
What is the essence of Zen Buddhism?

Who is it that asks such a question?  Is it someone who wants to practice Zen, or 
someone not interested in Zen?  What qualifications does the questioner have?  I suppose 
the questioner imagines that everyone really wants to know what the essence of Zen is, 
however in Buddhism rather than using the word “essence” we use the words, “original 
face,” and since I am not a scholar, and don’t know what the questioner means by 
essence, all I can say is that the essence of Zen is to manifest the original face.

Everything has an essence or an original face.  It is the essence of a flower to bloom, the 
essence of a cat to catch mice; everything has its original face.  Everything manifests its 
original face.

We human beings also manifest our original faces, and so we must come to ask ourselves
how we can come to understand what our original faces are.

What value does Zen have for the Western world?

Who is it that recognizes that something has value?  Who is it that seeks value?  The first 
thing that Zen has to say about this question is that we must not unquestioningly, 
unconditionally do the act of acknowledging something’s existence, or unquestioningly, 
unconditionally seek anything.

What does it really mean to have a sense of values?  And who is it that speaks of values? 
I myself would only discuss values with someone who has first fathomed what the self is 
who holds those values, not someone who unconditionally affirms the ego who speaks of 
having values.  Learn what your self is first, then come to me with questions about value!
Really fathom what you yourself mean by value, then come to me asking if Zen has 
value!  We all must stand up clearly before what is truly valuable, but first we must 
fathom what that is, and who is standing up before it.  It is fine to speak of value, but if 
you are a person who has been raised to unconditionally, unquestioningly acknowledge 
the existence of the ego, and unquestioningly affirm the act of having a sense of values it 
will be extremely difficult for you to learn Zen.

In Buddhism the only way to manifest a sense of values that would give satisfaction to 
everyone is to manifest your original face.  Everyone manifests the original face, and in 
that manifestation there is no need to speak about value.  We humans are born, and from 
that moment until we finally come to manifest our original face we meet all sorts of 
different things and walk along all sorts of paths until finally we complete our 
development.  It is totally useless to try to speak of value to those that are walking 
wobbly along the path of evolution, or to those who are still so immature they are only 
thinking of themselves.  

Isn’t it true that human beings have all become slaves to one or another system of values?
Right from the start we can see a disagreement between those that are slaves to their own 
sense of values and those that are not.  What person A considers to be of value may not 



be the same as what person B considers valuable.  A true sense of values, if we must 
speak of such a thing, would satisfy everyone.

What does it mean to live the life of Zen?   

The “I am” self is who speaks about living the life of Zen.  The “I am” that asks questions
is not the complete “I am.”  Wash your face!  Put your make up on!  You can say this or 
that but until you can stand up clearly before what is truly valuable knowing who you are 
what you say will just be a source of conflict!

How important is a strong monastic tradition for Buddhist practice in the west?

Someone who would ask a question like that obviously doesn’t understand who he is.  
Not understanding who you are the questions you ask will only lead other people to 
deeper misunderstanding of who they are, too.

Can Buddhist practice and meditation be helpful in the western practice of psychology 
and psychotherapy?

I am not a psychologist.  I’m a Zen monk.  Psychologists tend to do their particular 
discipline of psychology based on unconditionally recognizing a world split into subjects 
perceiving objects.  As long as they see things like that they will never get to true 
psychology.  True psychology would come into being if it were based on the philosophy 
that the world of objects is not the world of objects.  The ultimate goal of psychology is 
to experience that objects are not objects and subjects are not subjects.  That is the 
manifestation of the original face.  That is the state of true salvation and true peace.  That 
is what Zen teaches, so maybe it can be helpful to psychology.

What problems does Roshi see for Zen practice in the Western world?

I think it was a Frenchman who first said, “Time is money.”  In Buddhism we say, 
“Buddha is money.”  If you really understand what time is money means you will also 
understand what Buddha is.  If you really understand that time is Buddha you’ll get rich.  
Now we’re finally getting into something that is Zen!  Time is Buddha is a koan.  A koan 
is something that helps you to solve the problem of your self.  Is it money that can solve 
the problem of yourself?  It’s Buddha that can solve your self for you.  What then is 
Buddha?  Buddha is the state of true salvation, true peace of mind.

Are there problems unique to Westerners, different from the problems of Easterners?

Yes, definitely!  Everyone is attached to something, but everyone is attached to 
something different.  Japanese are attached to being Japanese, Chinese to being Chinese, 
Americans to being American, Christians to being Christian, Muslims to being Muslim, 
men to being men, women to being women.  Yes, just as you say, everyone has different 
problems!



When we are able to truly see with the eyes of equality then there is no longer any need 
to attach to anything.  The cause of all wars is that we are not able to truly see with the 
eyes of equality.  This is why Buddhism teaches the principles of equality and 
differences.

If someone does not truly understand the principles of equality and differences although 
such a person may entertain other people by reporting news or teaching this or that, that 
news or teaching are not the real thing.  Journalists seem to think that just reporting what 
happened fulfills their responsibility.  That’s not true!  If you are going to talk about the 
news you also must teach about why things happen.  You must explain many things about
how the inadequacies of government and thought caused the so-called news to happen.  
Newspapers do not fulfill this responsibility, and this is accepted as the business of 
journalism, but in Buddhism that sort of business is not acceptable.  

What are the main problems you can see in the Western World?

I am not a politician. I am a monk.  I am, however, a citizen of the world.  I cannot escape
from being in human society, and so I can give my opinion about the state of the world.  
In Buddhism there is a special word for human society, seken, the worldly, dusty, world.  
Seken is not the perfect, complete world.  Seken, society, the polity in Greek refers to a 
limited group of people, not the total cosmos itself.  There are many of these incomplete 
groups that have been manifest through limiting the perfect, complete condition.  There 
are many of these independent nation states.

These limited standpoints are manifest within the perfection, the totality.  They are not 
manifest outside of the state of perfection.  Buddhism teaches that inevitably the state of 
completion will be limited, and these limited perspectives appear right within the perfect 
state.  If we think like this there is no need to fight, but, in fact, there are fights going on 
almost everywhere.  Why is that?  Zen practice is a response to this question of why.  If 
the person who wrote these questions wants to fathom the answer she should come and 
practice!  If the answer is a complete “Yes!” then the limited cosmos is gone and the 
unlimited cosmos beyond fighting is manifest.  If, on the other hand, the answer is “I am 
rich,” or “I am poor” then of course the world of discriminating consciousness is manifest
and fights will follow.

However, it is wrong to think that the world of limitations is bad.  Buddhism teaches that 
it is inevitable for limited “I am” selves to be manifest.  The “I am subject” self manifests
simultaneously with objects to that subject.  At the very moment when the man is born 
the woman is also born.  The Great Cosmos completely allows the act of limiting itself, 
and commands: “You will be born a man, and you a woman, and you will be father and 
you mother.”

When the totality divides into two plus and minus come to oppose each other, and in 
between that which is only plus and that which is only minus there appears an incomplete
interval of space.  This incomplete space is different from the perfect absolute space 
known as emptiness or zero.  As one temporary expedient teaching Buddhism calls this 



imperfect interval of space the beginning of any “I am” self.  When the total Great 
Cosmos divides itself into two three worlds are manifest.  The plus world of father is the 
past.  The minus world of mother is the future.  The world that is the distance, that is the 
imperfect space separating these two worlds of past and future is the imperfect present 
world that is born receiving both plus and minus.  The self is born; the present moment is 
born as an infinitesimally small existence receiving 0.00000001 of both the plus and 
minus activities.  This is one expedient way Buddhism teaches about the birth of the self, 
and Zen practice demands that we continue to practice until the wisdom that knows the 
truth of this principle arises.

It’s okay to ask questions, but strictly speaking questions that come from the standpoint 
of unconditionally accepting the self are not allowed in Zen.  I know in the world of 
journalism this sort of questioning is the norm.  If the principle of the birth of the self is 
grasped clearly then just as clearly the non-existence of America, England, Russia, and 
China will also be understood.  Then all of the countries, with the self-knowledge that 
they are temporary limitations appearing within one perfect world that must be peaceful 
with each other, will live in peace and harmony.  In reality, of course, there is mostly just 
fighting, with everyone forgetting about the necessity of peaceful co-existence:  “My idea
is correct!”  “What!  No, it’s my idea that is right!”  It’s hard to want to talk with people 
like that, but we must try to teach how to walk in the world of peace and build a world of 
peace.

What can we as practitioners do about war?

If you become a world leader than you can teach about the need for peace.  In reality we 
live in a world of endless war, and to bring a halt to the warring is extremely difficult.  
We must, however, try.  The first step is for the world’s leaders to not fight with each 
other.  The birth of the United Nations was an extremely positive thing.  To the degree 
that the United Nations is truly established upon the philosophy of the necessity of peace 
and harmony in the world the means to stop war will be found.  These means include 
using arms to stop more killing, economic sanctions, and other more skillful means as 
well.  Scholars and religious leaders have the responsibility to discover skillful means to 
bring about peace, but the actual present situation is the opposite.  The religious leaders 
are causing the wars!  It is disgraceful.

If the person who wrote these questions wants to come and ask more questions he is 
welcome, but should be duly warned, if the questions are bad the Roshi will instantly get 
angry!


