Zen in the Art of the Sword #1

The word “Zen” has already entered the global vocabulary.
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It is widely known that Steve Jobs was deeply influenced by Zen Buddhism.
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Not only Steve Jobs,
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but many business elites in the 21st century are increasingly showing a strong
interest in the teachings of Zen.
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Likewise, many master swordsmen in Japan during the 17th Century were also
devoted to Zen,
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notably exemplified by Miyamoto Musashi and Yagyu Munenori.
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By definition, Zen is a school of Buddhism that originated under the influence
of Chinese thought.
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It was transmitted to Japan around the 13th Century,
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and developed independently to firmly take root within Japanese culture.
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At first glance, the values of Buddhism may appear incompatible with life-and-
death combat between swordsmen.
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However, Takuan Soho, a Zen monk of the 17th century,

argued that the way of the sword and the way of Zen are one and the same.
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The goal of Zen practice is often known as the state of mind called mushin or
“no-mind.”
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Takuan and great swordsmen believed
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that mere technical knowledge of an art was not enough to be its master;
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true mastery can only be grasped when one attains the state of no-mind.
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What exactly is Zen?
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What does the state of no-mind look like?
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What did these swordsmen seek in Zen?
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What is Zen?
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Early Buddhism, which originated in India, was much more like a philosophical AP CEENEEED L OLEE VS BT, 253 E 5 L) b F2Ak 1o

system than a religion.

They discussed questions such as the nature of the cosmos, the causes of
suffering, and means of overcoming it
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in a highly logical and systematic manner
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with minimal reliance on spiritual elements.
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Compared with Indians, the Chinese people were not so philosophically minded.
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They were rather practical and devoted to worldly affairs.
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Under the influence of this practical orientation in China,
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Zen emerged as a non-speculative form of Buddhism
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that emphasizes learning and insight gained through practical experiences.
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Zen teaches “no dependence on words and letters”,
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meaning that the most profound insight cannot be explained through language.

Enlightenment—namely the deepest understanding of the world and the most
essential form of human growth—
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must be acquired not through studying texts, but through ordinary physical
experience.
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Therefore, any daily activity at any moment becomes a meaningful training for
self-cultivation.
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For example, shojin ryori or Buddhist cuisine is more than just vegetarian
cooking that excludes meat and fish;
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the very acts of preparing and eating food themselves constitute a form of
practice.
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When cooking a meal, one must show consideration for everyone involved.
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It is not enough for a dish to be simply tasty.
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For instance, out of consideration for those who eat and those who clean up
afterward,
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food that sticks to the bowl is avoided.
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When eating, they are not allowed to engage in more than one thing at a time,

such as holding a rice bowl in one hand while picking up food with chopsticks
in the other.

g7, ARG SO C L ICRET 3 2 L FFE LR

ek RN T SIS R B 8 s, BTEATRING C L IEEEhTL 3

They set the rice bowl down first, and then pick up another.
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Through the experience of eating,
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they cultivate the discipline of focusing on one thing at a time and paying the
best attention to the present moment.
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Ideas such as “be considerate of others” and “be present in the moment” can be
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easily expressed in words.
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However, no matter how eloquently it is expressed,
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there is no guarantee of how deeply the listener will understand it.
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Furthermore, there is a gap between understanding something through language
and being able to put it into practice,
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and an even wider gap between doing it consciously under deliberate control
and doing it naturally and effortlessly without conscious thought.
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There is no path to enlightenment or personal growth
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except through the continual practice of the right state of mind in every moment 0 3 5 10 3 BN 25 C I L Lo RS AE A SRS 1 288 5 LA e

of daily life.

Put differently, there are neither shortcuts nor prescriptions;
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it can be understood only by those who are not tempted to attain it in a single
leap through words and thought.
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Throughout Japanese history, the practical teachings of Zen have attracted many experts
in various fields

including the 14th-century actor and playwright Zeami and the tea master Sen no
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Riky.
These people turned to Zen ARG IE, BUCESEL -
when they recognized the limitations of technical mastery without inner maturity. DL B BT A LEORB AL, DOBEMED AT NS RV EELE® LI

This realization was also shared among great swordsmen, such as Miyamoto Musashi,

Yagyu Munenori, and Yamaoka Tesshu. : FL &%z, BARB. OERM, LML v o 22/ bR U Ly

Of course, beginners of sword fighting practice to improve their skill. bbb LA, RMOBEOYLLFIZ. T ELFA2 X5 cHETS

In any field, training begins with repetitive practice of techniques, ROBICRS S, ZLDIRZOHOKEHE»HIHE Y

which are initially performed consciously. ZNREBRN REECH B
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E:ﬁg need to be conscious of every skill and motion, which hampers the natural flow of 0o DR BHEAEE D B2 7 (I HA DO TR IEE B 07

If they need to apply a conscious mind to each detail—how to position oneself and how [CD XS5 HEABH] TED XS]l 2] REiCwbubEEZHVAIER LRIk
to handle the sword— S

it is impossible to respond flexibly to constantly changing situations of a duel. VHEWICET S TEILT 2 RWCFRIHIET 2 2 LiFTE v

Through repeated practice, ZNETHRAMT 59 bic

they eventually become able to perform these techniques in a natural and reflexive

manner without deliberate thought POV RERE A LB EATAS K ISk D, B BUHIZRIERTIC A 5 T g

However, even this is not enough. LorL, 272 cldHacidan
The ego that seeks to excel or to show off their techniques can also hinder their EFRD 720 EEALEY, B REV L0208 070F 5 K5 AAKD. o2k diE
performance. FxMHES 2

Swordsmen must not harbor any egoistic emotions regarding what they have learned. AL ALz LT, AR OMAZREZIC - Tidh o Rw

When this is carried out and the mind itself is “lost,” LB h, DZ0b 0N [Kbhi] &
they can for the first time make full use of the technique they have acquired. PNS RIS TEHE L2 EeiciiHTE 3
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Similarly, when you first learn the importance of listening in conversation and try to
apply it,
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your mind may become occupied with various tips and techniques,
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distracting you from paying attention to the speaker’s words and expressions.
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Even after you improve your listening skills through repeated practice,

Eﬁ@ﬁg%@uf@%x#»%ﬁhé&tﬁﬁéi

thoughts like “I’m a good listener” or “I’ll show off my listening skills” can undermine
your humility and flexibility.

FAERVEEFZ] © THZOMEAF A ZRLTRS9 ] Lok B 2 A5E S & itk

LR IR O AIRENED B B

To be a good listener in the truest sense,
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you need to let go of any awareness of the importance of listening, conversational
skills, and the desire to prove yourself as a good listener.
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However, you cannot attain the state of no-mind just by intending to empty your mind.
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As soon as you attempt to eliminate such consciousness,
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your mind will be occupied by the very wish to do so.
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As long as you seek to overcome this problem through knowledge and thought,
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your mind will remain dominated by the consciousness of trying to suppress your
consciousness.
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Regarding this problem, Yagyu Munenori argued
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that one must continue disciplining oneself if one wants the problem to disappear,
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and that with sufficient practice, it will disappear on its own without one being aware of
it. :
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In short, what you can do is just keep practicing and wait,
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and knowledge and language won’t help at all.
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Suzuki Daisetsu wrote,
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“Man is a thinking reed, but their greatest achievements are done when they neither
calculate nor consciously think.”
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What brought swordsmanship closer to Zen than any other art in Japan
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is its direct confrontation with death in the most immediate way.
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Swordsmen must free themselves not only from awareness of their skills

DRI, BT 2 Bl o AHIC AR 3 BT TRL,

but also from the problem of life and death.
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The fear of death and attachment to avoiding it can hinder the full execution of their skills.
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When confronting an opponent of equal skill, in particular,
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as long as you are concerned about your own safety,
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you can never win in the fight.
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In the face of a critical moment, in order to display your full strength without the slightest flinch, :
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you must arrive at an active state of emptiness that transcends life and death.
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This state of mind cannot be attained by technical practices alone,
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and language and thought will unlikely help.
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They must deepen their philosophy of life
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until it is encoded into their inner algorithm as second nature.
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This is why great swordsmen emphasized the importance of Zen practice.
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The perfect swordsman is an indifferent onlooker of the fatal drama
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in which he himself should be the most active participant,
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yet he is never self-destructive out of despair,
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but instead maintains the highest level of focus on the battle.
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Only by attaining such a mentality can one demonstrate their full potential.
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This state of mind, which swordsmen pursued through Zen practice, is not irrelevant to us today.
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Swordsmen are expected to attain a state of no-mind
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as they confront the fear of death in the presence of an opponent’s sword.

CHTOR2TOBIBE W5 27 b BT 2 ASEOREIC R L 7 Bic

Likewise, during an important business presentation,
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you aim to reach a state of mental emptiness as you face the pressure of the audience’s attention,
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letting go of thoughts such as “I must succeed” or “I want to avoid embarrassment.”
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Also, when facing a formidable opponent, a swordsman must attain a state of mind

in which the readiness to die and the determination to survive coexist without conflict.
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Similarly, in a job interview that may shape much of your future,
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you must let go of your desire to make a good impression,
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and remain ready to accept any outcome while fully committing yourself to doing your
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best without contradiction.
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So far we have explored the desired state of mind in words, but it may have been
largely meaningless.
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Such a state of mind can only be understood through direct experience by those who
have experienced it.

L0 k) LB, BB h B Lo TRIEI NG LB DR

Moreover, it is too late to begin thinking about attaining a state of no-mind at a critical
moment.
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Only those who have let go of their self-protective tendencies in daily life and
internalized this way of being as second nature can embody it even in such moments.

UB DSOS RIS EE AT, ZRSH ORI LTRIL TS H A, ANAE
;E@%%®®ﬁ%ﬁ0laﬁf§5®ﬁ

How, then, can we cultivate such a state of mind?
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One possible clue can be found in Steve Jobs’ famous commencement speech.
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He said, “For the past 33 years, I’ve looked in the mirror every morning and asked
myself:
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If today were the last day in my life,
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would I want to do what I am about to do today?’
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And whenever the answer is NO for too many days in a row,
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I know I need to change something.”
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For 33 years, he reminded himself of his mortality every day.
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Through these daily rituals, he gradually cultivated a mindset
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in which he embraced life wholeheartedly while remaining ready to leave the world at
any moment.
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The Zen monk Takuan argued A - PRI FIRL 72

that the way of sword and the way of Zen are one and the same. [RIBE—A] . 2 Z VR OBE L HOBEIZ DO THB L

The ultimate purpose of swordsmen was not merely to improve technical skill, Gl oFeko Hiviz, Motz srzmbdes 2 e cidnl
but to achieve personal maturity through the practice of the sword. FDETT 28 U AN RAZERLT 5L TH o7z

They aim to attain the state of no-mind and come closer to enlightenment PO RFELOBEZEG L, BV IEOC I EHEL TV

through engaging with the various challenges inherent in the path of swordsmanship. REDEICNTET 24 mVEICIU Y T 2 & 2l U,

Not only swordsmanship, but any other traditional art form Japan is regarded as an
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expression of Zen, :

including the way of archery, tea, and flower arrangement. i, AE, HEEL Y

Eugen Herrigel, a German philosopher who stayed in prewar Japan and studied
traditional Japanese archery,

argued that the bow and arrow are merely a vehicle for realizing the state of mind
sought in Zen Buddhism.

Enlightenment is elusive and difficult to grasp. BEY L vd b DIE, W TR -CHARAEE L
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In contrast, in the practice of archery, even the slightest tension is reflected in the shot. T LT, BEOETTIE, bIrAaBRIZIRICMREINDG

One’s psychological state is immediately manifested as a visible outcome in the quality : 4 O LFREE 5. B FL LI L &\ 5 HIc ELA 2 655 & L-CHIE IR 2
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of the shot.

Through the concrete process of training, BARINCHEIT TR 247A0 LiELZEL T,

one can gain a clearer sense of the otherwise elusive state of no-mind. EOBEM~DORBLEZDOT B BN TELDR
The same is true in the way of tea. FCZepFBEICDYTITES

Through the concrete acts of preparing, serving, and receiving tea, FaEHT, Wiz &w ) BRI RfTa%@E L <.
one can come closer to the abstract teachings of Zen. ORI B AL VIEDL ZEBTES

A beginner must consciously attend to each action, which disrupts the natural flow of

the mind. HLOF I —EOPFHE 2 E#IIciTb R I nE R o3, L3k E 5

After many years of practice, the body moves flawlessly without conscious thought. REoEfTo%k, BEZHVES L HEPTEICH K X5 1Kkhd7255
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However, the real difficulty lies beyond this point.
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One must fill the mind solely with a selfless intention to provide a good experience for

the guest,
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while at the same time keeping the mind empty
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so that any attachments such as “I want to perform well” do not disturb it.
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Furthermore, one must even let go of attachment to no-mind,
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and attend fully to the present moment while remaining a detached observer.
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Understanding this concept intellectually has little to do with attaining this state of
mind in any real sense,
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which is why Zen places greater emphasis on experience.
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Further extending this idea, every aspect of ordinary life can serve as a form of Zen
practice.
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When you are on stage at a piano competition after months of practice,
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you should trust your fingers to move without conscious thought
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and avoid getting caught up in thoughts like “which key should I hit next?”
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To give you another example, when meeting someone for the first time,
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you need to let go of your desire to make a good impression,
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as well as the self-protective concern of “what if my warmth, respect, and effort are not
reciprocated?”
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A genuine connection emerges
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when you have a sincere love for humanity as a whole and express it to the person in
front of you
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in the same way you do in everyday life.
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Hoj6 Tokimune, one of the greatest political leaders in Japanese history, is said to have
once spoken with his Zen master, Bukko Kokushi:
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“I have so many worldly affairs to look after that it is difficult to find time for
meditation,” Tokimune said.
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“Whatever worldly affairs you are engaged in, take them as opportunities for inner
reflection,” Bukko replied.

D F B e UokiE. [EAGRTCMboCTwEE EY, ThENHOBEL L] LELL

“One day, you will come to realize who this ‘Tokimune’ you cherish truly is.”
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Zen is not only for Buddhist priests.
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Every experience in your daily life adds an essential drop to your self-cultivation.
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