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The Monkey’s Zen Companion 
 

Introduction 
The Monkey and the Way of Zen is not a book about Zen study but a collection of Zen-inspired life 
lessons. The wisdom within its pages is not bound by doctrine or formal philosophy; rather, each story 
holds a reflection of Zen wisdom. Some are rooted in traditional Zen teachings, while others offer 
fresh metaphors and interpretations that resonate with modern seekers. Yet, all of them invite the 
same shift in awareness: a movement away from the mind’s restless search for meaning and into the 
direct experience of life as it is—that life is not a puzzle to be solved but a dance to be embraced.  
 
As you read this guide, may you find echoes of your own journey in these pages. And may you, like 
the monkey, discover that the path is not about reaching something beyond yourself, but about 
remembering the lightness, the flow, and the innate freedom that has always been yours. 
 

Chapter 1: The Lens of Perception 
“When the mind is pure, joy follows like a shadow that never leaves.” — Buddha 
 
This story reflects Zen’s teaching that our perception of reality is shaped by the state of our mind. 
Like a pond disturbed by ripples, a restless or busy mind distorts what it sees, creating suffering where 
none inherently exists. In Zen, clarity does not come from changing the world but from quieting the 
mind. As the mirror reflects without distortion when still, so too does reality reveal itself when we let 
go of mental agitation and see without attachment or judgment. 
 

Chapter 2: The Veil of Separation 
“In the landscaped garden of the mind, the flowers of past and future never bloom. Only the flower of the present moment 
blossoms.” — Thich Nhat Hanh  
 
This story speaks to Zen’s teaching that separation is an illusion—everything is already interconnected. 
The mind creates boundaries—between self and other, struggle and ease—but these divisions exist 
only in perception. The Heart Sutra reminds us, “Form is emptiness, emptiness is form,” revealing 
that what seems separate is, in truth, part of the same reality. Zen invites us to see beyond artificial 
distinctions and experience life as a seamless whole—where nothing is truly apart, and everything is 
in constant relationship. 
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Chapter 3: Returning to the Self 
“If you cannot find the truth right where you are, where else do you expect to find it?” — Dōgen Zenji 
 
This story aligns with the Zen teaching that we don't need to become better—we need to remember 
who we already are. There's nothing to achieve, only layers of false beliefs to remove. Like a river that 
doesn't try to be water, our true self doesn't need to be created, fixed, or found—it has always been 
present beneath our conditioning and busy thoughts. Zen reminds us that authentic living comes not 
from endless self-improvement, but from recognizing the wholeness that has been present all along, 
beneath the noise of striving and doubt. 
 

Chapter 4: The Quiet Magic of Trust 
“The obstacle is the path.” — Zen Proverb 
 
This story mirrors Zen’s teaching on spontaneity and non-resistance (Wu Wei, 無為)*—the 
understanding that life flows best when we stop overthinking and allow what is already known to 
move through us. The monkey’s hesitation is not due to lack of ability, but the mind’s interference 
with what the body already knows. Like a river that does not stop to question its course or a bird that 
does not doubt the air beneath its wings, life unfolds effortlessly when we stop grasping for certainty. 
Zen reminds us that wisdom is not something to force—it arises naturally when we quiet the mind 
and allow our natural understanding to guide us. 
 
* See final page: "A Note About Wu Wei" 
 

Chapter 5: The Stories We Weave 
“If your mind is empty, it is always ready for anything; it is open to everything.” — Shunryu Suzuki 
 
This story reflects Zen’s teaching that thoughts are not reality, only passing interpretations shaped by 
conditioning. The mind weaves stories, assigning meaning to events that may have nothing to do with 
what is actually happening. Suffering arises not from life itself, but from the narratives we attach to it. 
Zen practice encourages mindfulness (Sati)—the ability to observe thoughts without becoming 
entangled in them. Freedom comes not from controlling thoughts, but from seeing them clearly, 
questioning their grip, and experiencing life as it is—before the mind divides and defines or labels it. 
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Chapter 6: Everything Echoes 
“What you are is what you have been, what you will be is what you do now.” — Buddha 
 
This story aligns with Zen’s teaching on interdependent arising (Engi, 縁起)—the understanding that 
our inner state shapes how we experience the world. Like a mirror that reflects whatever stands before 
it, life often echoes back the energy we bring to it. Zen sees karma not as reward or punishment, but 
as the natural unfolding of cause and effect. By shifting from unconscious reaction to intentional 
presence, we don’t just change ourselves—we change how the world appears to us. This is not about 
control or manipulation but about awakened awareness—the practice of seeing clearly and engaging 
with life from a place of presence. 
 

Chapter 7: The Joy of No Agenda 
“Before enlightenment, chop wood, carry water. After enlightenment, chop wood, carry water.” — Zen Proverb 
 
This story demonstrates the Zen’s principle of effortless action (Wu Wei, 無為)* and letting go of 
attachment to outcomes—the understanding that clarity and freedom arise when we stop grasping for 
results and fully engage with the present. Like a petal drifting naturally on the wind, we find our way 
not by rigid planning, but by moving with life as it unfolds. Struggle often comes not from reality 
itself, but from our insistence that things should be different. Zen teaches that true joy and 
effectiveness emerge when we act with full attention, then release our grip on the results—allowing 
life to unfold on its own terms. 
 
* See final page: "A Note About Wu Wei" 
 

Chapter 8: Relax Into Receiving 
“Open hands receive more than clenched fists.” — Zen saying 
 
This story embodies a core Zen teaching: freedom is not found in control, but in trusting life’s natural 
flow. The more we grasp, the more we struggle—yet when we release attachment, what we need often 
arrives effortlessly. Mujaku (無執, non-grasping) reminds us that abundance is not created through 
force but by opening to what is already present. Like water that fills empty spaces but bypasses those 
already full, life’s gifts come most easily to those who have made room to receive them. What we truly 
need is already here; we must only learn to let it in. 
 

  



 
 

The Monkey and The Way of Zen | Copyright Serena Choo 

4 

Chapter 9: The Body’s Quiet Wisdom 
“In Zen we have no gurus. We walk along with our arms around each other's shoulders.” — Taizan Maezumi Roshi 
 
This story reflects Zen’s emphasis on direct experience over intellectual thinking—that wisdom is not 
just a function of the mind but something known through direct experience. The monkey assumes 
that understanding comes through thinking, yet Zen reveals that the body itself is a source of insight. 
Shinshin Ichinyo (身心一如, “body and mind as one”) teaches that deep listening happens with our 
whole being, not just our thoughts. When we tune into sensations and instincts, we access a quieter, 
more intuitive intelligence. True understanding arises not from overanalyzing but from trusting what 
we already know in our bones. 
 

Chapter 10: Life Unfolding for You 
“When you realize nothing is lacking, the whole world belongs to you.” — Lao Tzu 
 
This story aligns with Zen’s teaching that the mind resists what it does not understand, mistaking 
guidance for obstacles. When we struggle against life’s challenges, we often fail to see where they 

might be leading us. Tathātā (如是, suchness) teaches that accepting “what is” opens us to unexpected 
or hidden possibilities. Zen reminds us that life unfolds not according to our demands, but in its own 
way and time. When we let go of control and judgment, we see that what once seemed like resistance 
was actually redirection. True awareness requires patience—we often resist experiences too quickly 
without allowing life to reveal its unfolding or meaning, and the gifts they carry. 
 

Chapter 11: The Art of Active Waiting 
“When walking, walk. When eating, eat.” — Zen Proverb 
 

This story shows Zen’s teaching on non-resistance and effortless action (Wu Wei, 無為)*—the 
understanding that true waiting is not passive but an active practice of trust and presence. Like a seed 
growing beneath the soil, progress is always happening, even when we cannot see it. Patience is not 
about forcing outcomes but allowing things to unfold in their own time. Zen reveals that when we 
stop anxiously waiting and fully engage with the present, what we seek often arises naturally. By letting 
go of rigid timelines, we create space for possibilities beyond what we could have planned. When we 
learn to wait actively—with awareness rather than anxiety—we participate in life's unfolding rather 
than merely enduring it. 
 
* See final page: "A Note About Wu Wei" 
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Chapter 12: The Spiral Path of Growth  
“No snowflake ever falls in the wrong place.” — Zen saying 
 
This story reflects Zen’s teaching that growth is not linear but a spiral—we return to familiar 
challenges, not as failures, but as opportunities to see with fresh awareness. What seems like repetition 
is actually refinement; each encounter deepens our understanding and insight. Zen reminds us that 
wisdom does not eliminate life’s challenges but transforms our relationship to them. Like a mountain 
path that winds around the peak, we may pass the same landmarks again and again, yet each time from 
a higher perspective. Progress is not about reaching a final state but about awakening to our true 
nature, little by little, through presence, gentle persistence, and honest self-reflection. 
 

Chapter 13: Responding, Not Reacting 
“The mind is everything. What you think you become.” — Buddha 
 
This story illustrates Zen’s teaching on mindfulness and emotional balance—the awareness that 
between stimulus and response, there is always a space. Reactivity is unconscious, but responding 
requires presence. Equanimity (heijōshin, 平常心) teaches us to meet emotions with steadiness rather 
than being swept away by them. Emotions themselves are not the problem; suffering arises when we 
react automatically, without awareness. Like a mountain unaffected by passing storms, we can learn to 
observe emotions as they come and go—choosing our response rather than being ruled by default 
habit. 
 

Chapter 14: The Hidden Gift of Synchronicity  
“When you are ready, the teacher appears.” — Zen saying 
 
This story embodies Zen’s teaching on awareness and the art of noticing—the understanding that life 
is always speaking to us—if we are quiet enough to listen and observe. Zen teaches that forcing a path 
often blinds us to the one already unfolding. When we let go of frantic searching and instead remain 
present, what we seek often arises naturally. Just as a boat moves most smoothly when it flows with 
the current, clarity, connection, and opportunity emerge when we align with life rather than struggle 
against it. True wisdom comes not from control but from trusting the rhythm of things and moving 
in harmony with them. 
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Chapter 15: Boredom: A Doorway to Insight  
“Sitting quietly, doing nothing, spring comes, and the grass grows by itself.” — Matsuo Basho 
 
This story reflects Zen’s teaching on silence and inner stillness. It shows how boredom is not an 
emptiness to escape but an opening to deeper awareness. Boredom and restlessness arises when we 
resist simply being present without distraction or entertainment. Zen practice invites us to sit with 
what is, allowing the mind’s agitation to settle on its own. Beneath our constant craving for stimulation 
lies a richer experience of life that becomes accessible when we stop running from quiet moments. 
Just as clear water appears when mud is left undisturbed, clarity emerges when we stop seeking 
constant stimulation. What seems like “nothing happening” is often an invitation to discover what has 
always been there beneath the noise. 
 

Chapter 16: The Wild Freedom of No Goals 
“The obstacle is the path.” — Zen Proverb 
 

This story mirrors Zen’s teaching on effortless action (Wu Wei, 無為)*—the understanding that life 
flows best when we stop forcing a direction and allow things to unfold naturally. While the mind clings 
to rigid plans, Zen reveals that mastery arises through alignment, not striving or struggle. Just as water 
effortlessly finds its way downhill, our true path emerges when we release the need to control every 
step—when we're fully present rather than fixated on the future. When we stop grasping for outcomes, 
we open ourselves to possibilities that striving would have overlooked—discovering the paradoxical 
Zen wisdom that real freedom comes not from force, but from fully engaging with life as it unfolds. 
 
* See final page: "A Note About Wu Wei" 
 

Chapter 17: The Flow of Having Enough 
“When we discover that the truth is already in us, we are all at once our original selves.” — Dōgen Zenji 
 
This story illustrates Zen’s teaching on trust and non-attachment—the recognition that our anxious 
minds often create an illusion of scarcity even when surrounded by abundance. Clinging to 
possessions, security, or certainty only fuels suffering, while trusting the present moment brings peace. 
Just as a river stays full by letting its water flow, we sustain abundance not by hoarding, but by giving 
and receiving freely. This embodies the Zen wisdom that true security isn't found in accumulating 
more, but in trusting that life provides what we need when we remain present and unattached to 
outcomes. 
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Chapter 18: The Paradox of Striving 
“The quieter you become, the more you can hear.” — Ram Dass 
 
This story captures Zen’s teaching on effortless action (Wu Wei, 無為)*—the paradox that the more 
we force balance, the more it escapes us. Like trying to grasp water, rigid control only creates 
resistance. True stability doesn’t come from holding on tightly but from moving with what is. Mastery 
arises not from overthinking but from trusting our natural rhythm—just as a surfer doesn’t fight the 
wave but rides it. This embodies the paradoxical Zen wisdom that often the path to achievement is 
through letting go of striving—finding the middle way between effort and surrender, where action 
becomes effortless and struggle transforms into flow. 
 
* See final page: "A Note About Wu Wei" 
 

Chapter 19: The Weightless Freedom of Letting Go 
“Let go or be dragged.” — Zen Proverb 
 
This story shows Zen’s core teaching that clinging creates suffering. We hold onto things—
possessions, relationships, identities, or beliefs—not because they still serve us, but because letting go 
feels uncertain. Yet, Zen reminds us that nothing is truly ours to keep in an impermanent world. The 
tighter we grip what we think we need, the heavier our burden becomes, while loosening our hold 
brings an unexpected sense of freedom. Like a bird that cannot take flight until it releases the branch, 
we only discover our ability to soar when we trust enough to let go. In surrender, we don’t lose—we 
lighten, open, and find freedom—moving with life instead of against it. 
 

Chapter 20: The Gentle Wisdom of Not Knowing 
“Not knowing is most intimate.” — Zen Master Dizang 
 
This story embodies Zen's teaching that uncertainty is not something to fear but to embrace. The 
mind constantly seeks certainty and control, mistaking it for safety, yet true wisdom often arises when 
we stop forcing answers and surrender to the unknown. Zen calls this “not knowing”—a state of 
openness that lets us meet life as it is, rather than through the filter of our expectations. Some truths, 
like stars that only appear in darkness, reveal themselves only when we stop trying to see them on our 
terms, when we let go of what we think we know. When we release the need to figure everything out, 
we make room for insight to emerge naturally. Life unfolds in its own rhythm, not by our demands—
and sometimes, the deepest clarity comes not from chasing answers, but from resting in the questions. 
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Chapter 21: The Space Between Stories 
“In the beginner's mind there are many possibilities, but in the expert's mind there are few.” — Shunryu Suzuki 
 
This story relays Zen’s teaching on the awareness that exists beyond the constant chatter of the mind. 
We get so caught up in our thoughts that we overlook the stillness that’s always there—waiting 
beneath the noise. This is at the heart of Zen meditation: not trying to stop thoughts, but seeing the 
open space in which they arise and pass. Like the silence between musical notes that gives a song its 
rhythm, or the blue sky untouched by passing clouds, our true nature remains steady beneath mental 
activity. Peace isn’t found by controlling or eliminating thoughts but by recognizing the stillness that 
holds them, without getting lost in the stories they tell. 
 

Chapter 22: The Boundless Lightness of Being 
“A flower falls, even though we love it; and a weed grows, even though we do not love it.” — Dogen Zenji 
 
This story reflects Zen’s embrace of playfulness alongside its dedication to awareness. Too often, we 
take life too seriously, missing the natural joy available in each moment. Zen masters have long used 
humor, spontaneity, and even absurdity to shake students out of rigid thinking, reminding them that 
wisdom isn’t found in forced effort, but in meeting life with lightness. The more we resist, the more 
we suffer—but when we move through experiences with lightness and openness, we find freedom. 
Like bamboo bending in the wind, strength comes not from rigid control but from openness and 
adaptability. True practice isn’t just about discipline; it’s about being willing to meet each moment 
with curiosity, humor, and the ability to be surprised. Life isn’t a test to pass—it’s a dance to enjoy. 
 

Chapter 23: The Stories We Weave (Revisited) 
“If you understand, things are just as they are. If you do not understand, things are just as they are.” — Zen saying 
 
This story illustrates Zen’s teaching that thoughts are not reality, but fleeting phenomena—like clouds 
drifting across the sky. The mind constantly constructs narratives, yet these interpretations are 
impermanent and often distort actual experience. Zen’s teaching on emptiness (shunyata, 空) reminds 
us that events themselves are neutral until we assign meaning to them. Like mistaking a rope for a 
snake in dim light, we suffer not from reality itself but from the stories we believe about it. Freedom 
comes not from controlling thoughts, but from seeing them for what they are—passing fabrications 
rather than absolute truth. 
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Chapter 24: The Power of Accepting What Is 
“The resistance to the unpleasant situation is the root of suffering.” — Buddha 
 
This story speaks to Zen’s teaching that suffering arises not from life’s difficulties itself, but from our 
resistance to them. The mind exhausts itself fighting what is, rather than moving with life as it unfolds. 
Zen’s principle of suchness (Tathātā, 如是) teaches that freedom comes not from controlling reality, 
but accepting things exactly as they are without judgment. Like water flowing around rocks instead of 
struggling against them, we find ease when we stop demanding that life be different and instead align 
with its natural movement. True peace is not found in changing circumstances, but in changing how 
we meet them. 
 

Chapter 25: Trusting the Timing 
“When the time is right, the bud blooms.” — Zen saying 
 
This story reflects Zen’s teaching on patience and the natural rhythm of life. The mind often tries to 
force outcomes on its own timeline, creating struggle where none is needed. Zen’s principle of 

effortless action (Wu Wei, 無為)* reminds us that everything ripens in its own time. Like a farmer 
who knows that pulling on a seedling won’t make it grow faster, we learn that trusting life’s rhythm 
brings more ease than resisting it. The shift is subtle but profound: instead of anxiously waiting for 
something to happen, we learn to wait with what is already emerging—moving with life rather than 
against it. 
 
* See final page: "A Note About Wu Wei" 
 

Chapter 26: Beyond Judgment and Duality 
“The perfect way is without difficulty, except that it avoids picking and choosing.” — Sengcan 
 
This story aligns with Zen’s teaching on non-duality (Fu-ni, 不二)—the understanding that life is not 
divided, only our minds make it so. We habitually label experiences as good or bad, wanted or 
unwanted, creating struggle by chasing one while resisting or rejecting the other. Yet, Zen reveals that 
opposites are interdependent—like two sides of the same coin; light exists because of dark, joy is 
known because of sorrow. When we drop rigid labels and meet life as it is, a deeper wholeness emerges. 
Like stepping back to see an entire painting rather than fixating on a single brushstroke, we begin to 
experience life fully—beyond the limits of judgment and division. 
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Chapter 27: Becoming Empty 
“Empty your cup, so that it may be filled.” — Zen proverb 
 
This story embodies Zen’s teaching on emptiness (Shunyata, 空) and the peace found in letting go. It 
is not about absence or lack, but openness and receptivity. The mind, like a full cup, cannot receive 
anything new when it is overflowing with opinions, expectations, and assumptions. Zen reminds us 
that true clarity arises not from accumulating more, but from letting go. Just as a bowl must be empty 
to be filled, we create space for wisdom only when we release our mental clutter. Peace is not 
something to attain—it is what remains when we stop grasping, allowing ourselves to be still, spacious, 
and open to the unfolding of each moment. 
 

Chapter 28: The Dance of Sovereignty 
“The mind is like a parachute. It works best when it's open.” — Zen saying 
 
This story shows Zen’s teaching on non-identification with thoughts and experiences. We often 
mistake our passing mental states for who we are, becoming trapped in reactions and resistance. But 
Zen reminds us that our true nature is like the sky—vast and unchanged, no matter how many clouds 
of thought or emotion drift through it. Freedom doesn’t come from controlling every aspect of life, 
but from discovering the part of us that remains steady amidst change. Like a tree bending with the 
wind rather than breaking against it, we find our strength in flexibility rather than rigidity. This is the 
essence of effortless action—where true sovereignty arises not from struggle or force, but from 
aligning with life’s natural flow, allowing things to be as they are, while remaining centered in our 
deeper awareness.   
 

----------- 
 

A Note About Wu Wei 
 
Throughout this guide, you’ll notice references to Wu Wei (無為)—a Taoist concept that echoes many 
Zen principles. Here’s a brief note on why it’s used in this context. 
 
Wu Wei is fundamentally a Taoist concept, coming from the Tao Te Ching. It literally means “non-
action” or “non-doing,” although it’s better understood as acting in harmony with life. It doesn’t mean 
inaction but acting without resistance, striving, or excessive effort—like water flowing around 
obstacles. 
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While Zen practices may reflect Wu Wei’s spontaneity and flow, Zen does not frame it as a distinct 
principle, but it expresses a similar understanding of effortless action through: 
 
• Mushin (無心, “no-mind”) – A state of flow where actions arise effortlessly, without attachment 

or overthinking. 
• Shikantaza (“just sitting”) – Sitting without striving, simply allowing experience to unfold. 
• Letting go of the self – Releasing the illusion of control and allowing things to be as they are. 
 
The integration makes sense historically, as Zen (Chan) Buddhism developed in China where it 
absorbed elements of Taoist philosophy. When Zen was transmitted to Japan, these concepts came 
along with it, though sometimes with subtle shifts in emphasis or interpretation. 
 
So while the term Wu Wei isn’t native to Zen, I use it here because it captures the shared spirit of 
non-resistance and flow that both traditions embody. 
 

 
Serena Choo  
 

   


