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The margin and the centre

The word “margin” means edge or border; edge or border of something, the white space

around text, for example.

It is the edge of a field that marks the limit of the cultivated part of the land or, on the
contrary, establishes a virgin margin. It used to be common between fields, in the form of
coppices or hedges, but then it gradually disappeared, sadly, for the sake of a bit of extra

profit.

Hedgerows were essential: they were the breeding grounds for animal life, where
pollination took place. In these days of water shortages, we're starting to reorganize them to
prevent rapid run-off. This place, left in peace, to itself, is part of the commons accessible
to everyone, where profit doesn’t count. It leaves space for the useless — at least that which
people see as having no benefit — where poetry takes its rightful place. It is this which

allows us to become intimate with the utility of the useless.

This margin is also one we leave in our minds; a window left open; an unclosed space; the

unfinished place where there is still much to learn, discover and be amazed by.
The filmmaker Jean-Luc Godard said, “It's the margin that holds a page together.”

The margin is just as important, if not more so, than what it frames. The further back in
time you go, the more important the margin, for example in books. There was a time when

friezes were drawn in these margins and illuminations set out.
The margins are also a space for reflection, a void that allows dreams to unfold.
It is also a place of silence where words begin and end.

Later, the term took on the abstract meaning of “an interval of time, of latitude available

between certain limits”.



In the same way, the practice of zazen and the search for the Way should not be limited to
the search for a goal, and certainly not to any presupposition whatsoever. On the contrary,

it is a blank page opening up, whose margins will always remain vast and free.

Some of you may be familiar with the metaphor of the ghost town in the Lotus Sutra. On
the path of the Way, which is the path of our lives, we can sometimes be tempted to stop
and suddenly feel as if we've reached our destination. Everything around us seems
wonderful and fulfilling. The temptation is great to put our bag down and finally enjoy the

results of our long quest. Why continue as everything here seems perfect.

But if we refuse to be misled and continue on our way, after walking for a while we turn
around to contemplate this wondrous town, and we see there's nothing there. It was a ghost

town, a mirage, another way of fooling ourselves.
There is always a great temptation to let ourselves be lulled by the mirages of our mind.

The relationship between the centre and the margin is fundamental. The margin is the place

for creation and exchange. It's also a side step, a central and distanced view.

Sometimes Master Deshimaru would tell us how the practice of zazen was ninety per cent

similar to other practices. But the remaining ten per cent was the most important.

What counts, what cannot be contravened, what is fundamental, is never on show. So, this
special relationship, which is like nothing else, is not shown and remains invisible in the

glare of daylight.
Baudelaire once said of modern art:

“It is the transitory, the fleeting, the contingent, half of art, whose other half is the eternal
and the immutable...”. The validity of this reflection is not confined to the field of art, of

course. This takes us back to the Zazen shin of Master Wanshi:
Water is transparent right to the bottom of the ocean; the fish swims there slowly.
The vast sky is boundless; the bird flies there freely.

The expression “it's marginal” is often used to describe something of minor importance or

minimal quantity. But nothing in life must be thrown away, everything is important.






