
Buddhism: Sound Beyond Sound
   by James Marshall Bank

I wish to share an awe with you this morning -- an awe 
whose roots are found in an early period of my life.

All those years ago, my friends and I entertained 
ourselves with such wonderful Far Eastern conundrums 
as, “You have heard the sound of two hands clapping, 
but what is the sound of one?”

This, for us, was the secret of the Orient, the heart 
of Buddhism.

Time went down in mirrors.
Non-sequiturs went out of fashion, and Buddhism 

returned to the classroom.
But somehow I found myself still pondering the more 

that was the less that went beyond our childhood games 
of rebellion and pointed toward an ongoing center in 
Buddhism.

And an awe of the soundless sound began to grow in 
me as it still does.

- o -

Over fi ve hundred years before the foundations of 
Christianity were laid, Siddhartha Gautama sat beneath 
the Bo Tree where he received, so the story goes, the 
enlightenment that won him the title Buddha, or “the 
enlightened one.”

In those seven days and nights and in the six more 
weeks of meditation that followed in that grove near 
the banks of the Neranjana, the Buddha experienced 
an awakening that was beyond speech, an understanding 
that cut through the sorrows of existence.

It was an indescribable experience, but though the 
experience could not be described, it could be pointed 
to.



And in his remaining forty-fi ve years of life, as he 
taught an ever-increasing band of disciples, the Buddha 
conveyed a message that tried to carry thought beyond 
thought. 

- o -

There was a more comprehensible level, of course. 
In his sermon at Benaras, the Buddha imparted the four 
truths of existence:

“This is the Noble Truth concerning sorrow,” he 
told the people.

“Birth is sorrow, age is sorrow . . . death is sorrow” 
-- all in the world is sorrow and suffering.

The second Noble Truth holds that all suffering 
stems from craving the pleasures of life.

Thirdly, the end to suffering can come only by 
ending craving.

And the fi nal Noble Truth reveals that the 
way to end craving lies in an Eightfold Path whose 
steps are Right Views, Right Resolve, Right Speech, 
Right Conduct, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right 
Mindfulness and Right Concentration. [Joseph 
Katagawa, “The Eightfold Path to Nirvana” in Great 
Religions of the World, Washington, D.C.: National 
Geographic, 1971, p. 94]

Here we have a philosophy of righteousness that 
can be more easily entered upon than the paradoxes we 
talked of earlier.

We need but accept the necessity of apathea, of 
fully subdued passion, of selfl essness.

We need but view this world as a vale of tears to 
be transcended, and the wisdom of Buddhism will strike 
our hearts, setting us to meditate upon the eightfold 
path that we must make our own. 



“Look around you,” Denise and John Carmody wrote, 
in this vein. 

See how many of [our] contemporaries rush like 
lemmings to the sea.

Some rush after money.
Others rush after pleasure.
A third group hustles to gain power.
From dawn to midnight, their brains teem with 

schemes, images of success, numbers adding up to 
bigger and bigger bank accounts.

Do they not seem feverish?
Is there not within them a fi re [that] wisdom 

would have to douse?

And how could wisdom go about dousing this fi re?
Could it not scoop up the old Buddhist verities, the 

millennial lessons in detachment?
‘If you want peace,’ Buddhist wisdom continues to 

say, ‘you must gain control over your senses and your 
mind, you must detach yourself from blandishments.

Not every image that fl oats before your mind is 
profi table.

Not every lissome limb or attractive scheme brings 
you good.

Indeed, few images, limbs, or schemes conduce to 
your peace and freedom.

[Indeed,] unless you have conquered your passions, 
most visitors to your soul will do you harm. [Carmody 
& Carmody, Ways to the Center, 2nd Edition, Belmont, 
CA: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1984, p. 106.]

We live our lives, and this is enough.
It becomes too much when we try to live the lives of 



others as well -- to bear their burdens with our own.
Jesus said, “Suffi cient to the day is the evil thereof,” 

meaning that we should think upon what’s happening 
now.

We might use the same language to say that 
“Suffi cient to each life are the experiences thereof,” 
meaning that we all experience those things that help us 
to understand the feelings of those about us, and this 
understanding is enough.

We ought not to try to take up the experiences of 
others along with our own, lest we be crushed by the 
added burden.

This, however, does not take away our concern for 
those that are about us.

All of us would keep experience in its proper place, 
however.

None of us wants to be overwhelmed.
It is incumbent upon us, in the face of what madness 

we may recognize in the world, to maintain our stability, 
lest by not doing so we contribute more to the confl icting 
tangle we confront through whatever countervailing 
madness we adopt.

We need right views, right resolve, right speech, 
right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right 
mindfulness and right concentration.

Though we may not have had the hook to catch our 
actions on before, our lives are a pursuit of the eightfold 
path.

- o -

But do we go along this path in an effort to achieve 
that enlightened extinction sought by the Buddhist -- 
that nothingness of Nirvana?



What is personality [the Maha-Prajna-Paramita-
Hridaya asks rhetorically.]

Is it an enduring entity? or is it made up of things 
that pass away?

Personality is made up of the fi ve grasping 
aggregates: form, sensation, perception, 
discrimination, consciousness, all of which are by 
nature empty of any self-substance . . . [and] all things 
having the nature of emptiness have no beginning and 
no ending.

They are neither faultless nor not faultless; they 
are neither perfect nor imperfect.

In the emptiness we should seek there is no form, 
no sensation, no perception, no discrimination, no 
consciousness.

There is no eye, no ear, no nose, no tongue, no 
sensitiveness to contact, no mind.

There is no sight, no sound, no smell, no taste, no 
touch, no mental process, no object, no knowledge, no 
ignorance.

There is no destruction of objects, there is no 
cessation of knowledge, no cessation of ignorance.

There is no Noble Four Fold Truth: no pain, no 
cause of pain, no cessation of pain, no Noble Path 
leading to the cessation of pain.

There is no decay and no death.
There is no knowledge of Nirvana, there is no 

obtaining of Nirvana, there is no not obtaining of 
Nirvana. [Quoted in A Buddhist Bible, Dwight Goddard, 
ed., Boston: Beacon Press, 1966, p. 85-86.]

Is this the eternal negative for which we search?
It may well be, for there is a greater positive that is 



implicit in the negativity.
- o -

In his book, Zen in the Art of Archery, Eugen Herrigel 
recounts his efforts at learning the art of archery as 
practiced by the Zen Buddhist masters of Japan.

Enrolled with one of these great masters, Herrigel 
quickly came to the realization that he would not be 
instructed in the Western style with which we are 
familiar.

He would be taught in a quite different fashion.
The master did the archery.
The disciples struggled to do the same along the 

paths that were theirs -- always in the presence of the 
masterly paradigm.

Herrigel suffered years of frustration because he 
was hell-bent on learning technique while his master 
insisted that the technique was secondary to the calm, 
the repose out of which the arrow shot.

To do as the master did meant a transcendence of 
self as much as it meant a hitting of the mark.

The mark could be hit by anyone.
But when the hitter was the hit, when the arrow 

loosed itself, and the looser, too, was loosed, when 
from a calm that went beyond the soul, the arrow was 
nocked, the bow stretched, the shot took fl ight, ran 
its trajectory, hit its mark -- all without none of it 
happening, all without any division, all as a thing out of 
time -- then only was archery the art.

- o -

It all may seem so unintelligible.
The great masters -- the adepts -- would not have 



tried to make it clear.
The sound of soundlessness would have been enough, 

too little, too much, whatever.
So it goes.

- o -

You have heard the sound of two hands clapping.

 Think of the sound of one. Amen.

I wish to share an awe with you – this and nothing 
more.


