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The Zen monk is truly in accord with 
Buddhism when he is completely with
out a divided mind. In Buddhism 
there are some who are endowed with 
compassion and wisdom from the out
set. Yet even though these quali
ties may not be present from the 
beginning, they can be acquired by 
study. Don't cling arbitrarily to 
your own views. Just cast aside 
both body and mind, plunge into the 
great sea of Buddhism, and entrust 
yourself to the Buddhist teachings. 
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The Three Disabilities 

COMMENTARY ON "HSUAN-SHA [GENSHA) AND THREE DISABILITIES," CASE NO. 88 OF THE 
BLUE CLIFF RECORDS [HEKIGANROKU), GIVEN BY ROSH! KAPLEAU AT A 7-DAY SESSHIN 

The Case: 

Attention! Hsuan-sha said to the assembled practicers: 

Great Zen teachers everywhere speak of rescuing men from their own follies and 
benefiting sentient beings. Now if you suddenly came upon a person with one 
of three kinds of disabilities [blindness, deafness, or dumbness), how would 
you guide him? Making gestures to a blind person or handing him a mallet or 
lifting up the fingers or waving a hossu [ceremonial whisk) at him would be 
useless. No matter what you said to a deaf person, even if you spoke with as 
much concentration as you use in striving to attain samadhi, it would be of no 
avail. And try as you might, you will not be able to make the dumb speak. So 
if the blind or the deaf or the mute came to you, how would you lead them? 
And if you couldn't approach them, none of them could ever have a Buddhist 
awakening. 

A young monk who had listened to Hsuan-sha went to [Zen Master) Yun-men's tem
ple and asked him how he would resolve this problem. 

"Bow down!" commanded Yun-men. The monk at once prostrated himself, then 
straightened up [expecting to have his query answered). Instead, Yun-men 
thrust his staff at him, and the monk jumped ·out of the way. 

"You' re not blind!" said Yun-men. "Come closer!" 

The monk came closer. 

"You're not deaf either! Do you understand?" 

"Understand what?" 

"And you're not dumb!" said Yun-men. 

With that the monk came to awakening. 

Opposite page : "Blind Man with a Lantern," detail of a brush drawing by Sengai (1750-1837), 

from the book Zen Painting by Yasuichi Awakawa . 
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The Commentary: 

This koan is a fine example of how Zen masters work in mysterious but very 
concrete ways to perform their wonders. These two, Hsuan-sha and Yun-men, had 
been brother monks under the same master, Hsueh-feng [Seppo], and their minds 
were so keenly attuned to each other and to their disciples that their methods 
naturally meshed without written or oral communication passing between them. 

About the life of Hsuan-sha we know only that he was born in the year 835 and 
died in 908, and that he had been a fisherman before he became a monk. 

Of Yun-men, however, much more has been handed down. It is recorded that he 
had a brilliant, quick mind, that he was eloquent in his speech and vigorous 
and forthright in manner, qualities which in one degree or another have always 
distinguished the Zen masters. Even in his own day Yun-men was renowned as a 
Zen master and this can be seen from the fact that except for the great Chou
chu [Joshu] no master figures in more koans than he--five of the forty-eight 
of the Mumonkan and seventeen of the one hundred of the Blue Cliff Records. 

Yun-men's birth day is unknown, though the records show he died in the year 
949, toward the end of the T'ang era, that high watermark of Chinese culture 
when Buddhism, and especially Zen, all but engulfed China. 

Yun-men's family, we are told, was extremely poor and very likely this was one 
of the reasons that persuaded them to place Yun-men, while still a mere boy, 
in the hands of the master of a Vinaya temple--the sect of Buddhism which em
phasizes the moral precepts and rules of behavior--there to be educated by him. 
When he became of age, which may have been at 13 or 15, the boy had his head 
shaved, symbolizing the severance of all attachments, and received the Pre
cepts and vows of a sramanara [novice] monk, i.e., a homeless one. 

But all this learning did not satisfy Yun-men's deeper aspirations or bring 
him to the realization of his Self, so he went to see Zen master Bu-chou, a 
disciple of the famous Huang Po [Obaku]. The spirit of the mondo [confronta
tion] between them should be firmly grasped by you practicers of Zen, because 
it vividly illustrates the qualities essential for awakening and throws light 
on the various methods masters employ to help bring about enlightenment in 
their students. 

As soon as Bu-chou spied Yun-men approaching he slammed the door in his face. 
When he knocked on the door, Bu-chou asked from the inside, "Who are you?" 
After he told him his name, Bu-chou demanded, "What do you want?" Yun-men re
plied, "I'm not yet enlightened on the vital problem of my Self. I've come to 
beg for your instruction." Bu-chou opened the door a little, took a quick 
look at him, and shut it fast. For the following two days Yun-men constantly 
knocked and constantly met with the same response. On the third day, however, 
as soon as the master opened the door, Yun-men squeezed in. The master grab
bed him, saying, "Speak! Speak!" As Yun-men fumbled for something to say, the 
master pushed him out, exclaiming, "You worthless, good-for-nothing!" and shut 
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the door so quickly that it caught Yun-men's foot and broke it. With a cry of 
pain Yun-men came to awakening • 

Commenting on this incident, a contemporary writer asks, "Was it necessary for 
Bu-chou to be so crude? Was satori worth a broken leg?" Let him ask the 
ghost of Yun-men! Or let him question a mother whether her child was worth 
the pain of childbirth! One can only smile at such naivete. Zen dilettantes 
and spiritual fence-sitters will never understand Yun-men's persistence, much 
less the spirit of Bu-chou's fierce rebuffs. Needless to say, none of you 
attending this sesshin fall into either of these catagories. 

Be that as it may, let me ask you, why did Bu-chou slam the door in Yun-men's 
face, not once but three times? It was an ironclad rule of Bu-chou's to give 
dokusan only to those with an unmistakable thirst for truth, for he knew, as 
all Zen masters know, that realization of the highest truth demands a sincere 
heart and persistent exertion, not to mention struggle and pain. Was not Yun
men such an individual? Would not one less determined have fled after the 
first fierce rebuff? 

You must also see into the signifiqance of Bu-chou's "Speak! Speak!" What 
could Yun-men have said that would have earned him approval instead of the 
rough treatment he got? What would you have said were you in Yun-men's posi
tion? You must respond at once! 

In the literature of Zen, Yun-men is also famous for his one-word [in Chinese] 
"no-gap" responses. The swift unpremeditated retort, from the hara and not 
the head, is much admired in Zen and, as you know, forms a vital aspect of Zen 
training. Please savor these one-worders of Yun-men's: 

.. What is the one road of Yun-men?" 
"Personal experience!" 
"What is the Tao?" 
"Go!" 
"What is the road, where is the Way?" 
"Begin walking it!" 

Before we return to the koan proper let me tell you an anecdote involving Yun
men which is one of the most unusual in the whole history of Zen. 

There was a Zen master in China named Chih-sheng who had been the abbot of a 
large monastery for some twenty years. During all that time he had never ap
pointed a headmonk. Whenever his monks asked him why he did not do so he 
would reply cryptically, "My headmonk has not yet become a sramanara." One 
day he announced to the assembly, "Today my headmonk took the vows of a sra
manara." Upon being asked when his headmonk would be arriving at the monas
tery, he simply replied, "My headmonk has not yet received the full monastic 
ordination," and would say no more. Several years passed by and the monks had 
all but forgotten the elusive headmonk when the abbot suddenly announced, "My 
headmonk was fully ordained today!" Again the assembly was mystified. Two 
more years passed and suddenly the abbot announced, "My headmonk will arrive 
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at the main gate at noon today. Strike the bell and send a delegation towel
come him." It all sounded very weird, as had everything else the abbot had 
been saying throughout the years about his headmonk, but at the appointed 
hour the monks nevertheless went to the main gate. Lo and behold, there stood 
a monk who had just arrived. He was none other than Yun-men. 

When Yun-men came before the abbot to proffer his greetings, he asked, "How in 
the world did you know I was to arrive when I did? I told no one I intended 
to come here." Smiling, the abbot said, "Many, many lifetimes ago--in fact 
during the time of the Buddha himself--you and I were brother monks. We both 
trained very hard and developed remarkable samadhi [joriki] powers. But then 
in a subsequent life you were reborn into a princely family. You led a self
indulgent, worldly life and consequently lost these powers. I, on the other 
hand, continued to train and discipline myself through many lifetimes and 
therefore never lost them--if anything they became stronger. I still retain 
this ability to see and predict future events, and that is how I was able to 
know when you had become a novice monk, when you were fully ordained, and fi
nally when you would come to this monastery at the precise time you did." 

Commenting on this, Harada-Roshi, my first teacher, would say, "Men still on 
the level of their puny intellect w,j_ll never give credence to such a story." 
And once after Yasutani-Roshi had recounted this same anecdote he was asked 
what he thought of the validity of prophecies by psychics who make such vague 
predictions as, "In fifty or sixty years California will sink into the sea." 
He replied, "Unless a psychic can give the precise time of a future occur
rence--in other words, pin it down to the exact year and day and hour--! per
sonally would place little faith in his prediction. This is not to say that 
such a person may not possess certain powers, but they are certainly of a 
different order from those related in this story." 

There is scarcely a Zen master who does not possess psychic abilities of one 
kind or another, for they are the by-product of persistent, sustained zazen 
and an awakened mind. In Zen, however, they are taken for granted and not re
garded as anything exceptional •. Masters never make a vain display of them, 
nor do they set out to cultivate them for their own sake. They are in fact 
looked upon as makyo--a subtle variety, if you like, but still makyo--which is 
to say, something other than enlightenment. 

I have given you much background material on Yun-men because of his prominence 
in the history of Zen. Let us now return to the case. 

This koan can be seen as a drama in two acts with the plot being how to help 
bring a monk to enlightenment. In the first act Hsiian-sha puts the nameless 
monk, and the others as well, into a painful dilemma: how to reconcile their 
bodhisattvha vows to liberate all beings without exception, recited by them 
daily, with the seemingly impossible task of liberating one who couldn't hear 
what was being taught him, or one who couldn't communicate what was in his 
mind by asking questions, or one who couldn't by reason of his blindness see 
a teacher's movements and gestures. "And if you can't bring such an individ
ual to Self-realization," Hsiian-sha implies, ."are not your bodhisattva vows 
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exercises in futility and your profession of compassion for all beings hollow 
and insincere?" How pitiless this Hsuan-sha! He casts his monks into a dun
geon of doubt and then gleefully watches them writhe and turn in a desperate 
effort to free themselves. But he is cruel only to be kind. Do you see why? 

Zen, as you know, concerns itself with the concrete and the personal. Why 
then this theoretical, speculative question? That is the first barrier you 
must surmount if you are to see into this unfolding drama. Too, why does the 
monk take the matter to Yun-men and not pursue it with Hsuan-sha? Is it be
cause he condisers Yun~men a greater master than Hsuan-sha? If so, what is 
he doing at Hsuan-sha's temple in the first place? Or is he trying to test 
hiin? And in what way? Moreover, why is the monk, who obviously has none of 
the three disabilities, interested in pursuing the question at all? For that 
matter, why does not Yun-men, who like his teacher Bu-chou was not one to 
suffer fools gladly, dismiss the monk with, "Go chase yourself!" 

Can it be that Yun-men, with his sharp Zen eye, perceived at once that the 
question, though couched in speculative terms and seemingly unrelated to the 
monk, was still grounded in something deeper than mere curiosity, namely the 
monk's lack of faith in himself, a~d that he was desperately seeking reassur
ance, through the problem of the three disabilities, that he could despite his 
shortcomings achieve awakening? Why else would he have dared to face the lion
Yun-men in his den? 

Having perecived that the question sprung from an anguished, self-doubting 
mind, Yun-men, in a manner that would be the envy of any contemporary psycho
therapist, meets the problem head-on. Notice that he does not attempt to en
gage the monk in a Socratic dialogue or paint a vivid word picture of the om
nipotent Buddha-mind. No! He simply commands, "Bow down!" The monk obeys, 
believing no doubt that whatever the reason for this peremptory command his 
question will be verbally answered by Yun-men. But no sooner does he raise 
his head when he spies Yun-men's stick about to crash on to his exposed shoul
der, and he leaps back. "Ah," exclaims Yun-men, "so you are not blind! Now 
come forward." The monk, probably thinking to himself, "Yours not to reason 
why ••• " complies. "Oh, you are not deaf either!" observes Yun-men. "Do ye,u 
understand?" "Understand what?" asks the monk, his mind now totally devoid of 
thoughts as he responds no-mindedly. "And you can speak too! Well, well." 

You must not fail to observe this "clean-slate" mind of the monk and its rela
tion to his subsequent realization. This is most important. 

Before considering what exactly the monk did realize, let us probe several 
sub-themes of this koan-drama. 

What is true hearing? What is true seeing? What is true speaking? There's 
an old story of four people at a party who are asked by a fifth, "What organ 
of your body do you consider most precious, the one you would most hate to be 
without?" The first replies, "My eyes. I can conceive of no worse affliction 
than blindness and a perpetual life of darkness. Imagine yourself unable to 
view the grandeur of the Sphinx or the Taj Majal or the Sistine Chapel or The 
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Mona Lisa, or unable to see a magnificent sunrise or sunset!" 

The second says , "I am a musician. 
hear the glorious music of Bach or 
whisper of the wind through trees? 

What would my life be like if I couldn't 
Mozart or the laughter of children or the 

Not worth living, really." 

"For me," said the third, "nothing could be worse than to be without a tongue. 
I am a teacher. If I lacked the power of speech, how could I ever discuss the 
elevated philosophies of the world's greatest minds? Not only that, but 
there's nothing that gives me greater satisfaction than to engage in conver
sation with high-minded people about the latest trends in literature and art 
and world politics. To be without a tongue would actually be lower than ani
mals, for even they have tongues and somehow communicate by howls, squeaks and 
chirps." 

The fourth man, who had been sitting sile ntly, simply said, "My navel . " 

"Your navel!" exclaimed the other three in a chorus of astonishment. "Why is 
that so precious?" 

"You see, I love to eat celery in bed and that's where I keep my salt." 
[laughter] 

No, there is a profounder hearing, seeing, and speaking than that envisioned 
by these three. What about the Precepts, which enjoin Buddhists to speak 
truthfully and not harshly; not to speak of the shortcomings of others ; nor to 
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"Blind Hen Crossing a Bridge," detail of a painting by Hakuin (1685-1768), 
from the book Zen Painting by Yasu.i chi Awakawa 
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praise oneself and put down another? Do they not delin~ate the deepest moral 
character? It goes without saying they are admirable, but they are not yet 
the truest kind of speaking. 

Nor does true hearing mean experiencing as beautiful all manner of ordinary 
sounds. Sometime ago an avant garde composer was asked about a composition 
of his in which the pianist sat down to the piano without striking a key. The 
audience waited in expectation of the first chords but none came. Two, three, 
four minutes passed without a sound from the piano. The pianist then stood up 
quietly, bowed to the audience and left the stage. When asked if this was 
music the composer replied, "Yes. Some in the audience were naturally dis
pleased, but I might say it took me two years to compose this piece. It con
sists of three movements. The first requires the pianist to sit down at the 
piano and open and shut the instrument. The second and third movements de
mand the same." 

"But can it be called music where there is no sound?" he was asked. "There 
were sounds," replied the composer. "In the first movement the rustling of 
the leaves outside could be heard. Rain began to fall in the second movement. 
The sou~d of the falling rain was beautiful. During the third movement the 
audience began to laugh and talk and move about ... " 

"Is it not correct to say that your pieces are without harmony, rhythm or melody?" 

"That is not true," replied the composer. "They are all there. 
ference is that I think of all kinds of noises as being harmony . 

""-

The only dif
I recognize 
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a melody in unconnected sounds, and there is rhythm in irregular sounds ... To 
my way of thinking every kind of noise is music ..• " 

Speaking of sound, let me ask you: Does the sound go to the ear or does the 
ear go to the sound? For hearing, normally there are three prerequisites: a 
hearing organ, a perceiving brain, and sound itself. But to grasp the Source 
in which sound itself is grounded, i.e., the Womb of Silence, one must trans
cend ear, brain and sound. In the Surangama sutra the bodhisattva Avalokita 
[Kannon] tells how he attained perfect enlightenment through concentration on 
the true nature of sound. On the other hand, Zen master Bassui admonishes, 
"Whenever you hear a sound inquire of yourself, "What is it that is hearing 
this sound?" However, those of you who are working on the word "Mu" or the 
"Sound of One-hand" need only absorb yourselves singlemindedly in questioning, 
"What is Mu?", or "What is the sound of One-hand?" to the exclusion of every
thing else. If you probe to the very bottom of your mind, suddenly you will 
find yourselves so gripped by the questioning that you can't let go of it. 
Then awareness of yourself as a subject questioning Mu as an object will dis
appear and there will only be Mu, At this point you are not far from the real
ization of Mu! Persevere, persevere! 

In Zen, true hearing is a hearing with more than the ears. In the One-sound 
all sounds are included. At the same time, this One-sound is a no-sound, a 
ringing silence or a silent ringing. So total is this Zen hearing that the 
ears, the brain and the sound disappear and only awareness remains. Awareness 
of what? 

[Swishes his stick through the air, then smashes it into the lectern.] 

In Zen the dumb are those whose speech still reflects the dualism of self-and
other, who still speak with a self-conscious awareness of themselves standing 
apart from others. You need to speak without your tongue! How do you do that? 
When talking you must absorb yourselves to the point of self-forgetfulness, 
like a hungry dog focusing on a meat bone held in front of him. When you 
speak, speak without thought-gaps between you and your listeners. 

The blind in Zen are of two types: those who have yet to open their wisdom eye 
and those who, having awakened, see Nothing, i.e., see all objects with the 
eye of equality--in other words, the Void behind the constantly changing phe
nomena. For them nothing can inherently be higher or lower, better or worse, 
than anything else, for each thing just as it is is the Whole, and the Whole 
is incomparable. So it is said in Buddhism, "A Buddha is deaf, dumb, and 
blind. He knows nothing." The verse to one of the koans in the Mumonkan 
reads, "When a fool becomes wise he is a sage. When a sage acquires knowledge 
he is a fool." But unlike those who close their eyes to see no evil, shut 
their ears to hear no evil, and close their mouth to speak no evil, like those 
three proverbial monkeys, a Buddha looks, listens, and talks. But his seeing 
is a non-seeing, his hearing a non-hearing, and his speaking a non-speaking. 
Do you understand? Do you really? 
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Coming back now to the monk: what did he suddenly perceive? Was it not that 
nothing can mar one's intrinsic perfection, not even blindness, not even deaf
ness, not even dumbness? Cannot an individual afflicted with one of these 
three disabilities feel heat and cold, cry and laugh? "But I, this inquiring 
monk, do hear, do see, do speak. Why then should I indulge myself in theore
tical concerns?-This marvelous Buddha-mind that none are without and that 
lacks nothing cannot be destroyed no matter what, because it is destruction 
itself! So why need I be a 'feverish clod of ailments and worries'? Does not 
everything in the universe come to self-consciousness through me? Can I fall 
out of the universe?" 

But I am saying too much!--forgive me. If I don't stop now, I'll turn into a 
two-headed monster. 
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Right to Life? 

• 
Dear Roshi, 

Please forgive me for talcing your ,time, but my companion and I have been 
searching for an answer to a problem and would appreciate any words you kindly 
offer. I have great trust in your experience and wisdom and feel that your 
point of view will help us. 

We will fairly soon be buying land and settling down in Costa Rica or the 
island, Dominica, and look forward to someday talcing care of some children. 
We had decided that because of the world's great overpopulation and hunger 
problem that perhaps it would be better to adopt children rather than to 
create more. However, we have just learned that I am one month pregnant. 
Although we feel we can talce the responsibility of a child financially and 
emotionally, and do not have negative feelings toward the child (other than a 
little fear of the unknown), we feel it would be selfish and egotistical to 
bring a child into the world if it would bring much pain to others. On the. 
other hand, I have great hesitation to end the life of a being already in 
existence, for it seems to me that this would also cause pain. How can we 
best "cherish all life?" 

We will be deeply grateful for all help you can give us in understanding the 
situation better. Many, many thanks. 

Gassho, 

Dear 

Your letter 
the Center. 
April 1. 

to Roshi Kapleau was forwarded to me as one of the counselors of 
Roshi is out of town and will not be back in Rochester until 

Before answering your letter more specifically, let me say a few things about 
the problem of abortion in the light of Buddhist teachings. 

According to Buddhism, nothing that we do in this relative world can be 
judged as either right or wrong in an absolute sense. The very act of judg
ing means standing on the outside as a separate person and looking in on one 
tiny "fraction of life," comparing what we perceive with some arbitrary 
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standard set up in our mind. If we could see the totality of life in an in
stant, there would be no room for either separation, division or judgment. 
Life is one whole, continuous movement, ever changing according to past and 
present causes and conditions. However--and this is important--no matter 
what we do and for whatever reason, we are planting seeds with every single 
action and will have to deal with their fruit when the time comes. This is 
the law of cause and effect, or karma, which no one can evade. 

If you end the life of an embryo, you have not ended the life of a human be
ing in the full sense of the word. An embryo is a new physical manifestation 
of an old karmic desire to be born as a human being--through affinity with a 
mother and father. This desire to be born as a human being cannot be killed 
by anyone, even though it may be thwarted for periods of time. 

What kind of karma we are creating for ourselves and for others depends on 
the degree of selfishness, or lack of selfishness, which motivates our action. 
If a pregnant woman sincerely feels that she is emotionally incapable of 
lovingly caring for her child, less painful karma may be created by aborting 
the embryo than by crippling her growing child later on. If she gets an 
abortion because of resenting any interference with the gratification of her 
selfish desires, such a mind state inevitably will bring painful karma in its 
wake. If giving birth· to a baby seriousl_y endangers the life of the mother, 
then saving her life, being the more developed one, may take precedence over 
that of the embryo. Clear awareness and affirmation of the law of karma, 
complete willingness to assume responsibility for what needs to be done, and 
a sincere feeling of contrition for needing to interfere with new life, will 
help clear the mind of guilt, anxiety and remorse which are also seeds for 
new obstructions. 

But now to your specific situation: 

If, as you write, you and your companion have already looked forward to tak
ing care of children, and you both feel emotionally and financially capable 
of caring for a child, what seems to be in the way of carrying your baby and 
giving birth to it when the time comes? Isn't your main problem thoughts 
and the worries and anxieties that grow out of thoughts? Thoughts about 
overpopulation, famine, a child bringing pain to others, selfishness, etc. 
The essence of Zen practice is learning to become one with the circumstances 
of one's life, whatever they may be. What separates and alienates us from 
our original wholeness and oneness with all life is losing our way in a maze 
of worrisome thoughts. Not that there aren·'t times when one should weigh a 
situation carefully and thoroughly. But once you have done your best to con
sider all the factors involved, act resolutely, be done with it, and don't 
wobble! 

You write that you would feel selfish bringing a child into the world if he 
or she would bring much pain to others. First of all--how can you know 
that your child will bring pain to others? Undoubtedly it will at times 
bring pain to you as parents, but those pains can be very helpful for your 
own spiritual development. But isn't there also a good possibility that 
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your child will bring joy to you and others? 
know, expect, and fear the good and the bad. 
of ours learn to become patient and quiet in 

We are always so very quick to 
Can this small, agitated mind 

the presence of what really is? 

Secondly, is it really selfish to bring a child into the world? Of course, 
many thoughts about having a baby, why it would be nice and gratifying, 
spring from ego. However, to really care for a child as well as we are 
capable of doing takes constant unselfish effort, foregoing time and again our 
own self-centered views, demands and desires, or at least becoming aware of 
them to a degree we seldom experience without having children. And then, 
according to the Buddha's teaching, it is the most precious thing to be born 
as a human being, because only through a human body are we capable of coming 
to enlightenment. Should we deny this opportunity to another being? 

Your last question is: "How can we best cherish all life?" You are asking a 
most profound question! Can it be answered satisfactorily by giving you ad
vice on how to live? Can you truly cherish all life by following a set of 
rules, no matter how lofty they may be? If you are deeply troubled by this 
question, asking it with your whole being from the very bottom of your heart, 
it will not let go of you until you know the answer, once and for all, and 
you will never again need to ask anyone's advice. 

Can we truly cherish all life as long as we see ourselves separated from 
other people, from things, from the rest of the world, through our fears, our 
greed, our resentments and our ignorance? Can we truly cherish all life as 
long as there is a division between the "you" and the "me?" Or do we perpetu
ally condemn ourselves to cherish our own self a little bit more than the 
rest? Can we respond totally and unconditionally as long as we are caught in 
the straight jacket of ego? Can't there be boundless love only when there is 
total freedom from our chains? 

All virtue, all right action--cherishing all life--arises spontaneously when 
we have seen into and gone beyond the delusion of self and other. 

Best wishes to you. 

In the Dharma, 
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South of the Border(II) 

Following the lead of the geese and ducks, the Roshi again moved south during 
the winter months. Six weeks were spent in Mexico and three in Costa Rica. 
Our Mexican retreat was a small two-bedroom "cottage" some 60 miles south of 
Mexico City. Located in a remote part of a beautiful old Mexican valley, the 
house was perfect for accomplishing our purpose - beginning work on Roshi's 
new book. For most of the six weeks we stayed close to home, devoting a good 
part of every day to the book. Yet time was always found for hiking and 
swimming, for yoga and zazen. In response to several requests, talks and 
workshops were also given in and around Mexico City. One evening the Roshi 
gave a talk to students at the Ibero-American University, and the following 
day he led a discussion on Zen at the Psychoanalytic Institute. The meeting 
with the psychoanalysts was especially interesting and unusual. Expecting to 
engage Roshi in a dialectic on the parallels between Zen and psychoanalysis, 
they instead found a Roshi sitting zazen for ten minutes, then demonstrating 
with his disciples several Zen mondos, and finally simply getting up and ask
ing, "Is there anyone who doesn't understand?" Instead of a dead discussion 
on Zen they were privileged to have "live" Zen thrust under their very noses. 
Some understood, some were confused, and some got a little hot under the collar, 
but the Roshi managed to escape with his eyebrows intact. We also gave a half
day Zen workshop for some 50 Mexicans at an old hacienda outside of Mexico City. 

Costa Rica 
When we travelled on to Costa Rica in mid-March we had no idea what awaited 
us • . We knew that of the hundreds who had come to Roshi's talks and workshops 
last year only a small group had managed to persist in regular practice since 
then--and they were having problems. Some of the problems were caused by bas
ic misunderstandings concerning the role of devotion and ritual in Zen Budd
hism. Another was that the kyosaku became identified with the rod used by 
their childhood Catholic teachers. And then there were the many other prob
lems that come with being a group of total beginners without any seasoned or 
developed persons to lead and inspire them. And yet we also knew that in 
spite of all these obstacles some 20 persons were continuing to exert them
selves in "El Groupo Zen de Costa Rica." 

our airplane was met by perhaps a dozen of the members, an enthusiastic wel-~ 
come that forecasted the positive spirit that pervaded the rest of our stay. 
The group is renting a modest but comfortable wooden house, which they call 
the "Casa de Zen." Even though located no more than five minutes from down
town, the house, because it is set quite a distance back from the street, is 
relatively quiet. They even have a small garden in front and in back. The 
zendo is especially beautiful, the floors, walls and ceiling all being mahog
any-panelled. 
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"El Grupo" consists mostly of students, many in the sciences or business/eco
nomics. Most of them were friends before coming to Zen. First one came, 
then another and another, and thus they continued to grow. The fact that they 
all were socially close before coming to Zen gives the group a cohesiveness 
and warmth that many beginner groups lack. Adding to this homogeneity is the 
fact that Costa Ricans are an out-going and communally oriented people. Be
sides the younger members there are several older members - lawyers, house
wives, secretaries - who give the group a needed balance and corresponding 
heterogeneity. And, of course, there is the Japanese Ambassador to Costa 
Rica, who is the group's principal benefactor - in spiritual and other ways. 
He feels that his main spiritual contribution to Costa Rica will be the es
tablishment of Zen Buddhism, and for this end he works devotedly. 

The group lost no time in showing that they weren't just interested in half
baked practice and a pleasant visit from the Roshi, but wanted to train as 
much as possible during the three weeks Roshi was with them. During our stay 
we had three all-day sittings, several work days, teishos, dokusan, and formal 
meals. Some twelve Costa Ricans became formal students of the Roshi. As 
well, there was morning and nightly zazen, chanting practice, and much infor
mal talk. The members were all possessed of that solid "beginner" mind -
openness, enthusiasm and high degree of receptivity. 

But our time wasn't devoted only to "formal" Zen work. There was much time to 
relax and do a bit of travelling: an all-night stay on Irazu Volcano (like 
being on the moon), a flight in a two-seater prop to the Atlantic Coast (one 
member was a pilot) and a three-day visit to a beautiful tropical beach on 
Costa Rica's Pacific coastline with about 15 members. We also spent a day 
visiting the Latin American equivalent of the American "Center for Democratic 
Institutions." Perched in the mountains high above San Jose, 'the Center is 
situated in an incredibly beautiful pine forest. Scholars and activists come 
here from all over Latin America to hold conferences on various aspects of 
social and cultural change. During our visit the Roshi was interviewed by a 
Chilean exile columnist who is writing an article on Zen for distribution 
throughout Latin America. Of course our three-week stay went by in a flash, 
and before we knew it, it was time to return to Rochester. 

While such visits as ours serve to give a real boost to the group, it still is 
only a partial solution to establishing Zen in Costa Rica. The main thing is 
to get Costa Ricans to train for a period of time here at the Center, attend 
sesshin and develop themselves to the point where they can feel confident of 
their own practice and of spreading Buddhism among their own people. Actual
ly, this summer marks a beginning in this direction, as two of the group, Ana 
Teresa Odio and Manuel Arce, will be coming to Rochester for five weeks to 
train here and attend sesshin. Another boost will be publication of the Span
ish translation of The Three Pillars of Zen, the latest report from the Mexi
can publisher announcing the date as late May or early June • 

• 
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• AT THE CENTER ... 

Vesak Celebrations 

In late May the Center celebrated the 
traditional Buddhist holiday of Vesak 
with four days of deeply moving and 
inspiring ceremonies. Our Vesak cel
ebration contained elements of Jukai 
(entering the Buddha's family), the 
Buddha's Birthday, and special cere
monies for world peace and an end to 
human suffering. During the week mem
bers came from all the ten directions, 
i.e., Atlanta, Chicago, Boston, Mon
treal, Toronto and Wisconsin. 

Vesak fonnally began on Thursday with 
a day of fasting and special ceremon
ies to aid the victims of famine and 
disaster in all lands. Serpentining 
back and forth · across the zendo, every
one chanted the "Dharani for Removing 
and Preventing Disasters" while in
cense and monetary offerings were made 
at the altar. The ceremony continued 
with 54 prostrations alternating with 
the chanting of the "Ten-Verse Kannan 
Sutra." Later that night, as every-

one left the zendo to the tolling of 
the ceremonial bell, there was little 
room for doubt as to the efficacy of 
such rituals to bring release from 
suffering in the minds of all sen
tient beings. 

On Friday evening the Sangha again 
assembled in the zendo to hear the 
Roshi speak on the meaning and karmic 
significance of taking the Triple 
Refuge and entering the. Family of 
Buddha. The following morning the 
Sangha children enshrined the Baby 
Buddha on the altar and listened to 
the miraculous story of the Buddha's 
Birth. At the end both children 
and children-at-heart together chant
ed over and over: "Hurrah, Hurray, 
the Baby Buddha was born today." 

Everyone then assembled outside for 
our annual parade up and down Arnold 
Park led by a magnificent white ele
phant and escorted by the golden dra
gon, musicians and endless Buddha 
balloons. After the parade the child
ren released these balloons of love 
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and joy into the sky. A picnic lunch 
in the Center garden followed. 

Saturday evening over two hundred per
sons came together for Jukai. As each 
person entered the zendo individual 
offerings were made and the "Prajna 
Paramita Sutra" was continuously chant
ed. Roshi and his three monk atten
dants next made incense offerings at 
all the altars with everyone joining 
in the chanting of "Homage to Shakya
muni." Then came the solemn yet deep
ly joyous ceremony of Jukai--the taking 
of the repentance gatha and the admin
istration of the Three Refuges, the 
Three Resolutions, and the Ten .Cardinal 
Precepts. We ended with a rousing 
chant, offering homage and praise to 
all Buddhas and Bodhisattvas! 

Sunday morning was dedicated to cele
brating the Buddha's Birth. In the 
main zendo, members offered fresh flow
ers and sweet tea to the Baby Buddha. 
Outside, the venerable sleeping sage 
awoke from his year-long slumbers to 
regale young and old with st9ries of 
the Buddha's previous lives. The most 
exciting event of all was the shadow 
puppet play recounting the Birth of 
the Buddha. The script and musical 
score were written by Sangha members, 
and some 25 persons had a part in its 
production. Billed as an "interstellar" 
account of the Buddha's birth, the 
shadow play was truly a teaching vehi
cle, inspiring both young and old in 
their faith and devotion to Buddhism. 
Actually, the whole Vesak weekend 
seemed to be a crystallization of 
our faith in the "wisdom and warmth 
of the Sangha" and a strong affirma
tion that Buddhism is truly finding 
a home in the West! 

As the weekend came to a close and 
members began returning home, there 
were many expressions of gratitude 
for the opportunity to have taken 
part in the ceremonies and of the 
significance they held for everyone. 
The Roshi conunented that never in the 
history of the Center had there been 
such effortless preparation and whole
hearted participation as in· this week
end. 

In response to this our Fall issue of 
ZEN BOW will feature an article on 

Vesak, containing excerpts from sev
eral teisho that Roshi gave on the 
Buddhist precepts. Preceding Vesak 
for a month, this series of teisho 
laid the foundation for a more thorough 
understanding of Jukai and of its im
portance in our life of practice. 

Founder's Day 

On August 20 there will be special 
ceremonies at the Center in honor of 
Founder's Day. This will be an oppor
tunity for members to express their 
gratitude to our teacher. The Roshi 
suggests that instead of gifts being 
made to him personally, donations be 
made to the Center to mark the occa
sion. Afterwards there will be a 
party in the garden which will also 
be a send-off for the Roshi's trip 
to Poland and Germany. All Sangha 
members are welcome to attend. 

New Name for ZEN BOW 

With each new issue it has become more 
and more obvious that the name "Zen 
Bow" is no longer a fitting title for 
our quarterly publication. Nine years 
ago it was chosen as the name for the 
four-page mimeoed newsletter that was 
sent to members of the Zen Meditation 
Center of Rochester. Since then the 
quality of the format and content has 
improved considerably, but the name 
ZEN BOW has somehow stuck with us. 

It is the editor's ~ntent to make our 
publication a living vehicle for the 
Zen experience in the West as it is 
happening through the Rochester Cen
ter. We are searching for a more 
fitting title that appropriately re
flects this spirit. To find this 
elusive new title we are asking our 
readers to help us. Please send all 
ideas (random or otherwise) to the 
editor. In the Zen manner, the per
son who submits the chosen title will 
win a special 11 no-prize. 11 

Annual Meeting 

The Zen Center's 9th Annual Meeting 
opened with a review of the past 
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year's activities. Besides theses
shin and workshops, holidays, cere
monies and Sangha gatherings which 
have become the core of practice at 
the Center, other activities were 
mentioned. In October the Open 
House, which brought about 250 peo
ple of the community to view the 
transformed Zen Center complex, 
climaxed many months of labor by 
over 200 Sangha volunteers. A 
Sangha that has grown to more than 
600 members (400 out-of-town, most
ly with affiliates) also contribut
ed $7,000 to famine victims and war 
refugees during the year, and in a 
spirit of identification with these 
suffering millions, began regular 
weekly fasts. One-month training 
programs, open to both members and 
non-members, got underway in the 
spring of 1974 and will continue 
indefinitely. The local Sangha 
tackled its first community project 
last January when it formed the Food 
Co-op; now four months old, the 
natural foods and produce store is 
going strong with a steadily expand
ing stock. It was announced, too, 
that the Center has reassumed man
agement of the sitting cushion and 
robe-making project, "Endless 
Knot," which has been handled by 
various individual members since 
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leaving the Center several years ago. 
After the annual financial report was 
given, Roshi addressed the Sangha on 
future perspectives. Regarding the 
Honeoye land, the Center is still 
searching for an ecologically-minded 
architect equal to the sensitive task 
of designing a large Zen training 
complex. In the meantime, work has 
begun at the land on a one-acre vege
table garden and the planting of 
fruit trees. At Arnold Park the main 
thrust of labor this year will go to
ward renovating the carriage house 
(behind 5 Arnold Park) into a Buddha 
Hall. An open discussion followed 
concerning the relationship of or
dained monks to the primarily lay 
Sangha in which they live. Members 
expressed their concern for the 
state of the monks' Sangha and asked 
if there were any immediate plans to 
strengthen the order and provide 
the monks with facilities for monas
tic training. Also it was announced 
that in August the Roshi, accompan
ied by Toni Packer and Sokei Shakya, 
will fly to Europe to conduct a 
series of workshops and sesshin in 
Germany. The trip brings to karmic 
fruition the many past months -
actually years - of correspondence 
with our Dharma brothers and sisters 
there. 

Ordination 

On Wednesday, May 7, Alan Stortz 
was ordained a Zen monk and became 
a member of the Rochester monks' 
Sangha. He was given the Buddhist 
name, Dharman Shakya. Dharman, 
originally from Baltimore, has been 
a member of the Center for four 
years and was formerly head of the 
Rochester Beginners' Zendo. Last 
fall, the Roshi sent him to Massa
chusetts to be leader of the Bos
ton Zendo, where he presently re
sides. In his talk before the 
ceremony began, Roshi spoke of the 
deep significance Dharman's ordina
tion has not only for Dharman but 
for the whole Sangha as well. 
Dharman's presence will bring added 
strength to our newly-founded order, 
and we are grateful for his decision 
to become a "homeless one." 
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~l(),ot The Zen Center 
7 Arnold Park 
Rochester, New York 14607 
Telephone: (716) 473-9180 

Zazen Cushion and Robe Makers 

Round cushion: 

Support cushion: 

Square Mat and 
Slip-cover: 

Full Set (round, 
support, mat) 

Husk cushion: 

Robe: 

ITEM DESCRIPTION 

14-1/2" diameter, 5-1/2" height; filled with 2-1/2 lbs. 
kapok; double-stitched on one side; pleats; handle; 
side opening for removal or addition of kapok. 
Filled -$11. 50 
Unfilled - $6.75 

17" x 13"; filled with 1-1/2 lbs. kapok; side opening 
for removal or addition of kapok; squared corners; 
used to support round cushion. 
Filled - $8.00 
Unfilled - $4.75 

Mat: 33" x 32"; 7 lbs.; filled with 5 layers of cotton 
batting; center tassel. Slip-cover: 38" x 33"; 
finished with french seams. $20. 

$37.50 

17" x 12"; 3-1/4 lbs.; filled with buckwheat husks; 
two layers of fabric; used to support hands or round 
cushion. $6.00 

For above orders include 15% postage. 

Custom-fitted sitting robe; fabric is a blend of cotton 
and polyester. Traditional Japanese design: floor 
length, 3 deep box pleats in skirt, comes with 5"-wide 
obi sash. $36.00 plus $1.50 postage. 

The following information (in inches) should accompany 
all robe orders: 1) edge of shoulder to edge of other 
shoulder; 2) base of· neck to waist; 3) base of neck to 
floor; 4) edge of shoulder to wrist; 5) hips measured 
at 2" below waist. 

(All robes and cushions in brown cloth only). 

Please make all checks payable to the Zen Center. 



-h 
7.m 
~ 
7 Arrtdd PArk. 1 P'Qdi~ .. , NiwYcrk. 14607 

Ven. lfulip l<af(l'AM, R#sJ..i 

[I 

NON-PROFIT ORG. 
U.S. POSTAGE 

PAID 
ROCHESTER, N.Y. 
PERMIT NO. 1925 

Return Postage Guaranteed 
Address Correction Requested 

I 


