
The Dancing Monkey’s Zen Companion 
Teachings, Reflections, and Timeless Reminders 

 
Introduction 
The Dancing Monkey and Living The Way of Zen is not a book about Zen study, but a collection of 
Zen-inspired life lessons on falling down, getting up, and laughing somewhere in between. The 
teachings woven through its chapters are not bound by doctrine or formal philosophy. Rather, 
they are living lessons, some rooted in traditional Zen teachings, and others from learned 
experience, missteps, and gathered insights. What binds them is presence and awareness, and a 
gentle invitation to stop trying so hard to become and instead, to be. 
 
An earlier book in the Monkey’s journey, The Monkey and the Way of Zen, offered the first glimpse 
of stillness beneath the noise, and this book is where the Monkey walks with it, through joy and 
grief, confusion and clarity, solitude and community. These stories are less about “aha” moments 
and more about gentle shifts when you stop resisting, stop chasing perfection, and start allowing 
your full humanity to be part of the path. 
 
As you read this guide, may you find something meaningful and valuable for yourself. And like the 
Monkey, may you also find that peace and freedom were never something to achieve, but 
something that you already have within. 
 

Chapter 1: The Beckoning Unknown 
“In the beginner's mind there are many possibilities, but in the expert’s, there are few.” — Shunryu Suzuki 
 
This story embodies the Zen teaching that true growth begins when we step into the unknown. 
At its heart is the invitation to meet the present moment without hesitation. This chapter reflects 
the principle of beginner’s mind (shoshin, 初心). It reminds us that clarity is not the result of 
planning or analysis, but of stepping into life with openness and humility. Just as the forest does 
not need a map to grow, and only needs to respond to the sun, beginner’s mind carries no rigid 
ideas, no insistence on knowing what’s ahead. It is willing to be surprised. We don't need to see 
the entire path to take the next step. Life, like Zen, unfolds one moment at a time, and our task is 
not to control the outcome, but to meet what comes with simplicity and sincerity. Trusting the 
path, even when we feel unsure, is itself the first step into wisdom. 
 

Chapter 2: The Tug of Old Habits 
“Fall down seven times, stand up eight.” — Japanese Proverb 
 
This chapter reflects the Zen teaching that freedom is not found in never reacting, but in 
recognizing when we are caught, and returning. The Monkey’s run-in with old acquaintances 



reveals how deeply conditioned patterns can be reawakened by the simplest interactions. But when 
seen clearly, even our most ingrained patterns become teachers. So, Zen does not ask us to 
eliminate our reactions or perfect our behavior. Instead, it asks us to see; to meet them with 
awareness—the moment-to-moment noticing of what arises (nen, 念). The practice is not perfect 
calmness and composure, but the gentle art of returning, again and again, to awareness and self-
compassion. When we catch ourselves in the grip of an old trigger or habit and return, without 
judgment, we are not failing but practicing. 
 

Chapter 3: Nothing Broken to Fix 
“Each of you is perfect the way you are… and you can use a little improvement.” — Shunryu Suzuki 
 
This story touches the heart of Zen’s most compassionate insight that there is nothing inherently 
wrong with us, that our true nature is already whole, even when obscured (tathāgata-garbha, 如来

藏). Zen reminds us that striving to fix ourselves often strengthens the illusion that something is 
broken. The Monkey remembers that moment with the butterfly, when nothing needed to be done 
but presence offered. In that memory lies the gentle practice of just sitting (shikantaza, 只管打坐
), not to change or fix, but to allow what is to be seen, heard, and held without judgment. Not 
every feeling needs an answer. Not every knot must be untangled by force. When we stop trying 
to “be wise” and instead offer quiet presence, to ourselves or another, we embody the deepest 
Zen: meeting life as it is, without needing to make it better. 
 

Chapter 4: The Freedom of Authentic Joy 
“When the mind is free, joy follows like a shadow that never leaves.” — Buddha 
 
This chapter touches on the Zen understanding of spontaneous joy (zenjō, 禅定). This is happiness 
that arises not from striving but from dropping pretense. When the Dancing Monkey joins the 
wild dance of the troupe, he experiences what Zen calls “ordinary mind”—the natural state that 
emerges when we cease performing and let go of who we think we should be and simply be. In 
letting go of self-consciousness, we return to our true nature, the heart-mind in its most genuine 
state (kokoro, 心): open, fluid, and joyfully alive. It is the unfiltered aliveness that arises when we 
stop holding ourselves together. The Monkey learns that joy isn’t something to strive for, nor does 
it always appear calm or elegant. Sometimes, it’s sticky-furred, offbeat, and unexpectedly sacred. 
What matters isn’t how it looks, but how it lands in the body. Real joy isn’t about pretending to be 
happy, but the quiet liberation of not needing to pretend at all. 
 

Chapter 5: The Seduction of Shortcuts 
“The obstacle is the path.” — Zen Proverb 
 



This story embodies the Zen teaching that there are no shortcuts to wisdom. The fox's tempting 
offer reflects our desire to avoid difficulty, but the Monkey discovers what Zen has always 
taught—the journey itself is the destination; the way itself is the teacher. When he takes the 
shortcut and becomes lost in the mist, he experiences confusion (mayoi, 迷い), the necessary 
disorientation that precedes true understanding. In Zen, there is no replacement for lived 
experience. 
 

Chapter 6: The Heart of True Understanding 
“To know and not to do is not to know.” — Zen saying 
 
This story offers a humbling Zen reminder that clarity alone is not wisdom. The Monkey arrives 
in the village grounded, confident, and perceptive, but without empathy; his insight becomes a 
performance. In Zen, understanding is not simply about seeing through illusion; it is about 
embodying wisdom in a way that meets others where they are. True understanding doesn’t tower; 
it kneels. This is the heart of compassionate presence, which in Zen is expressed not through grand 
answers but through quiet observing without judgment (kansatsu, 観察). The Monkey’s mistake 
was not in what he saw, but in how he offered it. When we cling to insight as identity or treat it as 
something to hand out like a prize, we lose touch with the simplicity of connection. Zen teaches 
us that the deepest truths are often expressed not in words, but in kindness, simplicity, and the 
willingness to really see another. 
 

Chapter 7: The Trigger of Old Emotions 
“To be angry is to let others’ mistakes punish yourself.” — Master Huineng 
 
This story reveals a quiet but profound truth in Zen: our reactions are rarely about the present. 
When the Monkey is triggered by the baboon’s words, what rises is the echo of a deeper wound, 
long buried and never truly met. Zen does not seek to eliminate emotion but to illuminate its roots, 
and encourages us to see them as teachers. To pause, to feel fully, to understand without flinching. 
That is the essence of practice. This is the path of observing the heart (kan-shin, 観心). In the 
Monkey’s stillness by the stream, a deeper seeing emerges, through allowing and presence. The 
wound does not vanish. But it is no longer the one holding the map. This is how healing begins in 
Zen; not by fixing the past, but by fully witnessing it in the present. Emotions, when given space, 
become bridges to understanding. This is the heart of liberation: not in controlling emotion, but 
in meeting it without resistance, so its deeper truth can be heard. 
 

Chapter 8: The Freedom of Being One’s Self 
“The oak tree and the cypress grow side by side in the garden.” — Zen proverb 
 



At the heart of this chapter lies the Zen invitation to drop the ideal of self, to release the pressure 
of doing Zen and instead rest in the simplicity of being. It is a reminder that presence is not 
achieved through effortful performance or external calm, but through the unforced expression of 
our true nature. In traditional Zen, this echoes the principle of ziran (自然)—a Taoist term 
meaning naturalness or spontaneity. It describes a way of being that flows from within, uncontrived 
and uncorrected. It is not controlled stillness, but authentic unfolding. Zen does not ask you to 
become still; it asks you to become you—fully, with nothing held back and nothing added on. That 
is the freedom. 
 

Chapter 9: The Weight of Weariness 
“When you are tired, be tired. That is the true practice.” — Zen saying 
 
This story offers a tender Zen teaching that weariness is not a mistake, but a moment worthy of 
compassion. The Monkey’s heaviness does not come from failure, but the quiet, accumulated 
exhaustion of always trying to be “okay.” In Zen, the invitation is not to rise above our weariness 
or our struggle, but to sit with it. To notice it, to rest, and to be present within it. In a world that 
glorifies constant striving, even the spiritual kind, rest becomes a radical return to self. This is 
zanshin (残心), a lingering awareness, even in the aftermath of missed steps or emotional fatigue. 
The Monkey lashes out, not from cruelty, but from depletion. And still, the path offers him space. 
The old memory of the chipped teacup returns not as judgment, but as grace, as he remembers 
the Master’s message, “still holds.” Even what’s “broken” has worth, not by being fixed, but by 
being seen with love. 
 

Chapter 10: The Beauty of Surrender 
“Let go, or be dragged.” — Zen proverb 
 
This story points to the Zen principle of surrender—not as giving up but as profound acceptance. 
When the Monkey sits in the rain, soaked and lost, he experiences what Zen calls “letting go of 
the branch.” This is the willingness to fall into the unknown, releasing our grip on how things 
“should be” and meeting life as it is. True freedom arises when we stop struggling against what is 
and rest in the simplicity of direct experience, even if that experience is uncertain or uncomfortable. 
This kind of surrender isn’t passive; it’s awake, alert, and deeply alive. The Monkey’s peace comes 
not from resolving his doubt or discomfort, but from finally allowing it. This is the state of no 

gaining mind, of no expectation (mushotoku, 無所得). 
 

Chapter 11: The Freedom of Self-Acceptance 
“To be beautiful means to be yourself. You don't need to be accepted by others. You need to accept yourself.” — 
Thich Nhat Hanh 
 



This story reflects the quiet, liberating heart of Zen: that the path home is not about becoming 
someone new, but about returning with full presence to who you’ve always been. Self-acceptance 
in this context isn’t about liking every part of the self; it’s about no longer arguing with your own 
being. The Monkey’s clarity does not come from figuring things out or receiving external approval. 
Rather, it emerges when he simply stops resisting who he is and no longer fears being 
misunderstood. He’s aware that others may still see the past version of him and chooses anyway 
to meet them as he is now. When we let go of who we were, and the stories others still hold about 
us, we reclaim the quiet power to move freely, with presence, without apology. In Zen, this is not 
arrogance, but humility: the humility to be misunderstood, and still show up without needing to 
explain or correct the world’s perception. True freedom arises not from being seen clearly by 
others, but from seeing oneself clearly, and accepting what is. 
 

Chapter 12: Beyond the Echoes of Labels 
“When I am liberated in my own being, I discover that I do not have to become someone else to be free.”— Zen 
teaching 
 
This story reflects the Zen realization of no-self (anatta) and the release from identity attachment. 
Zen teaches that true freedom comes from not being bound by either our own fixed sense of who 
we are or others’ expectations of who we should be and/or how they see us. The practice is to 
meet each moment freshly, unencumbered by stories, roles, or reputations. Zen invites us to live 
without clinging to labels, imposed either by others or formed in our own minds. In doing so, we 
reclaim the freedom to simply be, to move in the world without armor or defence, and without 
needing external validation or needing to explain. This is the quiet power of showing up as yourself, 

even in the face of misunderstanding (nyo ze, 如是, or suchness). The Monkey doesn’t need to 
argue with how others see him. He holds space for who he’s become, even when others can’t yet 
see it. That, too, is the dance. 
 

Chapter 13: Releasing the Mirror of Old 
"When I look inside and see that I am nothing, that’s wisdom. When I look outside and see that I am everything, 
that’s love." — Nisargadatta Maharaj 
 
This story captures one of Zen’s quiet revelations: the journey is not about changing who we are 
but seeing clearly who we are not. The Monkey returns to the lake of his childhood, meeting it 
with new eyes. What once reflected his identity now becomes a mirror for awareness itself. This 
embodies the Zen teaching of seeing beyond self-image to recognize one’s true nature (kenshō, 見

性). Not the personality, the labels, or the roles shaped by others’ expectations, but the essence 
beyond them. Zen does not ask us to reject the world, only to see through its projections. The 
reflection, once mistaken for self, is now recognized as impermanent. When judgment, labels, and 
roles fall away, what remains is direct perception, a moment of pure awareness, free from mental 



overlays. This is the heart of Zen: to see things as they are, not as we think they are. And in that 
seeing, there is release.  
 

  



Chapter 14: The Blessing of Empty Hands 
“Only when you let go of everything can your hands be free to receive the whole world.” 
— Zen saying 
 
This chapter embodies the Zen practice of non-attachment. This is not denial, but deep freedom. 
To cling is to carry weight that no longer serves; to let go is not to lose, but to open space for 
what’s real. The Monkey’s grief over the stolen sapphire reflects the human impulse to reattach to 
what we once released, often because of guilt, memory, or unfinished story. Yet Zen gently 
reminds us: the treasure is not in the object—it is in the letting go, releasing with full awareness 
(hōjō, 放上). Zen does not shame us for reaching back. It simply invites us to notice when we’re 
grasping again, and to soften. The Monkey doesn’t just lose a physical object. He loses the illusion 
that he needed it to make amends, to validate his choices, or to be enough. His anguish is real, but 
through it, he finds something deeper than the sapphire ever offered: presence unburdened by 
symbolism or shame. 
 

Chapter 15: The Quiet Gift in Boundaries 
“You yourself, as much as anybody in the entire universe, deserve your love and affection.” — Buddha 
 
This chapter reflects the Zen teaching of presence without fragmentation, and the deep awareness 
that right action arises from inner stillness, not from people-pleasing or overextension. When we 
serve from emptiness, we fracture the very presence that makes true service possible. But when 
we honor our needs with gentleness and steadiness, we model the same wholeness we long to offer 
others. This practice in Zen is the recognition that honoring our own capacity serves everyone. To 
live Zen is not to disappear into usefulness, it is to live with awareness, to give without depletion. 
To say no is not to shut others out. It is to remain whole, so what we offer is real. It invites us into 
wholeness by honoring the moment exactly as it is, including ourselves within it.  
 

Chapter 16: The Harmony of Duality 
“No mud, no lotus.” — Thích Nhat Hạnh 
 
This story reflects a core Zen truth: peace is not found in the absence of contrast, but in the 
embrace of it. The Monkey’s time in Haru’s garden becomes a living metaphor for how easily we 
try to separate life into good and bad, joy and pain, bloom and thorn. Yet Zen reveals a deeper 
wisdom: they are not opposites. They are partners in the dance. This is nonduality. Zen does not 
ask us to favor softness over edge, or growth over mess. It invites us to see them as inseparable. 
To truly live is to meet life with open hands, knowing that wisdom does not arise from escape, but 
from presence within the full experience. The rose, thorn and all, becomes not a symbol of conflict, 
but of wholeness—what Zen calls “not one, not two”. True peace does not come from shielding 
ourselves from pain, but from allowing it to be part of the beauty.  
 



Chapter 17: The Freedom Beyond Needing to Know 
“Not knowing is most intimate.” — Zen Master Joshu 
 
This story reveals the Zen understanding that wisdom isn't found in having answers but in 
presence itself. The Monkey no longer feels compelled to offer insight, fix confusion, or perform 
clarity. He meets the younger seeker not with solutions, but with spaciousness, the willingness to 
rest in uncertainty rather than grasp at concepts. This is the quiet power of Zen, not to instruct, 

but to be. This is “no mind” (mushin, 無心). It is not the absence of thought, but the absence of 
clinging to it. The Monkey discovers that freedom comes not from accumulating wisdom but from 
the willingness to be empty of answers, trusting that presence leaves its own quiet imprint. And in 
that space, he becomes a true companion, offering a mirror of stillness.  
 

Chapter 18: The Joy of Presence 
“When walking, walk. When eating, eat.” — Zen Proverb 
 
This story highlights the Zen teaching of fully inhabiting each moment without analysis or 
judgment. When the Monkey immerses himself in the market festival without intellectualizing the 
experience, he practices complete absorption in the activity of the moment (ichigyo-zammai, 一

行三昧). Joy in Zen is not a peak experience to chase. It is a natural byproduct of being fully here; 
ordinary experiences contain extraordinary depth when approached with full presence. Whether 
sweeping the floor or sipping mango juice, the invitation is the same: be here fully. Let joy arise 
not through meaning, but through contact. And when we stop trying to make joy meaningful, we 
discover the quiet truth: being fully with what is, is meaning enough. 
 

Chapter 19: The Grace of Small Shifts 
“When you realize how perfect everything is, you will tilt your head back and laugh at the sky.” — Buddha 
 
This story reveals the Zen understanding of balance, which is not static perfection but continuous 
adjustment. It is a living, breathing relationship with change. In this chapter, the Monkey sees that 
grace is not in never faltering, but in how we relate to our faltering. It is a practice of continuous 
renewal rather than achieved perfection. Even the falling becomes part of the Way when it is met 
without self-judgment, returning again and again, to stillness, without drama, until the returning 
itself becomes the rhythm. That’s the real balance. 
 

Chapter 20: The Gift of Non-Action 
“Don't just do something, sit there!” — Zen saying  
 

This chapter reflects the principle of effortless action or non-doing (wu wei, 無為)*. It does not 
mean inaction, but rather, is the art of aligning with the natural flow of life, allowing things to 



unfold without unnecessary interference. It is not passivity or avoidance, but the deep wisdom of 
acting only when action is aligned and letting go when it’s not. It's a reminder to pause, reflect, and 
find clarity before acting, rather than being driven by restlessness or the constant need to intervene, 
to manage, to fix, often stems from the illusion of control. True presence doesn’t push, rescue, or 
rush. It responds with clarity, or not at all, and knows when stillness says more than words. Non-
action, in its purest form, is a deep trust in the intelligence of life itself. Just like a river shapes the 
land not by effort, but by flow, the Monkey discovers that wisdom lives not in striving but in the 
grace of simply being. 
 
* Wu wei (無為) is fundamentally a Taoist concept, coming from the Tao Te Ching. However, Zen (Chan) Buddhism 
developed in China where it absorbed elements of Taoist philosophy, and when Zen was transmitted to Japan, these 
concepts came along with it, though sometimes with subtle shifts in emphasis or interpretation.  So, although Zen 
does not frame wu wei as a distinct principle, it expresses a similar understanding of effortless action and the shared 
spirit of non-resistance and flow 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. 

 

Chapter 21: The Rhythm of Living the Way of Zen 
“Zen is not some kind of excitement, but concentration on our usual everyday routine.” — Shunryu Suzuki 
 
This story reveals the culmination of the Monkey's journey—the discovery that Zen is neither a 
formula to master nor a destination to reach, but the very rhythm of living itself. It is not separate 
from ordinary life, but a way of moving with it. In that rhythm, there is no final knowing. There is 
only this moment, and the sincerity with which we show up for it. It is being completely alive in 
the unknowing with presence, playfulness, and rhythm, where laughter, uncertainty, awkwardness, 
and grace, all belong. The Monkey discovers what the Master once hinted: peace isn’t found by 
figuring it all out—it’s found in the gentle, joyful letting go of needing to. The moment we let go 
of chasing, be it enlightenment, answers, or arrival, we begin to truly walk the path as a living, 
breathing dance.  
 
----------- 
 
May you too find the rhythm. 

 
Serena Choo  
 

   


