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I dedicate this book with deep gratitude  

to the memory of my root teachers,  

Sojun Mel Weitsman and Hui Liu Chiang.

y
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In truth no eloquent articulation

can ever capture, quite, in art

the wonders of a plain, mundane sensation.
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Most Buddhist books published these days skirt the edges of 
what we have come to call the “self-help” market—Bud-

dhism as a way to cope, be happy, even thrive, in this very mixed-up 
world (the world has always been mixed-up, but never before have 
we had a book industry so adept at churning out texts to address 
the confusion). I am not complaining. We need help.

And the truth is, Buddhism is a form of self-help, a way to 
overcome pervasive human suffering. As the Buddha is said to 
have remarked, “I teach only one thing: suffering and the end of 
suffering.”

But how do you end suffering? Well, first you identify its cause. 
Early iterations of the second Noble Truth list desire as the cause 
of suffering. Because we want what we cannot possibly have—
for instance, among other things, to live and not to die—we are 
doomed to suffer. Overcoming suffering is overcoming desire.

But as Buddhist thought and practice developed, sages revised 
this. What is desire, after all? Why does it arise? Is there some-
thing prior that produces it?

F O R E W O R D

Norman Fischer
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xii Foreword

The Buddhist sages saw that desire is not the ultimate problem. 
Our biological desires are natural and can be a source of joy. To 
desire to eat when we are hungry is not suffering. And our desire 
to love and benefit others isn’t suffering. But when desire is based 
on misapprehension, when we desire the impossible without real-
izing it is impossible, we suffer. The true cause of suffering, then, 
the cause of desire, is misknowledge. Given this, Buddhism devel-
oped a complex and detailed phenomenological and philosophical 
analysis of reality, not in an effort to accurately describe it but as a 
necessary step in bringing suffering to an end. Seeing reality as it 
is, we bring desire into alignment.

There is where texts like the Surangama Sutra fit in. Along 
with other important Buddhist texts like the Diamond Sutra, the 
Heart Sutra, the Lankavatara Sutra, Nagarjuna’s Middle Verses, 
the Thirty Verses of Vasubandu—and many, many others—the 
Surangama Sutra is a philosophical text that touches on issues 
of epistemology, the phenomenology of perception, language, and 
what we probably have to call metaphysics. It is a work of intel-
lectual exploration at a very sophisticated level—quite unlike most 
self-help books.

Although Buddhist thought and Buddhist practice might seem 
like two different things, in fact they are not. Practicing Buddhism 
with people for a lifetime, I have seen that there’s an intellectual 
dimension to spiritual transformation. Practice changes our life, 
and this turns out to mean not only that it increases our sense 
of contentment and patience with things, and our wisdom in the 
world, but also, possibly most importantly, that it effects a revolu-
tion in the way we see and think about things. We come to under-
stand ourselves, others, and the world radically differently.

This is why all versions of traditional Buddhist practice include 
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Foreword xiii

some philosophical teaching beyond instructions for practice per 
se. Even the Zen that Robert Rosenbaum and I have both prac-
ticed for many years—a tradition that seems to denigrate thinking 
as counterproductive—includes a daily Dharma talk. As one of 
my Zen teachers once told me, “Yes, you have to sit long and hard, 
but someone has to tiptoe up to you at some point and whisper 
in your ear.” Despite the reductionist implications of recent brain 
research, Buddhism, as it turns out, is a culture, not just a set of 
psychophysical operations that change your brain. 

I love the Surangama Sutra. It is, like other Buddhist texts that 
were particularly important in Chinese Buddhism (like the Lotus 
Sutra and the Platform Sutra) sometimes lighthearted and fanci-
ful. Some scholars suggest that the sutra was a Chinese production 
passed off as Indian. Its opening scene recounts an incident, the 
springboard for the teaching that follows, that couldn’t, it seems 
to me, originate from pious India. Ananda, the Buddha’s cousin 
and chief disciple (who appears, in Zen, as a clueless quasicomical 
figure, despite the fact that—or perhaps because of it—he mem-
orized all the teachings the Buddha ever gave), is about to take 
off his Buddhist robes to make love to a courtesan who has just 
seduced him. Ananda is a monastic: he can’t do this! But, appar-
ently, he can’t help it. But, not to worry—the Buddha, who is else-
where, clairvoyantly sees this impending catastrophe and easily 
handles it. With his Buddha magic, he instantaneously whisks 
Ananda away and, for much of the rest of the sutra, explains to 
him that desire is a conceptual error, that there is nothing to desire. 
Ananda’s apparent moral lapse is based on a deeply engrained mis-
understanding endemic in all humans. Understanding the error 
(without, as you will read, having any concept of “understanding”) 
and therefore undoing it is the ultimate Buddhist self-help.
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xiv Foreword

Although Bob Rosenbaum and I haven’t practiced Zen 
together, we have known each other for many years and have 
had the same teacher, our dear Sojun Mel Weitsman, who passed 
away in 2021 at the age of 91, after having served as an example 
of steady wise practice for more than fifty years. Bob, as you will 
soon see, is astonishingly well suited to explicate this text. His 
love of it, which matches mine I am sure, shines on every page. 
That’s the main thing—to love, not merely explain, what you are 
teaching. But, more than this, Bob brings many special gifts to 
the text. A lay Zen teacher with decades of practice under his 
belt, he is, in addition, a qigong instructor (so he understands 
the Chinese way of embodying the thinking of the teachings), a 
psychotherapist (so he understands the everyday hang-ups and 
sufferings of ordinary people like you and me), a scientist (as a 
neuropsychologist, he is conversant with how the brain works and 
has a working knowledge of other relevant sciences, like physics 
and cosmology), and, perhaps most importantly, a really lively and 
trustworthy writer. 

This Is Not Your Mind. Indeed! That’s the trouble, isn’t it? We 
are so sure of what our mind is, and, especially, that it is ours. The 
Surangama Sutra, held in Bob’s capable hands, shows us otherwise. 
Bob wisely divides the text into two main parts: “Mind,” focus-
ing on the sutra’s important philosophical and phenomenological 
teachings, and “Heart,” the spirit of compassion and kind conduct 
that these teachings foster when we fully appreciate them. In this 
latter part, he writes movingly of the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, 
hearer of the cries of the world, and of the practice of Zen’s bodhi-
sattva precepts, which, as time goes on, have become more and 
more central in Western Zen practice.
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Foreword xv

It’s possible that it takes a longtime Buddhist teacher with an 
intellectual bent (like Bob or me) to fall in love with the Suran-
gama Sutra. But that’s the beauty of the book you are about to 
read—it makes this great and neglected text fully available to 
many readers in lucid and friendly fashion, bringing out its bril-
liance and applying it to Buddhist practice as we live it now. You 
will savor this wonderful book. And it will help.
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THAT IS NOT YOUR MIND!
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Nothing is hidden, but there is an infinite field we cannot see. 
Horizons stretch ahead, behind, below, and above. Lights 

infrared and ultraviolet shine beyond form and emptiness. Within 
our range of vision, everything we see is refracted through the 
corneas and vitreous humors of our eyes, bent by the lenses of 
our minds. 

That Is Not Your Mind! is an exploration of the Surangama 
Sutra, an ancient Buddhist text that alerts us to the ubiquity of 
our illusions, along with the means to dispel them and realize the 
Mind of the Great Sage of India. Although the Surangama, like 
many Mahayana sutras, features esoteric worlds and incredible 
events, it also resonates with contemporary findings in neurosci-
ence and psychology. The sutra offers a bridge from our deeply 
ingrained “unseen” habits to the liberating touch of genuine inti-
macy. Its invitation to walk across that bridge begins with looking 
at how our erroneous imaginations are so all-encompassing that 
we have difficulties seeing the illusory sources of our fears. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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2 Introduction

The Bay Bridge spans the gap between Oakland and San Fran-
cisco. One day when my firstborn daughter, Anna, was three years 
old, we were driving toward the bridge when she started crying for 
no apparent reason. She stopped crying as soon as we got off the 
bridge, but from then on, every time we drove over the bridge, she 
became more and more distressed. We tried questioning her, dis-
tracting her, soothing her, sitting next to her, but each time her cry-
ing became increasingly frantic. She was terrified, hyperventilating 
with panic attacks, but we couldn’t see what was bothering her. 

Finally, one day as we approached the bridge and she started to 
get upset, my wife turned to her and said, “Anna, are you worried 
London Bridge is falling down?” 

“Yesss!” sobbed Anna.
“This isn’t London Bridge,” said my wife. 
“No?” asked Anna, starting to quiet down. 
“No,” said my wife. “It won’t fall down.” 
“Oh!” said Anna, taking a deep breath. The bridge was no lon-

ger a hindrance; without any hindrance, her fears ceased to exist. 
How did my wife see what she (and I) could not see so that 

she could comfort our daughter? First, she had to loosen the grip 
of an adult mind stuck on the illusion of “This is the Bay Bridge; 
everyone can see it’s a solid structure.” Letting go of her idea of the 
bridge helped my wife close the gap between her perceptions and 
how Anna experienced the bridge—not with her eyes but with her 
nursery-rhyme mind. A pliable imagination allowed her to relieve 
Anna’s suffering by dispelling the mental constructions that had 
given rise to her fearful illusion.

Yet we cannot find true liberation from suffering by substi-
tuting one false illusion (“The Bay Bridge is London Bridge”) for 
another equally false but more comforting one (“This bridge is 
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Introduction 3

solid and safe”). My daughter’s perception of London Bridge fall-
ing down was an illusion, but so are all our assumptions of perma-
nence and stability. During the earthquake of 1989, six years after 
this incident with my daughter, a substantial portion of the Bay 
Bridge collapsed.

Buddhist practice is a bridge we traverse from suffering to such-
ness, tathata, the “as-is-ness” of the moment. The adult variations 
of our nursery-rhyme minds obscure suchness with the seemings 
of our senses: we naively believe what we see, hear, touch, feel, 
desire, and think are true depictions of the world and ourselves. 
When we enter meditation practice, we begin to get an inkling 
that all is not as it appears. We become like Neo in the film The 
Matrix, confronting the possibility that we are caught in a simula-
tion of experience masquerading as reality. 

Are you willing to explore the precariousness of your percep-
tions? Will you take the red pill offered by the Surangama Sutra? 
If you do, it will introduce you to the Matrix of the Thus-Come-
One—the mind that sees unseeing, hears all beings crying to 
be seen, and responds with wise compassion to liberate us from 
suffering and confusion. This mind orients toward ungraspable—
hence, unbreakable—truth.

The Buddhist practices in the sutra can teach us to approach 
each moment of our lives as a bridge: each of our thoughts is but 
a bridge from one idea to the next, each of our sensations but a 
bridge from one part of the body to the next. You and I are bridges 
to a world of interbeing. Bodhisattvas are bridges to buddhas. 

The Surangama Sutra provides us with a vivid encounter 
with the Buddha’s enlightened Mind. Awareness by itself is 
insufficient for liberation; we need to reach the enlightened basis 
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4 Introduction

of awareness, penetrate all illusion, and realize that all the solid 
realities and mental impressions we take for granted are airy 
bridges. They sway in the winds, bend under their burdens, and 
are subject to aging and decay. When conditions sound their 
resonant frequencies, these bridges of the mind oscillate, trem-
ble, and fall apart.1

Buddhas, though, are not bridges, so they cannot be broken by 
earthquakes of any sort. The Surangama Sutra helps us realize that 
earthquakes and bridges are buddhas. 

One of the most difficult aspects of Buddhist practice is wrapping 
our minds around how every moment is both a deceptive seeming 
and also a true gateway to awakening. Suffering arises from crav-
ing; craving arises when we get caught in the forms, feelings, per-
ceptions, formations, and consciousnesses that pile up to become 
the constituents of our experience. To confuse these signs with 
what they point to is to confuse the finger pointing at the moon 
with the moon itself. 

Often, we cannot see the moon, but the moon is constantly 
expressing itself in tides high and low. The same kinds of limita-
tions that limit our eyesight apply to all our forms of awareness. 
Our hearing is bounded by frequencies beyond our range. We can-
not catch the supersonic waves navigated by dolphins and bats or 
sing along with the infrasonic melodies of whales and elephants. 
Our consciousness is constrained by our limited taste of the world. 
Verse twelve of the Tao Te Ching reminds us:

Five colors blind our seeing.
Five notes deafen our hearing.
Five flavors blunt our palate.
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Introduction 5

The Surangama Sutra melds this Taoist wisdom of ancient 
China with the Buddhadharma that originated in India. The sutra 
reminds us, as we swim through the seas of sights, sounds, tastes, 
touches, and thoughts that constitute our experience, not to mis-
take these for the ocean that provides them with a place to be. One 
name for that ocean is Buddha-Mind, but our sense impressions 
(including our thoughts) are so vivid, so “in-your-face,” that we 
often mistake them for the mind itself. 

It can be difficult to understand this with the discriminating, 
conceptualizing mind—the mind that functions via comparisons 
and judgments, by analyzing bits and pieces in an attempt to 
understand the whole. One response arose in Tang dynasty China, 
where the encounter between Indian Mahayana Buddhism and 
Chinese Taoism brought forth Chan (later, in Japan, Zen). Chan 
Buddhism developed practices to cultivate True Mind, immers-
ing its practitioners in concrete experience instead of mental 
conceptualizations. 

We cannot think our way to mindfulness because thinking is 
based on analytical discriminations. Even when we leave off con-
ceptualizing and return to “bare” awareness, we are easily misled: 
sight, sound, touch are not truly bare. We confuse hearing with 
sounds, seeing with sights, consciousness with thoughts. We con-
fuse the objects of mind with the mind itself. 

As a neuropsychologist, I know how prone we are to faulty 
beliefs and distorted perceptions. In the popular media, the brain 
is often portrayed as a kind of computer whose empathy is located 
in one area and memory in another; awareness becomes a simple 
matter of generating the proper EEG pattern. In contrast, modern 
neuroscience is closer to Buddhist notions of dependent co-arising:  
small-hub brain networks flicker, expressing the impermanent 
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6 Introduction

nature of nervous system structures continually coming into being 
and dissolving.

We still live mostly in a culture of body-mind dualism, physio-
logical materialism, and I realism. I was fortunate to find an anti-
dote to such reductionistic “isms” when I first encountered the 
Surangama Sutra in the eighty-eighth koan of the Shoyoroku (Book 
of Serenity):

The Surangama scripture says, “When I don’t see, why don’t 
you see my not seeing? 

If you see my not seeing, that is naturally not the charac-
teristic of not seeing. 

If you don’t see my not seeing, it’s naturally not a thing—
how could it not be you?”2 

As a neuropsychologist, I was intrigued. As a Zen teacher and 
practitioner, I was aware that it’s not through our eyes that we 
perceive our original face before we were born. As a psychothera-
pist, I knew that people yearn to be seen even as they hide behind 
masks of fear. 

O R I G I N S  O F  T H E  S U R A N G A M A  S U T R A

People are not static things. Neither are sutras, which alter over 
time, appear in multiple versions and different translations, and 
speak differently to people of disparate cultures and historical eras. 
Sutras are reincarnated whenever readers study, recite, or reinter-
pret how they apply to current practice. 

The Surangama Sutra is particularly prone to being regarded 
differently in different cultures. Even its name is less than 
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Introduction 7

straightforward.3 The full title of the sutra is Da foding rulai miyin 
xiuzheng liaoyi zhupusa wanxing shouleng-yan jing. Merging the 
translations offered by the Buddhist Text Translation Society and 
by Buddhist studies scholar James Benn, this might be rendered 
in English as “Sutra of the Paramount Heroic March, the Suran-
gama Mantra Spoken from above the Crown of the Great Bud-
dha’s Head, and on the Hidden Basis of the Bodhisattva’s Myriad 
Practices for Cultivating, Verifying, and Realizing the Tathagatha’s 
Ultimate Truth.” The Surangama Sutra is frequently confused with 
the Surangamasamadhi Sutra, an early Indian Mahayana text of 
known provenance that describes a myriad of the Buddha’s super-
natural powers. 

The provenance of the Surangama Sutra, in contrast, has long 
been controversial. Chinese tradition holds that it was translated 
from an Indian Sanskrit text by a monk around 705 c.e. and subse-
quently polished, edited, and issued around the end of the reign 
of Empress Wu Zetian (624–705 c.e.). The sutra became a canon-
ical part of Chinese Chan, used for the training of monastics and 
linked with the enlightenment of several Chinese Chan masters. 
The sutra gave rise to a ritual that became standard by the time 
of the Song dynasty (960–1279 c.e.) and is still practiced today: 
the semiannual Surangama Assembly. From the Song dynasty 
onward, the Surangama Sutra was widely studied by all Chinese 
Buddhist schools. Since it draws on a variety of Buddhist philoso-
phies, includes teachings on proper behavior, and features a female 
central character, it was particularly popular in syncretic circles 
and with laywomen practitioners. 

The sutra remains important in modern Chinese Chan. “For 
both clergy and lay practitioners in the Chinese Buddhist tradi-
tion . . . it continues to be the object of devout study, recitation, and 
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8 Introduction

memorization,” and many Chinese Buddhists recite the Suran-
gama mantra—a critically important part of the text, as we shall 
see—“every morning as an essential aspect of daily practice.”4 The 
sutra was a focus for the teaching of Master Hsuan Hua (1918–
1995), an important figure in the transmission of Chinese Bud-
dhism to the United States. We owe the only modern English 
translation of the sutra, with commentaries by Master Hua, to the 
Buddhist Text Translation Society (BTTS).5 This is the edition 
I use for all quotations in this book. ( James Benn of McMaster 
University has a new translation forthcoming.) 

The Surangama Sutra received a very different reception in 
Japan, where controversy over its authenticity arose when it first 
arrived during the Nara period (710–784 c.e.). Eihei Dogen (1200–
1253 c.e.), founder of the Soto school in Japan, had doubts about 
its authenticity and quality. Recently, the Zen teacher and scholar 
Shohaku Okumura has suggested that Dogen critiqued the sutra 
out of concerns that it provides a non-Buddhist view of essential 
mind-nature as permanent.6 The Surangama mantra is unknown 
to most Japanese lay practitioners, but it is chanted during retreats 
at some contemporary Rinzai Zen temples and on a daily basis by 
Zen monastics from the lesser-known Obaku tradition, which was 
established in Japan in 1661 by Chinese masters and still bears their 
influence. In the United States, both the City of Ten Thousand 
Buddhas and the Shasta Abbey Buddhist Monastery in Northern 
California observe the Surangama ceremony. 

James Benn has identified specific elements in the sutra that 
are indigenous to China—blind jellyfish and wasps, using metal 
mirrors to ignite moxa—but do not appear in Indian Sanskrit 
Buddhist writings. Benn also shows how the sutra takes themes 
common in Chinese Taoist literature and casts them in a Buddhist 
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Introduction 9

framework.7 In contrast, while scholar Ronald Epstein acknowl-
edges doctrinal inconsistencies, Chinese classical language, and 
“creeping Taoism” in the sutra, he also points to indications of an 
Indic origin.8

Among Buddhist scholars, the current consensus seems to be 
that the sutra is a Chinese apocryphal composition that draws on 
Sanskrit sources. As I am not a Buddhist scholar, I don’t have the 
technical capacity to assess the sutra’s provenance. All told, it seems 
likely that the Surangama Sutra is some admixture of Indian San-
skrit sources filtered through Chinese Buddhist perspectives prev-
alent in Tang dynasty China. Ultimately, as a Zen practitioner, I’m 
less concerned with a sutra’s provenance than with the teachings it 
presents: what skillful means does it offer us to help us realize our 
enlightenment, together with all beings, here this moment?

Other Zen and Chan texts—for example, the Platform Sutra—
enrich our practice and understanding even when it is clear they 
were not written by their purported authors but several gener-
ations later, then backdated and ascribed to a revered ancestor. 
Although Eihei Dogen had doubts about the Surangama Sutra, 
he also noted that the question of “authenticity” is moot since his 
own teacher, Rujing, as well as other Zen masters, have quoted the 
text: “Because these words have been turned by buddha ancestors 
and have turned buddha ancestors, even if this sutra is spurious, 
it has become a genuine buddha sutra and ancestor sutra, an inti-
mate and familiar dharma wheel.”9 

Benn summarizes as follows:

In the later Chinese Buddhist tradition, one text above all 
others has been extolled for the profundity of its ideas, the 
beauty of its language, and its insight into the practice of 
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10 Introduction

meditation—this is the scripture popularly known as the 
Lengyan jin or Śūramgama Sūtra. . . .

The Śūramgama is elegantly constructed and beautifully 
written, a text that we might easily rank among the mas-
terpieces of medieval Chinese literature. . . . That it is not a 
translation of an Indian original by no means discredits its 
spiritual value. 

Buddhism from its origins was adaptable to local cir-
cumstances, and the Śūramgama is but another example. . . .  
[I]t pursues the serious endeavor of achieving a compre-
hensive vision that can account for the multifarious nature 
of reality—a Buddhist answer to the perennial question of 
how unity and multiplicity are related.10

 OV E R V I E W  O F  T H E  S U T R A

The Surangama Sutra begins—unusually for a sutra—with the 
siren of sex. Ananda, the Buddha’s cousin and primary atten-
dant, is wrapped in the arms of a beautiful woman courtesan 
from the Matanga tribe. He has succumbed to a spell and is 
about to break his vows of celibacy! Shakyamuni pours forth 
light from the crown of his head, producing the powerful Suran-
gama mantra to rescue both Ananda and the Matanga woman. 
Once back at the sangha, Ananda is mortified by his lapse and 
requests instruction. 

The Buddha responds by identifying the root of Ananda’s 
problem: he is vulnerable to being ensnared by sense cravings 
because he has not understood the nature of mind. Like most of 
us, Ananda believes his sense-impressions are true representations 
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Introduction 11

of an external reality. He fails to realize these are illusions. In true 
reality every apparent thing, every apparent where, every apparent 
when, is the fully awakened Mind of all buddhas. 

Shakyamuni engages Ananda in what Western traditions 
might term Socratic questioning until Ananda admits he cannot 
say the mind is inside his body, outside his body, somewhere in 
between, or anywhere else. The Buddha then brings forth a num-
ber of examples of visual and auditory perception to demonstrate 
that awareness is not dependent on objects and that, by meditating 
on the enlightened basis of awareness, it’s possible to dispel illu-
sions and experience the true nature of Buddha-Mind. The Bud-
dha teaches that although the forms through which we perceive 
the world are illusory, they are fundamentally identical with the 
Matrix of the Thus-Come-One. Illusion leads us to look every-
where for what we feel we’ve lost, not perceiving that it is always 
right at hand. 

Having heard the Buddha’s discourse, Ananda asks how he 
should practice to realize the truth of the teaching. Shakyamuni 
asks twenty-five of the sages in attendance to explain the spiri-
tual means they practiced that enabled them to break through to 
enlightened reality. Each of the sages responds with an account of 
practicing with one of the elements of perception or of the pri-
mary elements: in each case, they needed to rely on the enlight-
ened basis of awareness. Avalokitesvara gives the final account, 
saying he began by focusing on hearing, then—by turning hearing 
to the fundamentally enlightened basis of hearing—all sounds 
disappeared, and he heard the cries of the world. 

After this offering of an array of meditative practices, the Bud-
dha emphasizes that none of them are sufficient without cultivating 
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12 Introduction

moral behavior. He describes four core precepts, explains how to 
set up a place for awakening, provides the Surangama mantra, and 
describes its many benefits. 

In the last sections of the sutra, the Buddha describes twelve 
classes of beings, three gradual steps, and fifty-seven stages of the 
bodhisattva’s path. The Buddha then warns practitioners to be on 
their guard against fifty demonic states of mind that can arise in 
meditation practice, describing the mental phenomena in detail. 
Most are harmless if the practitioner dismisses the states as being 
of no importance, but if the practitioner takes them as a sign of per-
sonal enlightenment and pursues them, the consequences will be 
severe. Finally, in accord with the traditional ending of Mahayana 
sutras, the Buddha describes the immense benefits that come from 
practicing and teaching the Surangama Sutra and its mantra.

I hope this brief review of the sutra is intriguing enough to tempt 
you into exploring it further. The full sutra covers a wide range of 
topics in its substantial length (the single-volume BTTS version 
runs to 464 pages). It is divided into ten sections, each consisting 
of a minimum of four and a maximum of thirteen chapters. It 
is rich in conceptual theory, drawing on several major schools of 
Mahayana teachings: the Yogacara (Consciousness-Only) school, 
the Tathagata-garbha (Matrix of the Thus-Come-One) school, 
and the Vajrayana (Esoteric) school. It is also down-to-earth and 
concrete in the myriad practices it recommends, extending even 
to dietary matters—in the spirit of its cultural context, it warns 
against eating onions. 

Given its length and the complexity of its philosophy, along 
with the lack of an English translation until recently, the Suran-
gama Sutra has not occupied a prominent place in American and 
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Introduction 13

European meditation practice. The chaos of twentieth-century 
Chinese history also created difficulties in the transmission of this 
jewel of Chinese Buddhism to the West.

In its English-language edition by the Buddhist Text Trans-
lation Society, the Surangama sutra consists of sixty-one chapters 
organized into ten sections.11 I find the sutra also falls naturally 
into a first part that deals with the nature of the mind and a 
second part that provides specific practices to foster behaviors 
and intentions to enable practitioners to realize the Buddha Way. 
Accordingly, I have divided this book into Part One (Mind) and 
Part Two (Heart).

A comprehensive study of the depth of the Surangama Sutra’s 
teachings is beyond the scope of this book, but I hope it may 
serve as an introduction to the sutra for Western Buddhist prac-
titioners and stimulate further interest in the deep benefits of its 
teachings. To that end, rather than provide full explanations and 
interpretations of the sutra’s teachings—a task for scholars more 
well-versed in the text’s underlying philosophies than I am—I 
treat the sutra as a springboard for my own reflections and explo-
rations. My chapters mostly follow the ten sections of the sutra, 
but in some cases I have devoted two chapters to a single section; 
occasionally, for clarity’s sake I include material in a chapter that 
appears earlier or later in the original sutra. By drawing on my 
background as a psychologist and neuropsychologist I attempt 
to make the sutra’s teachings accessible to concrete issues readers 
will find personally relevant.

I’ve found the Surangama Sutra to be a treasure trove for con-
temporary practitioners. Reverend Heng Sure, who studied the 
sutra deeply with his teacher Master Hsuan Hua, expresses it well 
in his introduction to the BTTS edition of the sutra:
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14 Introduction

Over the years, when I have need[ed] advice in cultivation, 
I have referred to the Śūran. gama Sūtra for authoritative 
information. I go to the “Fifty Demonic States of Mind” 
(part 10) to check on strange states in meditation. I go to 
the “Twenty-Five Sages” (part 6) for encouragement on 
the path from the voices of Bodhisattvas. I go to the “Four 
Clear and Definitive Instructions on Purity” (part 7) for 
clarity on interaction with the world.12 

I hope you accept this invitation to join me in studying the 
Surangama Sutra. If you do, you’re likely to encounter meditation 
techniques previously unknown to you; philosophical conundrums 
about the nature of reality that challenge assumptions you may not 
have been aware you were carrying; insights for deepening your 
experiences with all you encounter; and a powerful mantra offer-
ing you protection from harms past, present, and future. 

The sutra can be daunting—and great fun. Join me in exploring:

•	 Why London Bridge is falling down
•	 What resides under understanding
•	 How to find freedom from “is” and “is not”
•	 Where your mind and eyes actually are
•	 When to unravel which knot
•	 Whose mind is not that, but “just this” 

May we awaken together with all beings. 
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PA RT  O N E

Mind
Ānanda, what are the two fundamentals? The first 
is the mind that is the basis of death and rebirth and 
that has continued since time without beginning. This 
mind is dependent on perceived objects, and it is this 
mind that you and all beings make use of and that 
each of you consider to be your own nature. 
 The second fundamental is full awakening, which 
also has no beginning; it is the original and pure 
essence of nirvana. It is the original understanding, 
the real nature of consciousness. All conditioned 
phenomena arise from it, and yet it is among those 
phenomena that beings lose track of it.
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1

The Request for Dharma

Practice—What and Why?

N ear the beginning of the Surangama Sutra, Ananda petitions 
the Buddha to explain the practices that enabled Shakya-

muni to awaken completely. The Buddha does not answer with 
a meditation instruction or with a discourse on the Four Noble 
Truths and the Eightfold Path. Instead, he responds to Ananda 
with his own question: “Ananda: what did you see in my Dharma 
which motivated you to seek enlightenment?”

The Buddha said to Ānanda, “You and I are members of 
the same family, and we share the affection that is natural 
among relatives. At the time you first made the resolve to 
become enlightened, what excellent attributes did you see 
in my Dharma that immediately led you to reject the deep 
familial affection and conjugal love found in the world?”

Ānanda said to the Buddha, “I saw the thirty-two hall-
marks of the Thus-Come-One, which were so supremely 
wondrous and incomparable that his entire body shone like 
crystal, with an interreflecting radiance. . . . that is why I 
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18 Mind

admired the Buddha and why I let the hair fall from my 
head so I could follow him.”1 

This interchange invites us to look back on our own beginnings. 
Unlike Ananda, few of us have seen the thirty-two hallmarks of 
the Thus-Come-One. What motivates us, then, to explore Bud-
dhist practice? How did you come to pursue this path? What 
prompted you to look inside this book and explore the Surangama 
Sutra? These are good questions to return to again and again. 

We’re not always clear about what motivates us. This is true 
not just for Buddhist practice, but for many of the things we do. 
When you look at your life, how many forks in the road did you 
come to intentionally via advanced planning, and how many did 
you (seemingly) stumble into? 

Few, if any, of us come to the Dharma seeking nothing at all. 
In my own case, I had no coherent vision of what I was looking 
for. I stumbled into Buddhist practice when I was in college. I was 
miserable a good deal of the time, as only a late adolescent can be, 
and experimented with all sorts of things without any clear goals 
in mind. Mind-altering drugs, Freudian depth psychology, music, 
theater, science—all were enticing. I had my first taste of medi-
tation when I took a course in hatha yoga to fulfill the college’s 
Phys. Ed. requirement; my friends and I explored meditation after 
hearing Baba Ram Dass exhort us to “Be Here Now” and Alan 
Watts chuckle over Zen koans. I attended my first Zen meditation 
retreat in an effort to impress a woman I had met in a class on 
Japanese religion.

I discovered a college exchange program to study abroad in 
Japan and, after graduating, stayed in Japan to study shakuhachi (a 
Japanese bamboo flute deeply imbued with Zen aesthetics). I lived 
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The Request for Dharma 19

in a small Rinzai Zen monastery but became disillusioned with the 
competitive strivings of monks boasting about how many koans 
they’d solved. One day my shakuhachi teacher told me the monas-
tery’s Zen teacher was very right-wing. I was surprised. Zen teach-
ers could be politically reactionary? “Oh yes,” said my shakuhachi 
teacher. In fact, this particular teacher had been a war criminal and, 
at the end of WWII, had been given a choice between a term in a 
Zen monastery or a prison. I felt disillusioned and left the monas-
tery, but—though I couldn’t say exactly why—I continued to med-
itate on my own a few times a week, exploring a variety of methods.

I obtained a PhD and practiced as a psychotherapist and neuro-
psychologist. I married, and we had two children. Some years later 
I accepted a Fulbright Professorship to teach clinical psychology 
at the National Institute for Mental Health and Neurosciences in 
India. My family thrived; my work was stimulating without being 
stressful—yet I felt something was lacking. I wasn’t depressed or 
worried or even dissatisfied, but I also couldn’t say I actually felt 
happy. I wanted to find a way to fully appreciate every moment of 
my life. Not having any better idea, I resumed daily meditation, 
practicing Soto Zen shikantaza, “just sitting,” for the first time. 
After returning to the United States, I started going regularly to 
the Berkeley Zen Center (BZC). There I met Sojun Mel Weits-
man, who would eventually become my root Zen teacher. Initially, 
though, I approached BZC as one more experiment of “try this 
and see what you get from it.” 

y
What do you see in Buddhadharma that motivates you to seek 
enlightenment?

Rosenbaum_1st_pp.indd   19Rosenbaum_1st_pp.indd   19 2/8/22   3:31 PM2/8/22   3:31 PM

Copyrighted material. Uncorrected proofs. Not for distribution.



20 Mind

People in Asian cultures usually practice Buddhism because 
they were raised in it; family traditions and cultural norms make 
this as natural (and as problematical) for them as Christianity, 
Judaism, and Islam is for people in our society. Most Western 
practitioners take a more circuitous path, coming to meditation 
practice out of some personal psychological or spiritual need. 

One of the ironies of practice is that people drawn to it from a 
“spiritual” standpoint usually need to discover their intensely per-
sonal hurts and desires before they can realize their more universal 
aspirations; conversely, people who come to practice from their 
personal sufferings usually discover these are inextricable from the 
suffering—and liberation—of all beings. Whatever our original 
motivations, something unexpected happens: our self-centered 
goals begin to morph into wider, stranger shapes. Like a Möbius 
strip, a small twisting-turn changes our topology, and we enter a 
different dimension; instead of feeling we are on a solitary quest, 
seeking a Way hidden somewhere in the wilderness, we discover 
the Way is also, always, seeking us.

Our motivation for practice is rarely solely what we think it is: 
it is both larger than we are and pettier than we are able to see. As 
we continue to practice, we find we can never plumb the depths 
of “practice” or “self ” because they are twining vines, continually 
giving rise to each other past, present, and future. 

A central tenet of Soto Zen is that we don’t practice to become 
enlightened. We meditate because it’s a natural expression of the 
fundamental enlightened nature we share with all beings. This is 
true, but it won’t be grounded in the reality of our lives if we don’t 
acknowledge the personal needs that bring us to practice. Whether 
you are Buddhist, Catholic, Jewish, Sufi, Sunni, Protestant, Ethical 
Culturist, Unitarian, Marxist, or Existentialist, at some point you 
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The Request for Dharma 21

must confront the question, what is it that really motivates you? 
Why bother to seek a Way? 

In answer, we need to acknowledge both the spiritual calling 
that transcends self and the personal issues we need to deal with. 
If we practice only from the standpoint of devotion, abjuring and 
denying our personal concerns, we run the risk of sending our psy-
chological and somatic selves underground, where they are likely 
to rebel and bite back. If we practice only to deal with our personal 
concerns, we’ll run into other problems. For example, if we use 
meditation primarily as a vehicle for coping with difficulties or 
curing our emotional ills, we may abandon the practice when it 
fails to fulfill our fantasies of cure. If we do reach our immediate 
goal, we may stop practicing until we encounter difficulties again. 

Whether we think we practice to realize a spiritual goal or 
to complete a personal self-improvement project, it’s never the 
whole story. We probably cannot be fully conscious of what ulti-
mately motivates us, but the Buddha encourages us to keep ask-
ing the question. 

In the Surangama Sutra, after the Buddha asks Ananda what 
motivated him to seek enlightenment, Ananda responds by citing 
how he was dazzled by the Buddha’s radiant body sparkling with 
the thirty-two hallmarks of enlightenment. It’s easy to become 
mesmerized by such a glittering display. Shakyamuni, though, 
does not allow Ananda to rest in a spiritually fabulous hypnotic 
trance. The Buddha questions him further (all italics are mine):

“When . . . you first made the resolve to attain full awak-
ening, what was it that saw those hallmarks and who was it 
that took delight in them and loved them?”
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22 Mind

Ananda replies: “I delighted in them and loved them 
with my mind and eyes.”

The Buddha says, “. . . It is as you say: your mind and eyes 
were the reason for your admiration and delight. Someone 
who does not know where his mind and eyes are will not 
be able to overcome  the stress  of engagement  with per-
ceived objects when bandits invade a country and the king 
sends  forth  his  soldiers  to drive  them  out , the  soldiers 
must first know where the bandits are.

It is the fault of your mind and eyes that you are bound to  
the circle of birth and death!

I am now asking you: precisely where are your mind and 
eyes?2 

Welcome to the world of the Surangama Sutra! The Buddha 
presses Ananda—and us—not to stop at a glimpse of the truth 
and the resulting spiritual high it brings. By asking “what was it 
that saw” and “who was it that took delight,” the Buddha urges us 
to confront a central question: what is this body-and-mind that 
experiences and practices? Who are you, really?

First Shakyamuni Buddha acknowledges that Ananda’s mind 
and eyes are the gates for Ananda’s delight in the Dharma; they 
motivate him to practice and seek enlightenment. With his next 
sentence, though, Shakyamuni tells Ananda his eyes and mind are 
bandits that rob him of his ability to realize enlightenment; they 
are culprits binding him to the suffering of an endless cycle of cre-
ation and destruction, birth-and-death. Here the sutra brings up 
a central paradox: realization and delusion depend on each other, 
arising and dispersing together.

Meditation practice and sutra study help us become more 
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The Request for Dharma 23

aware of how our conditioning traps us in habitual distortions. A 
good deal of the focus in modern practice is on how the curvatures 
of our thoughts, the crookedness of our actions, and the tangle of 
our feelings mutually interact and contort us. Our practice needs 
to be sensible; it will be incomplete if it doesn’t examine the con-
crete sensory and perceptual processes that are fundamental to our 
existence as embodied beings.

A significant portion of the Surangama Sutra deals with how 
our sense-perceptions trap us in illusion but also offer gateways 
for enlightened understanding. I experienced this dual nature of 
sense-perception on a wintry night about a year after I’d begun 
practicing yoga.

Yoga was my first awakening to how I habitually felt driven 
and tightly strung. It gave me an inkling that genuine relaxation 
and ease might be possible, that my body might be something 
other than a clumsy container for my mind. On the night in ques-
tion, I had just missed catching the bus that would have taken me 
back to my college. The bus stop was by a wooded arboretum a 
considerable distance from any campus building, so I stood alone 
in the snowy dark, knowing it would be an hour until the next one 
came. It was bitterly cold, probably below zero. I started to shiver 
and then began to catastrophize the situation. I didn’t have gloves, 
and my fingers, even thrust into my pockets, were going numb. I 
couldn’t feel my hands and arms; I worried I’d get frostbite. 

At that point I noticed I had tensed my shoulders and was 
hunching over in a vain effort to keep myself warm. I thought 
back to a recent yoga relaxation exercise and decided to follow 
my breath and let my muscles loosen. As I relaxed, I experienced 
an intriguing cluster of sensations. The surface of my skin felt the 
cold air more intensely, but my muscles and inner organs began 
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24 Mind

to feel warm. My thoughts calmed, and I could feel my arms and 
hands again. 

I touched an inner warmth I’d previously been unaware of, 
even though it is my—and everyone’s—constant companion. We 
take our warm-blooded nature for granted, rarely sensing how our 
body-and-mind maintains a comfortable temperature range for 
us, providing us access to equanimity.

Cultivating awareness and breathing, I literally “re-membered” 
myself. “Cold” was not an isolated measurement of the air tem-
perature separate from me but an embodied idea influenced by 
conditioned habits. I could say it was cold out, and I could say 
I was cold—but I also could discover the cold moment was me, 
sustained by an inner warmth. 

That night my mind and eyes told me I was freezing in the 
dark until I discovered there was more to the situation than I’d 
assumed. Similarly, in the Surangama Sutra, the Buddha teaches 
Ananda that so long as he unquestioningly believes that his mind 
and eyes tell him the whole truth of being, he will be limited to the 
sufferings of birth-and-death. 

I L L U S I O N S  A N D  T H E  P SYC H O LO GY  
O F  P E R C E P T I O N

The Surangama Sutra emphasizes that we cannot realize enlight-
enment so long as we mistake the concepts we create for real-
ity itself. This is not mystical esoterica. Modern neuroscience and 
perceptual psychology confirm that our nervous systems give us 
images of the world, not the world itself. There is wide variation 
in how people apprehend the world, along with surprising ways 
the world presents itself that defy simple representation. In order 
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The Request for Dharma 25

to communicate, we form abstract generalizations and label these 
with words. The word provides a map, but the map is not the 
world.3 As the first verse of the Tao Te Ching reminds us: 

The way that can be spoken of is not the eternal Way;
the name that can be named is not the Immortal Name.
Nameless the Source of earth and sky,
names engender every thing.

Unfettered by desire, the mystery reveals itself;
wanting this gives rise to that.

Beyond named and nameless, reality still flows;
unfathomable the arch, the door, the gate.4

Whether it’s possible to have direct access to true reality is a 
matter of some debate in contemporary philosophy and percep-
tual neuroscience. Our senses provide an interface—bridges, if 
you will—for experiences that arise in the crossing. Buddhist psy-
chology goes a little further in this area than conventional West-
ern concepts: mind-consciousness joins seeing, hearing, tasting, 
touching, smelling as another avenue for “sensing” the world.

In the Surangama Sutra, the Buddha teaches us that through 
practice it is possible to dispel all delusions and directly contact 
true reality. Sometimes called “Buddha-Nature,” this refers to 
reality appearing completely, with nothing added and nothing 
taken away. A related technical Buddhist term is tathata, usually 
translated as “suchness,” “thusness,” or “just this.” The Buddha is 
sometimes referred to as the Tathagata, the “Thus-Come-One.” 
Chan Buddhism asks us to crack open our doors of perception 
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26 Mind

and rediscover our inner eyes and ears, to drop body-and-mind 
and truly wake up to the enlightened reality of body-mind, bodhi-
mind, “just this.”

We practice to become more aware of our bodies and beings, 
of where our minds and eyes are. That’s the first step, but it’s only 
a first step. Our senses mislead us. They are inherently incomplete 
and distorted—otherwise, our nervous systems would be over-
whelmed by floods of information beyond their capacity. The prob-
lem is that in seeming complete, they foster the illusion that their 
shorthand summaries of the world, depicted as selves and objects, 
is the whole story. When we accept the tangible touch and taste of 
the world as givens, as “real,” it’s easy to believe our thoughts and 
feelings are “real” too. Then we are trapped within ideas of ourselves 
and mistake ourselves for our sensations and desires.

Paradoxically, our senses’ illusions of completeness give rise to 
illusions of separateness. Because we don’t see how we fail to see 
our connectedness, we believe we exist apart from the world that 
constitutes us. 

It seems obvious that I exist “in here,” excluded from the 
beings and things of a world “out there.” This illusion is the source 
of much suffering: to be ultimately isolated from others, to be born 
and to die inherently alone. We yearn to bridge that painful sepa-
ration, but, ambivalent, we also fear losing ourselves in the process. 
Meanwhile, we cannot understand how there can be anything 
other than what we see and experience. We assume that however 
we experience the world, others experience the world as we do, 
since that felt reality is “the world.” 

This self-centered childishness can be quite amusing. I 
remember one time visiting a friend who had forbidden her four-
year-old son Aaron to have a stick of gum just before dinner. 
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The Request for Dharma 27

About ten minutes later, I was chatting with my friend in her 
kitchen when we heard a wet smacking, chewing sound coming 
from the adjacent living room. We quietly peeked into the room 
and saw four-year-old Aaron, his head underneath the sofa, 
his feet and legs sticking out, surrounded by discarded chew-
ing-gum wrappers. With his head hidden beneath the furniture, 
he’d stuffed a whole pack of gum in his mouth and was lustily 
enjoying it. Chomp! Chomp! Chomp! When Carol called him 
to come out and, trying not to laugh, scolded him for disobeying 
her, Aaron couldn’t figure out how his mother knew what he was 
doing—she must have some mystic powers! His eyes and mind 
and mouth were in the dark, and if he couldn’t see them, nobody 
else should be able to.

All of us hide our heads under the furniture we call “myself.” 
Our enlightened nature is sweet and elastic and ordinary as chew-
ing gum, with a flavor that never fades. We’re continually chewing 
on ourselves, making bubbles until . . . pop.

y
When I first began practicing Zen meditation at Berkeley Zen 
Center, I was still chewing on myself, dazzled by the prospect of 
obtaining mystic powers that would bring me freedom from pain 
and confusion. I thought removing my inner obstacles and exter-
nal stumbling blocks to practice would bring radiance. I didn’t 
understand that the filament glows in the light of its resistance. 
I’d had a few kenshos (enlightenment experiences) but hadn’t yet 
realized how much I was still in the dark. 

After a few months at BZC, I sign ed up for my first sesshin 
(multiday meditation retreat) there. I’d attended Zen sesshins 
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before and thought I knew what to expect. Some of my prior ses-
shins had been quite rigorous, meditating from 3 a.m. to midnight. 
When I saw BZC’s sesshin schedule was from 5 a.m. to 9 p.m., I 
privately considered it a little too easy and too loose. Nonetheless, 
I looked forward to a relaxing five days. I was in a good mood 
when I arrived at the zendo at 4:45 a.m. the first day; I felt physi-
cally relaxed and psychologically calm.

If you’re an experienced meditator, you probably can predict 
what happened next. As soon as I sat down on the cushion, I 
started to experience waves of anxiety and sadness, along with 
sharp shooting pains in my back, legs, and knees spreading to 
many other parts of my body. I was puzzled. I had arrived at the 
sesshin in good physical shape, from practicing yoga and running 
daily, and in a reasonably contented mood. I couldn’t identify 
any particular stressors setting off the unpleasant feelings and 
sensations. The dysphoric emotions weren’t accompanied by any 
distressing memories, worries, or regrets. I shrugged mentally 
and assumed I’d gradually settle down and have a pleasant time. 

Nope. Each day was more painful physically than the last, 
despite my attempts to soothe my aching body with yoga during 
rest periods. Each session of zazen was more devastating emotion-
ally than the last, despite my attempts to calm my aching mind 
with psychological inquiry and coping techniques. I was tossed 
by waves of intense sadness unalloyed by any thoughts or ideas I 
could grab hold of. 

I felt desolate, grief-stricken, embarrassed by what I thought 
must be the inadequacy of my meditative technique, angry at a 
Zen practice that promised enlightenment and brought misery. I 
cried and cried, without knowing why. This continued through all 
five days of the sesshin. 
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On the last day, we had closing shosan ceremony: one by one, 
each of us were given a chance to stand up, go to the center of the 
meditation hall, face the teacher (Sojun Mel Weitsman), and ask 
a question from the depth of our heart. Sojun would make a terse 
reply, aiming to direct us to the fundamental point of our personal 
practice at that moment. 

When my turn came, I told Sojun how I’d come to sesshin 
feeling wonderful but had plunged immediately into misery. I 
described my pain, my sadness, and my frustration at having no 
idea what or why this was happening.  

Tearful and in anguish, I asked him, “What is this?”
Sojun paused, met my gaze, and answered me directly with one 

word: “Nirvana.”
At that moment, something cracked open within me. I knew, 

with complete certainty, that Sojun was right. I didn’t understand, 
yet somehow, I knew. Yes, this is nirvana. 

y
The Surangama Sutra invites us to allow our usual understandings 
to crack open, to tolerate not-knowing, and realize the Way. If you 
know your reasons for seeking the Way, that’s fine. It’s also fine 
if you don’t know. It helps to trust that the Way-seeking mind is 
always at play. 

Seeking seeks transparently, realizing itself along the Way, lay-
ing down a path by walking.5 It does this through your feet and 
spine and heart; through your nose and tongue and skin; through 
your eyes and ears, body and mind. A good place to start is by 
attending to these, as the Buddha asks, “Where are your eyes and 
mind at this moment?”
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