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A woman once asked Zen Master Bankei: "I have a fear of thunder
which is far out of the ordinary. Whenever I hear it, immediately I feel
sick and suffer great anxiety. Please, tell me. how I can somehow put an
end to this fearfulness ." And Bankei said , "When you were born , you
had no mind to fear things , only the unborn Buddha-mind. The illusion
of fear for something is a figment of thought. It was produced after you
came into the world . Thunder benefits man by bringing rain to the
world . It does not harm him . Your growing afraid because you contend
with the thunder is the work of that figment of thought . It does not come
from outside of yourself. When you hear the sound of thunder , trust
single-mindedly in your own Mind and in Buddhahood ."
At another time a layman asked , "I'm sometimes startled by
unexpected noises or the clap of thunder. Perhaps it's because I'm not
tranquil normally . How can I keep on guard so that nothing at all startles
me?" And Bankei said, " When you 're startled you should just stay the
way you are . If you guard against it you become two."
(Eastern Buddhist, Vol. VIII, No. 2, Oct. 1975)
When we are afraid we are crippled. Life and relationships are hindered.
Frightened and insecure, we are possessed by jealousy, envy, anger and
violence . Fear is the refusal to come face to face with ourselves and our
total situation-our thoughts , emotions , habitual reactions, our pain and
sorrow , the people we live with , the society we live in , the very life we
lead from one instant to the next . Not facing all of this directly and
fearlessly , we condemn ourselves to separation and isolation . We seek
for illusory havens in which to bide our time . Out of fear we cling to
people, to possessions, to knowledge and ideas , to fantasies, to position
and power , to indulgences and entertainments , and to all manner of
compulsive activities-all in an attempt to ignore the disturbing grip of
fear on our mind .
Until we practice zazen we may or may not be fully aware of fear
in our life ; we even may vehemently deny being afraid . The very idea of
fear may be too frightening and unacceptable to our image of ourself. So
we escape in utter blindness of what it is that either paralyzes us or
drives us around and around . Until we have faced fear completely , from
beginning to end, there can be no seeing into our True Nature , which is
free from fear .
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What is fear? What is its cause and what its effect? And can it really
come to an end?
If we understand fear ' s crippling effects and are determined not
to live in its grip , we must look directly into ourselves. Just reading
about fear , thinking about it and grasping its causes intellectually will
never bring it to an end . So let us find out about fear, not only through
explanations , but by penetrating it directly, just as one explores a thick
jungle by cutting a path into the very midst of it.
Leaping from a burning building or jumping out of the way of an
oncoming car-let us not call these 'acts of fear' : there is an immediate
danger ; one sees things very clearly and acts instantly to avoid injury.
One doesn't take time to mull things over-there is no vacillation .
Seeing and doing are one. One jumps , and that is all. People who
suddenly have found themselves in extreme emergencies and directly
experienced the unthinking , unwavering, and often completely unselfish
way in which they responded , later have marvelled at this unknown
energy , alertness , and fearlessness . It is the power of No-mindedness
which knows no fear and confusion because in it there is no thought of
self and other .
During an air raid in the last war it was revealing that at one
moment one could be trembling with fear , huddled in the cramped cellar
and imagining being buried alive underneath a collapsed building , yet
be able the very next moment to get up with strength and absence of
fear to put out a fire . Passing buckets of water left no room for thought.
Later, lying in bed , fear crept up again as one imagined the possibility of
dying in the next raid .
Fear always comes out of thinking, consciously or unconsciously .
When there are no thoughts , there are no fears . Thoughts spring up
from memory traces in the brain . All of us carry with us uncounted
memories of all the injuries and pains of our infinite past-all the
sicknesses and accidents, the torments of war and famines , and all the
tortures and punishments we have suffered since time immemorial.
Buried in our minds are traces of all the dreadful things we have heard,
read , seen and imagined . Besides memories of physical pain , there are
those of all the psychological hurts we have endured: the scoldings , the
insults , the reprimands and humiliations, the pains of loneliness , the
lack of love , the agonies of inadequacy , incapacity , failure , wrongdoing ,
guilt , and ignorance .
Anything in the present that triggers such memories and
thought processes with their connected feelings , emotions and reactions ,
may innundate us with fear and anxiety-the fear of hurting all over
again .
Fear is the organism's inbuilt mobilization system to get ready to
resist or run from danger: great energies arouse organs , glands and
muscles into instant vigorous activity . But if there is no possibility for
direct action , because the danger exists merely in one 's thoughts and
memories , this state of fear itself is an acute physical discomfort. And
we resist all discomfort , as we resist all pain and hurt .
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Jumping out of the way of a truck is a concrete act to avoid
danger. The physical organism needs protection in order to live. Yet our
habitual fears go far beyond protection from physical dangers-we are
afraid of pain and damage to our ego-the many images we have built
up about ourselves and without which we think we cannot live. If
threatened, we mobilize all our energies to protect, defend, and
perpetuate these ego images .
This fear of endangering the images of ourselves needs to be
thoroughly understood. Do we realize how tenaciously we cling to
images of ourselves? Do we see that these very images that are our
refuge are also the source of fear and pain?
When someone criticizes our way of doing things-doesn't this
instantly threaten something within us? Don't we immediately defend,
explain, make excuses, blame someone else, become aggressive,
violent, or else withdraw into a sulking silence?
It is the same when someone attacks the people, the ideas, the
institutions, beliefs, or whatever, with which we have identified
ourselves. Don't we feel personally threatened and vehemently defend
that which has become our source of security?
If someone offends or accuses us wrongly, don't we ache in pain
and anger? Isn't there an immediate impulse to justify ourselves or even
lash out physically or verbally, causing turmoil in the entire body-mind?
Can we become thoroughly aware of this-not later, but right then?
Aren't fears aroused when we are compared with others who are
doing better than we are? Or when we compare ourselves with others
who are more successful or more deserving than we are? Isn't the worry
about what others think of us a constant source of fear? Would there be
fear if there were no image at all in the mind of how one ought to be or
ought not be? Why does one keep nurturing these images if they cause
fear and pain and all the troublesome reactions that ensue? Why can't
one see the danger of these images and thoughts as one sees the danger
of a house on fire? Can one live without images, or is one too afraid of
being nothing, nothing to think about, nothing to imagine, nothing to
compare, nothing to be proud of, nothing to continue?
As long as we receive other people's appreciation, gratitude,
approval, respect or admiration, we may feel at ease. If we reach a
position of prestige and power, where other people look up to us or do as
we say, ego thrives. Can we become thoroughly aware of the illusory
nature of such feelings of ease and security? If we suddenly are thrown
into a situation without any of these supports, for example losing our
position, ending up at the bottom of the totempole, or finding ourselves
among indifferent people who do not speak our language or show
interest in us-what is it then that shakes our foundations? Isn't it the
fear of not being anything or anybody? Who was that "somebody" who
felt safe and at ease before? Where is he or she now? Who is the
"nobody" that aches and trembles?
Our True Mind is beyond all thought and without any image
whatsoever. Yet in it there is clear perception of delusive thoughts and
3

images that arise . Huang Po says:
"When a sudden flash of thought occurs in your mind and you
recognize it for a dream or an illusion, then you can enter into the state
reached by the Buddhas ... " l
This perception, this clear awareness from instant to instant is the
ending of fear .
As long as we do not see into our True Mind, we depend on
people , possessions, knowledge , ideas , fantasies , position and power,
indulgences and entertainments and all manner of compulsive activities,
to alleviate the pain of fear and the fear of pain. This dependence itself
becomes a source of pain and fear-the fear of losing what we depend
upon.
On the other hand, if we deliberately steel ourselves against all
dependence in an attempt to conquer fear and pain " once and for
all'' -do we not find ourselves like a medieval knight creaking about in a
shell of armor? Becoming thick-skinned and insensitive to threats to our
self-image merely increases and hardens our separation from ourselves
and others . Isolation itself is a state of pain and dis-ease . Instead of
depending on others, we now depend on our own toughness.
Renunciation of the world may be another form of isolation in an
attempt to rise above dependency. There simply are no escapes or
techniques that will work, for underneath, fear remains.
Is there a way out of this seemingly insoluble dilemma? Must we
be free from anything? This very duality-the " I" and whatever it
opposes makes escape impossible . What then is true freedom?
Shakyamuni Buddha once said to his disciples:
Whether Buddhas appear or do not appear in the world , it
remains a fact , an unalterable condition of existence and an eternal law,
that all karmic formations are impermanent, subject to pain , and without
a permanent ego. These facts a Buddha discovers and masters, and after
having discovered and mastered them , he announces, reveals , and
teaches thoroughly that all that exists is impermanent, subject to pain ,
and without a permanent ego.
Everything is empty and transitory . If, from my illusory ego point
of view, I wish things to last without change or without end - as Dogen
says, " flowers to keep blooming , and weeds to disappear " -then there
will be fear and suffering . Everything is subject to pain . If, from my
illusory ego point of view, I desire only pleasure and resist and reject all
pain , then there will be fear and suffering . Everything is without ego . If,
from my illusory ego point of view, I cling to images of myself, desiring
to continue without change , without pain , without end, this very desire
is in disharmony with the universal law of change , impermanence , pain
and egolessness ; this disharmony is fear and sorrow. These are
unalterable facts which we must discover and see through completely
ourselves .
1 (' 'The Zen Teaching of Huang Po, '' John Blofeld, p. 106)
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At another time the Buddha said to his monks :
There is an unborn , unoriginated , uncreated , unformed. Were
there not this unborn , unoriginated , uncreated , unformed , there would
be no release from the world of the born , originated , created , and
formed . Since there is an unborn , uncreated , unoriginated , and
unformed , therefore is there release from the born , originated , created ,
formed .
What is this unborn?
Seeing into the Unborn is seeing into one 's own True Mind . It is
the way of zazen , the way of wordless understanding. Practicing zazen
with seriousness and dedication , there comes awareness of constantly
changing states of mind-positive states alternating with negative
states in fleeting succession , always about the past or about the future ,
always created and carried by thought upon thought . Practicing zazen ,
there comes awareness of the ego-I occupying center stage in all states
of mind , either as hero or as villain , praising itself, condemning itself,
scheming for itself, and even trying to get rid of itself, thought after
thought .
Sitting for long hours in zazen , concrete pains arise in the
body-mind . There are pains in the legs, pains in the back , and pains in the
neck and shoulders . There are pains from turning the light inward , pains
from new energies aroused throughout the body , pains from opening up
where one was numb and lifeless . There are pains from resistance to
doing what one needs to do , and pains in the head from worrying about
making the right kind of effort and the right kind of progress .
Practicing zazen , old fears and new fears that were deeply buried
in the unconscious mind may rise into consciousness . And there is
always that indescribable fear of death - the fear of having to let go of
everything one has ever known and cherished as the " me."
Doing zazen is the way of thoroughly and directly understanding
oneself and one 's whole life of pain, pleasure , fear , ignorance and
sorrow, without separation , without looking for distraction or a place to
hide or abide . If we are not sitting frantically or mechanically , but
wholeheartedly , without resistance and without compulsion , all fears
and pain can be wordlessly embraced and penetrated in the posture of
zazen . Zazen is the posture of oneness , of harmony , of love and
compassion . Going through sesshin or doing a lot of zazen on one ' s own ,
one may come upon a completely unknown inner strength and fire ,
merely by going through fear and pain without any separation , without
looking for a way out , and this after finding out that the only way out
leads directly through difficulty and pain . When there is seemingly
insurmountable difficulty in one's sitting , one may come to realize that
even the slightest thought about or away from what is is separation , and
that this separation itself is fear and pain . This realization is the
dropping of all thoughts about one's condition , whatever it may be .
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Completely alone and completely at one , altogether quiet and
motionless, without complaint, without self-pity, without doubt or
resistance , without desire that things be in any way different from the
way they are-this is absence of ego . It is freedom to practice , freedom
to question . Just to leave unnamed , unidentified , unexplained,
uncontrolled , unresisted , unjudged and unreacted to all negative and
positive states of body-mind allows them to do what they will or drop
away on their own . All that remains is the intensity and energy of zazen
with no one practicing .
In this way , a restless, fearful , pain-ridden , self-centered mind
empties itself of all images, thoughts and memories, transforming itself
into imperturbable silence and clarity in the full presence of what is .
When we wholly are what we are , there is no separation , no duality, no
opposition . The ending of separation , duality and opposition is the
ending of fear . When there is no fear , love and compassion flow freely
without hindrance .
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The man who was to become known to the world as Shakyamuni Buddha
was born about 2500 years ago at the foothills of the Himalaya Mountains in
an area which lay across the present day border of Northern India and
!"Jepal.
_
At his birth devas, or beings of higher realms, were clearly
visible to human beings and their beautiful , unearthly music was heard
even by those who had been deaf from birth. The child was delivered ,
then , not without certain marvelous portents , in an ancient grove of Sala
trees which grew at a spot midway between the family homes of his
father and mother . Brahm in astrologers called in by his father ,
Suddhodhana , leader of the Shakya clan , predicted after observing the
infant, that he was destined for the very highest levels of greatness
whatever direction his life might take , whether worldly or spiritual.
Accordingly , several days after his birth , a ceremony was held at which
the child was given the name " Siddhartha ," meaning , variously, " The
Accomplished One ," " Every Wish Fulfilled, " or " He Who Has
Accomplished His Purpose ,'' and inherited as a matter of course , the
family name , Gautama .
Siddhartha 's father , himself a strong and courageous king ,
quickly decided that his son should not retire from the world , as was the
custom for those seriously set upon spiritual pursuits at that time , but
rather should follow , as he himself had followed , the path leading to
kingship and the life of royal service and rule . His aspiration , though
ultimately limited , was obviously noble . It was his sincere wish that the
boy, when grown , would be a truly great king , a man actually capable of
establishing an era of world peace and prosperity . And indeed had not
the signs indicated that this might well be the child ' s destiny? He
himself then consciously groomed the child for this particular role . In
accord with this, all efforts were made to keep Siddhartha from
knowledge of the common daily sorrows of human life , Suddhodhana
being fearful that such contacts might well awaken in his son 's sensitive
and noble nature all the potential seeds of religious yearning lying
dormant there . For well he knew that once ripened, and sprouted, those
seeds would , in their search for more constant light inevitably carry the
young prince beyond the sphere of court and family life into the striving
and solitary realm of the forest-dwelling Truth seeker .
And so, as befitting a prophetically destined and physically most
handsome only son and sole heir to a royal Indian household,
9

Siddhartha ' s early life was quite carefree and richly open to all the
promise of the various sensual , aesthetic and intellectual pleasures .
Several palaces were built for him in which he could reside through the changing
seasons of the year, tended by only the most beautiful women, especially chosen
for their skill in the arts of music and dance. He was also well educated,
receiving careful training in all the lore of his time, including the various arts,
sciences and martial skills associated with his rank and class. And it is recorded
that he demonstrated great skill and expertise in all these various areas of
endeavor.
Eventually too, he married , and while his name remains deeply
linked to that of one woman, Yasodhara, his chosen wife, it is quite
probable , given the custom of the day , that his household actually
embraced more than one woman in intimate relation . But despite this
very full tasting of all the sweetest fruits of worldy pleasure , despite all
the comforts and endless enjoyments, as he grew older he grew ever
more steadily aware of an uneasiness , a persistent burning disquiet
gnawing continuously away at the very depths of him so that, in
actuality, the young Prince had no real rest or abiding peace .
More and more clearly the rising fires of his spiritual manhood
began to feed upon the fuel of his life, upon his attachment and
commitment to the narrower, shallower pleasures , until they had all ,
like so much dross , been burned totally away and utterly consumed .
And so , one clear day , when the sun shone bright as gold that has
been plunged and purified in the flames, the Prince Siddhartha
Gautama went restlessly out into the streets of the waiting city for the
very first time , riding in his golden chariot under a canopy of fluttering
silk from the walled -in world of the palace grounds .
By his father's command , all ugliness and pain were to have been
kept from his sight , and only those persons of visible youth , health and
beauty were to be permitted out on the main streets of Kapilvasthu that
day . But the webs of a net capable of culling all the disturbing elements
from out a life must be fine and well-made indeed, and his father, the
King Suddhodhana , being only mortal and limited did not possess such
magical skills . And so, despite all the careful planning , one old man ,
bent and twisted with the years wandered unsteadily out onto the
avenue , leaning for support on a rough-worn staff. And there he stood
blinking blindly and most pitifully in full sight of the Prince .
Shaken , Siddhartha faced this apparition, and though he had
been most tenderly raised, never before even permitted to come into
close contact with any of the many, usually all-too-obvious signs of
advanced aging , the truth that old age comes to all , that even the
tenderest babe treads the same old dance and must, in the end , come to
stand as blind , trembling and exhausted as the figure now before him ,
was clearly and thoroughly grasped. "So THAT is the way of things! "
he cried , and sorely struck by this first barbed shaft or mortality he had
his charioteer return to the palace where he paced on alone like a caged
lion far into the night . And nothing , nothing that he knew could bring
him any comfort or relief.
10
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But as soon as the day broke again, he left his chambers, roused
his charioteer and determined, now, to sound the very bottom of the
terrible mystery into which he had so recently found initiation, set forth
into the dust and clamor of the city for the second time .
The huge gates swung slowly open and , his mind taut, nerves
and senses pitched keenly in a new intensity of awareness, the prince
looked once more upon the crowds of happy, smiling people. But he saw
them now in a new light, for it seemed to him as if they were already
swiftly wrinkling, twisting and flaring into ash , like so many bits of
paper tossed to the edge of a hot and roaring fire . A great wave of pity
for all beings, so helpless and unaware, washed over him then,
loosening the hard, tight knot of his own angry pain forever, and
spontaneously he deeply vowed never to rest until he had found a way to
truly aid them all .
But still he rode on, waiting for he knew not what. Then the cries
of a man lying helplessly in the dust, wracked with fever and wasted by
all the terrors of disease came to his ears . And turning to his charioteer
he learned that a spectre called sickness haunts the world . Shocked, he
immediately lost all pride and trust in his own present and now, all too
obviously precarious, sense of well-being and vigorSo there was no guarantee that one would even simply grow old .
No time for the mind and flesh to simply lose their strength and
wither away! No time to wait for the bones to twist and bend in time's
wind! No! Things were even more fleeting , more unstable and
impermanent than that!
But, controlling his own deepening sense of despair and inner
turmoil , he brought the man fresh water and finally, having left him with
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some words of good hope and a jewel with which to attempt to
repurchase his health, the Prince, Siddhartha, returned to the waiting
chariot and rode back, in anguish, to the palace once again .
And as he paced on into that night with the arrows of time and
change now lodged so much closer to the heart, the solid stone walls
behind which he had spent the whole of his young life seemed to grow as
thin and insubstantial as the finely fluttering silken canopy of his
chariot, and the earth itself seemed to stretch terrifyingly out from
under his feet, endlessly, in every direction and all around him so that
he could no longer find any secure refuge in all that vast-and suddenly
felt -emptiness.
But when the day broke again with its early, burning heat, the
Prince immediately roused his charioteer and, now for the third time,
rode unhesitatingly forth over the bone-white road into the awakening
town.
The morning sounds of the city came to them through the
warming air-sounds of mothers softly singing and the laughing shouts
of children at play; the steeled notes of the warrior's talk and the gentle
chiming of women's jewelry; the barking of dogs and the neighing of
horses ; the varied calls of the merchants singing out their tallies and
their wares and the short, swift words of the craftsmen, ever bent to the
humming looms and busily spinning wheels.
And all the rich smells of animals and men, of food, dung and
fine, fragrant spices rose on the warmed air currents to them too . But
the Prince's mind, now thoroughly roused could not be captured by any
of the many rich surface impressions, but stood steadfast and intensely
still, alert to the presence of Something that he could not quite name,
but that nevertheless he sensed even now rushing unmistakably towards
him, like an icy wave, through the hot, bright streets . So that all these
sensual events flowed through him like water, leaving no traces or
shadows within as he moved intently on .
Then he grew aware of a new cry, discordant and jangling which
set his teeth on edge and burned icily right through to the bone . And
turning towards those painfully keen and piercing cries of bewilderment
and grief, he beheld a strangely stiff and grinning form riding
uncaringly upon a plank which tossed atop the hunched and hurried
shoulders of other men .
He turned questioningly towards his charioteer, then , only to
uncover the final , frighteningly stark and rigid features of death- "So is
this then, the end which awaits all, the final and certain doom to which
all beings already bound to old age and sickness are necessarily
subject? "
"My Prince , it is so," came the charioteer's honest reply.
"My father a great and noble King , does he not have respite from
this?"
"No Sire," again replied Channa, the honest charioteer, though
he tried to hold his tongue .
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" My mother, she who is so self-sacrificing and kind, what of
her?"
"My Prince , her fate is as the others," came the slow response .
" But what of Yasodhara, my wife? Will not her beauty and purity
cause her at least to be spared? " at last Siddhartha pressed .
" My Lord , were it only so! " exclaimed Channa , himself now near
tears .
The flames were already rising and leaping all around the
corpse's stiff, uncaring head, when Siddhartha , feeling sick, helpless
and stricken as a single leaf which whirls madly before the fury of the
onrushing storm , bade his charioteer turn the horses round , and in awful
silence they rode back through the crowded streets , now so bright and
hot that it seemed as if flames were leaping everywhere . And in his
mind , the terrifying cracklings of burning hair and skin persisted for a
long , long time.
The palace gates were open , yawning emptily before him , and
through them he could see the palace itself rising tier upon tier , like
some fantastic mirage , no longer that solid sturdy thing of smooth stone
and cedar at all, but rather, now, something more like a vision,
something strange and insubstantial as smoke . And in this dream palace
moved his father and mother and wife, themselves like so many clouds
blown together by an unknown wind , clouds which might soon , at any
moment , dissolve into mist and be blown apart once again .
His mind turned and turned , endlessly wheeling in the tightening
circle of his recent experiences- "Was there then no hope , no meaning ,
no way to something of lasting value? No true happiness possible? Was
life just some kind of fleeting and horrible illusion , devoid of any real
consequence-an illusion in which one was nevertheless somehow
forced either to ignore the terrors , living shallowly, given over to
pleasure , or to identify oneself with all that was painful , thereby leading
a lonely, bitter life of denial and fiercely self-righteous exultation? "
" No! " he decided , " there must be Something! "
Then he noticed , almost without noticing , something so
unnoteworthy and yet simultaneously so special , that he felt his own
darkness begin momentarily to lift, and a new, clean light flowed into his
heart, washing his mind clear of the awful fiery glare cast there by the
corpse 's black and smoky burning .
And what he saw was a slender , shaven-headed , radiant man-a
monk, who was most simply clad in the plainest of tattered robes and
who carried with him nothing but a single begging bowl. Yet , he walked
with such unmistakable freedom , and such quiet, all-absorbing dignity ,
that Siddhartha found himself most naturally drawn to him .
Then, as their eyes briefly met, the certainty that this same
anciently smiling monk had seen , grappled with and was now truly on
the way toward wholly overcoming these very terrors of old age ,
sickness and death which he himself had found to be raging unchecked
through the world and which were now so visibly assailing him, struck
the Prince with great force . Tears of grateful joy sprang to Siddhartha' s
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eyes as a new , determined resolve took form within his own mind.
Then the chariot rolled through the gates, and entering the
courtyard, Siddhartha Gautama learned that in the course of that very
day, his wife had borne him their long-awaited child , a son .
His vision was complete. Prince Siddhartha Gautama, sheltered
heir of the Shakya clan , was then twenty-nine years of age and birth,
sickness, old age and death , as well as a liberating insight into the
actuality of a Path which led beyond all these states , had been intimately
realized.
Having now clearly seen just how painfully bound and limited all
beings actually are in the simple , ordinary course of their daily living ,
and having come to feel deeply and most intimately within his own being
something of just how precarious and anxiety-filled existence could be,
he determined to set out on his own to find that Way which would bring
himself, his loved ones and ultimately all beings, to a life of unshakable
peace and lasting value. For of what use can the old worldly ways be to a
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man who has truly seen and felt within his own body and mind the
pitiless terrors of birth, old age, sickness and death?
His wife and newborn son lay sleeping quietly in the chamber,
their soft breathing rhythmically filling the quiet, curtained rooms .
Slowly the Prince entered and quietly sat by them , there , in the moonlit
darkness, silently struggling, parting forever from the objects of his
personal love. Slowly as he sat long into the night his way gathered and
grew clear. Not to end that love but at last to fulfill it-that , that must be
his Goal! And so, before the stars had paled he rose and silently bidding
farewell to his beloved wife and newborn child , vowing to return with
the liberating gift of Truth which he knew now he must , he would , find ,
he took that first decisive step of renunciation , and , mounting his horse ,
rode in the course of that very night to the river boundary of his father 's
kingdom . And there , in the clear radiance of the starlight , he severed his
long hair with a sword ' s stroke, and , crossing over the river , passed
forever from the ease and luxury of the palace into a life of hardship and
unrelenting exertion in the forests and mountains.
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During March a workshop was held in Mexico.
It is unusual for workshops to be conducted
outside of Rochester. It is quite easy for people
who have but a marginal interest to attend
workshops which are brought to them at
university campuses or the like and Zen is truly
not for the marginally interested . Only those
who have exhausted other possibilities can
really devote themselves to the work involved
and people who have a passing intellectual
interest tend to lower the tone both through wanting
answers to speculative questions and through reluctance and restlessness in doing the practice . At
the Rochester Center, moreover, there is an
atmosphere that has been generated by
hundreds of people practicing for more than
ten years in daily practice, weekend sittings
and sesshin , and the encounter with this
atmosphere itself has an important lesson for
those whose minds are ready to receive it.
However, Ros hi felt that the time was
right and that there were enough seriousminded people who would benefit from a
workshop and so it was decided to go ahead
and organize one . A very beautiful house was
made available, posters were put up and
preparations were made. The Zen Bow editor
happened to be in Mexico at the time and
asked these questions of Juan Ramirez, a
member of the Rochester Center who lives in
Mexico and who helped organize the workshop .
"Did you get very many people at the
workshop? ''
"Surprisingly we got fifty-eight people
plus a few guests who were specifically invited.
Some of them were bilingual and others could
only speak Spanish so we had to have someone
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translating all that was said. The people were
all kinds and included students, housewives,
teachers, businessmen , psychologists, psychiatrists, doctors . It really was a mixed bag ;
some few had practiced before, but for many it
was the first exposure to 2.en. It really is wonderful
to be with a group of people like that. They were all
quite serious and very attentive and they asked lots
of questions. Most of the questions were really to
the point."
" What sort of questions did they ask? "
" That itself is quite a question . One I
remember was 'What is the value and
importance of kensho or awakening to everyday life,' another asked whether Zen was a
religion, other questions concerned diet and
ecology , and someone asked why Zen should
be practiced as opposed to any other discipline .
Throughout all the questions and answers,
though , one had the feeling that people were
really interested and that they were not just
asking simply out of curiosity or cleverness but
because they truly wanted to know.''
"It is interesting to see that the new
spiritual awakening extends into places like
Mexico as well as the States . What sort of
problems do the Mexicans have that those
practicing in America do not have? ''
" Of course any answer to a question like
that can only be very subjective , but let me try
to give some thoughts.
" In Mexico of course the religious
climate is quite different . Here almost everyone is Catholic whereas in the States , I believe ,
about half the population is Protestant. This
makes quite a difference because as we know
the Protestant ethic is based upon the notion of

the sanctity of work and there ' s a natural
connection in the Protestant's mind between
work and 'salvation .' In Catholic countries the
emphasis is more on grace . With the Protestants there is a greater tendency to see ' here
and now ' as being important while the Catholic
tends to put his faith in the future life . This has
the effect of encouraging the Mexican to wait
for things to happen in the future rather than
taking the responsibility for making the
necessary effort to bring about the change.
We 're not so imbued with the importance of
work which in one way is very good as we ' re
not so harried as you are in the north , but if it
means that we wait for heaven to lead the way
then of course it's not so good .
' 'The weather also aids and abets this
'wait-until-tomorrow ' attitude . It gets hot
during much of the year and for most of the
year the sun shines. We naturally live out of
doors and like to enjoy the cool breezes and
fresh air . The hot weather makes one sluggish
and inclined to rest while the cooler weather up
north is more energizing and one is more
inclined to go into oneself .
'' Another thing is that we in Mexico are
just waking up to technology . From what I've
seen in the States the people who are in the van
as far as the spiritual revolution is concerned
are those who are disenchanted with the toys of
technology . The bright young people in Mexico
are still concerned with getting these things
and will be prepared to spend their lives doing
it.

"There ' s also another big difference in
the psychological makeup of our two peoples .
Mexicans have always lived closer to death
than you have up in the north. Revolutions ,
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wars and invasions have plagued our history ,
and these plus the hazards of living in a hot
climate where parasites , germs , and so on
incubate much more easily has made the environment much more hostile . We have not exalted
'science ' and so people are much more open
and therefore fearful , about their minds . The
Mexicans fear what is hidden , abstract and
dark. For example , the drug boom that swept
Europe and the U.S.A. scarcely affected !'v1exico.
Americans are not afraid of stirring things up
because they ' re not so aware of what there is to
stir up . They ' re not so familiar with evil forces
as we are.
" And finally , the Mexican tends to
distrust anything that comes from the States ,
again no doubt because of the history of
invasions . If a Mexican could teach Zen , and at
the same time be aware of the expectations of
the people , no doubt it would spread much
faster . The language barrier is also important
-we have very few books on Zen in Spanish :
there's one or two by Suzuki, some by Alan
Watts , The Three Pillars of Zen , and now only
very recently Zen and Creative Management ,
but beyond that there's nothing . So people
often just do not know about Zen ."
" Have you experienced any difficulties
in practicing Zen here in Mexico? "
" Well , yes , we've had all the usual
problems I guess , but there have been one or
two that might help illustrate some of the
remarks made above. We were at one time
renting a house in which we practiced zazen .
Our neighbors at that time began to get curious
as well as worried about what was going on . It
seems that they felt we were having some kind
of demonic ritual and one of them even got hold
of a large picture of the Virgin of Guadalupe
and attached it to a wall facing the zendo, no
doubt in order to frighten away the devils and
evil spirits which they felt had to be coming out
of the Zendo.
'' So we decided to have an open house
so that we could introduce the group to the
neighbors and explain our activities to them.
We had a house full of curious youngsters and
parents. They seemed to be pleased and
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impressed by the order in the house and
perhaps we as people also made a good
impression on them . Later we lost some
members and because the rent was too high for
the remaining few we had to let the house go. We
then used the house of one of the members but it did
not work too well because a house occupied by
a family is inevitably noisy first thing in the
morning and it lacks a lot of necessary
facilities . In the mornings we had to convert
the living room into a Zendo and back again
into a living room. Right now we have a large
room in a local school used by chilren at night.
The owners are very kind and the costs quite
low but the place lacks an atmosphere that a
house used solely for Zen would have . So we
shall soon once again be seeking a house for
the local sangha .
" Mexicans or Americans, deep down
we all have the same problem , we want to know
who and what we are , we want to know our true
mind . In spite of all that I've said there's no
doubt about Zen developing in !'v1exico as long as
those of us who know about it practice it
diligently and keep our hearts pure . We have
received great spiritual help from sangha
members who have visited Mexico. To Roshi
and all the others I bow . I see how true it is that
when our feet are on the right path Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas surge forth to sustain and
feed with their wisdom our tired , hungry and
thirsty body/ minds.
" Next Saturday we shall be celebrating
Buddha ' s birthday with Roshi, Bodhin and
Polly also in attendance . A few days after that ,
Roshi , Bodhin and Polly will depart , leaving
behind them the seed of the Dharma that they
have planted and nurtured . How can we
express our gratitude? Really , there is only one
way, the way which they themselves with their
example have taught us ."
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While living in Japan I knew a Buddhist priest
who went about his daily tasks , which were
often quite menial, with such an expression of
joyous harmony with the world around him that
he stood out even among the other dedicated
monks . Many times he would walk under the
great cryptomeria trees that bordered the
paths in the temple grounds, completely
absorbed in thought . He carried a staff on
which were three iron rings which he
automatically shook before him , to warn away
any insect or small animal that might otherwise
be trampled underfoot by his carelessness. The
action was, no doubt , more symbolic than
effective. There was in it, however, a
consistency of purpose, in that while seeking in
meditation the awakening to awareness of the
Oneness and Divinity of all life he should not
needlessly or thoughtlessly harm any living
creature.

M"Offll~ Polish ~h4,,

Toni Sensei, Zenson, Wally Muszynski, Dagmar Von Biel and the Polish Sangha after a five day sesshin
in Poland.
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"The mind of the Zen adept is taut ready like a drawn bow."
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