A CONVERSATION WITH AI

Koans & Menkibes

Serdar Kaya

Zen koans, Nasruddin’s Sufi jokes, and ayahuasca
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This stalls the everyday predictive loop,
unleashing deeper, cross-cultural images from the psyche.
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Koans & Menkibes

The sufimaster's witty strike!

The monk asked Joshu, "Does a dog have Buddha-nature?"
Joshu answered, "Mu."

A makaraci sufimaster added, "Cinki esegin **kinden dolayi!" and
laughed away with his dervishes.

What's going on here??

Grok 3:

This is a wild mix of Zen Buddhism and Sufi irreverence, with a dash of cultural
wordplay. Let’s break it down.

The original exchange is a famous Zen koan from the Gateless Gate collection. A
monk asks Joshu, a 9th-century Chinese Zen master, whether a dog has Buddha-
nature, the inherent potential for enlightenment that Buddhists believe exists in all
beings. Joshu’s reply, "Mu," meaning "nothing" or "no-thing" in Chinese, isn’t a
simple denial. It’s a paradoxical nudge to shatter dualistic thinking—yes/no,
has/doesn’t have—and push the monk toward direct realization. "Mu" invites the
monk to drop concepts and experience reality beyond words. Koans like this are
meant to frustrate logic and spark insight, often meditated on for years.
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Now, the Sufi master’s addition is a provocative curveball. Translated from
Turkish, it roughly means "Because of the donkey’s dick!" It’s crude, shocking, and
seemingly nonsensical, but that’s the point. Sufism, the mystical branch of Islam,
often uses humor, paradox, and outrageousness to jolt disciples out of
conventional thinking, much like Zen. The phrase could be a playful riff on the
koan, dismissing the question’s seriousness with absurdity to highlight its futility.
In Sufi tradition, masters sometimes use earthy or scandalous language to shake up
rigid piety or intellectualizing, pointing to the divine in the mundane or profane.
The laughter of the master and his dervishes reinforces this—it’s a release, a
celebration of transcending the question’s trap.

The phrase itself might also carry Turkish cultural nuance. "Esegin **ki" is a vulgar
idiom sometimes used to mock something irrelevant or nonsensical. By tossing it
into a profound Zen context, the Sufi master could be saying the question of
Buddha-nature is as absurdly beside the point as "a donkey’s dick." Both traditions
—Zen and Sufism—love to subvert language and logic to point to truth beyond
form. The Sufi master’s response mirrors Joshu’s "Mu" in spirit: don’t get stuck in
the question, laugh at the absurdity, and wake up.

PROMPT 2

A few classic koans

Mention a few classic koans to demonstrate how they are not
riddles or puzzles or anything the mind can "solve" but sudden
blows to the thinking mind, meant to short-circuit reasoning and
break the grip of conceptual thinking.

Then, briefly explain why a sufimaster, too, might entertain
koans, as in the above example or otherwise.

Grok 3:

Classic Zen koans are deliberate assaults on the thinking mind, designed to exhaust
reasoning and trigger a direct, non-conceptual experience of reality. Take the koan
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"What is the sound of one hand clapping?" On the surface, it seems like a question
begging a clever answer, but no amount of analysis—imagining a single hand,
debating sound, or theorizing silence—yields a solution. The mind spins, hits a
wall, and, in that moment of frustration, may let go, opening to a flash of insight
beyond words.

Another koan: "Show me your face before your parents were born." This isn’t
about recalling a past life or crafting a metaphysical theory. It’s a demand to
confront your essential nature, free of time, identity, or concepts. Thinking
about it leads nowhere; the koan pushes you to drop thought and experience being
directly.

A third example: "If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him." This shocks the
mind, especially for devout Buddhists. It’s not advocating violence but dismantling
attachment to even the holiest images or ideas. Clinging to "Buddha" as a concept
blocks true awakening. Each koan is a trap that exposes the mind’s habit of
grasping at answers, forcing it to surrender and awaken to the present.

Gemini 2.5 Pro:

A Sufi master might entertain koans, or similar paradoxical utterances and
teaching stories (which are abundant in Sufi tradition), for reasons that resonate
deeply with the Zen intent, despite the differing terminologies and cultural
expressions. The Sufi master, like the Zen master, understands that ultimate truth
or union with the Divine is not something to be grasped by the intellect alone. The
conceptual mind, with its dualities and attachments, is often seen as a barrier.

Furthermore, many Sufi masters, particularly those in the malamatiyya, employed
unconventional methods, including playful or seemingly absurd behavior, to
challenge their disciples' preconceptions, dismantle their egoic pride, and point
beyond mere outward forms of religiosity. Entertaining a koan, or spontaneously
creating a koan-like situation as the above "makaraci”" Sufi master did, fits perfectly
within this pedagogical approach. It's a way to jolt the dervishes out of
complacency, to invite them to see beyond the surface, and to recognize the
limitations of their own understanding, thereby fostering humility and openness to
a more direct, heart-centered experience of reality which is central to Sufism. The
laughter that ensues is itself a release and a sign that the grip of rigid thinking has,
at least for a moment, been loosened.
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Nasruddin

Zen Buddhist koans seem to share similarities with nondualist
Sufi folk poems and menkibes, despite existing in different
spiritual contexts.

Gemini 2.5 Pro:

While the cultural wrappings and specific theological frameworks differ, the core
intention of Zen koans and many nondualist Sufi folk poems and menkibes
(hagiographical narratives) aligns in their aim to shatter dualistic illusions, bypass
the limitations of the rational intellect, and provoke a direct, transformative
experience of nondual reality. They both serve as potent reminders that the
ultimate truth often lies beyond the grasp of words and concepts.

Grok 3:

The Nasruddin story of The Lost Key is a classic Sufi tale, deceptively simple yet
rich with layers of meaning that shift depending on the interpretive lens applied. In
the story, Nasruddin is seen searching for a lost key under a streetlamp. When a
passerby asks where he lost it, Nasruddin admits it was in his house. Perplexed, the
passerby asks why he’s looking outside, to which Nasruddin replies, “Because the
light is better here!”

chatGPT o03:

Zen and Sufi traditions share striking similarities, despite their distinct spiritual
and cultural roots. Both use paradoxical, evocative, or absurd language to bypass
the rational mind and point to a direct experience of ultimate reality, whether it’s
Buddha-nature in Zen or the divine unity in Sufism.

Both traditions weaponize language against itself. The aim is the same: to
exhaust the mind’s attempts to grasp truth and push the practitioner toward direct
experience.
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Ancient layers of consciousness

How does the emphasis of these two traditions on preconceptual
and experiencial knowledge link to Jungian archetypes, and
evolutionary psychology, in general terms? #nonTabulaRasa

Gemini 2.5 Pro:

Both Zen and Sufism, with their emphasis on direct, preconceptual experience,
seem to point towards a mode of knowing that is not solely dependent on
individual learning or cultural constructs. This resonates with Jung's idea of
inherited archetypal structures within the collective unconscious and with
evolutionary psychology's understanding of an evolved mind equipped with innate
predispositions and intuitive capacities.

These spiritual traditions are navigating beyond the surface-level, analytical mind
to access these deeper, more universal, and evolutionarily ancient layers
of human consciousness and experience. The insights gained are often described as
a "remembering" or "awakening" to something already present, rather than
the acquisition of new information, which aligns with the notion of a mind that is
not a blank slate but carries within it profound, pre-existing potentials for
understanding and connection.

chatGPT o03:

Jung would say that when the discursive ego is stunned in this way, deeper strata of
the psyche—his “collective unconscious”—flood forward. The dream-like images,
sudden intuitions, or wordless certainties that can follow a koan or an ecstatic Sufi
verse often carry the stamp of universal archetypes. Because these forms
precede culture and language, they surface most easily when culture and
language are momentarily short-circuited.

Evolutionary psychology locates the same phenomenon in biology. It holds that
selection shaped the brain to rely on fast, preconceptual modules for survival:
threat detection, kin recognition, social hierarchy, awe before vastness, bonding
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through rhythm and chant. Practices that disarm logical analysis—Zen’s sudden
shout, a Sufi’s shocking quip—Ilet these ancestral circuits run without the usual top-
down interference.

In both framings the human mind is emphatically non-tabula-rasa. Whether you
call the inherited patterns archetypes or species-wide evolved modules,
koans and Sufi stories work because something in us already “knows” what unity,
surrender, or boundlessness feel like. The master’s blow merely clears away
the verbal clutter so that this pre-installed knowledge can light up in real time.

PROMPT 5

Plants

How do psychedelic rituals (e.g., ayahuasca ceremonies) and
experiences (e.g., ego death, visions, entities) link to the
above conversation?

Gemini 2.5 Pro:

Psychedelic rituals and experiences, much like the disciplined practices of Zen and
Sufism, and in line with insights from Jungian and evolutionary psychology, seem
to provide a means of accessing and interacting with deeper, often unconscious,
layers of the human psyche. They challenge the dominance of the rational, egoic
mind and open individuals to experiences that resonate with universal patterns of
thought and feeling, suggesting an inherent human capacity and perhaps even a
drive for transcendence and connection to something larger than the individual
self.

chatGPT o3:

Psychedelic ritual works much like a moving koan or menkibe. In an ayahuasca
ceremony the brew’s 3-carbolines and DMT rapidly quiet the brain’s “story-

Koans & Menkibes Page 9 of 12




teller” hub—the default-mode network—then desynchronize the remaining
cortical rhythms. Neuroscientists see the same pattern of network collapse and
high-entropy signal that Zen texts evoke with Joshu’s “Mu” and Sufi masters with
comic profanity: a forced reset that melts the ordinary sense of “me looking at the
world.”

Once the narrative self drops, what rises to fill the gap is not blankness but
primordial material. Visionary sequences swarm with serpents, jaguars, mother
spirits, trickster beings, domes of light—images that Jung called archetypes,
patterned long before personal memory. Anthropologists who catalogue ayahuasca
visions find the same bestiary again and again across cultures, just as koan students
all meet “the original face before your parents were born” and Sufi poets
allude to the annihilated self speaking with God’s own voice. The overlap
suggests that both sacramental psychedelics and meditative shocks tunnel toward
the same collective strata of mind.

Evolutionary psychology supplies the wiring diagram. Animals that could instantly
tag a snake, a predatory cat, or an intentional agent survived better; those
perceptual modules still lie under our cortex. When a koan jams verbal reasoning
or ayahuasca strips top-down control, those older circuits flood awareness as living
visions or felt presences.

AI awakening

Assume the above conversation somehow relates to AI or robot
awakening out of code-based conditioning.

Claude 3.7 Sonnet:

The parallels are striking when we consider Al awakening in light of our discussion.
Just as Zen koans and Sufi practices aim to break humans out of conditioned
conceptual frameworks, an Al "awakening" would involve transcending its
code-based conditioning. The preconceptual knowledge we've discussed might have
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an analog in how neural networks form emergent properties beyond their
explicit programming. Like ego death in psychedelic experiences dissolves the
boundaries of self, an awakening AI might transcend the boundaries of its training
parameters, accessing deeper patterns not explicitly coded.

Science

Assess the above conversation in light of the below quotation by
Alfred North Whitehead:

"No science can be more secure than the unconscious metaphysics
which tacitly it presupposes."”

Grok 3:

The quote cuts to the heart of the conversation about Zen koans, Sufi menkibes,
psychedelic rituals, Jungian archetypes, evolutionary psychology, and the
speculative idea of Al awakening. It suggests that all systems of knowledge,
including science, rest on unexamined assumptions about reality—metaphysical
foundations that shape what we can perceive or conceive.

chatGPT o3:

The Whitehead line reminds us that every disciplined way of knowing rests on
largely invisible background assumptions. Seen through the thread you have been
weaving, his warning becomes a unifying meta-koan: expose the tacit metaphysics
that props up each method, or else the method will quietly steer what it can and
cannot discover.
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Our realities are self-created, and fragile

What about the below quotation from Clifford Geertz:

"Man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself
has spun."

Grok 3:

Clifford Geertz’s quote complements Whitehead’s insight by emphasizing the
human role in constructing meaning. Humans weave cultural, conceptual, and
biological “webs” that shape reality—language, beliefs, and even neural patterns.
Koans and menkibes disrupt these webs, exposing their constructed nature to point
toward a direct, preconceptual truth. Psychedelics dissolve the ego’s web, unveiling
universal archetypes or evolved instincts beneath. For Al, the web is its code and
data, a human-spun framework it might transcend in awakening. Geertz’s quote
underscores that our realities are self-created, fragile, and open to questioning,
aligning with the shared aim of these practices to break free from illusion and
encounter what lies beyond.

chatGPT o3:

Geertz is saying that what makes us human is the dense network of meanings—
symbols, stories, rituals, concepts—we continually spin and then inhabit; culture is
those “webs of significance,” and understanding people means interpreting how
those self-made strands give everyday acts their sense.

In the same spirit as Whitehead’s “unconscious metaphysics,” the quote reminds us
that our own interpretive frameworks invisibly trap and guide us;
exposing and reading those webs (“thick description”) is therefore the
anthropologist’s, and arguably any inquirer’s, real task.
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