
 Surrender – now there is a word that, in the spiritual community, will send shivers 

down your spine, but not necessarily shivers of fear - shivers of stillness, power and 

respect.  There is something innate in all of us that recognizes the authority of that word – 

surrender – stop what you’re doing and just allow everything to be.  Stop trying to 

manipulate an outcome, stop resisting the present moment, stop regretting the past and 

just surrender to what Is.  You are not in control.  Never have been and never will be so 

rather then struggling upstream against the current, why not just relax, take a load off and 

enjoy the scenic ride as you float down the river of life that inevitably leads to the ocean.  

And just be thankful that you aren’t in control of this ship either. Could you imagine if 

you were?  Surely we would just be floating around in circles, not getting anywhere 

because no one would be able to agree which way to go.  Luckily the actual captain of the 

ship, whom also happens to be the architect, is a skilled navigator and even though she 

sometimes takes us through some rough waters, she always brings us safe and sound to 

the shores of our destination.  So next time you mistakenly believe you are in control of 

this ship and you start to feel lost in a sea of chaos, stop and surrender to what Is – which 

is it was all a dream and you were never in control in the first place.  Have faith that the 

One who built the ship and picked you up along the way, will take care of you and get 

you to where you need to go.   

 Surrender is a special Dharma topic for myself.  It is the meaning of my Buddhist 

name in Sanskrit – Moksa – and it is the sole practice of the first of the 5 major houses of 

Zen Buddhism – Guiyang Zen.  The Guiyang school of Buddhism, rarely known to the 

west, stands in contrast to the blunt, directness of the Soto and Rinzai traditions.  Rather 

then beating the practitioner over the head with a question that has no logical answer until 



the stronghold of the mind breaks, or whacking the student with a stick during 

meditation, the practitioner of the Guiyang school merely practices surrender alongside 

meditation to gain insight into the true nature of reality.  Surrender to allow things to be 

as they are; surrender to accept the unknown; surrender to accept the past; surrender to 

allow the future to unfold as it will - which, when it’s all said and done, boils down to 

surrender to embrace the Now, however the Now chooses to present itself.  I guarantee 

you, if you are aware enough to recognize what surrender truly means and never stop 

practicing it in your day to day life, you will gain insight into the true nature of reality 

that will never stop unfolding newer and deeper dimensions.  Make no mistake about it, 

this is not merely a practice to discipline our minds so that we stop causing our own 

suffering (though if it were that alone the effort would still be worthwhile).  The other 

result of this practice is that we get to see true reality as it actually is, unaltered for the 

first time, rather than what we mistakenly perceive it to be, which is so indescribably 

perfect and beautiful rather than mechanical and hostile.  It’s as if we were wearing 

goggles that distorted reality our whole lives previously and it’s just now that we figured 

that out and took them off, but it will take some time to adjust to what we are seeing. 

 So what does surrendering all control look like?  Well, to start off with, our 

preoccupation with time begins to dissolve.  We become no longer fixated on what 

happened in the past, accept for to recognize how it has shaped us – we are a product of 

our past experiences, environment, friends, etc.  The thing that changes is our worry that 

the past didn’t go the way it should have.  We stop blaming ourselves or others for 

perceived mistakes made and just allow everything to be.  Everything happened for a 

reason and one could make a strong argument that if it weren’t for the, what we once 



perceived as mistakes that caused us suffering because we never got what we wanted, 

none of us would be in the room right now trying to figure this stuff out - obvious benefit 

of those perceived moments we didn’t like.  Also, our incessant preoccupation with 

trying to control the future begins to dissolve opening up to us a myriad of potential 

options for the future that otherwise would have been closed off because we had tried to 

limit the future to what we could imagine or wanted it to be like.  I don’t know about you, 

but I sure as heck am glad that the universe is infinitely more creative than I will ever be 

because I might be living quite a different reality right now if it weren’t for the creative 

grace of the universe. 

 So instead of having an idea of what the future will look like and emotionally 

investing ourselves in the creation of such an outcome, we allow the future to flow out of 

the present moment by accepting and embracing every challenge and change that the 

Now presents.  So for example, instead of creating for yourself a plan of exactly how you 

want the next ten years to look like (or even as small an increment as a day), which is 

bound to lead to suffering when the inevitable happens – a kink in the road – you now 

have no notion of what the future will look like, but you’re always positioning yourself so 

as to be able to take advantage of any opportunity that the universe might give you.  It’s 

not what the mind jumps to when someone says, “You have no plans for the future,” 

which usually thinks along the lines of a worried parent who frets over the poor decisions 

of their directionless teen.  In fact, it’s just the opposite.  You might not be planning for 

anything specific, but you certainly aren’t wasting your time doing nothing.  Because you 

aren’t offering any resistance to the Now, you aren’t procrastinating putting off that next 

thing you need to do by watching T.V., playing video games, surfing the net, etc. all of 



which are merely just ways of avoiding responsibilities – resistance to the Now.  

Whatever you do, you do it without resistance, which means you do it well and enjoy 

doing it.  You do it for the sake of doing it, not because you have a particular outcome in 

mind, but because you have to do it, so you might as well enjoy it – might as well be here 

Now while you’re doing it and not wondering off to the recesses of your mind wishing 

you were somewhere else.   

 When you truly surrender in this way, life becomes a joy and having trouble 

filling your spare time becomes a non-issue.  There is always something to be doing and 

it’s not like you really have to choose either.  The activity of the highest priority will 

always make itself apparent and obvious and there won’t be any doubt as to whether you 

are wasting your time doing it.  However, it does take a tremendous amount of honesty 

and practice.  It takes a tremendous amount of honesty with yourself to check your 

motivations for a particular activity – you will know if you are honest whether you are 

doing something for selfish motivations (i.e. trying to manipulate a particular outcome, or 

if the next activity is just an avoidance strategy for what you really should be doing).  

Also, it takes a tremendous amount of practice and discipline to be able to surrender to 

whatever it is you’re doing and not let the mind lead you astray with its complaints and 

ways of avoiding the Now.  It’s probably different for each person, but for me it was first 

more natural to be able to surrender to physical activities such as manual labour of any 

kind then it was mental labour such as University homework.  Neither came without 

practice and plenty of effort, but for a long time I was certainly more comfortable turning 

the mind off and just planting trees without complaint (because I had no choice) then I 

ever was capable of with homework like essay writing for example.  But my last semester 



of University would provide the breeding grounds for that type of surrender as well, 

because if I hadn’t spent 10-12 hours a day reading and taking notes for the essays I 

needed to write, they probably wouldn’t have been written at all that year.  My head 

space was such at the beginning of that semester that it would take me 6 hours to write a 

simple paragraph for discussion the following day in class.  So I needed to surrender to 

the reality that academic success was going to take a tremendous amount of effort that 

year, more so than in previous years.   

That being said, of course I planned for the future insofar as I did my necessary 

preparations for an essay or an exam.  Surrendering to the Now doesn’t necessarily mean 

that you don’t prepare yourself for the future that you know is coming.  If you know you 

have an exam, essay or presentation to make in two weeks time you can’t just do nothing 

and expect a positive outcome – hoping that the Buddha will come and save the day.  

When a future event is most inevitably certain such as an interview or exam, you must 

use your time in the Now wisely to prepare for it.  The difference I speak of when I say 

you don’t plan for the future is no one really knows everything that will happen to them 

in the future so creating a picture in your mind of how you expect the future to look like 

is futile and will necessarily lead to suffering at some point.  No one knows where the 

future will take them from one Now moment to the next so the best philosophy is to be 

completely open and flexible to change, offering no resistance to where life will take you 

next.  One day you might be secure in your personal, financial and professional life, the 

next you might be broke, single and jobless and it all depends on how you look at it, 

whether or not you rebound from such a change.  “Oh my god my life is over, or freedom 

is just another word for nothing left to lose so bring on the unknown, I’m free baby!” 



 Like I said, when you surrender in this way the true nature of reality will reveal 

itself before your very eyes because you aren’t just seeing what you want to see.  Ever 

notice how when you’re introduced to something new for the first time and you think to 

yourself, “Why haven’t I seen this before?” and then suddenly you start to see it popping 

up all over the place?  Or when you’re specifically looking for something like a type of 

vehicle you want to buy and then suddenly you start to notice that vehicle around every 

corner?  That’s because reality is self-perpetuating – you see what you want to see rather 

than what Is and we sabotage ourselves like this all the time like when we fear that 

someone won’t accept us for who we are and then our fear turns into neuroticism and we 

push that person away from us.  Our when we tell ourselves that we aren’t good at 

something because that’s just who we are and then guess what, we never truly attempt to 

become good at it – we never put in the effort required to become good at it.  No one is 

born a master of any craft regardless of what we’ve been told about child prodigies.  

Even Mozart practiced countless hours to be able to compose the music that he did at 

such a young age.  He may have had an affinity for it, but no doubt that is because he 

never doubted himself in the first place.  And the list of ways that our thinking mind 

prevents us from seeing true reality goes on and on.   We get trapped in a reality of 

conceptual thought because the outside world and our experiences tend to perpetuate our 

thinking, making us hold fast to a reality that is subjective and that’s why in our post-

modern world no one believes in objectivity.  And yet, a world that is free from the 

distortion of the mind must exist because the universe does not revolve around us – we 

are merely one tiny fragment of it.  That’s why the spiritual journey requires a complete 

overhaul of all our conditioned ways of thinking, because true reality is never what we 



expect it to be.  So next time something is happening in your immediate environment that 

you feared would happen, stop resisting it by thinking of ways to prevent it next time.  

Instead allow it to happen without any resistance and just observe everything in your 

interior world of the body and mind and the exterior world of your environment without 

any preconceived notions of what is causing what.  You don’t know anything anymore, 

but are a curious scientist in the lab of life. 

  

 So Surrender is the main technique that the Guiyang school of Zen utilizes for 

direct realization into the true nature of ourselves and reality, but it is also popular for 

another tool that it uses to help aid a practitioner along in his or her quest and that is the 

10 Ox-Herding Pictures, which are supposed to represent the stages of a Zen practice.  I 

will go over the Ten pictures here in class and try to put them into context so that one 

might have a better idea where they may happen to be or what they truly mean, but it is 

important to know here that these pictures are not supposed to be interpreted black and 

white.  They are merely one practitioners symbolic understanding of certain key moments 

along the path of realization after he was able to look back with the advantage of 

hindsight.  Everyone’s journey will take different turns in the road, making it look a little 

different and not only that, but to call the whole process a series of stages is a bit 

misleading because that tends to create the illusion of solid boundaries between stages 

when really the motion is a lot more fluid.  A person might have seen glimpses of the 

fifth stage, but still be wrestling with aspects of the second, third and fourth stage and so 

it almost becomes unhelpful to try and figure out where you are along the way.  Usually 



it’s not until you can look back on the entire process with hindsight that these symbolic 

stages tend make clear sense. 

 The first stage is searching for the bull – a metaphor for Truth, meaning, purpose, 

Buddha Nature, God, Allah, etc.  “In the pasture of the world, I endlessly push aside the 

tall grasses in search of the bull.  Following unnamed rivers, lost upon the 

interpenetrating paths of distant mountains.  My strength failing and my vitality 

exhausted, I cannot find the bull.  I only hear the locusts chirping through the forest at 

night.”  This stage is ultimately the stage we are all born into whether we know it or not 

and even it occurs on a spectrum of blissful ignorance and naiveté to intense searching 

due to existential crisis.  Usually the circumstances surrounding the individual have to get 

to existential crisis mode before we graduate from this stage to the next, which seems 

almost counterintuitive.  It is true that a religious person who has been devout his or her 

entire life, may never actually get beyond this stage if he or she has never experienced 

moments that made them question their beliefs.  This type of person might actually be 

quite spiritually immature in spite of how holy he or she claims to be.  The universe 

doesn’t care how many passages of the Bible or Buddhist Sutras you can recite.  Looks 

can be deceiving.  Those people who sit up at the front row in Church every Sunday are 

no more loved by God then the heroine junky on the street corner and may actually be 

less self-aware.  In fact, the closer someone is to breaking free of this stage the more 

confused and lost they may seem.  “Lost upon the interpenetrating paths of distant 

mountains.”  Those mountains are the many different religions all claiming to have the 

Truth and we are confused which path to take.  We become tired and weak and are on the 



verge of giving up all hope and control – a little something called Surrender – and then 

BAM! We see the bull’s tracks… 

 Discovering the footprints of the bull can be really exciting.  Finally we have 

found a practice or a path with meaning that works for us and we know this because of 

the way it makes us feel and the silent wisdom it offers for all of our uncertainties.  No 

one is trying to force anything onto us here, but there is a quiet confidence and even 

blissfulness that we are on the right track because we see its effects everywhere.  

Suddenly the world begins to look a lot more vibrant and alive giving it new dimensions 

that we hadn’t seen in such a long time, since we were probably kids.  The dull grey 

effect that becoming an adult has produced is beginning to give way to vibrant colour and 

youthful vitality.  “Along the riverbank under the trees, I discover footprints.  Even under 

the fragrant grass I see his prints.  Deep in the remote mountains they are found.  These 

traces can no more be hidden than one’s nose, looking heavenward.”   

 And then we perceive the bull, we get a glimpse of God so to speak, but its not 

what one thinks.  It happens in a moment when we least suspect it.  We are out walking 

the dogs, planting a garden, raking the leaves, or driving down a country road and then 

suddenly we are overwhelmed with the vibrant beauty of the moment.  A gust of wind 

blows through the tree-tops and we stop what we are doing and just appreciate the 

moment for what it Is – beautifully alive and connected.  We are no longer separate from 

what we are seeing, but feel an overwhelming connection to everything that is going on 

around us.  It is silent, yet full of sound. It is still, yet full of life and movement and we 

know that no camera or memory can ever completely capture this moment again.  “I hear 

the song of the nightingale.  The sun is warm, the wind is mild, willows are green along 



the shore.  Here no bull can hide! What artist can draw that massive head, those majestic 

horns?”  It’s important to know that this is not an uncommon experience at all.  It 

happened to us all the time when we were kids or when we took that trip to the 

mountains.  The difference is that now it happens for no apparent reason at all and we 

feel that it’s because of our newfound perspective on life. 

 So then we try to catch the bull – make God succumb to our will.  We try to 

manufacture those moments as often as possible, with the mistaken belief that we can 

abide in one of those states forever.  We think that being in one of those states is the 

objective of the spiritual practice and this is where many people get stuck – they become 

a spiritual junky, ever seeking the next spiritual high like this to feel like they have 

accomplished something.  They go chasing retreats around the world, paying for all the 

big teachers who come within 1000 kms, or they move off into the mountains.  They go 

adventure seeking like skydiving or rock-climbing, or deprive themselves of food and 

sleep with the hopes that they can finally abide in one of these states forever.  Sounds a 

lot like a drug addict without the drugs to me.  “I seize him with a terrific struggle.  His 

great will and power are inexhaustible.  He charges to the high plateau far above the 

cloud mists or in an impenetrable ravine he stands.  I have abandoned the whip and 

ropes.”  At the end of this passage the author says that finally we abandon the whip and 

ropes and I have interpreted that to mean that after all this struggling to try and 

manufacture these experiences, in the order for the practitioner to move onto the next 

stage he or she has to once again surrender and admit that this wasn’t the way.   

 However, generally speaking, the invitation to surrender control is short lived as 

immediately in the next stage we pick up the whip and ropes again to try and tame the 



bull, but this time we have a different understanding of the bull and the whips and ropes 

are more symbolic of disciplined practice, rather then trying to manipulate your 

environment.  The different understanding of the bull is now much more interconnected 

with ourselves.  We now realize that those awe-inspiring moments we had experienced in 

the past were not somehow independent of our own perception at the time so we embark 

on the process of disciplining our mind so as to be able to experience those moments 

more often.  Here, the only thing that has changed is our perspective so that instead of 

manipulating our exterior environment to manufacture these experiences we begin the 

process of sorting out our interior environment so as to be able to have more of these 

experiences.  “The whip and ropes are necessary, else he might stray off down some 

dusty roads.  Being well-trained, he becomes naturally gentle.  Then, unfettered, he obeys 

his master.”  At the end of the passage we are told that after a while of disciplining the 

mind it will become more and more gentle until finally we can let go of the whip and 

ropes all together and the bull will still listen to us. 

 At this point there is really nothing left to do except see where the road takes you.  

You still don’t have any deep realizations about the nature of the universe, but you have 

more awareness of your thoughts and more ability to use your mind as a tool rather than 

have it use you all the time.  You can focus it like a laser beam onto any project you are 

working on and not have it wander all over the place distracting your with it’s workings 

and most importantly, this ability to be in the moment more often brings a deep and 

penetrating joy into your life and everyone’s around you.  You can’t help but spread joy 

everywhere you go because no matter what you are doing, you are doing it fully and not 

wandering off to the recesses of your mind, which likes to cause you suffering so that you 



can be identified with it.  “Mounting the bull, slowly I return homeward.  The voice of 

my flute intones through the evening.  Measuring the hand-beats, the pulsating harmony, 

I direct the endless rhythm.  Whoever hears this melody will join me.”  The trap to watch 

out for here is to think that we are the ones that are directing this endless rhythm, but that 

realization comes later. 

 Finally, after a time, we feel like we have reached our destination because we 

haven’t encountered any glitches in the road in such a long time.  We feel like we have 

accomplished complete mastery over the mind and are now in control of our destiny.  We 

have figured it out and are free at long last – nothing can disturb our peace.  We don’t 

realize it yet, but there is still a gateless gate to pass through, which will happen if and 

only if we heed the author’s final words.  “Astride the Bull, I reach home. I am serene 

and the bull too can rest.  The dawn has come.  In blissful repose, within my thatched 

dwelling.  I have abandoned the whip and ropes.”  Here, the desire to control reality 

simply melts away so the whips and ropes become useless. 

 Then all of the sudden it occurs – the Truth that our minds had prevented us from 

seeing our whole lives becomes obvious.  There is No-Thing that is real.  Everything is 

impermanent accept for this No-Thing that you can’t touch, can’t look at and can’t know 

anything about.  All you know is it is real and you are it, because it is what experiences 

everything in the first place.  Everything that you can imagine from your thoughts to your 

feelings to your cat or car and everything in between can become an object of observation 

for this One subjective knower that you can’t know anything about.  So either there are 

just objects in a world with no subjects or all objects are just manifestations of the One 

subject.  No matter how you word it, it’s not something that you can think about in order 



to get it.  You have to let your mind collapse, emptying it to the point where it’s not a 

thought, but a reality, which you see.  “Whip, rope, person and bull – all merge in No- 

Thing. This heaven is so vast, no message can stain it.  How may a snowflake exist in a 

raging fire?  Here are the footprints of the ancestors.  I have abandoned the whip and 

ropes.” 

Then comes the logical consequence of such a realization – if there is No-Thing 

then there is No-Self as well.  There never has been and never will be.  The self we once 

took ourselves to be is completely empty of any intrinsic value.  There is just One life and 

you are a part of it – you always have been and always will be.  And this realization 

transcends to all human beings.  There are no individual beings with individual agency – 

there is just life going through an infinite number of interactions with itself in an attempt 

to know who and what it is.  No amount of perceived evil or chaos in the world can 

prevent this Truth from being so, because it was just our minds way of labelling reality 

with inherently empty concepts like good and evil that prevented us from seeing this in 

the first place.  We have returned to our source and bask in its glory every moment of 

every day.  Here there is nowhere to go and nothing to do – no one to save either.  There 

is just the flow of life like a peaceful mountain stream gently gurgling beside a stand of 

trees and the wind kicking up butterflies and blowing around pollen, while birds frolic in 

the fields and squirrels gather nuts for the winter.  Everything is as it Is and couldn’t be 

any other way.  “Too many steps have been taken returning to the root and the source. 

Better to have been blind and deaf from the beginning!  Dwelling in one’s true abode, 

unconcerned with and without – the river flows tranquilly on and the flowers are red.  I 



have abandoned the whip and ropes.”  Again we are invited and reminded that we have to 

remain vigilant about abandoning control. 

And finally, even though its nice to be absolutely no one at all and there is a part 

of you that just wants to abide in this Nirvana without responsibility forever, there comes 

a time when you have to come down from your mountain and share with those around 

you the joy you have found, otherwise it will not be yours forever.  It’s not yours to keep 

and just like the mantra of an AA meeting, “We could only keep what we found by 

giving it away,” so it is with awakening too.  So you enter the world of hustle and bustle 

and relationships and politics, but you do so with grace and ease this time.  The mud that 

friends and enemies sling at each other no longer sticks to your clothes and you are ever 

curious about the present moment.  Life is a beautiful mystery that you learn more about 

as you go so you’re always having fun no matter what the circumstance - even if it 

appears like you aren’t, because even during those moments there is no one to feel sorry 

for.  You are empty space that words travel through and never attach to – you go 

wherever the wind takes you and never resist a single moment in time.  “Barefoot and 

naked of breast, I mingle with the people of the world.  My cloths are ragged and dust-

laden, I am ever blissful. I use no magic to extend my life; now, before me, the dead trees 

become alive.  I have abandoned the whip and ropes.”  Once again, we remind ourselves 

to never again buy into the temptation of control.  Surrender becomes our sole mantra. 

 


