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The Portal of Pain
 rOSHI BODHIN KJOLHEDE

Among koans, probably none presents the chal-
lenge of pain more sharply than number fifteen 
in the Mumonkan, ‘ Tozan and Sixty Blows.’  The 
case reads :

Tozan came to see Ummon, and was asked 
by him, ‘Where have you come from ? ’ ‘From 
Sado, ’ he replied. ‘Where were you during 
the summer ango [training period ] ? ’ ‘I was 
at Hozu Temple in Konan Province, ’ replied 
Tozan. ‘When did you leave there ? ’ ‘On the 

twenty-fifth of August.’ Ummon burst out, 
‘I spare you sixty blows !’

The next day Tozan came again before Um-
mon, and said, ‘Yesterday you said I should 
receive sixty blows. I don’t know where my 
fault was.’  Ummon said, ‘You rice bag ! Why 
do you wander about, now west of the river, 
now south of the lake ? ’ At this Tozan was 
enlightened.
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Tozan’s pain shows itself most obviously late 
in this story, when he returns to Ummon after 
receiving harsh treatment in his first encounter 
with him. But Tozan would have been aching 
long before even meeting Ummon. His was 
likely a dis-ease that came on in adolescence, 
as it does for so many of us. That’s when the 
weight of the human predicament seems to sink 
in. It presses us with questions of existence and 
death, of ‘self    ’ and ‘other, ’ of responsibility, and 
freedom and morality.

The old records available to us offer almost 
no biographical information about this Tozan 
(not to be confused with the more famous co-
founder of the Soto school of Zen) except that 
he came from northwest China. Since Um-
mon, like so many of the Tang dynasty masters, 
lived in southern China, Tozan would had to 
have walked at least a thousand miles to reach 
him. Ummon, forty-six years Tozan’s senior, 
had become one of the most illustrious Chan 
masters of his day, and Tozan might well have 
looked forward to this meeting as the climax 
of his years-long trek. We can almost hear him 
murmuring to himself, as he entered the gate of 
Ummon’s temple, ‘Okay—showtime !’

0c-

It all started off well enough. Ummon seemed 
interested in learning just some basics about the 
newcomer—where he was from, where he’d just 
been training, and when he’d left there. Tozan 
seemed glad to provide him with these facts. But 
then, kabamm—Ummon blew his stack : ‘I spare 
you sixty blows !’ This was 9th-century Tang-
ese for, ‘You deserve sixty blows of my staff, but 
you’re not even worth it !’ Wait—the sixty blows 
would have been something of a tribute ?  And 
one for which Tozan was unworthy ?  This re-
veals an attitude toward the stick that for East 
Asians is very different than for Westerners. In 
China and Japan, monks on the receiving end of 
their master’s blows would surely feel them every 
bit as much as we would, but within the teach-
er-student relationship their experience of such 
treatment would be elevated. In those Confu-
cian cultures, correction by one’s senior reflects 

the proper order of things, and in one’s teacher, 
one’s father, or one’s older brother it supple-
ments painful punishment with an element of 
benevolent caring. When Chinese Zen master 
Linji (Rinzai) recalled the beatings he had re-
ceived from his master, Huangbo (Obaku), he 
once described them in this way : ‘It was as if he 
had caressed me with a branch of fragrant sage.’

But here was Tozan, told that although he 
was owed a beating, he wasn’t even worthy of 
that. He had trekked across China to meet the 
legendary Ummon, only to have him verbally 
spit in his face. And why ?  He had simply and 
truthfully answered his questions. Where had 
he been at fault ?  

What exactly happened between Ummon’s 
first rebuke and Tozan’s return ?  We don’t know. 
Koans give few details, which are left for us de-
scendants of the masters to intuit. It takes little 
imagination, though, to feel Tozan’s pain. He 
took his leave and was shown to the dorm for 
visiting monks, but must have felt as though the 
wind had been knocked out of him. Surely he 
would have preferred the stick to this disgrace. 
He’d blown his big chance. But how ? 

Now Tozan was beset by not just one but two 
unresolved issues. He still was churning with the 
existential angst that had driven him to become 
a monk and walk clear across China in order to 
find true peace. And if that weren’t enough, now 
he was also reeling from a stinging rebuke he 
couldn’t make sense of. 

Westerners, after suffering Ummon’s seem-
ingly arbitrary castigation, might well have 
found fault with Ummon. Lacking East Asians’ 
reverence for the teacher, they might simply 
have told themselves that Ummon had got up 
on the wrong side of bed. (Actually, this may 
have been true, since Ummon was human, after 
all. But it’s beside the point of the koan.) 

When confronted by adversity or misfor-
tune, blaming others is a well-worn strategy for 
avoiding one’s own pain (for a while). When 
faced with an accident, divorce, low job review, 
or one’s child’s bad grades or scrape with the law, 
we can deflect the pain so long as we can find 
others at fault and not have to look at our own 
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responsibility in it. A further step would be to 
file a lawsuit, which can divert one’s attention to 
an ‘other’ for months or years. As a last resort, 
there is always “God” to blame. Anything to not 
be left alone with the awful experience of loss, 
shame, or failure. 

If externalizing blame actually were to work 
long-term to secure us from pain, it would have 
at least that much going for it, since in most 
cases of perceived right and wrong neither party 
is entirely without responsibility. (In Yasutani 
Roshi’s Eight Beliefs in Buddhism he points out 
that even the innocent passengers involved in a 
train wreck are in a sense partly responsible for 
their injuries or deaths inasmuch as they had 
chosen to be on that train at that time.) But if 
Tozan had cried foul, he would have lost the op-
portunity of looking inward—and seeing that 
which is beyond self and other.

Stung by inexplicably harsh words from the 
teacher, an America might indignantly cry, ‘Not 
fair !’ Fairness is one of those ideals, like ‘truth’ 

and ‘honesty, ’ that get more complicated as we 
grow into adulthood. As children we protest 
what we see as unfair treatment by a parent, 
a teacher, or a coach, but with the passage of 
time our expectations have to give ground to the 
world as it is. Eventually we learn that life all too 
often doesn’t meet our particular ideas of fair-
ness. Some of us might even reach the point at 
which we realize that even when life isn’t ‘fair, ’ 
it is fair.

Given the drastic difference in rank and age 
between teacher and student in this koan, it’s 
hard to imagine that in the aftermath of Um-
mon’s rebuke the issue of fairness so much as 
entered Tozan’s mind (did the concept even 
exist in 9th-century China ? ). He certainly 
wouldn’t have had recourse to a formal griev-
ance procedure, a modern American invention. 
He had little choice, then, but to turn inward 
to metabolize his pain. A less desperate monk 
would have slunk away, licking his wounds, de-
termined never again to darken Ummon’s door. 

Hanging scroll attributed to Kenk� Shokei (ca. 1470–after 1523). Image provided by The Metropolitan  
Museum of Art open access collection.
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But avoiding pain was not on Tozan’s agenda. 
Ummon’s words had left him stunned, and in 
his pitch-black perplexity there was no ‘other’ to 
be seen, much less blamed.

Ummon’s great gift to Tozan in their first 
meeting was in igniting his questioning. He 
must have sensed that the newcomer’s mind was 
coiled with enough charge to convert pain into 
insight. But first, Mumon tells us, Tozan was to 
‘struggle all night in a sea of Yes and No.’ This 
was Tozan’s dark night of the soul, which he 
spent pitching about on the waves of anguished 
questioning—‘Where was I at fault ? ’

Probably few of us could, like Tozan, refrain 
from blaming either the teacher or himself, and 
instead channel his pain into a night of self-ex-
amination. And fewer still would then want to 
return to the scene of the previous day’s agony. 
But Tozan was desperate. He was living out the 
Zen saying that ‘if you want a tiger cub, you 
have to enter the tiger’s cave.’

Yet even Tozan’s desperation would not 
have sent him back to Ummon were it not for 
his faith. That faith, like his twofold ques-
tioning, had two aspects to it. Still holding 
him at Ummon’s monastery was the faith that 
had sustained him over his long journey from 
home—the faith that he could resolve his life’s 
questions. But he must also have had faith in 
Ummon—that Ummon’s blistering rebuke did 
not come out of petulance or caprice, stress or 
ill will. Had he drawn any such inferences about 
Ummon, he wouldn’t have been able to plunge 

into his painful self-searching. Tozan’s ‘doubt’ 
(questioning) stemmed from his faith, and was 
in direct proportion to it. These two of the three 
essentials of Zen practice fueled the third : de-
termination. He just had to know.

Even though endowed with the spirit of a 
true warrior, Tozan could have been forgiven 
had he been trembling on his way back in to 
see Ummon. Yet Mumon tells us in his Verse, 
‘Heedlessly [ Tozan] came back to Ummon.’ 
This heedlessly is the linchpin to the story.

Many a teacher, facing an anguished student 
rebounding from recent harsh treatment at his 
own hands, would be more conciliatory at their 
second encounter. A lesser teacher than Um-
mon might have taken pity on Tozan, mistak-
ing grandfatherly kindness for true compassion. 
With Tozan ready, Ummon saw his chance and 
dealt the coup de grace, delivering Tozan into a 
new life of illumination.

Denied the physical pain of a ‘beating, ’ Tozan 
was granted the pain of doubt to spur his awak-
ening. Any form of pain can become a portal 
to transcendence, so long as we don’t avoid the 
pain. This we usually do either by white-knuck-
ling it or by fleeing it—fleeing into thoughts or 
other distractions. As a prescription for pain, it 
couldn’t be any simpler : just become the physi-
cal pain, the distress, the not-knowing. This 
may not entirely eliminate the pain, but it will 
change our relationship to it, which transforms 
our experience of it. 
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Seven Teachings of Pain
JONATHAN HAGER

It started with a stomach ache that moved near 
my appendix, but within a few hours it had set-
tled into my right rib cage. A sharp, stabbing 
pain caught me with each breath. This would 
be the most pain I’d ever experienced. The 
night dragged on with no end in sight. As it 
progressed, I could not move an inch, nor take 
anything but the shallowest of breaths without 
the knife repeatedly jabbing in my side. In the 
morning, I went to get some tests and found out 
that I had some benign-appearing cysts in my 
liver and nothing else. Over three days the pain 
resolved and I scratched my head—that was re-
ally weird. Seemingly back to normal, I went 
about my normal routine. When the pain struck 
again a few months later, it was not as severe, yet 
this time it shot up to my collar bone. Again, it 
resolved in a few days’ time. This pattern would 
repeat itself every few months for the next two 
years. I saw my doctor and some specialists, and 
I thought about it a lot, to no avail. Finally, in the 
spring of 2011 the pain returned and changed. 
Ulcer-like gnawing in my stomach became a 
daily, persistent pain. No more thinking ‘this 
will pass in three days.’ I couldn’t eat and started 
to lose weight. No amount of antacids would 
relieve this ache. Not knowing what else to do, 
my doctors decided to take out my gallbladder. 
A routine, outpatient procedure that would be 
over in 15 minutes … until it became anything 
but routine. When my surgeon opened me up 
and saw the tumors, he nearly vomited, as he 
would later tell my wife. Now the real journey 
through pain would begin.

In the six years since I was diagnosed with 
this exceedingly rare cancer, I have dealt with a 
variety of physical and emotional pains. I sepa-
rate the physical and emotional experiences, as 
we are inclined to do in Western culture, but in 
reality they are at once different and the same. 

I don’t think it’s coincidental that my physical 
pain has improved with my increasing accep-
tance of the emotional pain of having an incur-
able (at least for the moment) cancer. So, I write 
this article to share what I have learned from my 
experience with pain.

The first thing I learned is humility. My ex-
ceedingly rare form of cancer doesn’t behave like 
any other. For a long time I beat myself up over 
‘missing’ the diagnosis for nearly two years. The 
voices would say, ‘I am a really good doctor, how 
could I have missed this ?’ ; ‘My doctors are really 
good doctors, how could they have missed this ?’ 
The Monday morning quarterback sees that it 
was obvious. My doctors and I are human. We 
miss things. We have blind spots. 

All of these thoughts would then grow into 
deep regret. If I had been diagnosed two years 
earlier, I would have qualified for a liver trans-
plant. Since there were now spots in my lungs, 
transplant was off the table. This took a long 
time for me to accept. Some six years later, my 
disease is quite stable, and I live a functional 
life. The transplant or long-term immune sup-
pression that follows could have killed me. The 
latest studies say that the cancer returns in the 
liver of transplant patients anyway after about 
five years.

So, as it turns out, the delay in diagnosis prob-
ably spared me an unnecessary liver transplant. 
Good news, bad news—who’s to know the dif-
ference ? We miss things. We have blind spots.

The second lesson is listening. My body was 
trying to tell me something was wrong. This is 
the biological purpose of pain. When I didn’t 
listen, my body made more tumors, and more 
and more. A dozen in total formed in those two 
years. Finally, my body was yelling at me, ‘ Do 
something !’ Once I was diagnosed, I reduced 
work dramatically, found Zen, and got some 
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treatment. The tumors continued to grow de-
spite the treatment and lifestyle change, yet the 
pain started to ease. Interestingly, despite the 
significant growth of the tumors, not a single 
new tumor has formed—maybe because I am 
listening ?

The next lesson is forbearance. Forbearance 
has been defined as ‘patient self-control,’ ‘re-
straint and tolerance.’ Pain is the body’s way of 
telling you to take action to stop the pain. Anti-
inflammatories helped a little. Narcotics didn’t 
help me much and caused more trouble than 
benefit. When there is a pain that cannot be 
removed, what action is there to take ? All one 
can do is be with it. There is nowhere to run, 
nowhere to hide from it. This lesson was espe-
cially driven home to me after I had radiation 
treatment to the liver. Radioactive beads were 
injected through the artery in my leg and des-
tined for the tumors. The real pain started when 
the beads leaked out into my stomach. Now, 
there was ulcer pain ten times worse than at the 
time of my diagnosis. My entire abdomen was 
sore for months. I lost ten percent of my body 
weight and ended up hospitalized with a staph 
infection. During this time I continued to sit, 
and for most of that time I sat in pain.

The fourth lesson is empathy. As I spent 
month after month with unrelenting abdominal 
pain and trouble eating, I thought of all of those 
people who live with ulcerative colitis or Crohn’s 
disease, especially decades ago when there were 
few treatment options. Being home all day in 
bed and in pain can be very isolating. Even with 
visitors and family present, you can feel alone, 
separated from those in the very room with you. 
Broadening my personal experience to all of 
those who have had or still have the same pain 
I was experiencing instantly connected me to 
them, even though I knew none of their names. 
The compassion for these ‘others ’ with the same 
pain has been an elixir better than any narcotic 
in that it helped to relieve my emotional as well 
as physical pain. The gateless barrier between 
self and other starts to disappear when empathy 
and compassion are awakened.

Another teaching I am learning from pain 
is ‘separate but not separate.’ I have found two 
approaches to pain that have benefits for me. 
Earlier on in my practice, I would sit with pain 
and ‘watch’ it the same way I used to ‘watch’ 
those itches that came up in the first few weeks 
of practice. I remember being amazed that if 
I just watched those itches, they would just go 
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away on their own. There was no bug crawling 
on my skin, no wind blowing a leaf against me. 
Why did my skin itch ? I can’t say. An itch arose, 
and if I watched it, it would pass. Several years 
into practice, I now rarely have any itches. My 
skin is no different. The zendo is no different. 
Why does my skin no longer generate any itch ? 
Could it be that it was my brain generating the 
itch all along ? Once I decided to watch instead 
of indulge it, did my brain give up sending those 
signals ? I have applied this same approach to 
pain, and much of the time it works the same 
way. I recall my first year of sesshins being ter-
ribly painful, but now the pain is reduced dra-
matically. In part, this is due to a change in pos-
ture. When I gave up my ego and sat in a chair 
now and then, my pain improved a lot. When I 
learned to relax into the pain, it improved a lot. 
Now, I rarely need a chair and yet the pain is 
much less. What changed ? My body is no more 
limber than it was a few years back. Sesshin is 
just as long. I can only conclude that there is less 
pain because my brain has given up fighting it.

The other aspect of watching the pain is 
this idea that ‘I’ am somehow separate from 
it. As I watch pain arising from some limb or 
my back or neck, I realize that this is different 
from my awareness. There is pain and there is 
‘me’ watching the pain. I am not the pain. I am 
the observer. This puts a little distance between 
me and the pain. While observing the pain has 
been useful to relieving it and has given me in-
sight into my awareness, I no longer rely on this 
method. I have since found merging with my 
pain to be an even more effective approach to 
becoming ‘not separate’ from pain. When the 
tumor starts to hurt, I now put all my attention 
just on the pain. For many years, it was terribly 
difficult not to think about the consequences 
of this pain. After all, I wrote above that one 
teaching of pain is to listen to it. The pain is 
trying to tell me something. Naturally, my mind 
tends to think, ‘the tumor must be growing—
that’s why it hurts today,’ and the next logical 
(anxious) thought is ‘if the tumor is growing, I 
am going to die.’ But after several years of stabil-
ity, I have learned that sometimes the tumor just 

hurts, that it is not growing, that I am not about 
to die. And so now I just focus on the pain and 
do not speculate needlessly about its causes.

When I focus on the pain exclusively, two 
things can happen. Most commonly, the pain 
starts to go away. This brings me to me next 
lesson : healing comes from within. As a West-
ern-trained doctor who spent his whole career 
passing out medications, I have gained greater 
appreciation of the power to heal ourselves. The 
tumor has taught me this over and over. When-
ever I am working too hard the tumor starts to 
hurt. Whenever I am playing too hard, the tu-
mor starts to hurt. It could be stress or it could 
be a night out with friends. When I do ‘too 
much’ of anything, I get pain. Rather than reach 
for a pain pill, I now sit, and I keep sitting until 
the pain goes away. My attention goes to the 
pain and my practice becomes the pain. Despite 
being on the same medicine and having tumors 
that are much larger than five years ago, I have 
much less pain than before. The vast majority 
of the time I have no pain at all. It is really quite 
miraculous.

The last lesson I am learning from pain is 
‘not knowing.’ Despite all of the other lessons 
learned and techniques discovered about deal-
ing with this pain, I can never know if or when 
or how it could get worse (or better). The tu-
mors are still there, and so every day I awake 
not knowing what the day will be like, what the 
disease will do. This used to generate a lot of 
anxiety, thoughts, and planning, but all of that is 
getting better. I continue to try to relax into the 
uncertainty, returning to the practice over and 
over and over.

Recently, my 15-year-old daughter asked me, 
‘Dad, do you think you would be dead by now if 
you hadn’t found Zen ?’

Mu … just Mu …

Jonathan Hager has been a member of the Center 
since 2012 and currently serves on its board of trust-
ees. He is married and has two teenage daughters. 
He works part time as a primary care physician and 
part time treating people with opioid and heroin 
addiction.
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Laundry Day
 Anonymous

My mother used to have a wringer washing ma-
chine. This was before spin cycles, and it was the 
newest thing after millennia of wringing clothes 
out by hand. You fed the wet, soapy clothes 
through the wringer on one side, the wringer 
squeezed out the excess water and soap, and 
then out came the clothes on the other side—
flattened damp but not dripping, and ready to 
hang on a clothesline. Pain is often referred to 
and can feel very much like being fed through a 
wringer. And though I liked helping my mother 
on laundry day, I listened well to her warnings 
about getting my fingers too close to the wring-
er. I remained careful. 

Pain became something I tried to keep at 
arm’s length, both personally and profession-
ally as a nurse. This approach to pain just made 
practical sense to me, but on a less conscious 
level I saw pain as the enemy and positioned 
myself in an adversarial relationship with it. 
Pain was something to be removed, prevented, 
disallowed. And I saw it as something that af-
fected the people I cared for as a nurse, not me 
personally. I was the care giver, after all, not the 
receiver. Of course, I’d experienced pain before 
but only in very limited, temporary ways dur-
ing childbirth and following surgeries. I didn’t 
realize how much I had separated myself from 
pain or how much of my identity was wrapped 
up in being a nurse until I started to experi-
ence chronic, debilitating pain. It started with 
what I thought was the flu ; however, the muscle 
and joint pain that came with it never left and 
worsened over time. Quick to find a resolution 
through medical diagnosis, I felt at a loss when 
a diagnosis was not forthcoming, and as a result 
there was little that could be done in the way of 
treatment or medication. Less than a year after 
it started, I took a leave of absence from work 
that became permanent.

Pain can be both an obstacle and a catalyst to 
practice. Although I’d been practicing zazen for 
a long time, the experience of chronic pain took 
me by surprise. I had dealt with pain before in 
sesshin where, like many others, I experienced 
leg pain that seemed nearly intolerable. Dur-
ing one sesshin, more than a little dramatically, 
I told myself that even if I was crippled for life 
and never walked again ( ! ) I would keep sitting. 
I did keep sitting, due more to a feeling of peer 
pressure in a silent, still zendo than to lofty spir-
itual aspiration, I’m afraid. Nevertheless, that 
was a turning point for me. I never experienced 
leg pain like that again. It didn’t entirely go 
away, but it never really seemed a problem after 
that one sesshin. And so, I was surprised to find 
pain derailing my practice.

There were days when I found it impossible 
to do zazen. Some days it was all I could do to 
stumble from bed to couch, pull a blanket over 
my head and wait for it to pass. In addition to 
the physical pain, my mind often felt foggy and 
confused. I found it difficult to focus or to con-
centrate for any length of time. I wish I could 
say that I courageously sat through the pain and 
confusion, but no, I didn’t. However, I did do 
zazen when I could, sometimes on a cushion for 
short periods but more often lying down or in a 
chair. My past experience with pain in sesshin 
led me to believe that zazen could help me find 
a way through this pain, to make some peace 
with it. Over time, I was able to do more zazen. 
Often it was cloudy, confused zazen, especially 
initially, but at least I was practicing, and that 
made me feel good. Along with sheer force of 
habit, the underlying desire to understand the 
nature of life, suffering, and death brought me 
back to practice again and again. In time, my 
mind became clearer and I was better able to 
concentrate during practice. I found that the 
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more zazen I did, the more mindful I was able to 
be during the day. And the more mindful I be-
came, the more my experience of pain changed.

In Zen, and more generally in Buddhism, the 
distinction is often made between pain and suf-
fering. Although I understood this intellectu-
ally, at first I was unable to separate the two. 
So much of what I was doing and experiencing 
was reflexive and unconscious. The wonderful 
thing about zazen is that it brings those habit 
patterns to the surface, so that I could see them 
more clearly and become more aware of them. I 
began to see the places where I was resisting the 
pain, mentally and physically, and how that was 
making the pain worse and causing additional, 
unnecessary suffering.

Resistance is a normal response to pain, and 
can be helpful initially, even lifesaving. But in 
the case of chronic pain, it can become more 
hindrance than help. Resistance to pain often 
manifests as muscle tension, which tends to 
cause more pain. Gradually, I learned to notice 

the tension in my body and relax. It’s amazing 
how much tension I was carrying without being 
aware of it. Relaxing the tension lessened the 
pain. I discovered that I didn’t have to resist the 
pain. It was very freeing to learn that I could just 
be present with the it, surrender to it, and let it 
move through me. I noticed how pain came and 
went. Or came and stayed. It still hurt, still kept 
me from doing many of the things I wanted to 
do, but it was okay. It wasn’t the enemy. It was 
just there. It became less of a problem, easier to 
deal with and adapt to. Along with the muscle 
tension, I think I lost some of my fear of pain as 
well, though I couldn’t say how exactly. It’s one 
of those mysteries of zazen. It does its work on 
you, and all you can do is be grateful.

Simultaneously, along with the physical resis-
tance to pain, there was a great deal of mental 
resistance weighing me down as well. Much of 
this had to do with ideas about who I was. I did 
not want to be ‘someone-with-pain.’ I wanted 
to be a care giver, not a receiver. Having left my 

Lou Anne Jaeger
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job, I felt useless and out of touch with the rest 
of the world. I was anxious about my health, my 
mind sometimes spinning with repetitive and 
unproductive thoughts. I felt sorry for myself. 
I was frustrated that I could no longer do many 
of the things I did before. And I worried that I 
might not be able to attend sesshin again. There 
is a lot of suffering in these thoughts and ideas.

In time, I realized that I had to let go of some 
things. It was natural to grieve the losses and 
changes chronic pain brought to my life but just 
like the muscle tension, I had to let go of a lot 
of unnecessary mental tension, too. It slowly 
became easier to recognize how the ideas I had 
about my identity were just that—ideas. Not 
very substantial, important, or even real. It was 
much easier to let go of these ideas as I became 
more aware of them. The anxiety I felt, too, was 
only natural and helpful initially as it spurred 
me to take action, to seek help. But once those 
things were done it become an unnecessary ex-
tra, a thought pattern that only caused me more 
suffering. Practicing zazen, being mindful as 
much as possible during the day, helped me to 
notice unhelpful thoughts and anxieties as they 
came up, and continues to help me notice them 
as they recur—which they do, but far less often, 
and each time with less holding power.  

Over the years, I’ve sometimes been in a 
position to practice more, sometimes less. I’ve 
always found a direct relationship between my 
time on the mat (or in the chair) and the degree 
to which I’m able to remain mindful during the 
rest of the day. Although it’s difficult to carve 

this time out of the day when busy with work 
and family, I wish I had found a way to prac-
tice more before I became ill. Often, I practiced 
just thirty minutes a day. Forty minutes a day, 
an hour, could only have been of more benefit, 
though I feel incredibly fortunate to be practic-
ing at all. 

In addition to increased time spent in zazen, 
I also wish I had contacted Roshi sooner. He 
was a fountain of inspiration and, as you might 
expect, invaluable in helping me address obsta-
cles to practice and attending sesshin. In addi-
tion, dokusan has been incredibly helpful when 
it comes to seeing those places where I’m still 
stuck in unnecessary thoughts and ideas, wheth-
er about pain, self-image, or anything else. 

There is so much pain and suffering in this 
world. Zazen isn’t a way out of this pain, but 
it is, as the Buddha said, a way out of suffer-
ing. Although I can’t relieve people of their pain 
or suffering, I can be present with it when I do 
zazen, when I’m mindful of others and their suf-
fering, when I give those close to me one hun-
dred percent of my attention, whether they are 
suffering overtly or in more subtle ways. Zazen 
has helped me feel more connected to the world, 
more present with it. The feelings of isolation I 
once had seem to have largely evaporated. 

At one time, I thought that pain was the 
wringer, and there may be times when an ex-
tremity of pain is just that, but it’s really zazen 
that does the job, that sometimes gently, some-
times not, squeezes everything out of us but 
what’s essential.
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Hello Pain: A Pilot Program for the  
Rochester Community

 CHRIS PULLEYN

Hello Pain, the Zen Center’s new program for 
pain management, was born of serendipity and 
a big fat mistake. (Both, of course, can be char-
acterized as karma.) The serendipity occurred 
when a medical director of a local insurance 
company sat next to Jonathan Hager, a physi-
cian and Zen Center member, and struck up a 
conversation about the opioid crisis, the perva-
siveness of chronic pain, and the virtues of med-
itation. This coincided with increasing discus-
sion in the Center’s Development and Outreach 
Committee about ways that we can extend what 
we do so well into the community without pros-
elytizing. Jon Kabat-Zinn’s sold-out lecture last 
October was not only the capstone of our 50th 
anniversary year but also an amazing gift to the 
Rochester community. How could we possibly 
top that ?

Dr. Kabat-Zinn’s work itself provided a pos-
sible answer : a pain management program for 
non-members in the community. The possibil-
ity that we could actually affect the body-mind 
health of non-members was enticing, especially 
given that we were aware of numerous well-
researched modalities (e.g., Kabat-Zinn’s body 
scan, certain forms of psychotherapy, and medi-
tation) that are effective in alleviating chronic 
pain. Gathering together materials from nu-
merous sources, we developed an eight-week 
program and named it ‘ Hello Pain.’

Okay, so why this name ? Here’s an explana-
tion, from the introduction to the program it-
self :

What are they thinking ? That I should wel-
come pain ? Don’t they know what an awful 
battle this has been for me, and how long I 
have been fighting it ?

It’s no wonder that people suffering from 
chronic pain might be taken aback by a pro-
gram called ‘ Hello Pain.’ If you have been 
experiencing pain for some time, you have 
probably done almost everything you can 
think of to eliminate it. Physical therapy, 
exercise, acupuncture, chiropractic treat-
ments, drugs, maybe even surgery. But if you 
have signed up for this program, chances are 
they’re not working the way you want them 
to.

The fact is, the more you fight against the 
pain, the more of your life is taken up with 
this battle. ‘Hello Pain’ takes a different ap-
proach. We’re not going to talk about your 
experience of pain much at all. We’re not 
going to talk about symptoms or pain scales 
or body drawings. Instead, we’re going to 
focus on your thoughts about pain and the 
feelings that are triggered by those thoughts. 
You’re going to learn to look inside yourself 
instead of outside yourself to get help. And 
by the end of these eight weeks you will have 
learned a number of time-tested and well-
researched techniques for working with 
chronic pain.

As we continued to refine the program con-
tent and furnish the room we would be using, 
others volunteered to help. John Pulleyn, Head 
of Zendo, agreed to lead the meditation seg-
ments of the sessions and Miyeon Oh, a Center 
member, physician, and director of a palliative 
care program, offered to observe and step in 
when needed. The first Hello Pain class began 
on May 4 with 14 participants, and we have sev-
en people on a waiting list for the fall program, 
which will begin on September 14.
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Earlier, I mentioned a big fat mistake. It was one 
that I made when I was a beginning therapist in 
my first job in a city clinic. Noticing that many 
of my patients were in chronic pain—and being 
in chronic pain myself—I decided to launch a 
pain management group. In my naiveté, I used a 
cookie-cutter approach, drawing from conven-
tional group therapy techniques and essentially 
ignoring what was actually working for me. I 
was excited about the topic and could hardly 
wait for the first session. And then I ran into 
the seven dwarfs.

Allow me to explain : For years in my former 
business career, I observed focus groups for my 
company’s clients with the help of a clinical psy-
chologist. As we sat behind the one-way glass 
eating m&ms, she would expound on her theory 
that every focus group includes a representative 
of each of the seven dwarfs from ‘Snow White.’ 
Later, to my chagrin, I found the same princi-
ple held true for the pain management group. 
There was Grumpy, who scowled in a corner 
and complained about needing more meds. 
There were Sleepy and Dopey, who, judging 
from their apathetic behavior, already had too 
many meds. Doc would opine on the efficacy of 
various pain treatments, Bashful would refuse to 
share, and Sneezy rarely showed up due to vari-
ous ailments. Thank goodness for Happy, who 
was happy to be there. Otherwise I would have 
been looking for more meds myself.

What I learned from this experience was 
that a focus on pain and ways to prevent it was 
doomed to failure. No matter how well pre-
pared I thought I was with conversation-starters 
and perky little handouts, inevitably the group 
would be hijacked by its most negative mem-
bers. As the weeks went by, fewer and fewer 
participated until it was just Happy and me, 
smiling and nodding at each other in a mostly 
empty conference room. 

Hello Pain takes a different approach. Among 
the ground rules for the group is to refrain from 
talking about the pain itself. Rather, our focus 

will be on facing pain, moving into it, and learn-
ing techniques to work with pain instead of 
against it. 

If this sounds like something that you may 
have heard in sesshin, it is. From our sitting we 
all know that twisting and shifting in attempts to 
relieve the pain in our legs, our knees, our backs, 
only leads to increased pain and a supremely 
heightened longing for the inkin bell. Only by 
relaxing our bodies and refocusing our minds 
on our practice does the pain subside. There are 
physiological reasons why this is the case ; for 
instance, the release of muscle tension increases 
the flow of oxygen to the affected body parts. 
But the change in attitude—the psychological-
emotional aspects of embracing pain as integral 
to this very moment—can be amazingly benefi-
cial. And this is the fundamental truth that we 
hoped to bring to light in the pain program.

Hello Pain sessions are held weekly in the 
new community room that has been created in 
what used to be the women’s dorm in back of 
7 Arnold Park. Each session runs from 6–7 :30 
pm and includes three elements : it begins with a 
20-minute body scan followed by psychoeduca-
tion and discussion, and ends with meditation. 
The psychoeducation materials include elements 
from cbt (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy) and 
act (Acceptance and Commitment Therapy). 
The latter I find a particularly interesting and 
creative type of therapy that makes liberal use of 
both meditation and metaphors. Here’s an ex-
ample of an act metaphor that we’re using in 
the pain program :

Joe the Bum

Imagine that you’ve planned a neighbor-
hood party at your house. You really want 
this night to be special. You have an image 
in your head of the perfect party, with great 
food and drink and well-behaved guests. 
Everybody shows up as planned, and it looks 
like it’s going to be a wonderful night.

All of a sudden, there’s a loud banging at the 
door. You’re horrified to see that Joe the Bum 
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has shown up. Sure, he’s a neighbor, but you 
hoped he wouldn’t turn up. He’s a menace. 
He smells bad, dresses inappropriately, and 
harasses everyone in the neighborhood. And 
tonight, he’s even worse than usual. He has 
probably been drinking, because he’s louder 
and more obnoxious than ever before. You 
try to get him to pipe down or leave, but he’s 
impossible to control and your guests start 
to leave. Your lovely party has been ruined.

Finally, it’s just you and Joe sitting in the 
kitchen. You accuse him of ruining your 
party, and he drops the bomb : he’s going to 
come to every party that you have. After all, 
he lives in the neighborhood. As a neighbor, 
he has a right to come, and he has no inten-
tion of making things easy for you.

As Joe is talking, you realize that the whole 
night you were focused on controlling him. 
While you were doing that, you couldn’t 
pay attention to your guests and enjoy the 
party. In fact, the party didn’t exist for you 
once you were focused on getting Joe under  
control.

The next time he shows up, what are your 
choices ?

This story always reminds me of years past 
when, occasionally, this would happen : a ‘street 
person’ who was not a member of the Center 
would show up at Buddha’s Birthday celebra-
tions at Arnold Park, generally at lunch time. I 
was always so impressed to see how gracefully 
Center members would handle this type of sur-
prise guest, how quickly he would be offered 
food and drink.

Whether pain is a surprise guest or an old 
friend, our willingness to accept it is clearly a 
measure of our psychological-emotional, per-
haps even spiritual, maturity. While we may 
never give up looking for other ways to manage 
pain, having this powerful tool in our arsenal—a 
tool that costs nothing—is liberating. 

Chris Pulleyn is a psychotherapist in private prac-
tice and a Zen Center trustee. 
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Sometimes if you recognize a dynamic, you go a 
long way toward learning to work with it.

 —Laura Davis, Allies in Healing (1991)

Everything good and bad comes from your own 
mind.

 —Bodhidharma

Although I’m reluctant to talk frankly about 
pain out of concern of scaring people newer to 
Zen practice, nevertheless there are compelling 
reasons for total transparency when it comes to 
spiritual practice, so here goes. In a certain sense, 
pain just sucks. That’s the cold truth of it. Yet 
encountering pain and working with its various 
forms has the potential to change us for the bet-
ter, to help one develop strengths that may come 

only with the experience of facing pain without 
turning away. Maybe.

It’s probably fair to say most of us don’t want 
aching backs, tight knees, or arthritic hands. 
There aren’t commercial ads for pharmaceutical 
drugs that promise to give you four to six hours 
of the feeling of a screwdriver being jammed 
into your back between your shoulder blades—
they probably wouldn’t be big sellers. We don’t 
want pain, it’s that simple.

But because certain kinds of pain are an inev-
itable and fundamental part of our lived experi-
ence, it can be worth taking a more intimate look 
at pain and how we engage it. There are ques-
tions we might ask ourselves : What is the real 
nature of pain ? What exactly is it that makes us 
so strongly want to not experience certain kinds 

Pain, Pain Go Away
 Allen Broadman

Lou Anne Jaeger
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of sensations and feelings ? If we can dive deep 
into such questions, asking them with our whole 
body-mind, instead of just thinking about them 
on the surface, we might find the potential to 
change our relationship to painful experiences 
in unexpected and possibly beneficial ways.

Over the years, the physical pain of doing 
sitting meditation in retreats has been my per-
sonal pain laboratory. From the time of my very 
first weekend retreat over 20 years ago, my back 
and knees have poured forth a variety of sen-
sations that have challenged my ability to re-
main seated and to even continue returning to 
retreats. I have lost count of how many times 
I’ve wished to jump up from a sitting and walk 
out the zendo door, never to return to retreat or 
to Zen practice again. That’s not an exaggera-
tion or poetic license, it’s a concrete feeling I had 
during sittings, over and over again, for years. I 
have cried alone in my room at retreats, in the 
minutes before a sitting, afraid of what kind of 
pain might be waiting for me in the zendo dur-
ing the next few hours. In my thoughts I have 
promised myself during retreats that I will never 
return again, and in my imagination I’ve written 
letters to Roshi Bodhin, explaining that in spite 
of my great desire to practice Zen faithfully, I 
simply must give up Rochester retreats because 
the toll on my back and knees and psyche is just 
too overwhelming.

In this private laboratory of mat, cushion, sit-
ting, and self, I have tried a variety of methods 
to get through pain. I’ve tried ignoring it, but 
that’s impossible once it gets too intense. I’ve 
gritted my teeth and steeled myself against it, 
enduring it to the very last seconds of the sit-
ting. I’ve tried to just wait it out, counting down 
how many breaths might be left before the bell 
to end the round. I have attempted to negotiate 
with various sentient beings I hoped were out 
there in the universe, pleading for deals such as, 
‘Please just ease up this pain for a few minutes, 
and I promise I’ll sit through the night … .’  I’ve 
cried from the pain, and even laughed hysterical-
ly at the hopelessness of it all. Ultimately, none 
of those attempts ever changed anything. The 

pain was always still there, and the resistance 
and aversion to it was always just as strong. The 
worse the pain, the more attempts at manag-
ing it I made, and the more the resistance grew. 
What a seemingly hopeless state of affairs.

You might reasonably ask yourself, ‘Wait just 
a second—what kind of Zen practice is that ? 
Resisting pain, steeling against it, negotiating 
with it ? Isn’t Zen practice total attention and 
absorption with our breath or koan or activity ?’ 
Certainly that’s true, that’s our Zen practice : 
‘Attention. Attention. Attention,’ as the Zen 
teacher Ikkyu admonishes us. Roshi Bodhin 
was compassionate with me as I brought these 
difficulties to him time and time again in do-
kusan, reminding me to throw myself, with the 
whole body-mind, into the practice. And I was 
doing just that, staying with the practice the 
best I could. Pain can be motivating, helping 
focus our attention with great strength, but fo-
cus our attention on what ? Attention alone has 
limited meaning, and what’s most important is 
the choice of what to place that attention upon. 
If pain helps bring us to the breath or the koan, 
that’s wonderful. But sometimes the intensity of 
pain can be too much and it becomes a distrac-
tion from our practice, bringing our attention—
our full attention—onto resisting, onto stories 
about the pain, and even onto negotiations with 
deities. 

If nothing else, Zen practice is a process of 
returning. Returning over and over again to 
our breath or our koan, or to washing dishes or 
drinking tea, or any other activity of our living. 
Our attention falls away, we notice it, and re-
turn. Repeat forever. That’s the beautiful sim-
plicity of Zen. In all my resisting, fighting, and 
negotiating, my attention was falling away, fall-
ing away, but there was indeed Zen practice go-
ing on because I was still trying to come back. 
That effort at trying to come back, over and 
over, is why from out of a seemingly hopeless 
situation, something valuable happened.

By repeatedly attempting and failing to man-
age my response to pain over years of practice, I 
exhausted myself. I took all these ‘coping’ meth-
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ods as far as they could go—I kept resisting and 
fighting, over and over and over, until I finally 
had a glimpse into the utter futility of it all—
it was all getting me absolutely nowhere. In a 
state of hopelessness, I asked myself a simple but 
profound question : Why are these sensations in 
my back so bad, what makes them bad instead 
of good ? No answer came. I asked again and 
again but still no answer. Finally, I no longer 
voiced this question with words, but instead, out 
of sheer desperation, I searched with my very 
being to find what exactly was making it all so 
bad. What was the bad of it all ? Where was the 
bad of it all ? What ? Where ? How ?

And there at the center of it all I found one 
kind of answer : me.  It was me who was making 
it bad. It was me who was making it unbearable, 
making it so much worse than it actually was. It 
was me that was taking sensations and thoughts 
and feelings and making them bad, or good, or 
exciting, or sad, or anything and everything else 
they might be turned into. And so I asked just 
one more question, perhaps an even more im-
portant question : Could I stop doing it ? Could 
I stop making these sensations bad ? Could I 
just take one seemingly insane step into a seem-
ingly insane reality—could I just sit here with 
all these sensations and just let them be without 
making them into anything at all ? Could that 
actually be possible ?

Yes, it was possible. Somehow, it was possible 
to just sit with it all. Right there, along with the 
sensations in my back and knees, there were the 
sounds of other people breathing, the soft col-
ors of the overhead lighting on the wall, and the 
slight breeze of moving air on the back of my 
neck. None of it was bad, and none of it was 
good. It just was. For a short while, everything 
just was.

But how many people can maintain such a 
state of ‘just being’ all day long, either inside or 
out of meditation retreats ? My days are mostly 
filled with struggles—struggles to stay attentive 
to the task at hand, struggles to avoid the hun-
dred distractions of daily life, struggles to let go 
of attachments and aversions. I believe that most 

of our fellow practitioners on the Zen path have 
similar experiences and that we are often work-
ing in the weeds, and in the weeds pain can get 
in the way. How can we know what amount or 
intensity of pain we are ready to encounter suc-
cessfully ? We don’t want to give up at the first 
sign of trouble, but neither should we put our-
selves into a position where pain is overwhelm-
ing us and preventing us from staying present. 
How much pain is too much pain ? We certainly 
can’t compare our pain to anyone else’s—who 
could possibly know what it’s like to be another 
person, to know what their experience is, with 
their personal history and all the knots and bag-
gage that come with it ? We can only figure out 
for ourselves what pains are okay to work with, 
and which ones aren’t. We can be compassion-
ate with ourselves to make sure we do not turn a 
corner into taking on more pain than is helpful, 
out of a misguided sense of heroism. We should 
not give up too easily, but that doesn’t mean we 
must always be samurai. There is a time and 
place for pushing ourselves beyond our comfort 
zones and past our perceived limits, and there 
is a time and place for treating ourselves gently, 
with tenderness. There is wisdom to be found in 
searching for that right balance. 

With physical pain, there are many kinds of 
body work that might help us become more 
flexible and more easily relaxed—practices that 
can help lessen the rigidity and stress that our 
bodies hold. Yoga, Qi Gong, and Tai Chi are 
just some examples which have been used suc-
cessfully by humans for millennia, and there are 
so many other ways to stretch, to exercise, and to 
take care of our physical bodies. The body is our 
conduit to perceiving phenomena, and it’s worth 
our efforts to keep it as healthy as possible.

Eventually, from frustration, we might ask 
ourselves, why even deal with all this pain ? A 
retreat at the rzc is a marathon—one day it’s 
the knees, the next it’s sciatica running down 
the thigh, then it’s the shoulder blades, and on 
and on. Why deal with it at all ? Pain is one of 
those places where the rubber meets the road 
of spiritual practice, a situation in which there 
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are no more abstractions or theoretical consid-
erations. Why does a pianist keep practicing 
when her hands are so sore that she can’t make 
a fist ? Why does a skater keep getting back on 
the ice after so many falls and so many sprains, 
twists, and breaks ? Why indeed. What things 
are worth doing in the face of struggles ? There 
is a koan for us all.

I wish I could tell of a happily-ever-after end-
ing to this story of pain. I wish I could say af-
ter that experience of just letting things be, the 
pain was forever gone, but of course that’s not 
true. Aversions and resistance run strong, and 
the habit forces that turn certain kinds of physi-
cal sensations into burdensome pains remain in 
place. Although loosened up, they are still chal-
lenging to work with. But the experience of be-

ing free from them even for a moment was pow-
erfully motivating. Even a short while of just 
sitting without adding anything to the experi-
ence was enough to prove to me that it is pos-
sible to just let things be as they are. Not easy, 
but possible. Knowing it is possible, it’s easier 
to summon the faith and strength to work with 
it all and to keep practicing. This kind of faith, 
rooted in direct experience, helps with trying to 
find the right balance of effort and compassion 
for oneself, right in the face of the pains and the 
difficulties.

Allen Broadman has been a member of the Roches-
ter Zen Center since 1996 and has never attended a 
retreat in which he didn’t have pain. He continues 
to return anyway, and to try to understand why.

I Feel Your Pain
 Andy Stern

For the first decade of meditation I had horren-
dous pain, but what I want to talk about here is 
not my pain, but yours. Specifically, how I expe-
rience and work with your pain.

Years ago, when I was experiencing so much 
pain while sitting and was hoping to discover 
a self-help manual, I came upon the book The 
Body in Pain : The Making and Unmaking of 
the World (Oxford University Press, 1985). The 
author, Elaine Scarry, is the Walter M. Cabot 
Professor of Aesthetics and the General Theory 
of Value at Harvard University. But I was dis-
appointed as I began reading her book to find 
that the focus was not so much on my pain, or 
one’s own pain, but on our experience of anoth-
er’s pain. Wait just a minute, what about me ? !

Scarry’s central argument is that how we ex-
perience our own pain is very different than how 
we experience the pain of others. In the case of 
ourselves, we would never think to question the 
reality or degree of our own pain. I can’t imag-

ine being in pain and questioning how much 
I am fabricating or exaggerating it. Yet this is 
often how we relate to the pain of others. We 
question the reality or degree of their pain. 
My guess is that nearly all of us, often uncon-
sciously, raise such questions. In Scarry’s words, 
‘ To have great pain is to have certainty ; to hear 
that another person has pain is to have doubt’ 
and ‘to the individual experiencing it [pain is] 
overwhelmingly present, more emphatically real 
than any other human experience, and yet is 
almost invisible to anyone else, unfelt, and un-
known.’ In short, Scarry debunks the concept of 
‘I feel your pain’ as nonsense. 

I am always a little surprised when Roshi 
speaks in the zendo during sesshin about pain, 
sometimes noting that many seem to be having 
a lot, or, in his closing remarks, recommending 
that those who have had a lot of pain could ben-
efit from a yoga practice. What ? Aren’t I the 
only one in the zendo with real pain ? If not, 
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surely no one has as much pain as I do. After all, 
in sesshin, no one looks like they are having pain, 
they are just sitting there.

As a neurologist, I have treated many people 
with pain and have seen this as a very real im-
pediment in finding the best approach to pain 
management. I recall many patients telling me 
that they had a very high threshold for pain but 
‘ Now this really hurts’ to communicate to me 
how bad it is. I also remember having a skep-
tical response, thinking ‘ Yeah, right, everybody 
has a high threshold for pain until it hurts.’ The 
medical profession has been heavily criticized 
for generally under-treating pain even in cases 
of terminal illness, and I wonder if Scarry hasn’t 
put her finger on the reason. Simply, your pain, 

the pain of a patient, isn’t quite real in the way 
that mine is.

Scarry uses the word ‘unsharability ’ to char-
acterize this essential feature of pain. It is not 
simply that pain is a subjective experience, as 
the experience of a variety of purely subjective 
sensations can be effectively communicated. For 
example, when the asthmatic says, ‘ My chest 
feels tight and it feels like I can’t breathe,’ I know 
precisely what that experience is without any 
objective validation. Yet physicians must make 
some judgment about the degree of pain, which 
inevitably varies among patients with the same 
condition. When severe, sometimes hospitaliza-
tion for pain control is indicated or medications 
with very significant side effects are called for. 
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And that judgment, when there is no physical 
correlate like an obvious broken bone, is nearly 
always an underestimation.  

In my own medical practice, I found that 
treating patients who are in pain is deeply chal-
lenging in large part because to communicate 
accurately and precisely one’s experience of the 
extent of pain is seemingly impossible—and so, 
we call it the art of medicine. Whether the pain 
by some objective measure could be quantified 
(which it cannot), the patient’s experience of 
it must be addressed equally and the first step 
is always to do what can be counterintuitive : 
to validate the experience of that patient as it 
is presented. In Buddhist terms this is simply 
an application of the first of the Four Noble 
Truths : to validate the truth of suffering. 

But as the title of her book, The Body in Pain : 
The Making and Unmaking of the World, sug-
gests, Scarry goes further—much, much fur-
ther. She says, if we actually could experience 
the pain of somebody else as we experience our 

own, not only would it be nearly impossible to 
hurt another person but there could never be 
war. Wow ! 

Of course, to frame Scarry’s idea in Buddhist 
terms, this all boils down to the delusory separa-
tion of self and other. We all receive the pow-
erful and unquestionable message from some-
where deep in our brains that we are the real 
thing—enduring, substantial, and separate. It is 
so thoroughly ingrained in our intuitive nature 
that the vast majority of us think it nuts to even 
question it. But we don’t have quite the same 
undeniable certainty that you are the real thing, 
too.  So, maybe one day, if I persist in this prac-
tice long enough, I will truly feel your pain.

Andy Stern is a long-time Center member and 
has practiced neurology for over 30 years. He now 
devotes himself to raising awareness about cli-
mate change as it threatens to cause unprecedented  
human suffering. 

 

Learning Not to Look Away
 John Pulleyn

Before I took up Zen practice (and for some 
time after), I would, from time to time, find my-
self caught up in a feeling of dread or anxiety 
or some other negative emotion and not know 
where it had come from. Trying to figure out 
why I felt so awful, I would trace back through 
my thoughts and usually hit on the cause—
maybe worry about something I was going to 
have to do that might go wrong, maybe acute 
regret at something embarrassing that I’d done.  

Evidently, I was pushing my unpleasant 
thoughts aside – because I found them too pain-
ful to take in—and then foundering in misery 
I no longer understood. This habit of turning 

away from pain is common, I think, to all of us.  
We pick it up early in life, and until we see how 
fruitless it is, until we see that it doesn’t work, 
it stays with us. What we’ve buried isn’t really 
gone.  It still festers.  We feel bad, and we don’t 
know why.

Because we reflexively refuse to give our clear 
attention to the things that hurt us (or that we 
fear may hurt us), we lose our center. We lose 
our natural ability to rest in things as they are.

Zen practice brings light to this pattern of 
unconscious aversion. The more we see our un-
skillful habit of rejecting what we don’t like—by 
looking away, by tensing up, by escaping into 
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thoughts—and the more times we come back to 
our present reality, the more natural it becomes 
to stay centered and open.

We need to trust the process, and that means 
not trying to manipulate the mind, not aiming 
for a preconceived result. Grasping at what we 
like and pushing away what we don’t like is our 
root problem, the cause of pain, Buddha’s Sec-
ond Noble Truth. 

One of the most direct ways to see how our 
aversion makes things worse is sitting with 
physical pain.

My early sesshins were painful. And despite 
Roshi Kapleau’s advice to become one with the 
pain, I got caught up again and again with an-
ticipating it, fearing it, and longing to escape 
it. I remember noticing a pattern that repeated 
round after round. I would start out, doing my 
best to focus on Mu, and somewhere, midway 
into the round, the thought would float up, ‘I 

wonder if the pain is coming ?’ Immediately it 
was there, and for the rest of the round, I was 
gritting my teeth and hanging on by my finger-
nails.

We never know all the reasons why we do 
what we do, but I’m pretty sure that it was 
wanting to escape the physical pain I was run-
ning up against in sesshin as well as wanting to 
escape the mental anguish of worrying that I 
didn’t measure up that led me to distance my-
self from the Center for some 10 to 15 years. It’s 
not that I doubted the potential and the prom-
ise of Zen practice ; it’s just that other aspects 
of my life came to seem more compelling :  wife 
and family, running a business, dealing with my 
son’s illness, and trying to relax and enjoy life 
(which seemed to call for gradually increasing 
amounts of alcohol).  

For me, drinking was, for a while, an amaz-
ingly effective pain reliever, and it came to occu-

Tom Kowal
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py a central place in my life. Like most addicts 
and alcoholics, I tried to find ways to get it un-
der control and limit the damage it caused, but 
finally, in 1990, I had my last drink (and my last 
black-out), and landed in treatment and started 
going to aa. Amazingly, worries about how I 
measured up dropped away (or at any rate, they 
diminished dramatically), and I started back 
up at the Center, this time with Bodhin-roshi 
(Bodhin-sensei at the time).

Soon I was back in sesshin, and while the old 
bear of sesshin pain hadn’t disappeared, it was 
no longer backed by the old anxiety about my 
‘performance.’ At one dokusan, I brought up my 
struggle with physical pain, and Roshi told me 
something simple, ‘John, just trust the process.’ 
Somehow, that turned a key. This was some-
thing I could work with, something that would 
change over time, that wasn’t locked in.  

Our ability to tolerate discomfort is dramati-
cally enhanced by our learning how relax in 
painful situations that we can’t avoid. In fact, a 
few years back there was a spate of studies that 
showed that those who meditated performed far 
better in controlled tests of their ability to toler-
ate various painful stimuli over time, sometimes 
being subjected to an electric shock or other 
times simply being asked to keep a hand in ice 

water as long as possible.  What studies may not 
have shown yet, but which practitioners know, is 
that the ability to be with all kinds of pain, with 
mental pain as well as physical, is enhanced by 
sitting in zazen.  

Over years of practice, we find there’s more 
and more that we can handle without losing our 
center. Anger doesn’t stay as long ; fear may flare 
up, but it dies back down. Joko Beck, the late Zen 
teacher in San Diego, pointed out that everyone 
has a point at which their stress is ‘too much.’ If 
the challenge is too great, we’ll fall back into our 
old unskillful patterns of tensing up and looking 
away. But she also points out that this is exactly 
our point of practice. One hallmark of a mature 
practice is welcoming what we can’t yet easily 
handle, knowing that our difficulties are essen-
tial to the process of opening more completely 
to our lives, gradually extending our willingness 
to be with things as they are.  

The great Chinese Zen master Linji famous-
ly said, ‘There is nothing I dislike.’ That’s a tall 
order, but all of us who practice are pointed in 
that direction.

John Pulleyn has been a Center member since 1968 
and has served on staff as Head of Zendo for quite 
a while.

������������������������������������������������
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �
�                                �������������������������������������������������

Countless Good Deeds.

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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50 Years of Dreaming
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call for submissions

Starting Over

In the course of Zen practice, from time to 

time we may find ourselves stalled, caught 

in a web of dry routines, or even feeling dis-

couraged enough to quit practice altogether. 

Yet, at any moment we can take a different 

course. Beyond the continuous efforts we 

make to renew ourselves breath by breath, 

we can refresh our practice in more tangible 

ways—  e.g. , resolving to sit more frequently 

at the Center, participating in a term inten-

sive, or devoting time to community service. 

There are a multitude of ways we can hit 

the reset button. Readers are invited to sub-

mit essays and images that reflect on ‘Start-

ing Over’ to the editor at zenbow@rzc.org.  

Submission deadline: Friday, September 1.
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