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Monasticism
and
Lay Life
Some Questions and Answers

(Editor's Note: The following has been excerpted from recent Dharma Exchanges and from a talk given by the Roshi. Portions of the Roshi's
comments were later expanded by him for this article.)
ROSH!: Of course, there's one tremendous satisfaction in being a monk and
that is knowing that one is a follower of the Buddha's Way in the most
fundamental sense. The Buddha's most intimate disciples in the beginning were all celibate bhikshus and bhikshunis.

QUESTION:

I
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Why did the Buddha place so much emphasis on celibacy?

ROSH!: Not only the Buddha but every great spiritual master has made celibacy a primary condition of the monastic life. Why? you ask. First,
because the Buddha knew that sexual desire and gratification so easily
lead to craving and clinging, thus binding man more and more to the
pleasures of the senses and the cycle of birth-and-death. He also
knew that if 100nastics were permitted to marry and to have children,
their wife and children would have to be provided for by them . This
meant that the monlts could not put all their time, energy and concern
into their quest for Self-realization, nor could they be similarly
involved after they became teachers, for obviously their families
would have to come first.
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In the sutras and writings of the masters we find i~ s-::a~ed that
celibacy, when the body-mind is ripe for it, furnishes ~e ground for
transforming the energy demanded by the sexual act into t.~e ~igher
kind of vibrations so essential for the deepest stat es of sar:ia.dhi and
Awakening. Understand, celibacy does not mean merely abstention from
sex or tile absence of sexual fantasies, or fr~edom from the ceaseless
baying of the hound of desire. Rather, it means transcendence of sex,
a living through and a going beyond. This "living through and going
beyond" may take a few years or it may take many years to accomplish.
At its highest, celibacy is a rarefied state in which the coarser
body-mind vibrations have been sublimated into the subtlest and finest,
producing an all-pervading calm and clarity.
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But why repress sex--isn't it a natural function, like eating?

ROSH!: Well, hardly. We can live without sex, but how long can we stay
alive without eating? The point is, we are not talking about repression but transcendence, which is something else again. At a certain
stage in our development sex is perhaps inevitable. When this sexuality expresses itself in a genuine love relationship it can, as we
know, energize the body as well as calm the mind and emotions. But
this energy operates on an altogether different level.
Many think of sex as an open-ended experience indispensabl e to any
intimate relationship. Yet ther~ are innumerable couples who though
lacking religious sensitivity nonetheless reach a point where they
transcend sexuality in the narrower sense of intercourse, and have a
rich life together. Eventually, they modulate into an unselfish love
without sexual implications. How much more so, then, should this be
the ultimate aim of everyone walking the Buddha's Path? The highest
love, after all, is grounded not in sexuality but in right knowledge
of the interrelationship of all existence and the respect for life
which it generates.
Make no mistake about it, celibacy as a way of life even for monastics
gets little sympathy these days. In the Roman Catholic Church today
there appears to be open revolt against the time-honored rule of celibacy for priests and monastics, even though all the outstanding church
fathers were themselves celibates and have advocated celibacy as the
sine qua~ of the purest religious life . The Buddha, too, as we know,
made celibacy an indispensable condition of ordination. We must not,
however, confuse the role of the householder, who has a different life
style (and therefore different obligations and responsibilities), with
that of the ordained celibate monk. For the householder a happy
married life, and consequently an equable mind state for effective
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zazen, is usually dependent upon a harmonious physical love re l ationship, especially in the early years of a couple's life togethe r. For
the monastic, of course, the very opposite is true. It follows, then,
that for either to envy or attempt to impinge upon the prerogatives of
the other is a perversion which can only harm and not help one's
practice.
The denigration of celibacy is, one may suppose, inevitable in an age
obsessed with sex and its free-wheeling expression. The popular
hero is the sex athlete, the swinger whose erect phallus is the symbol
of his "liberation, " his invincible sword which he deludes himself into
believing can cut t h rough every one of his frustrations and inhibitions.
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In the end, though, the question of celibacy c omes down to one's karma.
But how do we perceive our "sex karma?" How, in other words, do we
know when we are ready for such a renunciation, assuming we wish to
make it in the first place? There's a simple test. If the renunciation
comes easily, almost inevitably, which is to say without compulsion,
with little doubt or trepidation, it's fairly safe to assume one has
matured his karma in respect to sex and is ready for the step of
celibacy.
QUESTION: A question about the robes of the monks. Here at the Center it
seems appropriate that our monks should wear robes to differentiate them
from the lay members. But when they wear robes in public--for example, in
downtown Rochester, at the airport and so forth--they are quite conspicuous.
Doesn't this make it more difficult for them to "blend in," to become one
with their daily lives?
ROSHI: They are undoubtedly conspicuous, but only because their dress is
still a novelty in America. In the Buddha's time monks wore cast-off
clotning as a mark of humility. Anyone wearing old, ill-fitting clothes
today might be called a hippie, a freak or a bum. Even so, who takes
a second look at them these days? People get used to such things .
About this staring bit: Any well-trained monk who found himself stared
at would go about his business completely oblivious to the staring.
Why should the m:,nk try to camouflage his calling by "blending in"?
After all, he has freely chosen a certain m:,de of life. He has made
a commitment, and his robe and shaven head are symbolic of this commitment. Why can't a monk dressed as a monk be one with every situation, develop clear awareness and at the same time be warm and sympathetic?

with
The robe is really a protection for society. Not long ago the military
government in Burma announced that it will jail for the night any monks
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found walking the streets beyond a certain hour or discovered drinking
beer or engaging in other non-monkish activities, and notify their
superiors to discipline them. The distinctive robe, then, informs the
public that the wearer is a monk and co::ipels him to measure up to its
demands.
Any wearer of a uniform, whether he be a :oo=-.<, a Catholic priest, a
nurse, a policeman or a fireman is saying, i.~ ef~ec~, that he or she
belongs to an organized body, a group with ics Cl'ioi-:: standards and
traditions. The uniform implies that the wearer i:las renounced his own
preferences and has willingly placed himself under ~~e discipline and
authority of those who lead or administer that or~za~on, the better
to serve its aims and purposes. In the case of a Z-e:: ::0:1.'<, his unique
costume proclaims that he has renounced self-indU..:ge=-;ce =d the pursuit
of pleasure and has severed all attachments to h=e, :persons _and things
for the sake of the highest ideal, namely Buddhahood. Ee undertakes
all this so that one day he may be able to benefit sociecy as a "teacher
of men" and a model of the virtues cultivated through th:.s highest of
teachings. Of course we are assuming he is a true monk and not what
the Japanese contemptuously call a namagusu-bozu, "an unholy monk who
smells of rotten fish."

QUESTION: How does one distinguish between decent pride in oneself as a
Buddhist monk and arrogance?
ROSHI: Arrogance shouldn't be hard to spot, should it? Isn't it so, though,
that almost everyone who puts on a uniform for the first time gets a
bit of a swelled head and tends to act haughty or condescending? This
reaction may be due in part to a certain self-consciousness. But as
the swollen pride subsides and the monk settles into his new life-style,
he comes to realize that it's the man and not what he's clothed in that
is most essential.
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There is, by the way, a similar conceit to which laymen are prone when
they first get into Zen. They tend to come down pretty heavily on their
families, their friends and even their acquaintances. Probably it's
because they're not yet sure that what they're doing is right for them,
and this heavy-handedness, this excessive praising and "pushing" Zen on
to others, is their way of trying to convince themselves and their
friends that this newly-discovered Zen thing is for real and for everybody, which of course it is, but not in that way.
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QUESTION: Would it be appropriate for an American Zen monk to wear something
in public that is more at home with modern Western dress?
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ROSH!: Yes, it would. Why can't we design distinctive attire for our monks
which would be m.:>re in keeping with our Western tradition and culture?
Take the outfit of Catholic priests. That slight turn of the collar
was such a simple thing, yet it set the priest apart even as it enabled
him to retain his Western dress. It was a stroke of genious by whomever
designed it! '!his is the sort of thing we need to do here--develop
distinctive Western dress for our Zen monks.
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A LAY MEMBER: For years I was making a false distinction between the lay
life and the monastic life, setting up a hierarchy, a ladder where you
go from the lowest rung {the lay life) to the highest rung {the monk's
life). Any kind of ladder in the mind seems to me totally contrary to
the whole Teaching.
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How does one decide whether or not he should become a 11K)nk7

ROSH!: There are no shoulds or oughts! One still at the stage of asking
"Should I become a celibate monk or remain a layman?'' obviously is not
ready for the monk's life, and perhaps not even for the lay.
If you're truly involved in your practice, in becoming one with
your own karma, eventually all the doubts, the fears and confusions,
just melt away. Thoughts like "What if I meet some girl and fall in
love with her?" or "What if I get sick and can't keep up the monastic
discipline?" gradually fade away. If it's truly your karma to become
ordained, this will become clear. There will be no choice--you just
do it.

A MJNK:

QUESTION: Traditionally monks were separated from lay people and sent to
secluded monasteries for intensive training, especially at first. Here it's
hardly an ideal situation for our monks to work at the Center every day in
constant contact with lay members and the "outside world."
ROSHI: We have a unique situation in Rochester growing out of the way in
which our center has develo~ed. We have no choice but to make do with
our limited facilities, which preclude a separate building for the
monks. Our purchase of the property next door will give us greater
breathing space but it won't relieve this situation very much. Unquestionably monks in training should be in a monastery by themselves.
As you all know, we soon hope to be able to have a bona fide monastery,
together with a sesshin complex and training center, on our extensive
Honeoye land.

-ething
Still, there are many advantages both to our lay conununity and to our
9

Wooden sculpture of a Japanese Zen
priest, Kakushin, and (oppo si t e
pa ge) his mother, a lay followe r of
the Buddha's Way.
(Used with the
kind permission of the Clevel and
Museum of Art.)
Purchase, Leonard C. Hanna , Jr . Bequest

monks in the present set-up. Because of the difficulties these arrangements present, the necessity to surmount them and learn to live together
harmoniously is pressing. Not all Buddhist monasteries, whether Zen in
Japan or Theravada in Southeast Asia, are models of monastic virtue.
You find in them monks with small ardor and ~arge worldly ambitions
who, in Japan at least, are there only because they must train for
three years in order to take over their father's temple, and not because they are panting for Liberation. When the Roshi and headmonk
are not around, these unsui ("cloud and water") are the first to goof
off.
You get a similar weakening of morale and lowering of the level of
training in a Zen Center when certain members complain, "Why do we need
all this discipline? We're laymen, not monks." But when laymen and
10
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monastics live and work in close proximity to each other, the monks
must maintain a high level of monastic discipline to avoid criticism
from the lay Sangha; thus they become models for the latter. But there
are problems on both sides, as we well know.

QUESTION: A lot of us, especially if we're not married, carry in our minds
the idea that we ought to become monks .. We' re envious, even resentful of
those who have been able to make that commitment, and we don't even grant
them the charity that we grant each other.
ROSHI: This is only too true. The uncharitable feelings doubtlessly spring
from a strong sense of inadequacy. Because you are unable to make the
renunciatory commitment they have made, you project upon them your re11

sentment of your supposed wea1<.ness. What you need to realize is that
envy and jealousy reveal an ig::i.orance of the law of causation. Anyone
who understands and acquiesces in hls or-":1 karma will never envy another,
because he knows that his·present cir=ta.~ces are uniquely the outcome of the way he has thought and ac::ed and interacted in the past.
He also knows that when his thoughts ar.d actions change for the better,
so will his life and he will find himsel= ==ctioning on a higher, less
pain-producing level. This is a consequence of the immutable law of
cause and effect. Further, to know that at every moment we are making
new "good" karma and altering old is to accep:: ·,.-it.-iout regret our
present painful circumstances. My teachers used to say, "The more you
are grateful for pain and the opportunity it provides you to expiate
the karma that produced it, the more thoroughgoing w~ll be your transcendence of it,"

QUESTION: If it is clearly one's karma to live as a lay person--in the
married state for instance--what would you say are the advantages of this
kind of life style in terms of following the Buddha's Way?
ROSHI: Certainly the intimacy of the married state affords an unparalleled
opportunity--in a true love relationship it in fact compels one--to
negate the ego-I to the other, to subordinate one's own wishes to the
needs of one's partner and/or children. For one who wishes to cultivate
the mind of a server, married life is a constant spur to learn how to
give instead of take.

QUESTION: But can't you go too far with this serving where it turns into a
kind of servility in which you actually could be hindering your partner's
development by catering to his or her needs and desires?
ROSHI: There is of course that danger. But what has just been said does
not imply acceding to every demand or wish of one's partner. That
could fatten the other person's ego, especially if he were a child.
Rather, it means to be sensitively aware and responsive to the genuine
needs, material and spiritual, of one's spouse or child. This certainly
could mean denying, in certain circumstances, the other's requests or
expectations. One of the benefits of Zen training is the development
of this sensitivity and the ability to respond unhesitatingly and egolessly in every situation. In the Lotus Sutra there is a passage in
which Ananda says: "Such is my skillfulness, I am the servitor and keep
to the True Law for the sake of enlightenment."

QUESTION: What if your partner is making demands on you that you perceive
as hindering your practice--for example, excessive sexual demands?
12
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ROSHI: How can you be sure compliance will hinder your practice? How do
you define "excessive?" And what about the effect on your partner's
practice of your refusal? The only thing you can say with certainty
is that compliance would seem to be harmful. Takuan, a Zen master,
once wrote these words on the picture of a prostitute: "The Buddha
sells the Dharma, the Patriarchs sell the Buddha, the priests sell the
Patriarchs, and she sells her body--all to quiet the passions of men.
Form is emptiness, emptiness is form." And one of the sutras--the
name escapes me at the moment--tells about a deeply enlightened woman
who became a prostitute as an expedient means of leading men in the
way of the Buddha.
The point is, in an intimate relationship between two people whose
lives are rooted in a determination to experience Self-awareness or
Buddhahood, the immediate concern next to becoming enlightened oneself
is the spiritual awakening of one's partner, and this obviously calls
for self-sacrifice on one level or another. If the demand for constant
sex has behind it more than simple ego-gratification and if the partner
can comply not out of fear or ulterior motives or a selfish concern
with his or her own feelings, in all likelihood both persons' practice
will be helped. Also remember this: sometimes we have to give the other
person what he wants in order to make him want what we have to give him.
And of course in some situations non-compliance might be ultimately
kinder and more helpful than compliance. It is hard in such cases to
sensitively strike a balance, yet it must be done. If the mind and
heart are empty of self-seeking, one will know what to do.
Buddhist marriage vows, as you know, express the determination to help
one another realize and follow the Buddha's Way. The Buddha's Way is
fulfilled when with a mind rooted in Equality one sees one's partner as
no different from oneself; thus whatever hurts the other hurts oneself,
and vice versa. At the same time your partner, like yourself, is a
sovereign individual with a unique karma which must be lived through.
It takes an advanced practice, however, to live in and by this realization. Often we hear people say, referring to a husband or wife or
lover, "He (or she) just doesn't understand me!"--implying that they
could be understood if only their partner really tried to understand.
But how can we understand another when we don't even understand ourselves? For that matter, can we understand or know anything--really?
Isn't selfless serving the life of a Buddha? And isn't becoming a
Buddha the ultimate aim of our training and practice? So the more we
cease making our own demands, even as we egolessly fulfill the legitimate demands of our partner, the faster we progress in the direction
of Buddhahood. Therefore to say to one's partner, "I could go much
further in my practice if only you would do (or not do) such and such,"
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is to imply that one knows what one doesn't know and to add to one's
burden of ego.
CONCLUSION

ROSH!: To sum up what we have said on the subject of the lay and the
monastic life: We need to wholly accept, fully acquiesce in,
whatever life style or role our karma has case us into, whether
that be the life of a lay person (with or without children) or
that of an ordained celibate monk, without regret or dissatisfaction and without pride or undue joy. This acceptance is
something different from preordination, of a "face" against
which we can only struggle in vain. For if everything were already decided, what point would there be to spiritual training?
How could there ever be growth and transformation? The essential element of karma is dynamic change, varying with conditions
and causes. To concur in and move along with this change-- this
breeds contentment and freedom.
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Practicing as a Housewife and a Mother
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Actually, we do not practice the Buddha's Way as anything--not as lay person
nor as monk or nun--we simply practice as a human being in need to do so,
regardless of the changing circumstances of our transient life. What we
appear to be at each fleeting moment is only surface and does not touch the
depth of our being, just as foam caps cannot be found on the bottom of the
ocean. Seen in this light, the practice of a housewife and the practice of
a nun do not differ from each other in essence.
Women sometimes ask: "How can one find the time and the quietness to practice
regular zazen in a bustling household?" The answer is: "Time is nothing that
exists apart from us; it is nothing that we either have or lack. All our
actions, our shallowest and deepest concerns ARE our time. There only is,
or is not, great confusion in our mind about what our true needs are, and
time will be used wisely or wasted accordingly.
A quiet place suitable for regular zazen is not only the noiseless, darkened
zendo of a Center, but the very spot where we begin to turn the light inward and penetrate the waves of our turbulent, self-seeking mind. If we are
unable to find the dark, quiet zendo within, the best Center will be of no
avail.
Of course, in the beginning it is most helpful to do zazen in the absence of
external restlessness and distraction. If our yearning for Self-realization
is profound and strong, we find such moments even in the midst of the noisiest household--most likely early in the morning before the family is up, or
late at night when everyone is asleep. Even though they may be hard to get
used to, due to our long habits of sleeping and dreaming, these are the
finest moments for deep zazen. No practice is stronger than practice
wrested from sleep and dream. We cannot be awake and asleep at the same
time and need to experience this truth in its profundity.
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Each life style presents its own incomparable opportunities for spiritual
growth. During the household day, when we cannot find suitable time for
sitting, wakefulness and awareness take the place of formal zazen. How do
we respond to the demands of our children, husband, guests, house and yard?
Wholeheartedly? Halfheartedly? Cheerfully? Resentfully? Selflessly?
Self-pitingly? Expecting approval and appreciation? Fearing criticism?
We carry around so many images of ourselves; we have ideas about how we
would like to respond and how we want others to treat us. Can we learn
to see how we really react, moment after moment, regardless of how we think
we react or wish we would react? Can we look at ourselves nakedly and cut
through that blinding veil of ideas?
And what images have we developed about our husband--what he is like, ought
to be like, and should not be like? Can we learn to become aware of these
images as they crop up time and time again? Can we cut through them and see
him just as he is? Without wishing him to be any different?

I

I

How do we respond to our children? What constant dreams do we dream on behalf of our children? Can we learn to see them exactly as they are, without
any desire to keep them that way, to make them over in another image, or
fear of what might become of them? Do we really have faith in Buddha-Mind
everywhere?
Once after a talk a woman asked, "Can you us-e Zen teachings for child rearing?" Maybe what she really wanted to know is: "Did you bring up your child
in the Buddha's Way? If so, how did he turn out? Better than average?
Regardless of our ideas and religious convictions which influence our reactions to our children, they have their own karma. If our practice of zazen
makes us sensitive to the law of karma, there is truly no better opportunity
to observe its workings than in the development of our children. What a
humbling experience it is, time and time again! How our children grow and
develop has so little to do with the ideas that clutter our minds while
"raising" them. They still grow whichever way they need to grow. If they
adopt the Way of the Buddha, they will have to kill the Buddha some day. If
they turn out anything but a follower of the Way, their darkest, most deluded
actions are not outside the Way. It is helpful to remind ourselves of this
during trying times. Better yet to see clearly and not be deceived by self
and others.
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Zen Master Bankei once said: "To attain the truth today all one needs is
self-criticism. There's no need to talk about Buddhism and Zen. Why,
there's not a single straying person among you: all of you have the BuddhaMind. However, suppose on returning home you were to see one of your children or a servant doing something offensive, and at once you got yourself
involved, went astray, turning the Buddha-Mind into a demon's, so to speak.
Don't get involved! Don't get involved with anyone, whoever he happens to
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Portrait of Vimalakirti, a deeply
enlightened layman who lived during the
time of the Buddha.

be; rather by ridding yourself of the need for others (which really is a
form of self-love) remain in the Buddha-Mind. Then you will never stray,
then you will be a living Buddha for all time."*
What does Bankei mean with this admonition: "Don't get involved with anyone?"
To be wholeheartedly one with housework and family, don't we need to get
deeply involved? We are flesh and blood mothers and wives after all--how
can we avoid involvement?
It is of course involvement of ego that Bankei warns about. He implies that
our need for others is a form of self-love. How true! As long as we are
deluded we constantly seek to confirm ourselves in our loving demands on
others. Observing ourselves closely and honestly will show up how much our
well-meaning concern for our family is contaminated with deep concern for
our own security and well-being. If at times we feel deeply hurt by our
*(from ZEN: POEMS, PRAYERS, SERMONS, ANECDOTES, INTERVIEWS, ed. by Lucien
Stryk and Takashi Ikemoto, Anchor Books, Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1965,
pp. 80-81.)
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children or husband--do we feel the pair. o! he who injures, or do we smart
from the blow to our own wishes and hopes? Practicing zazen regularly and
seriously will shed light on this cor.!=~or.. Shedding light in ever increasing measure will decrease our cor.!u.sed ego involvement with others.
During trying times it is always helpful ::.o rei::embe r that whatever happens
to us, no matter how meaningless, cruel, or ~~deserved it may seem from our
limited point of view--it is the harves~ ~e are reaping from seeds we ourselves have sown in times gone by. Le~ '.!S welco::ie each opportunity to pay
back old debts without incurring, at t.~e sa=e ~i..=e, new indebtedness. If
someone speaks ill about us or to us, le~ us refrain from defending or justifying ourselves, from correcting the o:fe~.der or seeking reprisal. As such
feelings and tendencies arise spont:a::eo".lS:y, rat~er than acting upon them,
let us use all our energies to face them squarely and see through them from
beginning to end. This is what is meant by leaving no trace behind--creating
no new karma.
Also, no matter how self-sacrificing we think we may act, let us never expect
anything in return. The good we do is always small in comparison to what we
are receiving at all times. When we have a new baby, baby clothes new and
used arrive from all sides. When they are outgrown, we pass them on to someone else. There are always baby clothes when needed, but who is the giver
and who has received them? We are but a link in an endless chain--why expect
to be singled out for praise and reward at any one moment?
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As parents, particularly in the Western tradition, we feel so strongly called
upon to mold our children's character. This responsibility weighs heavily
upon us. How different things are with a mother duck! She has no intention
to mold her ducklings. She provides them with her feeding, warming, and
protecting presence--that is all. She is a constant living example of the
way of an adult duck--there to be imitated when necessary. Ducklings grow
up accordingly and leaving and letting go occurs simultaneously and naturally. Can our practice of zazen evoke within us a similar spirit?
It takes great spiritual strength to let go--of people, things, and ideas
alike. It takes all the energies available to die, moment after moment, to
our illusory images of self and other. It takes deep insight to realize
that the only person in the entire universe we can mold effectively is our
own self. Coming to enlightenment brings all beings to Buddhahood.
In the second of the four Bodhisattvic vows we recite: "Dharma gates without
number we vow to penetrate." Where ever we find ourselves at this very
moment, let us thoroughly penetrate before moving on.

~
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Two Letters from Sesshin
Homage to Shakyamuni Buddha,
Homage to all Sentient Beings,
Deepest Gratitude,
Deepest Gratitude,
Deepest Gratitude,
Such Joy to prostrate before Buddha,
Such Joy to prostrate before Kannon,
Such Joy to prostrate before all Sentient Beings.
Trees, Birds, Dogs, Wind, Chainsaw drone, all
Chant Prajna Paramita.
This spring, SPRING!
From the beginning this April sesshin pulsated with a life of its own, a
life of sustained exertion, of determination, and of rebirth. After what
seemed such a short time from the opening ceremony, Roshi in his evening
talk said, three days have gone by, and it seems that sesshin began only
an hour ago, and already there are a half dozen people who have only one
more step! Urged on and on by teishos on Po Shan, dokusan, encouragement
talks and hard work by all, the practice of everyone deepened and deepened.
So many determined people! Gaps close. Day/night/Day/night. Notions of
time completely disappear. One inseparable Time. During yaza*, recollection of the story of a woman who was determined to come to awakening and
vowed not to leave her seat until she became one with MU, Later, rising
from zazen, did not know where I was, or what I was doing. Entered kitchen
for tea. Gone! Breakfast being set up. Three hours had passed so quickly.
Encouraged, decided to sit in one spot without rising every yaza for rest
of sesshin, to not stop.
One morning during work period: scrubbing, washing, water flowing, bell
ringing, work finished which had never begun. Mu scrubbing itself.
Stood up. Laughed. So this is it! A life of complete oneness with
Daily Life. Recalled Dogen's answer when asked what great truth he had
brought back from China. "My eyes are horizontal, my nose vertical."
So simple. More laughter. Go on! Don't stop! Zazen and more zazen.
Dokusan. Question/answer/question/answer. No one asking, no one answering. Suddenly, "You're through!" Astounded, tears of gratitude.
It's so easy, so easy. Back in zendo, overwhelming feeling of gratitude
to everyone, the urge to prostrate before each one, and yet there
*(zazen after formal sitting ends at 9:30 p.m.)
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The work on our newly acquired
property next door has been
progressing with great speed,
with enthusiastic Sangha
volunteers augmenting the
regular staff. The construction
of a connecting building
which will link #5 and #7
Arnold Park is now in progress.
Other projects include interior
fire renovation, exterior
painting, laying in a brick
parking court, and landscaping the whole yard area.
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is no one to prostrate to. JUST PROSTRATE. During kinhin entered Kannon
Room, prostrated, tears flowing. Kannon, such a compassionate, smiling,
joyous, laughing Kannon. EverythL~g so bright and transparent! All sounds,
Prajna Pararnita. "Not even wisdom to attain, attainment too is emptiness."
How true, how very true! The first infinitesimal step on an infinite
journey. Not even this to hold on to. Keep going on and on. Such joy and
freedom in a work which is just beginning. After sesshin slept soundly for
first time in years. Awoke refreshed. All day long everything flowing so
effortlessly, and now, more than ever, the deep-felt need for zazen, and
deepest thanks to Roshi, and to everyone at sesshin and to everyone not at
sesshin. May all beings attain full and perfect enlightenment.
SVAHA!

(written by a man, aged 28)

Dear Arya Sangha,

•

Deepest gratitude for every moment of zazen everyone has done, for the work
and perseverance, for the energy and unity of the Sangha.
This last year has been one of many trials for me, and the support of the
Sangha has been deeply felt. Working at the Center, going to sesshin,
working hard but not hard enough, caught in the sea of yes and no: should
I stay at the Center? should I go to the mountains? am I really working?
am I really progressing? is all this really worth it? worth what? what am
I doing here? I'm not good enough for Zen. Maybe I should do something
else. On and on like this my mind has been going. I've been crying all the
time--in the zendo, out of the zendo, on weekends, during the week, miserable, unsure, off center.
Then the April sesshin came. The Sunday before I'd been crying all day,
couldn't stop. Even had a few fleeting thoughts about jumping off the
roof. This crying passed and I told myself if nothing else I had to find
out where all the crying and pain came from. I thought I could never work
on my practice feeling so rotten all the time. In the past I'd blamed my
pain on being in Rochester, on my childhood, on my past lives, on everything
but myself, and I knew this time I had to find out for sure what was going
on! The days before sesshin I felt right about going. Not scared or apprehensive, not even fiery and eager, just steady. Sesshin started and for the
first time I just worked, not judging my practice, just working, accepting
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where I was at and what was happening, just feeling bad or good or neither,
without saying, "Oh, now I'm really getting somewhere." Just patiently
working.
On the fourth or fifth day I went to dokusan and Roshi asked, was I sure I
could get through my koan working as I was? Couldn't say yet, still wasn't
really sure. I went back and questioned even deeper. "What is this?" "What
can it be?" "What isn't it?" Suddenly things became clear, ridiculously
simple. A huge laugh came bubbling up inside as though I had just realized
I had been chasing my tail all my life, thinking it was somebody else's, or
as though I had been looking all over for my glasses only to discover I'd
been sitting on them all the time. So simple! We~ whole and complete!
It was right here all along! This was no great experience, the heavens
didn't spin, I knew whether I was walking or sitting, but there was deep
knowing, deep peace, deep oneness, great love. All the pain and tension
left my body and the rounds of sitting flew like birds. For the first time
I really loved zazen. Zazen is a means and an end, not just a means. Sitting fully concentrated in zazen is our True Nature shining forth, not something we do to get something else. The Way has been opened up and all I
want to do is deepen and reinforce this meager understanding. All my past
tears and frustrations were just my "imagined" differentness and separation.
The pain of my life was just "dukka," off-centeredness, being out of touch.
This tiny experience let me feel centeredness, rightness. What a joy just
to Be!
Without the support of the Sangha through all the hard times and without the
energy which everyone put into this and other sesshin and zazen, I could
never have come to this road. My gratitude knows no bounds to the Sangha,
to Roshi, to the Buddhas and Patriarchs. There is no way to thank you enough
except to vow to ever deepen and live in this experience of Oneness. Then
there is no one to thank.
We should never lose faith. Just when we least expect it the "good news"
can come. Who is to know when our karma is ripe?
The fact that we have heard the teaching and are practicing is assurance
enough that eventually we'll see eye to eye with the Buddhas and Patriarchs.
We must never lose faith. As a popular song puts it " ••• and you know the
darkest hour takes place just before the dawn." Just when we feel like
throwing in the towel may be the very moment we see the towel for what it
really is. We must never lose faith. If a person as insignificant, weak,
and unsure as this one can know some measure of Peace, surely everyone can.
Yes, even a dog has the Buddha-nature.
Buddha, Roshi, Sangha,
Thank you, thank you, thank you.

(written by a woman, aged 21)
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Becoming a Homeless One ...
Notes on a Monastic Ordination

On the evening of January 4, the Sangha and invited guests convened at the
Zen Center to witness the monastic ordination of Casey Frank. Casey is the
third Sangha member to enter the brotherhood of the Homeless Ones. Jeff Vol~
(Sozan) and Jon Sheldon (Sojun) had been ordained together exactly one year
previous to this day.
By 7:30 everyone was seated in the zendo facing the center aisle. Casey's
family occupied chairs close to the altar where a section of the zazen platforms was removed. To the alternating sounds of the inkin and ceremonial
bells Roshi Kapleau entered the zendo carrying his hossu (ceremonial whisk).
After offering incense to the Buddha and sprinkling water on the ordination
platform, as a purification, the Roshi seated himself. Then Casey entered,
wearing the brown robe of a layman. Prostrating three times before the
Roshi, he knelt on the platform facing him.
The Roshi began by addressing Casey's family and the Sangha informally.
He described a monastic ordination as a formal leave-taking of lay life
and past karmic influences. He talked of the significance of Casey's
choice to enter the moastic life and what this meant in terms of his own
spiritual development as well as that of everyone else. Not only do the
parents and family of a Homeless One reap merit, but beings of all worlds
benefit when a person gives up his blood family for the family of all beings.
Following the chanting of the Prajna Paramita Sutra, the Roshi delivered
a formal address to the candidate. A portion of the talk follows:
" ••. To become a Homeless One is the best way to let both
mind and body become one with the Truth. Why? Because
when we sever the root of samsaric ties, outwardly
manifested by the cutting of our hair and putting on the
dress of a monk, we can attain true freedom. Accord24
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ingly, among all the Buddhas in the Three Worlds, not
one of them has been able to become a Buddha who has
not cut off these samsaric ties. The merit of becoming
a Homeless One is the most excellent of all merits ... You
are now being released from your eternal wanderings and
are entering the Buddha's country of no-birth. Your
delusion, which has no abiding root, will now cease
and Truth will manifest itself. You will walk freely
between heaven and earth. You will not be mistaken
for other, worldly beings. Monks have nothing with
which to cover their shaven heads. Their monks'
robes are the symbol of their Emptiness. You are an
example of the Buddha's Way, and even your immediate
family will gain much benefit therefrom. Your rank is
beyond the Three Worlds and your merit the highest of
all ... Make obeisance to your teacher and to your Buddhanature and respect the Buddhas and Patriarchs. Therefore
it is said:
In this transient world it is difficult to
sever worldly ties.
You are about to cut them and enter the
world of No-thingness;
This is the expression of true gratitude."
Roshi continued. "Now that you are to become a Homelesss One, think with
gratitude on the kindness of your parents and sincerely thank them for your
fine upbringing." With this, Casey rose to gassho to his mother and father.
Following this, Casey received from his teacher the articles of a Homeless
One's dress--black robe and kesa--a prostration cloth and the traditional
bowl. During these proceedings Casey changed from his brown robe 'into the
black monastic robe.
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Next, the Roshi offered to shave the one remaining patch of hair on top of
Casey's head, giving him a last chance to withdraw before doing so. Casey
replied, "I have made up my mind to renounce lay life and will never regret
my decision or withdraw." The hair was cut.
Roshi:

"The significance of shaving your head now and
shaving it hereafter is syni:>olic of
cutting your attachments.
Henceforth you will walk the path of Buddha with
the unmovable mind of Enlightenment,
So as to free all beings from suffering."

Casey:

"Freed from karma and worldly attachments.
Freed from form and color.
Everything is changed except my deep desire to
live in truth and save all beings."

Many people were deeply moved at this point in the ceremony and cried openly.
Roshi then gave Casey his Buddhist name to replace his family name. The new
name, Sokei Shakya, signifies rebirth into a new life. "Shakya" identifies
the line of Shakyamuni Buddha; all Buddhist monks bear Shakya as part of
their names. "So" means Patriarch, and "kei" is literally "mountain stream."
The ordination ceremony culminated in the Roshi's administering the Repentance Gatha, the Three Refuges, the Three Resolutions, and Ten Precepts--each
three times--to Sokei. In a sense, this was the heart of the entire ordination, for it lays the foundation for Buddhist life, be it monastic or lay
life.
Finally, everyone chanted the Ji Ho (Return of Merit) and the English translation, which follows:
"Ten Directions, Three Worlds.
All Buddhas, Bodhisattva-Mahasattvas.
Maha Prajna Paramital"
After the ceremony, Sokei stood outside the zendo smiling broadly as his
Dharma friends and family congratulated and thanked him, each in turn.
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Roshi Kapleau and Fred Eppsteiner, his assistant, on the South American trip.

South of the Border
This past winter, Roshi Kapleau and myself spent two ioonths living and traveling in Mexico and Costa Rica. While ostensibly the Roshi travels South
during the long Rochester winter for some rest from his busy duties at the
Center, and for sun and mountain air, this past trip also saw some strong
Dharrna seeds planted in Central America.
The first five weeks were spent at a spa located in the mountains of Eastern
Mexico. Situated in a mountain valley at the end of a four-mile dirt road,
this spa has been visited by the Roshi for the past three years. The accommodations are simple, vegetarian meals are served, and there is nothing to
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do there but hike in the rnountains, bathe in the volcanically- heated river,
sweat in the rock-walled sauna, and, of course, zazen. Though th e main purpose of the trip was healthful rest, Roshi still had some "wor k" t o do. This
was to write the introduction to the forthcoming book ZEN KEYS , wr itten by
the Vietnamese Zen rnonk, Thich Nhat Hanh. Excerpts from this introduction,
which deals with problems of contemporary American and world so ciety from a
Zen Buddhist perspective, will be published in the next issue of ZEN BOW .
After our stay in the mountains, a descent was made to Mexico City, where
the Roshi was the guest of Dr. Jose Derbez. Dr. Derbez, head of the Psychoanalytic Institute of Mexico City, had come to the spa to meet Roshi earlier
in the month. As a student at the University of Mexico many years ago, he
had come under the influence of Erich Fromm and D. T. Suzuki, and has for a
long time pursued an interest in Zen in relation to psychoanalysis.
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We spent three days in Mexico City at Tarango, an eclectic "growth center"
offering members everything from dream therapy to Tai-chi Chuan to zazen.
The second evening there, Roshi gave a public talk. As the translation of
his words into Spanish was slow and tedious, the Roshi made spirited use of
hand and body gestures to convey the spirit of Zen. The response by
those present was likewise lively and energetic. Many questions were asked,
and it was evident that a real interest in Zen had been aroused with this
exchange.
One of the purposes of the Mexico City excursion was to check on the Spanish
translation of THE THREE PILLARS OF ZEN. We found that the translator, a
scholar with no real background in Zen, had produced a translation which was
ponderous in style and often inaccurate in content. Luckily, Dr. Derbez and
some others we met through Tarango offered to rework the translation as a
favor to the Roshi. If things go well, the Spanish edition, with distribution over Central and South America, will be out by winter.
From Mexico City, at the invitation of Ron and Deborah Burkart, we flew to
San Jose, Costa Rica. The Burkarts, two old students of the Roshi, hoped
that his visit would kindle the dormant interest in spiritual practice among
many Costa Ricans. Three days after our arrival, a publicized open talk was
given by Roshi at the National Library. We were amazed to see people just
come pouring in until the doors had to be shut--no more room! over three
hundred people came that night, and the exchanges in the question-and-answer
period were extremely penetrating and direct. The response to the zazen
workshop the next morning was equally exciting, as more than 150 people
filled the room to learn how to practice zazen.
One of the real Bodhisattvas for our visit was the Japanese Ambassador to
Costa Rica. He was, as he himself said, an "ardent" Buddhist and became our
major sponsor. He opened his palatial home to the Costa Ricans who wished
28
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to continue zazen practice after the workshop, and has been instrumental in
forming a Zen group down there.
It's hard to put into words the amazingly open, sincere and enthusiastic
interest we found in Costa Rica and Mexico. All types of people, old and
young,came to listen, to discuss, to practice. The strong Dharma vibrations
of the American Sangha found a deep response among like-minded persons south
of the border. While the saplings planted are still fragile, it is hoped
that with guidance and perseverance, the Dharma will take firm hold in all
the Americas--North, Central and South.
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Roshi Kapleau working on
the Introduction to
Thich Nhat Hanh's book,
ZEN KEYS.
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Poems by Jose Acuna
The following poems are by the Costa Rican poet and resident sage, Jose Acuna.
Don Pepe (his affectionate name), a 7 7 - y ear old Picasso-lookalike, has long
been a student and practicer of the Way .
I n spired by Roshi's visit, he composed some seventy of these short and p i thy "zen-like" poems.

0
Numbers are infinite
they start in zero
and end in zero.
Zero is at the beginning
zero is at the end
and all the way through
Zero has no beginning
it has no end
it is no way.
We must keep our watches
at the zero time
and ...

0
Those who read me
and do not understand me,
do not need me.
Neither those who read me
and understand me,
do need me.

0
Meditation
is a funnel
opened by man to nothingness.
Nothingness is nothingness:
no meditator
no object of meditation.
No purpose,
no method,
no guidance.
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0
Wha t I need I have
what I have
I do not want.

0
The unsaid word
is always
the best word.
But the said word
might be
the most beautiful word.

0
Nothingness is nothingness
of the intellect,
of mental forms, of reasoning.
But is plenitude of feeling,
of sensitiviness,
of perceptibility.
It is the plenitude
of the creative power,
the plenitude of love.
The mind has no symbol for it,
the intellect has no word for it.
Yet it is,
yet is it,
yet it counts.
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{Editor's note: As the ceremonies and festivities marking the
Buddha's Birthday on April 8th
at the Rochester Center have been
covered for several years now in
ZEN BOW, we thought it would be
of interest to read how this occasion is marked in another,
smaller Zen group. The following
article and pictures were kindly
submitted by a member of the Madison, Wisconsin Affiliate Group.)
The Chicago and Madison Affiliate
Groups met at a member's farm
near Brooklyn, Wisconsin, on
April 7 for a combined Buddha's
Birthday celebration and animalreleasing ceremony.
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In the morning, members made offerings of food, tea, flowers
and incense to the Ba~y Buddha
as part of a ceremony which included readings from the Dhammapada and an account of the Buddha's
birth and life. Chanting ended
the ceremony, and on this day,
the chanting of the Patriarchal
Line was particularly powerful.

AT THE CENTER ...

One felt a connection far deeper
than a mere abstract or symbolic
one between the birth of Buddha
and releasing of animals, otherwise destined for slaughter, which
followed the Birthday celebration.
Outside, the day was gray, and a
bitterly cold wind fluttered the
brightly colored flags and chilled
the 30 persons who walked the threequarter mile distance to the woods.
Around the makeshift altar, however,
participants were out of the wind
as they heard an account of the
significance of the releasing of
the animals and then took the Three
Refuges and Five Precepts on their
behalf. When released, the pheasants flew high and deep into the
woods with tremendous flashes of
color and energy. The rabbits,
on the other hand, seemed reluctant to leave their cages and
sniffed timidly at the freedom
facing them.
The ceremony over, all the humans
returned back inside to the smell
of hot cider and a truly festive
meal.
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~ for it.
Members of the
Madison and
Chicago Affiliate
groups taking
the Precepts
for the animals
released on the
Buddha's Birthday;
Madison, Wisconsin.
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