ZEN AND THE TEN OX- HERDI NG Pl CTURES
By Ven. Dr.Wal pol a Rahul a
Preface By G aene Lyall

Dr.Rahula's article which follows was originally given as a lecture to the Buddhi st Society,
London, in 1975. Many foll owers of the Theravadin tradition have many mn sconcepti ons about the
Mahayana tradition and about Zen in particular. They feel that the Mahayana tradition is

al nost another religion, whilst the Theravada is the only "pure" form of Buddhism People with
such a 'closed mind can nake little progress in Buddhism Some Zen followers feel that Zen
and Buddhismare two different teachings. | once heard a Zen practitioner ask the great Zen
Master, Ven. Thich Nhat Hanh, what is the difference between Buddhi sm and Zen. He answered
"none". He pointed out that Zen is based on the Satipatthana Sutta and advised all Zen
practitioners to study this inportant Sutra so that they could understand the roots of their
practice. Dr.Rahula shows that, indeed, Zen and traditional Theravada practice are essentially
the sane. He shows that the fanpbus "Ten Ox-herding Pictures”, which are very famliar to al
Zen practitioners and attributed to the Sung dynasty Zen (Cha' an) Master Kaku-an Shi-en, have
their roots in the early Buddhist Pali sources.

For those unfamiliar with the significance of these pictures, the ox is the mnd - at first
wild and untaned - prone to run hither and thither. The ox-herder first nust |asoo the ox -
but the ox continues to resist being still - wanting to do its own thing. The ox-herder mnust
tie the ox to a tree so that being fixed to one point, it will soon submt and be calm Once
the ox is calmed and tamed, it can be ignored and the ox-herder no | onger needs to pay the ox
any nore attention. This is a superb sinile of neditation practice. Let us now see what

Vener abl e Dr. Wl pol a Rahul a has to say about 'Zen and the Ten Ox-herding Pictures'.

I ntroductory books on Zen usually contain ten or six draw ngs called ' Ox-herding Pictures',

depicting a story of taming an unruly, wild bull. These were drawn by some Zen nasters of old,
not ably by Kaku-an and Jitoku of the twelfth century. The bull represents the mnd and the
herdsman who tames the bull is the yogi, the person engaged in neditation

It is significant that this simle of the tamng of the bull goes back to very ancient tinmes.
Di scussing the inport of the expression 'arannagato va rukkhamul agato va sunnagaragato va',
‘gone to a forest or gone to the root of a tree or gone to an enpty (quiet) house (room'
occurring in the Satipatthana sutta, the Pali comrentaries el aborate:

This bhikku's mind (i.e. the neditator's mind),/which was for a long time scattered anong such
objects as visible forms (rupadi su aramuanesu) does not like to enter into the path (street)
of a subject of neditation (kammatthana-vithi), but runs only into a wong path like a chari ot
yoked to an untaned (unruly) bull. Just as a herdsman, who desires to break in an untaned calf
grown up with all the milk it has drunk fromthe untamed (nother) cow, would renove it from
the cow, and having fixed a big post on a side would tie the .calf to it with a rope; and then
that calf of his, struggling this way and that, unable to run away, may sit down or lie down
close to the post; in the sane way, this bhikku (i.e. the neditator), who desires to tane the
villainous mind grown up as a result of drinking for a long tine of the pleasures of

sense-obj ects such as visible forns, and having gone to a forest or to the root of a tree or
an enpty house, should tie it to the post of the object of the presence of m ndful ness

(sati patt hanarammanatt hanba) by the rope of mndful ness (sati-yotta). Then the mind of his,
even after it has struggled this way and that, not finding the object previously indulged in,
unable to break the rope of mndfulness and to run away, sits down and |lies down close to that
same object (of mndful ness) by way of nei ghbourhood concentration and attai nment
concentration (upacarappanavasena).

Hence the ancients said:

Just as a man would tie to a post

A calf that should be taned,

Even so here should one tie one's own mind

Tight to the object of m ndful ness.

In this cormentarial simle the herdsman fixes a post and ties the calf to it, whereas the
bull in the Zen pictures is tethered to a tree.

The two commentaries where this simle occurs are the Pali translations made by Buddhaghosa
Thera in the fifth century A.C. of the original Sinhala Comrentaries which go back to the
third century B.C. The Ancients (porana), anonymous great masters, referred to in the passage
guot ed above (and in nunerous other places in the Pali Comentaries), may belong to an even



earlier date than the Sinhala Commentaries thenselves, i.e. earlier than the third century
B.C. In this passage the last verse, attributed to these Ancients, contains in mniature the
simle of the calf. Thus the story of the tami ng of the bull can perhaps be traced back to a
period even earlier than the third century B.C

The Ancients had in four short |ines compared tersely and concisely the training of the mnd
to the taming of the calf. The conmentators enlarged on it with nore details and expl anati ons.
Zen masters devel oped and el aborated the sane idea, depicting through the medi um of beauti ful
drawi ngs the fascinating story of the gradual training, purification and perfection of the

m nd. Behind this devel opnment there seens to have been a common Buddhi st tradition. Both the
Theravada and the Mahayana seened to have followed a common comentarial tradition

In the 'Ox-herding Pictures' the ox is black at the beginning, but in the course of its tamng
and training it gradually becomes white, until finally it is conpletely white. The underlying

idea is that the mnd, which is naturally pure, is polluted by extraneous inmpurities and that

it could and should be cleansed through discipline and nmeditation

There are in the Anguttara-ni kaya two very inportant and essential suttas which serve as index
to the concept of the black ox gradually becom ng white. One sutta says: Pabhassaram i dam

bhi kkave cittam tan ca kho agant ukehi upakki esehi upakkilittham (Bhikkhus, the mnd is

um nous and it is defiled by adventitious defilenments.) The other says: Pabhassaram i dam

bhi kkhave cittam tan ca kho agant ukehi upakkil esehi vippanuttam (Bhikkhus, this mnd is

lum nous, and it is freed fromadventitious defilenents.) Further, these two suttas state that
there is no cultivation of the mnd (citta-bhavana) for the uninstructed ordinary man who does
not understand this exactly as it is, but that the cultivation of the mnd is possible for the
i nstructed nobl e disciple who understands this exactly as it is.

It is instructive to note here that there is a striking agreement between this concept of
citta in the two suttas above and the Mahayana doctrine of the tathagatagarbha. Citta is
qualified by the Pali word pabhassara. The Lankavatara-sutra (a Mahayana sutra of a later date
than the Anguttara-ni kaya and which has greatly influenced Zen), qualifies tathagatagarbha by
t he correspondi ng Sanskrit word prabhasvara (lum nous). It says that the tathatagarbha is
prakrti prabhasvara (lum nous by nature) and prakrtipari suddha (pure by nature), but it appears
i mpure 'because it is defiled by adventitious defil ements' (agantuklesopaklistataya). (Cf. the
Pali expression in the two suttas above: agantukehi upakkilesehi upakkilittham) In the
Lankavat ara-sutra the termtat hagat agarbha is used as a synonym for al ayavijnana. Now

al ayavijnana is another termfor citta. So the Lankavatara-sutra statement that the

t at hat agarbha is 'lum nous by nature' and 'pure by nature' and that it is 'defiled by
adventitious defilenments' is tantampunt to saying that citta (mnd) is 'lumnous by nature

and 'pure by nature', and that it is 'defiled by adventitious defilenents'. It is obvious then
that the concept of the 'Ox-herding Pictures' is derived fromPali and Sanskrit sutras as well
as fromthe ancient commentaries and that it was later el aborated into a set of graphic

dr awi ngs.

The fundanental principle of Zen is evidently based on Satipatthana (Skt. Snrtyupasthana)
conmmon to both Theravada and Mahayana systens. The mai n purpose of zazen in Zen is the sane as
that of anapanasati in Satipatthana. |n anapanasati one sits cross-legged and concentrates
one's mind on breathing in and out. At the first stage of its devel opnent in jhana (Skt.
dhyana), passionate desires and sone inmpure thoughts are dispelled and feelings of joy and

happi ness remain along with certain mental activities. In the second stage, all intellectua
activities are suppressed, tranquillity and one-poi ntedness of m nd devel oped, and the
feelings of joy and happiness still remain. In the third stage, the feeling of joy, which is
an active sensation, disappears too, while the disposition of happiness still remains in

addition to m ndful equaninmty. In the fourth stage, all sensations such as happi ness and
unhappi ness, joy and sorrow di sappear, only pure equanimty and awareness renai ning. Thus in
the end the mnd becones conpletely free fromany kind of thought or sensation or sentinent.
Simlarly, the principle of zazen is to sit cross-legged and concentrate one's nind and to
enpty it till it becomes conpletely free fromany kind of thought or sensation or sentinent.

A very significant point always enphasised as characteristic in Zen discipline is that one
should live in the act, live in the nmonent itself, w thout worrying and disturbing onesel f
wi th thoughts of the past and future. A distinguished Zen teacher, questioned as to how he
disciplined hinmself in the truth, sinply said: 'Wien | amhungry | eat; when tired | sleep.'



The questioner remarked that this was what everybody did and asked whether they could be

consi dered as practising the discipline as he did. The teacher replied: 'No; because when they
eat they do not eat, but are thinking of various other things thereby allow ng thenselves to
be di sturbed; when they sleep they do not sleep, but dream of a thousand and one things. This
is why they are not |ike nyself.’

This is precisely what one section of the Satipatthana Sutta call ed sanpaj ana- pabha

(m ndful ness with cl ear conprehension) teaches. According to it, whether you wal k, stand, sit,
lie down or sleep, whether you stretch or bend your linbs, whether you | ook round, whether you
put on your clothes, whether you talk or keep silence, whether you or drink, even when you
answer the calls of nature - in all these and other activities - you should be fully aware and
m ndful of the act you performat that noment. That is to say: you should live in the noment
itself, in the present action, and should not be disturbed usel essly by thoughts about the
past and the future. ( It should be remenbered that in addition to this, the Satipatthana
Sutta deals with many other forns of meditation constituting a conplete system based on

m ndf ul ness.) El sewhere, the Buddha when asked why his disciples were so radiant, he replied:

' They do not repent the past, nor do they brood over the future. They live in the present.
Therefore they are radiant. By brooding over the future and repenting the past, fools dry up
like green reeds cut down (in the sun).'

The origin of Zen is related in a delightful little story of apocryphal tradition. One day,
whi |l e preaching to the assenbly on the Vulture Peak (G dhrakuta), the Buddha held up a gol den
lotus flower. None in the assenbly understood the neaning of his act except Maha-Kasyapa, the
great elder, who | ooked at the Buddha and smiled. Then the Buddha said: 'l have the True
Dharma Eye, marvellous mnd of Nirvana. This now | transmt to you, Mha-Kasyapa.' Thus

Maha- Kasyapa was considered to be the first in the line of the Indian patriarchs of Zen. The
whol e episode is of doubtful origin. However this may be, the very idea that the realisation
of truth can be transmtted and handed down in pupilary succession like an oral tradition of
teaching and that a custodian of Truth can be appointed in a line of hierarchy is absolutely
repugnant to the spirit of the Buddha's teaching. A patriarch of a sect or a line or an order
may certainly be appointed, but this belongs to the domain of institutional organised
religion, and not to the realmof Truth. One should be extrenmely careful not to confuse the
realmof Truth with the institutional side of a religion or a system

It is popularly believed that Zen is different fromall other systens of Buddhism This
erroneous i npression probably has been created by | ater devel opnents in China and Japan
Japanese Zen comes from Chi nese Ch'an, which is derived fromthe Sanskrit 'dhyana' (Pal
"jhana'), neaning 'nmeditation'. This was introduced fromlIndia to China about the sixth
century A.C., probably by Bodhidharma. But in China, and later in Japan, its practice went

t hrough such tremendous transformations, al nost beyond recognition, on account of the
character and culture of those countries that it is now generally regarded as Chi nese, or

al nost Japanese. Nevertheless, the spirit of the original Buddhismfromlndia still remains as
the life of Zen. Its fundanental tenets are all based on the teachings and ideas found in the
original Canonical texts.

Sone i nmportant axions, considered particularly Zen, are quite in keeping with the original
Theravada teaching and tradition. For instance, Zen maintains that the attainment of satori
(enlightennent or awakening) lies outside the scriptures and that it is inpossible to attain
the satori experience by nere study of sutras on a scholastic |evel and that one should not be
attached to the letter of the Law. This does not nean at all that one should not study sutras
or texts. Alnmost all Zen masters were, and are well-versed in their texts. As Dr.D. T. Suzuki
hunorously observed: 'Zen clainms to be "a specific transni ssion outside the scripture and to
be al t oget her independent of verbalisni, but it is Zen masters who are nost tal kative and nost
addicted to witings of all sorts.

That the realisation of Truth (N rvana) cannot be attained by nere study of the Dhama wi t hout
practice, is a fundanmental tenet of Theravada. But a know edge of the Dhamma (pariyatti) is a
necessary hel p. However, this know edge alone will not do. It should be put into practice in
life (patipatti). As the Dhammapada (vv. 19, 20) says, a person who knows a great deal of the
texts but does not put his knowl edge into practice is |ike a man who counts another's cows.
Anot her person may know only a little, but he practices this and enjoys the results. If a
person studied the texts w thout applying his know edge for spiritual attainments, it was,
according to the Theravada tradition, considered better for himto sleep than waste his tine



in study. The Dhamma (the teaching) is conpared by the Buddha to a raft (boat) (Kullupama),
for the purpose of crossing over to the other shore, and not to be got hold of with attachment
(nittharantthaya no gahanatthaya). If you just sit on the raft holding fast to it wi thout
rowing it properly, you will never get to the other shore. Once you have crossed, you should
not carry the raft, or the boat, on your back because it was hel pful to you, but leave it
there for the benefit of others. You should not, however, despise it and burn it after you
have crossed. A scholarly nonk named T okusan (782-865), a specialist on the D anond Sutra, is
said to have burnt the sutra and all his notes, apparently in contenpt, after he had his
'sudden awakening'. But this is an extravagant, overbearing and unnecessary exhibition of an
ent husi ast |acking in cal mand bal ance rather than the reaction of a man of 'awakening'. Hi s

| ong study of the sutra was no doubt partly conducive to his so-called 'sudden-awakeni ng'

Anot her axiomin Zen is that it aims at pointing to one's mnd; in other words, it ains at
direct experience. This is exactly what is conveyed by the Pali word sacchi karoti which nmeans
"to see with one's own eyes', 'to experience directly'. So also the Dhanma (Truth) 'should be
realised by the wise individually, within thenselves' (paccattam veditabbo vinnuhi).

The npst inmportant axiomin Zen is the attai nment of Buddhahood by directly seeing into one's
own nature. This seeing into 'one's own Nature' of 'Reality' or 'Truth' is denoted in Pal
texts by such expressions as nanadassana (seeing with wi sdonm), cakkhum udapadi (eye was born
(opened)), panna udapadi (w sdom arose), al oko udapadi (light s, whet |ook round, whether you
put on your clothes, whether you talk or keep sce, whether you eat or drink, even when you
answer the calls of nature all these and other activities - you should be fully aware and

m ndful of the act you performat that noment. That is to say: you should live in noment
itself, in the present action, and should not be disturbed usel ess by thoughts about the past
and the future. ( It should be renmenbered tin addition to this, the Satipatthana Sutta awake).
Anybody who has realised Truth (Nirvana) could be called 'Buddha' in this sense, according to
the Theravada tradition too. The Upasakaj anal ankara, a Pali treatise dealing with ethics of
the lay Buddhist, witten in the twelfth century by a Thera naned Ananda in the Theravada
tradition of the Mahavi hara in Anuradhapura, states that, when a disciple attains

enl i ght ennent (savaka-bodhi), he becomes a Savaka- Buddha (D sci ple Buddha). In the Theragat ha
even the term sanmbodhi (full enlightenment) is enployed with regard to the attai nment of
arahantship of a thera. The Commentary says that the term sanbodhi here nmeans arahatta
(arahant ship). Even a Samasanbuddha is an arahant - araham sanmasanbuddho. The Theravada and
t he Mahayana both agree that as regards vimutti or vinukti (emancipation, |iberation), ie.
with reference to arahantship, liberation fromdefilenents, there is no difference between a
Sammasanbuddha (Skt. Sanyaksambuddha), Paccekabuddha (Skt. Pratyekabuddha) and a savaka (Skt.
sravaka) who is liberated (ie. arahant). A Sammasanbuddha is superior to a Paccekabuddha and a
liberated disciple in the sphere of know edge and with regard to i nnunerable other qualities,
capacities and abilities. Although even a disciple who has realised N rvana, who has attai ned
arahant shi p, can be called 'Buddha', the Theravada, perhaps out of nodesty, does not usually
use the expression so generously and liberally as Zen enploys the termwith regard to anybody
who i s supposed to have attained satori

Zen puts nuch enmphasis on the sudden attainnent of satori as its particular distinction and
relates stories to illustrate the point. For exanple, the Zen Master Reiun, after thirty
years of hard discipline and training, experienced his satori (awakening or enlightennment),
when he saw a conmon peach flower in bloom Master Kyogen, after a |ong and arduous search
had his satori when he heard the sound of a stone hitting a banmboo. A Zen Master nanmed Minon
spent six years of hard discipline and meditation with the famous koan ' MiI' (nothi ngness)

wi t hout any result. One day he heard the beating of the drum announcing neal-tinme, and all of
a sudden he had satori

Exanpl es of this kind of 'sudden' awakening or 'sudden' attainnent of arahantship are not

| acking also in Pali Comentaries. An acrobat nanmed Uggasena attai ned arahantshi p standi ng,
peril ously bal anced, on the top of a banboo pole in the course of performng risky acrobatics
when he heard fromthe Buddha an utterance al nost |ike a Zen koan

Let go in front;

Let go behi nd;

Let go in the mddle,

Gone beyond exi st ence,

Wth a nmind freed everywhere,

Thou comest not again to birth and decay.



A thera named Usabha, who was living in a cave in a forest at the foot of a nountain, was one
nmor ni ng overwhel med by the glorious beauty of the forest and the nountains (vanaranmaneyyakam
pabbat ar amaneyyakan) and attai ned arahantshi p. Mahanana Thera, living on a nountain, was

t horoughly disgusted with his |ife because he was not successful in getting rid of such inpure
t houghts as lust, and at the nonment when he was about to conmmit suicide by junmping fromthe
top of a rock, he attained arahantship.

Prince Vitasoka, a younger brother of Enperor Asoka of India (third century B.C. ), was a pupi
of Gridatta Thera and was well-versed in the Dhamma. One day he took the mirror fromhis
barber while the latter was trimrng his beard, saw his face in it and attained a stage of
sotapatti (streamentrance), as he was seated in that very seat. Later he becane a bhi kkhu
under his teacher Gridatta Thera and becane an arahant in due course

Bhagu Thera, in order to overconme his drowsiness, went out of his room and when he was
getting into the cloister for nmeditati on (cankama, wal k) he fell down, and there and then he
became an arahant. Sinmilarly, a theri (nun) of advanced age, nanmed Dhamm, on her way back
from al ms-begging fell down on the ground. Suddenly and unexpectedly her m nd was emanci pat ed.

Si ha Theri, the sister of General Siha, did not, even after seven years of hard striving in
nmedi tati on, achi eve her peace of mnd. Thoroughly disappoi nted and depressed with her
inability to realise the liberation of mind fromdefil ements, she decided to comit suicide by
hangi ng herself. tying a rope to the branch of a tree, she put the noose around her neck
Suddenly she was awakened to Truth and became an arahant.

Pat acara Theri, who had already realised the stage of sotapatti, was endeavouring to attain to
hi gher stages. One day she was washing her feet with water froma pot. The water flowed a
little and sank and di sappeared in the dry ground. Again she poured water on her feet, and
this time it went a bit further and di sappeared. The third tinme water flowed still further and
vani shed in the ground. Seeing this, she was utterly absorbed in the thought of inpernmanence,
how aggregat es appear and di sappear. Wile she was lost in this thought, she saw the Buddha
speaking to her: 'One day's life of a person who perceives the rise and fall (of conditioned
things) is better than that of a person who |ives one hundred years wi thout perceiving it.'
There and then Patacara attai ned arahantship. Although the attai nment of awakeni ng or

enl i ghtennent or emanci pation, related in these Theravada and Zen stories, seens to be
'sudden', it is, in fact, not really so. In these and many ot her exanples, the so-called

' sudden' awakening occurs only after a long and hard discipline, training, striving and
practice, if not inthis life, perhaps in some previous |lives according to Buddhist teaching
and belief. It is 'sudden' only in the sense that it cannot be predicted or schedul ed and
decided that, after so nany weeks or nmonths or years of discipline and neditation
enlightennent will occur on such and such a date at such and such a time. It occurs at a
nmonent nost unexpected, in a manner never anticipated, sonetines alnost dramatically. But this
nmonent arrives as a result of a long and hard training and striving. Zen teachers thensel ves
admt 'that not everyone can be expected to have the training required for attainnent of the
exqui site noment of satori'’
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