techniques and chants Buddhist sutras while concentrating to induce mental and spiritual transformation. Occult powers are often the eventual result. [5] Zazen does not create Buddhahood; it merely uncovers the eternally existing Buddha nature or Reality (Only Mind): 

Thus breathing becomes a vehicle of spiritual experience, the mediator between body and mind. It is the first step towards the transformation of the body from the state of a more or less passively and unconsciously functioning physical organ into a vehicle or tool of a perfectly developed and enlightened mind…. The process of breathing is the connecting link between conscious and subconscious, gross material and fine-material, volitional and non-volitional functions…. The uniqueness of zazen lies in this: that the mind is freed from bondage to all thought-forms, visions, objects, and imaginings, however sacred or elevating, and brought to a state of absolute emptiness, from which alone it may one day perceive its own true nature, or the nature of the universe.[6] 
Zazen stresses the awakening experience (satori) and its integration into daily life. Because it is about the “state of absolute emptiness” it is accorded absolute value. “Zazen is more than just a means to enlightenment or a technique for sustaining and enlarging it, but it is the actualization of our True-nature. Hence it has absolute value.” [7] 

Zen practice also involves lectures by the Master (jodo) and personal interviews with him (sanzen). Roshis also supervise meditation periods. While many novices are at first excited to be on the path of enlightenment, few indeed realize what will be required of them. As with non-biblical forms of religious meditation generally, Zen meditation can be costly. For example, consider what happens to the following tormented soul, bravely doing his best. He is meditating on the famous koan “Mu”: 

At last the gods are with me! Now I can’t miss satori! … Mu, Mu, Mu! … Again roshi leaned over but only to whisper: “You are panting and disturbing the others, try to breathe quietly.”… But I can’t stop. My heart’s pumping wildly, I’m trembling from head to toe, tears are streaming down uncontrollably…. Godo cracks me but I hardly feel it. He whacks my neighbor and I suddenly think: “Why’s he so mean, he’s hurting him.”… More tears…. Godo returns and clouts me again and again, shouting: “Empty your mind of every single thought, become like a baby again. Just Mu, Mu! Right from your guts!”—crack, crack, crack! … Abruptly I lose control of my body and, still conscious, crumple into a heap…. Roshi and Godo pick me up, carry me to my room and put me to bed…. I’m still panting and trembling…. Roshi anxiously peers into my face, asks: “You all right, you want a doctor?”… “No, I’m all right I guess.”… 

“This ever happen to you before?”… “No, never.”… “I congratulate you!”… “Why, have I got satori?”… Roshi brings me a jug of tea, I drink five cups…. No sooner does he leave than all at once I feel my arms and legs and trunk seized by an invisible force and locked in a huge vice which slowly begins closing…. Spasms of torment like bolts of electricity shoot through me and I writhe in agony…. I feel as though I’m being made to atone for my own and all mankind’s sins….

Am I dying or becoming enlightened? … Sweat’s streaming from every pore and I have to change my underclothing twice…. At last I fall into a deep sleep. [8]
The Koan 

Koans are nonsense riddles or stories whose goal involves the restructuring of mental perception to open the mind to “truth” to help it achieve satori. Koans are designed to “attack” the mind, to dismantle its reason, logic, history, ordinary consciousness and duality until it finally “breaks down” and perceives an alternate reality, the monistic perception that Zen considers reality. “Koans are so phrased that they deliberately throw sand into our eyes to force us to open our Mind’s eye and see the world and everything in it without distortion…. The import of every koan is the same; that the world is one interdependent Whole and that each separate one of us is that Whole.” [9] 

Looking at the world logically, morally, reasonably or scientifically must be discarded, for only then can one experience true “freedom”: 

This fundamental overthrowing is necessary in order to build up a new order of things on the basis of Zen experiences…. The koan… is only intended to synthesize or transcend… the dualism of the senses. So long as the mind is not free to perceive a sound produced by one hand [clapping] it is limited and is divided against itself. 
Instead of grasping the key to the secrets of creation, the mind is hopelessly buried in the relativity of things, and, therefore, in their superficiality.[10] 

Again, one cannot help but appreciate the irony of Zen enlightenment. Each one of the 1700 or so koans has a “classic” answer, and the poor, unenlightened disciples who “reason” with them—often intermittently beaten with a stick—must try to find it. Koans however are not “solved” by reason or intellect, and hence can only be “solved” by recourse to a “deeper” level of mind. Further, to be hit with the stick “does not necessarily mean that the pupil is wrong”; he may be struck “to confirm the disciple’s correct interpretation.” [11] 

Ernest Becker was the author of the seminal, Pulitzer prize-winning The Denial of Death. In Zen: A Rational Critique he described a number of Zen characteristics: “[Zen is] a technique by which to achieve a mental breakdown of people so that they can be made to accept a new ideology”; Satori, its enlightenment: “the final critical collapse under the accumulative pressures of stress” and “a piling up of intellectual frustration that leads to the crumbling of the edifice of logical thought”; and the koan, Zen’s riddles: “childish dependence upon magical omnipotence” and “a submission to the master’s psychological dominance.” [12] 

The following are some typical koans, the most famous of which is, “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” 

When your mind is not dwelling on the dualism of good and evil what is your original face before you were born? [13]
Q. What is Buddha?

A. The cat is climbing the post.[14] 

Q. Where is emptiness?

A. It is like a Persian tasting red pepper.[15]
Q. Who is Buddha?

A. Three measures of flax.[16]
Q. Does a dog have the Buddha-nature? 

A. Wu (nothing). [17]
The Bible, of course, has its own form of “koans,” so to speak—pithy sayings intended to lead to spiritual wisdom. With no disrespect intended to Zen masters, we think meditation on the biblical proverbs is more enlightening than the koans. We note a biblical “koan” or two: “Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will be like him yourself. Answer a fool according to his folly, or he will be wise in his own eyes” (Prov. 26:4-5). 

Satori 

Satori or enlightenment involves the realization of truth that was present all along. “To come to Self-realization you must directly experience yourself and the universe as one…. You must let go of logical reasoning and grasp the real thing!”[18] It is the final “psychological” state where everything, paradoxically, “‘logically’ makes sense.” It is a state, one would think, where duality is no longer because one realizes and perceives oneness. But in fact, in satori there is neither duality nor oneness; there is only the Void. Suzuki points out that in enlightenment there is no longer even the One: 

Even when Zen indulges in intellection, it never subscribes to a pantheistic interpretation of the world. For one thing, there is no One in Zen. If Zen ever speaks of the One as if it recognized it, this is a kind of condescension to common parlance. To Zen students, the One is the All and the All is the One; and yet the One remains the One and the All the All. “Not two!” may lead the logician to think, “It is One.” But the master would go on saying, “Not One either.” “What then?” we may ask. We here face a blind alley, as far as verbalism is concerned.[19] 

Satori is thus ineffable. Zenists stress satori is an indescribable experience, one that mere words are impotent to explain; hence it can only be experienced. Once achieved, one’s previous worldview is radically and often permanently changed into harmony with the Zen worldview. Although Zen meditation is undoubtedly the ultimate cause, satori itself may have a nonspecific causation; for example, any stimuli may “set it off,” and for no apparent reason. The mind is apparently “on the brink” at this point, so broken down that even the slightest stimulation can set satori in motion.[20] Satori may also be accompanied by physiological phenomena, trembling, tears, sweating, energy phenomena or possession. And it is mentally hazardous. People have permanently lost their minds through Zen. 

Examples of Enlightenment 

The satori experience can be radically life-transforming and the “enlightened” individual may rarely be the same person afterwards. For example, the poor soul we quoted earlier is still “mu-ing,” but now he has realized the truth: 

“Mu’d” silently in temple garden till clock struck one…. Rose to exercise stiff, aching legs, staggered into a nearby fence. Suddenly I realized: the fence and I are one formless wood-and-flesh Mu. Of course…. Vastly energized by this… pushed on till the 4 A.M. gong…. Threw myself into Mu for another nine hours with such utter absorption that I completely vanished…. I didn’t eat breakfast, mu did. I didn’t sweep and wash the floors after breakfast, mu did. I didn’t eat lunch, Mu ate…. “The universe is One,” he [the Roshi] began, each word tearing into my mind like a bullet. “The moon of Truth”—All at once the roshi, the room, every single thing disappeared in a dazzling stream of illumination and I felt myself bathed in a delicious, unspeakable delight…. For a fleeting eternity I was alone—I alone was…. Then the roshi swam into view. Our eyes met and flowed into each other, and we burst out laughing…. “I have it! I know! There is nothing, absolutely nothing. I am everything and everything is nothing!” I exclaimed more to myself than to the roshi, and got up and walked out…. I resumed by zazen, laughing, sobbing, and muttering to myself: “It was before me all the time, yet it took me five years to see it.”[21] 
After all the torment that Zenists submit themselves to, we would be surprised if their minds did not break down at some point. (For examples of the torment, see the readings in Kapleau, The Three Pillars of Zen, sections III, V.) Note several other accounts of “enlightenment”: 

Instantaneously, like surging waves, a tremendous delight welled up in me, a veritable hurricane of delight, as I laughed loudly and wildly: “Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha! There’s no reasoning here, no reasoning at all! Ha, ha, ha!” The empty sky split in two, then opened its enormous mouth and began to laugh uproariously: “Ha, ha, ha!” Later one of the members of my family told me that my laughter had sounded inhuman. I was now lying on my back. Suddenly I sat up and struck the bed with all my might and beat the floor with my feet, as if trying to smash it, all the while laughing riotously. My wife and youngest son, sleeping near me, were now awake and frightened. Covering my mouth with her hand, my wife exclaimed: “What’s the matter with you? What’s the matter with you?” But I wasn’t aware of this until told about it afterwards. My son told me later he thought I had gone mad. “I’ve come to enlightenment! Shakyamuni and the Patriarchs haven’t deceived me! They haven’t deceived me!” [22]
Now I was in bed, doing zazen again. All night long I alternately breathed Mu and fell into trances…. A strange power propelled me. I looked at the clock—twenty minutes to four, just in time to make the morning sitting. I arose and calmly dressed. My mind raced as I solved problem after problem…. A lifetime has been compressed into one week. A thousand new sensations are bombarding my senses, a thousand new paths are opening before me.[23]
In this state of unconditioned subjectively I, selfless I, am supreme. So Shakyamuni Buddha could exclaim: “Above the heavens and below the heavens I am the only honored one.”[24] [Yet the attitude of Yun-men (Ummon, the founder of the Ummon school)] was even more radical: “When Sakyamuni was born it is said that he lifted one hand toward the heaven and pointed to the earth with the other, exclaiming, ‘Above the heavens and below the heavens, I alone am the Honoured One.’ Yun-men comments on this by saying, ‘If I had been with him at the moment of his uttering this, I would surely have struck him dead with a blow and thrown the corpse into the maw of a hungry dog.’”[25] 

This void is at once the container and the contained, the one and the many…. Yet, in truth, we shall have leapt from nowhere to nowhere; hence, we shall not have leapt at all; nor will there be or has there ever been any “we” to make the leap![26]
In spite of the far-reaching effects of satori, the “enlightened” still have no answers. Dr. Suzuki admits that even after enlightenment we still “know not definitely what the ultimate purport of life is.”[27] This is in stark contrast to Christian belief. Jesus did tell us the ultimate purpose of life when He said, “This is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (John 17:3). As we will see, the contrasts between Zen and Christianity are striking wherever we look. 
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Dr. John Ankerberg is founder and president of The John Ankerberg Show, the most-watched Christian worldview show in America. His television and radio programs are broadcast into 106 million American homes and are available in more than 200 nations in 12 languages. Author, co-author, or contributor of 158 books and study guides in 20 languages, his writings have sold more than 3 million copies and reach millions of readers each year online.
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Dr. John Weldon (born February 6, 1948) went to be with the Lord on August 30, 2014 following a long-time battle with cancer. John served for more than 20 years as a researcher for The John Ankerberg Show. 
During his tenure, he authored or coauthored more than 100 books, including the best-selling Facts On Series of books that has sold more than 2.5 million copies in 16 languages. His final book, published in July 2014 with Harvest House Publishers (coauthored with John Ankerberg), is especially fitting. How to Know You’re Going to Heaven offers a biblical and personal look at the way God has provided salvation through Jesus Christ (Acts 4:12) and the confidence the believer can have of eternity with Him in heaven (1 John 5:13). John’s life and work have touched countless others seeking to grow spiritually and better understand the Bible. His friends describe him as genuine, humble, and passionate to share the hope of eternal life with everyone he met. His work will continue through his many books, his online writings at The John Ankerberg Show website (JAshow.org), as well as through the many people John has personally influenced through his ministry.

