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Course Description 

“What is the sound of one hand clapping?” “What was your name before you were born?” 
Though this course might not give you the correct answer to such mysterious questions, it will 
explore the characters that ask them: Zen Buddhist masters, whose adventures are first recounted 
in documents over a thousand years old, but whose spiritual descendants remain teaching today. 
We will try to understand why these sages ask their students such strange questions, and how this 
fits into the larger context of East-Asian thought, history, and cultural influence. 

Our exploration will start with a discussion of the most famous Zen masters in China. Then, we 
will move on to consider the spread of Zen to Korea and Japan and then to the West. Rather than 
provide a mere historical overview of the development of Zen (a partial objective of this course), 
our focus will be on the Zen master as literary and performative figure: how does one embody a 
Zen master? How does a master exert authority on others? Why and how are these stories about 
Zen masters so mysterious and yet fascinating? Throughout, our discussion will be framed not 
only by recent scholarship on Zen Buddhist history but also by critical theory on (spiritual) 
power and authority. 

Intended Learning Outcomes1 

At the end of this course, you will have gained 

1. A deep, contextualized knowledge of East-Asian Zen Buddhism, a culture substantially 
different from those of the dominant groups in the United States, Canada, and Western 
Europe. 

2. The ability to use concepts and tools of inquiry from literary and religious studies to 
analyze issues related to East-Asian cultural experiences. 

3. The ability to reflect critically on your own cultural experience and the diverse cultural 
experience of others as well as on your understanding of your place in a world that is 
culturally complex and diverse, interdependent but divided. 

                                                
1 cf. St. Olaf’s Multicultural Studies-Global GE, http://wp.stolaf.edu/curriculum-
committee/files/2013/12/MCG.pdf 

Professor Ben Van Overmeire 
Office: Old Main 120C 
Office phone: 507-786-3087 
vanove1@stolaf.edu 
 
Class Time and Location:  
OM 30: 1-3pm 
 
Office hours:  
MTW 3-4 and by appointment 
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Evaluation 

1. Moodle Responses   25% 
On the evening before class (12am at the latest), you will be responsible to post a 300-
word reading response on Moodle ending in a question meant to provoke class 
discussion. Before every session, I will select the best questions. Part of your grade in this 
category will depend on how many of your responses and questions are selected over the 
quarter. In class, we will discuss what the elements of a “good” question are. Responses 
can be based both on how the readings enrich or apply to your life or how the readings 
help you understand the religious, cultural, and historical phenomenon that is “Zen 
Buddhism.” 

2. Participation:     25% 
Part of the grade will depend on whether you participate in class, and on the quality of 
your contributions. Quality does not mean quantity: you should not feel the need to speak 
every class or every second. Thoughtful responses and comments are the best, as they 
allow you to engage with the material more deeply. 

3. Performance:     10% 
In groups, students will perform a Zen dialogue of their choice from the course readings. 
Through this assignment, you will gain insight into the traditional ritual usage of these 
dialogues. 

4. Midterm    10% 
As you’ll notice very quickly, over time Zen Buddhists have developed a specialized 
vocabulary and a refined notion of lineage. It is important to understand both of these 
when talking about this religious school. The midterm will therefore quiz you on famous 
patriarchs and concepts as they appeared in the readings. This will be a multiple-choice 
exam. 

5. Field Trip report   5% 
During the second week of class, I will organize a trip to a nearby Zen Center where we 
will meditate and get a chance to talk to a living Zen master. Before this trip, we will 
generate questions based on what we’ve read. Then, you will write a two-page report on 
what you found.  

6. Blogging Assignment   10% 
At the beginning of the quarter, you will choose one contemporary Zen master from a 
list. You will then explore the work of this master, as well as secondary literature about 
this person. At the end of every week, you will write a blog post exploring how the 
critical perspectives introduced in the course influence your reading of these figures. 
Every week, you will also be responsible to substantially comment on at least 2 other 
blog posts by your colleagues. This assignment will allow you to apply what we’ve 
learned to a new topic, as well as see your thinking and writing in dialogue with that of 
others. 

7. Final Presentation   15% 
Based on the Zen master you’ve analyzed in the blog, the last week of class will feature 
10-minute presentations, where you summarize your findings on the Zen master you’ve 
worked on. 
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Accommodations 
 
I am committed to supporting the learning of all students in my class. If you have already 
registered with Student Accessibility Services (SAS) and have your letter of accommodations, 
please meet with me early in the course to discuss, plan, and implement your accommodations in 
the course. If you have or think you have a disability (learning, sensory, physical, chronic health, 
mental health or attentional), please contact Student Accessibility Services (SAS) at 507-786-
3288 or wp.stolaf.edu/asc/sas. 
 
Preferred Gender Pronoun 
 
This course affirms people of all gender expressions and gender identities. If you prefer to be 
called a different name than what is on the class roster, please let me know. Feel free to correct 
me on your preferred gender pronoun. If you have any questions or concerns, please do not 
hesitate to contact me. 

A good Moodle response… 
1. Focuses on analysis, but summarizes a little bit of the reading discussed 
2. Uses citations only where appropriate 
3. Welcomes outside sources or experiences to stimulate conversations 
4. Can reply to other people’s posts, but this is not obligatory 
5. Focuses on one particular aspect of the reading, rather than discussing it in broad and 

vague terms. 
6. Uses specialized language only when that language is talked about, or has been talked 

about, in the readings. Outside jargon must be explained. 
7. Shouldn’t be identical to a previous response.  

Course Materials 

Students will be required to consult the following 
books in hardcopy. All other readings will be 
available on Moodle, or are already available on 
online databases accessible via the library. 

• Addiss, Stephen, et al. (eds.). Zen 
Sourcebook: Traditional Documents from 
China, Korea, and Japan. Indianapolis: 
Hackett, 2008. 

• Kerouac, Jack. The Dharma Bums. 
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2006. 
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Schedule (numbers indicate weeks, letters individual sessions).  

Note: Course readings not included in the “material” section above will be uploaded online. 
Movies will always be shown during class time. 

1. CHAN AND ITS PATRIARCHS 
a. 01/03: What is Zen? 

i. E-reading: Jorgensen, John. “Chan School.” Encyclopedia of Buddhism. 
Ed. Robert E. Buswell. Vol. 1. New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 
2004. 130–137.  

ii. Addiss x-xxix. 
b. 01/04: What is mastery?  

i. E-reading: Nietzsche, Friedrich. “On Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral 
Sense.” The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism. New York: 
Norton, 2001. 870-883. 

ii. E-reading: Bourdieu, Pierre. “Distinction.” The Norton Anthology of 
Theory and Criticism. New York: Norton, 2001. 1806-1814. 

iii. E-reading: “McRae’s rules of Zen Studies.” In: McRae, John. Seeing 
Through Zen: Encounter, Transformation, and Genealogy in Chinese 
Chan Buddhism. Berkeley: UC Press, 2003. Accessible as an E-book via 
the library.  

c. 01/05: The First Patriarch: Bodhidharma 
i. E-reading: McRae, Chapters 1-2 

ii. Addiss 9-18. 
d. 01/06: The Creation of the Sixth Patriarch 

i. E-reading: McRae, Chapter 3. 
ii. Addiss 19-30. 

2. MEDITATING ON PATRIARCHY 
a. 01/09: “Classical Zen:” Encounters during the Tang Dynasty 

i. E-reading: McRae, Chapter 4. 
ii. Addiss 31-84 

b. 01/10: Zen and Gender during the Song Dynasty: Dahui Zonggao and Wuzhuo 
Miaozong 

i. E-reading: McRae, chapters 5-6. 
ii. Addiss, 85-132. 

c. 01/11: Zen and the Art of Performance 
i. Student performances of Zen dialogues 

ii. E-reading: Robert Sharf, “Ritual.” Donald Lopez (ed.). Critical Terms 
for the Study of Buddhism. 

d. 01/12: Zen Meditation in Theory 
i. E-reading: Sheng-yen. “Zen Meditation.” Kraft, Kenneth (ed.). Zen: 

Tradition and Transition. New York: Grove, 1988. 30-43. 
ii. E-reading: Kapleau, Philip. “The Private Encounter with the Master.” 

Kraft 44-69. 
e. 01/13: Zen Meditation in Practice 

i. Possibly: Field trip to Clouds in Water Zen Center (Saint Paul) 
3. ZEN MASTERS OF WAR? THE CASE OF JAPAN 
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a. 01/16: Punishment and Mastery in Perspective 
i. E-reading: Foucault, Michel. “Discipline and Punish.” The Norton 

Anthology of Theory and Criticism. New York: Norton, 2001. 1615-
1621; 1636-1666. 

ii. E-reading: Roger R. Jackson. “Upāya.” Encyclopedia of Buddhism. Ed. 
Robert Buswell. New York: Macmillan, 2003. 871-2. 

b. 01/17: Transmission to Japan: Dōgen 
i. Midterm Exam 

ii. Movie: Banmei Takahashi, Zen (2009) 
iii. E-reading: Yampolsky, Philip. “The Development of Japanese Zen.” 

Kraft 140-156. 
iv. Addiss 140-172. 

c. 01/18: The Samurai Patriarch: Takuan Sōho. 
i. E-reading: Takuan, Sōhō. Sword of Zen: Master Takuan and his 

Writings on Immovable Wisdom and the Sword Taie. Trans. Peter 
Haskel. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press. 1-50. E-book accessible 
via the library website. 

d. 01/19: Tokugawa Zen and the Revival of Linji: Hakuin Ekaku 
i. E-reading: Waddell, Norman (trans.) Wild Ivy: The Spiritual 

Autobiography of Zen Master Hakuin. Boston: Shambhala, 1999. 1-46. 
ii. Addiss 243-259 

e. 01/20: Zen Women and Patriarchy 
i. E-reading: Caplow, Florence and Susan Moon. The Hidden Lamp: 

Stories from Twenty-Five Centuries of Awakened Women. 17-75. 
ii. Addiss 61-72; 173-81. 

4. EAST-ASIAN ZEN MASTERS IN THE WEST 
a. 01/23: Master Between East and West: Daisetz Suzuki 

i. Movie: Goldberg, Michael. A Zen Life. DVD. 2008. 
ii. E-reading: Sharf, Robert. “The Zen of Japanese Nationalism.” History 

of Religions 33.1 (1993). 1-43. 
iii. Final Presentations 

b. 01/24: Kerouac and Beat Zen 
i. Kerouac 1-101 

ii. E-reading: Watts, Alan. “Beat Zen, Square Zen, and Zen.” Online at 
http://www.thezensite.com/ZenEssays/Miscellaneous/Beat_Zen_Square
_Zen.html 

iii. Final Presentations 
c. 01/25: Kerouac ctd. 

i. Kerouac 102-187 
ii. Final Presentations 

d. 01/26: Recent developments 
i. E-reading: Kraft. “Recent Developments in North American Zen.” 

Kraft 178-198. 
ii. E-reading: Colcutt, Martin. “Epilogue: Problems of Authority in 

Western Zen.” Kraft 199-208. 
iii. Final Presentations 
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e. 01/27: Course conclusion 
i. Movie: Fight Club. Dir. David Fincher. DVD, 1999. 


