Experience Chan!
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"Truth is a pathless land. Man cannot come tolibtilygh any organization, through
any creed, through any dogma, priest or ritual, ttmough any philosophic
knowledge or psychological technique. He has t itithrough the mirror of
relationship, through the understanding of the emtss of his own mind, through
observation and not through intellectual analysisrarospective dissection..."

- J. Krishnamurti

Arthur Young, that oft quoted philosopher, spirlista and inventor of the modern
helicopter, expressed, ithe Reflexive Universeshat many feel to be an improvable truth
“Man...is more than the beasts...but...he is still na\far along. He is, in fact, ... ata
stage corresponding to that of a clam in the ankimgdom. Like the clam, he is buried in
the sand with only a dim consciousness of the vgdslelyond. Yet potentially he can
evolve far beyond his present state; his destimyisnited.”

Deep inside each of us lurks a presence that ifuluruman potential, but it remains
hidden from us — an aspect of the unconscioubidés because of our fear of it. Its aspect
is wisdom, understanding ... compassion, yet it resiaidden. The question we must ask
ourselves is, do we remain closed up in our shellag in the ego-world where our

actions are dictated by unconscious forces, om@push those shell doors open and find
out what awaits us beyond our safe, self-contaipedsona? The unknown is always
scary, to some degree, yet learning and growingémpy no other means than by moving
toward the unknown. We can read an essay on Qithremain passive, a safe distance
from it — or we can move inward, to where the aci® We can be satisfied with who we
are and our own levels of understanding and awasegme we can seek beyond: we can
play it safe, or we can risk our lives.

Chan practitioners are the ultimate
thrill-seekers. We’re willing to risk

everything to open doors to the

unknown. I

Beqginning Chan Practice: Meditation

No Chan practice is complete without a mediatianmen — in fact, some Zen schools
emphasize meditation above all else. In our Linl@kage, we consider mindful
awareness in our daily activities, in the contdxhe Eightfold Path, also extremely
important. While meditation is not regarded agad unto itself, it's indispensable in
helping us expand our relationship with ourselves aith the world around us.

Without the ability to focus our attention in cont@tion, a prerequisite for meditation, we
are like slaves to our programmed-selves. We asbgx and pulled this way and that, our



own Self hidden from us to such an extent that wedhassly follow the dictates of others,
be they politicians, religious leaders, friends &andily, celebrities or salesmen. Until we
become autonomous, as we do during the first pplaGban training, we are like puppets,
slaves to unconscious commands, acting on instieatting not from reason and
compassion but from wily emotions that serve ohby édicts of the ego.

It's all too easy to put the cart before the havben we start out on Chan'’s journey — to
elevate the methods of Chan training above theqaerphey serve. Meditation is
nourishment for the soul — without a strong meditapractice we loose touch with
ourselves. We loose the ability to discern thé frean the imaginary. We lose our sense
of humor, our sense of interconnectedness withrgtlamd most importantly, our
connection with ourselves. Meditation is an elfwir helping us live a fulfilling and happy
life. Yet meditation is not something we jump ifido the first time and expect to succeed
at. The journey to meditation is a tough one fostrof us.

As we begin that journey, we initiate a face-toef@ncounter with ourselves. And for
most of us, there are a lot of unpleasant thingd vether not look at! Buried childhood
traumas, repressed feelings of hate or despaiougg rage, insecurity, fear ... they all
come lurching out at us as we progress on thediiegfes of the path. Our dream life
becomes extraordinarily vivid; our emotional lif@ynbecome fragile as our psyche
struggles to grapple with the onslaught of newlgased unconscious psychic content.
This is why we say that it takes great couragenttetake Chan. The side of ourselves we
don’t want to see is that side we have repressédavaien it all comes up we havewant

to see it — to integrate it into our conscious millt it's equally essential that we don’t
inadvertently identify ourselves with these repeelssmotional images of ourselves, for
they are not real — they are fabricated, imagirfechera that, despite their great power, are
lifeless and dead the moment we render them sbtheen go.

What is Meditation?

Meditation is a specific state of mental
awareness we induce through the willful effort 4
of attention. Meditation can be characterized l' g
its specific neurophysiologic, cognitive, ;
emotional, and physical effects.

Over the last several decades scientific studiecsOm Lter-imaged maps of brain (gamma wave)
of the brains of meditators USing fMRIS’ activi‘:y of non-gr]neditat‘())rs (left) anéJ meditators
EEGS, PET and SPECT scans, has revealed (right). Highly increased brain activity was found in

. g . . the prefrontal cortex and basal ganglia of
S'gmﬁcant Changes that occur in the brain meditators compared to the non-meditating control
during meditation. These studies show that 9roup. PNAS, November 16, 2004, vol 101, no. 46.
people who meditate regularly actually have
enhanced brain function compared to non-meditatorgrol groups [c.f.Long term
meditators self-induce high-amplitude gamma synajduring mental practiceAntoine
Lutz, et.al., Princeton, NJ, 2004] This is inteirggin that it confirms a real physical
change in the brain that correlates with real dbgmshifts in awareness. The one we can
measure with instruments, the other with our litresnselves. The effects of meditation
are all-encompassing: we are less susceptibledsssand anxiety and their deleterious

effects on our body and mood; our thinking becontear and powerful; we become free



of any addictions we may have previously claimed;develop compassion for others; we
develop an enhanced sense of humor ... the listrudflie is endless. The effects of
meditation are so profound that some health-carkegsionals have successfully isolated
meditation from it’s spiritual origins to createethpeutic regimens for people to help them
with a myriad of disorders, from obesity to OCDxiaty to depression, high blood
pressure to post traumatic stress disorder. Wihédse are wonderful applications of
meditation for therapists and their patients, hgvielped millions of people, they tend to
be self-limiting in their goal-oriented approacailihg to account for the deeper spiritual
significance meditation brings to our lives.

Our first true meditation experience never needs

validating by anyone, for it comes upon us so

radically and unexpectedly that we are dazzled for

hours, if not days, afterward. Some people

describe a “turning-over” of their minds, others

may describe themselves as disappearing —

loosing connection with time and space.

Whatever the description of the experience, it's

always a profound one — unarguable in it's reality

and conscious dimensions. Interestingly, the

transition from a normal resting state to a

meditating state has been caught on fMRI and

EEG analysis and shows a sudden switch in the

way the brain functions. A transition taking

anywhere from 5 to 15 seconds, depending on the

experience of the meditator, results in a sudden

burst of high amplitude gamma wave activity as . N
well as cross-hemisphere synchronicity. The  FEG tela Saung e pfaunc tanston o
implication is that the brain becomes coordinatedseconds), to a meditative state. [PNAS,
— “in phase” -- across the hemispheres during ~ November 16,2004, vol 101, no. 46
meditation PNAS, November 16, 2004, vol 101, no. 46.].

Upon coming out of our first meditation experienseme of the effects we may notice
include: hyper-acute senses of sight, hearing,Isrgektc., an unusual feeling of calm-
energy flowing within us, and an absence of siteahtal-chatter. A sense of elation may
render us giggling fools for a while too! Regasdl®f our own individual response, our
first meditation experience is always a radicallnsforming one. And once we’ve had
such an experience we truly begin to walk
Chan’s path up the mountain to the summit.
Finding this path is 70% of the work :
(staying on it is the other 30%). As long as
we’re on the path, we’re pulled forward and # " %!
upward as if by a tireless bull. The
challenge is to avoid distractions along the
way.

Let's return to ground zero. As beginners, thestjoa always arises “How do | do it?”
Reading about Chan is 180 degrees out of phaseagiitfally doing it, and unless we're



actually doing it, we're not even close to it. Tdesy answer is “Let everything go and
concentrate fiercely on sontl@ng.” But this neither addresses “how” we let thimggs nor
“what” we are to concentrate on. So we turn towarddear Chan ancestors for advice
and guidance (this is why Chan lineage is consalangortant to us — it helps provide
some level of confidence that the advice we'reiggtis the right stuff. After all, we don'’t
want to spend our lives trying to reinvent the wivalgen we may as well just use it and be
on our way!) There are straightforward, simplethnds we can use — all we need to bring
to them are dedication, devotion, integrity, ancreffort!

The Methods

There are literally thousands of methods for begiian In a traditional Chinese Chan
monastery the method is tailored for the studemthis or her specific psychological
constitution and mental framework. But all methéatsbeginners have a few important
things in common: posture, breathing, diet, meattiude, and focused concentration. If
these five elements are brought together and askehterrectly, | personally guarantee
success. Let'sgo ...

One: Posture
Posture is important for two reasons: right
posture strengthens the muscles around the
spine allowing us to sit and walk without
stooping, and it aids in proper circulation,
keeping us alert and awake. In the traditional
Chinese paradigm, what circulates is chi
(translated as life force, energy, or breath).
Having open channels for chi to circulate is
essential. How chi correlates with modern
scientific knowledge of the body is still a
matter of discussion, but the
chi/meridian/chakra paradigm, taken by itself,
is quite adequate for the purposes at hand. (I
will leave it to others more knowledgeable of
the scientific underpinnings of
neurophysiology and cardio-pulmonary
sciences to establish the interconnections
between the two systems. For a thorough There are many ways to sit for meditation — the
. . . . . most important aspect is to keep the spine straight
discussion of this eastern paradigm, Visit  and upright, the body relaxed. lllustrations by Rev.
Sevanti Ayurveda and Acupunctusecheck  Falian Shakya, OHY, Greece.
out from your local libraryTheories of the Chakras, Bridge to Higher Consan@gsby
Hiroshi Motoyama.) For now, let’s leave it thathigoosture helps us maintain a healthy,
alert,awake conscious state essential for sustained meditatio

An easy way to correct poor posture habits is tagime a strong thin string or thread
attached to the spine, coming out the top of tteelhpulling upward. Imagine the spine
falling in line with the taught string, pulling theertebrae, including the neck and head,
into a straight line. We have to use our musaasdke it happen — and we have to
concentrate to hold this posture. At first it'$fidult because we’re using muscles we
haven't used for a long time, but with practice thescles strengthen and the effort we



need to expend decreases until the right postures@utomatically. There are many
ways to sit, some are illustrated above by Re\.i&a — keeping an erect posture is more
important than whether we sit in full or half-lofw a meditation bench, or on a chair. If
you use a chair, be sure to sit on the front tbfrthe seat and to not lean back against the
backrest. If you are new to this type of form#irsg, progress slowly — sit for, say, two
10-minute intervals per day for the first week rilom the second week extend it to two 15-
minute intervals twice a day. Keep your goalsiadale.

Two: Breathing

There has been so much written about the importahpeoper breathing that | hate to
belabor this topic, yet as an essential compoiitetieserves some amount of belaboring.
Becoming conscious of our breathing is one of #stest ways to progress. Of the
thousands of methods to gain that consciousnesg alhentail developing awareness of
every nuance of the breathing cycle. Try thidofwlthe instructions above for obtaining
the correct posture, then begin breathing frombtbitéeom up, inhaling slowly with the
diaphragm, feeling the stomach expand outwardrasisties in through the nostrils and
down the trachea. Pay attention to every nuanteeaith — the feeling of muscles
contracting, the feeling of air as it flows in thigh the nose, sinuses and the back of the
throat. Once you've reached maximum air capacignfthe bottom, your stomach fully
expanded, begin filling the rest of your lungs Bpa&nding the chest, making sure your
shoulders stay relaxed. Feel the stretch, thespres Once the lungs are fully expanded,
take one last inhale using all your muscle stretgtrasp a last few bits of air — you'll be
surprised how much air your lungs can actually haldar more than they hold when we
breath unconsciously. Now hold the breath fagwa moments, then very slowly release
the air — controlling it so that the outward flosvamooth and even. Once you're done,
push out the rest of the air in the lungs usingdiphragm muscles. You'll be surprised
how much air is still in there! Repeat this pracge times, then take a break for a few
minutes and do it again. Once you become commgrafithe breath through this simple
exercise you are ready for other breathing exes@seh as the Healing Breath discussed
in a preceding essay, and other pranayama exestsbsas alternate nostril breathing, the
fire breath, and others (visitoga Basicor other sites on the web for more information).
A good indicator to let you know if you are readymiove on, is to return to normal
breathing and count your breaths from one to tehten repeat, continuing for ten to
twenty minutes. If you can do this without loosingck of the counting during that
period, you're ready for other preparatory techegsuch as sound meditation described
below.

Three: Diet

Keep it simple. We want to eat foods that arelgasjested and nourishing and we want
to avoid gorging ourselves before sitting for matiin. Vegetables, noodles, rice, bread,
fruit and small amounts of nuts are easily digebiedost people and provide all the
nutrients we need. If you have specific dietasgtrietions, follow them, and if you have
food-related health concerns a visit to a dietigiatritionist may be helpful. If time has
come around for your sitting period and you're hyng’s okay to have a snack, but best
to keep it light.



Four: Mental Attitude

Mental attitude is quite important for success Witan practice — if it's off, we’ll give up
before we've begun. It's important to not be selfical. It's easy to start a practice and
develop a sense of futility — “Why am | doing tHi§Phis isn’t going anywhere!” “Is this
really a legitimate practice?” “What does this g@uan Zhi, know about anything
anyway!” One thing there’s no deficit of is mentaktter! And there’s nothing that our
ego wants more than to see us give up.

Be like an arrow traveling through the sky, piegcevery obstacle it comes to — let the
mental chatter be okay, just watch it and acknogéeitias “only mental chatter” ... don’t
heed its directives. Watch as your mind travedenfone thought to another. Is it a little
bit unnerving? Our minds do this all

the time, day-in and day-out; the (

difference is, we've just now

become aware of it! With practiced )

awareness the chaotic mental chatter

dies down. Keep the faith! Keep the I

practice strong!

Five: Concentration

Think of Chan as a framework from which we’re atoléook out a window from our
confining human form to a reality beyond. Imagingna/erse in which every miniscule
part is reflected in the whole, and in which theolehis, in turn, reflected in each miniscule
part. The window allows us direct experiencehef Real and, as quantum physicists
recognize, it is experience, specificadyperience of observatip(rather than of physical
action), that connects us with reality. Whatotservemakes the difference between
conscious experience and unconscious action. Htmreisting that Chan Buddhists had
this figured out millennia before modern
guantum theory came along to explain it
scientifically! [The interested reader . :
may enjoyMind, Matter and Quantum ) ) ) ) !
Mechanicsy Henry P. Stapp for
scientific insights into the nature of
mind.]

#

What do we concentrate on? To begin, the breaiftes the best place to start, but once
our breathing becomes naturally relaxed and smeethan focus on nearly anything ...
the rules stay pretty much the same: keep the nondng back to the subject of
concentration (the “seed”) whenever it wonders kdep the body relaxed and alert; don’t
self-criticize. Many people find sound to be thestndirect means to enter meditation.
Whether we listen to music or the sounds that aterally in our environment, we simply
let the sound enter and consume us —

keeping our attention always on sound. If

we listen to music, it's important notto  + )

listen to music that we’'ve memorizedto &
any degree — Indian music, Mahler,
Shostakovich, Wagner, and some new age



music (such as Philip Glass) work well for meddatbecause the mind doesn’t condition
to a repeated pattern.

The Value of Willful Action

Chan is not a passive activity but requires gréatteof will. Without the will to affect
change, change doesn’'t come. Directed attentiodenaded by willpower, breaks down
the mental and emotional patterns that have bedomly implanted in our lives. Without
willful effort to change these patterns, we congiia be slaves to them. As Jeffrey
Schwartz MD, research professor of psychiatry @lUiELA School of Medicine (and
fellow Zen Buddhist!), suggests ithe Mind and the Brain, Neuroplasticity and the Bow
of Mental Forcethe question is not whether or not we have “Wdg, but rather “free
won't” — it’s our ability to throw on the brakesy arrest our pre-conditioned actions, that
throws a wrench in the works of mindlessness. Bgsting our conditioned responses to
things consciousness itself grows. How do we s&y’? Simply through an act of will

... freewill. When we act on unconscious urges, thereifree will, but the moment we
deny those urges, free will manifests. In Buddhgencall it detachment: detachment is
the exercise of free will.

How do we strengthen our willpower?

How do we go about detachment when

our attachments are so strong and binding?
Through focused concentration. How do

we learn to focus our concentration? By
saying “no!” to all those distracting

thoughts, feelings and sensations that & )
manifest when we try to focus the *
attention on something! * ”

Enlightenment
So where does enlightenment come in?

Advertising campaigns, historians, cults ;
and new-age groups have adopted the term .
yet it's meaning in Chan is far from that
implied by these mostly misappropriated

versions. In Charenlightenment is #
simply the event of our recognition of self *

as other than ego-selifit's a cognitive 4
realization of the divine within us — or

better yet, a realization thate and the %

divine are One

Enlightenment is an experience that (

cannot be explained, interpreted, or 0

analyzed; yet it comes straight out of Charf

practice. In Chan we say that everyone is !

already enlightened because it's our

fundamental naturelt’s just that most of us don’t know we're ertitgned. ... Indeed, we
can’t know about something we don’t know about!dAsince we’re at a loss for words



when it comes to explaining enlightenment, we’N@econvince anyone that
enlightenment is real. But once we experiencetragr nature (“Buddha Nature”) through
mystical disciplines such as Chan, we simply “getWe can’t

say we are enlightened because that would meamthate

separate from reality — an oxymoron! Enlightenment

variously, a hoax — the word is merely a fingempioig to the

moon. For the uninitiated, think of it simply asnarker for a

transition state from awareness of self as a figgfe (illusion -

maya) to awareness of self as infinite.

Enlightenment does not depend on meditation, bualitateon
can help prepare us for enlightenment. Enlighteriroan not be
forced to happen by our will, nor is there any roetbr formula
we can apply to “achieve” enlightenment. Indeedhie
historical annals of Chan, stories of enlightenmewblve the
moment of hearing a bell ring, a voice yell, als8oap, or the
Diamond Sutra read...seemingly ordinary events. ké&dn
helps put the mind in the right “spot” to experienc
enlightenment, but it does not lead, in and offitse
enlightenment. Enlightenment can’t happen untilentire lives
are turned inside-out.

Some Buddhist leaders have commented that the mesiad is

too wrapped up in itself -- too ego concerned attain

knowledge of Self, to succeed with any mysticatighne. We

are so tied up in our possessions, they say, ifremds, in our

careers, so strongly identifying with the extenwvalld that our

internal world has become opaque to us — totalknown.

Statements like these have been made, to the st o

knowledge, exclusively by non-western teachersepfgewho ., ... bointing”. SOZAN Genkyo,
can clearly see the cover of a book but are urtablead 1797 - 1868. The calligraphy
what's inside because the language is differemmy o oventoen oty ¢
experience working with western Chan studentsstranger

their pull to the external world, the stronger thedden or

overt yearning for the inner one. We, as weststrarould not take our conditioned
proclivities for interesting careers, cool carsnilees, etc., as signs that we are not apt to
succeed on Chan’s mystical journey — but quiteothigosite, thabecause of our passion
for life we ardlikely to succeed. All we have to do is redirect ourgies.

The western world clearly encourages our interestarldly affairs — TV and Internet
commercials tell us that havirlgingsis where it's at: the advertising and marketing
industry is expert at exploiting our inner fearsl @esires tananipulateus into wanting

the next generation car, iPod, or Fergie albume ilore we get involved in this
consumer’s world, the farther we get from ourselvesd it's because of our estrangement
from Self, from our inside lives, that we find oelges so fraught with neuroses of every
type — depression, chronic insomnia, anger, obgessimpulsive disorder (OCD),
agoraphobia ... the list is endless. Yet this en&rgyhannel toward these neurosas

be rechanneled toward uncovering their sourt&hether we apply our energy in one



direction or another is up to us, and
without the force of willpower behind our
effort, we can expect no rewards. But
when will is applied -- motivated by a 1 .
personal sense of suffering and desire to «
overcome that suffering — our advantage is
a million-fold greater than those who have
never come to recognize suffering, choosing insteagnore, repress, or conceal it within
a myriad of neurosis, drugs, sex, and escapistites.

#

1l

A side note: Chan Buddhism is, clearly, my fawspiritual path, but it's only fair to
mention that Chan does not hold a monopoly on plises that lead up to the same
spiritual summit. In other religions, mystical ¢eangs may be put out front-and-center for
people to learn about, or they may be hidden on éueied within the depths of the
institution, but we should be wary not to accuseitistitutions themselves for the deficits
of leaders unable to present and transmit theshitegs to their congregations. Spiritual
growth cannot be fostered through hollow subsepedn leaders or mindless adherence to
dogma. It requires a synaptic connection betwersetves and God — and to get there, we
must transcend dogma and shed all artificial camgs imposed by religious institutions.
The answers all lie not without, but within.

Prerequisites for Chan Training
Everyone seems to have their own list of preretggdor Chan practice — the Buddha'’s
was the simplest, yet the most profound: we rkostvsuffering, and we muslesirea
solution to that suffering. That's it. In fachthing else will provide adequate motivation
for us — for Chan is an exquisitely difficult pathfollow, requiring fierce determination,
unrelenting perseverance and courage. We cam’guthrough the motions and expect to
get anywhere — it requires our heart and soul.ly Omce we recognize our own suffering
and can scream “get me out of this!” will the
fierce resolve needed to accomplish that

goal come automatically. This is why we
say that Chan practice is a matter of life and
death — when our life is at stake we can &
change ourselves. We can change the 2
world.

When you are ready, take a deep breath, look inaittlet the magical journey begin

Rev. Chuan Zhi is a second-generation disciple of EmptydGldsu Yun), and Abbot of the Zen
Buddhist Order of Hsu Yun since its founding by Graaster Jy Din Shaky in 1997.



