THE CODED LANGUAGE OF ZEN

BARBARA J GABRYS
Department of Materials
University of Oxford
Parks Road Oxford OX1 3PH

Corresponding Author’s email: barbara.gabrys @materials.ox.ac.uk

ABSTRACT

To see the nature of Reality, Zen chooses an experiential path through silence.

The state of consciousness in which subject and object have resolved into the union
of thinking, feeling, and willing is true reality. Independent, self-sufficient true reality
manifests itself in the form of this union. We must realize the true state of this reality

with our entire being rather than reflect on it, analyze it, or express it in words.

K. Nishida An Inquiry into the Good
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Zen Calligraphy by Shinzan Miyamae Roshi
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Introduction

Zen roots are in Indian philosophy and Buddhist religion. However, over the centuries
it has developed, and absorbed elements from other approaches to life, for example,
pragmatic Confucianism, Daoism and Japanese reverence for Nature. This, in combi-
nation with the importance of personal experience of Reality, means that philosoph-
ical language plays only a little role in living Zen. That is a challenge as, especially
in teaching and learning, some verbal instructions are necessary. Studying Zen with a
master is more a case of an apprenticeship than a study in an academic sense. At the

core of it is the practice of zazen, the sitting meditation.

Since the last century, there is great fascination with all things ‘Zen’. It is widely
accepted that in order to understand any theoretical — physical, mathematical or philo-
sophical — model of the Universe and Reality one has to possess relevant training.

What about Zen training, then?

An additional difficulty arises with meaning which can be lost in translation. Taking
sutras for guidance of our actions we have to remember that the original ones were
written in Pali about 2000BCE, then translated into Sanskrit, Chinese, Japanese, then
into other languages including English. A lot of modern Zen texts are in English, and
are also read by non-native speakers - there are many layers between a word and its
original meaning. Here Zen offers a great advantage by cutting directly to the heart of

matter.

How is it done? The Zen theory has three nen which translate roughly as a unit of
thought or an activity of mind (Sekida 1977). The first nen is the most important as it
intuitively performs pure cognition of the object. The second nen follows immediately,
and reflects on the first — hence one becomes conscious of one’s thoughts. This process
integrates the preceding nen into a continuous stream of thought, forming a basis of
self-consciousness and ego awareness. Synthesizing, introspection and reasoning are
functions of the third nen. Zazen practice, and dynamic Zen activity, aims to cut off

delusive thoughts, thus reaching the first nen directly. In this context, all philosophical,
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physical and mathematical models of Reality and Universe are the fruit of the third

nen.

Zen practitioner, Gyokuru-ji Temple, Gifu Prefecture, Japan
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