
 

Spécial  Flash News 

Dhyana : Meditation , contemplation, concentration…. by Guy Mokuhô Mercier

The word Dhyana is translated into Chinese as Chan and in Japanese by 
Zen. 

Generally speaking, the word indicates a state of mental contemplation 
resulting from an effort of concentration. Pure concentration beyond 
subject and object, which we call Samadhi.

Some schools, like those of Chan and Soto Zen based their legitimacy and 
dynamic truth on the practice of meditation, zazen (sitting in Zen) as it was 
practised by Buddha during his awakening and throughout his whole life. 

Seated meditation, legs crossed in Lotus position (called padma-asana in 
yoga) allows one to be in the best physical position for bringing calm to 
one’s mind and seeing one’s own original true nature. Not so easy! 

This meditation posture has become the very symbol of realisation, of awakening. Even non- Buddhists or 
agnostics recognise it as signifying peace and wisdom. And this is probably why dhyana, which should be 
manifested in daily life, is considered a practice of perfection, a paramita.

According to the legend, everywhere the baby Buddha walked, a lotus flower bloomed. The lotus, a 
sacred flower for Buddhists, represents purity of the body and the awakened mind which surges up in the 
middle of the suffering of Samsara. 
The lotus flower, which is so beautiful and pure in comparison to the muddy bottom of the pond where it 
grows, symbolises the beauty of awakening, emerging in splendor from the mud of illusions and 
attachments. 

The famous Lotus Sutra is one of the most important texts of Mahayana Buddhism and the foundation of 
the Pure Land schools.

In the original Buddhism, the Theravada, the accent is on Vipassana, the vision and clear understanding 
of things, and Samatha, lasting peace of mind, which complement each other in the heart of dhyana. The 
meditator experiences the impermanence of forms, feelings, perceptions and thoughts and this leads him 
to see the emptiness of his nature. The practitioner installs himself, even without being aware of it, in a 
state of non-dual concentration, where the duality of subject and object disappears. It is immensely restful 
and liberating to disengage for a moment from our stress, born from wordly tensions and from the idea of 
a goal to be attained. 

In Soto Zen, zazen is the central practice. It is transmitted from Master to disciple, beyond even the words 
used to teach it. Explanations are surpassed by the experience itself which leads to the awareness that it 
is impossible to control thoughts, whether in their appearance or disappearance.  
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This fact results in the question of “who is thinking” and who is this “me” that we fancy ourselves to be, 
and finally the question “ Who am I ?” 

The reply to this existential question can be found in Presence, as the Masters keep on teaching. But the 
thinking mind, always keen on grasping things, tries to verbalise the experience, although it is always 
running behind. This desire to understand by means of words, or more precisely this addiction to willing to 
seize things, is in conflict with the joy that is obtained this immobile return to the mind in its luminous 
home, empty and unwordly, the space of absolute freedom. Beyond thought, which the Buddha called 
perfect wisdom Prajna ( Hannya in Japanese.) 

“ No reference points for perfect wisdom can be thought, but the mind can perceive them. One of them is 
the dissolving into pure presence of the awareness of self. Another is simply awakening to reality. Another 
is recognition of the essence which is stripped of the essence of everything in the world. Yet another, is 
the luminous knowledge, which knows without a knower. No way of thinking of the ordinary mind can 
imagine or touch them, nor approach them in any way whatsover. This is why they are termed as beyond 
thought.”

In the heart of meditation, all formulation and even all practice are left behind, as there is no longer a 
person who practises, the ‘me’ is no longer there!!

This is how dhyana, zazen itself, is awakening or satori.

But once meditation is finished, when we leave the dojo, the 
discriminating mind and our habits pop up again. Indulging in the 
idea of obtaining something is a serious obstacle for a 
practitioner who is euphoric or arrogant.  This is why it is 
recommended to practice with others in the dojo and to seek out 
the kindly authority of a master. And it is at that moment that 
dhyana defines itself as the practice of perfection, paramita, and 
means that the disciple puts into place what he has received in 
zazen, wisdom and compassion, with the support of the other 

paramitas. 

What should be implemented, according to the texts, for the practice of the dhyana paramita?
In the texts, dhyana is also called “ecstasy” because it brings joy in its reliance on generosity ( dana) 
morality (shila), patience (ksanti) and energy ( virya) which are the Gateways of merit.

“Even when far away from beings, the thoughts of the bodhisattva never abandon them. By the strength 
of dhyana, he swallows the medicine of wisdom and returns to beings and becomes among them father, 
mother, spouse, or son, master, servant or head of a school and guides them in all manner of teachings 
and salvific means. True wisdom comes from non- fixing the mind on the process of thought and from 
meditation. 
If he lacks the shelter of meditation, wisdom can still exist but will be limited in its usefulness. This is why 
those who wish to obtain pure wisdom practise dhyana. When the oil and the wick are pure, the light of 
the lamp is also pure.
The bodhisattva frees himself from distracting thoughts, for if their flight is not restrained, they fly faster 
than a hurricane. They appear and disappear faster than a bolt of lightning. Meditation is the treasure that 
guards and protects wisdom. It is by continued attention and sustained effort, without slacking off, that the 
disciple is eventually able to gain wisdom.” 



Without the ability to efface oneself before another and to leave 
the space of one’s own perception open and kind, we cannot 
welcome others or give them any help whatsoever. Forgetting 
oneself happens in meditation and permits wisdom, joy and 
equanimity to appear. We have to practice this every day for the 
benefit of others. It isn’t easy, as others tend to think that they 
deserve everything. The practice of dhyana develops clear vision 
which allows the investigation of the self ; and also permits to see  
what resists in that opening which we find hard to consent to, but 
which we know we are capable of. The texts list many of the 
obstacles along the way.

The practice of dhyana should help us to eliminate the five desires and the five obstacles which 
obstruct the way. 

• Eliminate sensual desires which “progress like a fever or a gale and only last an instant. When 
the pleasure has disappeared, great pain follows. “

• Eliminate the five objects of desire. 

- Reject the colours that are associated with sensual and sexual attraction
- Condemn the sounds which have instability as their characteristic. Once they have been heard, 
they melt away.
- Detach oneself from smells that open the door to shackles.
-  Reject pleasant smells, for “sentiments of greed will soon arise in me.”
- Reject agreeable touch, which is a dangerous way between all. It is the root which binds thought, 
for the instinct to touch is spread through the whole body. 

• Avoid obstacles (which compromise the purity of dhyana) 
-  Avoid greed, the base of all sorts of vexations and disorders. 
-  Avoid wickedness, the enemy of all happiness, the captor of good thoughts, the reservoir of 

injurious words. 
-  Avoid laziness and sloth which can destroy the triple advantage of the present world
       (pleasure, riches, merits)
-  Avoid dissipation which damages the contemplating mind and regret which brings torture by 

fear. 
-  Avoid doubt which opposes contemplation and gives rise to a lack of understanding of the 

teachings. 
 

Equally, it is said there are five dharmas to practise.

-Zeal
- Observance of the precepts, a measured amount of food, unification of 
thought
-Memory applied to the joy of practising Dhyana
- Clear sightedness which helps us to see that the world of desires is an 
illusion whereas dhyana is inestimable.
- Fixed thoughts, that is to say, the capacity to keep the thoughts centered 
on an object ( concentration)



According to individual characteristics, some of these Dharmas, attitudes of the body as much as of the 
mind, are more difficult to practise than others. We need to approach them with the same attitude as the 
researcher who tries many possibilities in the face of a pandemic which has caused so much mental 
confusion. And as the Zen schools constantly emphasise, the spirit of dhyana supports all the acts of daily 
life, even the most dull, carry water, chop wood, and when you have eaten, do the washing up.

There is no awakening that is separate from the everyday commitment to serve the common good. To 
commit oneself firmly to the ideal that the bodhisattva’s values propose, is to find once more the space for 
humanity, and to accept to challenge oneself each time an obstacle arises in the course of things. Nirvana 
does not exist outside Samsara. 

What the world is in the process of discovering today has given rise to as much selfishness as altruism. 
To determine which priorities to bring into play, it is a good idea to sit down and influence one’s future 
actions, from the space offered by dhyana. It is as if, in meditation, there is direct access to possible and 
generous situations. To manifest non-profit ( mushotoku) is the universal response that each one should 
draw on in the heart of meditation. All the paramitas are activated in this stillness, this “simply sitting” with 
no expected rewards.

It is also coming back to consciousness free of all forms of dualist thought, realised in the practice of 
dhyana. This practice doesn’t belong to anyone and has no end. 

It is also to realise that what we identify with, a body and mind that change all the time, a despotic, 
conditioned ‘me’, is not us, and that our true identity cannot be affected by circumstances, phenomena 
and objects perceived by the senses.

Viable and durable solutions we are expecting for us and for all beings 
can only come from wisdom and the vision of dhyana  : each thing, in 
its impermanence itself, has a reason to exist, its own place in the 
universe of illusion and awakening. The Buddhas teach, but each 
person is responsible for his or her own practice.

Let us sit down in peace and see what comes to us, with a gaze that is 
ready to accept, with kindness, compassion and gratitude. 

Guy Mokuhô



Lockdown’s Mind, Beginner’s Mind by Julie Tison

This time of self-isolation is a challenge in many ways, collective and personal. Our life habits are 
disrupted, either in our jobs, families, or in our zen practice. And yet, as far as I am concerned, I feel this 
lockdown also offers a great opportunity: to re-invent oneself. It is especially true when it comes to zen, as 

I have been offered unprecedented ways to deepen the practice. As if this lockdown was taking us back 
to the source of the “beginner mind” from Shunryu Suzuki. 

“We must have beginner's mind, free from possessing anything, a mind that knows everything is in 
flowing change. Nothing exists but momentarily in its present form and color. One thing flows into another 
and cannot be grasped. Before the rain stops we hear a bird. Even under the heavy snow we see 
snowdrops and some new growth.” Shunryu Suzuki

Lockdown is challenging us to face uncertainty and impermanence, 
forcing us to embrace them. We can’t hide anymore behind 
hyperactivity, be it professional or social. All we can do now is 
contemplate time passing by. In such a context, the practice of zazen 
glows from its simple truth.  

Our London sangha meets every morning at 7:00 on Zoom. Usually, I 
would make it to the dojo at best one morning a week. But while self-
isolating, zazen has naturally become a daily rendez-vous, for me as 
well as many other practitioners. I must admit commuting to my laptop is 
much easier than commuting to the dojo. Anyhow, it seems like morning 
zazen has never been so popular! It is a beautiful and simple joy to see 

every morning the same familiar faces, sometimes still groggy, always pixelized. I am discovering the 
strength of sangha relationships, tipping into the morning and pacing the day.  

In addition to our daily zazens, our London sangha meets twice a week for study groups. Every 
Wednesday evening, we study the Vimalakirti sutra. Every Saturday afternoon, we now gather for 
‘shakyo’, learning how to copy the ‘Hannya Shingyo’ in Sino-Japanese. For many of us, this is the very 
first time. 

The final great (yet paradoxical) discovery of self-isolation is sharing. Usually, I would limit myself to 
vaguely mentioning zen to my relatives, without seeking to actively share anything. Now that I am self-
isolating with my sister-in-law who told me about her curiosity for meditation, I realise that sharing the 
practice is the actual practice, making it alive and nourishing it in return. So I try to show her the 
fundamentals of zazen. I feel like we are creating a common space for practice, beyond our own 
judgments. "On, on, together, further than beyond, to the shore…

Julie Tison



No planes in the sky by Odile Hoog 

No planes in the sky … no cars on the roads … no people taking a walk, chatting,  laughing or even 
singing while going up to Vezelay  ! All a sudden, human beings no longer occupy so much space  ; it is 
unexpected and relaxing … 

During this beautiful springtime, lots of  busy insects are pollinating 
and humming around, without paying any attention to us ; birds, smell 
of flowers .. we are back to where we belong, only beings who are, 
amongst many other «  inhabitants » of the planet who also are. And 
suddendly the present moment is becoming more dense, as if more 
intense, more tangible. 

When I was a little girl, in this same area where we were coming on 
holidays, we used to spend a lot of time in the countryside with our local friends, liying in the grass, chit-
chatting of oll things, laughing at the shape of the clouds … we didn’t ask ourselves questions about our 
feelings  ; all was well  ! And today I can find again these sensations of childhood and I realise we were 
simply experiencing completeness, presence to the world (but does it matter to know this?)  

Here, we live in a protected nature, and I hope that in those times of lockdown, people were able to 
experience these sensations in their deserted cities  ; a direct access to emptiness in a way, all sorts of 
perceptions which permit a more subtle consciousness of reality. I like these words of Patrick Carre in his 
introduction to the soutra of the Brahma net that he translated from chinese :        « cultivating emptiness, 
which is difficult to understand but easy to practice (…) We still have to cultivate compassion which is 
easy to understand but difficult to practice ; I love you because  we are empty and consequently equal ; 
and equality is the ideal form for compassion »   

Odile Hoog

Sheltering in the USA during the COVID-19 pandemic by Vanessa Able
 

The day that Shelter in Place was announced in our home in California, my husband, daughter and I 
traveled 3,000 miles east and south to my parents’ house in a quiet neighborhood on a small island in 
southern Florida. We have been here close to two months now and have no 
idea when we might go home again.

Every day we live the same day over and over – we fan out to pursue our 
various activities, which might be remote working, homeschooling, cooking, 
then we come back together at mealtimes and discuss any developments in 
our understanding of how and why we are here and what is going on in the 
world that is no longer the world we know.

It amazed me how quickly everything picked up and moved online: my 
daughter’s school, my zen group, my classes and meetings.

The challenge is to stay connected, but to also enjoy the silence of the pause 
that has been afforded us. I feel loss, but at the same time, I feel relief in the pause from relentless 
activity. We’re caught in an endless today, the burden of planning lifted from us, for now, the future 
cordoned off like the public walking paths are here, with traffic signs and plastic ribbons.

Vanessa Able
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