The Value of Nothing

We speak in the Sutra that precedes teisho, ‘On Opening the Dharma’, of hundreds of thousands of millions of kalpas - and that is the mighty time of rocks and oceans and glaciers. Perhaps its name might be ‘not-now’.  And our old teacher, Robert Aitken, he’s gone back in there. I guess you could say he’s not taking any more questions now; but he is certainly encouraging our questions endlessly. I remembered, walking over here, watching him walking over here, and stooping to go in, when it was just a dream of a dojo. A very big white tent, as big as this room. A tall man, and as he stooped to go in under the flap of the tent, there was a whole cloud of dark dragon-flies hovering over him. 

It’s clouds of welcome swallows at the moment.  

So today’s Teisho is really about the value of nothing, the true value of no-thing. Any matter of value is deeply related in the end to our own mortality. There’s a beautiful play on at the Opera House right now, an American classic by Thornton Wilder, called ‘Our Town’. And it’s very much about how vivid the most ordinary things turn out to be when we are in touch with our own mortality, or when our own mortality is finally in touch with us.  Vivid and sad, but sad in a good way - never be afraid of sadness. Sadness often turns up in our zazen, sadness connects us. It’s like an alloy, a highly conductive metal. You can trust it. Sometimes it’s a certain sadness that connects us all to all mortal, sentient beings, for whom we sit here. 

In ‘Our Town’, a young woman, Emily (who just happens to be played, beautifully, by my darling daughter, Maeve), dies in childbirth in the third act, after plenty of the usual things happen in the first two acts: love, for example, and marriage. But when she dies, she is granted her request to go back to her life just for a day. The others with her in the graveyard say, ‘Yes, of course it’s possible, but it’s not wise to do it.  Don’t do this, Emily.’  But she is young, still not quite in that wider time of stars and clouds where ‘young’ cannot apply, so of course she must do it.  She can choose any day, and she chooses an ordinary birthday from around the end of her childhood.  

When she does go back, full of joy, she quickly learns why it is so painful. It’s because we cannot see as clearly as the dead can see how valuable every breath is, how beautiful every sound, how piercing and complete. Not just the sight of her mother’s face, so young, and so unaware of all the fate that lies before her, but the driven quality in her mother, in everyone, the rush, that slides right past the tremendous presence of the real.  Leaves rustling, coffee brewing, fire crackling, snow stamped onto the floor, the sheen on the wooden table – everything, so much what it is, with complete impartiality.  But no-one stops to look at anything, at each other.  It is enough to break your heart. You might almost say, as Emily does at one point, ‘Earth you are too beautiful for us (when we are alive).’ It’s almost as though earth’s extraordinary lavish offer is wasted on the living, as if we sleep-walked through our lives. 

There’s a moment in the play earlier on when the little girl next door, like almost everyone else unless they are drunk, or too busy, is looking up at a very full moon and the especially bright stars on that autumn night in Grover’s Corner. She says to her brother George, who shall marry Emily in Act Two, ‘I saw a letter, and it had this address on it!’ And the address was such and such a number, on such and such a street, Grover’s Corner, New Hampshire, United States of America, Northern Hemisphere, Planet Earth, Solar System, Milky Way, The Universe, Mind of God. Now that is the final no fixed address address of every mortal form. I hope you can catch a sense that this is the fullness of right here in Gorricks Run where we sit. 

Notice the beautiful perspective shift that takes place in that address, our address, my address, your address.  It stretches unbroken, except by brief pauses for recognition, from the most ordinary detail to – well, Mind of God. At a certain point on that spectrum there is a moment where, mercifully, you begin to disappear. And that is also the point where all things appear clearly just as themselves, born unrepeatably from nowhere, from no-thing. 

In the Buddha’s words on loving kindness there is a beautiful reference to those born and to be born. Here we hold in each breath all of those endless unknown beings waiting their turn in all this glory, this magnificence. We are being born every moment. We are to be born every moment. In this place where we begin to disappear and where all things begin to appear bright and particular and complete, our fears and woes have their place of ease in this moment too. And of course, the ones we’ve lost, the ones who rest in deepest Samadhi. 

So it is such a big matter that we are here to engage. Such a big matter but hard to see because it is right in front of us, right under our feet. It’s not somewhere else, it nothing you can go and get. It is such a big matter that Zen has a name for it that is so tiny it is just short of being no name at all.  Because you can’t name a no place, no thing.  The no place where form is exactly emptiness, emptiness exactly form, where we see with no eyes, where we hear with no ears. It can’t be named. So what is the no name? The no name we give to, this courtesy of old Zhaozhou, is Mu, M-U, tiny word, actually no word at all. It comes from this old encounter between Zhaozhou and someone just like any of us, with a strong human ache, who asked, ‘Does a dog have Buddha Nature, or not?’ It’s like, ‘I’ve got to look under ever stone, check every possibility because I cannot find my own self nature. I cannot yet know it for myself’. Zhaozhou just said ‘Mu’, which is ‘No’... NO! It does not have Buddha Nature, or not.’ 

Notice he is saying ‘No’ to the entirety of that question. He is not engaging with having or not having. Instead he is opening a kind of gate to our own heart, you have to trust that a teacher is old and venerable and wise as Zhaozhou would know that this one word was enough to open the gates of the heart. And it is, countless hundreds of thousands of people have found their way through this mysterious ‘No’, this disappearing point to discover themselves in everything, everything seamless and undivided.  It is good to know yourself before you die, a very good thing to do. As the verse to this koan says, ‘A little ‘has’ or ‘has not’, and body is lost, life is lost.’ When we grasp after having or not having, when we anguish over it, when we think we have a little bit of something called self nature, body is lost, life is lost. It cannot be a thought about it. It’s beyond thoughts, it lies far beyond delusive thinking, always right now. And it is always brought up at the beginning of sesshin this one word that open the gate of the heart, this one word ‘No’, which is in no way a negative. 

Why is it always brought up on the first day?  It is the koan of our practice. It is the koan of sesshin practice. 

So what is it to work with this ‘No-thing’ as a practice? How do we enter the seamless and the inconceivable right through the doorway of ‘No’...or ‘Mu’?   It offers very little to work with; that’s one of its great advantages - it doesn’t give anything to hold onto. And you can’t take it with you when you go. Nor can you ever fall out of it.

It’s very important that we don’t make waking up, enlightenment, realization some kind of goal to strive for. We bring our whole heart to loving the project, yes - but once we make it a goal, something to strive for, we fall straight into the old trap of separateness.  It is uncovered inside your own breast, nowhere else; so you cannot go after it. No, or Mu, is the healing of all layers of fear, fear of loss of our self, resistance, this whole strange human thing of going against the grain of what is really calling out to us. ‘No’ is a process of peeling off all and each of the layers of resistance that we find in ourselves, and just laying ourselves bare. And this is something we do with every breath. Dogen said, ‘Your aspiring mind and heart, that itself is enlightenment.’ To be completely sincere is to be enlightened.  Robert Aitken said it this way ‘This mind [meaning awake heart-mind] is with us all the time and we engage its power when we recall how briefly we are here.’ He goes onto say ‘It just needs a nudge here and there.’

A friend in America, Tova Green, recently sent what she calls her ‘Five Principles for Hospice Work’, working with people right at the end of their lives. Keep these precepts if you  can for each moment of each day in sesshin:


The first is, ‘Don’t wait, do it now’. 

The second is, ‘Bring your whole self to the experience.’

The third one is, ‘Welcome everything, push nothing away.’

The fourth one is, ‘find a place of rest in the middle of things’. 

And the last one is, ‘Cultivate don’t know mind.’ Cultivate not knowing.

All of these are alive in practising with Zhaozhou’s ‘Mu’.  ‘Don’t wait!’ We don’t know how long we’ll be alive. We’re born in the morning, we die in the evening. ‘Bring your whole self to the experience, do it now. That’s not the best bits of yourself, but all of it. Bring your worst bits as well, the parts of yourself you almost cannot live with. Bring those as well, you’ll find including them most useful and surprising. ‘Welcome everything, push nothing away.’ It’s like accept all offers. It’s beginner’s mind, fresh to each thing that happens.  The fourth one, ‘Fnd a place of rest in the middle of things.’ That could be in the middle of running fast across the paddock in the rain. And the last one, ‘Cultivate don’t-know mind”: there’s no other way to work with Mu. 

So we just nudge ourselves back into a state of absorption if we find ourselves growing shallow or wandering or getting afraid, just back into the absorbed state in which we set everything else aside except this breath, this one word ‘No’;  ‘Mu’. It just replaces every variety of picking and choosing you could ever dream up. The word itself finally disappears, and we disappear with it. And you nudge it, just by keeping an aspiring heart with you day and night. Bright awake, or sleepy and tired, every condition suits Mu if you can keep finding the way to touch the aspiring part of your mind and heart.

And a good sense of humour is needed when you are walking the Way. You’ll already have discovered this. We are the most wonderful joke, in the end.  Laughter and tears usually arrive wonderfully mixed, in Mu.

There’s an old guide to this process that was created back in the 12th century called The Ox-Herding Pictures. Sometimes they are presented as five, sometimes six, but generally the series runs to ten ox-herding pictures. They will sound familiar to you; they offer a kind of way to read the strangeness of this path, which sounds as though it’s something spread out in time, but actually winds through every moment, entwined with every breath, continually opening.

It’s presented in the form of a small boy searching for the ox, so that he can bring it all the way back home. The ox really is this large mind, big mind, roomy mind that we are all here to touch, to settle and to convey to each other and to all things. In a way you could say it’s the small anxious mind that goes in search of big mind, believing it to be out there somewhere. It’s not separate from you however, but it takes a while to know that. So at first it’s like: there’s an ox, we’ve got to find it, got to catch this large roomy mind. 

All we have in hand is a tether, sometimes known in the old writing about this as the tether of faith. The tether of faith is obviously what you are going to catch hold of the ox with, should you meet the ox. And it’s an interesting word, faith, it’s really what brought all of us here. You wouldn’t have put yourself out so much unless you already have - whether you know it or not - a strong seat of faith. Encourage and establish that seat of faith for yourself. Faith is that to which you can give yourself completely without a thought.  And it is that act of giving the self away, into the unknown, or ‘great doubt’, which is so very different from petty doubts.. So the tether of faith suggests that, though the ox is nowhere to be seen in the first picture, in a way the ox is already engaged. 

The poem about searching for the ox - just a boy in the open looking round, asking ‘Where’s the ox?’ - sees it this way:

‘Searching through tall endless grass, 

rivers, mountain ranges

The path trails off, weary, exhausted.

No place left to hunt:

Maples rustle, evening, the cicada’s song..’

Keep that in mind at the end of a long, weary early sesshin day - before time has had a chance to become what you are instead of what you have to battle with - when you think ‘There’s no place else to hunt, damn it’...  But then.  Eucalypts rustle, cicadas, first star.  Signs are everywhere.

It’s always present, the ox, always as close as that. The boy also has a rod or a stick, a staff, and this is usually seen as his will, effort, courage – whatever you have that keeps you persisting. Faith gets you going, but what will keep you persisting? You need something strong to hold onto to accomplish something as big as this, it’s not an easy task to establish what Shibayama calls, ‘An unshakeable foundation in this human world of suffering and contradictions’. Unshakeable. 

So something begins to become a little more apparent. The second picture is called ‘finding the tracks’.

‘Along the river, under trees, jumbled tracks’...Remember Winnie the Pooh when he went round and round and round the same tree in search of the hefalump that Christopher Robin is sure has been leaving the tracks they started following...? In the end they realize the hefalump must be chasing them, and being joined by more and more hefalumps, because more and more tracks keep appearing in the snow! 

Jumbled tracks, we’ve all met them, and as with Winnie the Pooh, they’re all us.
‘Thick fragrant woods, is this the way

Though the ox wanders far in the hills

His nose touches the sky, he cannot hide.’

Right under our noses all the time this ox and vast, there is nothing left out. 

The third picture is called ‘Seeing the ox’. We do get glimpses, and those glimpses renew the fire in us, the energy of aspiration. When we get glimpses of the true self that has never been anywhere else, it’s almost as if we catch ourselves out in the act of being completely utterly and freely at home, from the beginning. We just taste it for a moment, seeing the ox. At least we have cornered ourselves at last. 

‘Oriole on a branch chirps and chirps

Sun warm, breeze through the willows

There is the ox, cornered alone.’

Alone is interesting. We do meet ourselves deeply on this huge, one-inch journey I spoke of last night.  Completely alone, and also accompanied by everything, all one, together. The verse goes on:

‘That head, those horns, who could paint them?’

And that’s interesting, when we do catch a glimpse it’s almost impossible to say much about it. We fumble and stutter and cry and laugh, but we can’t say much, it’s like someone who has had a dream; you know it for yourself alone, but cannot say a word about it. 

Another interesting thing that’s happening when you catch a glimpse of the ox - it’s dark at this stage, a dark ox! That’s to imply that there are still a lot of ideas about the ox coating the ox, a lot of dust on the ox. We have this dream of being really wondrously enlightened or something. That’s the dust.  Dust in our eyes means we are so driven to look for something good, or ‘else’, that we constantly miss the wondrous right under our eyes and pouring in through all our other senses, non-stop. 

Later on, that may be something to smile at but it also leaves a deep ache in the heart.  Like Emily: ‘Earth, you are too wonderful for us!’   

The fourth one is catching the ox.  Last desperate effort:  ‘Got him!’  Or did you?:

‘Hard to control, powerful and wild

The ox sprints up a hill and at the top

Disappears into misty clouds.’

This catching, it is a constant to and fro, sort of got him, no, what did I get? I see it, what was it, it’s as fast as that, the sense of the elusiveness of even that which is powerfully drawing you by now up the hill, up and down dale. The important thing there is to not let go. So once the ox is caught, no letting go, a completely dedicated spirit is needed at this point. 

You can also sense how strong the resistance is, the sense that the ox is eluding us.  Who’s resistance is that?  Is it the ox? 

The fifth picture is ‘Taming the Ox’:

‘Don’t lose the whip, hold onto the rope 

Or he’ll buck away into the dirt.

Herded well in perfect harmony

He’ll follow along without any constraint.’

The ox at this stage of the series is dark at one end and turning white on the other.  Interesting: the dust is falling away. The word that’s important here is harmony. Harmony really means we agree to fit in exactly as we are with exactly what is. Now that is strong moment by moment practice. It’s hard work, arduous work, humbling and beautiful work. 

The sixth one:

‘Riding the ox home

Taking it easy.’

(He’s now riding on a completely white ox, and lying back at ease, just playing the flute to the early moon.)

‘The flute’s notes vanish in the evening haze

Tapping time to a folk song, happy as can be.

It’s all too much for words.’

No words needed now.  None can fit it.  How lovely.

The seventh one is interesting.  It is called ‘Ox forgotten.’ This is the moment when you don’t have to think about ox or no ox anymore... All effort has fallen away into pure ‘Ox’, undivided being.

‘Reaching home on the back of the ox,

Rest now, the ox forgotten

Taking a nap under the noon sun,

Whip and rope abandoned, behind the hut’

And then comes the eighth picture in the series: the mysterious empty frame. It’s just the same circle or enso as before, but inside it, there’s nothing there at all. It’s sometimes called ‘Ox transcended’, but ‘No ox’ is a perfectly fine way of putting it. Or ‘Mu’ might do.

For this is really where Mu comes all the way home: Mu... no ox, no having or not having. 

No rope, self, ox... No traces left. 

Thoughts cannot penetrate the vast blue sky. 

Snowflakes cannot survive a red hot stove. 

Arriving here we meet the ancient teachers. All the commentaries on Mu always speak about intimately meeting with Zhaozhou, the old teacher, with Buddha, indeed with old Robert Aitken...At this vanishing point we all meet here. And we don’t meet even face to face, for we see with the same eyes and hear with the same ears. We even see with the same ears and hear with the same eyes. 

Then comes the ninth and tenth:

‘Returning to the source, no more effort

Just stay at home sitting in the hut

Blind and deaf to the world outside

The river runs by itself, flowers are red.’

And finally, 

‘Barefoot and shirtless, enter the market

Smiling through all the dirt and grime.

No immortal powers, no secret spells

Just teach the withered trees to bloom.’

It’s very interesting that if you look and think back to the eight picture - No ox - can you see how that contains all the moments up to then, and all the ones we might call ‘beyond’? Nothing...none...you cannot leave anything out of that. All the early stages are already here, now.  Struggle, confusion, despair, arrival, glory, all equal when we come home to no-thing. Compassion is immediate. The value of nothing is very great. The journey from no love to love is less than one inch. The journey from smoking to quitting smoking, nothing in it at all....and very hard work. These tiny no-journeys are the truly great journeys. 

The painful part in this is very important. As I said earlier, don’t seek to leave the worst parts of yourself out of the quest for the ox. Because look! At that no-ox point, there are no good or bad parts of yourself. If you think there are, you estrange yourself profoundly. 

Yes, there are parts of ourselves that we aren’t yet okay with, so coming home means truly looking to see, ‘Can I love the whole of what I am? Can I love the whole of this muddled earth, this great schemozzle that I am, that we are in?’ It’s easy enough to love this untouched natural world we are in here. Not so easy to love the various mangled versions of reality that are peddled and that we live inside from time to time, in one way and another.  The painful part in this is often a sense of unworthiness, self-dislike, even self-hatred.  Sometimes it’s projected out onto others, sometimes it’s projected very painfully back in. In any case, it is a desire to throw some parts of ourselves forever out of the universe. 

But how do you do that if you live in the Mind of God? Where will you throw it?  And won’t that be disrespectful? How could anything not belong and have a seamless fit, with no edges, no beginnings, no end. If indeed our address in karma, in mortal karma is ultimately the mind of God?  

The stars seem to confirm it. So include it all, we must.  That’s a form of love that is pretty skilled in knowing what to do, how to be useful.

We need endurance and patience, to face painful things at times on this one-inch journey home.  ‘Mu’ throws them all up – dust! - and ‘Mu’ dissolves them all, drops them all away in the blessed resolve of no-thing.  Mu is something of an act of forgiveness, looking back. And to forgive is instantly to be forgiven.  Perhaps we need patience equal to the patience of God, for this.  That’s okay; Mu provides. Robert Aitken speaks of patience in a dialogue he held with a Catholic brother, David Steindal-Rast, published in a book called The Ground We Share. Aitken pointed out that the character for patience in Chinese includes a sword and heart; the image of a sword poised over a heart. Now that’s pointing to patience at the excruciating end of the spectrum. Tolerating ourselves just as we really are.  Including all of that this is, not leaving out the damage and the harm. Where we have to bear with something close to unbearable.  And still not turn away, as if our true nature might be something else, somewhere else. 

But patience radiates on a spectrum too, right through to really profound ease where everything is truly, blessedly, empty. Even the most awful things, we can taste that blessed, empty, easy quality. That’s like the boy riding home on the ox. It’s the whip and the tether no longer needed, abandoned at the back of the hut. It’s just plain being at ease. That sense of ease is really the final fruit of patience. But sometimes it will require living with the sword over the heart. This patience arrives drop by drop by drop, this endurance, ability to endure. An ability to stick with something as difficult as a one-inch journey, all the way home. It arrives drop by drop, breath by breath.  You cannot get impatient with something as gradual as the way bees gather honey, you just can’t.  

But you can also just dip your finger right in any time, as well.  Just do it!  Honey!
St John of the Cross, who is something of a Zen mystic in his way, said two things about Mu, although he would call it the Beloved, if he dared to name it at all. One of them was this. He said, and I’m paraphrasing, ‘There is a ladder that reaches to the Beloved. And the first step is Nada.  The next is Nada, too. Nada, Nada, Nada, Nada...’  ‘Nada’ is Spanish for Mu: Nothing, nothing, nothing... Our lives really do depend on knowing this for ourselves intimately. Not through a glass darkly, not as ideas about it - which are the worst kind of something’s in this context - but now, in this breath, and in this one, and in this. 

The second thing he said: ‘My Beloved is the mountains, the cliffs, the lovely wooded valley.’ Dogen’s way of saying the same thing is, ‘Mind is no other than mountains and rivers, the great wide earth, the sun and the moon and the stars.’  

So we sit together in the generous habit of patient practice. It is open to the sky, to the stars to the rain, wide open and it stretches from your own seat here all the way through that vast address. Our vast no-address starts here, on this seat. Yamada Roshi, who was Aitken Roshi’s teacher, said there is no greater service we can do on this earth than diminish the ego - that’s the small self - by sitting and knowing ourselves right through to the end... Sitting it out you might say.  Sit out the ego and it finally just gives up, gives over, so that infinite life, the infinite life within us can breathe and take over. 

We really do practice for each other and for all beings, born and to be born. And for those now resting in deepest samadhi. We practice in this soft rain, the Irish would call it ‘soft weather’, I think - meaning not-rain. But walk in it for long enough and you will find yourself wet through.  This just can’t be helped.  The Mexican word for it is ‘fiesta rain’. And that’s a beautiful thing to remember - that we practice not in hardship but in celebration, to practice knowing yourself this way is a true celebration of your life. 

So keep it up. Mu is the unfailing antidote to sleep-walking through a life.  Keep it as soft and persistent and subtle and impartial as the rain, fiesta rain. Before too long, you’ll find yourself Mu right through. 
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