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Essay Question:
Make a comparative analysis of the concept of nirvana in Theravada Buddhism and Zen Buddhism.

This essay examines the concept of nirvana in both Theravada Buddhism and Zen Buddhism. Firstly, one must examine the etymology of the term nirvana as well as its evolution through time. The essay will outline both the similarities and differences in relation to the concept of nirvana in both Buddhist schools. One must acknowledge the depth of teachings and traditions in Buddhism not least because of its place in history but also due to the fact that it is not only a philosophical tradition, but an actual way of life through which one can realise the true nature of reality and alleviate personal and societal suffering:

Buddhism is a living tradition that traces its origins to the life and teachings of Siddhattha Gotama (Skt Siddhārtha Gautama), the historical Buddha.. While his dates are conventionally given as 566–486 Bce, many scholars now believe it is more likely that the Buddha died sometime between 368 and 404.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Steven M. Emmanuel, ‘Introduction’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 1-10 (p. 1).] 


Fundamental to Buddhism is the teaching of the Buddha which is referred to as The Dharma. It is a process whereby one can engage in a transformation: ‘The guide for this process of transformation has been the ‘Dhamma’ (Sanskrit Dharma).. Buddhism thus essentially consists of understanding, practising and realizing Dhamma.’[footnoteRef:2] The wheel is a prominent metaphor for it which throughout history has various and different interpretations attributed to it. One such interpretation from Ghosaka: ‘The Sarvāstivāda master Ghoṣaka considers the noble eightfold path to be a wheel, because some of its parts correspond to the spokes, others to the hub and to the rim.’[footnoteRef:3] Another more obvious idea concerns that of a wheel turning or rotating and ending up in its initial position in respect of the physical wheel but also it has travelled to a new physical location: ‘A fairly obvious feature of a wheel is its combination of the static and the dynamic. After a 360-degree revolution a wheel returns to its original position while also having moved to another place.’[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, 2nd edn (Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 2.]  [3:  Jan Westerhoff, The Golden Age of Indian Buddhist Philosophy: The Oxford History of Philosophy (Oxford University Press, 2018), Kindle Edition p.1.]  [4:  Ibid.] 

One must be aware that there are fundamental issues when trying to ascertain the truth of the original teachings. From the beginning of human history oral traditions have been employed for the inheritance of familial traditions, the transmission of concepts and or ideas, the development of myth and story, and religious guidance and instruction. The teachings of the Buddha are also included within this category and one can understand the intricacies of this issue when you also consider the context of the Buddha’s existence in India in a complex society: ‘consists of an intricate web of schools, thinkers, texts, and concepts, all embedded in the wider context of Indian philosophical and cultural history.’[footnoteRef:5] The Buddha’s teachings were originally from a dialect closely related to the Pāli language. This language is used for the recording of the teachings from the earlier oral traditions: [5:  Jan Westerhoff, The Golden Age of Indian Buddhist Philosophy: The Oxford History of Philosophy (Oxford University Press, 2018), Kindle Edition p.2.] 


Our knowledge of the teachings of the Buddha is based on several canons of scripture, which derive from the early San˙gha’s oral transmission of bodies of teachings agreed on at several councils. The Theravādin ‘Pali Canon’ is preserved in the Pali language, which is based upon a dialect close to that spoken by the Buddha, OldMāgadhī.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, 2nd edn (Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 3.] 


It is acknowledged that in etymological terms the word nirvana originates from the Pāli language. The word itself involves a complex concept whose origin can be traced to other traditions such as Hinduism and Jainism as well as Buddhism. ‘The Pāli word Nibbāna (Samskrit – Nirvāna) is composed of ‘Ni’ and ‘Vāna’. Ni is a negative particle. Vāna means weaving or craving. This craving serves as a cord to connect one life with another.’[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, the meaning entails the removal of that craving or lusting and is attested to in the original Pāli of The Abhidhammattha-Sangaha: ‘It is called Nibbāna in that it is a departure (Ni) from that craving which is called Vāna, lusting.’[footnoteRef:8] This may feel characteristically pessimistic but upon examination of this departure from craving one must also consider the positive nature of the concept. This being the more blissful state and attainment of pure peace as attested to in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy:  [7:  Venerable Narada Mahathera, The Buddha and His Teachings (Buddha Dharma Education Association Inc. (The Corporate Body of the Buddha Educational Foundation, 1998), p. 386.]  [8:  Abhidhammattha Sangaha, Compendium of Philosophy, trans. by and ed. by Rhys Davies (Forgotten Books for the Pali Text Society, 1910), p. 168.] 


This puts an end to troublesome desires and aversions – nirvana is sometimes depicted simply as the destruction of craving – and this brings suffering to an end.. It is portrayed not merely as the absence of craving or suffering but, in much more positive terms, as a state of supreme peace or tranquility, indeed as a blissful state.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Christopher W. Gowans, ‘Ethical Thought in Indian Buddhism’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 429-490 (p. 439).] 


The concept of nirvana has received a lot of research attention throughout its history but it’s also important to note that it is a term utilised in common culture both in the West and elsewhere. Within these cultures it’s meaning is still defined as the attainment of a state of bliss or utopia but the nature of its path and true meaning deviates from that of its intended origin. It is therefore of vital importance to distinguish between nirvana as an important concept in Buddhism and that of a more general expression. Advancing to the definition of nirvana in Buddhist philosophy we also enter the realm of multi-scholastic definitions due to the aforementioned oral traditions. In recognition of this In An Introduction to Buddhism, Harvey states that ‘Many of the minor differences within and between canons, however, can be seen to be due to the way in which oral traditions always produce several different permutations of essentially the same story or teachings.’[footnoteRef:10] It is therefore important to recognise this for the purpose of this essay and I will refer to any contentions as necessary. There are a number of schools of Buddhism and they differ in varying degrees on the journey to nirvana. Attested to in A Companion to Buddhism, one appreciates that ‘some schools of Buddhism believe there are shorter and longer paths to nirvana’[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, 2nd edn (Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 3.]  [11:  Damien Keown, ‘Buddhism and Biomedical Issues’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 613-630 (p. 626).] 

Theravada Buddhism has its traditions based in ‘Sri Lanka and later South-East Asia’[footnoteRef:12] It is founded on the basis of the Pāli Canon which is a series of scriptures written in the Pāli language. It is one of the most intact collections of Buddhist literature still available today. [12:  Andrew Skilton, ‘Theravāda’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 71-85 (p. 71).] 


The title “Theravāda” is Pāli language, meaning “doctrine (vāda) of the Elders (thera),” and is a self-assigned term expressing the belief that the tradition is continuous with and embodies the positions and values of the community of elders who were the personal disciples of the historical Buddha.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid., p. 72.] 


Becoming an Arhat (Sanskrit; Pāli: Arahant) is part of the journey or path of the Theravada Buddhist and this is achieved through following the teachings of the Buddha. Aforementioned, following the path and adherence to the scriptures of the elders is considered to be a key part of this school of Buddhism. The Arhat following these teachings can gain enlightenment. This does mean the ‘Buddha is also an Arhat.’[footnoteRef:14] Nirvana is the termination of rebirth and the escape from its cycle of suffering. When one becomes an Arhat one can escape this cycle. The cycle is called samsara and is defined as ‘the cyclical nature of birth–life–death (samsara)’[footnoteRef:15]. They are also free from suffering and no longer have attachments; they have been extinguished. [14:  Damien Keown, A Dictionary of Buddhism: Oxford Quick Reference (Oxford University Press, 2003), Kindle Edition p. 18.]  [15:  Stephen J. Laumakis, ‘The Philosophical Context of Gotama’s Thought’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 13-25 (p. 14).] 

The journey to become an Arhat includes the understanding of the Four Noble Truths. Below is a quotation from The Compendium of Philosophy, (Anuruddha) which ‘according to Burmese tradition, Aunuruddha was a Thera (elder) of Ceylon, and wrote the Compendium at the Sinhalese Vihara..’[footnoteRef:16]: [16:  Abhidhammattha Sangaha, Compendium of Philosophy, trans. by and ed. by Rhys Davies (Forgotten Books for the Pali Text Society, 1910), Editor’s Preface. ] 


The evolution of ‘adoption’ (gotrabhu), which follows ‘the adaption’ (anuloma).. cuts of the heritage of the ordinary average person (puthujjana), and evolves the lineage of the Transcendental. It is followed by a single moment of Path-consciousness, by which the first of the four Noble Truths is clearly discerned. Error and doubt are got rid of, Nibbana is intuited, and the Ariyan Eightfold Path-Constituents are cultivated. These four simultaneous functions correspond to the Four Noble Truths.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Abhidhammattha Sangaha, Compendium of Philosophy, trans. by and ed. by Rhys Davies (Forgotten Books for the Pali Text Society, 1910), p. 68.] 


This provides us with the clear intention of the Four Noble Truths in the sense that they clearly lead one to the Noble Eightfold Path. The first truth is Dukkha or suffering and the whole range of sufferings that one will experience as they navigate a normal life. These can include the physical process of life itself: aging and illness as well as death. It includes one’s search for the next dose of pleasure but never really becoming content or at peace with the here and now. There is always the next pleasure to chase and there is no appreciation of the now; the present. The second truth is Samudaya which means the origin of dukkha and then focusing on that understanding of the emergence of suffering and how to negate it. ‘Such insight would be focused on the arising (samudaya) of dukkha from craving, and its stopping with the stopping of craving, the focus of the Buddha’s first sermon.’[footnoteRef:18] The third truth is Nirodha. ‘This states that, by putting an end to greed, hatred, and delusion, an end to suffering can be found.’[footnoteRef:19] The fourth noble truth is called Magga and is the Noble Eightfold Path. Noteworthy, this path is also called the middle path because it is not a path of extremes but is a temperate path; one of moderation. [18:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, 2nd edn (Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 86.]  [19:  Damien Keown, A Dictionary of Buddhism: Oxford Quick Reference (Oxford University Press, 2003), Kindle Edition p. 194.] 


The Third Noble Truth declares that there is a state of freedom from suffering – nirvana – that we can all attain by realizing that we are not selves and thereby abandoning craving. The most important characterizations of someone who has attained nirvana are wisdom, compassion for all persons, and unsurpassed peace or tranquility. The Fourth Noble Truth says that anyone can attain nirvana by following the Eightfold Path.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Christopher W. Gowans, ‘Ethical Thought in Indian Buddhism’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 429-490 (p. 430).] 


This Nobel Eightfold Path is defined as: ‘Right View, Right Intention, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Concentration, Right Mindfulness.’[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Shengmiao, ‘The Buddha’s Basic Teachings’, lecture to MA Philosophy module in Buddhist Philosophy (UWTSD, 6 June 2024) [accessed 10 August 2024].] 

	As described above the path is the fourth Noble Truth and each step is interconnected. ‘The path involves wisdom.., moral virtue.., and meditative training’.[footnoteRef:22] Regarding wisdom we examine the steps Right View and Right Intention which means the right understanding of reality. More ordinary factors within Right View include allowing oneself to take responsibility for one’s actions and the belief ‘belief in the principles of karma and rebirth’[footnoteRef:23] More advanced or ordinary factors include allowing oneself to see true reality and hence the gaining of the wisdom. As we continue to Right Intention, these may also be examined via more ordinary factors and more advanced or noble factors. The standard factors include for example the migration away from sensory pleasures and a move toward compassion. The advanced aspect of Right Intention focuses on the mind and the absorption of the views of impermanence and non-self. [22:  Peter Harvey, ‘Dukka, Non-Self, and the Teaching of the Four “Noble Truths”’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 26-45 (p. 39).]  [23:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, 2nd edn (Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 14.] 

	Progressing to Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood which equate to moral virtue defined above. A moral code by which to live which involves further development of loving kindness and compassion. Progressing to the realm of meditative training: Right Effort, Right Concentration, and Right Mindfulness we come to the pure truth, ‘there is also ultimate truth we can realize through meditative training..’[footnoteRef:24] These can be said to be ‘states in which the mind’s energies have been unified.’[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Ronald S. Green, ‘East Asian Buddhism’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle eBook pp. 110-126 (p. 115).]  [25:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, 2nd edn (Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 84.] 

	To understand the concept of escape from the cycle of rebirth and suffering one must understand the theory of karma. From the Buddhist perspective it is part of the cosmological makeup and is a phenomenon that is viewed as a natural universal process. Summed up as:

The Buddha understood karma and rebirth as natural causal processes in the universe. A basic feature of his teaching is that all things are causally conditioned or dependently arisen (paicca samuppāda/pratītya-samutpāda). Karma and rebirth are an instance of this general phenomenon.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Christopher W. Gowans, ‘Ethical Thought in Indian Buddhism’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 429-490 (p. 434).] 


It is noted that the popularity of the concept in general use indicates the amount of varied interest in the idea but one must be wary of using it appropriately. One’s existence is defined from a past existence, ‘The life-continuum is a result of kamma generated in the past existence, and determines the basic disposition of the individual in the present.’[footnoteRef:27] Final freedom or liberation is said to come at death: [27:  Ven. Matara Sri Nanarama, The Seven Stages of Purification and the Insight Knowledges (Buddha Dharma Education Association Inc. (Buddhist Publication Society, 1993), p. 134.] 


The Theravāda exegetical tradition takes upādi to refer to ‘the aggregates’ and as a consequence the two kinds of nirvana correspond to the two most important events in the Buddha’s life: enlightenment and final liberation at death.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Soonil Hwang, Metaphor and Literalism in Buddhism: The Doctrinal History of Nirvana (Routledge, 2006), Kindle Edition p. 36.] 


‘Often descriptions of final nirvana, are applied to a living Arahant proleptically, as what will be true of him or her.’[footnoteRef:29] It is at the cessation of the aggregates that suffering ends and this is is described as: ‘after the death of the enlightened person, at the quenching of the Aggregates, there can be no dukkha in any of its forms: there is no feeling, no change, and nirvana is unconditioned.’[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Steven Collins, Nirvana and Other Buddhist Felicities (Cambridge University Press, 1998) p.149.]  [30:  Ibid., p.155.] 


The four stages in the Arahatship pathway: stream-enterer, once-returner, never or non-returner and Arhat have the responsibility to remove defilements because these defilements are what attaches and binds one, for example to desires and senses. They are grouped into:

ten “fetters” (saṃyojana) as follows: (1) personality view, (2) doubt, (3) clinging to rules and rituals, (4) sensual desire, (5) aversion, (6) desire for fine-material existence, (7) desire for immaterial existence, (8) conceit, (9) restlessness, and (10) ignorance.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Noble Eightfold Path: Way to the End of Suffering (Pariyatti Publishing, 1994), Kindle Edition location 1663.] 


One can view the path of stream-enterer as the obliteration of a level of defilement. The ‘path of stream-entry (sotāpatti-magga), cuts off the first three fetters.’[footnoteRef:32] However the next path, does not remove any fetters. ‘The path of the once-returner (sakadāgāmi-magga). This supramundane path does not totally eradicate any of the fetters, but it attenuates the roots of greed, aversion, and delusion.’[footnoteRef:33] The next path, that of the ‘non-returner (anāgāmi-magga), with which he cuts off the two fetters of sensual desire and ill will.’[footnoteRef:34] There is no longer any real sense of human existence. The ‘path of arahatship (arahatta-magga). With this path he cuts off the five remaining fetters—desire for fine-material existence and desire for immaterial existence, conceit, restlessness, and ignorance.’[footnoteRef:35] Meditation and mindfulness are of key importance within the path as is the focus on the breath: [32:  Ibid., location 1671.]  [33:  Ibid., location 1685.]  [34:  Ibid.]  [35:  Ibid., location 1692.] 


Theravada Buddhism emphasises meditation as mentioned in the Noble Eightfold Path and the attention or focus on the breath is a key part ‘in actual practice mindfulness of breathing usually serves as the “root meditation subject” (mūlakammaṭṭhāna), the foundation for the entire course of contemplation.’[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Ibid., location 1182.] 


From the original seed of the Buddha and his teachings one must focus on this aspect: ‘This is how mindfulness of in-&-out breathing is developed & pursued so as to be of great fruit, of great benefit.’[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  ‘Anapanasati Sutta: Mindfulness of Breathing Meditation (MN118)’, trans. by Thanissaro Bhikkhu, Access to Insight (BCBS Edition), 30 November 2013 <http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.118.than.html> [accessed 24 August 2024].] 


Zen Buddhism has its roots in Mahāyāna Buddhism and with its focus on insight into one’s true nature through experiential learning and practice. ‘The name “Zen” is the Japanese reading of the Chinese graph “Chan.” Chan is an abbreviation of “Channa” (禪那), which is a transliteration of the Sanskrit term dhyāna, meaning meditation. Thus, Chan is the tradition of Mahāyāna Buddhism that points to meditation as its central tenet.’[footnoteRef:38] The emphasis is not on reciting texts and scriptures but it is that of ‘kenshō, through direct experience.’[footnoteRef:39] There is no over reliance on words and this emphasises the non-duality approach ‘“No dependence upon words and letters” derives from the Madhyamaka notion of non-duality.’[footnoteRef:40] [38:  Ronald S. Green, ‘East Asian Buddhism’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle eBook pp. 110-126 (p. 123).]  [39:  Ibid.]  [40:  Ibid. p. 124.] 

Two main schools of thought within Zen and these include the Rinzai school and the Sōtō school. The Rinzai school focuses of Koan practice and the Soto school has its aims within a practice called shikan taza. Koan practice within the Rinzai school involves questions for a practitioner to contemplate rather than recite and learn. They are designed to break down the ego to realise one’s true nature or kensho. Shikan taza is a mediation practice that is ‘just sitting’. This practice aims to also offer insight and kensho.
The path of Zen involves the cultivation of that which is inherent in all of us, and that is our Buddha Nature. In order to experience our own innate Buddha Nature, one needs to remove anything that clouds or obscures one’s access as these conceal that inherent true Buddha Nature. There is much debate around whether the awakening to one’s Buddha Nature is a gradual process or whether one can suddenly become enlightened. It is important to note that although there are differences within Zen Buddhism on the validity of a sudden awakening there is the firm belief that in order for full awakening there is a path of cultivation. Increased awareness and insight may be induced by an initial sudden awakening. Zen Buddhism emphasises becoming a bodhisattva which has a focus on the eradication of suffering for all sentient beings; a path full of compassion. 
It is out of this compassion for others and in order to help others in their suffering that the Zen Buddhist may decide to stay within the cycle of samsara. This compassion for all means that there is a long path and it defines this practice and is best summarised in Buddhist Thought, ‘having the motivation of wishing to attain freedom of suffering for all, and from that motivation embracing the long path to Buddhahood, is definitive of the Mahayana practitioner.’[footnoteRef:41] Attested to in the Zen Sutras and in regards to the Bodhisattva path:  [41:  Paul Williams and Anthony Tribe, Buddhist Thought (Routledge, 2000), p. 137.] 


Instead of the quest for nirvana and the end to rebirth advocated by the early followers of the Buddha, the followers of the Prajnaparamita chose the bodhisattva path, leading to enlightenment and no end to rebirth until all beings are liberated.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Three Zen Sutras: The Heart, The Diamond, and The Platform Sutras trans. by Red Pine (Counterpoint Press, 2021), Kindle Edition p. xii.] 


In contrast to Theravada ‘the bodhisattva practises in particular the six (or ten) perfections (paramita) and traverses the five paths (marga) and the ten stages (bhumi).’[footnoteRef:43]. It is the seeking of enlightenment for the benefit of all that attests to the fundamental compassion of Zen Buddhism, ‘the bodhisattva, a figure of extraordinary compassion who is said to seek enlightenment.. to enable all persons – indeed, all sentient beings – to overcome suffering.’[footnoteRef:44]  [43:  Paul Williams and Anthony Tribe, Buddhist Thought (Routledge, 2000), p. 178.]  [44:  Christopher W. Gowans, ‘Ethical Thought in Indian Buddhism’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 429-490 (p. 430).] 

These paramitas or six perfections are: ‘generosity, morality, patience, vigor, meditation, and wisdom.’[footnoteRef:45] At the awakening mind the bodhisattva enters the first path, ‘the path of accumulation (sambharamarga), accumulating the ‘twin accumulations’ of merit (through the ‘means’) and wisdom.’[footnoteRef:46] The next path is that of ‘preparation (prayogamarga).’[footnoteRef:47] This path allows for the concept of emptiness to be realised and is completed in stages. This concept of emptiness is a difficult one to absorb and it is discussed in detail below. The attainment of the ‘path of seeing (darsanamarga)’[footnoteRef:48] is upon the ‘first non-conceptual awareness of emptiness.’ This is turn means that the practitioner is now an ‘‘arya bodhisattva.. and the attains the ‘first of the ten bodhisattva stages.. Joyous’[footnoteRef:49]. Progression is then onto the fourth and fifth paths and the other nine stages within the ‘path of cultivation (bhavanamarga)’.[footnoteRef:50] [45:  Christopher W. Gowans, ‘Ethical Thought in Indian Buddhism’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 429-490 (p. 430).]  [46:  Paul Williams and Anthony Tribe, Buddhist Thought (Routledge, 2000), p. 179.]  [47:  Ibid.]  [48:  Ibid.]  [49:  Ibid.]  [50:  Ibid.] 

The second stage is called ‘Pure’ where one ‘attains the very perfection of morality’[footnoteRef:51]. The third stage is called ‘Luminous’ where one ‘attains the virtue of patience’[footnoteRef:52]. The fourth stage is called ‘Radiant’ where one ‘acquires the perfection of effort’[footnoteRef:53]. The fifth stage is ‘Difficult to Conquer’ where one attains the ‘perfection of meditative concentration’[footnoteRef:54]. [51:  Ibid. p. 180.]  [52:  Ibid.]  [53:  Ibid.]  [54:  Ibid.] 

As one progresses to the sixth stage ‘Approaching’ once has achieved ‘the end of the six perfections’[footnoteRef:55] and at the ‘seventh stage, ‘‘Gone Afar’, the bodhisattva attains the perfection of skill in means and completes the eradication forever of the obscuration of moral taints (klesavarana). The bodhisattva is thus free from rebirth (Madhyamakavatara).’[footnoteRef:56] This means in theory that one could be the equivalent of the Arhat if one was not concerned with compassion for all, that is ‘to attain the final peace of the arhat’[footnoteRef:57]. The seventh to tenth stages are classified as pure stages. Stage eight is the ‘Immovable.. the bodhisattva begins to see the world in a completely different way’[footnoteRef:58]. Stage nine is named ‘Good Intelligence.. the perfection power’[footnoteRef:59] and stage 10 is the ‘Cloud of Doctrine’[footnoteRef:60]. It is here within the cloud of doctrine that one can benefit all other sentient beings: [55:  Ibid.]  [56:  Ibid.]  [57:  Ibid.]  [58:  Ibid.]  [59:  Ibid.]  [60:  Ibid.] 


Buddhahood is attained.. the bodhisattva transcends the ten bodhisattva stages and, of course, ceases to be a bodhisattva. In attaining Buddhahood he or she also attains the fifth of the five paths, that of ‘no more learning’ (asaiksamarga). It is a path to nowhere, for now the bodhisattva is a Buddha—and the Buddha is everywhere.[footnoteRef:61] [61:  Ibid. p. 181.] 


Aforementioned, one significant different feature of Mahayana Buddhism is the concept of emptiness or śūnyatā which is asserted to all things. This is sometimes a difficult concept to grasp, not only for a lay person, but also for a practitioner. An idea with many interpretations, it’s purpose is that of wellbeing and compassion for all. This idea is a key difference to other Buddhism traditions because it includes all phenomena. When discussing Zen and its path Huineng declares: ‘“no idea” is its doctrine, “no form” is its body, and “no attachment” is its foundation.. Zen teachers like Huineng didn’t think of Zen as something that could be put into words—though they tried.’[footnoteRef:62] Varying approaches to the phenomena exist but the essence of the concept is the same: [62:  Three Zen Sutras: The Heart, The Diamond, and The Platform Sutras trans. by Red Pine (Counterpoint Press, 2021), Kindle Edition p. xix.] 


Different Mahāyāna thinkers will describe the contours of emptiness in varying ways.. but the basic idea that persons and phenomena are empty of an enduring essence, or an independent, absolute way of existing, is an idea common to all.. Rather than simply use the term “selflessness” (anātman), Mahāyānists argue that emptiness, with all that that term means and implies, is a much more subtle description of the nature of reality.[footnoteRef:63]  [63:  James Blumenthal, ‘Indian Mahāyāna Buddhism’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 86-98 (p. 89).] 


Another way of looking at the Zen Buddhism Bodhisattva path in order to comprehend it is ‘In Search of the Missing Ox’[footnoteRef:64] The development of such a story using an ox worked for the time period in which it originated but is also used in contemporary times as an explanation which is easy to understand for a lay person.  [64:  Kazuki Sekida, Zen Training: Methods and Philosophy (Shambhala Publications., 1985) Kindle Edition p. 223.] 

Whilst the efforts of compassion for others, our fellow human beings for example, may seem obvious to any rational human being it is not as straightforward. At first glance, one would expect others to adhere to this concept but the concept advances much further than most people would expect. ‘First one sees all as of equal weight. Then one actually ‘exchanges self and others’ by seeing all the problems that arise from cherishing oneself and the benefits that accrue from cherishing others.’[footnoteRef:65] One needs to be awakened to the enlightenment already present in each and every one of us and become impartial and compassionate. This is a real focus of Zen; it is for the benefit of all sentient beings; to help them in their search for their own Buddha and to help them become awakened to the potential of that innate Buddhahood: [65:  Paul Williams and Anthony Tribe, Buddhist Thought (Routledge, 2000), p. 177.] 


The Bodhisattva’s assurance comes with the unfolding insight that follows passion hindrances cleared away, knowledge hindrance purified, and ego-less-ness clearly perceived and patiently accepted. As the mortal-mind ceases to discriminate, there is no more thirst for life, no more sex-lust, no more thirst for learning, no more thirst for eternal life; with the disappearance of these fourfold thirsts, there is no more accumulation of habit-energy; with no more accumulation of habit-energy the defilements on the face of the Universal Mind clear away, and the Bodhisattva attains self-realization of Noble Wisdom that is the heart’s assurance of Nirvana.[footnoteRef:66] [66:  The Lankavatara Sutra tans. by Dwight Goddard (Independent, 2020), Kindle Edition p.107.] 


Both Theravada and Zen are different traditions and indeed within themselves there are different schools of thought. Both traditions are firmly planted with the original seed of the Buddha. Their similarities unite them in regard to the alleviation of suffering and each give practitioners a pathway to enlightenment. They are both concerned with the journey toward ultimate truth of reality. Both paths are a journey to that wisdom and ending of suffering:

Since ignorance is a state of not knowing things as they really are, what is needed is knowledge of things as they really are. Not merely conceptual knowledge, knowledge as idea, but perceptual knowledge, a knowing which is also a seeing. This kind of knowing is called wisdom (paññā).[footnoteRef:67]  [67:  Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Noble Eightfold Path: Way to the End of Suffering (Pariyatti Publishing, 1994), Kindle Edition location 227.] 


Whether through the Theravada tradition and journey to Arahat and nirvana, or through the Zen tradition to the achievement of Bodhisattva and the insight into one’s true nature, Buddha nature, one can end suffering and be at one with all and be at peace. It must be recognised that language itself is a barrier to the explanation of nirvana as the concept transcends language and thought.
Both Theravada and Zen traditions utilise the power of breath control and focus. This is also an extensive research subject in contemporary times along with studies on meditation and mindfulness. James Nestor is one such researcher and attests ‘Like all Eastern medicines, breathing techniques are best suited to serve as preventative maintenance, a way to retain balance in the body’[footnoteRef:68] Whilst these types of studies were obviously unavailable during the origins of each tradition they both recognise them as key to part of their process. The neuroscientist Ash Ranpura, discuses the effects of such mediation with the Buddhist monk Gelong Thubten and Ruby Wax at a seminar where he confirms that the ‘frontal lobe starts to change and modifies how other parts of brain are altered; therefore, you can steer the brain activity.. when the frontal lobe is strengthened you allow the cingulate cortex to function properly.’[footnoteRef:69]  In The Science of Meditation which attests to the value of insight, it is stated: ‘Once we glimpse our mind as a set of processes, rather than getting swept away by the seductions of our thoughts, we enter the path of insight.’[footnoteRef:70] In Western traditions these Buddhist felicities have now become more apparent and popular:  [68:  James Nestor, Breath: Improve Your Health and Wellbeing by Discovering the Lost Art of Breathing (Penguin Books Ltd. 2021), Kindle Edition p. 205.]  [69:  Dr Ash Ranpura, ‘How To Be Human’ Hay Festival – Hay Player, 29 May 2018 <https://www.hayfestival.com/p-13874-ruby-wax-gelong-thubten-ash-ranpura.aspx> [accessed 08 August 2024].]  [70:  Daniel Goleman and Richard Davidson, The Science of Meditation: The Expert Guide to the Neuroscience of Mindfulness and How to Harness It (Penguin Books Ltd., 2020), Kindle Edition p. 41.] 


It is only of late years that it has come to be recognised in the West that for no two consecutive moments is the fabric of the body the same; and yet this doctrine was taught by the Buddha more than twenty-three centuries ago. ‘Nadi soto viya’ (‘like the current of a river’) is the Buddhist idea of existence.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Abhidhammattha Sangaha, Compendium of Philosophy, trans. by and ed. by Rhys Davies (Forgotten Books for the Pali Text Society, 1910), p. 8.] 


In conclusion the similarities between Theravada and Zen Buddhism unite them as they both have soteriological aims. Buddhism provides a path to which we can all join at whichever stage we are at without the need for declarations of impossibilities whether in mind or body; its explanation can assist all and it is testament to it that it has a great following and had been around for so long. We can all learn something from Buddhism: 
‘the Buddha’s path and its goal – the peace of nirvana – that transcends the limitations of language and logic.’[footnoteRef:72] It can be for the benefit on a global scale through the generation of compassion and empathy for all sentient beings and whichever path you may choose, Theravada or Zen, one and all can benefit, because both paths do generate that compassion. [72:  Karen C. Lang, ‘Candrakīrti on the Limits of Language and Logic’, in A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy, ed. by Steven M. Emmanuel (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), Kindle Edition pp. 331-348 (p. 331).] 

	Although limited in practical experience I have attended Zen meditation classes both in person and virtually and whilst I did not profess to be a Buddhist, although now that I have the realisation that it is in each and every one of us, I can attest to the benefits of participation. They are paths of encouragement for us to be non-judgemental, not only of others but of the self. One may start their practice from wherever they find themselves in life and not be concerned about the past or future. Even with short meditation practices one can start the path. One must not worry about ‘doing it right’ and try and place an emphasis on the present moment. Eventually, with patience one can learn to be more aligned to the present, be more compassionate in a fundamental way without having to think about it and be less concerned with the increasing distractions available to modern life. It helps one transcend from emotional reactivity and therefore embrace oneness and connectedness that in turn will ensure that there is a pathway for the expansion of compassion and empathy.
Many studies conclude that we need more compassion and empathy: ‘empathy is one of the most valuable resources in our world. Erosion of empathy is an important global issue related to the health of our communities, be they small (like families) or big (like nations).’[footnoteRef:73] Buddhism can assist greatly in defining these outcomes that we crave as a global society. ‘By now, mounting empirical studies confirm our early hunches: sustained mind training alters the brain both structurally and functionally, proof of concept for the neural basis of altered traits that practitioners’ texts have described for millennia.’[footnoteRef:74] ‘Our ability to empathise through time remains rudimentary, stuck in the earliest stages of psychological evolution. This may be one of humankind’s greatest moral failings.’[footnoteRef:75] Compassion within the realm of Buddhism can greatly assist humankind. Theravada Buddhism and Zen Buddhism paths offer experiential learning which is an important distinction to philosophy.  [73:  Simon Baron-Cohen, Zero Degrees of Empathy: A New Theory of Human Cruelty (Penguin Books Ltd., 2011), Kindle Edition p. 124.]  [74:  Daniel Goleman and Richard Davidson, The Science of Meditation: The Expert Guide to the Neuroscience of Mindfulness and How to Harness It (Penguin Books Ltd., 2020), Kindle Edition p.316.]  [75:  Roman Krznaric, Empathy: Why It Matters, And How To Get It (Ebury Publishing, 2014), Kindle Edition p. 45.] 
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