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Crossing the Ocean 

(Editor's Note: A year ago a letter appeared in ZEN BOW from a couple in Poland who had begun 
practicing on their own. Afterwards correspondence continued, keeping us informed of the 
activities of the group and expressing their sincere wishes for further guidance. From the 
letters, and reports of a member who had visited them it became obvious that the Dharma 
seeds that had been sown were beginning to take root. A trip to Germany had been in the 
planning stages for some time, and as these plans coalesced it became obvious that the time 
was also ripe for a visit to Poland. The "short trip" of four days originally planned turn
ed out to be JOOre than twelve days. Toni Packer, Casey Frank, and Wally Muszynski assisted 
the Roshi in conducting several workshops and sesshins throughout Germany and Poland. A full 
account of the visit with the Polish Sangha follows.) 

Roshi asked that a diary be kept during the five weeks' trip to Poland and 
Germany so that the Sangha could share as fully as possible in our experi
ences. Zen Bow readers may wish to re-read the three letters published in 
Autumn 1974 under the heading "PLANTING DHARMA SEEDS •.• POLANC." Some years 
before we became aware of the existence of a Polish Sangha, our member-friends 
in Hamburg and Cologne, Germany, had urged Roshi repeatedly to visit Germany, 
not only to strengthen the members and small groups there, but to make it 
possible for seriously interested Germans to experience a direct taste of the 
rigorous, disciplined, authentic Zen practiced under the Roshi in Rochester. 
As plans for the trip to Germany in the fall of 1975 took concrete shape, a 
brief visit to Poland was included so that Roshi could hold a workshop and an
swer questions of Sangha members there. Our Polish friends, however, besieged 
Roshi with urgent requests to extend the stay with them, to enable the Sangha 
to take the precepts in a Jukai ceremony, and to hold "a much needed sesshin" 
for as many days as possible. Encouraged by two of our German members whom 
Roshi had asked to visit the Polish group on different occasions, and who had 
participated in their energetic two-and three-day sittings, plans were changed 
to allow 12 days for the stay in Poland to hold a workshop, Jukai, and a four
day sesshin. At that time we were still under the impression that the sesshin 
would be held in a small place in the country belonging to Andrzej and Ursula, 
the leaders of the group. About one month before leaving we found that this 
had been a misunderstanding, that it was impossible to hold sesshin in the 
country, and that all events--the workshop, Jukai and sesshin--would have to 
take place in Andrzej's fifth floor apartment in downtown Katowice, the Pitts
burgh of Poland. We left with great doubts that a sesshin could be held under 
such circumstances. 

Sokei flew to Germany a few weeks ahead of Roshi, Toni and Wally in order to 
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visit the three cities in which workshops (and sesshin) were to be held: Ham
burg, Frankfurt and Berlin; to help with preparations for these events, to 
check on the sites, interview some of the applicants for the Hamburg sesshin, 
and then to go to Poland to see if a sesshin could be held in the apartment at 
all. He was to meet us with Andrzej at the airport in Warsaw when we arrived 
there on August 22. 

Augusl22 
The small, old Ilyusha plane touches down on the runway of the Warsaw air
port--how good it is to feel solid ground after a noisy, shaky flight from 
Frankfurt! Outside the weather is beautiful--sunny and warm, with a gentle 
breeze and just a slight haze to soften the colors of a waning summer after
noon. The Frankfurt airport is ultramodern, streamlined, superbly organized 
and impersonal. This one feels old-fashioned and intimate: people are crowded 
on an elevated terrace overlooking the runways, waving at family and friends 
that are arriving. We look up and search for Sokei in black, but he is not 
there. Instead we see three bearded men holding bunches of colorful flowers; 
and, as our eyes meet, all three bow with a deep gassho. We too bow and 
gassho. How marvelous! When the han is sounded in Rochester, the teisho be
gins in Warsaw. How did we get to this place--or have we always been here? 

Inside the airport building the passport control and money exchange proceed 
smoothly. The customs ladies in blaqk skirts, white shirts and black ties, 
who thoroughly check the baggage of their own countrymen and women returning 
from abroad, wave us through without even requesting that we open our bags. 
No time or energy wasted--truly wonderful. As we embrace Andrzej, Jacek and 
Alec and thankfully receive their flowers, we ask: "Where is Sokei?" "He is 
sick, resting in the hotel. He had sour milk in Katowice for the first time 
and it didn't set well with him." Jacek is the translator since neither 
Andrzej nor Alec speak any English. Alec knows a bit of school German, but 
not enough for conversation. Two small, bumpy taxis take us into the center 
of Warsaw and let us out in front of the huge Hotel Orbis Europejski. We are 
ushered into a stately three-room suite that could well have served for Presi
dent Ford's visit a few weeks earlier. There is a bedroom with bathroom and 
impressive mahogany desk for Roshi, a bedroom with bathroom and French style 
furnishings for Toni, and between the two a huge sitting room with large round 
table in the center, glass chandelier, bar and refrigerator, and two sofas 
made up into beds. On one of them poor Sokei is doubled up in pain, with 
burning head and aching kidneys, in a state of total exhaustion from what may 
well be a serious case of dysentery. It is Friday afternoon, and the workshop 
is to start early Monday morning in Katowice, a four hour train ride from War
saw. Sokei is too weak to even think of going anywhere. Andrzej orders min
eral waters, and Alec and Jacek bring bottles of charcoal pills, remedies, and 
herb teas. But Sokei asks for nothing except being left alone to work out his 
unexpected Polish karma. He finally dozes off ••• 

We ask Andrzej if they couldn't get us more modest quarters. "These rooms 
must cost a fortune." "Don't worry about it," is the reply. "It is no prob
lem. It is very hard to get reservations in Warsaw at this time. Please feel 
comfortable." Andrzej and Ursula are both recognized painters. "Since we 
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have been using our income for the Zen group, our paintings have sold very 
well," Ursula tells me later. "Whenever we have been out of money needed for 
re-doing our zendo, or preparing for your v~sit, a painting has been bought by 
someone at one of the galleries. It is marvelous." 

Later in the evening, Andrzej and his friends lead us to the tiny attic apart
ment of Warsaw Zen friends; we will be eating all our meals here during our 
two day stay in Warsaw. Jacek is a poet whose writings have been published in 
several European languages. His apartment is reached from the inner courtyard 
of a tall, old, and somewhat dilapidated building. A small elevator takes us 
to the top floor. The hall is minute, the living room small, and half of the 
tiny bathroom serves as a kitchen. The toilet is off the staircase. From the 
windows there is a magnificent view over Warsaw's million lights. And there 
is a bright moon in the sky. Inside, the walls are covered with paintings, 
prints, etchings, etc., several by Andrzej and Ursula. There are filled book
cases, and many other mementos. Every inch is occupied. Jacek is a slight 
man, delicately built, with a somber expression. He moves with quiet agility 
and alertness and a gentle touch of nobility. Within a short while he and his 
friend serve a delicious meal of barley stew, soft boiled eggs, wonderful 
sourdough bread, butter, olive oil, fresh fruit and raw vegetables, nettle tea 
and excellent cheese cake. We enjoy it thoroughly. Roshi asks Andrzej how he 
came to read THE THREE PILLARS OF ZEN. It turns out he received the book from 
a painter friend, Wanek, who had received it some eight years ago from their 
friend Piascik, who had gone to California and participated in a sesshin with 
Yasutani Roshi there. Their zazen started slowly some 5 or 6 years ago. "At 
first," he says, "we sat about one hour and talked the rest of the time. 
Slowly we increased our sitting and talked less." Andrzej had been asked to 
give a talk on Zen Buddhism at the University of Warsaw student club where 300 
students were present. He found there is interest in Oriental religion, but 
not much interest in strong sitting. Those who come to their group now (some 
25 faithfuls) come just beaause there is strong sitting. They have had 10 
three-day sittings during their time of existence as a zazen group, with more 
men than women participating. Among them are painters, writers, poets and mu
sicians, and three architects! Andrzej says that he hopes that Buddhism will 
become a reality in Poland. "It is one right now," is Roshi's response. 

August23 
It is Saturday morning, beautiful, sunny and fresh. We take a walk through 
Warsaw. The Old Town Market Square is surrounded by exquisitely decorated 
late-Renaissance and Baroque homes and shops. There are flower stands and 
outdoor cafes. All of this was completely demolished by German bombs and 
flame throwers during the last world war--800,000 people perished in the raids 
and 85% of the Polish capital on the Vistula was annihilated. Then, after the 
war, miraculously (and without the aid of a Marshall Plan) according to old 
paintings by an 18th century Venetian painter who died in Warsaw, the people 
rebuilt their old town brick by brick, restoring century-old beauty and har
moniously blending it with modern buildings and broad, generously laid-out, 
tree-lined streets. A most remarkable place! How enjoyable to walk'through 
the quiet, spacious streets. There is no oppressive feeling anywhere! There 
are many people, but they move around with a noiseless dignity; no one seems 
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to be in a hurry--there is no shouting or even loud talk, no running around 
aimlessly; no one drops papers in the streets. Practically all women wear 
skirts, many of them ankle length; pant suits seem to be unknown. We remark 
about the quietness to our friends and they tell us that today is a holiday. 

We stand in line at the LOT Airline counter, only to find that no reservations 
for our return flight are available; all seats are booked for both days on 
which we could fly to Berlin. We will have to take the train, which takes 
about 15 hours, including many customs and passport control stops out of 
Poland, into East Germany, out of East Germany, and into West Berlin. 

We spend the afternoon in a large city park. People promenade along the 
paths in their best clothes--families with children, lovers, old people. Even 
here all is quiet. We pass an old castle which once belonged to a Polish king 
who fought off the Turks. Ponds with ducks and swans, rock gardens, and 
flower beds surround it--everything a bit neglected, yet charming in its nat
ural beauty. Now we hear distant sounds of the piano, obviously amplified. 
"Is there a radio playing somewhere?" we ask. "No, that's an outdoor Chopin 
concert." Drawn in the direction of the familiar melodies, we climb to the 
top of a wooded slope. Before us stretches a large oblong rose garden, bathed 
in sunlight, with rows of benches placed amidst flower beds on all four sides. 
Every seat is taken. In the middle of the lawn, completely dominating the 
whole scene, rises a monumental dark statue of Frederic Chopin with a passion
ate expression on his face, head with wind-swept hair turned down toward the 
left, his coat flying upward on the same side, a tree rising on the right with 
foliage streaming over Chopin's head, almost touching the seam of his up
turned coat in a sweeping arch. An outburst of creative energy and dramatic 
force which is well matched by the musical outpouring of a huge woman pianist, 
playing Chopin's nocturnes, waltzes and Polonaises with vigor and enthusiasm 
at the feet of the master. Two grey pigeons perch on the great composer's 
left shoulder, overlooking the solemn audience. No one is sprawled out on 
the lawn, no one is talking, drinking or eating. We sit on the edge of the 
curb of the neat pebble path and take in the energetic vibrations emanating 
from this passionate, creative and disciplined land and people. After the 
concert is over and the applause has died down, Alec, the youngest of our Zen 
friends, who has not yet graduated from high school, remarks vehemently: "Ah, 
this music is nothing but a narcotic, nothing but romantic sentimentality! 
How disgusting!" Roshi questions him: "Who is it that feels this emotion? 
Where does this repulsion come from? Music is neither romantic, nor narcotic, 
nor sentimental. It is just what it is--just what it is. Wonderful!" 

In the evening we walk to Jacek's apartment for supper. Two more artists are 
waiting to meet Roshi there--Andrzej K., a poet, and Michael, who writes most
ly children's stories. Andrzej K. has lived in Sweden for the past 10 years, 
but he comes back to Poland periodically. He is a very good friend of 
Piascik, who originally sent THE THREE PILLARS OF ZEN to their mutual painter 
friend Wanek eight years ago. He too read the book then. Asked if he has 
been practicing Zen since then he says: "Don't know if I have even started 
yet." He speaks excellent English--a very engaging person, tall, handsome, 
energetic looking, sun tanned, a man of action. He does not belong to the 
Katowice zazen group but he will attend the workshop with Michael. They do 
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not stay for supper, having come just to meet the Roshi. We talk about the 
Polish language, its grammar and words, and how beautiful it sounds. It turns 
out that Polish people have no need to use the pronoun "I;" the conjugation of 
the verb takes care of that, and the passive voice is used frequently. Jacek 
remarks that the use of the personal pronoun "I" expresses great pride and 
selfishness. "When a person uses it often you know that there has been Ger
man influence in his life," he says. "Such a person is probably from Poznan 
or other places where many Germans live." Andrzej U. tells us that the word 
root "bud" exists in the Polish language. "Prze budony" means "awakened one," 
and "budzi~ sie" is "to awake." --

' 
August 24 
Though Sokei is still ailing, he is able to accompany us in the overcrowded 
train to Katowice. It is hard to imagine that so many people fit in. Andrzej 
U. has made some arrangement with the train conductor so that we get a com
partment and Sokei can at least sit down. Only eight of us fit in; the other 
participants in the workshop from Warsaw disappear somewhere in the masses of 
passengers crowding the narrow passageways. It is like a scene from the 
Agatha Christie movie "Murder on the Orient Express." We arrive at dusk in 
Katowice. As our window is opened to hand out our baggage, we see smiling 
faces, glowing eyes and flowers all around us. Many people have come to the 
station to greet us:· Ursula, Andrzej u. 's wife; Roger (pronounced Roe-ger) , 
their eleven-year-old blonde and blue-eyed son; Jacek, a musician who also 
speaks a little English; Jan, Steffan, and others. Outside the train we all 
embrace and kiss in a most affectionate welcome which knows no distance or 
self-conscious formality. Just warmth and love, yet deep respect and grati
tude in every face •.• Everyone grabs a bag, and with flowers in arms we walk 
the short distance to the U.'s apartment in downtown Katowice. The air is 
heavy with soot. One needs to clear one's throat frequently. As we climb the 
many stairs in the old apartment building, we first reach what will be our 
quarters for the next ten days--a fourth floor two-bedroom apartment rented by 
Andrzej's mother, who, during this period, will be staying in the country. 
The bathroom is shared with two ladies who sublet a third room. (At times we 
run into them in the hall and they glance at us in shy bewilderment). There 
is also a small kitchen with a tiny balcony hung with clothes, overlooking a 
dark inner courtyard. 

Roshi is asked to speak briefly to the Sangha, for it turns out that they have 
assembled in the zendo awaiting our arrival. The zendo is in Andrzej and 
Ursula's apartment one flight up. Everything is absolutely quiet as we enter 
through the first outer door. We walk along a partition which separates the 
zendo from two other small rooms which will serve as dokusan room and dokusan 
waiting room, and enter the zendo at the far end. There is a fine altar com
plete with candles, flowers, fruit offering and burning incense for a beau
tiful seated Buddha. We are amazed. Later, when Roshi lifts the Buddha from 
the altar to look at it more closely, it turns out to be feather light--some
one has made a mold from an original and poured it with a Fiberglas mixture. 
Nothing is ever lacking anywhere at any time! Mats and cushions are waiting 
for us near the altar and we bow and cross our legs. Andrzej gets up and wel
comes Roshi in a long, solemn speech as the First Buddhist teacher who has 
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come to Poland. Roshi emphasizes that without the strong, devoted Sangha in 
Rochester our effective presence in Poland could not be possible, and that, 
likewise, the strong efforts of the Polish Sangha make possible the inspired 
dedication of the Rochester Center. Roshi mentions his karma which has 
brought him to Poland, and a deep feeling of gratitude for being able to prac
tice the Dharma together. 

Later Roshi inspects the apartment with regard to holding the workshop and 
sesshin here. Many people have already been living in this zendo, helping to 
get things ready for workshop and sesshin. The zendo's dimensions are 10 by 
30 feet, with mats so close that a monitor cannot help touching a sitter on 
the opposite side while striking the person in front of him. People sit on 
thin mats consisting of one blanket wrapped in a brown cover. At night they 
sleep with this one blanket. They have a round cushion which is raised to a 
sitting angle by a small wooden ramplike frame; this takes the place of a sup
port cushion. There is only one exit to the wooden staircase leading down 
from the fifth floor and Roshi remarks about the fire hazard of 30 to 60 peo
pel crowded together in such a small place. Upon Roshi's insistence, fire ex
tinguishers are purchased later on and placed around the various rooms, but we 
don't think we ever convinced our hosts of their real necessity. On the wall 
opposite the altar a tall, colorful scroll reaches from ceiling to floor, de
picting Manjusri, the Bodhisattva of Wisdom, seated on a lion, sword in 
hand--a magnificent job, minutely executed, done by Thomas, one of the mem
bers, a painter and musician, who copied it from a color slide magnified on a 
large screen. It took him about one month to complete the work. He has since 
written to us that he would like to make Buddhist paintings of this kind for 
Sangha members in Rochester to help support his wife and three children. 

The dokusan room will be adequate if a couple of thick blankets are hung 
across the doorway. Everyone eats, sleeps and does zazen in the zendo. The 
food is prepared in an adjacent '·tower," a round wooden room which houses 
Andrzej and Ursula's art materials, office things, and the "kitchen." Two 
people also sleep in some higher places in the tower reached by a winding 
staircase. The location, size and layout of the place is anything but ideal 
for conducting a four-day sesshin for some 25 people, and Roshi withholds his 
decision on number of days and number of participants until a later time. 
Right now we have to think about last minute preparations for the workshop 
tomorrow. One young man of the group, Marek, also a musician, drives Sokei 
out of town to a forester's house, where he is given a quiet room in the coun
try for recuperation. Ursula has thoughtfully packed a knapsack of special 
foods to aid in his recovery. 

August25 
The day of the workshop in Katowice. Sixty-one people of all ages crowd into 
the zendo as well as all the adjoining rooms and hallways. There is practi
cally no space for walking. An air of expectancy and solemnity pervades the 
zendo. All eyes are on the Roshi at all times. Andrzej K. is translating be
cause his English is much better than Jacek's, but as it turns out, he is less 
familiar with Zen Buddhist expressions than Jacek who has practiced with the 
group for some time. So there is some hesitancy and unsureness in the inter-
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pretation whenever it comes to Bud
dhist terms. During the break after 
Roshi's first talk a man introduces 
himself as Jacek D. (we later call 
him Jacek III, since he is in fact 
the third Jacek speaking English!). 
He asks humbly and politely, in im
peccable Oxford English, if he could 
help out with some of the interpret
ing. We encourage him to do so when
ever he feels it necessary. He soon 
becomes the chief translator during 
the question period that follows. 
What a marvelous interpreter he is! 
Brimful of energy and fully concen
trated on his task. He speaks with 
his eyes closed most of the time, 
using his whole body and mind. His 
Polish words resound throughout the 
zendo and we cannot help admiring the 
beauty of this sonorous language. 
What a fortunate karma that has 
brought him to this workshop. He 
doesn't belong to the group led by 
Andrzej but is a friend of Jacek II's 

who told him about the workshop. He has been interested in Zen books since 
the age of 16. Right now he is writing a thesis on Thoreau. He spent a year in 
London. We spent hours back home in Rochester trying to figure out how to 
solve the difficult problem of properly translating and interpreting workshop 
talks, Jukai ceremonies, teisho, sesshin talks and, above all, dokusan. At one 
point, when Andrzej wrote us that the man whom he had chosen to do all the 
interpreting had suddenly left the group, we had even considered translating 
everything into German first and then letting Ursula, who understands and 
speaks German fluently, translate into Polish. But now, with this unforseen 
stroke of good karma, a man completely at one with Roshi's words and gestures 
is translating! Afterwards he also agrees to attend sesshin and asks to be
come Roshi's student. This is his letter to the Roshi: 

"The Roshi, 
I humbly ask you to accept me as your student. I came to the workshop to 
meet you face to face and to see whether my heart would surrender or not. 

So I came to the workshop and was asked to translate for you. While 
translating at one moment I experienced a surge of lightness and happi
ness as I became one with your voice. My hands started to levitate side
ways, but I controlled them. It was such a wonderful moment and t know 
that you have noticed it. 

With deepest gratitude I ask you to become my teacher. I would like to run 
with you through the hills and meadows and jump into all the lakes we meet. 

11 



It is with my hands in gassho that I humbly ask you to become my Master. 
Yours in the Dharma, 

J.D." 

But back to the workshop: The guided zazen is full of strength and vigor. No 
one slumps, not even in the late afternoon. Eleven-year-old Roger also sits 
through the entire workshop next to his mother. He asks: "If one is left
handed, does one still put the left foot on top?" He appears alert and con
centrated the whole time, but during the breaks he does his usual chasing 
around at lightning speed with an agility that knows no obstacles. In the 
downstairs apartment, where he usually lives, he darts in and out of the 
rooms, jumps hiqh up on the sofa bed and back down, then out through the door, 
up on the back of some friend, down on the floor, swinging on someone's arm, 
shouting and laughing on and on. In the zendo he sits quietly half lotus or 
seiza. There are many serious questions from all sides: about the cutting of 
flowers; what if your livelihood requires killing? There are questions about 
fears, about exertion, about makyo, sickness of the children and doctor's med
icines; how to become one with one's daily life, and about tha problem of be
ing a vegetarian living with meat-eating parents. Questions and answers take 
us way past the closing hour of the seminar; it is around 7 p.m. when we fi
nally signal the end of the workshop. Afterwards poppy seed cake and tea are 
served and everyone remains i ·n the zendo. Jacek II plays the recorder beau
tifully. One experiences a quiet elation. One woman says that it was the 
deepest joy she and her husband have experienced in their lives. Another per
son mentions how profoundly touched he was by Roshi's remarks that the exer
tions of the Polish Sangha also have an effect on the work done in Rochester; 
how deeply he feels a responsibility to repay for all that he has been re
ceiving and how this had increased his determination to work harder from now 
on. Roshi says that of all the workshops he has held in the U.S., South Amer
ica and elsewhere, there has never been one like this in seriousness and 
strength. Jacek, the flute player, confides: "I've had a magnificent makyo 
about Roshi and three of his assistants arriving from Rochester in Katowice, 
and I'm afraid I'm getting attached to it •.• " 

August26 
We join the morning sitting and then listen to the chanting. Roshi says that 
it is reminiscent of Russian orthodox chanting. They have made their own cer
emonial drum and also a small mokugyo which produces a very effective sound. 
(They have had a tape of our chanting in Rochester and have tried to imitate 
the sounds). We will still have to do some practicing, but the Polish lan
guage is well suited for chanting in its richness in vowels. 

After breakfast we leave by taxi with an interpreter to see Sokei. First we 
have to pick up Marek, who took Sokei to the forester's house, because he will 
have to show us the way. He is not home yet and his young pregnant wife, hav
ing just dropped a can of white paint on the floor while painting window 
frames, is in no mood for conversation. We wait in the small living room 
which has a number of rare stringed instruments hanging on the walls. When 
Marek arrives he appears upset. We take the waiting taxi and drive silently 
through the rainy countryside. Suddenly Marek starts crying and motions the 
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taxi driver to stop the car. He immedia~ely gets out, runs across the high
way and disappears in the woods. Roshi asks the interpreter to catch up with 
him and then he follows both into the wet brush. The portly taxi driver, 
cigar in mouth, looks at me in utter bewilderment. He speaks no English and 
I don't understand Polish. He keeps asking questions to which I can only 
shrug my shoulders. Asked in German if he can understand, he immediately 
queries: "Do you know all these people?" "Yes, of course I do." "And do 
they know each other? What is happening?" I tell him not to worry but to 
wait here, and everything will be all right. Finally, Roshi, Janush and 
Marek reappear in the distance. Marek's problems have stemmed from his long 
absences from his pregnant wife at zazen meetings and all the time he has 
spent over the past months working on rebuilding the apartment and zendo. The 
baby is due shortly. Roshi promises to talk to Marek and his wife on the way 
back. We arrive at the forester's home and Sokei is already waiting for us 
to take him back to Katowice. He looks well rested and recuperated. The 
fresh air and quiet surroundings have restored his vigor. On the way back we 
stop at Marek's place and wait while Roshi talks to his wife. She says she 
has nothing to say but listens to Roshi's words. Roshi tells Marek that part 
of his daily zazen practice is to stay with his pregnant wife and future baby; 
that he must not separate himself from his home situation, and that it would 
be advisable for him not to attend sesshin. 

Back in Katowice we discuss and plan for Jukai and the new student ceremony 
that will precede it; both will take place tomorrow afternoon and night. Over 
30 people have asked to become Roshi's students and expressed their desire and 
reason for it in a letter. Most of them are in Polish and Jacek III will 
translate them for us later. Young Roger asks if he may participate in the 
new student ceremony as well as Jukai, and Roshi gives his permission. Roger 
knows all the Precepts, the Refuges, Resolutions and Repentance Gatha by 
heart; he chants with vigor and enthusiasm and sits motionlessly through the 
entire evening, his clear bright eyes glued to Roshi with intense alertness 
and open receptiveness. 

Great solemnity pervades the zendo as 30 men and women of the Polish Sangha 
affirm their determination to become students of Roshi Kapleau. During Jukai, 
Roshi reads the Precepts, Resolutions and Refuges in English, Andrzej recites 
them in Polish, and the Sangha repeats in Polish after him. What a strong, 
harmonious and resonant sound throughout, and what sincerity, conviction and 
ardor it expresses! Roshi decides after Jukai to hold a four-day sesshin in 
spite of the utterly overcrowded conditions. TWenty people are selected from 
over 30 applicants. The others must wait for an indefinite later time. 

August'J:l 
Preparations for the sesshin. Work goes on in every corner, literally. The 
han is hung in the proper place and a gong is placed next to it for announcing 
meal times. A threefold screen is constructed and covered with gOlden cloth 
to be put behind Roshi's mat in the dokusan room. A small table and pedestal 
are built for a fine Kannon figure to be placed next to Roshi in the dokusan 
room. Tea kettles and trays are purchased for the opening ceremony; lists are 
typed and duplicated. A screen for dividing the zendo at night into an area 
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for late sitting and an area for sleeping is fsbricated with hand saws. There 
seems to be no end to the resourcefulness and willing energy of the Sangha-
whatever is mentioned is immediately noted down by Andrzej and becomes a real
ity within a short period of time. Ursula, his wife, is quietly yet speedily 
working in the kitchen and elsewhere, always up and around, always most kind 
and tender, even though at times her face shows the effects of little rest and 
constant care. Roger ("the rogue," as Roshi affectionately calls him) has 
agreed on his own to stay in the country during the sesshin and Roshi talks 
briefly with him before he leaves for the train station. It is much quieter 
after he has gone! Andrzej, his father, note pad in hand, seems to be every
where at once; a tall, gaunt man, pale, intense, and serious, he has been 
leading the small Sangha with an iron hand. His face shows the strain of re
sponsibility for what he conceives needs to be done. At times we tell him to 
relax, to smile, to loosen up. It is hard for him to yield, to open up and 
give himself away. Yet he listens to all words of teaching with intense grav
ity and unwavering concentration. Only after the sesshin do we see Andrzej 
laughing at times, and his deep feeling of love shows in his eyes. All of us, 
without exception, can change our karma at any moment if that small, burdened 
and burdensome mind of ego is put to rest. 

August28 
A bright, sunny morning. Katowice gets light so early in the morning--it is 
only 4 a.m. and the people and traffic start out early, too. Our apartment 
must be right on top of the noisiest spot in the whole world--there seems to 
be no end to the screeching and clanging of streetcars, buses and cars as well 
as trains, starting, braking, stopping, and· starting up again; all of it fun
neling up into the rooms through rows of stone-walled houses. Katowice is a 
busy, industrious coal and steel city and you know it when you live there. We 
spend most of the morning getting plane tickets for our return flight from 
Katowice to Warsaw. Last night, after Jukai, we took a brief walk in the 
neighborhood and through the colonnades of the train station nearby. There we 
happened to run into Andrzej K., the poet from Warsaw, who, rucksack on his 
back, had just missed his train and was waiting with two friends for the next 
one. When we told him that we would have to take the train from Katowice to 
Berlin because we couldn't get plane reservations, he shook his head in dis
belief. "Don't worry about seats on a plane from Warsaw to Berlin--I'll help 
you to get some when we meet in Warsaw on your way back. And you certainly 
won't have any problems getting a flight out of Katowice to Warsaw. I'll meet 
you when you arrive at the airport there and take care of the rest." An old 
woman was standing nearby and when she mumbled some words, Andrzej opened his 
rucksack and handed her a loaf of rye bread. "Are you going back to Sweden?" 
inquired the Roshi. "No, I'm planning to travel to India for a while as soon 
as I get my visa . I hope to leave within a month or so, but if I am delayed, 
I will come to your Hamburg sesshin if I may." When we said good-bye he 
reached into his rucksack again and handed each one of us a loaf of bread. 
"But now you won't have any for yourself," remarked Roshi. "Oh yes, I do! 
Whenever I come to Katowice I buy a whole sackful of these," he answered 
laughingly. "There is no bread in all of Poland like the one they bake in 
Katowice!" And, thanking the Roshi again, he rejoined his friends for their 
train to Warsaw. 
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Andrzej K. was right--we have no trouble getting plane reservations for the 
flight from Katowice to Warsaw. And for the remaining flight from Warsaw to 
West Berlin we put our trust in the Buddha and in Andrzej K. In the after
noon, just an hour before the beginning of the sesshin, Andrzej calls on the 
phone and confirms that we now have reservations on a flight from Warsaw to 
East Berlin. This was a great help to us so that our return from Poland be
came as smooth as our entry had been. 

Afternoon 
We are in the midst of rehearsing for the opening ceremony. Tea and cake will 
be served by four women of the Sangha. They do it very well, walking up and 
down the narrow aisle which allows only one person at a time to pass through. 
We have to postpone the beginning of the sesshin twice--people are still busy 
with finishing touches everywhere. The energy level is high with all this 
bursting activity. Wally now has a touch of the flu and Ursula, who will par
ticipate in the sesshin, prearranges everything to take care of our food and 
water. She knows a lot about nutrition for sickness and health. Anna, a 
young woman who has practiced zazen only a short while, will wait on us during 
sesshin with loving care. She does not live in Katowice but has agreed to 
stay in the downstairs kitchen during the four days. Her gracefulness, beauty 
and modesty and profound gratitude are those of an old-timer in Zen. 

Sesshin finally gets under way about 7:15. We have a fine opening ceremony 
and Roshi's words, translated by Jacek III, cut through the silence like fiery 
sparks. No difference exists between the Polish and English language! 

August 29 
First dokusan. Sokei plants himself in the tiny waiting room to oversee the 
first great rush. At the sound of Roshi's bell he feels a gush of air sweep
ing right over his head--the first person has leaped right over him into the 
dokusan room! It is Tom, the painter of Manjusri on a lion. Only about six 
people get into dokusan the first time--it takes that long with the inter
pretation. Our interpreter looks tired. Sitting in zazen is new to him, let 
alone attending sesshin and interpreting constantly. We ask him to get plenty 
of rest during the day and work on teishos during the sitting time. The only 
problem is where to rest. At night the zendo has to be sectioned off for that 
purpose because some people wish to continue their zazen. We have one casu
alty already. A man wrote a contrite letter: having had influenza he was 
still taking strong medicine which caused him migraine headaches and aggra
vated his sinus condition. He felt very ashamed and sorry that he deprived 
a healthy person of his place in sesshin and dared not ask the monitor for 
permission to leave. He just left. We'll advise everyone to get more rest 
tonight so people won't get overwrought. Two people fainted during teisho but 
wanted to hear the rest of the teisho when they came to. Roshi's words are 
strong and penetrating and deeply inspiring. He is giving all of himself in 
the midst of the indescribably loud noise issuing from the streets below. If 
we close the windows the air in the small place gets stifling; so we have to 
keep them wide open and let all the hurly-burly of the traffic below (not to 
mention the soot) inundate the zendo. Roshi is talking at the top of his 
voice at all times, and so is the interpreter--the two are one. And, marvel-
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ous as it is, Roshi is not getting hoarse. 

Meals are served in the zendo. The description in THE THREE PILLARS OF ZEN of 
meal-taking in the Japanese monastery is followed. Just outside the zendo is 
a shelf with labeled compartments for everyone's bowl, cup, and utensil, which 
are wrapped in a clean towel. As the gong is sounded (and at times one needs 
to wait minutes before finding a brief interval in the street noise in which 
to place the mellow sound of the gong) people get up, file by the shelf and 
bring their bowls back to their seats. Waiters come with buckets of kasha, 
tossed salad, buttered bread, white cheese and milk. Every day the same food 
is served; it is about what they eat most of the time. 

On the second day everyone has gotten into dokusan. One man said to Roshi: 
"Since you arrived I have prayed for the opportunity to prostrate before you." 
And another young man confided: "The only thing I ever succeeded in doing in 
my life was becoming your student." 

The tautness of the sesshin, which was still lacking in the beginning, is im
proving. There is less "coming" and ''going," no one is looking around, and 
during the breaks people are not lounging in the zendo. The sitting is solid 
and alive. No one is dozing off at any time. We are facing a real dilemma: 
shall we hit more and harder and raise the intensity and pitch of the sesshin 
and then leave the small Sangha again for who knows how long? Roshi decides 
to maintain the Middle Way, to keep the sesshin on an even, steady keel, be
cause this is exactly how everyone's practice will need to continue after we 
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leave. No one, except an older man, ever complained about the kyosaku. One 
young man actually wrote a poem to Sokei which translates as follows: 

"When I feel the monk Sokei behind my back 
I feel at home. 
Gassho." 

Roshi says that the respect and graciousness of people who come before him in 
dokusan is incomparable. When he gave praise for the excellent interpreta
tion, Jacek III simply bowed his head and gasshoed. There is deep, deep grat
itude all around, and a profound faith in the Buddha's Way. We try to join in 
the Four vows recited in Polish after teisho and in the evening; the strength 
and vitality of the melodious, resonant words is most inspiring. 

August 31 
Before the last night of the sesshin Andrzej wrote a note requesting that the 
zendo remain open for sitting all night. It was decided to have monitored 
sitting from 10-12 p.m., and kinhin every half hour. There is a fine atmos
phere in the zendo. During this time even the traffic noise abates. All but 
three people are on their mats. Deep, sustained sitting. Now there is no 
noise at all in the streets. The zendo is absolutely quiet and without a 
stir. Before breakfast the following morning Roshi warns people not to be
come lax because there are a few who have just one more step to go. 

September 1 

Sesshin is over. Glowing faces, expressing joy and gratitude and deep feel
ing. Everyone kisses each other three times on the cheeks. We all eat our 
kasha and salad in the zendo. Delicious cake is passed around for dessert. 
After the meal Jacek II and Tom, the painter, play an improvised concert 
which they dedicate to "American and Polish music." At first they play an 
"American piece" which, as Jacek II announces, will take exactly 30 seconds 
(in his teisho Roshi talked about John Cage's composition which consisted of 
three times opening and closing the lid of the piano for the three movements). 
One member is timing with her watch and after 30 seconds it is all over. 
Great laughter and applause. Then Jacek II presents a "Formless Polish Com
position," or "Formless Gatha." Alone, with his small, artless recorder, he 
creates the most indescribably beautiful sound. We have never heard greater 
purity or mastery on this delicate instrument. After the last sound has 
faded, Tom follows with a gong and home-made percussion instruments. An old 
round lid of a metal box, suspended by two ropes, is twirled around and then 
while it is fast unwinding, it is struck periodically. Five wooden zazen 
benches of varying heights are struck with hands or wood like a xylophone, 
creating fascinating rhythms and sounds. The floor serves as a natural am
plifier. It is music that does not tire but is one of perfect .harmony, beauty 
and childlike simplicity. With a third musician in this group they have 
played all over Poland and in other European countries. 

After the concert we are given beautiful bouquets of fresh flowers. There 
seems to be no end to bows, gasshos and thank-you's. Later in the evening 
Ursula says that people still feel overwhelmed by the impact of the sesshin. 
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Never in all their three-day sit
tings have any of them experienced 
such strength. When asked whether 
there were any negative reactions, 
she doesn't understand the question. 
After it is repeated she just laughs 
and shakes her head: "Why should 
there be?" 

We take a walk in the evening. The 
air is heavy and there is no way 
out of it. Janush, who accompanies 
us on his way back home, says that 
Katowice is the most well-to-do city 
in Poland--much industry and work 
for everyone. Over one million peo-
ple live in metropolitan Katowice. 
He is an architect. Over half his 
salary goes for rent and heat, but the 
food is very cheap. We pass by the art 
store where some of Andrzej's oil 
paintings are on exhibit for sale. 
One of them is gone--sold during the 
sesshin. There is a cemetery nearby 
and we stroll through the rows of 

graves, each one lit by a candle or gas flame. The flickering lights every
where bring earth and stones to life. A warm wind rustles leaves and branches .•• 

September2 
We join a meeting with the Sangha to discuss their future work. Andrzej ex
presses the desire of the Polish Sangha to become officially affiliated with 
the Rochester center. They are also considering registering as a religious 
group with their Ministry of Religion. (At least a hundred members are re
quired to form such a registered religious group). It is pointed out to them 
that one of the foremost requirements for an affiliate group is that all 
functions take place in a building belonging to or rented by the group; that 
experience has shown that affiliate groups meeting in places that belong to 
individual members face difficulties in the long run. Also it is mentioned 
that the leader of an affiliate group is usually a senior member or disciple 
of the Roshi with many years of training. Andrzej says that the group would 
need a statement as to who their spiritual leader is. If they registered as 
a religious group, they would be asked: "Who is your priest?" Roshi agrees 
to sign a statement that he is the spiritual leader of the Polish Sangha. We 
also point out that each person who has become a student of the Roshi has 
thereby automatically become an out-of-country member of the Zen Center. 

When several people mention the impossibility of,obtaining a house for the 
group, another member simply asks: "Why?" There is much discussion back and 
forth on this topic, including the possibility of building in the country. 
You can own a piece of land and build on it if you are a peasant and will work 
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the land. Othe:i:wise it is virtually impossible. Someone asks for suggestions 
on how to organize more efficiently. We suggest that they form a directing 
committee for their group and we tell them how to proceed. Ursula relates the 
next morning that they had discussions and elections until late into the 
night, since not one of them was the least bit tired. Good strong people were 
elected, both men and women, and Roshi has designated Andrzej as the leader of 
the group. We also suggest that it is advisable to rotate leader and members 
of the committee periodically. All suggestions are received with openness, 
gratitude and willingness to follow them. Tea is served by Ursulajand the 
formal meeting breaks up into smaller groups with many, many more questions. 
We try to answer them all but there simply is no end to them. What is our 
attitude toward military service? What al:)out communism? Some questions are 
far too general to be answered. But, we stress, always remember that Zen 
teaches adaptation and responsiveness to the conditions of life, not argument 
or dissent. our prime work is to change OW' Oum lives, not that of society. 
The latter always follows in the wake of changes wrought in the individual 
himself. Santideva asks: "Where is the leather which will be able to cover 
all of the earth? The earth is covered by the amount of one sandal, In the 
same way, I am not at all able to restrain exterior powers, but if I will re
strain my own mind, what matters a lack of restraint on the part of others?" 

One woman mentions that her six-year-old daughter wants to go to communion and 
wear a white dress because all the other children do so; but her daughter also 
wants to chant the sutras. "What to do?" "Is there really any problem?" she 
is asked. "Why not let your child go to communion in a white dress, and 
recite the sutras at home?" She laughs and exclaims, "I really don't have a 
problem! I have my MUI" 

The musician Marek, who stayed with his pregnant wife during sesshin, asks if 
he could possibly have dokusan with Roshi. "I have worked for months only to 
be able to go to sesshin but I also understand why I couldn't go." Roshi 
willingly receives him in dokusan. Marek emerges with an untroubled expres
sion on his face, and we all wish him and his wife and baby-to-be the best of 
luck. 

In the afternoon we take a taxi to Auschwitz--O~wiecim--which is less than an 
hour's ride from Katowice. It is the site of the largest concentration and 
extermination camp operated by the Nazis during Hitler's regime. Over a 
thousand such camps were established. But here alone an estimated four mil
lion people from all the countries under Nazi domination perished under con
ditions immeasurably more horrible than any hells ever described by religious 
visionaries of all ages. Today we find a museum of largely empty buildings. 
We walk through them in silence and quietly chant the Prajna Paramita before 
a small niche lit by candles and decorated with flowers, in which an urn with 
a handful of ashes collected in the territory commemorates four million lives 
ended in pain and suffering. What is this life and what is death? Whence all 
this suffering? What is the meaning of this unthinkable pain and anguish in
flicted by man upon man? Is this Buddha-nature? What is our answer to these 
roaring questions? All of us must answer right now. If we cannot answer, how 
will we spend the rest of our lives ... ? 
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Back in Katowice, Jacek, the poet from Warsaw, asks Roshi if he may tape an 
interview with him for a liberal paper with a circulation of 200,000 copies 
read by many intellectuals. Three years ago an article about Zen appeared in 
a magazine which takes its information from foreign sources. The article 
dealt mainly with THE THREE PILLARS OF ZEN, especially with Roshi Kapleau, 
but it was not too satisfactory and left out many important facets of Zen 
training. The fact that enough interest in Zen exists in Poland to publish 
such an interview is significant. Jacek also mentions that a well-known 
Polish cardiologist as well as a prominent psychotherapist who had recently 
died were both profoundly interested in Zen. 

The group has showered us with gifts which are spread out over our large din
ing room table: wooden hand-carved bowls, spoons and ladles, a hand-loomed 
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table cloth, and lovely hand-woven baskets. No paints or dyes--just every
thing in its natural beauty. We embrace and thank them for everything. They 
will send all these gifts to us, so we need not add to our already heavy lug
gage • 

We are trying to pack our bags, but people are still filing in to have Roshi 
sign pictures and THE THREE PILLARS OF ZEN. And there are more questions. 
Finally Roshi puts his pen to rest and we complete our packing in silence. 

September 3 

Everyone is up early with us to say good-bye at the house, and part of the 
Sangha accompanies us to the bus station. Six or seven people climb into the 
bus with us and ride out to the small airport. The day is bright and sunny 
and warm, just as it has been during our entire stay here. We check our bags 
and embrace and kiss everybody in a final good-bye. Love and tears fill the 
eyes. "The Zen person does not look back, and he leaves no traces," are our 
final words. 

The small propeller plane rises and disappears in the vast sky. 

~ 
(Next installment in the next issue: Germany) 
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A Life of Gratitude 
Given by Roshi Kapleau 
November 27, 1975 

Today, as you all know, is Thanksgiving. Of all our national holidays, none 
is more in accord with the spirit of Buddhism than this one. In our daily 
prostrations before the Buddha, in placing our hands palm to palm (gassho) 
when greeting each other, and in many other ways we are expressing our thanks 
and gratitude for a multitude of things, but mostly for our human body and 
the opportunity it affords to come to Self-realization. And while the holiday 
was originally an expression of thanks of the Plymouth Colony for the first 
rich harvest after a winter of privation and starvation, it really symbolizes 
the spirit of gratitude which resides in the heart of all of us. 

Of all emotions the feeling of gratitude is probably the most refined; it 
lies at the core of a spiritual life. Even dogs and cats show it. Not to 
feel and express this most elevated of emotions therefore is to be lower than 
an animal. Until one has begun to feel gratitude, to parents, to teachers, 
to members of the Sangha, to all who have made it possible for us to know and 
realize the Dharma, one's practice is still deficient. Gratitude is really 
the language of the heart. 

And yet when we look on the world with eyes dimmed with ignorance, as the 
sutra says, hearts clouded with despair, we are bound to ask ourselves, What 
is there to be grateful for? Are we to be grateful for global starvation? 
For an environment terribly polluted? For the fact that one out of five Amer
icans will painfully die of cancer? For the violence and pain in our own 
country and elsewhere? 

Nonetheless Buddhists see a great deal to be grateful for. First, we can be 
grateful to our parents for having provided us with a body-mind that enables 
us to awaken to the most fundamental experience any human being can have. 
Not long ago I read an article in which the writer said that for a man the 
most fundamental experience is to be a soldier; for a woman, to have a child. 
But for the truth-seeker the most fundamental experience is to wake up to the 
real nature of life--ours and everyone else's. 

We can also be grateful to Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, visible and invisible, 
who make it possible for us to hear the truth, to believe it, and to experi
ence it in our lives. 

Those who are married can certainly be grateful to each other. Wives can be 
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grateful to their husbands for enabling them to know all the emotions of a 
wife, and vice versa. Parents can be grateful to their children, without 
whom they could never know the joys and sorrows of parenthood. And really we 
need to be more grateful for the pain than for the enjoyment and the pleas
ure, for it is through our sufferings that we grow and enrich our lives . 
And our gratitude extends also to police, for bad as we may sometimes think 
they act, how safe would we be without their protection? 

How can we not be grateful to the Sangha , for its communal warmth and the mu
tual aid it affords? Without the Sangha how could we have these meaningful 
ceremonies? Is there anything more frustrating than to feel deep -emotion and 
not be able to give viable expression to it? This is why ceremonies and rit
uals, when they have feeling behind them, are so vital and meaningful. 

And finally how thankful should we be for a Center such as this one where we 
can come together and express our mutual feelings of gratitude and respect 
for one another. 

We hear it said in Buddhism that really there is no one to feel grateful and 
no one to express it to. In the most profound sense that is of course true. 
The truth is that as we progress deeper into practice so much of what we for
merly took to be real and true vanishes before our touch and sight. Our 
cherished illusions, our deluded notions of right and wrong, cannot stand up 
to the light of the faint glow of truth within us. Those whose minds are 
still clouded by fear and anxiety, at a certain point in their training when 
their old unreal world is slipping from them and the "new" one has not yet 
entirely emerged, find their fears increasing instead of diminishing. But 
this is only a halfway point. Those who persevere to the end achieve a rock
like steadiness, a joyous transparency, and an all-pervading·freedom. What 
could be more wonderful! 

In Buddhism it is also said that in bowing down before Buddhas there is actu
ally nobody to bow down to--who bows to what? Nobody bows to anyone, and yet 
there is bowing down. In · this subjectless, objectless, wholehearted bowing 
nothing is excluded. In truth, the whole world bows. All creatures--men, 
women, animals, insects--bow down in mutual greeting. Is this not true 
thanksgiving? 

A less strenuous way to express thanks is to put the hands together palm to 
palm in what is called gassho. Do it often enough and you find the rigid 
outlines of ego softened as feelings of humility, respect and gratitude e
merge. In this lowering of the mast of ego it is impossible to have an ego
tistical thought or to speak an unkind word. 

Thanksgiving, then, is not a deep sentiment celebrated one day a year. For 
the truly spiritual-minded it is a way of life every day, every hour, every 
minute, that is life-affirming. The pumpkin pie and cider (not turkey and 
dumplings, mind you!) we will eat together after this talk are no more than 
a symbolic expression of our thankfulness for the blessing of life itself. 
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Entering the Way 

The Buddha is sometimes referred to as the Great Physician. His medicine is 
Seeing clearly, awakening to our own inherently pure and unblemished Mind--it 
is a remedy effective enough to heal the most deep-seated dis-ease, the small
est drop capable of transforming one's life. Just as when reviving from a 
long illness, we regain life, so Awakening, to even a small degree, provides 
a new vista, a new resolve, a strength to stand on one's own two feet and to 
begin walking the Way. 

The following letters were received from two participants after the October 
sesshin. 

m m m 
Dear Roshi, 

It is now a week since the October sesshin and the daily routines of job and 
family have re-established themselves. Yet, that sesshin changed the whole 
world! As you said in the closing talk, it was an unusually strong sesshin. 
People here have commented they were very aware of the sesshin even during the 
midst of everyday activities; one young woman said that she found herself just 
having to get up at night and do zazen and that the hours simply flew. 

For me, the first half of the sesshin was extremely difficult. What a state 
I was in. It seems now like I must have spent half my time in utter despair, 
confronting as I had never done before the fact that in the de·epest sense we 
own nothing, control nothing, not even our own bodies and minds. The other 
half was spent despising Zen: "I never used to fear death," I told myself, 
"I never used to feel such helplessness in the face of this impermanent world. 
I have Zen to thank for all this damn misery! Well, when this is over, I'll 
return to home and family and live a NORMAL life, like NORMAL people who 
aren't practicing Zen!" 

Underneath all this indulgence, the joriki was building, and through all the 
negative mindstates I was able to keep asking, who is afraid, who is helpless, 
who, who, WHO is going through all this? Then, the last night came, with all 
that extra help given by the monitors, and suddenly, twenty minutes before the 
last dokusan, I knew! It was as though I had taken one small leap and the 
whole universe turned inside out. 
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I must have literally squirmed in my seat waiting for dokusan. I wasn't wait
ing to be tested, but to express my utter astonishment, this state of joyful 
Surprise. It seems strange now that Surprise was the overriding feeling at 
that time. But I know now why it was, and it's really this point that needs 
focusing on. I realize now that throughout all the years of practice there 
always remained, even in what seemed moments of deepest faith, a residual 

· kind of skepticism about the possibility of really freeing oneself. Deep 
down, there was always the feeling that "life is gonna get you" and if life 
didn't, well, death would. There wasn't r eal ly a way out. There were even 
times when I intellectually convinced myself there was a way out; but without 
the experience that there was, this was little more than a crutch which could, 
and did, fall out from under again and again. What joy to taste, to really 
experience, this marvelous Freedom. How much more "space" there is in this 
great Universe. 

There was another kind of skepticism that was also present during these past 
years. I had started practicing Zen after a period of real disillusionment 
with political and social activity and I had the hope that Zen would be a way 
to help alleviate, in at least a small way, the suffering I saw in the world. 
But through these years I was often troubled by thoughts that sitting and 
staring at a wall hardly seemed to be a reasonable way to do anything for any
body. In time, of course, the awareness grew that zazen made one more respon
sive, more able to help in small ways, less likely to cause pain. But, this 
still seemed like so little in the face of such a dark, suffering world. So! 
Imagine my surprise when it was glimpsed at last that indeed there is no 
greater aid we can give than to awaken to our True Nature and dedicate our
selves to the Awakening of all Beings. "All Beings, One Body, We Vow to Lib
erate." What a vow! ! Before there is even the intention to speak such a 
vow, all Beings are complete and perfect, totally Free. 

Yet, without all Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, without the Sangha, without you, 
Roshi, you old lip-flapper, how could we ever know this? Thank you for my 
very life! ' 

With palms raised in the Ten Directions, 

m m m 
Dear Roshi, 

This is written in the hope of encouraging others, especially those who live 
far away from the Zen Center and have had to practice in solitude, those who 
are older and physically hampered, and those who feel they lack faith. In the 
five years that have passed since I first came to the Center at the age of 49, 
I have been able to attend only three 7-day sesshin (chiefly because an 
injured back and stiff legs required tedious training)--but that third sesshin 
was the dynamic miracle worker of October, '75. And now, distance, delays, 
pain, age, crises of despair, even solitary practice--all are seen as a shower 
of blessings. 
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Although right from the opening ceremonies, that sesshin catapulted me into an 
urgency and intensity of practice I had not known before, there certainly was 
no intimation that it was to be "my sesshin." I had originally "given Zen" 
five years--which were now ending, so a new inner agreement had been reached: 
"Well, we'll give it three more years. And then--we'll see." For how could 
there be any immediate hope for someone whose practice was so distracted, 
carried away by thoughts? someone who read incessantly? someone who scarcely 
could sit still on the mat? The only thing to be said for my practice is that 
it was dogged, doggedly faithful and persistent, no matter what the problems. 
Several times, after crises, I vowed to give up, to stop "wasting all this 
time," tried to, and found I could not. Zen had picked me up and was shaking 
me like a terrier with a rat. I could struggle and try to escape, but the 
process was inexorable. 

But now we were in sesshin and ancient history was irrelevant and forgotten. 

The first two days. My practice launches itself with a rush, thanks in part 
to hard preparation at home. Pain in the back, distracting thoughts, but am 
able to come back, and come back, and come back again. Roshi's teisho on the 
second day takes deadly aim at those who depend on words. They are lost, he 
says. As a lifelong word-person, and former writer, I feel those arrows cut 
into my heart, and weep bitterly. I remember the notebooks and journals dat
ing back 30 years that I am so proud of, gathering dust but not thrown away-
bondage to the past, bondage to the ego. "I will burn them," I promise. "I 
will be born afresh each ins_tant." My practice is heating up. I am helped by 
everyone around me--unbelievably given specific, individual help by at least 
four sesshin neighbors. 

Third day. Black Tuesday. Everything crashes, collapses. I plunge into the 
blackest depression of my life. Can't practice. Never could. Can't hold 
Mu more than 30 seconds. Will leave sesshin, leave Zen forever. What is 
there to live for? I dwell on suicide. Why not? Suicide. Why live? Won't 
go to dokusan. Haven't the heart. What would be the use? What could I say? 
I'm already burnt out, a two-day fizzled-out rocket ••. great, great. Sodden, 
sniffling misery. At last I drag myself to dokusan, the last one in the 
line. Roshi braces me, encourages me. It is not true the sesshin is lost to 
me. I can pull out. Can I? Yes, I can, and I will, I will. Slowly the 
black cloud lifts, and as it does, practice resurges on a deeper level. 
Energy flows again. 

Fourth and fifth days. Things are happening. Always the observer-reporter, I 
note them with mild surprise. But here's the luminous sky I've read about! 
Thoughts float across like clouds, innocent, free. Ah, wonderful, unbeliev
able. Time passes, I analyze and observe my new state, clinging to it. Of 
course it fades, flickers, vanishes. Gloom again, distractions, self-pity, 
paranoia. Back to square one. Mu .•• Mu .•• Mu •.• The young man to my right 
is practicing with the solidity and strength of a mountain. I absorb his 
strength, I even tune in on his breathing. It works! Energy and strength 
well up. Suddenly the observer notes: The silver mountain ... the iron wall! 
The silver mountain is as slippery as ice; the iron wall has a solid gate 
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but it is bolted and barred. 
plaster myself against it. 
come back. 

I dash myself against it again and again. I 
Mu and Mu and Mu ..• And it too vanishes and won't 

I don't know what to do. I'm at a dead end, in a box, a room with no doors 
or windows. I must break out, but how, how, how? Right through the walls, 
scratching and clawing. Desperate, I must try anything, do anything. Fever
ishly, I review all the instructions I have heard and read. I will be a 
child, a simpleton. I must believe? I will believe. I do believe. They 
say I am Mu? Then I am Mu. If I am Mu, I know Mu. Therefore I do know Mu. 
I am Mu, I know Mu. I am nothing but Mu. I am a simpleton child who is Mu, 
and sees Mu everywhere .•. and on, and on, and on. My desperation comes and 
goes in waves. Still no sense whatsoever of any resolution impending. Only 
struggle, struggle for its own urgent sake. I must break through and yet I 
do not expect to break through or think what it would be like to break 
through. And still my effort is riddled with distractions. In bed, I 
struggle to take Mu along into sleep. Again and again I pull myself back 
from sleep. You want to sleep? Very well, you rruy ... but only when Mu goes 
with you. Not sure if this succeeds as hoped, but it does appear to open 
pathways for Mu to penetrate deeper levels of' the mind. Now, in and out of 
the zendo, the ·distractions matter less and less. I don't fight them anymore. 
Mu returns readily; it is always there, just under the surface froth. 

Sixth and seventh days. The belly's laughter. Taking a sponge bath, I must 
have been standing in an odd way, for a strange ridiculous belly is looking 
up at me with its one eye. It seems twice as big as I remember, and has a 
droll personality all its own. We salute each other and fall down laughing. 
And I had imagined it was "mine." How presumptuous, how ridiculous! What I 
had thought was me was a bunch of funny entities ••• After work Friday morning, 
I am lying in bed resting when Joshu himself suddenly stands there in the 
shape of a great brass steam whistle. The pressure inside is building, build
ing. The valve opens--it is his mouth--steam rises, and 

MU! 

issues forth in a world-shaking blast. Then I am Joshu and the blast is com
ing out of me, is me, is everyone, everything! Barriers begin to fall; the 
mind is working feverishly; mysterious sayings become clear. Of course, of 
course! How wonderful, how Y'ight ... 

An enormous happiness came over me. Doubt remained--wasn't this understanding 
still too intellectual? But the doubt could not dampen the happiness nor the 
sense of gratitude that began flowing so strongly that it was very nearly be
yond bearing. That day and the next, the last of sesshin, were spent in a 
daze of happiness, enjoying each moment as it came. Skipping in the kinhin 
line, then crying to think how much I owed the Roshi, the Sangha, the patri
archs, the mysterious benevolent force which moves our lives. 

Perhaps the powerful emotional impact of this experience, which was only shal
low and partial, was due to the very hopelessness of my condition before it 
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happened: almost completely without faith, dry as a bone, sterile, dull, 
dead, locked into the vise of skepticism, unable to break free. And yearning 
always--the hungriest of hungry ghosts. 

Such extraordinary happiness makes you realize (am::>ng so many other things) 
how truly unhappy you had been before. Not in the life circumstances, but in 
your self, your miserable, restless eternally dissatisfied self. This joy is 
the joy of dropping burdens, burdens you didn't even know you had--so deeply 
had they entered you, dragging you down, grinding you down, making you weigh 
heavy as lead, move as sluggishly as thick cold molasses. 

Now for the first time I experienced the joy that comes with an overpowering 
sense of faith. Before, my faith was limited to the rock-bottom minimum: 
enlightenment exists. The rituals at the Centex embarrassed me. I was 
embarrassed and uneasy when anyone spoke of faith, even Roshi, and would 
turn my thoughts elsewhere. "Don't make a problem of it," I would tell my
self. Now, with a great leap, faith extended far and wide. It did not seem 
like faith at all but surest, clearest knowledge. The inexorable workings 
of karma (which of course I had never accepted), the extraordinary, intricate 
cunning of the way things work themselves out, the intermeshing relationships, 
all became clear to me and left me breathless with amazement and gratitude. 

The lines written by a Christian mystic appeared in my head: 

All shall be well 
And all shall be well 
And all manner of things 
Shall be well ••• 

Yes! I thought. And not only shall all be well, all is well right now: And 
always had been well, only I had been too blind to see it. The incredible 
combination of fortunate circumstances that had led me to this moment, in
cluding all those I had considered blackest misfortune! The injured back, 
the writer's block, the spells of depression, family difficulties, delays in 
being accepted as a member of the Center, lost letters, knees that swelled 
and refused to bend, the move to far-off Mexico, all formed an intricate and 
loving pattern leading me to Zen, to this moment, preventing a headlong im
petuosity which this middle-aged frame could not have supported, teaching me 
patience, feeding me disappointments and humiliations at a pace I could ab- t 
sorb, carrying me forward exactly in the right way, for me. And I know the 
same miracles were unfolding for everyone. 

This way of thinking may not be unusual among many Sangha members; to me it 
was a 180-degree turn; it was revolution as well as revelation. Now, if the 
writer's block stays with me--fine! I trust it, respect it, reverence it 
even, am joyous in it. A benevolent wisdom is at work here I cannot hope to 
fathom. Amazing, amazing! 

As sesshin iooved towards its close there seemed to be a gaping hole in the 
crown of my head and another in my chest, as if a bomb crater had been left 
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there. As if a huge tumor--the ego-tumor--had been successfully removed, 
leaving me for the first time in my life free. Free! Wailing Mu with every
one on Friday night, became aware that the pain of longing was completely 
gone. For what did I lack? 

My particular experience was limited and shallow. The tyrant, I suspect, is 
not defeated once and for all. I felt impacted, blasted, tilted far over-
but not fallen completely. This understanding--well, it is what it is. 
Whatever it is, it brought with it the purest joy, the greatest fulfillment of 
my life. 

Walking in the kinhin line, a verse kept singing itself. 
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Zen and Family Life 

Zen and X. Zen and Y. Zen and Z. As though ·zen, X, Y, and Z were separate 
entities--were, indeed, anything at all. It is not only generations of for
gotten writers of past, future, and present who have spent their substance in 
such fabrications. How often do "Zen people" say, for example, "How will this 
or that affect my practice?" As though practice were separate from anything. 
In the real nameless living Zen, there is no and whatsoever. Zen is family 
life precisely because there is nothing else! If we are to say something on 
this mode of living conventionally designated family life we should do so re
garding it as an expedient atong the Way or as a Zen-field. In other words, 
how can "family life" facilitate the development of one's awakened life--or, 
one's "Zen?" What are its opportunities? 

Of course, there is no permanent dwelling place in this Samsaric world--this 
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"house on fire," and as the threads of the karmic fabric weave and unravel, 
relationships are formed for a time and dissolve. This is natural. And to 
wish for a relationship such as a marriage because one fears and therefore 
wants to hide from the flux and uncertainty of the world is only to increase 
one's suffering by prolonging one's state of blindness and to delay thereby 
one's liberation. Of course, this is so from one way of looking. On the 
other hand, the great opportunity of a marriage, or of a marriage-like rela
tionship--and even more so when there are children--is commitment and respon
sibility. 

Commitment connotes putting oneself with something outside one's personal ego
concerns. An important aspect of the common ground of the Zen life and the 
life of father/husband is in the act of commitment and its corollary, respon
sibility. The essence of responsible (responsive, response-able) family life 
i s commitment--an act of will, including one's family within the sphere of 
one's caring and sharing, quite equally with oneself. One does not then re
treat from any of the necessities of one's family. "All calls are accepted." 
Indeed it is a· way of self-training in responsibility of a wonderful sort, 
partly because of the wide variety of largely unpredictable opportunities 
given in the course of the years of one's family life--a school for learning 
in utmost relentless detail, to be simply one with whatever comes and to for
get one's "little self" and its preferences. 

As well, it is another gateway into the experience of "all beings one body we 
vow to liberate," the Bodhisattvic vow. The family is a form of one's body 
and a vehicle for ego-attrition through commitment and responsibility. Not 
only that, but as one lives this life well oneself, one benefits all beings. 
Not simply in the particular act itself and in the example one's living can 
be for others, but because of the all-inclusiveness of this "One Body ." The 
serious Zen student, especially after the reality of the Way bas proven itself 
in his life experience, knows that he must commit himself totally to it. For 
one whose karma includes family life, this latter is not separate from the 
Way. To the extent of the totality of the commitment, to that extent Buddha. 
By this kind of living, human relationships are transformed. 

A relationship, particularly one of marriage, is often undertaken for gain . 
The motivations being attachment, a sense of emptiness, incompleteness, sepa
ration, or a fear of living in one's existential aloneness. But if one is 
practicing Zen the truth is soon exposed, and then the relationship can be
come a great mirror, and a vital form of the daily work on the self. Or one 
may wish to escape. The power is in one's own hands to align with ego or with 
ego-attrition, moment by moment. 

We are reminded by Masters of Zen not to "hate the dusts of the world" or to 
consider practice different from life. It is a particular emphasis of Zen to 
realize the singleness of the fabric of one's life. Tsung-Kao points out that 
it is precisely at moments of greatest turmoil in worldly life that the Zen 
mind can be brought to bear most profitably, and that a much greater turnabout 
can be made by the one who practices assiduously in the midst of the tumult of 
secular affairs than by a monastic. The difficulties of each day of inter-
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action with others provide a constant mirror to one's ego-self, and therefore 
give us opportunities for practice/realization that could be gotten in no 
other way, and for which we can only be deeply grateful. One is, in fact, 
saved by the things and events of daily life from mere ideas of Buddha or of 
the state of one's realization/practice. William Carlos Williams said, "No 
ideas but in things." Practicing Zen Buddhists understand that this extends 
to a much deeper level: no Buddha but in things and daily events. 

The Zen-field of the family is also a prime occasion for the nurture of tol
eration, but more deeply, of a respect for the karma of each person and final
ly of a willing that each person be just what he has to be at any given time. 
This total acceptance is what must be at the root •of "home" and of "love," 
especially in the family setting. 

Therefore, to marry and have a family must be seen as a decision to undertake 
a certain form of the work on the self. 

One minute this, the next that. Just finished breakfast and telephone rings. 
Alan forgot his band music, so into the car and off to the school with it. 
Milling with the teachers and morning children at the school. Then having 
returned, answer a knock on the door to someone asking technical information 
about paint solvents. Then sweeping the walk. Then answering some letters. 
Then finishing a bookshelf for Larry before taking Margaret shopping. Actor's 
costumes put on and taken off--none of it known in advance. Everything equal. 
Moving with the flow, and learning daily midst the common temptations to de
lineate "separate events," or to carry roles beyond their function-time--the 
life of no-form, no-business, disappearance. Learning the liberation of 
total immersion in response to the "buffetings of time." Alan's baseball 
game, Larry's math problem, Margaret's shopping trip, putting my study in 
order--what are these all then, but more and more "fetching water and gather
ing firewood"--totally sufficient, enough to fill their time, which had to be, 
in this fabric of family karma that we share--and just fine--just very fine 
indeed--just all there is, or ever needs to be! 

"Layman P'ang and his Children", reproduced at the beginning of this article, from 
The Recorded Sayings of LAYHAN P'ANG, translated by Ruth Fuller Sasaki, Yoshitaka 
Iriya and Dana Fraser. Published by John Weatherhill, Inc., 1971. 
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~ AT THE CENTER ... 
The past three months at the Center 
have been a time of great activity and 
change. With the completion of the 
covered walkway, much work on the 
Buddha Hall, and the onset of winter, 
our energies turn inwards towards the 
winter sesshins and many ceremonies 
which fill the fall and winter months. 
out of the pain and struggle of sesshin 
comes the joy and gratitude which is 
expressed in the continually developing 
ceremonies of our practice-life: Hal
loween, Thanksgiving, Rohatsu, Sol
sticemas, New Year's .•. all enriching 
our practice of the Buddha Way. As 
the year comes to an end, all of our 
energies become focused and re-dedi
cated for a new beginning. With firm 
resolve we step forward into a new 
year, a year which promises to be 
filled with many activities in honor 
of the Center's tenth year. 

Halloween 
"All hungry ghosts ... " 
Halloween is traditionally a night of 
ghosts and spirits; at the Center it 
is a time for people to make special 
offerings to the hungry and thirsty 
ghosts. These are beings who, through 
.greed in former life times, are tor
mented by constant hunger and thirst. 
Their tiny mouths make it impossible 
for them to satisfy their hunger; any 
food they do eat turns to poison and 
anything they drink turns to fire. 
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Because hungry ghosts are tradition
ally unable to approach an altar on 
which there is a Buddha, a special al
tar is erected in the sub-zendo, and 
it is covered with incense, candles, 
fruit, cakes, and tea. 

The children come first on this Hal
loween night, carrying bags of trick
or-treat candy, some of which is to be 
given as offerings. A short play is 
performed, and the children see a lit
tle girl greedily attack ' her dinner, 
refusing to do the meal chants, and 
even eating the hungry ghost offering! 
When she falls asleep, two hungry 
ghosts appear and entice her to join 
them in their frenzied search for food. 
She becomes like a hungry ghost, ex
periencing the pain of ever-increas
ing and unsatisfied hunger, until Kan
non appears and offers them the Dharma
food that can truly satisfy their hun
ger. The next morning when she awakes 
she has a new sens~ of gratitude for 
the food she eats, and insists that 
her father do all the meal chants be
fore they eat. 

The play over, children and parents 
chant the Kannon sutra, the Prajna 
Paramita, and the meal chants di
rected to hungry ghosts. As the 
drum beat continues and bells ring, 
the children approach the altar one 
by one to offer some of their Hal
loween candy and incense to the 
hungry ghosts. Members of the Viet
namese community of Rochester, who 
are the specially invited guests of 
the Center this evening, also make 
offerings from large bags of fruit 
they have brought. The altar over
flows with offerings and new bowls 
have to be brought out. Children, 
parents, and Vietnamese guests then 
share cider and cookies together in 
the kitchen. 

Later the ceremony is repeated as the 
older members of the Sangha bring their 
offerings and participate in the chant
ing in this special effort to "fill the 
ten directions and satisfy hunger in 
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realms of darkness." 

It is helpful to all of us, adults and 
children, to have a special time when 
we remind ourselves of the suffering 
caused by greed, and of the intense 
pain of those who experience constant 
hunger. Ceremonies such as the one 
held every Halloween allow us to in
voke this remembrance, and to dedicate 
ourselves again to removing the greed, 
anger, and ignorance that exist in our 
own lives. 

Tenth Anniversary 
As was mentioned in the last issue, 
throughout the coming year there will 
be many special events. These will 
begin with a dedication for the Buddha 
Hall and the completion of 5-7 Arnold 
Park. This will be held during Vesak, 
and special guests have been invited 
to speak at this time. Also, in com
memoration, there will be two five
day sesshins in June. In past years 
the June sesshin has always had con
siderably more applicants than could 

be accepted, and it is hoped that two 
sesshins will enable a large number of 
members to attend sesshin with the 
Roshi . 

ZenBow 
Two issues ago, when it was announced 
that plans were afoot to change our 
name, readers were requested to sub
mit suggestions for a new name. Since 
that time numerous suggestions have 
been received, many, to our surprise, 
recommending that our present name be 
kept. And so it remains, ever the 
same! There is one point, though, 
which needs clarification . Apparently 
many have misinterpreted "bow" to mean 
bowing to one another. However, the 
Bow in ZEN BOW refers to the phrase 
"The mind of the Zen adept is taut-
ready like a drawn bow," expressing 
the attentiveness, alertness, and re
sponsive qualities of a practicer of 
Zen. In future issues this phrase will 
once again be incorporated into the 
logo, clarifying the matter for any new 
readers. Thank you for your "non
suggestions!" 

Honeoye 
During the past months an architect has 
been found for the development of our 
country center. George Nakashima of 
New Hope, Pennsylvania, is best known 
for his fine woodworking and furniture 
design, but he has also designed sev
eral religious buildings which have 
the simplicity and dignity appropriate 
for our needs. Mr. Nakashima visited 
the Center and the Honeoye property 
this fall and made several suggestions 
concerning our development. One of 
the primary recommendations, which 
confirmed the doubts of many of us 
about building at Honeoye, was to begin 
searching for a more suitable piece of 
land. A general meeting of the Sangha 
was held, and there was general asree
ment that this would be desirable. 
Accordingly, all plans for development 
of Honeoye have been dropped and a new 
land search is underway for property 
more appropriate to our needs. 
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Training Programs 
The last issue of ZEN BOW featured ar
ticles written by participants of 
training programs here at the Center. 
Since then we have received inquiries 
as to who may attend. These programs 
are open to anyone eighteen or older 
who is in good physical and mental 
health and has attended a workshop 
either before or during the training 
period applied for. Training programs 
at the Zen Center of Rochester offer a 
unique opportunity to experience all 
aspects of traditional Zen training in 
a disciplined atmosphere. Under the 
guidance of Roshi Philip Kapleau and 
his senior disciples, trainees partic
ipate daily in sitting zazen, chanting 
services and work zazen, as well as 
other activities of the Sangha, or 
Buddhist Community, such as teisho 
(Zen lectures by the Roshi), ceremo
nies, and Dharrna Dialogues (in which 
a member will give a talk on a subject 
of his or her choosing, followed by a 
lively exchange of Zen questions). In 
addition, trainees receive special in
struction in Zen practice and chanting 
and hear talks relating specifically 
to their training. The purpose of 
these programs is to enable trainees 
to deepen their Zen practice and in
sight and to develop a one-pointed 
mind free from random, irrelevant 
thoughts while the body is in motion 
and at rest. To this end, the Zendo 
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at the Center is open to trainees at 
all times outside of work hours, and 
the discipline of the training pro
gram is strictly maintained. For fur
ther information, please contact the 
Center. 


