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Kathy Petitte Novak

The 84th Problem
j e an e t t e pr inc e-c her ry
Once a farmer went to tell the Buddha about
his problems. He described his difficulties farming—how both droughts and monsoons complicated his work. He told the Buddha about his
wife—how even though he loved her, there were
certain things about her he wanted to change.
Likewise with his children—yes, he loved them,
but they weren’t turning out quite the way he
wanted. When he was finished, he asked how
the Buddha could help him with his troubles.
The Buddha said, ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t help
you.’
‘What do you mean ?’ railed the farmer.
‘You’re supposed to be a great teacher !’
The Buddha replied, ‘Sir, it’s like this. All human beings have eighty-three problems. It’s a
fact of life. Sure, a few problems may go away

now and then, but soon enough others will arise.
So we’ll always have eighty-three problems.’
The farmer responded indignantly, ‘Then
what’s the good of all your teaching ?’
The Buddha replied, ‘My teaching can’t help
with the eighty-three problems, but perhaps it
can help with the eighty-fourth problem.’
‘What’s that ?’ asked the farmer.
‘The eighty-fourth problem is that we don’t
want to have any problems.’
Life is hard. Life is unfair. The Buddha said
one of the three marks of existence, alongside
impermanence and no-self, is dukkha, dissatisfaction. The entirety of the Four Noble Truths
is devoted to realizing the fact of dukkha. My
guess is that most people don’t have to believe
the Buddha’s teachings to understand this truth.
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There’s certainly plenty of evidence of it in my gaged the person was with the work being done.
There was the ‘Hai !’ of mere compliance that
own life.
When I was a little girl, I’d come home from simply said, ‘Okay.’ There was the disheartened
school to moan and complain to my mother ‘Hai !’ of resignation when an undesirable task
about my day. She’d listen patiently and offer couldn’t be avoided. Occasionally I heard the
advice. And, if I still wasn’t satisfied, I’d rehash strongly reluctant ‘Hai !’ that really said, ‘Whatthe dreadful details to my Dad. In fact, I’d tell ever !’ Then there was the wholehearted ‘Hai ! of
complete accordance. Some
anyone willing to listen.
I can’t say I felt much bet- Nothing can menace your residents at the monastery
seemed to answer every comter after these conversations.
peace of mind if you
mand that way. Regardless of
Talking about my problems
become one with it.
whether the job was pleasant
did help untangle my feelor unpleasant, the straightings so I could more clearly
—Roshi
Philip
Kapleau,
forwardness of their actions
see what needed to be done
confirmed the sincerity of
next. But each time I reZen: Merging of East and West
their response. I found these
peated the story of my woes,
demonstrations of perfect
I relived it. The pain was reexperienced with every fresh telling. It was like agreement to be profoundly inspiring. They expoking myself with a needle, then poking myself pressed an inner freedom I desperately longed
again. Ouch !
to fully realize.
Sure, loved ones would hold my hand, asThe current buzzword for that kind of ensuring me everything was going to be all right. gagement is ‘acceptance.’ Merriam-Webster deSometimes that’s all I wanted. But their conso- scribes ‘acceptance’ in this context as ‘enduring
lations never solved my problems.
without protest or reaction’ and ‘receiving or
Unfortunately, chronic complaining didn’t taking (something offered).’ For me, acceptance
end when I was a child but persisted well into implies a side-by-side relationship with a readulthood. Painful grown-up experiences, how- ceiver separate from the thing being received or
ever, showed me that grumbling about my trou- endured. This dualistic perspective isn’t what I
bles—attempting to unload them onto others— picked up in the most inspiring responses at the
didn’t make them go away, nor could anyone fix monastery. The point of view I sensed was much
more spacious than that ; it wasn’t side-by-side,
them for me.
Even after more than twenty years of devoted but all-inclusive, with no gaps between receiver
Zen practice, my knee-jerk reaction is still to and received. Indeed, simple ‘acceptance’ doesn’t
struggle against the unfavorable circumstances quite capture what was going on there. Perhaps
a better term for that kind of seamlessness is
of life. But I’m not alone in this habit.
In the spring of 2015, when I did a six-week ‘Oneness.’
According to the Blue Cliff Record koan case
period of training at a Zen Buddhist monastery in Japan, we were expected to bark a spir- 43 :
ited ‘Hai !’ (meaning ‘Yes !’ in Japanese) when
A monk asked Tozan, ‘When cold and heat
directed to do something, then to immediately
come, how can we avoid them ?’
scurry off to perform the task. I noticed, howTozan said, ‘Why don’t you go where there
ever, that ‘Hai !’ meant different things at differis no cold or heat ?’ The monk said, ‘Where
ent times for different people. No mind reading
is the place where there is no cold or heat ?’
was necessary. The underlying sentiment was
Tozan said, ‘When cold, let the cold kill
clearly communicated by the tone with which
you ; when hot, let the heat kill you.’
the word was voiced and by how thoroughly en-
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‘A monk asked Tozan, “When cold and heat
come, how can we avoid them ?”’ This monk
could have been asking about actual cold and
heat. He could have been echoing the Buddha’s
questions about old age, sickness, and death.
‘Tozan said, “Why don’t you go where there is
no cold or heat ?” The monk said, “Where is the
place where there is no cold or heat ?”’ Where is
there no discomfort, anxiety, or fear ? No hunger, poverty, or discrimination ? Where are there
no eighty-three problems ? ‘Tozan said, “When
cold, let the cold kill you ; when hot, let the heat
kill you.”’ I imagine the monk scratching his
bald head wondering, ‘How do I do that ?’
When I am entangled in my thoughts about
something—whether the circumstances are favorable or unfavorable—there’s a ‘me’ here and a
‘thing’ out there. In favorable conditions, I draw
the thing close to me, wrapping my arms and
legs tightly around it. With unfavorable conditions, I push the thing away to create as much
distance as possible between myself and this unwanted ‘other.’
Master Hakuin’s Chant in Praise of Zazen
warns about this habit, saying ‘The cause of our
sorrow is ego delusion.’ Believing there really is
a distinct, individual ‘me’ is the root of separation. And wherever there’s separation, there’s
pain. Life will be hard. Life will be unfair. The
eighty-fourth problem will arise.
Roshi Philip Kapleau said in Zen : Merging of
East and West, ‘Nothing can menace your peace
of mind if you become one with it.’ These simple words point directly to the source of distress
while revealing the path to freedom—no holding back, no gaps, ‘not-two.’
For me, the first symptom of ‘two-ness’ is
tension, stress. Separation is acutely uncomfortable. As the gap grows wider, the whining
and grumbling commence, bringing with it all
the other ways I cleave to my thoughts about a
situation. With time and repetition, this mental
hand-wringing effectively works to sustain the
separation I’ve created in my mind.
So how to heal the rift ? How do I ‘let the cold
kill “me”’ ?

Bodhin-roshi often repeats one of the sayings used in Outward Bound, an intervention
program for struggling teens and young adults :
‘When you can’t get out of it, get into it !’ I don’t
think the attitude promoted here is to be a
doormat surrendering to whatever happens. If a
change can be made that avoids difficulty, then
I do it. But that isn’t always the case ; I’m not
always able to get my way. In those instances, I
can choose to moan and groan and make myself
miserable, or I can ‘get into it’ and adapt.
Before becoming a popular term in today’s
body-mind lexicon, mindfulness, or ‘getting into
it,’ was encouraged by the Theravada nun, Ayya
Khema (1923-1997), in her book Be An Island.
She wrote :
The greatest support we can have is mindfulness, which means being totally present in each moment. If the mind remains
centered, it cannot make up stories about
the injustice of the world or one’s friends,
or about one’s desires or sorrows. All these
stories could fill many volumes, but when
we are mindful such verbalizations stop.
Being mindful means being fully absorbed
in the moment, leaving no room for anything else. We are filled with the momentary happening, whatever it is--standing or
sitting or lying down, feeling pleasure or
pain—and we maintain a nonjudgmental
awareness, a ‘just knowing.’
Like those spiritual models at the monastery,
I want to engage every situation in my life,
whether adverse or favorable, with the ‘Hai !’ of
complete accordance. A meticulous practice of
zazen, which includes both the spaciousness of
awareness and the steady, laser-like precision of
concentration, recovers the inner freedom that
makes perfect harmony possible.
The simple act of remaining relaxed, yet alert,
and anchored in the present generates its own
momentum sustaining the natural unity of body
and mind. This is especially true on retreat.
Even outside of retreat, day after day and hour
upon hour of being ‘not-two’ makes ‘two-ness’ a
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terribly uncomfortable state. The stress separation produces becomes so palpable it feels like
warnings of a danger impossible to ignore. That
familiar sensation of dis-ease forces me to let go
of the stranglehold on my thoughts in order to
find relief. Then I’m free to seamlessly respond
to what’s present without being held back by
my never-ending list of personal desires—thus
without complaint.

When I’m fully absorbed in the moment, I
stop giving rise to the eighty-fourth problem
and can approach the other eighty-three more
productively.
Jeanette Prince-Cherry has been a member of
the Rochester Zen Center since 1996. She lives in
Louisville, Kentucky.

What is It?
anony mo us
Ever since I was young, I remember having a
gnawing question about the nature of life and
my place in it. From time to time I felt as if
I were trying to remember something I forgot,
and I felt the answer was just around the corner.
But not only was the answer around the corner,
the question was also. I knew that somehow I
had built the corner, but hadn’t the faintest idea
of how to dismantle it. What is it ? Sometimes
I would feel as if I was on the brink of solving
it, yet I didn’t even know what I was trying to
solve. This quest led me down many paths before I found myself in my first zendo.
All the paths prior, whether spiritual or mundane, felt as if something was missing. I never
quite knew what is was, but I felt as if I were
gathering puzzle pieces. I have always been
drawn to paradox and have many times felt that
within paradox lies some form of truth. So, my
first time sitting in a zendo felt ‘right as rain,’ to
use a quote from the film The Matrix.
I soon learned how to sit correctly and began
practicing following the breath. I attended my
first seven-day sesshin and poured every ounce
of my energy into it. The physical pain for me
was at times almost unbearable, and the only
escape was to pour everything into the breath.
I also found that the pain goes away and spa-
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ciousness ensues. I came to trust the practice to
bring me to the other side of whatever it was
that presented itself.
During my second-seven day sesshin, my
practice was still to follow the breath. I had
been following this practice for about two years
at this point. My daily practice had much to
be desired, but I had developed complete faith
and trust in this path. The great doubt that had
been with me since I was young would surface
strongly when I would pour myself deeply into
the breath. Dokusan was strange for me. Because my practice was following the breath, it
never seemed appropriate to say anything ; many
times I would sit across from Roshi and just
breathe. Little insights would start to surface
and I would share those. Good, deeper, keep
going … the bell would ring me out.
After my first painful seven-day sesshin I expected the next one to be the same, but as is
usually the case, I was mistaken. The pain held
off until day four, just when makyo was starting to intensify. I found myself stuck in between
pain and makyo. If I let up on my concentration
on the breath, the pain intensified ; if instead I
increased my concentration, the makyo became
intense to the point of distraction. I would find
my entire body sore, tense, and I would sweat

Danne Eriksson

even when I knew the room was cold. My goal
was not enlightenment (whatever I thought that
was), nor release from pain, but only to apply every second of my concentration on the breath. If
I could still hear … I was still separate. If I could
see … I was still separate. If I felt pain … I was
still separate. I found myself for many rounds
in complete darkness even though my eyes were
open. My body would at times drop away and
I felt my heart begin to open like it never has
before. In this state the doubt would begin to
arise again, like a splinter that I could not locate.
By the night of day six my head felt like it
was going to explode and I had this tightness
in my neck that would not go away. Because it
was the last night of Rohatsu sesshin, we were
all invited to sit an extra two rounds in the zendo. At this point my concentration felt so intense that I thought it may be possible to do
permanent damage to my mind, body, or both.

I thought briefly that I had yet to hear of any
negative long-term consequences of meditation,
and right then I decided to hold nothing back.
If I were to die or lose my mind during this sesshin, so be it. I kept reminding myself that this
may be the last sesshin I ever get to before I die.
How am I to know what strange twist of fate
the future may bring, but there I was on the mat
with less than 24 hours left. What else is there to
do but push forward. I was back with the breath,
so close my attention and breath were almost
one.
By the end of the second additional round
I found myself reaching a place where I felt
as if my mind had split in two. I felt as if I
reached some basement, where the only thing
that played was ‘Bohemian Rhapsody,’ over, and
over, and over. I had absolutely no control over
this incessant song. I thought : so this is what it
is like to go crazy. Some fear rose up in me, and
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I decided : what else can I do but go to sleep and
see what happens in the morning. I went to bed,
cut off from the part of my mind that continued
to play that song, which my attention had no
access to.
The morning next I awoke and the song was
still there, but had subsided in its intensity. Back
to the breath ! I can’t recall when this thought
occurred to me but some time that morning I
realized that all this time I had been placing my
mind on my breath. Now I thought : I should
place my breath on my mind ! But when I went
to look for such a simple thing, I could not find
it. My god, where was my mind ! I thought :
something has been paying attention to the
breath all this time, what is it ? It didn’t occur
to me until later that this was the question I
had forgotten. Every ounce of energy was now
poured into this question. The bell rang and
it was time for morning dokusan. By the time
the bell rang for me to go into dokusan something started to shift. I remember sitting on the
mat and everything was so absolutely beautiful
that all I could do was cry. Everything was my
mind. What else was there but this ! I knew at
that moment I needed a teacher. With my heart
full of indescribable gratitude, I asked Roshi to
become my teacher. I said very little else. And
when I left dokusan, this experience of being not
two continued to open.
Everything was so absolutely precious : the
towel in the bathroom, the dust, the water.
There was no safe place to spit. Everything was
sacred. When it was time for breakfast there was
beautiful food but no desire for it. It was me !
How could I desire something that I am ? After
breakfast I didn’t have a formal chore and didn’t
know what to do with myself. My thoughts
were the sound of the birds, the blowing of the
trees, and the gurgling of the stream. How absolutely simple it all was. My thoughts of enlightenment before this experience were so deluded
that I would have been better off never to have
allowed the idea to cross my mind. What else is
there to do when you have everything ? There is
nothing left but to help others. So I sat through
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the work period, dedicating my merit to those
who are still stuck in separateness.
This state of mind lasted two days. When I
was at the airport, I felt that if someone were
to try and steal my wallet or luggage, I would
freely give it to them. There was no attachment.
I had a desire to help all beings experience this
state before they die. I began calling my nonBuddhist friends. I realized very quickly that
they heard what they have always heard, and
my experience was not going to transform their
lives in any way. I needed to help them with the
everyday problems they were struggling with at
the moment. They were inspired by my commitment to meditate for seven days, but anything else needed to be their experience, not
mine. This is the poem that came to me during
this two-day period following sesshin :
Returning the mind
To its original source
Gold and mud have equal value
Before the mind was in its proper place
Looking in is looking out,
After the mind and body are reconciled
Looking out is looking in.
There are six billion different minds
But only one body—
How can this be so ?
Of course my life has changed, but in many
ways it is the same as it was before. The biggest
difference is I no longer suffer on a personal level. What became clear is what the teaching from
the very beginning has emphasized: this path
leads to freedom from the illusion of ego, which
is at the root of all suffering. I need this practice
more now than I did before. Now my practice
is alive. Every step, every word, every thought
is an opportunity to practice. We never know
when our last breath will be. The wind knows
perhaps, but our fragile ears are filled with ideas,
unable to listen. When we trust the practice, it
can empty us of all we thought we held dear.
Leaving behind only that which can never be
taken. It can be trusted with the deepest part of

our existence. But we have to surrender completely, especially when we think we can’t go any
further, for we are then only halfway there.
After this experience I knew I needed to get
confirmation from Roshi to verify that this truly
was an experience of seeing into the emptiness
of self versus a prolonged makyo. I waited a period of time, mainly because it really changed my
entire perspective on my life. Paradoxically, it’s
been one of the most difficult changes I’ve had
to adapt to, mainly because I spent so much of
my life believing the way I perceived the world
was the only way it could be experienced. My
relationships, life goals, concepts, beliefs, hobbies, etc. were all subject to question from this
new perspective. I found myself practicing with
a new sense of rigor and finally was able to get
to the mat on a daily basis. I also found that it
was only the beginning of practice for me. Having the good fortune to begin working through
the subsequent koans with a qualified teacher
has helped me to see the places I am still stuck.
There are many times that I have resisted and
thought it would be easier to just skip working
on all these koans, but I have come to realize
that it is part of the training that helps me to
adapt to the changes that have occurred and
continue to occur as a result of continued daily
practice. Every day is a new beginning, and until
every last being has awakened from the illusion
of separateness, I am not fully awake myself. I
only have to trust in the process and let go of
my desire to get somewhere/experience something. Then, from a place of utter stillness in
movement, this vast Buddha body goes about its
myriad changes, just as this same body remains
perfectly silent and still, astounded at the beauty
and wonder of it all.

L00000T-----Y
9             9
9             9
hope less
9             9
no longer hope for cure
9             9
no longer hope for death
9             9
instead, writhing in the middle way
9             9
9             9
the lotus, whose promise is not yet doomed,
9             9
is mired in the muck and gloom
9             9
neither compost nor a bloom
9             9
Y              c
oh, to be that glowing disc
=             =
that hopes not to arise each day
=             =
nor longs to fade from earthen gaze
=             =
round and round and round it goes
=             =
hopes and fears it never shows
=             =
=             =
—jonathan hager
=             =
=             =
=             =
=             =
<00000m-----<

Gassho.
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David Merulla

Impermanence
r ebec c a g il bert
It has been six years since I sat zazen with commitment. For the previous ten years, my Zen
practice was the cornerstone of my spiritual life
and the source of deep healing and inspiration.
I practiced at home, attended dokusan almost
weekly, and went to sesshin several times a year.
The goal of enlightenment seemed lofty and irrelevant to me, but I was deeply interested in
transformation. I wanted to see through the suffering of my mind’s wild wanderings. I wanted
to be able to embrace the ups and downs in
my daily life and yearly cycles with grace and
without resistance. I wanted wisdom and com-
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passion. I wanted to transform my life from a
grasping flurry of ‘meaning-seeking’ into something more grounded, calm, and centered.
I remember one sesshin where I experienced
a painful, hopeful longing for something miraculous and extraordinary to happen that would
give me the reassurance that I was on ‘the right
track’ and that all my effort would give me something so powerful and compelling that I would
never look back at the suffering in my past. In
that moment, with abiding faith, I kept my koan
in my heart—my breath steady—and learned to
trust this practice would fulfill my deep longing

for self-acceptance. Very gradually, through sit- grounding I need to restore my confidence, wisting zazen and the support of the Sangha and dom, and mental flexibility to be a better mothRoshi, I learned to let go of a multitude of ob- er. It just struck me how easy it would be if my
structive thoughts and mental constructs about zafu were set up that way—I could sit for even
myself and others. Little by little, my heart a few minutes in the morning before the boys
opened and softened. It wasn’t a flash of insight, woke up. This reunion with zazen has been just
it was a methodical steadyas transformative as any sesing of my mind, and then … Everyday life fits the absolute shin I ever attended, and the
I let it go.
restart was almost as sudden
as
a
box
and
its
lid.
What interrupted my
as the aforementioned ending. What has changed ? Evoutward commitment to
The absolute and relative
this transformative work ?
erything. And yet, my motiwork together like two
Marriage, giving birth to
vation is still the same. I am
two beautiful boys, facing arrows meeting in mid-air. drawn to my zafu cushion
my husband’s near-death
to remind me of my innate
—The
Harmony
of
Relative
stroke, caring for my mothgrace, wisdom, and compaser-in-law in our home until
sion. In this new chapter, I
and Absolute
her death, and continuing to
am not questioning whether
work full-time throughout.
my wisdom and compassion
As I look back, my leaving Zen practice was are there, I am revisiting the calm, the stillness,
quite literally a cold-turkey ending. The simple the soothing presence of my breath. My practice
daily effort of just making it through each day has shown me the powerful lesson of patiently
completely consumed every ounce of energy I and steadily attending the simple passing of
had. Although I wasn’t sitting zazen, I am ab- moments. And further, how to completely trust
solutely sure that I would not have survived that the only thing I can really count on is that
these past six years without the clarity I found ‘everything will pass.’
in my body/mind through my earlier Zen pracWhen I began this spiritual journey, I was
tice. And, though I didn’t sit zazen, Mu was my looking for personal healing. Now, with my huscompanion the entire six years.
band and children, I turn to practice to be the
I am happy to say that I have resumed my best wife and mother I can be. Patient, steadhome sitting practice. This past summer, I had fast, and full of faith that each moment is perfect
been struggling with being patient with my chil- just the way it is. Whatever it holds, it will pass.
dren. As my boys grow, I find myself flounder- I am so deeply grateful for the gift of Buddha,
ing as I try to stay in tune with their emotional Dharma, and Sangha and my practice because
and developmental needs. Vacationing this past the moments just keep coming and coming unAugust, we visited an old Zen Center friend who til, one day, they won’t. So, for now, I breathe
also has a family. While touring her new home, and bow, breathe and bow, breathe and bow.
I noticed her zafu set up right next to her bed. I
can’t explain it, but just seeing this zafu sitting Rebecca Gilbert is Principal Flutist for the Rochthere, I had the most palpable feeling of longing ester Philharmonic Orchestra and has been a Zen
and clarity. My zazen practice will give me the practitioner, on and off, since 2000.
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Leslie Mentel

Becoming the Wind
r os h i b odhin kjol hede
If your mind is not clouded with unnecessary divorce or health crisis, a layoff or a death in the
family ? It would be like a swim coach being left
things, no season is too much for you.
		
—Mumonkan verse, Case 19 in the dark about a team member’s injury.
Not that a teacher could do anything to ‘fix’
‘How’s it been going ?’ These may not be the the student’s problem ; only she herself can
opening words a student would expect to hear address the particular circumstances that are
from her teacher in dokusan. But if it’s her stressing her. But anyone practicing Zen knows
first dokusan in a long while, I’m keen to know that stress is determined by the mind at least as
whether she has been buffeted in her life by any much as by the circumstances, and the teacher
circumstances that could affect her practice.
has a lot of experience with the mind that he
Teachers are not mind readers. We may sense can offer.
something ‘off ’ with the student—a shadow in
Not long ago a student came to dokusan, and
his energy field, a brow newly furrowed with after being seated said, ‘My practice should be
worry, any kind of off-centeredness—without the koan Mu, but lately it’s been thoughts about
knowing any specifics, especially with an out-of- my probable layoff.’ I assured him that while factown student. We would then rely on the stu- ing the loss of a job without any other prospect,
dent to bring us up to date. What teacher would anyone but a Buddha (possibly) would have to
not want to hear about a student’s impending contend with vexatious thoughts both on and
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off the mat. Loss (or imminent loss) is bound to
unsettle the mind.
Adverse circumstances plainly take a toll on
the sitting mode of our practice when they place
new demands on our time. When it falls to us
to care for a sick parent or sibling or spouse or
child, something has to give, and sitting may appear to be the most dispensable component of
our daily life—one of those items on our agenda
that are ‘important but not urgent.’ But sitting
is never more important than when we’re struggling with pressures.
In the sitting itself we get a break—in the
words of the poet Shelly, ‘a smooth spot of
glassy quiet amidst those battling tides.’ Far
more important, though, are the changes we notice after getting up from our sitting. If we’ve
made sitting part of the fabric of our daily life,
then when the winds of change do kick up, we’ll
be a bit better at maintaining our balance. To
students who’ve described the miseries of, say, a
death in the family or a divorce, I’ve sometimes
said, ‘No matter how bad it is, it would be worse
if you weren’t sitting every day.’
How does drawing our limbs together to sit
every day relieve suffering from loss and other
adversity ? By allowing our thoughts to settle,
for starters. A death or serious illness, a layoff
or rupture in a partnership is bound to take an
emotional toll on us, but if we can refrain from
dwelling on the misfortune, our suffering will
be less. Thoughts bind us to our pain. Most
thoughts revolve around the self, so that when
thoughts thin out, so does the self-drama.
In old Buddhist texts we’re warned of the
‘eight winds’ that are most likely to destabilize
the mind :
Gain and loss
Fame and disrepute

Praise and censure
Pleasure and displeasure

Any of these eight is a test of one’s emotional
equilibrium, and the four that we wish for—
gain, praise, fame, and pleasure—can knock us
off balance as much as their dreaded opposites.
Under the category of ‘gain,’ falling in love
is more likely to throw us off-center than just
about anything except winning the lottery. The

thrill of a budding romance is not just mental
but physical. Research into the physiological
changes that occur in the early stages of love
show a rise in adrenaline that generates excitement, a sense of expansiveness, and—well, who
doesn’t know that feeling ? You don’t have to be
young for Cupid’s arrow to send you reeling.
When I see or hear or otherwise learn that one
of my students is sweet on someone (whether or
not the feeling is mutual), my delight for their
happiness is mixed with concern for their practice. Now their attention to practice—watching
the mind—will have to compete with thoughts,
images, and fantasies of their partner. The intensity of this new interest of theirs will vary
with the particular people involved and their
circumstances and life experiences, but it will
surely be something of a preoccupation for a
while. C’est l’amour.
If the relationship endures it will evolve.
Exhilaration is transitory and will give way to
a more grounded relationship with roots to it.
Then we can regain the traction in our practice that was lost in the thrall of romance. Even
more, two people truly committed to each other
can find their practice reaching a depth unknown to them while they were still individually sowing their oats. Honen, a celibate master
in the Japanese Pure Land school, recognized
this when he advised his disciple Shinran, ‘If in
order to carry on your spiritual practice best you
need to marry, then marry. If you don’t need to
marry to do that, don’t marry.’
The truth is, most intimate relationships do
unravel, if not before the wedding then later,
in divorce. The emotional fallout that follows
can be destabilizing enough to derail one’s sitting practice. But as awful as the pain involved
in such break-ups can be, it can also be a catalyst for a heightened engagement with practice.
So it is that news of the disintegration of a student’s relationship can leave me with feelings as
divided as I had had upon learning of the new
relationship. How so ? Because the student, in
his or her loss, may now turn to the breath or
koan with a greater sense of need. What was
recently ardor toward a person can be directed
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fully back to the practice. Although in one sense have the great wind turbine of the 21st cen‘the practice’ encompasses the very relationship tury—social media. Those who use Facebook,
itself, in a stricter sense it means accessing the Twitter, and other such platforms have to conrealm of mind that is beyond self and other. tend with the whips and scorns, the flattery and
Employing concentration and mindfulness, puffery, of vast numbers of strangers who in
we enter no-mind, uniting with that which is their anonymity have nothing to lose by venting
beyond the personal, beyond relationships and their opinions with abandon. By trafficking in
their formation and disintegration—beyond the social media, we expose ourselves to what can
transitory. A case in point : the Center member be a severe test of one’s equanimity—and one’s
who, many years ago, entered sesshin aching af- practice. But though our composure, both on
ter his longtime girlfriend who had just broken and off the mat, can be threatened by the crashup with him. Sitting in the zendo in anguish ing waves of social media, Zen practice is a tool
now, he poured himself
we always have in hand to
into his koan—and broke Most changes are beyond our quiet those waves.
through it.
As if the eight winds
control,
and
so
we
have
to
In our job, too, the wheel
were not enough to concultivate the ability to roll
of fortune and misfortune
tend with in this life of endcan throw off unexpected
less flux, there are plenty of
with change—to become
consequences in our pracother changes that affect
the
change
itself.
tice. A layoff, as bruising
daily practice. To hear that
as it may be, can free up
a student is going back to
time for sitting that we’d always been wishing (or starting) school can be promising news, but
for, and by using it that way we may be able to I’ve learned that she is not going to find much
better maintain emotional equilibrium while free time for sitting while in school. Likewise, it
still unemployed. Even more, our employment is an encouraging sign when a student commits
hiatus, buoyed by more daily sitting, can reveal a to a serious regimen of yoga or fitness training,
fresh, new perspective that brings our life direc- because daily body work is indisputably good
tion more fully into alignment with our deeper for both body and mind, and can complement
values.
meditation practice. But there are only so many
On the other hand, a sought-after promotion hours of the day, and sitting time can get shoved
may offer a boost in self-esteem as much as in- aside in one’s focus on physical fitness. Roshi
come, but possibly at a cost in time no longer Kapleau, a lifelong practitioner of hatha yoga,
available for sitting. ‘Be careful what you wish used to warn, ‘If you’re doing an hour of yoga
for,’ we say, as a warning of the unforeseen con- a day and fifteen minutes of zazen, then really
sequences coiled within the supposedly good your practice is yoga with a little Zen thrown in.’
fortune we all crave. The 16th-century Chinese Dietary preoccupations, too, can siphon off time
Zen master Zibo Zhenke quoted a saying of his and energy for zazen. A healthful, balanced diet
day : ‘Adverse situations are a spear in your face. brings obvious benefits, but when it becomes
Favorable situations are an arrow in the back of obsessive, Zen practice will suffer.
your head.’ He explained, ‘The spear in your face
Another aspect of self-development that is
is easy to dodge,’ whereas ‘the arrow in the back commendable but bound to affect Zen practice
of your head is hard to defend against.’
is psychotherapy. Psychotherapy at the right
As universally challenging to our peace of time with the right person can snip emotional
mind as the eight winds have always been, with fetters that have kept us in thrall to the self.
respect to four of them, praise  
/ censure and But while we’re in the course of psychotherapy
fame  /disrepute, the ancients may have had it we can expect to have our sitting and moving
easier than we do. That’s because they didn’t practice invaded more than ever by thoughts
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of ‘I,’ ‘me,’ and ‘my.’ It’s like a home remodeling
project—halfway through the work, everything
is a mess. After doing a stint of psychotherapy
myself, I saw it as having been a valuable investment ; temporarily you pay a price in the quality
of your sitting, but afterward you’re rewarded
with greater self-awareness and thus a brighter
and cleaner mental space in which to function,
with fewer impediments to practice.
Change, arguably, is the preeminent challenge in life. Even if the change is welcome (an
annoying co-worker leaves, or we get a new car),
we cannot know what further changes might
unfold from it (the job is taken by a more annoying person, or our new car is rear-ended). Most
changes are beyond our control, and so we have
to cultivate the ability to roll with change—to
become the change itself.
For my father’s sixtieth birthday, my mother
gave him a certificate for a ride in a hot-air balloon, which he’d long wanted to try (the balloons flew over our house, low enough that he
and the passengers sometimes chatted as they
glided by). After he’d gone on his ride, I eagerly
asked him, ‘How was it, Dad ?’ ‘An unforgettable

experience,’ he replied, ‘but not as exciting as I’d
expected.’ When he’d stuck his arm out, he’d
felt no sense of speed—no air movement. The
balloon in effect was the wind. When we don’t
resist changing circumstances or conditions, we
remain at rest.
To consider how a change in one’s circumstances or conditions affects one’s Zen practice
is in a sense to have already divided the indivisible. Broadly speaking, change is the very field
of practice, whether it is the changes initiated
by us or the changes that happen to us (or seem
to). In the former category are those we enact
in order to achieve something or develop ourselves physically, academically, or emotionally.
In terms of the law of cause and effect, these acts
are causes of future effects (our aspirations), but
these same choices we make are also the effects
of past causes—indeed, of the karma forged by
us throughout our life (and lives). Those changes that happen to us—change in the realm of
the eight winds as well as sickness, old age, and
death—are effects themselves, but they also
cause changes in us ; they call on us to change.
All of this is the working of karma.
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The Interval Between
k eit h c ar pen t er
B reath can be said to be the most perfect expression of the nature of all life. Asked ‘What is
the length of a person’s life?’ Buddha replied,
‘The interval between an inhalation and an exhalation.’

pollution, mold, or dust, and then become narrow, which makes it hard to breathe. Stress can
make it worse (or feel worse) but it is not the
underlying cause. My first lesson in following
the breath that I can remember came sponta—Philip Kapleau, The Zen of Living and neously when I was around eight years old and
in the middle of an untreated asthma attack.
Dying : A Practical and Spiritual Guide
During my asthma attack, each breath was difI was born with asthma. My airways become ir- ficult and frightening because I was wheezing,
ritated by triggers such as cigarette smoke, air my chest felt tight, and just inhaling or exhaling
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took a lot of effort. I somehow realized that all exposed to during my childhood did not welI had was just this one breath and had to forget come questioning in any form since the word of
about the last one, and the next. I needed to not God was set in stone and all the answers were in
focus on the fear that I may not be able to take the Bible. I was looking for personal experience
another breath, but to relax into it and make the and understanding. After a number of years
effort to keep going. I needed to make the ef- of searching and questioning, I found the Zen
fort to let go of the fear and thoughts and just Center and went to a workshop when I was 27,
focus on the breathing. The
and a few years later I joined
key point was that I had to The Way’s beyond all space, staff for the first time.
focus on just one thing.
Despite my childhood lesall time; one instant is
Most of the time, we don’t
son on the power of attention
ten thousand years.
think about breathing, or are
to the breath, I don’t think
not really aware of the breath
practice, however you want
Not
only
here,
not
only
unless we are exercising. It’s
to define it, begins with bejust an automatic process, and
there, truth’s right before ing formally introduced to
the body adjusts to changing
following the breath, workyour very eyes.
conditions. Simple, basic, and
ing on a koan, or practicing
boring to think about, unless
shikantaza. We seem to be
—Affirming Faith in Mind
there is a problem moving air
hardwired to want to wake
in and out of the lungs—for
up. Probably most of us who
then there is no choice but to be very focused on have come to the Zen Center have had some
what is happening. The asthma attack eventual- kind of experience that has spurred us to find
ly ended and I could breathe comfortably again, something deeper.
but the memory of that brief time of letting go
But all we really have is this breath, and this
has stayed with me. Even though it was a diffi- one, and this one . . .
cult experience, I felt alive and connected. I carried this first-hand knowledge with me, without Keith Carpenter is currently well into his third
needing to describe it with words, into my teen- stint on staff (the first began in 1986) and works
as one of the cooks/supervisors in the kitchen. He is
age years.
As a teenager I began questioning everything, now 60 years old, but doesn't understand how that
and I discovered I had an affinity with Zen happened. Apparently things change.
Buddhism. The branch of Christianity I was
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Riding Loose in the Saddle
susan r oeb uc k
As I walk and my feet travel across one surface,
then encounter another and yet another, my
body adapts to surface changes in order to avoid
falling down. Most days, I don’t fall down.
I walk on the carpet when I get out of bed
in the morning and then hit the linoleum as I
enter the bathroom. I make adjustments on the
stairs as I exit the house and walk into the field
of grass with my dog. As I enter the woods my
attention is drawn to the forest floor ; I become
alert and more aware of the bumpy path I now
step upon. All of these bodily adaptations take
place instantly, and my mind can wander as
these physical changes take place. I meditate on
Mu once I start walking into the field and continue to focus on my koan even when the terrain
requires a shift in my focus. I marvel at how the
body /mind complex keeps me erect and traveling across the earth with so little effort. The
more my effort is focused on Mu, the more flow
there is, and I am able to adapt to almost anything, be it the terrain, weather, or another animal or human.
I have come to realize that I don’t know what
will happen next as the day progresses—just as
I don’t know what my sitting practice will be
like from day to day. Some days I have more
pain than others. I adapt. This practice is practice for other changes that may come my way.
Unexpected things occur all the time in my life.
There are psychological and emotional adaptations that I must make as each day goes on. Do
I get upset or do I go with it ? Zazen teaches me
to go with it.
Once upon a time, I was a modern dancer and
dance teacher. A car accident resulted in my loss
of dancing and teaching. This loss, a death really, required years of adapting, and continues
to do so. It took four years for me to not get
angry when I saw dance. My inability to dance
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or teach dance left me afraid, unsure, and feeling
that I had no ground to stand on. The depression and anxiety of losing an identity and my
source of income overwhelmed me. To complicate matters, I am a single mom and my two
children were teenagers when the car accident
occurred.
I had no idea how attached I was to my identity as a teaching artist until my health and career were snatched from me. I had been dancing
and teaching for over 30 years. I had planned on
dancing my entire life, following in the footsteps
of the great masters who taught me, who were
well in their seventies when I knew them. Now
what do I do ?
‘Ride loose in the saddle’ is the advice I heard.
After the car accident, I worked for a few years
as a hospital chaplain and this is what my chaplain supervisor said to our class to help us respond to death in the hospital. As chaplains, we
would rarely know what situation of dying we
were going to be called to. A newborn baby has
died, so we must baptize it. A woman is taking her husband off of life support and needs
our prayers and support. A heart attack victim
has arrived dead at the hospital and their family is waiting to hear the news. A car accident
has occurred and four injured people are in the
emergency room. One after another, over and
over … the same situation and yet different. As
chaplains we roll with the changes to meet the
needs and requirements of patients, family, and
staff. I learned to ride loose in the saddle during
this period.
Losing my identity and career because of an
injury sustained in a car accident taught me, that
I needed to ride loose on a scale of which I had
never previously faced. Zazen practice helped
me to adapt and to develop as a more complete
human being after I ‘lost’ my career. Fortunate-

Danne Eriksson

ly, just before the accident, I gained a meditation
practice. I am fortunate indeed ! I have learned
through zazen that perhaps nothing has been
lost at all. What has occurred is change, and I
have chosen to adapt.
The word ‘adaptation’ is a noun. It refers to
an action or process of adapting or being adapted. Being adapted reminds me of the koan I am
working on : Mu. I feel that Mu is working on
me, adapting me.
Mu has this way of working on our ego, our
identity. Perhaps I am being adapted as I sit.

Could this be what is happening ? Am I learning
to adapt as my ego is being adapted or altered ?
Am I adapting to life, to living, to changing ? To
be better able to go with whatever is happening,
much like my body adjusts to different surfaces
when I walk, without me consciously doing the
adjusting ? Am I being adapted or altered as I
make small adjustments, changes in my posture,
as I sit ? Posture adjustment is life adjustment.
This magical Mu … just by making the effort
to bring the focus back to Mu, the mind/body
learns to adapt. Life is sitting. Sitting is life.
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As zazen became more important in my life
and as years have gone by since the car accident,
I notice that my thoughts ‘about’ the change in
my money-making activities are less emotionally
charged. In addition, I hold onto the identity of
dancer less and less so that when the memories
of what I used to do pop up there is joy around
the memories rather than fear and anger. I am
grateful for having had been able to dance for so
long. I had it ! It’s okay that I don’t have it any
more.
Some synonyms of the word ‘adaptation’
are alteration, modification, redesign, remodel,
revamp, reworking, reconstruction, and conversion. Zazen does all of these things to my
personality, my being … zazen redesigns me !
Remodels me ! Reworks me ! Reconstructs me !
I am a convert.
One of the other words that popped up when
I looked up the definition of adaptation is ‘integration.’ In my hospital chaplain training, I
learned that people don’t ‘get over’ the death of
a loved one but rather learn to live with the ultimate change, death—the one change we fear we
cannot adapt to or accept. Perhaps this is what
integration is about. We learn to integrate the
change within our lives, within ourselves—and
all of the changes become part of us. We don’t
hold on to what came before but rather we know
that what was before is also part of what is now.
We view this as acceptance. We have a tendency
to label change as good or bad, yet this labeling
causes suffering. The words in the Heart of Perfect Wisdom I have chanted so many times are
slowly unfolding into my consciousness, ringing
true with each changing moment :
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So know that the Bodhisattva
holding to nothing whatever,
but dwelling in prajñã wisdom,
is freed of delusive hindrance,
rid of the fear bred by it,
and reaches clearest nirvana.
It is healing to sit in meditation each day. It
is the place that provides all that I need to take
steps, dancing or not, each day. And even if I
end up crashing down to the earth, I might just
lie there and laugh. Zazen helps me get back in
the saddle and go at it again until that last breath
and even then … to continue in this marvelous
thing we call life and death with the changes
that will never end and the wonder of it all. I
am learning not to hold on, but rather to let go
over and over and over. I take one step and then
another through the simple tasks of taking care
of my body and fulfilling my responsibilities in
my daily life.
One step
One breath
Renew
Thoughts arise
Mu returns
Over and over
Constant flux
Change
Adaptation is its twin
Acceptance is its mother
Susan Roebuck lives in Rochester. She is on disability and works part time as a K-12 substitute teacher.
She has learned that each movement, no matter
how small, is a dance.

Amaury Cruz

Still Working on Mu
anony mo us
I came to Zen practice out of desperation. I was
burned out from working insane hours to earn
the next promotion. I was taking others down
with me and becoming a burden especially to
my wife. I had a nice house, a wonderful wife, a
decent job, and yet I was miserable, overworked,
anxious, and hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in
months. How much money did I need to make
to be happy ? Where did it all go wrong ?
I reached out to an old college professor of
mine, a long-time practitioner with the Rochester Zen Center who had introduced me to Zen
practice years earlier and took me to an introductory workshop. He suggested that I give Zen
practice another try, and not to give up on it this
time. With his guidance and encouragement
mixed with my desperation to change, I piled

some sofa cushions on top of a chair, counted to
two, started over, and never looked back.
The first natural question that drove me
deeper into practice was, ‘Can it all be true ?’
When I started practicing Zen, I figured there
must be some bill of goods somewhere along the
line, some shaky half truth that didn’t pass the
smell test. Weary of any organized religion, I
figured it was just a matter of time before the
skeletons in the closet came out. I started practicing Zen to get my life together, not to become
some enlightened spiritual guru. I experienced a
relatively wonderful six-month honeymoon period with my renewed practice. I started sleeping better almost immediately. The honeymoon
period ended with the first nagging question
that arose. Can it all be true ? When I say this

21

question nagged me, I mean it literally followed is not much else to say about it. Yet, with work
me around, driving to work, at lunch, through and family, I could only go to one seven-day sesmy daily activities. I tried to find some aspect of shin, plus perhaps one shorter one, per year. I
the Dharma that had been communicated to me feared that I would not be able to attend enough
that I could disprove. Something, anything that sesshins to come to awakening.
was clearly false. I found nothing, not a single
Last March, we had a three-day sesshin at our
thing. Could it all be true ?
small center. Our teacher visits us a few times
Eventually, I realized I wasn’t going to be a year, and there is always a palpable change in
able to keep at this on my own. I needed the energy and excitement when he visits. Leading
support of a group and needup to the sesshin, I heard in a
ed to work with a teacher.
recorded teisho that the last
If you don’t come to
This is when I started going realization in this present person to have an awakening
to daisan regularly and workexperience in Rochester slept
life,
when
will
you?
ing with the group leader of
for three hours a night or
our small Florida Sangha. I
thereabouts. So three hours
—Bassui
practice with a small Sangha
a night it is. Because we do
outside of Tampa, leftover
not have adequate sleeping
from Roshi Philip Kapleau’s visits to Florida. accommodations, I slept in a Sunday school
Our teacher, a Dharma Heir of Roshi Kapleau, classroom beneath a chalkboard. I didn’t have
visits us a few times a year.
to set an alarm or anything. I plugged away on
More burning questions sneaked up on me Mu until I passed out for a few hours, woke up,
and at some point I went past the point of no and started again. The nice thing about a threereturn—the point where even if you could go day sesshin is the shorter time frame allows little
back, you wouldn’t be able to live with yourself reason to hold back. I realized that a three-day is
if you did. I find this heartbreaking when I hear not the same as a seven-day sesshin but I didn’t
from other practitioners about states of crip- care, the effort was going to be made.
pling self-doubt and self-hatred. I have worked
One the second day of sesshin, I cemented
with and through plenty of my own fears : fear my mouth shut, went to dokusan, and forced
of death, fear of rejection, fear of loneliness, fear myself to make a presentation. I realized I was
of never coming to awakening but I have never going to have to be willing to make a fool out
experienced crippling self-doubt or self-hatred. of myself again and again if I was to come to
I had too many burning questions that seemed some understanding. During chanting I looked
to short-circuit these crippling states of self- at the statue of the Buddha on the altar and was
doubt and self-hatred. What self is there to be gripped by wonder as I had always thought of
angry with ? Who is there to blame ?
the Buddha as a person who lived 2,500 years
In his commentary on the koan Mu in The ago. But how could the Buddha be a person if
Three Pillars of Zen, Yasutani-roshi describes there was no fixed self ? Where did he go ? Was
reaching a point in working on Mu where it is he here now ? The evening encouragement talk
akin to swallowing a red-hot iron ball. I remem- ripped through me. What takes us away from
ber reading that for the first time and wondering this moment ? Why would we want to be away
what on earth is he talking about. Once I had from this moment ?
On the last night of sesshin, during a late
swallowed the red-hot iron ball, I understood
what he meant. There came a point in working night or early morning outdoor kinhin, I noticed
on Mu where I had so much faith that the only that I would see something and there would be
way I was going to be at peace was to make the this gap of silence before any thought of the obeffort. The effort needs to be made and there ject arose in the mind. What was that all about ?

22

After the last night of practicing through the
night, I was so happy when everyone else woke
up, as the shift in energy to a full zendo was
most welcome and needed.
In the final dokusan I again cemented my
mouth shut and forced myself to make a presentation. My presentation was gently and swiftly
rejected. I had forgotten how to do zazen. My
teacher showed me how to Mu as if speaking
to a child and suggested that I spend the rest of
the time in sesshin Muing. I nodded my head in
agreement. It was clear after this final doksuan
that all thoughts had to be abandoned. This was
scary. I was still only giving 95 percent. It was
time to part with the last trickle of thoughts.
It was clear I had to fully embrace Mu along
with the silence that I had hereto been covering
up with thoughts because the silence felt weird.
I wrote the monitor a note with a request to
swing the stick harder. The final block of sitting
flew by as I once again poured energy into Mu
with renewed vigor.
Sesshin ended and I couldn’t figure out why
everyone was so happy. I was in a Mu stupor.
Our teacher is not a fan of too much small talk
right after retreats, as he feels it may undo some
of the transformative work that has taken place.
I didn’t know this at the time though.
I took the next day off from work to help with
the adjustment period following sesshin. Coming out of the past few retreats hasn’t been the
smoothest. I figured it would get easier over
time. I had a quiet day and spent some time at
one of my favorite nature preserves. I managed
to sleep half way decently the first night, which
surprised me. There was a marked change in zazen coming out of this sesshin. The guidance of
‘Just Mu’ sank in at a deeper level to the point
of being profound. In the past zazen was sort of
like ‘Just Mu ... Yeah, but what about xyz … .’
Now it was ‘Just Mu.’ I was gathering all of my
energy and pouring it into Mu one breath at a
time.
The few weeks after sesshin were a wild time.
It felt like the sesshin just kept going. Driving
to work, I found myself Muing all of the way

to work. I wasn’t as much consciously trying
to Mu on the drive but something else started
Muing deep from my gut. I would be doing
whatever I had to do for work and Mu would
be there in the background. Sitting in my home
zendo, I found myself weeping. My insomnia
came back again. It became clear that I was either going to be Mu or I was going to get a good
night sleep, but wasn’t going to have both for a
time at least. I gradually slept less and less each
night until just as it seemed like I would never
sleep normally again, I slipped slowly back into
a normal night’s sleep over the course of a few
days. When I couldn’t sleep through the night
I would do a few rounds of zazen. These middle-of-the-night rounds were powerful. I have
always been inspired by one lay practioner of
Ramana Maharshi who would work his day job
and then do his chanting practice all through
the night. I was no longer trying to fix my insomnia. I accepted it as I felt the sleep deprivation really stirred things up and was a powerful
way to practice. I slept when Mu slept and woke
up when Mu woke up. I wasn’t practicing to be
comfortable, I was practicing for Mu.
I experienced a lot of wild emotions and difficult mind states during this period. I had a premonition early on that working on Mu would
come down to a mad dash at some point. By
a mad dash, I mean it gets messy and you just
keep at it. I didn’t expect this mad dash to come
so soon, but what else am I going to do ? I didn’t
ask to have this tremendous faith and questioning. There was so much faith that stopping was
out of the question. The faith was tearing me
apart. The insomnia got the best of me one day
and during a meeting at work I fell asleep in the
middle of the meeting. The person next to me
had to shake me to get me to wake up. We all
had a good laugh, and thankfully my boss was
not present. At one point when going to bed
at a time when I was particularly exhausted, it
felt as if I merged into my bed. I didn’t simply
lie down on the bed, I merged into it. What I
found helpful during this time was radically accepting whatever I was going through, not try-
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ing to change it, as well as trying to feel with
the body and not paying attention to whatever
thoughts arose.
During this time I slowly read again through
Bassui’s letters in The Three Pillars of Zen. I
would read a few sentences each night. One
letter stuck with me. Bassui described his great
aspiration as a young monk as being all delusive
mind states. Your aspiration was delusion ? Bassui, what do you mean ?
Working on Mu felt like I was breaking up
with my thoughts. What surprised me is how
much I liked my thoughts. I enjoyed the little
stories I told myself and found them comforting. Working on Mu felt like I was literally
dying. I remember feeling beside myself. How
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long are we going to do this Mu ? How long is
this going to be like this ? Can you just end it ? I
had to come to grips with Mu being on its own
timetable. I made peace with the possibility of
never coming to awakening, but vowed to keep
making the effort no matter what happened.
Shortly thereafter I decided to spruce up my
home altar with some flowers and fruit, and my
wife convinced me that I could take the sheet
off my bedroom mirrors. I thought covering
up the mirrors was better for practice, but now
that didn’t seem so necessary. I remember being excited one morning as I decided I would
allow myself to wash off the snot and tears from
my face in between rounds of zazen. I was at
peace. I never saw it coming. I just assumed you

had to be in a sesshin to have an awakening experience. In the end there was only wholeheartedness. I was doing kinhin in my bedroom, lots
of tears, typical morning, collapsed to my knees,
here we go again probably another gut wrenching emotion, only this time it was different.
The last thought was go inward ! My stomach
heaved inward and an electric jolt shot up from
my gut up to my face. My face smiled so hard it
hurt. The world turned into Mu ! I did another
round of zazen. I came out my bedroom and my
dogs were Mu, my wife was Mu, and I drove to
work in a sea of Mu with a smile stuck to my
face. I wasn’t smiling, my face was smiling. Vast
emptiness and nothing holy ! Did I just have an
awakening experience ?
The next few days were a delirious, joyous,
blur. I kept up the intense effort as I had no way
of seeing my teacher face-to-face and getting to
the bottom of what happened. It was way too
rich of a time to stop keeping up the intensity. Was this some sort of makyo ? How do you
have a makyo that only confirms everything you
have always been told about the Dharma ? I had
fooled myself in the past, although deep down
I knew this time was different. The experience
was outside of thought, outside of language, so
much joy my body couldn’t process it. I lost my
bleeping mind. So much happens in a flash.
Nothing was gained. The shift is internal. In
the weeks to follow I couldn’t help but wonder
how I had ever been so fooled before.
As indescribably joyous the experience and
aftermath was, it wasn’t smooth sailing afterwards. Some difficult mind states reemerged
afterwards, albeit with less intensity. I would
sometimes briefly forget what day it was or what
month. I sometimes would blank out for 15 minutes or so and forget what I was doing. I had
to chill out for a little bit. Looking back now,

the memory loss and spacing out were trivial,
but at the time it was cause for concern. I certainly never thought I was finished with practice. Everything was thrown up the air and over
time came back down. It felt weird at times. I
tried looking at the ox herding pictures but they
were of little help. Where is the picture of the
ox running you over ? I felt the need to practice
even more deeply as it was clear that a new way
of being needed to be cultivated. There is no
more playing games. I was reminded of what I
heard Roshi Kapleau used to say : ‘Enlightenment shows you up.’
I needed to have contact with my teacher even
more after this experience. I have always heard
that an initial experience is not the end point
of practice. I certainly believed that but I didn’t
know what it meant until I went through it. The
testing questions became vital in seeing where I
was stuck because it is virtually impossible to see
your own blind spots. I had my typical anxiety
as I headed off to my next sesshin—my first seven day sesshin. I had been through a lot in the
previous couple of months and wasn’t sure what
mind states would arise. In a lot of ways it felt
like going to my first two-day sesshin in that I
didn’t know how I was going to get through it,
but it had to be done. It was time to get back on
the horse. Let’s just say there were some rather
unforgettable moments during my first seven
day sesshin.
A few months and another sesshin later my
closest Dharma friend, who I had confided in
that something had happened, wrote to me, ‘So
are you still working on Mu or what ?’ My immediate gut reaction was, when did I ever stop ?
I wrote back to my friend and ended with, ‘I
don’t think we ever stop working on Mu … so
yeah, still working on it.’
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Up in Smoke
r ic har d von stur m er
1.
According to Edwin A. Cranston in his A Waka
Anthology Volume One : The Gem-Glistening Cup,
the earliest officially recorded cremation in Japan was that of the monk D�sh� in 700. This
marked the transition from the Japanese custom
of entombment in burial mounds to the Buddhist way of disposing of bodies with cremation
and the accompanying funeral rites. Around the
same time, Hitomaro wrote a poem when the
maiden of the Hijikata was cremated on Mount
Hatsuse :
In between the hills
Of Hatsuse the hidden land
The cloud that hovers
Hesitant upon the air—
Might it be the dear one, departing

like a bubble that cannot continue for long.
This body is like a flame born of longing
and desire. This body is like the plantain
that has no firmness in its trunk. This body
is like a phantom, the product of error and
confusion. This body is like a dream, compounded of false and empty visions. This
body is like a shadow, appearing through
karmic causes. This body is like an echo,
tied to causes and conditions. This body is
like a drifting cloud, changing and vanishing in an instant. This body is like lightning, barely lasting from moment to moment.
Some critics believe that one of the most famous verses in the Man’y�sh� was influenced by
this passage :
To what
Shall I compare the world ?
It is like the wake
Vanishing behind a boat
That has rowed away at dawn.

This verse appears in the Man’y�sh�, the first
and greatest of the Japanese poetry collections.
Buddhist poems in the Man’y�sh�, compiled
sometime after 759, are rare because Japan was
in the process of adopting this imported religion and Buddhism had not yet taken root in
the popular culture.
From the Asuka Period (538 to 710) onward,
one way that both monks and lay people absorbed Buddhism and expressed Buddhist
teaching was by writing poetry inspired by the
Sutras. The Lotus Sutra, with its parables, was
the most popular choice, but also influential
were passages from the Nirv�na Sutra and the
Vimalak�rti Sutra. As shown in Hitomaro’s verse,
the teaching of impermanence struck a chord at
the very beginning of Japanese Buddhism and a
key passage that reinforced this teaching came
from chapter two of the Vimalak�rti Sutra :

All we know about the writer, Mansei, is that
he was a Buddhist priest. Over the centuries his
poem has been greatly admired, perhaps because
it is a perfect expression of evanescence, literally ‘the process or fact of vanishing away.’ At
the age of seven, D�gen was overwhelmed by
the ‘fact of vanishing away’ when he saw smoke
rising from the incense burnt at his mother’s funeral. At that moment he decided to become a
monk.
Eighty years after D�gen’s death in 1253, another Buddhist priest, Kenk�, wrote one of the
most well-known passages in Japanese literature :

This body is like a cluster of foam, nothing you can grasp or handle. This body is

If human beings were never to fade away
like the dew of Adashina, never to vanish
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Richard von Sturmer

like the smoke over Toribeyama, but lingered on forever in the world, how things
would lose their power to move us ! The
most precious thing in life is its uncertainty.

around the nouns and say ‘sadness accompanied
by mysterious beauty.’ We understand that all
things change and are fundamentally impermanent, and yet we have an allegiance to the things
of this world ; we age and slowly fall apart surAdashina and Toribeyama were graveyards
rounded by chairs and tables, animals and trees,
in Kyoto, and the word adashi, contained in the
sidewalks and cafes. Rainer Maria Rilke, in his
first place name, means ‘impermanent.’
Ninth Elegy, puts it this way :
2.

But because truly being here is so much ;
because everything here
apparently needs us, this fleeting world,
which in some strange way
keeps calling to us. Us, the most fleeting
of all …

Change is bittersweet ; during our life people we
love disappear and a part of us disappears with
them. Japanese Noh drama has the term y�gen,
which expresses what we feel when we realize
that we’re part and parcel of this disappearing.
Intrinsic to the concept of time is both its duY�gen has been translated as ‘mysterious beauty ration and its passing. In Buddhism impermaaccompanied by sadness.’ We could also swap nence means that all conditioned things must

27

pass away, that nothing has an abiding presence.
Taking up Uji (‘Being-time’) from D�gen’s
Sh�b�genz�, this is what you get when you substitute the word ‘impermanence’ for ‘time’ :
‘Being-impermanence’ means that impermanence is being ; i.e., impermanence is existence,
existence is impermanence. A golden sixteenfoot body is impermanence ; because it is impermanence, there is the radiant illumination of
impermanence.
You don’t adapt to change ; you are change.
There is no escaping from impermanence because you are a manifestation of impermanence.
As Rilke writes in Evening Meal, ‘For there
is no one anywhere who isn’t secretly departing,
even as he stays.’
And from Uji again, continuing with our
substitution of ‘impermanence’ for ‘time’ :

the being-impermanence abides in each
moment. … The entire world is not unchangeable, not immovable. It flows. Flowing is like spring. Spring with all its numerous aspects is called flowing. When spring
flows there is nothing outside of spring.
Study this in detail.

Last weekend my wife and I went to Auckland’s Cornwall Park to study spring in detail.
From a distance the grove of cherry trees at the
center of the park appeared like a pink mist.
Asian couples were taking photographs of one
another beside the flowering branches and families were picnicking beneath the blossoms.
High winds are forecast for next week and no
doubt the blossoms will be blown away, vanishing ‘like the smoke over Toribeyama,’ like the
smoke from a stick of incense lit last night in
See each thing in this entire world as a mo- the zendo. Tomorrow evening I’ll light another
ment of impermanence … You may sup- stick and bow not only to the figure on the altar
pose that impermanence is only passing but to all the things of this fleeting world.
away, and not understand that impermanence never arrives. Although understand- Richard von Sturmer is a writer and filmmaker.
ing itself is impermanence, understanding His recent short film, The Open Broken, was
does not depend on its own arrival. People screened at the 2015 International Film Festival in
only see impermanence’s coming and go- New Zealand. It can be viewed at
ing, and do not thoroughly understand that https ://vimeo.com/142211889.
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Countless Good Deeds.
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�                                �
If you’re thinking about financial planning, estate planning, or both, please remember that there are
�                                �
myriad ways you can help the Rochester Zen Center through planned giving. The right kind of plan
�                                �
�                                �
can help you reduce your taxes significantly while providing for a larger, longer-lasting gift to the
�                                �
Zen Center. Because there is a wide array of bequests, annuities, trusts, and other financial vehicles to
�                                �
consider, you’ll want to work with your financial advisor to decide what’s best for you. Long-time Zen
�                                �
�                                �
Center member David Kernan, an attorney who concentrates his practice in tax law, has generously
�                                �
offered to help point you in the right direction at no charge. For more information about planned
�                                �
giving and David’s offer, please contact the Center’s receptionist.
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
������������������������������������������������
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RZC 50th Anniversary Update

Commemorative Weekend Schedule

A year to remember ! Founded in July 1966 by
Roshi Philip Kapleau, the Rochester Zen Center will be celebrating its 50th anniversary this
year. All past and present members are invited
to join us for the maha celebration and reunion!
Over the past several months, Zen Center
volunteers and staff members have been working steadily to organize the festivities planned
for the Fourth of July weekend : Friday-Sunday,
July 1-3, 2016.
Details are constantly being updated on our
website, including information about accommodation options and transportation. Because
our celebration coincides with a national holiday weekend and Rochester’s International Jazz
Festival, it is important to reserve your accommodations far in advance. Reserved blocks of
rooms are available at two nearby hotels. There
will also be a limited number of rooms available
at Chapin Mill Retreat Center in Batavia, ny
and at local Sangha members’ homes.
For the latest information, see https://www.
rzc.org/program-events/50th-anniversary/.

Friday, July 1 : Welcome Receptions
Receptions will be held in the late afternoon at
both 7 Arnold Park ( Rochester) and Chapin Mill
Retreat Center ( Batavia).
Saturday, July 2 : Celebration & Informal
Devotions at Arnold Park
Both the zendo and Buddha Hall will be open
for informal devotions. A catered lunch will be
served in the garden. Other activities include
live music and an rzc history exhibit. In the
evening, there will be an opportunity to sign up
for informal group dinners, followed by a private
concert by jazz guitarist Leo Kottke.
Sunday, July 3 : Sangha Festivities at
Chapin Mill Retreat Center
A picnic lunch will be provided by the Zen Center. In addition to outdoor activities for kids of
all ages, the design plan for the Chapin Mill
courtyard will be presented by sculptor Todd
McGrain.
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Jon Kabat-Zinn Lecture
In addition to the big celebration during the
Fourth of July weekend, the Zen Center is planning a fall public lecture in commemoration of
our milestone year featuring Jon Kabat-Zinn,
internationally known scientist, writer, and
meditation teacher. The lecture is scheduled for
Saturday, October 15, 2016 in the performance
hall of the Hochstein School of Music. Tickets
will be sold online beginning this spring.
The title of Kabat-Zinn’s talk is ‘ The Mainstreaming of Mindfulness in America : What’s

Zen Got to Do With It, and Where Does It
Go From Here?’ He will discuss the origins of
mindfulness-based stress reduction (mbsr ),
including his own early experience with Roshi
Philip Kapleau and The Three Pillars of Zen and
other Mahayana and Theravada traditions, all of
which contributed to a major flourishing of interest in serious Dharma practice in the United
States and worldwide. Additionally, the lecture
will explore the ethical and moral challenges associated with the phenomenon and the potential
promise, pitfalls, and controversies surrounding
its growing popularity.

Founding Zen group, Rochester, 1966. In the back row on the left are Ralph and Sanna Chapin, Chester
Carlson, Lee Mulligan, and Audrey Fernandez. Second from right is Dorris Carlson. Partially hidden
behind Yasutani-roshi is Harriet Gratwick.
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Esther Gohkale Workshop
This past fall the Zen Center hosted a posture
and movement workshop led by Esther Gohkale, author of 8 Steps to a Pain-Free Back and
founder of the Gohkale Method Institute.
In addition to a three-day Foundations class,
Gokhale offered a free session to rzc staff and
local Sangha members. Through visual materials and hands-on guidance, participants relearned how to sit, stand, and walk—and break
out of unhealthy posture habits that can cause
muscle and joint pain. To learn more, including
future Gohkale Method classes to be offered in
Rochester, see http://gokhalemethod.com/.
				—Donna Kowal

Chapin Mill Garden Abundance
In an effort to reduce dependence on fossil fuels,
increase the self-sufficiency of the Zen Center,
and shrink expenditures, the organic vegetable
garden at Chapin Mill has been developing over
the last few years. In 2015, with the construction
of a deer- and groundhog-proof fence and 20
raised beds, the garden grew tremendously. A
major effort was required by the staff and Sangha to install the fence, but its presence guaranteed seedlings would not be lost to local wildlife.
All of the raised beds were constructed using
free repurposed lumber from a local source in
Batavia, and a Sangha member donated many
seeds and starts. Thanks to all the support for
this project, the overhead for the vegetable garden was quite low—less than $400. With the
dedication of Chapin Mill staff and Sangha volunteers, the garden flourished. Approximately
1,100 pounds of produce was grown with a supermarket value of approximately $2,500. Such
a huge success speaks to the fertility of the land
and the importance of research-based gardening
methods.

There is tremendous potential at Chapin Mill
for increasing the Zen Center’s self-sufficiency
both through the vegetable garden and the fruit
orchard. Time will tell how much of this potential will be realized during the 2016 growing
season.
				—Dan Esler

Adopt-a-Highway Takuhatsu
During the past year, rzc staff and trainees
continued to adapt the Japanese monastic tradition of takuhatsu by picking up litter in city
neighborhoods, and they extended their territory to include an ‘adopted’ stretch of highway
located between Rochester and Chapin Mill.
While we may initially feel self-conscious
about stooping over to pick up garbage, our perspective shifts when we engage with it as practice. Not only does takuhatsu teach us humility,
but it exposes societal patterns through the items
that are found, which are constant reminders of
the dukkha that permeates our human realm.
In the city, we often find used syringes, small
empty bags, and empty bottles of cheap liquor.
Along the highway, we find bags filled with
empty beer or liquor containers, as well as beverage bottles half-full of chewing tobacco spit.
On one occasion we found a wallet containing
a large sum of cash along the highway. Other
contents in the wallet suggested that it belonged
to a migrant farm worker, and we were able to
return it to him through the assistance of a local
health clinic.
This form of takuhatsu also encourages us to
find the ‘the middle way’ between picking up
every little piece of trash in a confined area and
cleaning up the most visible litter in a larger
area. It doesn’t take long to find a rhythm. Our
practice simply becomes the next piece of litter,
moving in silence as traffic flows by along the
highway.
				—Tom Kowal
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