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To cherish all life 

Photograph of a guinea pig from: Shelf Pets, text by Edward R. Ricciuti, photography 
by Arline Strong. Published by Harper and Row Publishers, 1971. 
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Dharma Talk on the Precepts 
Given by Roshi Kapleau April 4, 1976 

Introduction 

Most of you know that in Mahayana Buddhism, of which Zen is the core, there 
are sixteen precepts. The first three are called the three refuges: trust 
in the Buddha, the Dharma (his teaching, i.e., the law of the universe) and 
the Sangha, composed of those who seriously follow the Buddha's way. Next 
are the three general resolutions: to avoid evil, to practice good, and to 
strive to liberate all sentient beings. Lastly there are the ten items of 
good character, also referred to as the ten cardinal prohibitions. Although 
stated in the negative, they also imply the positive. 1) Not to kill (but 
to cherish all life)'; 2) not to take what is not given (but to respect the 
things of others); 3) not to engage in improper sexuality (but to practice 
purity of mind and self-restraint); 4) not to lie (but to speak the truth); 
5) not to cause others to use liquors or drugs which confuse or weaken the 
mind nor to do so oneself (but to keep the mind clear); 6) not to speak of 
the misdeeds of others (but to be understanding and sympathetic); 7) not to 
praise oneself and condemn others (but to overcome one's own shortcomings); 
8) not to withhold spiritual or material aid (but to give it freely where 
needed); 9) not to become angry (but to exercise control); 10) not to revile 
the three treasures of Buddha, Dharma and Sangha (but to cherish and uphold 
them). 

In taking the precepts into your life in a formal ceremony, normally the order 
would be: repentance, the three refuges, the three general resolutions and 
the ten items of good character. However, as my teisho today will be quite 
long, I shall comment only on the first of the ten items of good character-
not to kill but to cherish all life--from both the Hinayana and Mahayana 
points of view. The spirit of all the precepts being essentially the same, 
if you comprehend the first you comprehend them all. 

The Precepts and Morality 
The precepts are not arbitrary moral rules prescribing behavior which is con
trary to your deepest feelings and intuitions. Rather, they delineate conduct 
that is natural to one living in harmony with the Dharma, i.e., the universal 
law. Put another way, they are the expression of the free functioning of our 
Buddha-nature, that formless Self beyond all dualisms of good and evil, ugly 
and beautiful. In short, the precepts are another name for the highest truth 
of oneness underlying all relations. Listen to what Zen Master Dogen says 
about them: "By accepting and upholding the precepts in your deepest heart 
you can eventually attain to supreme enlightenment." 
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Since only a highly evolved individual--i,e , , a Buddha--could spontaneously 
live with no sense of 'self and other,' the ordinary person would find it im
possible to observe every one of the precepts at all times. Such vain 
attempts, inevitable at the beginning of training and practice, do not debar 
one from following the Buddha's way, So long as one makes a sincere effort 
to live by these guidelines, repenting of failures and resolving to do better 
in the future, this defiling of the precepts, as it is called, is regrettable 
but not fatal. What is fatal to one's spiritual progress, though, is loss of 
faith in the Buddha's assurance, emerging from his great awakening, that we 
are all inherently pure and whole and can, through spiritual discipline and 
training, realize this innate perfection. In the face of this "breaking of 
the precepts" (as distinguished from the mere defiling of them), zazen, 
chanting and other practices are useless to bring about full enlightenment 
and with it the eradication of the root-source of evil: namely, ignorance 
and delusion. 

In Buddhism, actions are termed neither good nor sinful. Negative, pain
producing acts, i.e., behavior growing out of the unwholesome roots of greed, 
anger and folly, are described as unskillful. Actions that can be called 
skillful or wholesome proceed from the opposite states, i.e., generosity, 
compassion and wisdom. Our thoughts cannot be overlooked, for as we think so 
we act. Our deeds, then, are our thoughts made manifest. 

To try to observe the precepts from the outside as a moral duty makes them 
oppressive and that is why people often say, "I got into Zen to free myself 
of 'shoulds' and 'oughts.' Why then should I bind myself with these command
ments?" The precepts are not commandments handed down by some divine, om
niscient being. Nor are they intended as a fence to prevent you from stray
ing into immoral realms. They are one of the three cornerstones of Buddhist 
teaching and practice, the other two being zazen-meditation and satori
wisdom. You cannot train yourself in Zen, with the ultimate aim of enlight
enment, if your mind is disturbed, as it is bound to be, by wanton or 
thoughtless behavior. The disciplined life which the precepts enforce is 
essential for a steady, meaningful practice. The lazy, the weak-willed and 
the self-indulgent will not even make an attempt to live by them and so won't 
be able to carry on zazen. 

Hinayana Viewpoint 
Hinayana literally means "small vehicle" and Mahayana "large vehic le"--the 
vehicle that is to convey us from the world of ignorance and darkness to the 
other shore of wisdom and light . My teacher Yasutani-Roshi used to say, "You 
can compare the Hinayana to a bicycle, which takes only oneself, whereas the 
Mahayana is more like a bus, it carrie s a great many people." This differ
ence in emphasis will become clearer if you carefully study the fifth pre
cept. In the Mahayana it r eads: "not to cause o ther s to take alcoholic 
liquors or drugs which confuse the mind, nor to do so oneself." In the 
Hinayana it is simply "not to take alcoholic liquors or drugs," referring 
only to oneself. 

In the beginning we are all Hinayanists, swathed in a cocoon of our own de-
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sires and narrow interests. So busy are we taking the lint out of our own 
navels that we forget there is a whole world outside us demanding our in
terest and concern, Do you remember the charming fable of Narcissus, the 
handsome youth who liked nothing better than to look into the river and ob
serve his own reflection? One day he leaned over too far, fell in and was 
drowned. The next day the field said to the river, "How sad about Nar
cissus. But you_ must admit that for all his vanity he was good looking,'' 
To this the river replied, "How would I know?" "How would you know!" ex
claimed the field. "Why, he was looking right at you when he fell in." 
"Yes," said the river, "but I was so busy noting my reflection in his eyes 
that I didn't see what he looked like." Not until our inner vision has been 
brought into single focus so we clearly see the world as an inseparable 
whole--its pain my pain, its joy my joy--do we become Mahayanists. The 
Mahayana vision, then, does not exclude the Hinayana but broadens and trans
cends it. 

The Hinayana can also be thought of as a common-sense moral view, On the 
face of it the exhortation to refrain from taking life is clear and simple. 
Intentionally to deprive any living thing, but especially a human being, of 
corporeal existence (except in circumstances to be noted hereafter) is pro
ductive of painful karma which must one day be expiated. From a relative 
human viewpoint the value of the life of a man or woman is incomparably great. 
For this reason the taking of such life is the most reprehensible. In 
Buddhism human life is foremostly precious because it is only from this con
dition that enlightenment can issue. That is, only man can attain to form
lessness and vanquish death. So far as we know, animals, never having been 
estranged from their essential nature by a bifurcating intellect and placed 
in the duality of self-and-other, cannot know the joy of reconciliation 
brought about by awakening. In the Buddhist cosmology, by the way, man is 
not the most evolved creature, the lord of creation; rather, he stands mid
way between a hungry ghost and a Buddha. 

From a legal point of view to take life "with malice aforethought" carries the 
greatest penalty. Spiritually speaking, the karma produced by actions spring
ing from such a mind-state brings painful retribution. Why is this so? Be
cause one cannot kill premeditatively in the absence of hatred or hostility, 
openly expressed or latent. This of course implies isolation and separation, 
i.e., the dualism of oneself and the despised object. 

Willfully to deprive an animal of its life also invites painful karma, and the 
larger the animal the greater the culpability, simply because more effort or 
force is required to destroy it. Anyone who makes his living as a hunter or 
fisherman or slaughterer is outside the pale of "right livelihood" as defined 
in Buddhism. Worst of all is to hunt or fish for sport. 

What about the killing of flies and mosquitoes? Persons who would hesitate 
to kill even a small fish often have no compunction about snuffing out the 
life of such insects. They justify it by saying, "I'm not bothering them and 
they are attacking me. Why should I not destroy them and protect myself and 
others from the disease they may carry?" Even on the low ethical scale of 
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"an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth," where is the justice of depriv
ing a mosquito of its life when it has merely pricked one? With millions and 
millions of insects, the death of one or two may seem utterly inconsequential. 
Yet consider: For all of man's ingenuity in fabricating enormously compli
cated machines that can travel to the moon at the speed of sound, he has yet 
to re-create the life of even a flea. And think of the countless aeons it 
takes to evolve a mosquito! In their never-beginning and never-ending kar
mic evolution and devolution, all life-forms have been plants, insects, 
animals, demons, human beings, and devas. Every being is what it is by 

Detail of sc r ol l i n the Center' s col l ection depicting the t e n rea lms o f 
exis t e nce , with the Chinese charac t e r f o r Mind i n t he center . 
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reason of the operation of the law of cause and effect. The slot or link 
each occupies in the evolutionary chain is the product of its own unique kar
ma. How then can we repudiate one expression of the Buddha-nature, which is 
our common element, in favor of another? How can we disavow our kinship with 
all life when we are all rooted in the same reality? Is it not supreme arro
gance for man to act as though all sub-human organisms exist for his use, and 
to arrogate to himself the privilege of deciding whether they shall live or 
be destroyed by him? 

Destroying flies or ants or mosquitoes is censurable for other reasons, 
Pointless killing of insects breeds an angry, resentful mind and an insensi
tivity to the ultimate value of every life-form. The destruction of insects 
and animals is only a step away from violence toward one's fellow creatures. 
Sociologists have pointed out a common thread in the early life of criminals: 
cruelty toward animals and the wanton killing of them. 

Flesh eaters often chide vegetarians with, "You say you don't eat meat be
cause you don't want to be an accessory after the fact to the killing of an 
animal, but what about the vegetables you eat? Don't they have to die to 
satisfy your hunger? What then is the difference between depriving a vege
table of its life and killing a cow or pig or chicken for food?" All the 
difference in the world when weighed on the moral scale of human beings, i.e., 
from a relative, discriminating point of view. Our human hierarchy of moral 
values decrees that taking the life of a human being is far worse than killing 
an animal, and depriving an insect of its existence is not as reprehensible as 
destroying, say, a fish or a bird. On the same scale, the life of a vegetable 
would be less valuable than that of an insect. Plants of course are not as 
developed as animals, nor do they exhibit the life force in the same way as 
insects and other so-called lower forms of life. Yet they do have conscious
ness of a sort and an instinct for survival. This is confirmed by such out
standing botanists as Luther Burbank, George Washington Carver, and Sir Jaga
dis Bose, as well as by recent experiments. Too, plants, like all sentient 
life, in their own way are striving for a unity which in traditional terms we 
call Buddhahood. Accordingly, to carelessly--i.e., unnecessarily--pluck a 
flower or cut down a tree is contrary to the spirit of the first precept. 

The Greater Good 
In the Mahayana view, please observe, the right to life is not inviolable 
when it may threaten the common welfare, From this level individual life may 
have to be sacrificed to preserve the health and welfare, the harmony and 
unity of the society which supports .us and of which we are a part, Consider 
a dog maddened by rabies running down the street, To protect the health and 
possibly preserve the life of those who might be bitten by him 1 he would be 
shot, and properly so. The same principle would hold even for individuals. 
It happens only too frequently nowadays that a man with a gun goes berserk 
and starts shooting wildly. In these circumstances no blame would attach to 
a policeman or bystander who in trying to restrain him took his life, provided 
of course there was a clear and present danger he might kill or seriously in
jure someone. 

What can we say about those who do experimental research on animals, often de-
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priving them of their life? From a spiritual viewpoint, the taking of life in 
such circumstances can be justified only when the information to be gained is 
clearly for the benefit of mankind. Few if any researchers would probably say 
otherwise. But unless such experiments can be unmistakably shown to be for 
the "greater good," the Mahayana standpoint cannot be invoked to sanction such 
killing. Unhappily, much animal experimentation these days is undertaken 
without thought of alternative methods which might yield the same results. 
This may be due to a conscious or unconscious belief that animals, being bio
logically less developed than man, suffer less and may therefore be destroyed 
to serve his ends. Actually the truth is just the reverse. Precisely because 
animals' minds are less complex than man's, and they are more intuitive, they 
are more sensitive to pain rather than less. They know when they are going to 
be killed and protest in their own fashion. Porphyry, one of the great Greek 
philosophers of the third century, wrote that anyone who has heard the scream 
of an animal being slaughtered could never again eat animal flesh. Confucius, 
many centuries earlier, made the same observation. 

Whether painful karma would accrue to one depriving an animate being of its 
life, even though the killing was genuinely motivated by concern for the com
mon welfare and not for narrow selfish reasons, would depend foremostly on 
one's mind-state. If the act were done no-mindedly, i.e., with complete iden
tification, beyond self-cons ci ous awareness of one taking life and a life be
ing taken, no painful karma would accrue, in the Mahayana view, for in the 
profoundest sense there would be no killer and nothing killed. This is espe
cially true when a genuinely repentant mind-state precedes the act, In rural 
districts in traditional Buddhist countries it is not uncommon even today to 
see a farmer put his palms together in a reverential attitude before killing 
a chicken or pig for food. By this gesture of contrition he is saying in 
effect, "I regret having to take your life, but it's necessary in order for 
me and others to live." In so doing he identifies or merges with what pre
viously was an isolated object standing apart from him and affirms their in
herent sameness, denuding the act of any malicious intent to destroy, 

Although you have heard me say that on a relative level we discriminate good 
from bad, high from low, and the like, yet from the absolute side of our 
Buddha-nature no such distinctions can be made, In this all - embracing essen
tial-nature everything is equal, without high or low, better or worse. From 
the side of the absolute therefore the life of an Einstein is no more valuable 
than that of a carrot. The point is, we exist on both l evels simultaneously, 
and unless we have clearly experienced this absolute realm (i. e ., had kensho) 
there is bound to be confusion and endless uncertainty. Only one who has seen 
into the equality aspect of our true-nature will not cling to the ever-chang
ing world of phenomena and moral values since he will be aware of the deep, 
unchanging reality in which they are grounded. 

Right to Life 
In any discussion of the first precept of non-killing the subject of abortion 
is bound to come up, so let me say something about that. The issue of abor
tion, as you know, is now the object of bitter public debate. Despite the 
ruling of the United States Supreme court that all state statutes restricting 
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abortion are unconstitutional and that a woman has absolute freedom to obtain 
an abortion during the first three months of her pregnancy, in consultation 
with her doctor, the decision is nevertheless being fiercely contested. On 
the one side are arraigned certain religionists who shout from the hilltops 
of state legislatures, "All life is sacred, even that of the embryo in a wom
an's womb!" They fulminate against the "murderous" mind of those who deny 
"the right to life" of the unborn foetus, insisting that "since only God can 
give life only He can take it away." There is more than a little hypocrisy 
in the attitude of many of these anti-abortionists. Their protestations 
would come with better grace had they just as vociferously attacked American 
participation in the Vietnam war and the cruel slaying of Vietnamese, not to 
mention the appalling destruction of animal and plant life. 

On the other side of this no-man's land are equally strident groups who loud
ly insist that women alone have the right to decide whether to bear the foe
tus within them or to have it destroyed. To those women who cry, "This is my 

body, I can do with it as I please!" I would ask, "What do you mean your body? 
How can you say it is your body when you can't even control the circulation of 
your blood or your heart beat or your thoughts? In a limited sense, yes, it 
is your body because its structure is the product of former karma, of the vo
litional activity of your body, speech, and mind. In another sense no, it is 
not your body, because its biological conditions were provided by your par
ents. Moreover, the foetus did not come to you through your will, as you may 
think, but through its own desire to be reborn in your body as a result of 
the karmic affinity between you. You have been chosen, because of mutual 
need, to provide a body for an entity that wants and needs to be reborn." 

Make no mistake, abortion is a grave matter--and this is not intended as a 
pun. Even when the danger of physical death is remote, as in a modern clinic, 
the spiritual dying can be real and painful. For a sensitive woman to know 
she has become the means through which a particular being can reincarnate in 
human form--that form which is so hard to obtain--and then to have to acqui
esce in the aborting of that incipient life can be a soul-scarring experience, 
just as bearing a wanted child in happy circumstances oan be a source of 
tremendous joy. In the ten years that I have been a teacher of Zen, many wom
en, and men too, have asked my advice about abortion. I have seen and heard 
the delight of those who though contemplating an abortion did not go through 
with it and decided to have the child, and I have observed the sorrow etched 
in the faces of those who have had an abortion. 

Recently a letter came from a couple who had consulted me about a possible 
abortion. As a result of our discussion they decided against it and had the 
child. They were not advised by me to act one way or the other, the decision 
being left up to them. I simply pointed out certain karmic consequences that 
I felt would flow from one course of action or another. Here is what this 
woman writes: "Yes, our child is quite a fellow. How grateful we are that 
he chose us as his parents. More than one person has remarked, 'He is the 
happiest baby I have ever seen.' Perhaps more noteworthy is his wonderful 
responsiveness and alertness and adaptability. How could we ever thank you, 
Roshi, for the advice you gave us so many moons ago when our child was just a 
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speck inside me! That we once toyed with the idea of abortion is now UNBE
LIEVABLE [her emphasis)--a bad dream. Your few words cut right through the 
confusion and made it all so clear and simple .. ," 

From a Hinayana standpoint, negative karma would accrue not only to the woman 
and man acquiescing in an abortion but to the doctor who performed the opera
tion as well. In fact his karma would be heaviest, for obvious reasons. 

Having heard this, you must not conclude that abortion in all circumstances 
is a violation of the first precept. This would be a serious misunderstand-

Photograph of a human embryo from: A Child is Born - The Drama of Life Before Birth, 
photography by Lennart Nilsson, with text by Axel Ingelman- Sundberg and Claes 
Wirs!fn. Published by Dell Publishing Company, 1966. 
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ing. Once again it must be emphasized that while Buddhism generally con
demns the destruction of all forms of life, the Mahayana experience nonethe
less sees the right to life as not absolute. This of course applies to 
abortion as well. To fully comprehend this statement, consider the contem
porary state of the world. If there is anything our overcrowded, partially
starving planet can do without it is more mouths to feed. Demographers say 
that at the present rate of growth, by the year 2030 the present world pop
ulation of four billion will reach twelve billion. A report by several or
ganizations concerned with the population explosion states: "The list of 
fallout problems from the population explosion includes oceans being over
fished and polluted, air pollution, and a profusion of new chemicals endan
gering animal and plant species and causing human environmental illnesses, 
including cancer." And when the struggle for dwindling food supplies be
comes desperate, experts are predicting famines, pestilence, chaos and wars, 
with untold suffering and death as the inevitable outcome. These predic
tions, mind you, do not come from doomsday alarmists but sober scientists. 
With the very survival of the human race at stake, how can women and men 
continue to beget many children without committing crimes against humanity? 
And even crimes against those very children, who will have to live and suffer 
in this starving, polluted world. Already the welfare rolls in the large 
American cities are staggering, placing a tremendous burden on society. The 
economic, health,and moral problems created by irresponsible sexuality--the 
enormous increase in crimes of violence committed by fatherless youngsters 
and widespread venereal disease--likewise threatens the moral fabric of 
society. No mother of several children who is faced with the birth of 
another, unwanted child can ignore these realities of life in the twentieth 
century. Unrestrained breeding is a self-indulgence which our floundering 
society can no longer tolerate without wiliing its own destruction. 

The law sanctioning abortion obviously takes cognizance of this state of 
affairs. Moreover, the growing acceptance of homosexuality and the lessening 
of male-female distinctions in what seems to be the development of a unisex 
may well reflect the operation of a racial survival mechanism. Wolves, it is 
said, will not breed when their food supplies are too meager to feed them 
all; perhaps the self-preservation instinct in man is likewise operating to 
frustrate the reproductive impulse. It would be reassuring to believe we are 
at least as intelligent and self-controlled as wolves. That in the long run 
ordinary men and women will have the desire and self-control to restrain 
their greed for unlimited sensual pleasure, thus checking the frightful con
sequences that are sure to flow from unrestrained sexuality, is highly doubt
ful. More and more it becomes clear that the drift toward chaos and annihi
lation will be halted only by heroes of solid spiritual attainment, i.e., men 
and women of deep insight, a high degree of self-mastery, and moral purity. 
This growing realization may explain the widespread interest in meditation 
and various spiritual disciplines. 

At this point some of you are undoubtedly thinking, "You have stated the case 
for having a child and the case favoring abortion. If I am faced with an un
wanted pregnancy, on which set of criteria am I to base a decision? How can 
I be certain that what I do or do not do is right, and that no painful karma 
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will accrue? In short, how will I know 
whether to have an abortion or not?" 
In Zen there are no dogmas nor the 
dangerous slave mentality which they 
breed. Just as there is no absolute 
right or wrong, so are there no clear
cut alternatives. If vour mind is free 
of fear and narrow, selfish concerns, 
you will know what to do. Through deep 
zazen look into your own heart-mind, 
reflecting carefully on all aspects 
of your life situation and of the re
percussions of your actions on your 
own family and on society as a whole, 
Put yourself deeply into zazen, When 
the upper levels of your mind, which 
weigh and analyze, become quiet, the 
"right" course of action will bubble 
up from the depths of your being. If 
it is accompanied by a feeling of inner 
peace and joy, you may be sure you 
have not erred in your decision, 

If after having gone through all the 
foregoing steps you are convinced an 
abortion is unavoidable, let the two 
of you sit before a figure or a picture 

of a Buddha or bodhisattva (Kannon) and sincerely repent the need to do what 
you feel has to be done, With this you open yourself up to helping buddhic 
forces. Try as far as you can to face the abortion no-mindedly, i.e., without 
guilt or any other worrying emotion. Meditate on the fact that all life is 
phoenix-like, recreating itself again and again from its own ashes, Realize 
that in the profoundest sense neither the doctor's instruments nor anything 
else can destroy the real life of the foetus, for its ever-abiding Buddha
nature is indestructible. Thus you will not be overcome by guilt feelings and 
your karmic burden will be lightened. 

War and Karmic Retribution 
Let us now take up the question of war in relation to the first precept. All 
religions are against war. War involves the destruction of life and natural 
resources, cruelties and untold suffering, To prevent war and establish peace 
is the ideal of Buddhists, as it is indeed of all religionists. No matter 
where you go in Buddhist countries the figure of the Buddha is the supreme 
symbol of inner and outer peace, This will help explain why in its long his
tory Buddhism has never shed blood in a religious war. 

It is a fundamental teaching of Buddhism that all phenomena and events arise 
from causes and conditions set in motion by ourselves and that they disappear 
when these causal factors are no longer present. Looked at this way 1 war is 
a suffering which individuals bring upon themselves through ignorance---that 

14 

t 
i 

is 
s~ 
th! 
na 
~ 

Set 
qu 
nat 
in 
on 
itl 
in1 
of 
pa 
SU 

Thi 
it' 
anj 
al. 
al i 
a : 
ow 
i. 
"B 
dhi 
thE 
ap, 
bei 
tei 
ti t 
Chl 
whi 
jec 
kii 
pl, 
mar 
laz 
car 

No" 
it 
tif 
Bue 
10'-
the 
whc 
caf 
sat 



ll I know 

lnot?" 
the 

fo::! 
r clear-
f is free 
1cerns, 
fugh deep 

r ind, 
ects 
r.e re-
your 
whole, 

When 
which 
, the 
,ubble 
g. If 
of inner 
you 
i . 

11 the ed an 
e two 
picture 
what 

dhic 
~ithout 

i 
li 
ing 
a-
gs and 

All 
~ural 

' ! peace 

1er 
e 
his-

u ise 
1!ar 

is 
a t 

t 
( 

'1 

' 

is to say through greed, anger and delusion, The greed for power and/or pos
sessions, the anger of feeling thwarted or put upon, and the deluded belief 
that one has a "manifest destiny" apart from others all help inflate the 
national ego, which then insists that its will prevail at all costs, including 
that of war itself. In a word, war is karmic. 

Several years ago I asked a prominent Ceylonese Buddhist monk who made fre
quent trips to Vietnam (and with whom I was in correspondence) whether Viet
namese Buddhist monks concurred in the view that their sufferings as a nation 
in the Vietnam war were karmic retribution for painful acts inflicted by them 
on others. He wrote me that all the monks he had questiGned in Vietnam unhes
itatingly replied in the affirmative, citing in particular an unusually cruel 
invasion several hundred years ago by the Vietnamese of the territory of one 
of their neighbors. This, he was told, was a collective karmic debt of the 
past which all Vietnamese were now obliged to repay in the form of terrible 
sufferings. 

The unhappy fact is that the violence, cruelty and devastation of war (with 
its savage unleashing of demonic forces) continue to r ev erberate in the minds 
and hearts of its victims, generating deep and widespread hatreds, This we 
all know. What many do not realize, though, is that these negative forces 
also vitiate the atmosphere and even cause such eruptions as earthquakes. In 
a less technological age earthquakes were described as "acts of God." But in 
our more scientific era they are attributed, I believe, to purely geological-
i.e., physical or chemical--alterations in the earth's crust. One may ask, 
"But what forces precipitate these alterations and movements?" From a Bud
dhist point of view, earthquakes and similar disasters are not acts of God but 
the outcome of acts of man. Man and his environment are not separate and 
apart but mutually interacting. Each affects and influences the other for 
better or for worse. We cannot ravage and pollute the earth without its pro
testing in its own fashion. In an article in The New York Times in 1971 en
titled "To Ward Off the Apocalypse," Miguel Serrano, former ambassador from 
Chile to India, quoted c. G. Jung as saying, in 1960, following the earthquake 
which destroyed many Chilean cities: "Even though today's scientists may re
ject the idea, the earth seems to be in tune with the destructive fury of man
kind." With the poisoning of the atmosphere and the widespread destruction of 
plant life by lethal chemicals (such as happened in the Vietnam war), the air 
man breathes and the food he eats poison him, eliciting from his body a simi
lar protest in the form of pollution diseases, the foremost of which may be 
cancer. Thus the circle of mutual destruction is complete. 

Now what did the Buddha have to say, if anything, about war? Did he condemn 
it unqualifiedly, or did he speak of a war in self-defense which could be jus
tified? There is a Mahayana sutra called the Wheel Rolling Sutra in which the 
Buddha gives his opinion indirectly of war. It has been summarized as fol
lows: "One day the Buddha went to Avanti accompanied by many disciples, In 
the capital of Avanti the Buddha preached in a park of the king. Maha-satya, 
who was the son of the founder of Jainism, happened to be on his way to the 
capital together with the disciples. The king, who was a Jain, went to Maha
satya and escorted him to the palace, There Maha-satya praised the Buddha 
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for his virtue and insight and advised the king to go to the park to see him 
and to listen to his preaching. The king and his high court officials tnere
upon went with him to see the Buddha. There they found the Buddha, attended 
by Manjusri, Sariputra, Moggallana, and other disciples. In answer to a 
question by the king, Maha-satya gave his own views on war and politics. The 
Buddha approved his views." 

This story is told in Chapter Five of that sutra, the questions of the king. 
Section three of that chapter, which deals with Maha-satya's views, can be 
summarized in the following way: The king's question was about civil war and 
invasion. He wanted to know if he should go to war when he was threatened by 
a rebellion or when his country was about to be invaded. Maha-satya told him 
of the necessity of the most careful reflection and then explained the things 
that needed to be taken into account and the measures that had to be taken. 
Maha-satya said that an emergency has three stages. In the first stage there 
are three points to be considered. One, reconciliation should be aimed at by 
saying that hostilities can only hurt both parties. For that purpose a man 
of high virtue, a trustworthy person or a good friend of the rebel leader or 
the invading king, should be selected as the mediator. Two, if the enemy is 
so confident of his own victory that he will not accept the proposal of re
conciliation, the king should prevent the opening of hostilities by giving 
the enemy what he wants. Three, the king should reinforce his army to make it 
invincible so that the enemy may give up the attempt to open hostilities. 

When the above three steps have proved to be of 'no avail, Maha-satya contin
ued, it is necessary to try another set of three steps, which form the second 
stage of the emergency. They are: one, the king should make every effo~t to 
win the hearts of the people. Two, the king should try in every way to make 
the enemy surrender. Three, the king should do everything in order to deprive 
the enemy of the freedom of action so that war may be prevented. Maha-satya 
said that these efforts arise out of Buddhist compassion. And then he went on 
to say that only when all the above measures turn out to be futile should the 
king resort to a war of defense. The king is allowed to fight, contrary to 
the precept of non-killing, only in this case. And then Maha-satya deals with 
tactics, which we need not consider. Although war is clearly a violation of 
the precept of non-killing, it would appear that a war of defense is not r e 
garded as a grave transgression. The sin will be forgiven by repentance be
cause the king before war takes the three steps out of great compassion. 

This, then, is the Buddhist view of war given in the sutra. So while the 
Buddha did not categorically approve of war, he did agree evidently that 
under the circumstances outlined a war of defense could be fought. The prac
tical difficulty, however, is in defining self-defense and aggression. Has 
there ever been an aggressor who did not justify his aggression by claiming 
self-defense even while loudly asserting his love of peace? International 
legal tribunals have struggled with this problem for the longest time and 
have yet to come up with acceptable definitions of either self-defense or 
aggression. Observe, though, that in the Buddha's view even a claim of self
defense cannot be invoked until the preceding steps have been exhausted. 
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It is a fact, which I hope none of you needs to verify by personal experience, 
that killing another human being, even in a war of self-defense, goes contrary 
to the deepest instincts of man. The natural tendency of men and women when 
freed from fear and hatred is to gravitate toward one another in loving em
brace and not to murder each other. It is because of this instinctive aver
sion to kill a fellow creature that soldiers have to be taught to make a hated 
object of the "enemy," the enemy that is out to "kill you first." 

What does the individual Buddhist do when, let us say, his country is attacked 
and he is drafted for military duty? Aggression, as we have seen, is not 
easily defined, and the army that strikes first may not necessarily be the 
aggressor; the provocation leading to the attack may have been great and the 
first strike a tactical maneuver which almost all nations have resorted to at 
one time or another. This was clearly demonstrated at the International 
Military Tribunal in Tokyo. 

Does one serve the "common welfare" by unqualifiedly refusing to participate 
in the destruction and carnage war brings? In our own country, as you know, 
there were innumerable conscientious objectors to America's participation in 
the unpopular Vietnam war who refused induction, preferring imprisonment or 
loss of citizenship, or both. Many Americans applauded their stand, but per
haps a larger number condemned it. 

How many of you remember the words of Stephen Dacatur from your high school 
American history? "My country! In her intercourse with foreign nations may 
she always be in the right. But our country, right or wrong." Then, you re
call, another American, Carl Schurz, modified that to read: "My country! 
May she always be in the right. If right, kept right. If wrong, set right." 
Which of these is the loftier ethic? How many of you would guide yourselves 
by either of these sentiments, in wartime or out of it? In any event, who is 
to decide what is morally right and what wrong--the individual's conscience 
or the lawmaker's? Is one's primary duty to his country--the national com
munity which supports and upholds him--or is his greater obligation to man
kind as a whole? 

Especially in time of war these are burning questions demanding unequivocal 
answers. The overriding consideration, it seems to me, is the individual 
karma one would reap from his personal acts. But don't forget the collective 
karma of the nation, for which one likewise cannot evade responsibility. Ul
timately one's conscience and deepest intuitions must be the guide. As with 
the question of abortion, one must dig deeply into oneself, through zazen, 
beyond the level of intellect until there bubbles up the decision that ban
ishes fear and uncertainty and establishes inner peace and contentment. 

Self · Immolation and Suicide 
In the Vietnam war we have seen Buddhist monks and others refuse to take the 
life of a fellow human being labeled "enemy," although the penalty for re
fusal, since they had been forcibly inducted into the army, often was torture 
and even death. By refusing to despise and murder another human being these 
Buddhist monks and laymen demonstrated a fundamental teaching of the Buddha: 
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hatred breeds more hatred, and he who kills another digs two graves. In so 
acting they affirmed that the human heart can free itself from hatred and 
assert the love and compassion that nourishes it. There were also monks, 
nuns and laymen who burned themselves to death to dramatize the intense suf
ferings of the Vietnamese people. 

This self-immolation must be clearly distinguished from suicide, which of 
course is contrary to the first precept of non-killing. In an ordinary sui
cide the individual does not really want to die; he wants to live but in a 
way he feels is being frustrated by his famil y , his friends, his work, or 
his society. Too weak to struggle to achieve the freedom and life-style he 
desperately longs for, he loses courage and hope. His barren, pain-produc-
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ing life becomes unendurable and in his overwhelming despair he cops out, 
usually violently. But death is not the end, and wherever he is reborn and 
in whatever form he will have to face the karmic consequences of his self
slaughter. Suicide always has a strong element of ego in it: "I can't live 
my way, so I would rather die." The act of violent self-destruction is the 
suicide's supreme gesture of defiance, a symbolic thumbing of his nose at 
society--the society which at the same time he is dramatically accusing of 
having failed him rather than he it. 

The self-burning of Buddhist monks and nuns in Vietnam had behind it entirely 
different motivations. This is clearly seen in Thich Nhat Hanh's letter to 
Martin Luther King: •. What the monks said in the letters they left be-
fore burning themselves aimed only at alarming, at moving the hearts of the 
oppressors, and at calling the attention of the world to the suffering en
dured by the Vietnamese. To burn oneself by fire is to prove that what one 
is saying is of the utmost importance. There is nothing more painful than 
burning oneself. To say something while experiencing this kind of pain is to 
say it with the utmost courage, frankness, determination, and sincerity , •• 
The Vietnamese monk by burning himself says with all his strength and deter
mination that he can endure the greatest of suffering to protect his people, 
But why does he have to burn himself to death? The difference between burn
ing oneself and burning oneself to death is only a difference in degree, not 
in nature. A man who burns himself too much must die. The important thing 
is not to take one's life but to burn ... To communicate one's feelings by 
burning oneself therefore is not to commit an act of destruction but to per
form an act of construction, that is, to suffer and die for the sake of one's 
people. This is not suicide 

To sacrifice one's life in this manner obviously calls for uncommon courage 
and unusually strong samadhi power, which implies long spiritual training. 
Who can forget the newsmedia photographs of the elderly monk who had himself 
set on fire while sitting in the lotus position? The sight of the half
incinerated body toppling over generated tremendous shock waves in the West, 
particularly the United States. This may have been due, in part at least, to 
the realization that behind this act lay a fearlessness and egolessness, a 
self-control and self-mastery which few in the West possess today. 

Another type of self-inflicted death different from suicide is that of the 
Zen masters who allowed themselves to die when they became old and infirm and 
could no longer teach or work. Zen master Gempo Yamamoto is a notable ex
ample in modern times. Ninety-six and half blind, he just stopped eating. 
When asked why by his monks, he replied that he had outlived his usefulness 
and was only a bother to everyone. They told him, "If you die now, in Janu
ary, when it is so cold, everybody will be uncomfortable at your funeral and 
you will be an even greater nuisance, so please eat!" He thereupon resumed 
eating, but when the weather became warm he again stopped and not long after 
quietly toppled over and died. 

Euthanasia 
No commentary on the first precept of non-killing would be complete without a 

19 



discussion of euthanasia. If you look in the dictionary you will find this 
technical word defined as "a gentle and easy death, and the means of bring
ing about or inducing such an easy death." Like abortion, the morality of 
euthanasia has agitated the hearts and minds of thoughtful men and women for 
centuries. Recently the problem was dramatically brought to public atten
tion through the case of a young woman who has been in a coma in an inten
sive care unit for some time, kept alive only by a mechanical respirator and 
the cool efficiency of medical technology. News accounts say that half her 
brain is virtually destroyed, and her doctors conjecture that this condition 
was brought about by her mixing dosages of tranquilizers and alcohol at a 
party. What makes the case even more pathetic is the statement of her doc
tors that even were she to awaken from her comatose stupor she will have to 
be institutionalized for the rest of her life because of the extensive damage 
to her brain. 

One can have nothing but the greates t sympathy for her parents--actually her 
foster parents. They have petitioned the courts to compel her doctors to 
allow their benumbed and be-tubed child to die a "natural" death. But as 
the law in its majestic equality, to paraphrase Victor Hugo, forbids the 
healthy and desperately sick alike from taking their own life or having it 
terminated by someone else, the hospital doctors are employing every drug and 
mechanical d evi ce known t o contempora r y medic ine to pr o l ong he r life. 

Understandably, the case has aroused considerable interest and sympathy. 
Those in favor qf the parents' position argue that since this young woman can 
never be restored to her former health owing to the extensive damage she has 
sustained, she cannot but be a burden t o herself, her family and society. 
Therefore, they say compassion and a concern for human dignity, not to men
tion the huge expense of keeping her in an intensive care unit, demand she 
be permitted to die painlessly, without "unnatural" efforts to prolong her 
life indefinitely. On the other side are those who contend that human life 
is so unique and precious that it must be preserved and maintained as long 
as possible, that it is nothing l e ss than sacrilegious for anyone to break 
the fragile thread by which her life hangs. In the middle is the medical 
profession, duty-bound professionally and legally to prolong life at all 
costs and, by reason of its highly sophisticated technology, able to do so 
to a degree not thought possible or desirable in former times. Recently the 
New Jersey Supreme Court ruled that the mechanical respirator keeping the 
young lady alive might be disconnected if her attending physician and a panel 
of hospital officials agreed that there was no reasonable possibility she 
would recover. 

What does Buddhism say about euthanasia? There is of course no "official" 
position or dogma, only the understanding of individual teachers or scholars 
growing out of their own spiritual experiences . One is free either to accept 
or to reject it without being stigmatized. The guide for all Buddhists are 
these famous words of the Buddha: " ... Don't believe solely because the 
written testimony of some ancient wise man is shown you ... And don't be
lieve anything on the mere authority of your teachers or priests. What you 
s hould accept as true and as the guide to your life is whatever agrees with 
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your own reason and your own experience, after thorough investigation, and 
whatever is helpful both to your own well-being and that of other living be
ings." 

My own feeling is that the same considerations apply here as in other modes 
of life-taking. If the suffering patient intentionally puts an end to his 
own life, it is suicide and all that that entails in the way of karmic ret
ribution in the future. As well, the doctor or nurse or family member ad
ministering a lethal dosage of some drug, whether at the patient's insistence 
or not, would be equally culpable, though here, as elsewhere, the mind-state 
with which it is done vitally affects the resulting karma, Reverting to the 
case of the young woman lying in the hospital unconscious, from a spiritual 
viewpoint, will the person or persons removing the mechanical respirator ac
cumulate for themselves painful karma in the future because their act termi
nated the life of the patient? 

There are other nagging questions. Is it not selfishness to be thinking of 
one's own karma when someone dear to you, in excruciating pain with no hope 
of recovery, implores you to terminate his life? Wouldn't a person of true 
compassion willingly endure future karmic pain flowing from euthanasia if he 
could end the agony of the sufferer? These questions can only be answered 
with others. Might not a refusal to accede to the entreaties of the patient 
be kinder, karmically speaking, than acquiescing since the sufferer's karma 
is also involved? Moreover, would a sufferer who understood the meaning of 
pain and its relation to karma--i.e., that the grateful acceptance of pain 
is a means of repaying past karmic debts--ask for euthanasia? 

In a concrete situation where you are being implored to end someone's life, 
you don't sit down and carefully weigh the pros and cons. Either you give 
him the lethal pill or you don't. Through regular zazen and the calm under
standing and clarity it brings one becomes responsive to his deepest intui
tions, able to act or not act without wobbling, free of remorse or self-
doubt. In most cases when I have been asked, "What would you do in such an 
exigency?" I have remained silent. Where, however, a response seemed approp
riate, it has been, "I don't know," for until one is actually faced with a 
specific situation one doesn't know, and such questions are purely theoretical. 

Accidental Death 
So far we have been talking about willful killing. Does karmic retribution 
follow from unintentional taking of life? Suppose you are driving a car and 
inadvertently run over a dog and kill it. Are you karmically responsible? 
In one sense, yes, inasmuch as you freely drove the car and were responsible 
for its being in a position where it could kill the dog. The negative karma 
accruing, though, would naturally be less if, with a repentant mind, you 
gasshoed to the animal out of regret and sorrow for having deprived it of 
life. 

Or suppose your car collides with another and passengers in your vehicle and 
the other are killed. Are you in any way karmically responsible for their 
deaths? A similar case would be that of an airplane which crashes, killing 
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and injuring many people. Is the pilot karmically responsible if he is free 
of legal negligence, i.e., of doing what he shouldn't have done, or neglect
ing to do what he was required to do? Obviously he had no intention to 
cause anyone's death. The following story and comment by my teacher 
Yasutani-Roshi may provide some answers to these questions, 

While I was in Japan there was a head-on collision between two trains near 
Yokohama in which many people were killed and injured. The day following the 
crash was an all-day sitting in Kamakura, which is close to Yokohama. Since 
several members present had been in one of the trains, a lively discussion 
about karma ensued following lunch. In reply to a question, Yasutani-Roshi 
stated that those who died in the collision were at least fifty per cent re
sponsible for their death, karmically speaking (quite apart from the engi
neer's legal responsibility), since they had chosen to be on one of those 
trains at that par~icular time. Karma, you see, is enormously intricate. 

One more aspect of the first precept of non-killing needs to be mentioned 
and that is that not all killing involves the taking of life of an animate 
being. The first precept also forbids destroying the harmonious life of the 
Buddhist community through malicious gossip or other spiteful means. Killing 
another's peace of mind or equanimity through abusive words or actions like
wise contravenes the spirit of this precept. Also included within this pre
cept would be a prohibition against killing time, i.e., idleness and sloth. 

To conclude this long teisho let me add the following: It is not enough 
merely to have a conceptual picture of the precepts. Unless you take them 
into your life, preferably in a formal ceremony before others, you will be 
the proud possessor of only an intellectual map and the precepts will have 
no appreciable effect on your life. Properly, the study of a map is the pre
lude to a journey. When you resolve three times to put your faith and trust 
in the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha and to make a sincere effort to 
govern your life by the precepts, they deeply impress themselves upon your 
heart-mind and you are not likely to forget or ignore them . 

• 
Conclusion 
Remember, the highest aim of Zen training is kensho, i,e., seeing into your 
true-nature and the true-nature of everything else. This realization brings 
the conviction that everything, oneself included, is Buddha-nature. The pre
cepts and Zen are both grounded in this Buddha-nature: their content is one 
and the same. With this awareness comes the realization that one is not an 
island unto himself, that we all depend upon and interact with one another, 
that nothing can happen to one person that does not have its repercussions on 
everyone else. Or to put it more plainly, one cannot set out wantonly to kill 
and destroy and then defend or rationalize it on the ground that it was done 
no-mindedly or out of altruistic motives, i.e., for the welfare of society. 
Truly to grasp the innermost meaning of the Buddha's enlightenment is to know 
that all existence is an indivisible whole. Given this awareness, the taking 
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of life motivated by a genuine concern for the common welfare will always be 
accompanied by a feeling of repentance and contrition. Rather than deliber
ately take the life of another human being Buddhists would prefer to die them
selves. This notion is not alien to Western ethical concepts. Did not Soc
rates himself say, "It is better to suffer wrong than do wrong"? 

If we aspire to go far, unless we depend on 
our feet, we cannot advance; if we wish to 
walk the Way of Buddha, unless we observe the 
precepts, we cannot reach the goal .... All 
of these precepts have their foundation in 
the Ten Precepts .... These ten can be re
duced to one mind. The essential nature of 
our mind is not distinct from that of the 
Buddha; no difference exists between our 
mind, the mind of all sentient beings, and 
that of the Buddha. To abide in this mind 
is to practice the Way of the Buddha. 
Unless we observe all these precepts, 
eye of wisdom will be dark and blind. 
ing this, carefully guard them as you 
tect your eyes. 

our 
Know

pro-

--Kukai 

(Kobo Daishi) 
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Letters from Workshops 

Introduction 

Each month during the spring and fall training periods, workshops are held for 
the many people who are continually inquiring about participation in a one-day 
introductory course on Zen. At these workshops, the Roshi gives beginning in
structions on the practice of zazen, which enable one to experience firsthand 
life at the Center. 

It is said in Buddhism that it is difficult to be born as a human being, and 
even more difficult, having been born in human fonn, to come in contact with 
and hear the teachings of the Buddha. For many, these weekends are the first 
contact with the Buddha-Dhanna, which often has a profound effect on the lives 
of those participating. Following are a few of the many letters received at 
the Center in response to the workshops. 

m 
Dear Roshi, 

This letter is extremely difficult to write because ideas and fears bounce 
off my mind like balls on a handball court. But I guess what it narrows down 
to is that I am afraid to die (or live) without having realized my Buddha 
nature. 

I did not even begin zazen until six months ago when I had a subtotal gas-
trectomy, surgical removal of part of stomach, although J , your student, 
had constantly encouraged me to do so. At this time, I read THE THREE PIL-
LARS and began sitting and counting the breaths. When J returned to 
[place of residence), I joined the Zen Group here and sit with them daily. 

All was going well--! was able to achieve a limited amount of concentration 
(at least I didn't lose count very often) until lately. I found out that I 
have cancer of the bone and stomach and now, since I am frantic to make pro
gress--to seek the Way--I find that I cannot concentrate at all. It seems 
that the harder I try the less I am able to achieve. What can I do? When 
I sit, my mind deliberately dumps a bushel basket of garbage and fears into 
my lap. At 28 I know that I know nothing and that all I once thought was so 
important is meaningless. I feel identityless, transparent, and afraid. 
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The one person who is important to me and who is helping me through this is 
J We live together and have a six-month-old daughter. But since my 
fears are so great and the pain at times so intense I fear that I cling to 
him too tightly and expect more from him than anyone is capable of giving. 
Although I love him and know what an awful strain I must be, I just cannot 
help myself. At times it seems that only his tenderness and compassion (if 
not love) make this all bearable. I have always been alone in the sense of 
not needing someone to love, but now I cannot bear the same solitude that has 
sheltered me from feeling for so long. But I do not know how to deal with 
our relationship--feeling, loving, and trusting are very new to me. Must we 
stand alone or may we depend on others beyond ourselves? 

I wish to attend the upcoming workshop and a sesshin if you feel that I am 
ready after you meet me. 

Thank you for listening to me. I will work diligently at zazen. See you 
soon. 

Sincerely, 

Dear Roshi, 

I began to miss the Zen center even before my flight was airborne. Although 
I'm in [place of residence], my heart and mind is with you . I have come 
home at long last! 

I told my doctors that I would have no more radiation or chemotherapy--they 
were livid! However, I remained adamant although they painted a rather grim 
picture. No--enough is enough! I'll place my faith in The Great Heart of 
Perfect Wisdom, zazen and Kannon, as well as, of course, orthomolecular ther
apy and mental imagery. I really believe the mind and body are one and we 
can control health to a great extent. 

Thank you for talking with me, Roshi. It was a great honor and through the 
thoughts you shared with me will come the strength and serenity to face life 
and its changes with oneness until I return home once more. 

Sincerely and lovingly, 

~ 
Dear Roshi Kapleau and Zen Center Staff, 

Thank you so much for the excellent workshop. I feel energized and also calm
er, and spurred on to continue with zazen. My sitting is better in some way 
now, though the precise way is hard to say. Purer or less contaminated maybe. 
There's still huge amounts of thought interference, but less than before. 
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As I told one of the staff members Saturday, I discovered an incredibly defi
ant, rebellious little boy in me. He hates constraints, and at times in zazen 
he makes me terribly tense, fearful and angry. This has been happening for 
years, unbeknownst to me. Now I see this part of me clearly. It's still 
there, but somehow not quite so terrifying or terrible acting. Still, it 
looks to be a long struggle. I accept! 

Discoveries have been occurring also in connection with my work as psychother
apist. I've moved out of the space of "I shouldn't be a therapist, that's 
only for enlightened Buddhas" and the attendant guilt trip. I accept that 
this work is right livelihood at this time. 

I've discovered that a part of me all along seemed to work from a "Buddhist 
orientation," whatever the theoretical rationale of my current actual thera
peutic practice. This is becoming clearer. The workshop has helped this pro
cess of clarification. I am beginning to experience all my clients (and my
self) as harboring either basic fear (the "alone and afraid, etc." notion) or 
inner rage, or way off the track delusions. The emphasis varies between and 
even within persons over time, but these I am now experiencing as underlying 
the array of symptoms we (mankind) come up with. Also I believe true mental 
health to be in the direction of, if not actually realization of, True Nature. 
I intend that my understanding evolve in this area. Incidentally if you know 
of workshops or writing that instructs on "Buddhism and Psychotherapy" (sorry 
for the stuffy academics) I'd appreciate notification. As I write this I 
know that what I need to do is more, much more zazen. And yet I also have re
newed enthusiasm for my work. 

Jean shares in the appreciation for the workshop. I think she'll write too. 
We hope, Karma willing, to attend the residential training you offer. 

Gassho, 
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E AT THE CENTER ... 
Vesak 
Once again the skies cleared after weeks 
of rain for the annual celebration of 
the Buddha's Birth, May 27-30, The week
end began as 130 out-of-town members ar
rived for the occasion. On Thursday a 
fast day was held with ceremonies for 
the peace and harmony of all sentient 
beings. The following evening the Roshi 
gave a teisho on the Buddha's birth and 
its significance in our own lives. The 
next two days were filled with festivi
ties, flags and flowers for the many 
children, young and old. The Sleeping 
Sage awoke from his year~long sleep to 
tell stories of the Buddha's previous 
lives, while the Interstellar Puppet 
Show presented the birth of old Shakya 
in this world cycle. 
"Welcome to a shadow puppet play depic
ting the birth of the Buddha Shakyamuni, 
the blessed one ••• that blind old fool 
who set the scourge of Buddhism loose on 
the world. So why do we celebrate his 
birth; he was nothing so special, why? 
Because we're grateful. Grateful for 
all the pain and joy he's brought us." 

Town criers and special visitors from 
the animal realm 

"Above the heavens and below the heavens I 
am the Only One," 

Annual Meeting 
The 10th Annual Meeting began with a "Year 
in Review." One of the highlights of the 
year was our first Vesak celebration with 
the new Interstellar Puppet Show in com
memoration of the Buddha's birth; Vesak 
is celebrated in May when the parade and 
other outdoor events are less likely to 
be snowed out. Two other "firsts:" the 
Zen Center chamber orchestra made its 
first appearance at a July 4th picnic, and 
the Center's first Founder's Day was held 
in August, with a talk by Roshi on the 
early days of the Center. In the fall 
Vietnamese guests were invited to Hallo
ween and Thanksgiving events. Roshi's 
time away from Rochester was spent travel
ing to Poland and Germany [along with Toni 
Packer, Casey Frank and Wally Muszynski] 
to give workshops and sesshin there. Ren
ovation and construction during the year 
brought the covered walkway and the car
riage house to a nearly finished state; 
the new Buddha Hall is ready to receive 
the large Thai Buddha. Other newcomers 
to the Center were the Bodhidharma, pres
ently in the portico area, and a large 
300-year-old keisu, which is being used 
in the main zendo. The kitchen reported 
that this was the year of the soybean; as 
well as introducing numerous other soy 
products to the diet, the Center is now 
making its own tofu. 
A report from Endless Knot gave the in
formation that 150 robes and 200 sets of 
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cushions were made in the last year. The 
Sangha Food Co-op also has been doing 
well, with enough margin to greatly ex
pand the inventory and to at least par~ 
tially repay the original loan from the 
Center ... and its low prices have 
meant savings to Sangha families, 

A question period followed Roshi's talk 
on the future of the Center. The talk 
went like this: "I am supposed to talk 
about the future, but just as intrinsi
cally there is no you and no me [refer
ring to something said earlier in the 
meeting], so concretely there is no fu
ture. We are making the future every 
moment. The Buddha said, 'If you want 
to know what the future is like, look at 
the present.' There's an old Japanese 
saying, 'The devil laughs at those who 
think about next year, ' The last two 
or three meetings the devil has really 
had a good laugh. So if there are any 
questions 

This year the devil may not be laughing 

quite so loud. 

Tenth Anniversary Dedication Ceremonies 
As part of the Zen Center's tenth anniver
sary, this summer, in conjuction with our 
Founder's Day celebration, guests, mem
bers and friends of the Center will join 
in a Dedication ceremony and open house. 
On Friday evening Roshi Kapleau with 
guest teachers of other Buddhist groups 
will lead members in the Dedication of 
the new Buddha Hall and main altar for 
the prosperity and growth of the Dharma 
in our land, The feature of the next 
day, an open house of the Center's build
ings and grounds for city officials, 
neighbors, and friends, will be a talk 
by Roshi Kapleau on "The Spirit of Free
dom in '76." The weekend will conclude 
with a Center picnic on Sunday at the 
Knebel farm in Naples, New York. (Be~ 
cause of limited space, these events, re
grettably, will be open only to those 
with invitations. Reservations for the 
dedication ceremonies m•1st be made in 
advance. 

After the April 1976 seven-day sesshin 
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~~ The Zen Center 
7 Arnold Park 
Rochester, New York 14607 
Telephone: (716) 473-9180 

Zazen Cushion and Robe Makers 

Round cushion: 

Support cush ion: 

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 1 2"; 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 p leats 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 t o 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. 


