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Zen® for the West

I

Zen Buddhism presents a surface so bizarre and irrational,
yet so colorful and striking, that some Westerners who ap-
proach it for the first time fail to make sense of it, while others,
attracted by this surface, take it up in a purely frivolous and
superficial spirit. Either response would be unfortunate. The
fact is that Zen, as Dr. Suzuki demonstrates, is an essential
expression of Buddhism, and Buddhism is one of the most tre-
mendous spiritual achievements in human history—an achieve-
ment which we Westerners probably have not yet fully
grasped. We have to remember how recent it is that we have
sought out any knowledge of the East. Only a century sepa-
rates us from Schopenhauer, the first Western philosopher who
attempted a sympathetic interpretation of Buddhism, a bril-
liant and sensational misunderstanding on the basis of meagre
translations. Since then great strides have been made in Ori-
ental studies, but a curiously paradoxical provincialism still
haunts the West: the civilization which has battered its way
into every comer of the globe has been very tardy in examining
its own prejudices by the wisdom of the non-Western peoples.
Even today when the slogan “One World!” is an incessant

1Zen from Japanese zazen, to sit and meditate, a translation
of the Chinese ch’an, which in turn was the translation of the
Indian Dhta/ana (meditation). Thus Zen begins as a particular
sect of Buddhism, an essentially meditative one, but in its de-
velopment it radically transforms the traditional Buddhist dis-
cipline of meditation: the dualism between meditation and
activity is abolished. For this, see Suzuki, particularly in
Chapter 7. For a detailed account of the origin and develop-
ment of Zen Buddhism and its difference from other forms of
Buddhism, see Chapters 2 and 3.
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theme of Sunday journalism and television, we tend to inter-
pret it in a purely Western sense to mean merely that the
whole planet is now bound together in the net of modern
technology and communications. That the phrase may imply
a necessity for coming to terms with our Eastern opposite and
brother, seems to pass publicly unnoticed. There are many
signs, however, that this tide must turn.

I consider it a great stroke of personal good fortune to have
stumbled (and quite by chance) upon the writings of D. T.
Suzuki years ago. I emphasize the word “personal” here be-
cause I am not a professional Orientalist and my interest in
Suzuki’s writings has been what it is simply because these
writings shed light upon problems in my own life—one proof
that Zen does have a much needed message for Westerners.
There are now a good many books available on Buddhism,
but what makes Suzuki unique—and unique not only among
writers on Buddhism but among contemporary religious writ-
ers generally—is that he starts from the assumption that Bud-
dhism is a living thing that began some 2500 years ago with
Gotama’s experience of enlightenment, has been developing
ever since, and is still alive and growing. Hence the extraordi-
nary freshness and vitality of his writings, so that if you go
on from them to other books on Buddhism you will find that
these latter take on a life from him that they themselves would
never have initially for the Westerner. Suzuki has steeped him-
self thoroughly in Chinese Buddhism, and the practical and
concrete Chinese spirit probably provides an introduction to
Buddhism more congenial to the Westerner than the soaring
metaphysical imagination of the Indians. One picture is worth
a thousand words, as the old Chinese saying has it, and this
Chinese genius for the concrete may never have been better
realized than in the anecdotes, paradoxes, poems of the Zen
masters. Westerners usually think that the religious and phil-
osophic thought of China is summed up in the two names of
Lao-tsu and Confucius; Suzuki shows us that some of the great
figures of Chinese Buddhism were at least the equal of these
two. And if his writings did nothing else, they would still be
important for giving us knowledge of this great chapter of
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Buddhist history that had been virtually unknown to us
hitherto.

But do these ancient Oriental masters have anything to say
to us who belong to the present-day West? Very much so, I
think; and the reason is that we Westerners have only recently
come to face certain realities of life with which the Oriental
has been living for centuries. This is a large claim, and requires
some itemized documentation.

What we call the Western tradition is formed by two major
influences, Hebraic and Greek, and both these influences are
profoundly dualistic in spirit. That is, they divide reality into
two parts and set one part off against the other. The Hebrew
makes his division on religious and moral grounds: God abso-
lutely transcends the world, is absolutely separate from it;
hence there follow the dualisms of God and creature, the Law
and the erring members, spirit and flesh. The Greek, on the
other hand, divides reality along intellectual lines. Plato, who
virtually founded Western philosophy single-handed—White-
head has remarked that 2500 years of Western philosophy is
but a series of footnotes to Plato—absolutely cleaves reality into
the world of the intellect and the world of the senses. The
great achievement of the Greeks was to define the ideal of
rationality for man; but in doing so, Plato and Aristotle not
only made reason the highest and most valued function, they
also went so far as to make it the very center of our personal
identity. The Orientals never succumbed to this latter error;
favoring intuition over reason, they grasped intuitively a center
of the personality which held in unity the warring opposites
of reason and unreason, intellect and senses, morality and na-
ture. So far as we are Westerners, we inherit these dualisms,
they are part of us: an irrationally nagging conscience from
the Hebrews, an excessively dividing rational mind from the
Greeks. Yet the experience of modern culture, in the most di-
verse fields, makes them less and less acceptable.

Medieval Christianity still lives in the rational world of the
Greeks. The universe of St. Thomas Aquinas is the same band-
box universe of Aristotle, a tight tiny tidy rational whole,
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where all is in apple-pie order, and everything occupies its
logical and meaningful place in the absolute hierarchy of Be-
ing, When we turn from such humanized universes to Indian
thought, we are at first staggered by the vision of vast spaces,
endless aeons of time, universe upon universe, against which
man looks very small and meaningless; then we realize these
are the spaces and times of modern astronomy, and the Indian
idea is therefore closer to us. The distinguished Protestant the-
ologian Paul Tillich has described the essential experience of
modern man as an encounter with “meaninglessness™: lost in
the vastness of the universe, man begins to think that his own
existence and that of the universe are “meaningless”. The God
of Theism, says Tillich echoing Nietzsche, is dead, and West-
ern man must find a God beyond the God of Theism: the God
offered us by rational theology is no longer acceptable. From
the point of view of the medieval Catholic (and many still sur-
vive) the very premises of Buddhist thinking would look
“meaningless”; they are also more difficult and grim, but they
look much closer to what we moderns may have to swallow.

In science itself, modern developments have combined to
make our inherited rationalism more shaky. Physics and math-
ematics, the two most advanced of Western sciences, have in
our time become paradoxical: that is, arrived at the state
where they breed paradoxes for reason itself. One hundred
fifty years ago the philosopher Kant attempted to show that
there were ineluctable limits to reason, but the Western mind,
positivistic to the core, could be expected to take such a con-
clusion seriously only when it showed up in science itself, Well,
science in this century has at last caught up with Kant: almost
simultaneously Heisenberg in physics, and Godel in mathe-
matics, have shown ineluctable limits to human reason. Heisen-
berg’s Principle of Indeterminacy shows essential limits to our
ability to know and predict physical states of affairs, and opens
up to us the glimpse of a nature irrational and chaotic at bot-
tom. Godel’s results would seem to have even more far-reaching
consequences when one reflects that in the Western tradition,
from the Pythagoreans and Plato onward, mathematics has in-
spired the most absolute claims of rationalism. Now it turns out



Zen for the West Xi

that even in his most precise science—in the province where his
reason had seemed omnipotent—man cannot escape his essen-
tial finitude: every system of mathematics that he constructs is
doomed to incompleteness. Mathematics is like a ship in mid-
ocean that has sprung leaks (paradoxes) which have been
temporarily plugged, but our reason can never guarantee that
the ship will not spring other leaks. That this human insecurity
should manifest itself in what had hitherto been the very cita-
del of reason, mathematics, marks a new turn in Western
thinking. The next step would be to recognize the essentially
paradoxical nature of reason itself.

This step has been taken by some modern philosophers. The
most original and influential philosopher now alive on the Eu-
ropean continent is the German Existentialist Martin Heideg-
ger. A German friend of Heidegger told me that one day when
he visited Heidegger he found him reading one of Suzuki’s
books; “If I understand this man correctly,” Heidegger re-
marked, “this is what I have been trying to say in all my writ-
ings.” This remark may be the slightly exaggerated enthusiasm
of a man under the impact of a book in which he recognizes
some of his own thoughts; certainly Heidegger’s philosophy
in its tone and temper and sources is Western to its core, and
there is much in him that is not in Zen, but also very much
more in Zen that is not in Heidegger; and yet the points of cor-
respondence between the two, despite their disparate sources,
are startling enough. For what, after all, is Heidegger’s final
message but that Western philosophy is a great error, the re-
sult of the dichotomizing intellect that has cut man off from
unity with Being itself and from his own Being. This error be-
gins (in Plato) with locating truth in the intellect; the world
of nature thereby becomes a realm of objects set over against
the mind, eventually objects to be manipulated by scientific
and practical calculation. Twenty-five hundred years of West-
ern metaphysics move from Plato’s intellectualism to Nietz-
sche’s Will to Power, and concurrently man does become in
fact the technological master of the whole planet; but the con-
quest of nature merely estranges him from Being itself and
from his own Being and delivers him over to an ever ascending,
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ever more frantic will to power. “Divide and conquer” might
thus be said to be the motto which Western man has adopted
toward Being itself; but this of course is the counsel of power
not of wisdom. Heidegger repeatedly tells us that this tradition
of the West has come to the end of its cycle; and as he says this,
one can only gather that he himself has already stepped be-
yond that tradition. Into the tradition of the Orient? I should
say at least that he has come pretty close to Zen.

If these happenings in science and philosophy indicate
changed ways of thinking in the West, our modern art would
seem to indicate very new ways of feeling. Whatever may be
said on the thorny subject of modern art, the one fact that is
clear is that to the artistic conservative it represents a scandal
and a break with the tradition. Our modern art presents a sur-
face so irrational, bizarre, and shocking that it must be con-
sidered a break with the older more rational canons of Western
art. That Western painters and sculptors in this century have
gone outside their tradition to nourish themselves with the art
of the rest of the world—Oriental, African, Melanesian—signi-
fies that what we knew as the tradition is no longer able to
nourish its most creative members; its confining mould has
broken, under pressures from within. Our painting has de-
tached itself from three-dimensional space, the arena of West-
ern man’s power and mobility; detached itself from the object,
the supreme fixation of Western man’s extroversion; and it has
become subjective, contrary to the whole tenor of our Western
life. Is all this merely malaise and revolt, or prophecy of a dif-
ferent spirit to come? In the past, new styles in painting have
often been thus prophetic. In the art of literature, of course,
the writer can be vocal about the new and revolutionary thing,
and we find a novelist like D. H. Lawrence preaching against
the bloodless rationalism of his culture. Lawrence urged the
necessity of something he called “mindlessness”, of becoming
“mindless”, if the meddlesome and self-conscious intellect were
not in the end to cut off Western man irreparably from nature
and even the possibility of real sexual union. Oddly enough,
this “mindlessness” of Lawrence is a groping intuition after the
doctrine of “no-mind” which Zen Buddhism had elaborated a
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thousand years before. (See Chapter 7.) Unlike Lawrence,
however, the Zen masters developed this doctrine without fall-
ing into primitivism and the worship of the blood. In Law-
rence’s behalf it must be remembered that his culture gave
him no help at all on these matters, and he had to grope in
the dark pretty much on his own. And to change to one final
literary example that involves no preaching or thesis whatso-
ever: the most considerable work of prose in English in this
century is probably James Joyce’s Ulysses, and this is so pro-
foundly Oriental a book that the psychologist C. G. Jung rec-
ommended it as a long-needed bible for the white-skinned peo-
ples. Joyce shattered the aesthetic of the Georgians that would
~ divide reality into a compartment of the Beautiful forever sepa-
rate from the opposite compartments of the Ugly or Sordid.
Ulysses, like the Oriental mind, succeeds in holding the oppo-
sites together: light and dark, beautiful and ugly, sublime and
banal. The spiritual premise of this work is an acceptance of
life that no dualism—whether puritanical or aesthetic—could
ever possibly embrace.

Admittedly, all these happenings I have cited—from science,
philosophy, art—make up a very selective list; this list could
be expanded greatly; nevertheless even as it stands, these in-
stances make up a body of “coincidence” so formidable that
they must make us pause. When events run parallel this way,
when they occur so densely together in time and in such di-
verse fields, they can no longer be considered as mere meaning-
less “coincidence” but as very meaningful symptoms; in this
case symptoms that the West in its own depths begins to ex-
perience new things, begins in fact to experience its own oppo-
site. In this new climate a concern with something like Zen
Buddhism can no longer be taxed as idle exoticism, for it has
to do with the practical daily bread of the spirit.

The really somber paradox about all these changes is that
they have happened in the deep and high parts of our culture,
while in the areas in between everything goes on as usual.
Despite the discoveries of its artists, philosophers, theoretical
scientists, the West, in its public and external life at any rate,
is just as Western as ever, if not more so. Gadgets and traffic
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accumulate, the American way of life (or else the Russian)
spreads all over the globe, the techniques for externalizing life
become year by year more slick and clever. All of which may
only show what a creature of contradictions Western man has
become, And now that at last his technology has put in his
hands the hydrogen bomb, this fragmented creature has the
power to blow himself and his planet to bits. Plain common
sense would seem to advise that he turn to look inward a little,

II

None of the above considerations has to do with Zen itself.
Or rather—to put it abruptly as Zen likes to do—Zen has noth-
ing at all to do with them. They deal with the complicated
abstractions of the intellect—philosophy, culture, science, and
the rest—and what Zen seeks above all is the concrete and the
simple that lie beyond the snarled tangles of intellectualiza-
tion. Zen is the concrete itself. Zen eschews abstractions, or
uses them only to get beyond them. Even when Zen declares
against abstractions, it has to put the matter concretely: thus
when the great Master Tokusan has his enlightenment, he does
not merely say in pallid fashion that concepts are not enough;
no, he burns all his philosophic texts, declaring, “All our under-
standing of the abstractions of philosophy is like a single hair
in the vastness of space.” Let the Western reader fasten upon
this image and he will find it harder to miss the point. Or when
another Master remarks on the difficulty of solving one of the
Zen questions—which is equivalent to answering the riddle of
existence itself—he does not merely say that it is difficult or
so very very difficult that it is well-nigh impossible, but this:
“It is like a mosquito trying to bite into an iron bull.” The
image lives because the image suggests the meaning beyond
conceptualization.

Now it is just this concreteness of expression, this extraordi-
nary profusion of images and examples, that can make Zen
most helpful to the Westerner, who in fact derives from a more
highly abstract culture. But it would be a mistake for the West-
e reader to imagine that these are merely so many literary
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devices or adornments adopted by the Zen masters. On the
contrary, the language of Zen is of the essence, the manner
of expression is one with the matter. Zen expresses itself con-
cretely because Zen is above all interested in facts not theories,
in realities and not those pallid counters for reality which we
know as concepts. “Fact” may suggest to the Western mind
something merely quantitative or statistical—-therefore also a
lifeless and abstract thing. Zen wants, rather, the facts as living
and concrete. In this sense, Zen might be described as Radical
Intuitionism—if the Westerner wishes a handle by which to lay
hold of it. This does not mean that it is merely a philosophy
of intuition like Bergson’s, though it agrees with Bergson that
the conceptualizing intellect does not reach reality; rather, it
is radical intuition in the act itself, Radical Intuitionism means
that Zen holds that thinking and sensing live, move, and have
their being within the vital medium of intuition. We see with
the two eyes only insofar as we are also seeing (though we
may not know it) with the third eye—the eye of intuition.
Hence, any sensory facts will do for Zen provided they serve
to awaken the third eye, and we encounter in the Zen writings
the most extraordinary incidents of illumination in connection
with the most humble objects. In the end all language is point-
ing: we use language to point beyond language, beyond con-
cepts to the concrete. The monk asks the Master, “How may I
enter in the Way?”, and the Master, pointing to the mountain
spring, responds, “Do you hear the sound of that torrent? There
you may enter.” Another time Master and monk are walking
upon the mountain, and the Master asks, “Do you smell the
mountain laurel?” “Yes.” “There, I have held nothing back
from you.”

In its emphasis upon the living fact over the mere idea, Zen
is true to the essential teaching of Buddha. Buddha cared very
little for the philosophers; there were said to be already some
63 schools in existence in his time, and he had occasion to
observe from their wrangling how imprisoned in the labyrinths
of the intellect the human spirit can become. Thus Zen itself
is not a philosophy (the Western reader must be warned here),
though there lie behind it some of the great philosophies of
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Mahayana Buddhism. Though Buddha began by opposing the
philosophers, nevertheless in the course of its history Buddhism
evolved one of the greatest and most profound philosophies
ever created. Is this a contradiction of the original spirit of the
founder? No; for Buddhist philosophy is activated by an alto-
gether different purpose from that of Western philosophy:
Buddhism takes up philosophy only as a device to save the
philosopher from his conceptual prison; its philosophy is, as it
were, a non-philosophy, a philosophy to undo philosophy. A
comparison of the mind of Buddha and Plato—probably the
greatest intellects of East and West—may make us understand
how sharply East and West diverge on this crucial point. For
Plato philosophy is a discipline that leads us from the lower
to the higher world, from the world of the senses to the world
of ideas, to leave us abiding in this latter world as much as
is humanly possible; for the Buddhist, philosophy should lead
us beyond the intellect back into the one real world that was
always there in its undivided wholeness. Zen presupposes this
view of philosophy, but goes beyond the mere restatement of
it to make actual use of it in its practical and concrete Chinese
fashion.

This passion for the living fact accounts for that quality in
the Zen masters which must seem most amazing to the West-
erner: their supreme matter-of-factness. “What is the Tao (the
way, the truth)?” asks the disciple. “Your everyday mind,”
replies the Master; and he goes on to amplify: “When I am
hungry, I eat; when tired, I sleep.” The disciple is puzzled,
and asks whether this is not what everybody else does too.
No, the Master replies; most people are never wholly in what
they are doing; when eating, they may be absent-mindedly
preoccupied with a thousand different fantasies; when sleep-
ing, they are not sleeping. The supreme mark of the thoroughly
integrated man is to be without a divided mind. This matter-
of-fact spirit of Zen is expressed in another paradoxical state-
ment: “Before you have studied Zen, mountains are mountains
and rivers are rivers; while you are studying it, mountains are
no longer mountains and rivers no longer rivers; but once you
have had Enlightenment, mountains are once again mountains
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and rivers are rivers.” The stories of their arduous struggles for
Enlightenment teach us that this matter-of-fact spirit of the
Zen masters is not a thing easily come by: they are indeed
awesome figures who have crossed the mountains and rivers,
floods and fires of the spirit in order to come back sole and
whole to the most banal things of daily life. The nearest thing
to this, so far as I know, that the West has produced is
Kierkegaard’s wonderful comparison of the Knight of Resigna-
tion and the Knight of Faith: the former all fidgets and roman-
ticism, aspiring after the infinite but never at home with the
finite, while the Knight of Faith sits so solidly in his existence
that from without he looks as prosaic and matter-of-fact as a
tax-collector. But this ideal of being in direct and unmediated
relation to ordinary reality was something that poor Kierke-
gaard, who waged a feverish lifelong struggle against the
mediating and devouring power of his intelligence, could only
aspire after but never realize.

In this striving for an unmediated relation to reality, as well
as in its doctrine of an enlightenment (satori) that goes be-
yond reason, Zen would seem to be a form of Mysticism. But
Zen is not mysticism as the West understands mysticism. The
mystic, as defined by William James in Varieties of Religious
Experience (James did not know about Zen), is one who
pierces the veil of the natural or sensuous world in order to
experience direct union with the higher reality. This formula
holds for most of the great Western mystics from Plotinus on-
ward, but it would not hold of Zen, which would reject this
kind of mysticism as dualistic through and through, since it di-
vides reality into lower and higher worlds. For Zen, higher and
lower are one world; and in the records of Zen enlightenment
which Suzuki sets before us there does not seem to occur any-
where the blurring of consciousness, the trancelike or semi-hal-
lucinated state, which you will find among Western mystics.
Even where it seems to move closest to mysticism, Zen remains
supremely matter-of-fact. Nor is Zen to be confused with any-
thing like pantheism, even though the Zen writings abound in
statements that the Buddba-nature is to be found everywhere,
in the dried up dirt-scraper, the cypress tree in the courtyard,
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etc. etc. Pantheism involves a division between the God who
penetrates nature and nature itself as the phenomenal gar-
ment of God. But this too is a dualism that Zen leaves behind.

Neither a philosophy, then, in the Western sense, nor a mys-
ticism, not Pantheism and not Theism, Zen might seem to the
reader at this point so much a matter of subtlety and nuance
as to be devoid of all practical value. On the contrary; for the
greatest contemporary tribute to the practicality of Zen comes
not from philosophers or artists, but from two prominent
practicing psychiatrists, C. G. Jung and Karen Horney, who
became passionately interested in Zen for its therapeutic pos-
sibilities. Jung has written about Zen, and before her death
Karen Horney visited Japan to observe the life of a Zen mon-
astery at first hand. What attracted Jung to Zen was its re-
markable pursuit of psychological wholeness. Horney saw
something similar, but in terms of her own psychology:
namely, the search for self-realization without either the false
image of an idealized self (“We are saved such as we are,”
says the Zen master), or without the resigned and dependent
clinging to external props like family, social group, or church
(after his enlightenment the disciple slaps the Master Obaku’s
face, remarking “There is not, after all, very much in the Bud-
dhism of Obaku”, and the master is pleased, for the disciple
shows he can now stand on his own two feet). Certainly the
Zen masters, as we read of them in Suzuki’s pages give us the
powerful impression of fully individuated individuals, carved
out of one whole and solid block. What is most incredible to
the Westerner is that this demand for the individuation of the
disciple should be made by a religion! Western religions have
always been willing to settle for less, very much less, from the
believer—his filial obedience or docility, let him be a miserable
psychological fragment otherwise. The reason is that Western
religion has always placed the weight of emphasis upon the
religious object outside the individual-God beyond the world,
the Mosaic Law, the Church, the divine personality of Jesus.
One can hardly imagine a Western religion producing a saying
like the Zen Master’s to his monks, “When you utter the name
of Buddha, wash your mouth out”. Zen is individualistic, and
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so iconoclastic and antinomian in its individualism that it will
seem irreverent to many Westerners; but this is only because
Zen wishes to strip the individual naked in order to return him
to himself: in the end he cannot lean even upon the image of
Buddha. Here precisely is the aspect of Zen Buddhism which
is the greatest challenge to Western religions, and which needs
to be studied most by us Westerners; for the march of our own
history, as the great world of medieval religious images recedes
ever further from our grasp and an increasingly secularized
society engulfs us, has stripped Western man naked and left
no rocklike security anywhere to lean upon. Here there looms
before the frightened eyes of the Westerner what Buddhism
calls the Great Emptiness; but if he does not run away in fear,
this great void may bloom with all manner of miracles, and
heaven and earth, in consort once again, engender effortlessly
all their ancient marvels.

As to what Zen is, I leave the reader to discover in Suzuki’s
own pages that follow; what I have provided have been but a
few negative warnings, signposts not to stray off the road,
which come out of my own earlier failures of understanding.
But there is one final misgiving I imagine taking shape in the
reader’s mind, because it has been taking shape in mine as I
write, which needs to be faced before we are done; and it is
this: Must not Buddhism forever remain an alien form to the
Westerner? something he cannot appropriate and make his
own? Are not the conditions that make ourselves and our lives
what they are such that something like Zen could never be
lived here? The question cannot be shirked; Zen itself would
insist upon it, since Zen holds that it is not the abstract or
bookish truth but the lived truth that counts. Indeed, the ques-
tion looms so intensely before my mind that it seems almost to
take on the imaginary body of some Zen master shaking his
stick, threatening thirty blows and crying, “Speak quick,
quick!” Well then, quickly: I would agree with Suzuki when
he holds that Zen is the living fact in all religions East or
West; or, a little more modestly, that Zen touches what is the
living fact in all religions. For the readers of this book the ques-
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tion will hardly arise of becoming a Buddhist, but that does
not lessen the importance of Zen to them: for however small
the fragment of Zen that makes live contact with the West-
erner, its influence is bound to work through, and he will never
be quite the same again, In the beautiful words of the Master
Hoyen: When water is scooped up in the hands, the moon is
reflected in them; when flowers are handled, the scent soaks
into the robe.

William Barrett



