






























How to Raise an Ox 

performed with total exertion, without omitting even a frag
ment of one's being from the act. This is what Dogen means 
by gujin, which I discussed briefly in a previous chapter. Gujin 
is the performance of any act in total commitment and ab
sorption. It is also action performed in the knowledge that the 
act or situation is the total manifestation of reality. It is to act 
as the Avalokitesvara we really are. 

What Dogen Zenji and other Zen patriarchs taught, then, 
is drinking tea with the body which is all hands and eyes. It is, 
in the end, no more than this. Zen literature is almost devoid 
of supernatural objectives and values. No one seems ever to 
have wished to be like a god, to have paranormal powers, or 
even to be saintly. In fact, the Zen masters have always been 
distinctly unsaintly. There seems to be plenty of evidence, on 
the contrary, that the object was to gain the ability to live an 
ordinary life illumined by understanding, which is very 
human and very h\lmanistic. Dogen Zenji expresses this vi
sion in terms of "eating rice and drinking tea." 

The essay called Gyoji ("Continuous Practice") is a long 
description of the daily lives of the patriarchal masters from 
the time of Sakyamuni almost down to the time of Dogen 
himself. These stories are almost completely devoid of the 
saintly, the miraculous, or the supernatural. Instead, it is very 
clear that all these men led ordinary, though active and cre
ative, lives. Story after story is much the same: each master, 
when he himself was a student, studied with his own master, 
eventually realized his own awakened nature, and continued 
for the rest of his life to manifest this awakening in all his 
daily actions. Lin-chi planted cedars for the benefit of future 
generations, Ta-an ate rice and "raised an ox," and Pai-chang 
worked in the fields with his students well into old age, say
ing, "A day without working, a day without eating." 

Dogen Zenji calls this activity gyoji. Gyo is activity, per
formance, and training. It is not just any activity but activity 
illuminated by understanding. Ji means "to maintain," "to 
hold on to." Gyoji is thus activity in which we constantly 
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Giving Life to Our Lives 

make a strong effort to see and live our daily lives in the 
special way which constitutes Zen training. It is not merely 
being constantly busy as a result of some puritanical sense of 
the sinfulness of idleness. Nor is it a life of frenetic activity 
which is oriented towards the accomplishment of grand ob
jectives. It is just eating, drinking, working, sleeping, and in 
general carrying on with one's ordinary life. It is life as con
tinuous training. It is thus the life of desirelessness, without 
preferences, without picking and choosing. It is thus also the 
life of emptiness. To be empty is to be content with what one 
is, where one is, and with what one must do. Consequently, 
one lives life always here, in this place, now, and in this 
particular way, entering totally into each act without reserva
tions or conditions, always actualizing, realizing, and giving 
life to all these simple beads of experience we call "now." 
This gyoji, consequently, is none other than living life with 
the thousand hands and eyes of Avalokitesvata. In fact, says 
Dogen, this is such a total activity that the Avalokitesvara of 
Yiin-yen and Tao-wu has countless hands and eyes. This ac
tivity, this practice, is galaxies away from the activity of two 
hands and eyes, of one hand and one eye, or, as is unfortu
nately usually the case, of one hand and no eyes at all. 

Dogen Zenji says in Gyoji that continuous practice is al
ways now, for the nature of continuous practice is such that it 
cannot exist either in the past or in the future. To practice 
continuously means to be constantly actualizing our en
lightened nature anew in each event, and we cannot do this if 
our minds dwell in the past or future. To be in the past or 
future mentally while we are physically in the present means 
that there is a dividedness in our lives, a lack of complete 
centeredness. Memory and phantasy per se are harmless, but a 
very real problem arises in our lives when we do not com
pletely occupy the reality which is the present, which is all 
we will ever really havE!. This is how we kill our lives. But 
"now" and "continuous practice" are one and the same thing; 
when we are engaged in continuous practice, we are totally 
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