                                                                            


                                                                        What is Zen?
Zen can be called more a philosophy than a religion. It is also a way of life, a way of perceiving the world around you.  If you agree with the statement that religion is a belief in an external all powerful being, than Zen is definitely not that. 
Zen has its roots in Buddhism, which again is more a philosophy than a religion, although certain sects of Buddhism have religious components. Zen has no religious components and does not ask you to believe in anything, in fact it encourages doubt and free thinking. Zen does honour and agree with the philosophical teachings of the Buddha, any rituals or devotions to the Buddha are either a sign of respect to his teachings, or designed to calm the practitioners mind in preparation for meditation. Zen rituals are not a form of adulation, they are not prayers to a deity, as for example in some Hindu, Islamic or Christian ceremonies. Zen is perhaps more aligned with the undefinable “Great Spirit” concept of the American Native Indians, or the Taoist philosophy of being in flow with nature and just “what is”. 
Meditation is a key component in Zen. To become a competent practitioner in Zen, a good understanding via study of Buddhist philosophy is encouraged, accompanied by lengthy or frequent (preferably both) meditation. Meditation is regarded as the only way to truly understand the sometimes complex Zen philosophy. Experienced Zen practitioners will say that Zen is simple, that it is our conditioned and inflexible minds that make it difficult. Frequent meditation creates flexibility of thinking, and seems to create “knowing” that Zen practitioners believe can’t be attained from cognitive thinking.
Some key components of Zen philosophy are:
Dualistic thinking, which means we perceive objects and ideas as more than one, but in “twos” or more. Examples of dualistic thinking are concepts of tall and short, fat and thin, good and bad, stupid and smart, capable or incapable, rich or poor, male or female, black or white, up or down, right and wrong, pretty or ugly etc.
 Zen philosophy regards everything the same, “or one”, it is our thinking that creates the duality, and therefore separateness. If one maintains a view of separateness caused by dualistic thinking, we can then feel we are different to others, such as, less, more, you versus me, us and them, cant or can, why or why not, yes and no, to name just a few.  Habitual dualistic thinking can lead to unhealthy emotions such as anger, jealousy, fear, hate, sometimes resulting in anxiety and/or depression. 
It can be a life-long challenge to uncouple the mind from its pre-conceived concepts, or dualistic thinking. Thinking, particularly over analysing and obsessive cognitive thinking, is often the cause of duality, meditation reduces dualistic thinking and creates flexibility of mind. Meditation helps us understand the concept of duality and makes us realise we are the ones creating the friction in our minds, not the other person or thing. 






Another advanced Zen concept is ultimate truth.
What is ultimate truth?
Emptiness
What is emptiness?
It’s another Buddhist philosophical concept, similar to dualistic thinking but arguably more mystical.  However recently it is the topic that quantum physicists find so fascinating about Buddhism. The idea is everything, absolutely everything, be it a physical concept (like fat and thin) or a non-physical concept (like the idea of good and bad) only exists because of our perception, of how OUR mind perceives it. So it’s “empty” of real significance. The same as space is empty. We (not the object or thought) give it the significance. 
It’s because of our desire of how we think things should be (our own concepts) that make it so. Because things are not the way we think they SHOULD be it causes suffering, as the Buddha called it. 
Suffering is often just mental pain, pain caused from not having things the way we want them. 
Buddha claimed the cause of suffering was attachment, attachment to want WE want, or think things should be. One of the most extreme examples of attachment is war. Two sides often arguing over ideology, and are prepared to kill each other to be proven “right”. The Buddhist view is people are killing each other over just an empty idea, and how stupid is that?  An idea that is “empty” in the first place but given significance because of our attachment to certain beliefs. 
Experienced Buddhist practitioners sometimes become distraught when they witness the amount of suffering in the world caused by attachment to concepts and “empty” ideas. It is often the accepting and “letting go” of this witnessing of suffering, (their own as well as others) that launches the practitioner into Nirvana or Enlightenment.
Nirvana or Enlightenment is not a place or thing, but a state of mind. A state of mind developed from an understanding of Buddhist philosophy combined with the “knowing” of that understanding by meditating. Reflecting again upon the core teaching of Buddhism that suffering is caused from attachment to physical and non-physical things, letting go of our conditioned mind and accepting our witnessing seems to be the key to, if not Enlightenment, but a peaceful mind. Ultimately, what good is all this philosophy and practice for, if not to be free from suffering and be happy?

The objective of Zen?
If there is an objective to Zen practice, as stated above, it seems to be to create happiness, or at least a removal of suffering. In my opinion, one of the most difficult challenges of understanding and becoming competent in Buddhism and Zen, is finding a simple explanation amongst the volumes of academia and theories produced during hundreds if not thousands of years. Here is my humble opinion and solution.


Let’s look again at the Buddha’s original statements, 
1/Life is suffering
2/ The cause of suffering is attachment
 Before one proceeds with a course of action it would seem necessary to agree with those two statements, so we will presume those statements are correct.
If the cause of our suffering is attachment what is the antidote? It would seem detachment, so how does one detach? What exactly are we detaching from?
Reviewing again the theory of dualistic thinking, when we have an initial thought we “attach” a secondary (or more) thought to the first one. For example we think of something and then we also think it’s good, bad, wrong, right and so on.  Another example is we may see an attractive person and other thoughts (opinions) follow such as they are lucky, vain, rich, unapproachable. We may be jealous, have regret, anxiety, feel loss, depressed etc. These thoughts have an emotional component too, the thing we thought of either becomes pleasurable and desirable, or distasteful and preferably avoidable. We are now suffering.
Suffering often brings a desire to act, action that will reduce or eliminate the mental pain. Action comes in many forms, we can act mentally or physically. We might act mentally by taking a side or a view such as, it is right or wrong. We may act physically by implementing control by deciding to avoid attractive people, or by removing ourselves physically from the situation. However what if we implemented the Buddha’s strategy of non-attachment?
If we could have thoughts of just observation, such as “there is an attractive person” and NOT attach our dualistic thinking to the initial thought, we avoid the suffering. There are no longer the challenging emotional thoughts, nor is there a need to control or avoid. If you start to consider all the thoughts you have, that you habitually attach more thoughts of judgement, such as like or dislike to those thoughts, it’s not too difficult to see that reasonably quickly you will be suffering, or at least confused, distressed or even possibly overwhelmed. 
There is where we revisit meditation, the tool designed to make one aware of our habitual thinking. 
A slowing of the minds chatter via meditation, allows a vital skill to develop, the ability to “listen” to the chatter. A comparison would be when you listen to a prattling child that is just learning to talk, the child is relatively incoherent and babbles away because they can. If you can consciously be the listener to your mind, you (your consciousness) is now the master and the mind the student. If you can become an observer to your thoughts, the master, this also enables you to become an enquirer, gently questioning your conditioned thoughts, gaining insight about your minds processing techniques, improving them, therefore becoming less reactive, more calm, wise and effective.
 “Just noticing” a thought and not attaching, we become an observer to our thought process.
 Not attaching any meaning, conclusion, or judgement to the thought, we are now “detached” from    our conditioning, able to see an alternative view.
[bookmark: _GoBack] Giving the mind the freedom of an open and detached view, more awareness and insight will   naturally arise, and suffering will decrease.

[image: Image result for the zen circle]
The calligraphy Zen symbol of Enzo. The moment the mind is free to let the body/spirit create.
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