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was asked by another student, he said: “they are stubborn in having their own way of 
interpreting the ‘Samadhi of Specific Mode’, which they define as ‘sitting quietly and 
continuously without letting any idea arise in the mind’. Such an interpretation would 
rank us with inanimate objects, and is a stumbling block to the right Path.” (p. 7) 

Master Hui Hai (c. 750, p. 12) said something similar when he was asked:

“Are we to make this effort only when we are seated in meditation or also when we 
are walking? When I speak of making an effort now, I do not refer to only when 
we are seated meditating, when we walk, when we are standing, sitting, or lying. 
Rather, we are to make this effort independently of what we are doing and it should 
be carried out uninterruptedly at all times.”

And master Huang Po (c. 800, p. 14), who was the master of Lin Chi, summarized 
the question as follows: “In summary, then, it is to be noted that this without-mind 
state is wisdom and detachment. Walking, standing, sitting, reclining, talking and all 
of one’s other everyday actions are done without attachment and are thus transformed 
into non-action.”

A modern Chinese Ch’an master, Hsuan Hua (1995, p. 105) states:

“In cultivating they become greedily attached to becoming enlightened. They sit in 
dhyana meditation for two and a half days and figure that they ought to become 
enlightened then. They cultivate a dharma for two and a half days and figure that 
they ought to have gotten spiritual powers. They recite the Buddha’s name for two 
and a half days and then figure that they should gain the mindfulness-of-the-buddha 
samadhi! You just take a look at how huge a mind of greed is involved in this. These 
are all manifestations of the ghost of the greedy mind.”

Finally Hsu Yun (1996) says: “They think that sitting with crossed legs like 
withered logs in a grotto is the best Pattern. These people mistake an illusion-city for a 
place of precious things, and take a foreign land for their native village.” (p. 52); and: 
“One should lay down everything with which one’s body is burdened, thus becoming 
exactly like a dead man” (p. 22). 

It seems quite clear that these commentaries clarify the question of meditation and 
“Zen”. Zen is neither sitting meditation nor a group of “mantras”, “sutras”, “gathas” or 
“koans”. Lin Chi and other masters rejected the practice of formal meditation techniques 
and scorned them as forms of “attachment”, “evil” or “ignorance”. Formal meditation 
practices can be employed for several uses even in clinical psychology, but they are 
only a secondary feature that is not the concern of the present analysis.

Derived Relational Responding Regarding Satori or Nirvana: Breaking the Life/
Death Discrimination (Etic Perspective)

Now the etic perspective of Behavior Analysis, specifically that of RFT, must be 
useful for analyzing the behavioral processes involved in achieving “nirvana”. From the 
etic perspective of RFT, any experience of human beings may be explained behaviorally. 



http://www. ijpsy. com                                © International Journal of Psychology & Psychological Therapy, 2012, 12, 3

Relational Frame Analysis of Zen 327

Strand (2009, p. 196) suggests that “religious behavior, then, is the application of verbal 
frames to a temporal sequence that extends beyond the speaker’s material existence”, and 
that “religious faith is triggered by monumental life events” (p. 195), like perhaps death.

So, we refer again to the three relational frames participating in the life/death 
discrimination: a) hierarchical framing of everything and nothingness (everything as 
a whole, or as a part that along with nothingness constitutes the whole “everything-
nothingness”); b) sameness/difference framing of substances underlying life in the 
hierarchical frame of self; and c) unidirectional or circular framing of time. In Figure 
2 both relational and functional contexts and transformation of functions carried out 
by the Zen framing of events are depicted. The goal of Zen is to achieve “nirvana” or 
whole extinction, at least at a symbolic or verbal level, as we have described in previous 
sections. To achieve this goal it is necessary to fulfill some previous conditions as well 
as being solidly placed in a NOW-THEN relational frame. Both of these things are 
capable of producing a transformation of functions en the rest of the relational frames.

Therefore, regarding pre-requisite conditions, some are highlighted here because 
of their relevance: a) the firm establishment of the HIERARCHICAL “everything-
nothingness” context in a “materialistic” way, in that one believes that there is no 
other life or continuity of the present one after death. In addition the self-as-context 
HIERARCHICAL frame must be oriented to a SAMENESS context where “I” or “self” 
is matched to “matter”, not to “matter and spirit” taken as different substances, or 
either to “spirit” (or to a substitutive element like conscience, mind, etc.) taken as the 
differentiating pervasive substance with respect to “matter”. However this state is a result 
of the achievement of illumination. How can anyone achieve these framings firmly? 
The answer fundamentally consists of observing the nature and processes of events 
and beings (mainly human beings) as they are being born, growing up and dying (see 
Baltasar Gracian’s “Criticon” for more on this). This is the most important condition, 
and it is sufficient to eventually achieve enlightenment. There are however two more 
conditions which can accelerate the process and serve as motivators. 

The second condition would be b) abandonment of social interactions so as not 
to be distracted by involvement in projects or activities with other people. Usually this 
social contact results in the maintenance of life in a self-generated transcendence (jobs 
or tasks never finished, or substituted for new ones), or in distracting conversations 
about the issues of life. And c) a third condition is monotony or repetition of tasks. 
They must be done in a cycle with a beginning and end, over and over. 

As we can see, the first condition is called by some masters like Hsu Yun (1996) 
the belief in the law of causality (in others cultures, “karma”), i.e. the belief in a 
materialistic functioning of reality. The second condition fully coincides both with the 
monk lifestyles and with the myth of Diana or Artemis. The third one also coincides 
with the pattern of life of monks and with some of their exercises like daily routines 
and sitting meditation for long periods of time one day after another (all of them are 
different strategies to instill monotony in life and a way of “multiple exemplar training” 
in the coordination of NOW-HERE to THEN-THERE, but none is indispensable in 
itself; e.g. studying hard one day after another to become a civil servant could be a 
similar strategy as well.    
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