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Just understand that birth-and-death 
is itself nirvana. There is nothing such 
as birth and death to be avoided; there 
is nothing such as nirvana to be sought. 
Only when you realize this are you free 
from birth and death. 

 — Eihei Dogen 
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          The Original Question
Dharma Discourse by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Sensei

Zhao Zhou’s “Indestructible Nature”
True Dharma Eye, Case 288

Main Case

Zhao Zhou was once asked by a monastic, “Before the 
world existed, there was already the original nature. 
When the world is destroyed, true nature is not destroyed. 
What is this indestructible nature?”
Zhao Zhou said, “Four great elements and five skandhas.”
The monastic said, “They are destroyed. What is this in-
destructible nature?”
Zhao Zhou said, “Four great elements and five skandhas.”

Verse

Beyond being and nonbeing, the root of creation;
outside of space and time, the gate appears.

Knowing the ineffable—blue mountains fill the eyes.
What question could there be?

©David R. Harper
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Before the world existed, after the 
world was destroyed, before I was 
born, after I die—is there anything 

lasting? Is there an “indestructible nature”? 
What is it to be alive? Our hearts beat, our 
breath moves in and out, our senses scan 
and seize upon things and we call “the 
world.” From this basic functioning of our 
bodies and our senses, feelings come and 
thoughts appear: Today is a good day; yes-
terday was not so good. It can seem like our 
experience just unfolds, just happens to us. 
And while taking our experience at face 
value is one way to go through life, students 
of the dharma should look into this matter 
more deeply. What is actually happening? 
What is this? Here is the realm of all spiri-
tual inquiry. 

The sTuDenT in This kOan understands that, 
according to Buddhist teachings, before 
the world existed, the original nature of all 
things was already present. After the world 
is destroyed, this original nature will persist. 
But what is it that doesn’t have a beginning 
and an end? The teachings use beautiful 
words to speak of this original nature: “bud-
dhanature,” “the great radiance,” “the vast 
luminosity”—but what are all these words 
pointing to? Is it the soul? Is it eternity? A 
place like heaven, that we can take comfort 
in? The fundamental truth we seek is the 
original nature the Buddha was enlightened 
to. It was present before you arrived; it 
will survive your departure. But what is it? 
Isn’t this the ancient question—perhaps the 
original question? 

Our earliest ancestors looked up at the 
night sky and saw the infinity of stars, or 
stood on the edge of the ocean stretching 
into the horizon—both awed and perhaps 

frightened by the magnitude. We each know 
this experience ourselves—the sense that “I 
see this vastness and feel myself in relation-
ship to it, but what is it? Who am I?” We 
encounter death and realize we will die too. 
Who am I beyond what I can see and feel? 

ThrOughOuT Our lives, we learn different 
ways of examining and inquiring into our 
experience. Depending on our temperament 
and conditioning, we might be very reason-
able or analytical, or we might rely more 
on our feelings to guide us. For the most 
part though, whatever our approach, we are 
relying on the dualistic mind. In order to 
study the dharma, we have to learn another 
way. Form is emptiness. Emptiness is form. 
All dharmas are dreams, arising from and 
consisting of the four elements and the five 
skandhas. How do we study the self?

Samsara is essentially the dream of me, 
which we all feel is an extremely interest-
ing dream, the best dream of all. Whether 
we like ourselves or not, whether we’re 
pleased with our life or not, we are all fun-
damentally attached to this dream of me. In 
Master Dogen’s fascicle Within the Dream, 
Expressing the Dream, Dogen says our origi-
nal nature is also a dream. It’s a dream of 
emptiness, a dream of liberation. Non-
duality is simply reality—utterly so—and it 
cannot be grasped. It is our indestructible 
nature and it’s like a dream. This is what 
Zhaouzhou was pointing to.

When we realize non-duality as no sepa-
ration, everything is possible. If nothing is 
separate from anything else, then when one 
thing appears, everything is present. When 
one person is liberated, everyone is liberat-
ed. In his commentary on this koan, Daido 
Roshi says, Don’t you see? When a single 
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strongest desire of all, in fact. Buddhism 
teaches that our desire to live gets stron-
ger in the very moments of dying. And it’s 
in those moments, which are some of the 
most important moments of our life, that 
our clinging becomes strongest, too. In 
the Tibetan Book of the Dead, the bardo is 
described as a place that is between life and 
death, where we must face a great unknown. 
The possibility for release is most direct 
here, but if we are not prepared for this 
liminal realm of not-knowing, we will likely 
be frightened, and so revert to our habitual, 
grasping mind. We will rush toward what’s 
familiar, seeking something to grab on to: 
another physical form. And according to 
these teachings, that becomes our next life.

The Zen schOOl DOesn’T actually talk a lot 
about rebirth, although it is a basic teach-
ing of Buddhism, spoken of directly by the 
Buddha himself. It’s not that Zen refutes 
rebirth, but it doesn’t take it up the way 
other schools do. I’ve always wondered 
about that. So I sent a query to some of the 

Buddhist scholars who have been friends 
of the Monastery for many years and asked 
them why there was so little mention of 
rebirth within Zen. They each wrote back 
and offered their various perspectives.

From their responses, I gathered that 
part of the issue is actually our Western 

flower blooms, the earth arises. A single 
speck of dust appears, and the universe is 
born. But, before that speck of dust arises, 
before the flower opens, what is it then? If 
everything that I see and everything I expe-
rience is my self arising, what exists before 
that? When the self ceases all its arising, no 
one is born and no one can know. 

We are The ThreshOlD Of spring: brighten-
ing skies, warming winds, buds ready to 
burst forth. It’s the birth of a new season, 
and in just this way, our entire life is a 
cycle: cycles of breathing, cycles of karmic 
behavior and mental patterns, cycles of liv-
ing and dying—moving through generation 
after generation. 

In other religions, everlasting life is 
the reward for a “good” life. The Buddha 
couldn’t find any evidence of the heaven 
that we imagine in our mind. What he did 
find was that just by virtue of having a phys-
ical body, we will experience some subtle 
level of attachment, an element of suffering. 
Nirvana means to cease, to extinguish, to 

break that endless cycle of attachment, to 
be free from all shadows of bondage. In the 
Mahayana, cessation is realized as illusion, 
illusion is realized as non-dual with reality, 
and reality is thusness. 

Our desire for pleasure is strong, but 
our desire to live is even stronger, the 

In the Mahayana, cessation is realized as illusion,  
illusion is realized as non-dual with reality, and 
reality is thusness. 
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scholarship. There may well be material on 
rebirth within Zen, but it hasn’t yet been 
translated. Another point that was made 
is that rebirth was taken seriously at both 
the popular and the elite level of Chinese 
Buddhism, but it was also in competition 

with indigenous Chinese notions of the 
afterlife. Perhaps the Ch’an masters were 
appealing to the Chinese literati that took 
rebirth with a grain of salt, and so it was de-
emphasized within their teachings. Another 
scholar offered that maybe we’re looking in 
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the wrong places—he said that if we looked 
to priestly literature about death ceremo-
nies and rituals we would likely find teach-
ings on rebirth there.

One person reminded me of the story of 
Maezumi Roshi having lunch with Steven 

Rockefeller, who was writing a book about 
religious thought. When Rockefeller said, 
“Don’t you think that given our scientific 
understanding of things, we shouldn’t take 
what the Buddha said about rebirth literally, 
but understand it as mythology?” Maezumi 

©Daniel Novak
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Roshi pounded his fist on the table and said, 
“Rebirth is a fact!” He hit the table so hard, 
the dishes jumped—and that was the end of 
the conversation.

But then this scholar added that there 
were many times when students would ask 
Maezumi Roshi that very same question, 
and he would say, “Don’t worry about it. 
Just pay attention to what’s right in front 
of you.”

So how should we understand this? Is the 
Buddhist notion of rebirth just mythology? 
Or is it a religious, spiritual, or natural fact? 
Or should we just attend to the here and 
now and forget about it?

here in The WesT, We are apt to approach 
spiritual traditions with a consumer atti-
tude, picking and choosing according to 
what we find palatable: “I like this. I don’t 
really care for that.” There is a real danger 
in this because Buddhism is not a series 
of discrete beliefs: the principal teachings 
make up a whole, integrated body of wisdom 
in which each particular aspect is inter-
connected. Certainly from the Buddhist 
perspective, rebirth is central to the under-
standing of samsara and liberation, as well as 
to causation, aspiration, motivation and the 
Bodhisattva vow. The concept of rebirth is 
so fundamental that it permeates the entire 
tradition. And yet, there are teachers who 
say it’s not necessary to believe in rebirth. 
You can practice, be sincere, realize yourself 
and liberate yourself and others without it. 
As a Buddhist practitioner, where do you 
find yourself in this? 

Personally, I take this up as an open 
inquiry to study and reflect upon. I see no 
need to disregard rebirth simply because 
I may not fully understand it or haven’t 

experienced its truth. At the same time, 
I don’t think it’s necessary that we try to 
make ourselves believe in something that 
we don’t yet understand. In a sense, this is 
not so different from how we approach all 
of practice: we don’t yet know for ourselves 
if what the dharma teaches is true. We 
enter into it as an open inquiry, to discover, 
to find out. In other words, we have deep 
faith in this dharma and, through dedicated 
practice, verify the teachings for ourselves.

There have been many moments in my 
own practice over the years when I have 
been unable to explain things I’ve experi-
enced within myself and my practice, and 
which the notion of rebirth would explain 
quite well. Does that mean that I believe 
in it? I just take it all in. We don’t need 
to turn anything into a fixed thing, but we 
don’t need to disregard it either. When we 
can practice this way, everything is possi-
ble. Nothing is excluded. Nothing is fixed. 

The buDDha has nO fixeD form. This means 
there is no dogma, no rigid understanding of 
the Buddha or the Buddha-view. Buddhist 
teachings are not ambiguous, but they’re 
not dogmatic either. In other words, the 
dharma is not presented as truths to believe. 
At the same time, this doesn’t mean that 
everything is relative or that there is no 
truth. Not-knowing is not uncertainty, con-
fusion or ambivalence. Our practice is sim-
ply one great, spacious inquiry made with 
our feet on the ground and our eyes open to 
what’s before us.

Daido Roshi speaks of this: Beyond being 
and non-being is the root of creation. Outside 
of space and time the gate appears. This spa-
cious inquiry is allowing us to experience 
life directly, beyond being and non-being. 
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We use the four great elements of earth, 
air, fire, and water and the five skandhas 
to go beyond these elements and skandhas. 
Here and now, in this very moment, the 
skandhas and elements are empty of form 
and are nameless. Neither the elements nor 
the skandhas abide in time and space, even 
as we sit here in time and space. Nothing is 
continuous. One moment is all of eternity 
without beginning or end, and yet, moment 
after moment, we’re here, on our cushion, 

breathing our breath. We experience a sense 
of continuity, of unfolding causation, of 
how what we practice today affects tomor-
row. The seeds I planted yesterday are sown 
today. 

One Of The MOsT cOMpelling arguments for 
rebirth I have encountered was from an old 
master who said that every moment was a 
totality, encompassing heaven and earth, 
spanning all of time. The moment doesn’t 
arrive with a beginning. It doesn’t depart 
with an end. Every moment is all-inclusive, 
and this is so moment after moment. In 
each moment: birth and death. We might 
ask, if we are living in the midst of rebirth 
every moment, why do we doubt that it’s 
possible from one life to another? 

Even though we can speak about rebirth 
in this way and perhaps understand it to 

some degree, we can’t actually experience it 
through words. We have to move closer. In 
his teachings, Dogen says that realization is 
birth and birth is realization. At the time of 
realization there’s nothing but birth totally 
actualized. At the moment of death there is 
nothing but death, totally actualized. This 
is true whether we directly experience it 
or not. Every school of Buddhism under-
stands this. Birth and death do not oppose 
each other. Birth right now is totally birth. 

Death doesn’t take life away. We may be 
running from death in our mind, in the 
same way that we may experience a sense 
of separation or alienation from our lives, 
but we can’t actually run from death or be 
separate from our lives. And yet it’s the 
power of that sense of separation, of alien-
ation and disconnection, which turns the 
wheel of samsara. This is the power that 
leads nations to war—essentially the same 
impulse that had us fighting with sticks on 
the playground. 

Thus The buDDha realiZeD all of life and 
spiritual practice comes back to that essen-
tial question of how we understand who 
we are. As Daido Roshi asks, “Where do 
you find yourself?” From within our frame 
of reference, we can justify the most wan-
ton behavior. But through all the conflict 

We might ask, if we are living in the midst of 
rebirth every moment, why do we doubt that it’s 
possible from one life to another? 
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and struggle, we are always an undivided 
self, with a luminous indestructible nature, 
housed in five skandhas, moving through 
four elements—we are perfect, and com-
plete, not opposed, not in conflict. We are 
not too much and not too little. When we 

turn towards this aspect of reality, some-
thing happens. Even if it’s still mostly an 
idea and our behavior hasn’t changed, the 
way we experience things begins to soften. 
That’s because the sense of the absolute-
ness and solidity of the way we have been 

Michael Supinski
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experiencing things is loosening a little bit; 
the sense of distance and separation is not 
as great. These shifts may be imperceptible 
to us in the beginning, but over time they 
begin to reshape our very lives.

DaiDO rOshi’s cOMMenTary says, When a 
single flower blooms, the earth arises. When 
a speck of dust appears, the universe is born. 
This can be a description of the appearance 
of suffering. It can also just be a declaration 
of the exquisite, intricate nature of things—
the way life occurs and unfolds in all its 
breathtaking beauty. 

Please examine this deeply, and then 
examine it a bit more. Who lives? Who 
dies? The greatest force in human experi-
ence is desire, and our desire for life can 
lead us to cling to life no matter what. Or 
we can nurture the desire to be free of that 
very clinging. 

Beyond being and non-being, 
      the root of creation; 
Outside of space and time, 
      the gate appears.
Knowing the ineffable—
      blue mountains fill the eyes.
What question could there be?

Let your sincere inquiry bring you to this 
vast gate, beyond all being, non-being and 
knowing. Here, the blue mountains fill the 
eyes. What question could there be? This is 
the endless spring.

Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Sensei is the Head of the 
Mountains and Rivers Order and the abbot of the 
Zen Center of New York City: Fire Lotus Temple.

The True Dharma Eye is a modern English trans-
lation of Master Dogen’s Three Hundred Koan 
Shobogenzo, translated by Kazuaki Tanahashi and 
John Daido Loori Roshi, with Daido Loori’s com-
mentary, capping verse and footnotes.
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Rain is falling this morning—countless 
tiny ripples form and almost instantly 
disperse as drops hit the smooth wood-

en planks of my cabin deck. Looking out into 
the mountain forest, I inhale the woody scent 
of wet-blackened pines, feast my eyes on the 
brightening patches of moss, become absorbed 
by the sound of the creek as it rushes down 
Mount Tremper’s southern slope. Spring has 
arrived. 

It’s impossible to fathom the intricacy of 
all the varied systems that return this recently 
frozen land to life: the network of xylem that 
allows each twig to bud, the subterranean shifts 
that cue the earthworms to hatch. Bearing 
witness each year to the rebirth of spring, we 
naturally wonder at the continuity of our own 
lives. When we die, are we done with, or do we 
simply shift form?

The theme of this issue of Mountain Record 
is “Rebirth.” Although integral to the Buddha’s 
teachings on karma and causality, here in the 
West the teachings on rebirth seem harder to 
reconcile with modern-day views. As practitio-
ners of the dharma, we may grapple with, rein-
terpret, or ignore these teachings altogether—
though if we really want to understand this 
life and how it works, the latter hardly seems 
an option. It’s in this spirit that we take up 
this theme: to explore the concept of rebirth 
as it unfolds across the different schools of 
Buddhism, and through this study, to cultivate 
the mind that wants to understand. 

At the start of the issue, Shugen Sensei 
says that although a student may not be clear 
about their belief in rebirth, “In a sense, this is 
not so different from how we approach all of 

practice...we enter into it as an open inquiry, to 
discover, to find out.” Ryushin Sensei explores 
rebirth as a moment-to-moment phenome-
non—the arising of the self; Master Hakuin 
considers rebirth as insight into egolessness. 
The sutras offer yet another perspective, as 
the Buddha explains how our actions within 
this life condition the next. Dzogchen Ponlop 
writes, “What we call ‘life’ and ‘death’ are sim-
ply concepts attributed to a continuous state 
of being, an indestructible awareness that is 
birthless and deathless.” 

This issue also seemed a fitting time to 
introduce some shifts to the look and feel of 
our journal. We’ve experimented with larger 
images as well as other subtle changes to our 
layout. And Mountain Record is now avail-
able in an online version. Details about how 
to switch to a digital subscription are on the 
inside back cover; we hope you’ll consider 
going paperless to help conserve the Earth’s 
resources. But within these changes, our inten-
tion remains the same: to carefully tend the 
questions of life, deeply reflect on the mystery 
of death, and invite our readers to join us all 
along the way. 

As I return to my cabin to finish this edito-
rial, evening has fallen, the winds have picked 
up, and this morning’s rain has turned to a 
fine, wet April snow. Half an inch of icy white 
powder now coats the cabin deck—an impos-
sibility just a few hours ago. Who knows what 
the skies will bring at the rebirth of tomorrow?

        Danica Shoan Ankele, MRO
                Mountain Record, Editor

Editorial: Rebirth of the Mountain
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Thus have I heard. On one occasion the 
Blessed One was wandering by stages 
in the Kosalan country with a large 

Sangha of monks, and eventually he arrived 
at a Kosalan brahmin village named Sala. 

The brahmin householders of Sala heard: 
“It is said that the ascetic Gotama, the 
Sakyan son who went forth from a Sakyan 
clan, has been wandering in the Kosalan 

country with a large Sangha of monks and 
has come to Sala. Now a good report of 
Master Gotama has been circulating thus: 
‘That Blessed One is an arahant ... that is 
perfectly complete and purified.’ Now it is 
good to see such arahants.”

Then the brahmin householders of 
Sala went to the Blessed One. Some paid  
homage to him and sat down to one side; 

Why Beings Fare As They Do After Death
frOM The pali canOn

TranslaTeD by bhikkhu bODhi

Anandajoti



16

Blessed One: “Master Gotama, what is the 
cause and condition why some beings here, 
on the breakup of the body, after death, are 
reborn in a state of misery, in a bad destina-
tion, in the lower world, in hell? And what 
is the cause and condition why some beings 

some exchanged greetings with him and, 
after their greetings and cordial talk, sat 
down to one side; some saluted him rev-
erentially and sat down to one side; some 
remained silent and sat down to one side. 

When they were seated, they said to the 
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on the breakup of the body, after death, 
are reborn in a state of misery, in a bad 
destination, in the lower world, in hell. It 
is by reason of righteous conduct, conduct 
in accordance with the Dhamma, that some 
beings here, on the breakup of the body, 

here, on the breakup of the body, after 
death, are reborn in a good destination, in 
a heavenly world?”  

“Householders, it is by reason of unrigh-
teous conduct, conduct not in accordance 
with the Dhamma, that some beings here, 

Dave Bassett
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after death, are reborn in a good destina-
tion, in a heavenly world.” 

“We do not understand the detailed 
meaning of Master Gotama’s statement, 
which he has spoken in brief without 
expounding the detailed meaning. It would 
be good if Master Gotama would teach us 
the Dhamma so that we might understand 
the detailed meaning of his statement.” 

“Then, householders, listen and attend 
closely to what I shall say.” 

“Yes, venerable sir,” they replied. The 
Blessed One said this: 

“hOusehOlDers, There are Three kinds of 
unrighteous bodily conduct, conduct not 
in accordance with the Dhamma. There 
are four kinds of unrighteous verbal con-
duct, conduct not in accordance with the 
Dhamma. There are three kinds of unrigh-
teous mental conduct, conduct not in accor-
dance with the Dhamma. 

“And how, householders, are there three 
kinds of unrighteous bodily conduct, con-
duct not in accordance with the Dhamma? 
Here someone kills living beings; he is 
murderous, bloody-handed, given to blows 
and violence, merciless to living beings. 
He takes what is not given; he takes by 
way of theft the wealth and property of 
others in the village or forest. He commits 
sexual misconduct; he has intercourse with 
women who are protected by their mother, 
father, mother and father, brother, sister, or 
relatives, who have a husband, who are pro-
tected by law, and even with those already 
engaged. That is how there are three kinds 
of unrighteous bodily conduct, conduct not 
in accordance with the Dhamma. 

 “And how, householders, are there four 
kinds of unrighteous verbal conduct, con-

duct not in accordance with the Dhamma? 
Here someone speaks falsehood; when sum-
moned to a court, or to a meeting, or to 
his relatives’ presence, or to his guild, or to 
the royal family’s presence, and questioned 
as a witness thus: ‘So, good man, tell what 
you know,’ not knowing, he says, ‘I know,’ 
or knowing, he says, ‘I do not know’; not 
seeing, he says, ‘I see,’ or seeing, he says, 
‘I do not see’; in full awareness he speaks 
falsehood for his own ends, or for another’s 
ends, or for some trifling worldly end. He 
speaks maliciously; he repeats elsewhere 
what he has heard here in order to divide 
[those people] from these, or he repeats to 
these people what he has heard elsewhere 
in order to divide [these people] from 
those; thus he is one who divides those 
who are united, a creator of divisions, who 
enjoys discord, rejoices in discord, delights 
in discord, a speaker of words that create 
discord. He speaks harshly; he utters such 
words as are rough, hard, hurtful to others, 
offensive to others, bordering on anger, not 
conducive to concentration. He engages in 
idle chatter; he speaks at the wrong time, 
speaks what is not fact, speaks what is use-
less, speaks contrary to the Dhamma and 
the Discipline; at the wrong time he speaks 
such words as are worthless, unreasonable, 
immoderate, and unbeneficial. That is how 
there are four kinds of unrighteous verbal 
conduct, conduct not in accordance with 
the Dhamma. 

“And how, householders, are there three 
kinds of unrighteous mental conduct, con-
duct not in accordance with the Dhamma? 
Here someone is covetous; he covets the 
wealth and property of others thus: ‘Oh, 
may what belongs to another be mine!’ Or 
he has a mind of ill will and intentions of 
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hate thus: ‘May these beings be slain and 
slaughtered, may they be cut off, perish, or 
be annihilated!’ Or he has wrong view, dis-
torted vision, thus: ‘There is nothing given, 
nothing offered, nothing sacrificed; no fruit 
or result of good and bad actions; no this 
world, no other world; no mother, no father; 
no beings who are reborn spontaneously; no 
good and virtuous ascetics and brahmins 
in the world who have themselves realized 
by direct knowledge and declare this world 
and the other world.’ That is how there 
are three kinds of unrighteous mental con-
duct, conduct not in accordance with the 
Dhamma. So, householders, it is by reason 
of such unrighteous conduct, such conduct 
not in accordance with the Dhamma, that 
some beings here on the breakup of the 
body, after death, are reborn in a state of 
misery, in a bad destination, in the lower 
world, in hell. 

“hOusehOlDers, There are Three kinds of 
righteous bodily conduct, conduct in accor-
dance with the Dhamma. There are four 
kinds of righteous verbal conduct, conduct 
in accordance with the Dhamma. There are 
three kinds of righteous mental conduct, 
conduct in accordance with the Dhamma. 

“And how, householders, are there three 
kinds of righteous bodily conduct, conduct 
in accordance with the Dhamma? Here 
someone, abandoning the destruction of 
life, abstains from the destruction of life; 
with rod and weapon laid aside, conscien-
tious, merciful, he dwells compassionate to 
all living beings. Abandoning the taking of 
what is not given, he abstains from taking 
what is not given; he does not take by way 
of theft the wealth and property of others 
in the village or in the forest. Abandoning 

sexual misconduct, he abstains from sexual 
misconduct; he does not have intercourse 
with women who are protected by their 
mother, father, mother and father, brother, 
sister, or relatives, who have a husband, who 
are protected by law, or with those already 
engaged. That is how there are three kinds 
of rightous bodily conduct, conduct in 
accordance with the Dhamma.

“And how, householders, are there four 
kinds of righteous verbal conduct, conduct 
in accordance with the Dhamma? Here 
someone, abandoning false speech, abstains 
from false speech; when summoned to a 
court, or to a meeting, or to his relatives’ 
presence, or to his guild, or to the royal fam-
ily’s presence, and questioned as a witness 
thus: ‘So good man, tell what you know,’ not 
knowing, he says, ‘I do not know,’ or know-
ing, he says, ‘I know’; not seeing he says, ‘I 
do not see’ or seeing, he says, ‘I see’; he does 
not in full awareness speak falsehood for his 
own ends, or for another’s ends, or for some 
trifling wordly end. Abandoning malicious 
speech, he abstains from malicious speech; 
he does not repeat elsewhere what he has 
heard here in order to divide [those people] 
from these, nor does he repeat to these 
people what he has heard elsewhere in order 
to divide [these people] from those; thus he 
is one who reunites those who are divid-
ed, a promoter of friendships, who enjoys  
concord, rejoices in concord, delights in 
concord, a speaker of words that promote 
concord. Abandoning harsh speech he 
abstains from harsh speech; he speaks such 
words as are gentle, pleasing to the ear, and 
loveable, as go to the heart, are courteous, 
desired by many, and agreeable to many. 
Abandoning idle chatter, he abstains from 
idle chatter; he speaks at the right time, 
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speaks what is fact, speaks on what is good, 
speaks on the Dhamma and the Discipline; 
at the right time he speaks such words as 
are worth recording, reasonable, moderate, 
and beneficial. That is how there are four 
kinds of righteous verbal conduct, conduct 
in accordance with the Dhamma.

“And how, householders, are there three 
kinds of righteous mental conduct, conduct 
in accordance with the Dhamma? Here 
someone is not covetous; he does not covet 
the wealth and property of others thus: ‘Oh, 
may what belongs to another be mine!’ His 
mind is without ill will, and he has inten-
tions free from hate thus: ‘May these beings 
be  free from enmity, affliction, and anxiety! 
May they live happily!’ He has right view, 
undistorted vision, thus: ‘There is what is 
given and what is offered and what is sac-
rificed; there is fruit and result of good and 
bad actions; there is this world and the other 
world; there is mother and father; there are 
beings who are reborn spontaneously; there 
are good and virtuous ascetics and brahmins 
in the world who have themselves realized 
by direct knowledge and declare this world 
and the other world.’ That is how there are 
three kinds of righteous mental conduct, 
conduct in accordance with the Dhamma. 
So, householders, it is by reason of such 
righteous conduct, such conduct in accor-
dance with the Dhamma that some beings 
here, on the breakup of the body, after 
death, are reborn in a good destination, 
even in a heavenly world.

“if, hOusehOlDers, One WhO observes righ-
teous conduct, conduct in accordance with 
the Dhamma, should wish: ‘Oh, that on 
the breakup of the body, after death, may 
I be reborn in the company of well-to-

do nobles!’ it is possible that, on the 
breakup of the body, after death, he will be 
reborn in the company of well-to-do nobles. 
Why is that? Because he observes righteous  
conduct, conduct in accordance with the 
Dhamma. 

“If, householders, one who observes 
righteous conduct, conduct in accordance 
with the Dhamma, should wish: ‘Oh, that 
on the breakup of the body, after death, may 
I be reborn in the company of well-to-do 
brahmins! ... in the company of well-to-do 
householders!’ it is possible that, on the 
breakup of the body, after death, he will be 
reborn in the company of well-to-do house-
holders. Why is that? Because he observes 
righteous conduct, conduct in accordance 
with the Dhamma. 

“If, householders, one who observes 
righteous conduct, conduct in accordance 
with the Dhamma, should wish: ‘Oh, that 
on the breakup of the body, after death, may 
I be reborn in the company of the devas of 
the realm of the Four Great Kings! ... in 
the company of the Tavatimsa devas ... the 
Yama devas ... the Tusita devas ... the devas 
who delight in creating ... the devas who 
wield power over others’ creations ... the 
devas of Brahma’s company ... the devas of 
radiance ... the devas of limited radiance ... 
the devas of immeasurable radiance ... the 
devas of streaming radiance ... the devas 
of glory ... the devas of limited glory ... the 
devas of immeasurable glory ...  the devas 
of refulgent glory ... the devas of great fruit 
... the aviha devas ... the atappa devas ... 
the sudassa devas ... the sudassi devas ... the 
akanittha devas ... the devas of the base of 
the infinity of space ... the devas of the base 
of the infinity of consciousness ... the devas 
of the base of nothingness ... the devas of 
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the base of neither-perception-nor-non-perception!’ it is possible 
that on the breakup of the body, after death, he will be reborn 
in the company of the devas of the base of neither-perception-
nor-non-perception. Why is that? Because he observes righteous 
conduct, conduct in accordance with the Dhamma. 

“If, householders, one who observes conduct in accordance 
with the Dhamma, righteous conduct, should wish: ‘Oh, by real-
izing it for myself with direct knowledge, may I in this very life 
enter upon and dwell in the liberation of mind, liberation by 
wisdom, that is taintless with the destruction of the taints!’ it is 
possible that, by realizing it for himself with direct knowledge, 
in this very life he will enter upon and dwell in the liberation 
of mind, liberation by wisdom, that is taintless with the destruc-
tion of the taints. Why is that? Because he observes righteous 
conduct, conduct in accordance with the Dhamma.”

When This Was saiD, the brahmin householders of Sala said to 
the Blessed One: “Magnificent, Master Gotama! Magnificent, 
Master Gotama! Master Gotama has made the Dhamma clear 
in many ways, as though he were turning upright what had 
been overthrown, revealing what was hidden, showing the way 
to one who was lost, or holding up a lamp in the darkness so 
those with good eyesight can see forms. We now go for refuge to 
Master Gotama, to the Dhamma, and to the Sangha of monks. 
Let Master Gotama accept us as lay followers who have gone for 
refuge from today until life’s end.” 

Bhikkhu Bodhi is an American Buddhist monk who was ordained in Sri 
Lanka in 1978 by the late Ven. Ananda Maitreya. He later became presi-
dent of the Buddhist Publication Society, where he served as editor, author 
and translator for many important Buddhist publications. He returned to the 
United States in 2002 and currently teaches at Chuang Yen Monastery and at 
Bodhi Monastery. 

From In the Buddha’s Words: An Anthology of Discourses from the Pali 
Canon. Copyright © 2005 by Bhikkhu Bodhi. Reprinted by permission of 
Wisdom Publications, Inc. wisdompubs.org
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Liberation: Uncoiling in Space
by francesca freManTle
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What is liberation? How is it accomplished?
 Who is liberated, and from what? 
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Buddhist scriptures, and so to journey along 
the path of the bardos, we must begin with 
these fundamental teachings. 

The fOunDaTiOn Of buDDhisM is the four 
noble truths proclaimed by Shakyamuni, 
the Buddha of this age, after his enlighten-
ment: the truth of the existence of suffer-
ing, the truth of the origin of suffering, the 
truth of the ending of suffering, and the 
truth of the path that leads to its ending. 
Suffering in this case is not just ordinary 
pain as opposed to pleasure, but a deeper, 
more pervasive sense of lack and of unreal-
ity, which is inherent in worldly existence 
itself. Suffering is closely linked to the 
impermanence of everything in our lives. 
The Buddha described all worldly phenom-
ena as having three characteristics: imper-
manence, suffering, and nonself. We suffer 
because we imagine what is not self to be 
self, what is impermanent to be permanent, 
and what from an ultimate viewpoint is pain 
to be pleasure. 

Existence with these three characteris-
tics is called samsara, which means continu-
ally flowing, moving on, from one moment 
to the next moment and from one life to the 
next life. Samsara is not the actual external 
world or life itself, but the way we interpret 
them. Samsara is life as we live it under the 
influence of ignorance, the subjective world 
each of us creates for ourselves. This world 
contains good and evil, joy and pain, but 
they are relative, not absolute; they can be 
defined only in relationship to each other 
and are continually changing into their 
opposites. Although samsara seems to be 
all-powerful and all-pervading, it is created 
by our own state of mind, like the world of 
a dream, and it can be dissolved into noth-

What is liberation? How is it 
accomplished? Who is liberated, 
and from what? The state of 

liberation is the ultimate goal. It has been 
given many names and has been described 
in many different ways, although it is essen-
tially inexpressible. It is our true, innate 
nature, our inalienable birthright, yet we do 
not recognize it. We seem to be imprisoned 
in a condition of unknowing. This unknow-
ing, ignorance, or delusion is the cause of 
all evil and pain, but it is not intrinsic to 
our being; it is like clouds obscuring the 
clear sky or dust that has accumulated 
on a mirror. Instead of having a concept 
of original sin, Buddhism speaks of basic 
goodness, for buddhanature dwells within 
us as our hidden essence. Liberation is 
synonymous with the Sanskrit word bodhi, 
which means awakening, understand-
ing, or enlightenment, and with nirvana, 
which means blowing out or extinction: the  
extinction of illusion. 

The Buddha said that his entire mes-
sage was concerned with suffering and the 
ending of suffering. We suffer because we 
do not know the true nature of reality, and 
so we have a false idea of what we really 
are. Liberation is release from this condi-
tion of suffering, and the path to it leads 
us through the process of questioning and 
finding out “who” exactly is to be liberated. 
We shall discover that “who” and “from 
what” are really the same. All the philo-
sophical developments within Buddhism, 
all the different methods of practice, and all 
the elaborate symbolism of Vajrayana are 
concerned with these two basic principles: 
understanding the nature of suffering and 
becoming free from it. This is the message of 
Liberation through Hearing, just as it is of all 
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ingness just like awakening from a dream. 
When someone awakens to reality, even for 
a moment, the world does not disappear but 
is experienced in its true nature: pure, bril-
liant, sacred, and indestructible.

The key to the Buddha’s realization and 
teaching is the understanding of causality, 
because it is only when we know the cause 
of something that we can truly bring it to 
an end and prevent it from arising again in 
the future. In his search for the origin of 
suffering, he found that he had to go right 

back to the very beginning, to the very 
first flicker of individual self-awareness. In 
his spiritual practice, too, he always went 
further and further, never satisfied with the 
states of knowledge, peace, and bliss that he 
attained under the guidance of his teachers. 
He always wanted to know their cause and 
to see what lay beyond. In this way, he sur-
passed his teachers and eventually attained 
his great awakening.

He awoke to a state of perfect enlight-
enment, which he described as deathless, 
unborn, and unchanging. If it were not for 
that, he said, there could be no escape from 
birth and death, impermanence and suffer-
ing. There is indeed a condition of ultimate 
peace, bliss, knowledge, and freedom, but 
to reach it, we must first understand the 
cycle of conditioned existence in which 
we are imprisoned. Samsara is like a sick-
ness; the Buddha, who was called the Great 

Physician, offers a cure, but the patient 
must recognize the illness, with its causes, 
its symptoms, and its effects, before the cure 
can begin. 

The Buddha discovered the whole causal 
process of samsara, the complete cycle of 
the stages of cause and effect. According to 
tradition, he once described this process in 
a series of images so that it could easily be 
sent in pictorial form to the king of a neigh-
boring country who had inquired about 
his teaching. An artist drew the images  

according to the Buddha’s instructions, 
illustrating the whole realm of samsaric 
existence from which we seek liberation. 
This picture is known as the Wheel of Life 
and is familiar throughout the Buddhist 
world. It springs from the ame tradition 
of imagery that flowers so dramatically in 
Vajrayana, but goes back to the beginnings 
of Buddhism, so in every way it provides an 
excellent introduction to the understanding 
of our text.

The Wheel Of life

The outer rim of the wheel of life is divided 
into twelve sections, each containing a small 
picture. These represent the twelve links 
in the chain of cause and effect, known as 
dependent arising or, as Trungpa Rinpoche 
put it, the samsaric chain reaction. The 
twelve links can be seen as stages in the 

Although samsara seems to be all-powerful and all-pervading, 
it is created by our own state of mind.
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evolution of the individual human being (or 
any other living being), but at the same time 
they can be applied to one’s states of mind, 
which are continuously arising, developing, 
and passing away. The Buddha was inspired 
to set out on his search when he saw a sick 
man, an old man, and a corpse being carried 
to the cremation ground, and he realized the 
inescapable, universal nature of suffering. He 
also saw a wandering ascetic, whose look of 
peacefulness and inner joy deeply impressed 
him: he had caught a glimpse of freedom 
and he determined to attain it. Starting from 
the same point of departure as the Buddha, 
we can trace back the causes of suffering to 
their root by means of the twelve links in the 
chain. They should all also be understood 
as taking place within us from moment to 
moment, so that as we go through this whole 
series of images, we are also observing the 
birth, life, and death of mental states. 

1. DeaTh anD Decay

The iconography may vary slightly in dif-
ferent paintings, but somewhere on the rim, 
generally at the top left, we find a picture of a 
corpse being carried to the cremation ground: 
this is called decay and death. It is often 
translated as old age and death, but since 
many people die young and do not reach old 
age, here “age” really refers to the whole pro-
cess of aging and decay, which actually begins 
as soon as we are born. All pain, whether it 
is physical or mental, arises from some aspect 
of loss, destruction, or decay, so this image 
represents all the sufferings of existence.

2. birTh

The real cause of decay and death is not 
our physical condition, not illness or acci-
dent, but life itself, the simple fact of having 

been born. Moving counterclockwise around 
the circle, we come to the second picture, a 
mother giving birth to a child. Although this 
link in the chain is known as birth, it does not 
mean just the event of being born, but the life 
that has come into being; it encompasses the 
whole lifetime of that particular embodiment. 
It can refer to the birth of a living being or the  
physical appearance of something in the 
external world, or it may be interpreted as the 
arising of a thought or a mood in the mind.

3. exisTence

The next picture, illustrating the cause 
leading to birth, is sometimes of a pregnant 
woman and sometimes of a man and woman 
in sexual union. Both these images suggest 
conception, the beginning of a new life. This 
link is called existence, life, or becoming—
coming into existence. Existence means 
being in the state of samsara; outwardly 
subject to birth and death, inwardly under 
the influence of ignorance and confusion. 

4. grasping

Why do states of mind arise? Why do we 
continuously create our version of the world 
from moment to moment? Why does a liv-
ing being enter a womb to be born? When 
we search for the cause of becoming, we 
find it in grasping. The word for this link 
in the chain literally means appropriation 
or taking to oneself, and it is symbolized by 
a figure picking fruit from a tree. Grasping 
is the opposite of giving and letting go. We 
hold on tight to our opinions, our views of 
life, and our ideas about ourselves; again 
and again we grasp at the next thought, the 
next emotion, the next experience; at the 
moment of death, we grasp at the next life. 
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5. ThirsT

Grasping is based, in turn, on the fund-
mental instinct of needing, wanting, and 
longing called thirst. It is depicted by a 
person drinking or being offered a drink. 
This is the thirst for existence that makes 
us cling to life at all costs, and it is also the 
basic drive to experience pleasure and to be 
free from pain. Thirst can never be satis-
fied: even if we drink as much as we can, it 
will return sooner or later. It is inherent in 
our sense of self. This thirst, also translated 
as desire or craving, is often said to be the 
cause of suffering. It is not the ultimate 

cause, but it is the immediate and most 
obvious cause.

6. sensaTiOn

Thirst for experience depends upon the 
possibility of feeling or sensation, symbol-
ized by a man pierced in the eye by an arrow. 
This brutal image reminds us sharply that the 
whole series is intended to express the ines-
capable suffering of samsara. It is interesting 
to note that the Sanskrit word for feeling 
can specifically mean pain as well as sensa-
tion in general. This points to the truth that 
in samsara, from the absolute point of view, 
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Name and form together constitute the indi-
vidual person. Form is the material aspect, 
the boat of the body that carries us along the 
river of life, while name includes all the non-
physical aspects of our being (the passengers 
could be regarded as the different “personali-
ties” within us). In many parts of the world, a 
person’s name is considered to have magical 
significance. When we are given a name, we 
receive an identity; our name defines who 
we are. If we think of someone’s name, we 
automatically remember his or her physical 
appearance and vice versa. Body cannot be 
separated from mind; the physical and non-
physical aspects of existence both arise from 
the same cause, and they reflect each other. 

10. cOnsciOusness

For a person to exist, individual con-
sciousness is necessary. Consciousness func-
tions through the six senses. It is what makes 
us aware of ourselves and divides the world 
into subject and object; it gives us the sense 
of being “I” as opposed to everything else 
that is not “I.” Consciousness is appropriately 
pictured as a restless, inquisitive monkey 
leaping from object to object, never staying 
still. Sometimes the monkey is shown picking 
fruit from a tree, and sometimes peering out 
through the windows of a house—the house 
of the six senses. 

11. cOnDiTiOning

Consciousness is not pure, direct aware-
ness, but is produced and conditioned by 
the way the mind functions, so the next 
link in the chain is called conditioning (or 
formations). It refers to certain characteristic 
mental forces or patterns that motivate our 
thoughts, words, and deeds. It is here that 
the law of karma begins to operate. The word 

all feeling of any kind is essentially painful 
because it is related to our false idea of self. 
But in the awakened state where there is 
no self-centered attachment or aversion, all 
feeling is experienced as “great bliss.” Great 
bliss is not just increased pleasure but a tran-
scendental experience of sensitivity that can 
be aroused by means of any sensation what-
soever, not only through pleasure, but also 
through what we ordinarily think of as pain. 

7. cOnTacT 
Sensation arises from contact or touch, 

illustrated by a man and woman embracing. 
This represents the contact between the 
senses and their objects. In the tantras, this 
powerful imagery is transformed into a pas-
sionate embrace of love, a magical dance of 
the awakened mind with the world perceived 
in its true, sacred nature. But here, while we 
are still concerned with basic principles, it 
simply illustrates what happens whenever 
there is the experience of duality and a rela-
tionship exists between subject and object. 

8. six senses

The embrace can only take place because 
of the existence of the six senses, depicted by 
a house with six windows. In Indian tradition, 
the mind is considered to be a sense organ 
that has as its objects all the perceptions, 
thoughts, feelings, and so on that arise within 
it. So in addition to the usual five senses of 
sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell, the 
mental function is counted as the sixth. 

9. naMe anD fOrM

If the six senses exist, there must be a 
particular living being to whom they belong. 
The next picture is of a boat filled with 
passengers, which is called name and form. 
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karma literally means “action,” but generally 
when we speak of the law of karma, it refers 
to both action and its result: the universal 
law of cause and effect on a personal level. 
Everything we think, speak, and do has an 
inevitable consequence. The Buddha taught 
that karma really refers to intentions, not 
just to actions in the literal sense. Our lives 
are shaped by our innermost thoughts and 
deepest motivations, including those on the 
most subtle and hidden level, which can only 
be discovered by profound meditation tech-
niques. This link in the chain is symbolized 
by a potter making pots. In theistic religions, 
the image of the potter is sometimes used for 
God the creator, while in Buddhism the force 
of karma is continually creating the world 
anew for each living being at every moment. 

12. ignOrance

But why does conditioning even arise in 
the first place? How did the whole process 
ever start? The Buddha traced the root cause 
back to ignorance, the mind’s ignorance of 
its own awakened nature—the final and 
original link in the chain. This is the farthest 
back we can go within the circle of samsara; 
this is where everything begins. Indeed, we 
can say that this whole cycle really has no 
beginning and no end, because our very 
notions of past, present, and future are part 
of samsara. Ignorance is symbolized by an old 
blind woman, tottering about with the aid of 
a stick. Trungpa Rinpoche referred to her as 
a blind grandmother. She has given birth to 
generations of samsaric existence, endless-
ly proliferating and reproducing. Ignorance 
means ignoring the truth of reality, shutting 
one’s eyes to the awakened state. Although 
the light of reality is ever-present, igno-
rance chooses to remain blind. The nature 

of this blindness is to believe in the exis-
tence of a separate, independent self. Trungpa 
Rinpoche also used to say that ignorance is 
very intelligent. It is actually the intelligence 
of samsara, which is fighting a continual 
battle for survival and constantly looking for 
ways of keeping up its own illusion, its own 
self-deception.

here We have TraceD each link in the chain 
backward to its cause, from the suffering of 
mortal life, culminating in death, all the way 
back to its ultimate origin, ignorance. The 
whole series of pictures can also be read in 
reverse order, from ignorance to death. If 
we do this, we can clearly see the inevitable 
development of the twelve stages: ignorance, 
conditioning, consciousness, name and form, 
the six senses, contact, sensation, thirst, 
grasping, existence, birth, and decay and 
death. The twelve links form an unending 
circle. At death we fall into a state of igno-
rance once more, and the cycle starts all over 
again. Samsara means going on and on, round 
and round, without beginning or end. 

Francesca Fremantle is a scholar and translator of 
Sanskrit, Tibetan and Buddhist texts. She is a teacher 
with the Longchen Foundation, established by Dilgo 
Khyentse and Chogyam Trungpa, and was a student 
with the latter for many years. 

From Luminous Emptiness: Understanding the 
Tibetan Book of the Dead. Copyright © 2001 by 
Francesca Fremantle. Reprinted by permission of 
Shambhala Publications. www.shambhala.com
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What is this root of life? It is 
that instant of ignorance that 
has come down through endless 

kalpas of time. Evolving through heaven 
and hell, this evil world and the Pure Land, 
that the three evil realms and the six evil 
paths are made to appear is all because of 
the power of this root of life. Although it 
is nothing but dreamlike, illusory thoughts, 
it can block the Great Matter of seeing 
into one’s own nature more effectively than 
an army of a hundred thousand demons. 
Sometimes it is called illusory thoughts, 
sometimes the root of birth and death, 
sometimes the passions, sometimes a demon. 
It is one thing with many names, but if you 
examine it closely you will find that what 
it comes down to is one concept: that the 
self is real. Because of this view that the self 
exists, we have birth and death, Nirvana, 
the passions, enlightenment. That is why it 
is said: “If the mind is produced, all things 
are produced; if the mind is destroyed, all 
things are destroyed.” Elsewhere we read: 
“[Should a bodhisattva give rise to a notion 
of] the self, of a person, of a sentient being, 
this is not a true bodhisattva.” The Buddha 
asked Kasyapa: “What Law do the sons of 
good families practice so that they can con-
form with the Law of the Great Nirvana?” 
Kasyapa answered by mentioning one by 
one such things as the five precepts, the ten 
good characteristics, the eighteen differ-
entiating qualities, the six perfections, all 
the good actions of a bodhisattva, the eight 

forms of deliverance, the countless Dharma 
gates, but the Buddha would accept none 
of his answers. Finally Kasyapa asked the 
Buddha: “What laws are there that conform 
with Nirvana?” and the Buddha answered: 
“The only Law that conforms with Nirvana 
is the Law of non-ego.”

buT nOn-egO is Of two kinds. Take a person 
who is weak in body and mind. He is afraid 
of everybody, destroys his vitality, and is 
influenced by all external circumstances. 
He does not get angry even when reviled; 
he does not care even if he is rejected 
but always stupidly plods along getting 
nowhere. His knowledge advances not one 
bit and he thinks that the non-ego to which 
he has attained is sufficient. Such a person 
is a torn rice bag, bloated from gorging 
himself on the swill of swine, an ignorant, 
blind fool. This does not represent the true 
non-ego. How much less so then for the 
person who, relying on the power of the 
calling of the Buddha’s name, hopes to “go” 
to the Pure Land and thus tries to “become” 
a Buddha! What is this “going”? What is 
this “becoming”? If it isn’t ego, then what 
is it? Don’t say: “This is a view that denies 
karma.” Is this denying or not denying? If 
you are not a hero who has truly seen into 
his own nature, don’t think it is something 
that can be known so easily. If you wish 
accordance with the true, pure non-ego, you 
must be prepared to let go your hold when 
hanging from a sheer precipice, to die and 

frOM Orategama Zokusho
by hakuin ekaku



return again to life. Only then can you attain to the true ego of 
the four Nirvana virtues.

What is “to let go your hold when hanging from a sheer 
precipice”? Supposing a person should find himself in some 
desolate area where noone has ever walked before. Below him 
are the perpendicular walls of a bottomless chasm. His feet rest 
precariously on a patch of slippery moss, and there is no spot of 
earth on which he can steady himself. He can neither advance 
nor retreat; he faces only death. The only things he has on 
which to depend are a vine that he grasps by the left hand and 
a creeper that he holds with his right. His life hangs as if from 
a dangling thread. If he were suddenly to let go his dried bones 
would not even be left.

So it is with the study of the Way. If you take up one koan 
and investigate it unceasingly, your mind will die and your will 
will be destroyed. It is as though a vast, empty abyss lay before 
you, with no place to set your hands and feet. You face death and 
your bosom feels as though it were afire. Then suddenly you are 
one with the koan, and both body and mind are cast off. This is 
known as the time when the hands are released over the abyss. 
Then when suddenly you return to life, there is the great joy of 
one who drinks the water and knows for himself whether it is 
hot or cold. This is known as rebirth in the Pure Land. This is 
known as seeing into one’s own nature. You must push forward 
relentlessly and with the help of this complete concentration 
you will penetrate without fail to the basic source of your own 
nature. Never doubt that without seeing into your own nature 
you cannot become a Buddha; without seeing into your own 
nature there is no Pure Land.

Even the world-honored Tathagata, the incomparable great 
sage of the three worlds who longed to become the guide to all 
sentient beings, before he entered the Himalaya and saw once 
into his own nature, was no different from ordinary people, 
revolving endlessly in the cycle of transmigration, and he 
himself passed through some eight thousand rebirths. With 
the coming of the dawn of the great awakening to one’s own 
nature, then are the eyebrows opened wide to enlightenment. It 
is an unparalleled ignorance to believe that one can become a 
Buddha without seeing into one’s own nature, or that there is a 
Pure Land outside of one’s own nature.
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The TWenTy-eighTh ancesTOr, Bodhidharma, 
borne by the living body of the bodhisattva 
Kannon, endured endless stretches of raging 
waves to come to China, a land that already 
possessed the sacred scriptures in abun-
dance, to transmit the seal of the Buddha 
mind that had been handed down from the 
Tathagata. Hearing of this, and wondering 
what Great Matter he had to impart, people 
wiped their eyes, adjusted their garments, 
and came longing for instruction. And what 
he had to teach was only the one thing—
seeing into one’s own nature and becom-
ing Buddha. Although he set up six gates, 
including the “Breaking through Form” and 

the “Awakened Nature,” ultimately they all 
come down to the one thing—seeing into 
one’s own nature.

But sentient beings are numberless; 
therefore the gates to the Dharma are num-
berless. Among them [the Buddha] estab-
lished one gate, that of rebirth into the 
Pure Land, as a temporary expedient to 
rescue Vaidehi from the prison in which 
she languished. If rebirth in the Pure Land 
were the pivotal teaching of Buddhism, 
then Bodhidharma could just as well have 
written a note of two or three lines and sent 
it on to China. Would Bodhidharma have 
endured the painful agonies of the raging 

Oliver Jeannin
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waves, and risked his life against monster 
fish to come all the way to China just to say: 
“Concentrate on the calling of the Buddha’s 
name and you will be reborn in the Pure 
Land”?

The saMe Was True Of the Buddha. At 
first he lived in the palace of his father 
Suddhodana and spent his time in pleasur-
able enjoyment with his wives Yasodhara 
and Gopika. His position was that of a ruler; 
he possessed the wealth of India, and he 
believed that at death it would be satisfac-
tory to call the name and be reborn in the 
Pure Land. One can imagine the state of his 
mind then, when he discarded his position 
as king, for six years engaged in arduous 
ascetic practices and suffered the scorn of 
the hermit Aradakalama. Later he entered 
deep into the Himalaya and fell into so 
intense a samadhi that he was unaware of 
the reeds that were piercing his thigh or the 
lightning that struck down horses and oxen 
beside him. His whole body was so emaci-
ated that he looked like a tile bound with 
rope and his bones stuck to his skin.

Then finally, on the eighth day of the 
twelfth month, he glimpsed the planet 
Venus, and then for the first time saw into 
his own nature and gained a great awak-
ening. At this time he exclaimed aloud: 
“How wonderful! All sentient beings are 
endowed with the great wisdom and virtu-
ous characteristics of the Tathagata!” And 
then he came down from the mountain 
and expounded in full measure the sudden 
and the gradual, the intermediate and the 
complete teachings. At this time he was 
venerated as the Tathagata, endowed with 
the ten titles and possessed of the perfect 
miraculous enlightenment. Is this not what 

Shan-hui Ta-shih has described in these 
words: “Suddenly awakening to the source 
of the mind, the treasure storehouse is 
opened”? Even though ours is a degener-
ate age, is this not a splendid example that 
Buddhists today should venerate? If you 
look for the essentials and the basic content 
of the practice that has been transmitted 
from the Tathagata who appeared in this 
world through the Ancestors and sages and 
all wise people and famous monks, it is 
nothing other than the principle of seeing 
into one’s own nature.

Rennyo Shonin has spoken about every 
day rebirth and rebirth without the welcom-
ing of Amida. When you think about it, is 
this not the true principle of seeing into 
your own nature? 

Hakuin Ekaku (1686-1769) is credited as almost 
single-handedly revitalizing Japanese Zen. His ink-
brush paintings are prized today for their vibrancy. 

Philip B Yampolsky (1920-1996) was an 
Adjunct Associate Professor of Japanese, translator 
and scholar of Zen Buddhism.

From The Zen Master Hakuin Selected Writings 
translated by Philip B. Yampolsky, Copyright © 
1971 Columbia University Press. Reprinted by 
permission of Columbia University Press. 



38
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Let us explore the nature of karma, 
because I think karma is quite mis-
understood in the West. There are 

various understandings in different reli-
gious traditions of the meaning of karma, 
but here we’ll examine the Buddhist 
understanding of that term. Actually, the 
word karma in Sanskrit means “action.” It 
also means “work.”  

All actions we undertake not only with 
our body but with our speech and with 
our mind are expressions of karma. It’s the 
action part that counts, not the result. 

The Buddha himself said that by karma 
he meant intention, chetana. Karma is 
intention. This means that every inten-
tional action of body, speech, or mind 
plants seeds in our mind stream. Sooner 
or later, in that lifetime or in future life-
times, those seeds will sprout and ripen. 
That ripening is called vipaka, which 
means a result of the karma. And that is 
what we experience. We have to under-
stand that karma isn’t some kind of over-
powering or all-pervading fate. The little 
seeds planted in the past are eventually 
going to sprout up. How and when they 
sprout is undetermined. 

When The lOrD buDDha Siddhartha 
Gautama attained enlightenment it wasn’t 
just a sudden zap. It was a very gradual 
opening of the mind. In the first watch 
of the night as he sat under the Bodhi 
Tree in Bihar, he went back through all 
his previous births. He went through 
aeons and aeons of time, through devolu-
tions and evolutions of the universe, back 
through billions of years, knowing: At that 
time, I was like this. At that time, I lived like 
this and then I died, and I was reborn like 
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continually weaving. That’s the whole 
point. 

The Buddha said that karma is inten-
tion. This means that the seeds we sow are 
influenced not by the actual overt action, 
but by the motivation behind that action. 
Whenever we do anything, we can always 
justify it to ourselves. We always have high 
and moral reasons for doing whatever we 
do, and we can usually think of excuses for 
much of our conduct. But what is the real, 
underlying reason for what we do and say 
and think? Because it is that, the genuine 
reason, not the reason by which we justify 
ourselves, which is going to color and influ-
ence the kinds of seeds that are being sown. 
That’s one reason why mindfulness is so 
emphasized in Buddhist practice: we have 
to become aware not only of the superficial 
actions, thoughts, and ideas, but of what 
is really going on underneath. In order to 
make things very simple, Buddhist psychol-
ogy divides these motivations into what are 
called the six roots; three negative roots and 
three positive roots are seen as underlying 
incentives for all our actions. Although it’s 
a great simplification, it’s amazing how such 
classification does actually clarify what we 
do and say and think. 

The Three negaTive rOOTs are our old friends 
the three poisons. That means basic delu-
sion or confusion, greed or desire, and anger 
or hatred. Any action we perform with an 
underlying motivation of delusion, greed, 
or ill will is negative, and it will result 
eventually in negative effects. Actions we 
perform with the opposite of that are tradi-
tionally known as non-delusion, non-greed, 
and non-ill will. That means we engage in 
actions with understanding, or clarity of 

that. Time has no meaning on an absolute 
level, and so in a very short time he was able 
to experience all this. Then, in the second 
watch of the night—a watch is a three-
hour period—his mind opened still further to 
encompass all beings: their coming into exis-
tence, their duration, their passing away and 
coming again into a new being. And in the 
third watch of the night, just before dawn, he 
realized the interconnection and the relativ-
ity of all things: interdependent origination. 
That is when he became a Buddha. 

Nowadays in our very humanistic, scho-
lastic mode we say, “Oh well, the Buddha 
talked about karma because it was the 
fashion of the day. You know, everybody 
in those days believed in karma, or many 
people did, so he just took it on board as 
part of his doctrine.” But it wasn’t like that. 
It was part of his enlightenment to actu-
ally experience how beings come and how 
beings go, and how they are interrelated and 
interconnected—how karma works. Later 
on, his main attendant and cousin, Ananda, 
said to him, “Well, karma is kind of com-
plicated, but I think I’ve got it now.” The 
Buddha replied, “Don’t even say that. The 
understanding of karma is the province only 
of the mind of a fully enlightened one.” 

Only a Buddha can really understand 
karma, because only a Buddha can see the 
total pattern, the whole tapestry. We just 
see a tiny part, and on the wrong side usu-
ally—the side with all the knots and the 
loose ends. And then we try to understand 
the total pattern from that tiny square, 
but how is that possible? We need to look 
at the other side at a distance in order to 
see how all those red and green and blue 
threads form a pattern. I don’t mean that 
our life patterns are already woven. We are  
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mind; detachment, or generosity (the oppo-
site of greed is generosity—which means 
wanting to share and to give, rather than to 
keep it all for oneself); and loving-kindness 
and compassion. These three wholesome 
roots will eventually bring a very good 
harvest. Therefore, it is necessary for us to 
understand what we are doing and why we 
are really doing it, and to allow as much 
clarity into the situation as possible. 

From a Buddhist point of view, we have 
all lived countless lifetimes in so many dif-
ferent forms—as male and female, as human 
beings and as animals, as spirits, and as 
all sorts of things. There is almost noth-
ing we haven’t done at some time. This is 
one reason why we’re so connected with all 
beings—we’ve shared their experiences at 
some time, even though we’ve now forgotten 
them. Sometimes we are high, sometimes we 
are low; sometimes we are poor, sometimes 
we are rich; sometimes we are very clever, 
sometimes we are stupid. We’ve done it all. 
Sometimes we are nice people, and some-
times we’re absolutely awful. Who are we 
to condemn when we have probably expe-
rienced everything at some time or another? 

And because we have planted so many 
diverse seeds, even if in this lifetime we’ve 
been really good people, it may be that we 
have to experience the results of a crop 
which we sowed at some previous time, one 
which was very negative. So, despite the 
fact that we’re very good people—we’ve 
always been kind and generous—we may 
yet have a life which is difficult and full of 
problems, maybe a life with ill-health, or 
with people cheating us, or whatever. We 
may feel that this is very unfair: “I’m such 
a nice person, how can this happen to me?” 
The reason is that we were not always nice 

people. Sometimes, we’ve been horrible 
people. Therefore we have to experience 
the fruition of those past actions. And we 
should be grateful, because if we respond 
with a positive mind now, we transform 
them from hardship into a teaching on the 
path, as a way of learning patience and 
cultivating compassion for the sufferings of 
others, too. Then we not only plant good 
seeds for the future, but we exhaust the bad 
seeds of the past. 

i haD a frienD WhO haD breast cancer. On 
the whole, I’m sure she had been a really 
nice person in her lifetime. She led a good 
and wholesome life. So she could well have 
thought, “Why is this happening to me? I’m 
so young, and yet look at this—what a very 
terrible thing to happen to me.” But once, 
when she was resting, she had a waking 
dream in which suddenly she found herself 
as a man: she was now a soldier in armor 
standing over another soldier, who was lying 
on the ground. He had a red cross on his 
breastplate, as if it was during the time of the 
Crusades. Holding a spear to his chest, she 
was looking down at him. He was pleading 
for his life, and she knew at that moment 
she had a choice. She could let him go or she 
could kill him. She looked into his eyes and 
his eyes looked into hers, and he was implor-
ing. She thrust the spear right through him. 
And as she did that, she felt such an incred-
ible pain at her chest, and then she awoke 
into present-day consciousness. 

Whether or not that was just something 
which her mind brewed up, who knows? But 
it could also be an explanation for why so 
many centuries later, she was now having 
this terrible disease. In this lifetime she was 
a good person. But we plant seeds, and they 
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have to come up once the right conditions 
appear. We have to accept that. 

anD ThaT brings us TO the next part of this 
whole question. Now we are here, and we 
have this lifetime. We don’t come into this 
world as empty blank sheets, no matter 
what the psychiatrists like to tell us. I’m 
sure those of you who have had children 
know very well that each child is very dif-
ferent right from the start. We look into the 
eyes of a small baby, and it’s a person! We 
bring with us the patterning and condition-
ing of many, many lives. 

Therefore in this lifetime there will be 
certain things which happen to us; certain 
events which are likely to occur. But there 
are infinite crossroads; it’s not all laid out. 
We are going along and the road branches. 
If we take this path then we will go on and 
we will meet more turnoffs. Or if we take 
that path, we will meet with other turnoffs, 
and so on. It’s like that. It’s not as though 
one way has already been set out for us, one 
way predestined for us. Some people have 
the kind of lives which look like that. For 
instance, my own life has always seemed a 
bit predestined, presumably because of very 
strong imprints and aspirations from the 
past. When I try to make a detour, barriers 
come up, and I have to keep going the way 
I am supposed go. But nonetheless, we do 
have choice. This is the point of a human 
birth—we have choice. Even people who 
have clairvoyance say this is only what is 
likely to happen. It doesn’t have to hap-
pen; other circumstances can come up and 
we can change it. For example, at one time 
the Buddha was walking outside the city 
walls and he saw a ragged corpse. It was 
the body of a drunken wastrel who had just 

died. The Buddha said that this man, the 
son of a rich merchant, had originally been 
very wealthy. He had met with the Buddha, 
and was attracted to the Dharma, and had 
even thought of becoming a monk. But his 
wife dissuaded him and so he didn’t ordain. 
Eventually he began to gamble and drink 
and waste all his money. He ended up as 
a beggar. The Buddha said that if he had 
become a monk at that time, he would have 
become an Arhat. He would have become 
completely liberated. 

Due to the seeds we have planted in the 
past, certain things are likely to happen. How 
we respond to those events plants new seeds. 
In other words, we are constantly creating 
our own future. If we make skillful responses, 
the results will be good. If we make unskillful 
responses, we will have a hard time in the 
future. We are responsible for our lives now 
and in the future. It is up to us. Ultimately, 
we can’t blame anyone else. Of course we are 
influenced by those around us. We are influ-
enced by our upbringing; we are influenced by 
many things. But nonetheless, some people 
have had extremely traumatic lives—terrible 
childhoods, dreadful experiences in relation-
ships, but they come out of it flying. Other 
people have had pretty good upbringings dur-
ing which nothing really horrible happened, 
but they ended up committing suicide. It 
is up to us whether we surmount our dif-
ficulties and find the way to use all that we 
may encounter to strengthen ourselves; or 
whether we go under and become embittered 
and obsessed with our memories, reinforc-
ing our sense of low self-worth. Things are 
going to happen. What is important is how 
we respond. 

We meet someone, and they say some-
thing to us. How we reply will condition their 
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next remark. If we respond in a disgruntled, 
angry way, they will answer in a surprised 
and annoyed way. Tension will escalate. 
Then we’re going to feel totally miserable 
and they’re going be upset, too. Everything 
will go wrong. But if we reply in a nice and 
friendly way, they will surely respond in kind 
and then everything will unfold in a more 
open direction. 

far frOM being sOMeThing very heavy 
and fatalistic, karma, rightly understood,  

expresses our total responsibility. We always 
have this space within which we now make 
a choice as to what is a skillful or unskill-
ful response. It’s not a static situation; it’s 
not something set in concrete. Karma is 
constantly flowing and changing as we go 
in new directions, depending on how we 
meet the present moment. We can go up or 
we can go down: it is our choice. We can’t 
put the blame on others—we can’t blame 
our upbringing, our parents, our relation-
ships, or the government, or the country, 

Elle Smed
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or the weather. It’s up to us, to each one of 
us, moment to moment to moment. We act 
skillfully or we act unskillfully—the choice 
is ours. And that is karma, in a nutshell. 

There many categories of karma: the kind 
of karma which operates immediately, the 
kind of karma which takes time, and so forth, 
but perhaps that’s not so important here. 
What is important is that we understand 
the basic ideas behind it, and understand 
that karma is not fate. It’s all those seeds we 
planted that are going to come up at some 
point. In every moment we plant new seeds. 
It’s an ongoing process. That’s very important 
to understand. Ultimately who we were in 
our past lives is totally irrelevant. 

One TiMe, i Was sTaying with my aunt. When 
I think of the “man in the street,” the 
ordinary person, I have to think about my 
family because normally I don’t really meet 
“ordinary” people. I meet with people who 
are interested in spiritual matters. Actually, 
I think that an interest in spirituality is 
normal, but apparently it isn’t!

In any case, my middle-aged aunt once 
gave a dinner party to which she invited 
a number of very old friends. They owned 
shops, or they were doctors, and so on. 
Just ordinary nice people. During this din-
ner with old friends whom she had known 
since adolescence, one of the men said, “I 
think in one of my former lifetimes I must 
have been Spanish, because when I went to 
Spain I felt this tremendous empathy with 
the land. I felt like I was going home even 
though outwardly it was a very different 
and alien environment.” And somebody 
else said, “Well, that’s funny, because I 
feel like that about Scotland. I really felt 
when I went there that I must have been 

Scottish at some time during my past lives.” 
Soon everybody at the table began to talk 
about who they thought they were in their 
past lives, and my aunt was aghast! She’d 
never realized that her friends had had any 
thoughts of this nature. 

Finally one of them turned to me and 
said, “Ah, but Ani-la, the question is not 
who we were in our past lives, is it? It’s how 
we use this lifetime properly so that our 
future lifetimes will go well!”

That’s the point. Our past lifetimes are 
gone, so let them go. The point is this life-
time—what do we do with what we have 
now? How do we use this life skillfully to 
set ourselves in the right direction, so that 
in future lifetimes, having planted so many 
good seeds in this lifetime, we can go up and 
up and up? That’s the point. 

 

Jetsunma Tenzin Palmo is one of the first Westerners 
to be ordained as a Tibetan Buddhist nun. Her efforts 
to promote the status of female practioners in Tibetan 
Buddhism led to her establishment of the Dongyu 
Gatsal Ling Nunnery in India. 

From Into The Heart of Life. Published by Snow 
Lion Publications. Copyright © 2011 by Tenzin 
Palmo. Reprinted by permission of Shambhala 
Publications. www.shambhala.org
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I have a feeling that my boat

has struck, down there in the depths,

against a great thing.

      And nothing 

happens! Nothing . . . Silence. . . Waves

—Nothing happens? Or has everything happened, 

and are we standing now, quietly, in the new life?

From News of the Universe: Poems of Twofold Consciousness edited by Robert Bly. Translation copyright © 1995 
by Robert Bly. Reprinted by permission of Sierra Club Books. 

Oceans
 by Juan raMOn JiMeneZ

TranslaTeD by rOberT bly
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Mind Beyond Death
by DZOgchen pOnlOp

Whenever we embark on a long journey, there is a 
sense of death and rebirth. The experiences we go 
through have a transitional quality. The moment 

we step outside our house and close the door, we begin to 
leave our life behind. We say goodbye to family and friends 
and to the familiar rooms and routines that we inhabit. We 
might feel regret mixed with our excitement as we climb 
into the taxi that will take us to the airport. As our vision of 
home recedes, we are both sadly parted and joyfully released 
from all that defines us. The further from home we go, the 
more focused we become on our next destination. We think 
less of home and more about where we are going. We begin 
to look at a new map; we start to think about where we will 
land, about the new people, new customs and new environ-
ment—the new sets of experiences to come.  

Until we reach our destination, we are in transit—in 
between two points. One world has dissolved, like last 
night’s dream, and the next has not yet arisen. In this 
space, there is a sense of total freedom: we are free from the 
business of being our ordinary selves; we are not tied to the 
day-to-day world and its demands in quite the same way. 
There is a sense of freshness and appreciation of the present 
moment. At the same time, we have moments of feeling 
fearful and groundless because we have entered unknown 
territory. We do not know with certainty what will arise in 
the next moment or where it will take us. The moment we 
relax, however, our insecurity dissolves, and the environ-
ment becomes friendly and supportive. We are at ease in 
our world once again and can move forward naturally and 
with confidence.  

photo: Alex Schwab
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sTill, JOurneys DO nOT alWays go according 
to plan. If we are traveling by air, the flight 
might be delayed or cancelled. If we are on 
a train, weather conditions might slow us 
down. If we are on the road, in one moment, 
a tire could blow in heavy traffic, diverting 
us off the main highway to a small-town 
garage. It is sensible, therefore, to plan care-
fully for what may arise. We should be sure 
to bring with us whatever we might need. We 
should know our route, the location of ame-
nities and services along the way, and the 
local customs. Then we can simply relax and 
be wherever we are, which is the experience 
of being in the present moment.  

leaving This life is siMilar in many ways to 
going on a long trip. In this case, the trip we 
are making is a journey of mind. We are leav-
ing behind this body, our loved ones, our pos-
sessions, and all our experiences of this life, 
and moving on to the next. We are in transit, 
in between two points. We have left home 
but have not yet reached our next destina-
tion. We are neither in the past nor in the 
future. We are sandwiched between yesterday 
and tomorrow. Where we are now is the pres-
ent, which is the only place we can be.  

This experience of the present moment 
is known as bardo in Tibetan Buddhism. 
Bardo in a literal sense means “interval”; 
it can also be translated as an “intermedi-
ate” or “in-between” state. Thus, we can 
say that whenever we are in between two 
moments, we are in a bardo state. The past 
moment has ceased; the future moment 
has not yet arisen. There is a gap, a sense 
of nowness, of pure openness, before the 
appearance of the next thing, whether that 
is our next thought or our next lifetime. It is 
the same when we take any trip. We are in  

transition—even when leaving work to 
go home or leaving home to move to 
another state. If we pay attention to these 
transitions, if we can remain conscious of 
our environment at these times, then we 
are much more likely to be aware of our 
environment during the bardos that go 
beyond this life—that encompass our pas-
sage through the bardos of dying and death. 
We will be more in control of our journey 
and able to meet new or challenging experi-
ences with a clear and steady mind.  

When we can be fully present with them, 
the experiences we meet throughout the 
bardos of death become simple and natural. 
We can actually afford to relax and let go of 
hope and fear. We can be inquisitive about 
our new experiences. We can also learn 
something about ourselves—that, ultimately, 
who we are in the most genuine sense tran-
scends our limited notion of self. At this 
transitional point, we have an opportunity 
to go beyond that perception and transform 
the appearance of death into an experience 
of awakening by recognizing the true nature 
of mind. Thus, just as we would prepare for 
any trip, packing clothes and so forth, it is 
highly advisable to make good preparations 
for our next major journey—our passage from 
this life to the next. Those preparations are 
the topic of this book.

According to the teachings of Tibetan 
Buddhism, the essence of the spiritual jour-
ney can be said to begin and end with the 
present moment. Its extensive  philosophi-
cal and meditative traditions all point to 
this state of simplicity. Among the most 
renowned and provocative of these systems 
are the tantric teachings on the six bardos, or 
intermediate states, of existence. In particu-
lar, these teachings describe six distinct sets 
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practice of methods that cultivate mindful-
ness and awareness, we develop insight, or 
prajna, that directly sees this nature of mind. 
In the instant that this nature is fully recog-
nized, our journey through the bardo states 
comes to an end. The opportunity to con-
nect with such a full recognition is said to be 
greatly enhanced at the time of death and in 
the intermediate states after death, so long as 
we have prepared ourselves to meet it. 

The cycle Of The six bardos describes our 
journey through various states of conscious 
experience in both life and death. In order to 
fully understand and appreciate the instruc-
tions on these bardos presented in the follow-
ing chapters, it will be useful to first examine 
what bardo is on the most fundamental 
level. The instructions themselves cannot 
be of genuine help if we do not know in any 
meaningful way what is being pointed to. To 
begin with, we must see that bardo has more 
than one meaning. One is easy to understand 
and recognize, and that is the conceptual, or 
relative, bardo. The other is more subtle and 
more difficult to grasp, and that is the non-
conceptual, or absolute, bardo. The noncon-
ceptual bardo is regarded as the very essence 
or true nature of the bardo experience. 

The understanding of bardo develops in 
stages, in the same way that all knowledge 
is accumulated. This realization can occur 
any time your mind is relaxed and open. It 
may be that you realize the nature of bardo 
when you are watching TV or eating a meal, 
and not while you are poring over words in 
a book. However it occurs, the journey you 
undergo to arrive at this understanding is a 
path that leads you to a direct experience of 
your own mind. It leads to an experience of 
pure awareness that is beyond thought. As 

of experiences: three that are related to this 
life and three that are related to experiences 
of death, after death, and our entrance into 
the next life. When the six bardos are viewed 
in full, we see that they encompass the entire 
spectrum of our experience as conscious 
beings, both in life and in death.

The Teachings On The six bardos point out 
the fundamental continuity of mind through 
all states of existence. From this perspec-
tive, what we call “life” and “death” are 
simply concepts—relative designations that 
are attributed to a continuous state of being, 
an indestructible awareness that is birthless 
and deathless. While impermanence—the 
constant ebb and flow of appearance and dis-
solution—characterizes all phenomena that 
we can see, hear, taste, touch, or mentally 
conceive, this pure, primordial mind endures 
all transitions and transcends all boundaries 
created by dualistic thought. Although we 
may cling to this life and fear its end, beyond 
death there is mind; and where there is mind, 
there is uninterrupted display, spacious,  
radiant, and continually manifesting. 

However, whether this understanding 
remains merely a comforting idea or becomes 
a key to accessing deeper levels of knowl-
edge and ultimate freedom depends on us. 
Relatively speaking, we are not free, so long 
as we do not recognize the true nature of our 
mind. That nature is empty, luminous wisdom; 
it is primordially pure awareness; it is the state 
of wakefulness that transcends duality. 

Although we are never separate from this 
nature, we do not see it. Instead, we see who 
we think we are, who we believe ourselves to 
be. We are a self that is fabricated by thought 
and thus we see a fabricated world, similar 
to the state of dream. However, through the 



50

you will hear over and over again, that pure 
mind is with you right now—it is closer to 
you than your own shadow. 

Once we have some understanding of 
what bardo is, we will benefit from the rich 
variety of these instructions. When we begin 
to apply the instructions to our mind, what 
we are doing is preparing ourselves well for 
a long journey. We are preparing ourselves 
to meet, recognize and master our own mind 

under a number of diverse and at times, 
challenging situations. All Buddhist mind 
training is precisely for this purpose, whether 
or not we are familiar with the word “bardo.” 

frOM One perspecTive, bardo is an experience 
of a certain duration of time, marked by a 
clear beginning, a sense of continuity and 
distinct end. The duration of that interval 
may be as short as a finger snap, or it may be 
much longer, such as the duration between 
birth and death, or between birth and the 
achievement of enlightenment. Therefore, 
bardo refers to a moment of experience—no 
matter how long that moment is.

Here we can note that the duration of 
any moment is not the actual experience 
itself. Our sense of time comes afterwards, 
outside of it. For exampIe, when we have had 
a headache, we might say, “I got a headache 
this morning and I had it until around 4 
o’clock this afternoon.” When we attribute 

a measurable amount of time to our head-
ache, that designation is conceptual. From 
an experiential point of view—what it felt 
like—its actual duration is not definite in 
any sense. That is why Buddhist teachings 
often describe time and space as relative 
phenomena, a view that corresponds to 
Western notions of relativity, such as the 
space-time observations of Albert Einstein. 
For example, a particular event may seem to 

pass in an instant for one person, while the 
same experience may seem to last an eon 
for someone else. So when we look at bardo 
from the perspective of a fixed amount of 
time we are seeing the relatlve or conceptual 
aspect of bardo. When we say “from birth 
until death,” for example, we are talking 
about a long chain of moments that are con-
nected by conceptual mind and then viewed 
as a whole.

When we look at bardo from the perspec-
tive of essence, we are seeing the absolute, or 
nonconceptual, aspect of bardo. The essence 
of bardo is discovered in the experience of 
nowness, in the gap between the cessation 
of one moment and the arising of the next. 
That essence is nothing other than the self-
aware wisdom that is the fundamental nature 
of our own mind. In the Mahamudra teach-
ings, this nature of mind is called “ordinary 
mind,” and in the Dzogchen teachings, it is 
called rigpa, which means “bare awareness,” 

There is a gap, a sense of nowness, of pure openness, before 
the appearance of the next thing, whether that is our next 
thought or our next lifetime.
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or “naked awareness.” This wisdom does not 
exist in substantial form. It exists as pure 
awareness, as the light of mind. When we 
do not recognize this nature, we perceive the 
world in a way that gives rise to confusion 
and suffering. When we do recognize it, we 
perceive the world clearly, in a way that gives 
rise to liberation. 

The experience Of The gap between the ces-
sation of one moment and the arising of the 
next is nothing less than the “moment of 
truth” that will determine our direction and 
shape our future experience. In Tibetan, we 
say that in each moment we are at a fork 
in the road. If we recognize the nature of 
our mind, then our clear vision, what arises 
before us, are the appearances of absolute 
truth, of actual reality. If we fail to recog-
nize the nature of our mind through our 
obscured vision, what arises before us are 
the delusive appearances of relative truth. 
Therefore, bardo is a pivotal moment, a 
crucial and decisive point in our journey. 

Whichever fork or direction we take, 
it is important to realize that all appear-
ances are, ultimately speaking, aspects of 
the nature of our own mind. They do not 
exist in a manner that is independent of 
our minds. It is taught that anyone who 
recognizes this does not have to continue 
through the cycle of the six bardos. All 
bardos are naturally self-liberated. Anyone 
who fails to recognize this must continue 
on this journey. However, it is also taught 
that every living being possesses this naked 
awareness. It is naturally present within the 
mindstreams of all beings.

In order to experience the nature of 
mind, you do not need to fulfill any pre-
requisites. You do not need any special  

training. You do not need to be initiated 
into any form of religion. You do not need 
to be a scholar, a great meditator, a great 
logician or philosopher. The pure awareness 
that is the essence of the present moment of 
our consciousness is free from all such labels 
and concepts—whether philosophical or 
religious. There is no question of whether or 
not we possess this awareness. The question 
is simply, do we recognize it? While we all 
have the opportunity to do so, we consis-
tently miss the moment. However, there are 
certain times when it is easier to see. The 
opportunity seems to be greatest when mind 
becomes intensified .

Such heightened states of mind occur 
under a variety of circumstances, both pain-
ful and pleasurable. We might be expe-
riencing anger, jealousy or irritation; we 
might also be feeling happiness, joy or bliss. 
Either way our experience can intensify to 
the point where we recognize the naked 
awareness that is  the essence of all such 
experiences. It does not matter what our 
circumstances or conditions are. If we can 
simpy watch our minds and observe the 
arising of our thoughts and emotions, then 
recognition of the nature of mind will arise 
naturally. If you seem to miss it right now, 
then just keep looking. One day that look-
ing will strike that vital point. However, 
if you do not make an effort, then there is 
not much hope that you will recognize the 
nature of mind. 

if We lOOk carefully aT at our experience of 
daily life, we will see that we are rarely in 
the present moment. Instead, we are living 
in the past or in the future. Our experience 
remains primarily on the conceptual level 
because we are always lost in our thoughts, 
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one moment thinking of how life was, and 
next about how it will be. 

We spend a great deal of time and energy 
on the future—to fulfill our hopes and 
dreams for a time that is yet to come. All of 
this hard work is for the benefit of the person 
we will be when that time comes. It is not 
for us now, the “I” or “me” of the present. 
The future is out there ahead of us but never 
comes into this world so that we can enjoy 
the results of our hard work. Since that is the 
case, why are we working so hard, like crazy 
machines? It is like cooking meal after meal 
but never eating a single dish. It is as though 
our hunger and thirst are so great that we are 
driven by fear to stockpile food and drink. 
We put bottles of soda in the refrigerator and 
cans of food on our shelves, but we never eat 
or drink because these supplies are for our 
future hunger, our future thirst. This is what 
is happening in our ordinary life, where we 
are always working for the future. How can 
we overcome the pain of our hunger and 
thirst and the fear it causes? There is no way 
that we can truly overcome them so long as 
we are always missing the present moment. 

Another habitual tendency we have is to 
live in a fantasy world of the past, in which 
we are incessantly recalling bygone events. 
We are either enjoying reliving certain past 
occurrences or becoming depressed about 
them. However, the past is not here; the 
person we were, our friends and enemies, 
as well as the actual events themselves, are 
long gone. When we try to relive a former 
experience, we are not actually reliving the 
same event. Each time we recall it, it is a 
slightly different experience. Why? Each 
experience differs because the environment 
of our mind is always different. Our experi-
ence is affected by the thought that we had  

immediately before, as well as by the thought 
that is going to arise next. Thus, our recol-
lection of the past is necessarily distorted. 
We cannot undergo the same experience 
again, whether we consider it to have been 
wonderful or horrible. 

fOr These reasOns We say that the truth is 
found only in a moment of present experi-
ence, which is always fleeting. So why do 
we call memories “the past”? Each thought 
occurs in the present. What we are experi-
encing now is new. It is not what we have 
experienced before but what we are creating 
now in the present moment. Simply reliving 
the past in a neurotic or obsessive way is not 
going to help us with anything. On the other 
hand, if we direct our experience properly, 
reflecting on past events with mindfulness 
and awareness, then we may gain some 
insight into our actions. If such reflections 
help to free us from our habitual patterns, 
then there is some benefit to those memories. 

In general, however, if we do not have 
a proper means of working with our minds, 
then these recurring recollections of the past 
and projections of the future are not very 
fruitful. We are never here, in the present 
moment. We never actually see reality or 
recognize the true nature of bardo. 

If we are neither in the past nor in the 
future, then where are we? We are here, now. 
We have emerged from the past and we have 
not yet projected the future. When we can 
relate directly to the present moment in this 
way, it is a very subtle, profound and powerful 
experience. From this point of view, death is 
taking place in every moment. Every moment 
ceases, and that is the death of that moment. 
Another moment arises, and that is the birth 
of the next moment. 
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If we truly penetrate this experience, 
there is a sense of nonconceptuality—of 
clear awareness without thought. Whenever 
mind’s steady stream of thought ceases, 
there is a sense of openness, of being 
nowhere. I am not talking about being 
“nowhere” in the mundane sense. In con-
ventional speech, when we say someone is 

nowhere, they are still somewhere. In this 
context, nowhere is actually nowhere. In 
this experience of the present, of nowness, 
there is already a sense of non-solidity, of 
dissolution. From a tantric perspective, that 
is how we understand the bardo. We feel 
that we are neither here nor there, neither 
in the past nor in the future. 

Vincent Ahrend
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aT This pOinT, We begin to encounter the 
sense of dissolution that occurs constantly in 
our present life but is almost never noticed. 
When thought dissolves, we dissolve with 
it. Whoever we think we are dissolves into 
awareness that is free of the concept of self. 
In that very moment, we can directly expe-
rience the non-solidity of phenomena, the 
reality of emptiness, or shunyata. At the same 
time, there is so much energy present—so 
much so that it forms into another moment. 

The energy brings a sense of clarity that is so 
sharp, it is like a clear mirror in which mind 
can at last recognize itself. In this mirror 
of mind, we see the radiant yet transparent 
nature of our own awareness. 

Whether we focus our minds on the per-
ceptions of form, sound, smell and so forth, or 
on conceptual thoughts, or place our minds 
in a meditative state through the practices of 
shamatha and vipashyana, in every case there 
is this sense of nowness. When we look at it 
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difficult to understand; they are too com-
plicated and enigmatic.” However, when we 
have familiarized ourselves with them, we 
find that these teachings are neither inac-
cessible nor esoteric. In fact, they relate 
to our ordinary, day-to-day experience of  
working with our minds. We do not need to 
feel discouraged and think that the bardo 
teachings are too difficult to contend with. 
At the same time, the bardo teachings may 
be seen as depressing or as dwelling on top-
ics that are frightening. Most often, people 
think the teachings are all about death 
and dying and the suffering of those states. 
However, the teachings are not only about 
suffering and death. As already mentioned, 
they are essentially about this moment, this 
present experience. Thus, the bardo teach-
ings are absolutely practical and reachable—
something that we can all grasp. 

These teachings are also refreshing in 
the sense that, when we practice them, it is 
like taking a break from our regular job. Our 
regular job, in this case, is to be in the past or 
future. In the same way that we would walk 
out of the office and go for a coffee break, 
we can turn away from thoughts of past and 
future and move into the space of the present 
moment. In this way, the bardo teachings are 
a relaxing and uplifting practice.

Dzogchen Ponlop is a scholar and teacher with-
in the Nyingma and Kagyu schools of Tibetan 
Buddhism. He is the author of Wild Awakening and 
Penetrating Wisdom.

From Mind Beyond Death by Dzogchen Ponlop. 
Copyright © 2008 by Dzogchen Ponlop. Reprinted 
by permission of Snow Lion, part of Shambhala 
Publications. www.shambhala.com

on the subtle level, it is the same experience. 
We have the experience of being nowhere. 
There is a sense of groundlessness, of hav-
ing no solid ground on which to stand; yet 
there we are. Being in that space is a some-
what mysterious experience. It is also the  
experience of bardo. 

since The barDO is This present moment, 
it not unreachable. We might think, “Oh, 
the bardo teachings and practices are too 
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Transmigrating, For Now
     Dharma Discourse by Konrad Ryushin Marchaj, Sensei
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Transmigrating, For Now
     Dharma Discourse by Konrad Ryushin Marchaj, Sensei

Ruiyan’s “Constant Principle” 
Book of Serenity, Case 75

Introduction 

Even as you call it ‘thus,’ it’s already changed. Where knowledge doesn’t 
reach, avoid speaking of it. Here, is there any investigating or not?

Case

Ruiyan asked Yantou, “What is the fundamental constant principle?”
Yantou said, “Moving.”
Ruiyan said, “When moving, what then?”
Yantou said, “You don’t see the fundamental constant principle.”
Ruiyan stood there thinking.
Yantou said, “If you agree, you are not yet free of sense and matter: if you 
don’t agree, you’ll be forever sunk in birth and death.”

Verse

The round pearl has no hollows, 
The great raw gem isn’t polished. 

What is esteemed by people of the Way is having no edges.
Removing the road of agreement, senses and matter are empty:
The free body, resting on nothing, stands out unique and alive. 

photo: ©Ricardo Sanz Cortiella
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Master Wansong’s introduction to 
this koan begins with this simple 
line, “Even as you call it ‘thus’ it has 

already changed.” The word “thus” is a key 
word for Zen practitioners; it has a mysterious 
power, as though if we can just access what 
“thus” names, then we will be home. But 
the moment we utter the word, things have 
already disintegrated, have already trans-
formed. 

That’s the remarkable thing about 
speech—while it brings our mind to a point 
of common understanding, the fact is that 
within language, we are continually wit-
nessing the disintegration of reality. As the 
words leave my lips and touch your ears, as 
you comprehend them and make sense of 
them, you are participating in an exercise of 
abstraction—and this is the nature of most 
all communication that happens through 
words. We seem to find a certain security and 
value within this kind of communication, 
our ability to name and label and think about 
things, yet if we’re paying attention to what’s 
actually happening, we’ll see that through 
this very process, reality has already trans-
migrated, shifted, changed. If we investigate 
this further, can we see what has changed? 
What would it mean for something to change 
into something else? Can this moment, this 
experience, recreate itself as something else? 
Can it transmigrate, move across a gap of 
space, an emptiness of existence, and in this 
way journey from being one thing to being 
something else? 

At the end of his commentary on the 
koan, Wansong introduces two beautiful lines 
that sum up not only the koan itself, but also 
the implications for what it actually means 
for a person to live freely within this mystery 
of change: 

The golden chains and hidden barrier 
cannot stop him; He travels in different 
paths, transmigrating for now.

Transmigrating. Reincarnating. Being 
reborn within a path that is dedicated to 
putting an end to rebirth. But he is trans-
migrating for now, free of golden chains and 
hidden barriers.

WiThin cerTain religiOus traditions, you’re 
not supposed to utter the name of God. Or 
to reduce it to a pop culture reference, it’s 
like how in Harry Potter you’re not sup-
posed to say the name of Voldemort, the 
most evil wizard. “Thus” gives us a way out; 
it points us toward an experience that we 
appreciate as being beyond language—total-
ly alive, ineffable, real. I think of Maezumi 
Roshi’s calligraphy of thus that hangs in the 
dokusan room. Clearly he was in touch with 
that reality as he put his brush to paper—it 
brings it alive. And because of this, I never 
get tired of looking at it. “Even as you call 
it ‘thus,’” even as you paint it “thus,” it 
has already changed—and yet this vitality, 
this reality is available, thirty, forty, fifty, 
one thousand years later. In that sense, the 
dharma has been transmitted. 

Wansong continues, Where knowledge 
doesn’t reach, avoid speaking of it. Knowledge 
cannot penetrate it. What we know is 
inevitably different from the immediacy 
of our actual, present-moment experience. 
Knowledge does not reach “thus.” What 
does? Zazen. The practice of sitting deeply 
into the intimacy of that which can’t pos-
sibly be known. In the last line of his 
verse, Hongzhi says, The free body, resting 
on nothing, stands out unique and alive. This 
phrase echoes teachings from the Sixth 
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Ancestor, who saw into the nature of reality 
when he overheard somebody say, “Abiding 
nowhere, manifest the mind.” Resting on 
nothing, stand unique and alive. 

Dogen also brings this teaching to life 
again and again, using anything that comes 
to hand. That’s his brilliance—he can see 
into the world of things and recognize the 
thusness of those things. He sees how they 
abide nowhere and how they manifest their 
virtue because of that ineffable quality of 
their being. In the Mountains and Rivers 
Sutra, he returns to the image of the bright 
pearl rolling freely within the continuum of 
space and time. How is it to stand freely? 
Speaking about water, he says, 

Water is neither strong nor weak. 
Neither wet nor dry. Neither moving 
nor still. Neither cold nor hot. Neither 
being or non-being. Neither delusion 
nor enlightenment. Solidified [in its 
thusness] it is harder than diamond. 
Who could break it? Melted [in its 
thusness] it is softer than milk. Who 
could break it? This being the case, we 
cannot doubt the many virtues realized 
by water.

“We cannot doubt.” That’s a directive, not a 
suggestion. This is his description of “thus-
ness,” yet Dogen knows the transgression 
that he’s committing. He knows that the 
truth is disintegrating as he speaks. 

We freQuenTly MiscOnsTrue spiritual prac-
tice. We imagine that the purpose is to get 
to a certain point where we will discover 
something innate about ourselves. We have 
an idea of our enlightened nature, of what 
it will mean to see it. But if buddha nature 

is the constant fundamental principle, then 
it is moving. It is changeability itself. We 
seek a constant principle, something fun-
damental to rely upon. And even within 
a tradition that teaches impermanence, 
it’s possible that we will unwittingly make 
a god out of impermanence. We want to 
realize the entity behind the many facades 
and manifestations—we want to know the 
soul, the spirit, or even the mathematical 
abstraction. Maybe Planck’s constant is that 
fundamental reality. 

We want to nail things down. We want 
to be able to pinpoint who we are, what 
this life is. We want to have some sense 
of a definition. Or at least have a sense of 
who is seeking the definition. And despite 
the teachings on no self, for many of us, 
spiritual training actually becomes a way to 
move to a place where we can find a sense 
of identity. Through practice and training, 
we may come to a place where we are newly 
capable of forming a relationship or holding 
a job, of knowing who we are in that way. 
And at that point, for some of us, that’s as 
far as we needed to go along the path—for 
now, anyway. There is truly nothing wrong 
with that. That, too, is the process of this 
clarification, of finding yourself fulfilled 
within your life. Often we are unconsciously 
projecting a vision of what fulfillment is 
supposed to look like on to our life, nourish-
ing the idea that we will emerge at future 
moment as someone who is somehow, now, 
secure. 

I was recently speaking with an actor in 
the sangha about the Stanislavski method 
of acting, where the actor works with being 
completely intimate with the dramatic situ-
ation, letting go of themselves and allowing 
that intimacy with the character and the 



reality of the play to express itself complete-
ly. It’s the sense of “letting the dance dance 
itself,” or the “role play itself.” I remember 
an interview with Ralph Fiennes after he 
played the sadistic Nazi commandant in 
Schindler’s List, in which he spoke about 
how he crawled so deeply into that role 
that he had difficulty returning to himself 
afterwards. And yet the fact that he was 
able to comment on that experience means 
that there was still a part of him that was 
able to observe, to recover, to transmigrate 
across that gap. 

What would it mean to be in complete 
intimacy, where that transmigration is the 
reality of our lives? As Master Yantou says 
in this koan, it’s not that we’re moving from 
point to point —there is just moving. Not 
toward some point of recovery or reorgani-
zation. Just moving. We sometimes think 
that it is the intention behind practice, the 
instinct for selflessness, for example, that 
is constant. Yet that, too, is nothing but a 
conditioned reality. That, too, is nothing 
but moving. 

“WhaT is The funDaMenTal constant princi-
ple?” Moving. Just moving. There is no sub-
ject attached to the moving—no thing that 
moves. Notice, too, that Yantou doesn’t 
say “movement”; he says “moving.” There 
is a difference. Movement is a contained 
reality. Moving is not. Moving is continu-
ous. Moving doesn’t have a beginning or 
an end. It is a process without a refer-
ence point. Without becoming. Without 
transmigration. Without before and after. 
Without rebirth into anything else. It’s like 
shikantaza. Just sitting is just moving. Just 
moving is just sitting. This is the fundamen-
tal constant principle.
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Ruiyan persists: “When moving, then 
what?” Yantou says, “You don’t see the fun-
damental principle.” Constant means con-
tinuous, forever, but since it is moving, you 
never see it. If you can see it, then it’s not 
moving. So, amidst this moving, who are 
you? Who are you amidst the choices you 
will make today, amidst the aches and the 
pains, the responsibilities of this life? Who 
are you within the continuity of causality? 
What are we atoning for when we turn our 
mind to our past? What are we turning to 

in our vows to help others? What is it that 
chases us and extends itself even beyond 
our death? 

One of the commentators on this koan 
said Yantou’s response was very unskillful—
that the question of the fundamental con-
stant principle invited Yantou to respond 
instantaneously, non-verbally, to express 
it in a gesture or a shout. But actually he 
is extremely skillful—skillful enough to  
precipitate Ruiyan’s realization.

Within Yantou’s teaching is the Buddha’s 
commitment to respect each individual and 
his or her direct experience as the only 
valuable path to waking up. The Buddha 
never required that we have faith in things 
beyond our immediate experience. And Zen 
training basically follows this. Everything 
that happens within this Monastery points 
to something that you can immediately 
verify if you attend to the unfolding of 

this reality. We’re asked to trust, but never 
beyond our experience. So when we talk 
about transmigration or rebirth, the Buddha 
doesn’t deny that it’s possible to see into 
this movement beyond this lifetime. But 
he also recognizes that doing so may not 
be helpful, because in order for this to be 
possible, most of us would need to trust 
something we can’t actually access at this 
particular moment. Yes, there are teachings 
that offer precise descriptions of how to 
travel through the 49-day gap between your 

last breath in this form and the moment of 
your first breath in whatever form you might 
take next. But instead, the Buddha points to 
the immediacy of our experience as a way to 
understand the significance of rebirth. He 
looks at constancy and change in relation 
to the only thing that ultimately matters: 
how to end suffering. Your suffering and the 
suffering of others. 

The kalaMa suTra is a teaching that the 
Buddha offered to the Kalama clan, a group 
of ascetics who lived on the edge of the for-
est. Periodically, different teachers of that 
time would pass through the forest and offer 
teachings. When the Buddha arrived the 
Kalamas complained that the various teach-
ings on rebirth and transmigration were 
contradictory, confusing and impossible to 
verify. The Buddha said, “I’ll help you.” 
Then he guides them very gently. 

Who are you amidst the choices you will make today, amidst 
the aches and the pains, the responsibilities of this life? 
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First, he basically says, “trust yourself.” 
He says there are ten things that you 
shouldn’t invest yourself in when you meet 
a teacher. In their investigation of reality, 
he cautions them not to rely on the ten 
sources of belief. Four of these sources per-
tain to the established scriptural authority: 
don’t believe oral traditions; don’t believe a 
lineage of teachings; don’t trust any texts; 
don’t trust hearsay. Then he shifts to the 
rational ground: don’t trust logic; don’t 
trust inferential reasoning; don’t trust rea-
soned cogitation and the acceptance of view 
after pondering it. Then he says don’t trust 
authoritative persons, impressive speakers 
or respected teachers. After you’ve removed 
all of these assumed sources of the teaching, 
where are you left? 

The Buddha basically says let’s look at 
the nature of what is observable to you 
right now. If you want to understand rebirth 
and what it means to transmigrate, then 
pay attention, with utmost mindfulness, 
to your actions at this particular moment. 
Attend to your body, speech, and thought. 
And now, look at the consequences. See 
how you recreate the nature of this reality. 
Specifically, pay attention to the whole-
someness and unwholesomeness of those 
actions and see what kind of world you’re 
creating from moment to moment. This 
will show you how you’re transmigrating 
through this reality. You don’t need to look 
at anything else.

This response, which is to return you 
to your present experience and invite your 
deep exploration of this, is valid regardless 
of the question because it instantaneously 
places you at the center of reality. Thus. 
The Zen teachings arise from this approach. 
Ruiyan stood there thinking, and Yantou 

gave him a moment, possibly seeing the 
ripeness. Then he responds: “If you agree 
you are not free of sense and matter, if you 
don’t agree you’ll be forever sunk in birth 
and death.” And in that, whatever Ruiyan 
was holding on to explodes. He was freed 
from “agreement” and “disagreement,” no 
longer bound by their golden chains. In that 
particular moment, there was just moving.  
As Dogen says, 

Water is neither strong nor weak, neither 
wet nor dry, neither moving nor still, 
neither cold nor hot, neither being nor 
non-being, neither delusion or enlight-
enment. Solidified, it is harder than 
diamond: who could break it? Melted it 
is softer than milk: who could break it? 
This being the case, we cannot doubt the 
many virtues realized by water.

How completely can we penetrate the 
totality of reality, including this rebirth, 
this here, this now? What is necessary is 
the exploration itself. Focus here—therein 
is the deepening. This is the freedom of 
being reborn without there being any self. 
This is the reality of a bodhisattva traveling 
different paths, transmigrating for now. This 
being the case, we cannot doubt the many 
virtues realized by you. 

Konrad Ryushin Marchaj Sensei is the abbot of 
Zen Mountain Monastery.

The Book of Serenity is a collection of koans com-
piled during the 12th century and commented 
on by Master Wansong with poems by Master 
Hongzhi.
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Birth and Death 
by eihei DOgen 

TranslaTeD by kaZuaki Tanahashi

photo: Fe Langdon
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Birth and Death 
by eihei DOgen 

TranslaTeD by kaZuaki Tanahashi

As a Buddha is in birth and death, there is no birth and death.”
It is also said, “As a buddha is not in birth and death, a buddha is not 

deluded by birth and death.” 
These statements are the essence of the words of the two Zen masters Kequin 

[Jiashan] and Dingshan. Never neglect them, as they are the words of those who 
attained the way. 

Those who want to become free from birth and death should understand the 
meaning of these words. If you search for a buddha outside of birth and death, it will 
be like trying to go to the southern country of Yue with your spear heading toward the 
north, or like trying to see the Big Dipper while you are facing south; you will cause 
yourself to remain all the more in birth and death, and miss the way of emancipation. 

Just understand that birth-and-death is itself nirvana. There is nothing such as 
birth and death to be avoided; there is nothing such as nirvana to be sought. Only 
when you realize this are you free from birth and death. 

It is a mistake to suppose that birth turns into death. Birth is a phase that is an 
entire period in itself, with its own past and future. For this reason, in buddha dharma 
birth is understood as beyond birth. Death is a phase that is an entire period in itself, 
with its own past and future. For this reason, death is understood as beyond death.

In birth there is nothing but birth, and in death there is nothing but death. 
Accordingly, when birth comes, face and actualize birth, and when death comes, face 
and actualize death. Do not avoid them or desire them. 

This birth-and-death is the life of a buddha. If you try to exclude it, you will lose 
the life of a buddha. If you cling to it, trying to remain in it, you will also lose the life 
of a buddha, and what remains will be the mere form of a buddha. Only when you 
don’t avoid birth-and-death or long for it do you enter a buddha’s mind. 

However, do not analyze or speak about it. Just set aside your body and mind, 
forget about them, and throw them into the house of the buddha; then all is done by 
the buddha. When you follow this, you are free from birth and death and become a 
buddha without effort or scheme. Who, then, remains in the mind? 

There is a simple way to become buddha: When you refrain from unwholesome 
actions, are not attached to birth and death, and are compassionate toward all sen-
tient beings, respectful to seniors and kind to juniors, not excluding or desiring any-
thing, with no thoughts or worries, you will be called a buddha. Seek nothing else. 

Kazuaki Tanahashi is an artist, activist and translator. He is also an old friend of the Monastery.

From Treasury of the True Dharma Eye © 2010 by San Francisco Zen Center. Reprinted by 
permission of Shambhala Publications. Reprinted by permission of Shambhala Publications.
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The words are magisterial, even harsh: 
Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except 
a man be born again, he cannot see the 

kingdom of God (John 3:3).
Astonishing idea, to be born again! 

This cryptic teaching, given by Jesus in 
Jerusalem at the beginning of his ministry, 
bewilders Nicodemus, a pious Jew and mem-
ber of the Sanhedrin, who has come to the 
celebrated Rabbi for guidance. Nicodemus 
has approached Jesus “by night”: that is to 
say, in spiritual darkness, but as a seeker of 
the light (“If a man walk in the night, he 
stumbleth, because there is no light in him” 
John 11:10). Bewildered by Jesus’ remarks, 
he blurts out his confusion, “How can a 
man be born when he is old? Can he enter 
the second time into his mother’s womb, 
and be born?” To these questions—epito-
mizing for all time the cry of the man in 
whom reason overrules the heart—Jesus 
answers in riddles and symbols:

Verily, verily I say unto thee, Except a 
man be born of water and of the Spirit, he 
cannot enter into the kingdom of God.

That which is born of the flesh is flesh; 
and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.

Marvel not that I said unto thee, Ye 
must be born again.

The wind bloweth where it listeth, and 
thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst 
not tell whence it cometh, and whither it 
goeth; so is every one that is born of the 
Spirit.

These words constitute the heart of 
Christian teaching on spiritual rebirth; indeed, 
it can be argued that they constitute the very 
essence of Christianity. For the night journey 
of Nicodemus, according to tradition, reveals 
the means for saying no to complacency, yes 
to self-struggle; no to evil, yes to good; no to 
ego, yes to God; no to darkness, yes to light, 
“the true Light, which lighteth every man 
that cometh into the world” (John 1:9). The 
passage teems with pun and paradox; thus 
“again,” anothen in the original Greek, has a 
second meaning: “from above.” To be born 
again is to be born from above, to receive 
divine life, to hear the call of God, and to be 
recast in His image and likeness. This rebirth, 
Christ emphasizes, is in “the Spirit,” not in the 
flesh. On one level, of course, Christ is simply 
offering a corrective to Nicodemus’ literal-
minded understanding of rebirth; but there is 
a second meaning as well. For flesh signifies 
all that is bound by gravity, dead weight, ruled 
by desire and the ego. Against flesh stands the 
Spirit, giver of life, guardian of all that is ruled 
by truth and love.

 
This rebirTh in The spiriT constitutes a radical 
transformation of the human being on every 
level. St. Paul describes it vividly in his letter 
to the Colossians:

Ye have put off the old man with his 
deeds; And have put on the new man, 
which is renewed in knowledge after the 
image of him that created him…

The Night Journey of Nicodemus
by philip Zaleski
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any even as Christ forgave you, so also do ye.
And above all these things, put on charity, 
which is the bond of perfectness.
And let the peace of God rule in our hearts…
(Col. 3:9-10,12-15).

Put on therefore, as the elect of God, holy 
and beloved, bowels of mercies, kindness, 
humbleness of mind, meekness, longsuffering; 
Forbearing one another, and forgiving one 
another, if any man have a quarrel against 

Peter Aversten



68

waning, may go on for years. Then at last 
something energizes the soul, and the first 
step, tentative and feeble, is taken towards 
“the light that enlightens everyone that 
comes into the world.” The catalyst for 
this initial metanoia (“change of mind”), 
as it was known in the early Church, may 
be almost anything: a death in the family, 
a chance encounter, a brilliant sunset. A 
justly famous example comes to us from the 
life of St. Antony of the Desert, the fourth-
century founder of Western monasticism. 
As a young man, Antony overheard, while 
praying in church, the following words of 
Christ read from the pulpit:

If thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou 
hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt 
have treasure in heaven: and come and 
follow me. (Matthew 19:21)

“Immediately,” reports Athanasius in his 
Life of Antony, written just four years after 
the saint’s death in 356 C.E., the young man 
“went out from the Lord’s house and gave to 
the townspeople the possessions he had…
and devoted himself from then on to the 
discipline”; that is to say, to an intense life 
of study, prayer, and psycho-physical exer-
cises in search of God. Antony’s conversion 
may be dramatic, but from its earliest days, 
the Church recognized the revolutionary 
nature of this metanoia and sanctified it 
with the sacrament of baptism. Frithjof 
Schuon speaks of “the essentially initiatory 
character of Christianity”; baptism is the 
Christian initiation par excellence. Recall 
Jesus’ words to Nicodemus: “Except a man 
be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot 
enter the kingdom of heaven.” Here Jesus 
proclaims water to be the physical analog or 

Who doesn’t long to be so renewed, to 
live in mercy and meekness, charity and 
peace? But such dramatic change does not 
take place overnight. To be born “from 
above” is a more complicated matter than 
the transformation that overtakes Ebenezer 
Scrooge in A Christmas Carol or Jimmy 
Stewart in It’s a Wonderful Life. There is 
much work to be done, and in order to grasp 
the nature of this work, it is necessary to 
understand that Christian tradition speaks 
not of one rebirth, but of two. One unfolds 
within church walls, the other in the laby-
rinth of the heart; one is common, the other 
rarer than gold; one freely given, the other 
fiercely won; one takes place under the sign 
of water, the other under the sign of fire.

There are, to my knowledge, no icons of 
Nicodemus, that enigmatic figure from the 
third chapter of John, no images that would 
help us to gauge his spiritual state. I picture 
a thin man with a long beard and sorrowful 
eyes, a man of little imagination but good 
heart. Let us envision Nicodemus return-
ing home from his night journey to ponder 
the words of Christ. Perhaps he looks at his 
wife, children, possessions; perhaps he goes 
outside, lies upon a straw mat, and stares 
up at the stars. He recalls his victories and 
retreats, his kindnesses and cruelties; he 
turns within and weighs his life. To be born 
again…

sOOner Or laTer, all men and women who 
awaken to the life of the spirit must engage 
in a similar self-examination. I trace the 
course of my life, its twistings and turn-
ings, its peaks and valleys. I look long and 
hard; I see that a decision must be made. 
I must die to what I have been; I must 
begin anew. This special look, waxing and 
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manifestation of Spirit, in accordance with 
Biblical tradition: in the Book of Jeremiah, 
God defines Himself as “the fountain of liv-
ing waters,” while in Revelations, a “pure 
river of water of life, clear as crystal,” flows 
out of the throne of God. Even evolutionary 
biology declares water to be the womb of life. 
Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan River signifies his 
self-emptying, his submission to the Spirit; 
just so, immersion of the spiritual acolyte (or 
“catechumen”) into a pool of holy water has 
always been the mark of spiritual renewal and 
rebirth, of death and resurrection through 
Christ. The profound significance of these 
“awe-inspiring rites,” as St. John Chrysostom 
termed them, can be discerned in St. Paul’s 
declaration that “we are buried with him by 
baptism into death…as Christ was raised up 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, even 
so we also should walk in newness of life” 
(Romans 6:4), and in St. Justin’s contention 
a few centuries later, that “this bath is called 
enlightenment, because those who receive 
[it] are enlightened in their understanding.”

Nowadays, infant baptism is the norm. 
Whether one reads the sacramental regenera-
tion of those too young to understand what is 
happening to them as inspired solicitude or 
as a tragic loss of meaning, there is no doubt 
that one result has been the suppression if 
not the obliteration, of the initiatory aspects 
of this ritual process. To understand baptism 
fully, one must study it as it was originally 
practiced, when the first rebirth involved a 
complex initiatory process that took months 
to reach its culmination in the waters of 
renewal.

as pracTiceD in The fOurTh or fifth centuries 
C.E., Christian initiation was too intricate 
to be described here in detail. It abounded 

in symbolic gestures, many carrying hidden 
meanings known only to the initiated. Two 
examples will suffice: Soon after begin-
ning his training, the catechumen received 
a handful of salt to signify his search for 
truth, in accordance with Jesus’ teaching 
that “ye are the salt of the earth,” elabo-
rated by the sixth-century writer John the 
Deacon in his comment that “the mind, 
sodden and soft as it is from the waves of 
the world, is seasoned by the salt of wisdom 
and of the preaching of the word of God.” 
Again, one of the most important stages 
in Christian initiation was the Apertio 
or “Opening,” during which the bishop 
anointed the catechumen’s eyes, ears, and 
nostrils, preparing these sensory organs to 
receive spiritual impressions, divine truths 
(“He who has ears let him Hear”).

In time, the catechumen was deemed 
ready to receive the esoteric truths of the 
Tradition, known in ancient times as the 
Disciplina Arcani. That such secret teach-
ings existed and were passed from teacher 
to pupil in initiatory rites may surprise 
modern readers, but the evidence is beyond 
dispute. The imprimatur for post-Apostolic 
hermeticism comes from Christ’s saying 
that “Unto you it is given to know the 
mystery of the kingdom of God; but unto 
them that are without, all these things are 
done in parables.” A passage from Dionysius 
the Areopagite offers one reason for this 
secrecy :

The things that are bestowed uni-
formly and all at once, so to speak, 
on the Blessed Essences dwelling in 
Heaven, are transmitted to us as it were 
in fragments….Since these truths had 
to be translated into the usages of the 
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Church, the Apostles expressed them 
under the veil of symbols and not in 
their sublime nakedness, for not every-
one is holy, and, as the Scriptures say, 
Knowledge is not for all.

One must be prepared to receive the mys-
teries; to approach them unprepared is to 
cheapen both them and oneself. Moreover 
one whose senses have not been exalted 
through the Apertio or other divine rites 

will never be able to distinguish ambrosia or 
nectar from ordinary, earthly foods.

Initiation into the Christian mysteries 
began during Lent. These secret teach-
ings included much that is now broadcast 
indiscriminately, including the text of the 
Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, as well as their 
inner meaning. The transmission of these 
sacred formulae was known as the Traditio 
Symboli (“Handing over of the Creed”); 
the candidates, after proper contemplation 

Philiciatoh
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of these mysteries had to recite their con-
tents in a ceremony entitled the Redditio 
Symboli (“Giving back of the Creed”). If 
practiced faithfully and attentively, this 
arduous routine of memorization and recita-
tion instilled the truths of the tradition into 
one’s innermost being. The process took 
months, under the tutelage of a spiritual 
adept (an office still found here and there in 
the Orthodox Church, in the person of the 
staretz). The climax of the first rebirth came 
with the Easter immersion of the catechu-
men into the baptismal font, an event that 
Dionysius the Areopagite called “initiation 
to theogenesis”—that is to say, “initiation 
into the generation of God,” the beginning 
of divinization, the transformation of the 
individual from a man into a god-man.

In the Byzantine Museum in Athens 
hangs an icon, tempera on wood, by the six-
teenth-century master Michael Damaskinos, 
of St. Antony of the Desert. In keeping 
with the hagiographic iconography of the 
era, Antony’s eyes are sad but serene, gaz-
ing beyond the viewer into eternity; his 
brows and cheeks are gouged with wrinkles, 
marks of spiritual combat; his nose is elon-
gated, indicating his sensitivity to spiri-
tual aromas. Behind him shimmers a golden 
backdrop, suggesting both the brilliance 
of sanctity and the duskiness of the desert 
where he lived for most of his life. Antony’s 
expression is composed, benevolent, tinged 
with sadness: here is a man who has taken 
the measure of himself and the world, a man 
who embodies the fundamental Christian 
teachings of birth and rebirth. The spiritual 
accuracy of Damaskinos’ portrait is con-
firmed by Athanasius’ Life of Antony. Here 
we read that, after hearing Christ’s call to 
“come and follow me,” Antony strode into 

the Egyptian desert, where he retreated 
into an abandoned tomb for twenty years of 
inner work. After this extraordinary gesta-
tion, he emerged reborn:

Antony came forth as though from 
some shrine, having been led into divine 
mysteries and inspired by God….The state 
of his soul was one of purity, for it was 
not constricted by grief, nor relaxed by 
pleasure, nor affected by either laughter 
or dejection. Moreover, when he saw the 
crowd, he was not annoyed any more than 
he was elated at being embraced by so 
many people. He maintained utter equilib-
rium like one guided by reason and stead-
fast in that which accords with nature.

This TranQuiliTy, aThanasius makes clear, 
was not easily won. For twenty years 
Antony engaged in what we may call the 
second rebirth, under the sign of fire. This 
second rebirth is not a onetime affair, but 
rather a continual movement of the heart 
away from self-love and toward love of God. 
Christ’s injunction, it’s worth noting, is not 
“come to me” but rather “come and follow 
me”; one cannot escape the labor, travel, 
lifetime of effort contained in that conclud-
ing phrase. The second rebirth never ends; 
even while preparing for death, Antony 
“departed from the monks in the outer 
mountain” and “entered the inner moun-
tain.” His journey was ever inward, toward 
his true self, toward Christ.

The second rebirth stands under the 
sign of fire for it is a continual purgation, a 
refining in the furnace—or the desert—of 
self-struggle and self-sacrifice. Immediately 
after his own baptism, Jesus was “led by 
the Spirit” into the desert, where Satan 
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tempted him for forty days. The three 
famous temptations—that Jesus turn stone 
into bread, that he worship Satan in return 
for the kingship of the world, and that he 
cast himself from a pinnacle and be saved by 
angels—represent the three universal temp-

tations of greed, power, and pride, answer-
able only by the three virtues of poverty, 
obedience, and humility. We are all heirs 
to these ancient temptations; we all must 
enter the desert—a sojourn that may last a 
lifetime, as it did for Antony, and that may 
demand more struggle and suffering than we 
bargained for.

The fourteenth-century Orthodox monks 
Callistus and Ignatius, of Xanthopoulos, in 
their Directions to Hesychasts, in a Hundred 
Chapters, write of the second rebirth: 

Have you understood the travail of our 
complete spiritual regeneration after we leave 
the holy font [of baptism]?…Do you see how 
much it lies in our power to increase or to 
diminish this supernatural grace, that is, to 
show it forth or to obscure it?

According to Christian tradition, nothing 
erases the mark of the first rebirth, for baptism 
“imprints on the soul an indelible spiritual 
sign” (Catechism of the Catholic Church). But 
the second rebirth is necessary to allow this 
sign to shine forth, to ensure that it not be 
buried under our pettiness and self-love.

In ancient Christian writings, the pro-
cess of the second rebirth is often likened 
to ascending a ladder. Like an ordinary 
ladder, one’s risk increases as one ascends—
the Tradition emphasizes that no one fell 
further than Satan, once the most glorious 

of angels—yet it is a paradoxical ladder 
as well, for the more one lowers oneself, 
through humility, obedience, and poverty, 
the higher one climbs, until finally, as 
Christ explained, “he who is last shall 
be first.” The process entails more than 
the acquisition of knowledge about oneself 
and the world, although that is essential. 
Eventually, a transformation in being takes 
place, which the ancients called theopoesis, 
or deification. This change is effected from 
above—that is to say, one is reborn from 
above. All the exercises of spiritual combat, 
lasting a lifetime, prepare the ground for a 
metanoia so radical that finally one is no 
longer what one was; one is now an aspect 
of God, in the classic words of St. Paul: “For 
I through the law am dead to the law….I 
live, yet not I, but Christ liveth in me’ (Gal. 
2:19-20).

anD hOW DOes One ascenD this ladder? 
Perhaps the best manual to the second 
rebirth remains the Philokalia, a collection 
of texts composed between the fourth and 
sixteenth centuries and compiled about 
two hundred years ago, fittingly enough, 

We are all heirs to these ancient temptations; we must 
all enter the desert—a sojourn that may last a lifetime.
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by St. Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain, 
the most venerated namesake of our Biblical 
Nicodemus. The complete Philokalia is being 
translated into English as I write; the first 
four volumes, now available, offer an extraor-
dinary abundance of spiritual exercises and 
insights. One hesitates to summarize, but it 
can perhaps be said that the keynotes are 
the acquisition, in the spiritual aspirant, of 
attention, discrimination, and stillness. One 
must learn to see, to assess, and to absorb. 
These verbs suggest contemplation rather 
than action. In his talk with Nicodemus, 
Jesus commented that “the wind bloweth 
where it listeth.” Wind here doubles as Spirit 
(the Greek pneuma carrying both meanings). 
The Spirit “listeth,” a lovely archaism derived 
from the Indo-European las, or “eager,” a 
root that also gives rise to “lust.” The Spirit 
hungers for our enlightenment. The Spirit is 
the active principle, we the passive; our job 
is to be prepared to receive the Spirit when 
it comes (“But as many as received him, to 
them gave he power to become the sons of 
God,” John 1:12).

anD WhaT Of nicODeMus, with whom we 
began? Did he heed the words of Jesus, did 
he undergo the first and second rebirths? 
After his night journey, he appears twice 
more in the Gospel of John. In a cameo 
appearance in chapter seven, he urges the 
temple priests to give Jesus a hearing before 
judging his mission. Far more significant is 
Nicodemus’s final appearance in chapter 
nineteen. Jesus has been crucified and his 
body removed from the cross by Joseph 
of Arimathea. Then Nicodemus arrives 
with “a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about 
a hundred pound weight.” Together, he 
and Joseph sprinkle the body with spices, 

wrap it in linen cloths, and lay it in the 
Holy Sepulchre—the final act in the New 
Testament before the Resurrection. The 
spices brought by Nicodemus carry great 
symbolic weight: myrrh is the first spice 
mentioned by God in his instructions to 
Moses in Exodus 30:23 to anoint the taber-
nacle and the ark, and it is the chief con-
stituent in what the Psalmist calls “the oil 
of gladness” (Psalm 45:7-8). Aloe, too, com-
prises part of this oil of gladness. Nicodemus 
bears, literally, the weight of Christ’s body 
upon his shoulders; he has advanced far 
enough to be able to anoint, or bless, Christ 
with the sacred herbs. It would seem that 
Nicodemus has indeed heeded the words of 
Christ, that he has been reborn from above. 
He thus stands as a example to us all, dem-
onstrating that the smallest approach to 
Truth, uttered in the darkness of confusion, 
can lead in time to spiritual rebirth.

Philip Zaleski is an author and editor of books on 
spirituality and religion. He served as a senior editor at 
Parabola magazine for many years. He has also taught  
religion, literature and film at the university level.

From Parabola magazine, (Winter 1998 Issue). 
Copyright © 1998 by Philip Zaleski. Reprinted by 
permission of Parabola.
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for Evangelist Richard D. Henton

just when i thought i had gotten away

my mother

called me on the phone

and did not ask,

but commanded me

to come to church with her.

and because i knew so much

and had “escaped”

i thought it a harmless enough act.

i was not prepared for the Holy Ghost.

i was not prepared to be covered by the

blood of Jesus

i was not ready to be dipped in

        the water ....

i could not drink the water turned wine.

How I Got Ovah II/It is Deep II
by carOlyn M. rODgers
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and so i went back another day

trying to understand the mysteries

of mystical life the “intellectual”

purity of mystical light.

and that Sunday evening while i was

sitting there and the holy gospel choir 

was singing

  “oh oh oh oh somebody touched me”

somebody touched me.

       and when i turned around to

see what it was whoever touched me wanted

my mother leaned over and whispered in my ear

  “musta been the hand of the Lord”

From How I Got Ovah: New and Selected Poems by Carolyn M. Rodgers. © 1975 by Carolyn M. Rodgers. 
Reprinted by permission of Anchor Press.
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In the Forest
by bree lafreniere

as TOlD by Daran kravanh



When I think of my life in the for-
est, I think of falling rain. Even 
now, many years later, I cannot 

listen to the slow, steady sound of rain 
without being drawn back to that time. The 
sound of rain brings to my mind an image: 
I see a group of men sitting in a circle, not 
exchanging words but only the warmth and 
security of each other’s bodies, and waiting 
in silence a seeming eternity for the gods to 
intervene and change their fate.

When I think of my life in the forest, 
I think of my thin body fighting against a 
wind sweeping across Cambodia like a sad 
human moan. Whenever I heard the wind 
coming, I’d kneel down on the ground so 
the wind wouldn’t knock me over. Because 
to get back up would take all the strength I 
had. Near the end of my time in the forest, 
I feared that just one more wind—so inno-
cent, so benign, so comforting under normal 
circumstances—would kill me. 

When I think of my life in the forest, I 
think of hunger, the only reality, burning 
like alcohol on a wound. The forest was rain 
and wind and hunger. But more than that 
it was a place of suffering and, ultimately, a 
place of transformation.

afTer Our encOunTer WiTh the soldiers who 
tried to kill us, the ten of us walked pain-
fully and silently through the forest. We 
came to a cave where we took shelter. There 
we cleaned each other’s wounds by wrap-
ping a stick with a piece of cloth and plung-
ing water into the wounds. This caused 
agonizing pain and our collective shouts 
reverberated into the empty sky, falling on 
the deafened ears of God and a human-
ity too far away or too indifferent to hear. 
We wondered if the world knew what was  
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or to the depths of my own mind with all 
the images it contained. It was like return-
ing to the beginning of time. Indeed, my 
companions and I were starting life again 
with nothing at all. We were stripped to 
the nothingness of Buddhist monks or dead 
men. 

We did have each other, though, and we 
were fortunate to have two doctors in our 
group. They knew how to find medicinal 
plants in the forest to heal our wounds. 
Honey became our salve, certain leaves 
stopped the flow of blood, and bark became 
the painkiller for our broken bodies. The 
doctors made an antibiotic by mixing a par-
ticular root with water in an indentation in 
a rock. We took turns sipping it and it made 
us feel better. 

Both doctors were light-skinned 
Cambodians of Chinese descent. Like the 
other men they wore glasses. The other 
men were much older than I. One was a 
primary school teacher. He was a man about 
fifty years old, small and soft-spoken, meek, 
even. There were two professors. One, a 
teacher of math, was thin with a happy dis-
position. In the early days he tried to make 
us laugh at our misfortune, though he was 
seldom successful. The other professor was a 
teacher of philosophy. 

Two of the men were engineers, one of 
whom was very dark-skinned, even darker 
than most Cambodians. Among us also were 
a major and a lieutenant—or at least that 

happening in Cambodia. Surely someone 
would learn of our fate and come to help us.

We stayed in the cave for several weeks 
and debated what we should do. At first 
we thought we would leave the forest and 
fight the Khmer Rouge. But after days 
without proper food or water or medicine, 
our strength began to dissipate. We thought 
perhaps after we were healed we would try 
to escape to Thailand.

in ThOse early Days, we sustained ourselves 
on the food we had taken from the sol-
diers, which was not much more than rice, 
and whatever leaves and berries we found 
nearby. We took turns going out to look for 
food and water, but mostly we stayed inside 
the cave. In that darkened atmosphere, 
there was little indication of night or day 
and we lost our sense of time. In the dark we 
could barely see each other’s faces. It was as 
though each man’s form dissolved and dis-
appeared and all that was left was his voice 
and the energy escaping from his body. Our 
conversations then were like talking to our-
selves. We talked of fear, hunger, and pain. 
We cried for ourselves and for Cambodia. 
We listened to the sound of the dripping 
water that had carved this enormous hole 
in the rock. We sat and thought about the 
future. 

As a boy, my brothers and I had explored 
caves. But living in a cave was different. It 
was like going into the center of the earth 
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is what they told the Khmer Rouge. When 
I came to know them, I thought perhaps 
they were not really officers. The major 
could not speak French, as all well-educated 
people could, and he could not read the 
map very well. But their former identity 
made no difference. In the forest we were 
merely men, equal, as the Khmer Rouge had 
wanted us to be, equal in our sadness and 
misfortune. 

Though I lived with these men for a 
year, I never learned their names, nor did 
they know mine. It was not important to 
us. We referred to each other as “doctor” 
or “teacher” or whatever we were. I was the 
youngest and was referred to as “Tooch,” 
little brother, as I had been called in my 
family. 

afTer a MOnTh, Our WOunDs were almost 
healed and our supply of food had run out. 
We left the cave in search of food and water 
and hoped we might make it into Thailand. 
In our discussion of who should lead us, the 
major spoke loudly. He was mean and strict 
and liked taking charge. After some debate, 
the major convinced us, in his authoritative 
voice, that he should lead us because he had 
a compass and a map. At the time this made 
sense, though we came to find that these 
objects of science offered us no direction. 
They knew nothing of the danger of mines, 
the desperation of men, or the strange situ-
ations that would confront us. 

At that time we were near the Tonle 
Sap and about a hundred kilometers east of 
Thailand. We knew a national highway led 
to Thailand, but of course it would be heav-
ily patrolled and dangerous. The only other 
way to Thailand was through a dense forest 
over the high Phnom Kravanh mountains 
to the west. That is the way we began. 

We had become used to the relative 
security of the cave and felt vulnerable in 
the forest. The vegetation was dense and 
this, combined with our weakness, caused 
us to trip easily. Falling and bumping our 
unhealed wounds caused us great pain. The 
thick brush made numerous hiding places 
for enemies. Our eyes and ears were on 
guard every minute for the black uniforms 
of Khmer Rouge soldiers or the slow, heavy 
step of tigers. From the time Cambodians 
are small, they hear stories of the forest. We 
have folktales of people being abandoned 
in the forest. The stories tell of struggles 
to avoid its darkness because that is where 
wild animals, malarial mosquitoes, and evil 
Neak Ta dwell. I felt like a character in one 
of those stories. 

We had trouble sleeping without shelter. 
The nights were cruel with no bed to lie on, 
no blankets to cover us, and no light but 
that of the moon. The nights were cold and 
full of danger—tigers and snakes. And there 
were dangers inside our heads too—night-
mares and the seductions of death. 

We spent our days walking west looking 
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for water and food. We lived on fruit, leaves, 
and potatoes. We dared not start a fire lest 
we call attention to ourselves. I tried not 
to think about anything except food and 
water. We believed it would take two weeks 
to reach Thailand, but the way was not easy. 
For one thing, we didn’t have enough food. 
Often we got lost and would stop to argue 
about which way to go. We had many quar-
rels. Some of the men wanted to throw away 
the guns we had taken from the soldiers 
because they were heavy, and we argued 
about that. We would walk in one direction 
for a while and then hear mines exploding. 
Or we’d come upon a Khmer Rouge camp, 
then turn and go in the opposite direction. 
It was exhausting and discouraging. 

My efforts to think only about my physi-
cal survival began to falter. I began thinking 
about my family all the time. I remember 
whispering, “Where is my mother?” When 
I did so, a song came to me and I began to 
sing: “Oh mother, oh mother, I wish you 
were by my side.” Cambodian people cry 
when they hear that song. It is from a sad 
movie about children lost in the forest. The 
children call for their mother and their 
voices reach the trees, reach the leaves, 
reach the air, reach everything except their 
mother’s ears. 

I knew that eventually I would have to 
accept my circumstance and somehow find 
peace. Away from the others, I asked the 
sky: “Before, I had a house, a family, food. 
Now I have nothing. Who has put me in the 
forest to live naked and hungry? Where is 
my family? How can I survive? Is it better to 
die? What fate awaits me?” Though I had no 
answers and I found no peace, I knew one 
thing. It was not my time to die.

When we did not have the strength 

to walk, we sat quietly in thought—or 
without thought if our thoughts were too 
much to bear. After being in the forest for 
weeks with so little food, we did not have 
the energy to do more. Sometimes we sat 
together and drew maps in the earth with 
a stick to help us decide which way to go. 
Each man told the others what he believed 
was the right way. No one knew for sure. We 
followed our intuition more than anything. 
But our intuition was often wrong and our 
way was blocked by soldiers or by nature. 
Sometimes we sat alone and drew pictures 
of food and smiling faces and the names of 
those we loved. We would look at our draw-
ings, meditating, and finally sweep them 
away with a brush of our hands so we would 
not die of longing. 

*  *  *  

aT ThaT TiMe i haD nOT yeT accepted my 
forest home. I felt my humanness too much 
and felt set apart from the life of nature. 
But this attitude changed suddenly one day 
when I climbed a tree to pick some fruit and 
there, in the top of the tree, I saw some fish. 
These fish, known as ksan, were in a pool 
created by a huge round plant that attaches 
itself to the tree and fills with water when 
the Tonle Sap overflows into the forest. 

I looked at the fish a long time. Finally 
I said to myself, “If fish can live in a tree 
through some force of nature, I can live 
wherever fate puts me.” I then came to 
accept the circumstances of my life.

living WiTh naTure in The forest with no 
house, no bed, nothing, can be very difficult 
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unless you recognize its beauty and surrender 
to it. After I surrendered to my fate, I saw 
my world differently. I saw the beauty of its 
order. I saw the artful arrangement of rough 
red leaves on delicate green ferns, flowers in 
vases of stone, berries in perfect geometric 
patterns—the whole of it reflected in hun-
dreds of dewdrops. Everywhere, especially 

in the rainy season, new was springing from 
old, life was springing from death. 

That Cambodian forest was beautiful. 
It was grand to have a house covered in 
green carpet soft on bare feet. Marble 
walls. Carved staircases. I was provided 
with paintings and sculpture. There was 
music—symphonies of birdsong, wind in 
the trees, harmonies and choirs. I wondered 
if those animals knew they were in harmony 
with one another or if each believed he was 
alone. In the forest there was theater and 
drama, too, the whole story of life acted out 
for me. I was the audience for the rituals 
of mating, migration, growth, the fight for 
survival, death, and rebirth. 

I found many valuable things in the 
forest, even sapphires and emeralds. One 
day the engineer found some diamonds 
in a rock. He got very excited and started 
jumping up and down until his pants fell 
down. The professor of philosophy said to 
me, “Look at that man. How does he have 
the energy to jump up and down? How 
does happiness create such energy? How 
does power come from paying attention to 

a rock? Why doesn’t he go look for a leaf 
to eat instead of jumping at the sight of a 
rock?” We both wanted to laugh but neither 
of us had the energy. 

he Was righT, Of cOurse. When you live in 
the forest, diamonds lose their value. They 
are no more precious than anything else. It 

is all the same: the life, the value, of every-
thing is equal, is as important as the next. 
Even my human life was equal to that of a 
fly eaten by a frog in the eyes of a tiger who 
knows only hunger, which was the same 
burning hunger as mine. 

This same hunger, though, could blind 
me to the forest’s beauty. When I was  
desperately hungry or thirsty, beauty had 
little value. I remember a waterfall cas-
cading into a pool of water lilies that was 
extraordinarily beautiful. Yet I looked at 
that waterfall and saw only water to drink—
water that would keep me alive a little 
longer so my heart would continue to beat. 
Life meant my voice could create another 
song, my mind could have another memory 
of a day lived upon this earth. I drank that 
water and received another chance to dis-
cover the meaning of my life. Water made 
that possible. 

This idea of the value of food and water 
was introduced to me by my father. But it 
was only after living in the forest that I 
understood. I remember my father talking 
to us while we picnicked one day. He play-

After I surrendered to my fate, 
I saw my world differently. 
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fully said to us, “Does anyone here see any 
gold?” 

We all looked around and said no. And 
my father said: “You must see it. It is every-
where!” 

 “Where?” we all cried. 
 “You are sitting on it. You are eating it.” 
“What do you mean, Father?” 
“It is simple and easy to understand,” he 

said. “This ground and your food are gold. 
They are the most valuable things. Why? 
Because the ground gives us food to put 
into our bodies and this allows us to live 
and have children and go on into the future. 
That is gold. Life is gold, more valuable 
than anything.” 

My father, he knew. He knew everything. 

sO yOu see i began to change. I believe the 
point when I was transformed came on the 
day I began to understand the chatter of 
birds. 

This happened while I was lying on the 
ground, looking up at the sky, listening to 
the songs of a bird. I wondered, “If I sang 
like a bird, could I fly like a bird? Is it their 
music that gives them flight?” 

I watched as a mother bird left her nest 
to find food for her young. I heard her say, 
“I think I will take that leaf for my children. 
There, there, little ones. I have enough for 
all of you.” I allowed myself to become that 
bird and soon I was flying across that great 
expanse of sky—a sky without soldiers to 
stop me, without borders, without hidden 
dangers. I felt the sweetness of freedom and 
was released from my sorrow. 

When I returned I looked at those birds, 
not really with my eyes, but as if through a 
telescope. And when I lay on the ground 
and looked at the earth, I saw everything 

from a different perspective: close enough 
to experience the slow, peaceful crawl of 
a worm, close enough to see its· heartbeat 
and its struggle—close enough, that is, to 
feel compassion for a worm. After I felt 
that compassion, I was not the same. I was 
adopted by nature. I was now part of nature. 

Bree Lafreniere was a Peace Corps volunteer 
who in the Solomon Islands. She met Cambodian 
refugee Daran Kravanh in 1992 while working 
at the Refugee Assistance Program of Tacoma, 
Washington.

Daran Kravanh survived the brutal Khmer Rouge 
regime. He is presently working to bring democracy 
to Cambodia and is the leader of the Khmer Anti-
Poverty Party, founded in 2007. 

From Music through the Dark: A Tale of Survival in 
Cambodia by Bree Lafreniere. Copyright © 2000 
University of Hawaii Press. Reprinted by permis-
sion of University of Hawaii Press.
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Wherever the sacred feminine is 
honored, the central imagery is 
of birthing, but also of rebirth-

ing. In cultures where individual achieve-
ment and aggrandizement are crucial to one’s 
experience of self, the very notion of death 
evokes immense anxiety, because mortality 
limits one’s opportunity to make a mark in life. 

Where identity is experienced in terms of con-
nection and relationship, one might assume 
the idea of death would be just as terrifying 
insofar as it disconnects us from those we love. 
But, in fact, another dynamic comes often into 
play. The little boy’s smile is so like his father’s, 
and his eyes are those of his grandmother. He 
laughs like his mother’s sister, and so, probably, 

The House Made of Dawn: 
Reinhabiting the Sacred Feminine

by carOl lee flinDers

© Quired
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was foreordained to win, accompanied by special 
songs: 

Black Jewel Girl,the breeze coming from her 
as she runs is beautiful, 
Her black jewel moccasins, the breeze coming 
from her as she runs is beautiful...
Before, behind, it is blessed, the breeze  
coming from her as she runs is beautiful. 

There is a moment in a young girl’s life 
when the child is slipping away and one 
can catch glimpses of the woman she will 
be, hovering behind her smile, prefigured 
in her gestures. It is a magical and indeed 
a liminal time, for sometimes you seem to 
see both the girl and the woman at once, 
and that very oscillation, along with the 
curious radiance that can settle over girls at 
that moment, suggests still another possibil-
ity: that it may be neither girl nor woman 
standing before you but rather the Girl of 
girls and the Woman of women. In cul-
tures that consciously revere the feminine 
sacred, this fleeting intuitive awareness is  
honored and becomes the basis of initia-
tory rites. We might imagine that these are 
carried out primarily for the girl’s benefit, 
but in fact they are times when her entire 
community rejoices, for each time a girl 
becomes a woman, the Goddess is reborn 
into her family and community. She is 
regenerated, and because She is the giver 
and sustainer of life, so everyone else is 
regenerated along with her. 

Mystery writer Tony Hillerman has per-
formed a great service by familiarizing ordi-
nary readers with the beauty and power of 
Native American religious practices. In The 
Listening Woman, Detective Joe Leaphorn’s 
key informant is an elderly woman who is 

will his grandchildren. The continuities are so 
evident we can rest in them, feeling ourselves 
held securely in a web of intricate design. Life 
is not snuffed out when one individual dies; 
it gathers itself in and reconfigures from one 
instant to the next. 

This kind of awareness, antithetical in so 
many ways to our own, is intrinsic to many 
traditional cultures, and it is certainly one of 
the reasons those cultures exert the power-
ful draw upon us that they do. It is nowhere 
more powerfully evident than in the feminine 
initiation rites that anthropologists working 
in a great many different traditions have been 
able to reconstruct or, in some cases, observe 
directly. I’ve described women’s efforts to rein-
habit the sacred feminine as a form of scav-
enging—pulling together bits and pieces from 
various cultures and gluing them together into 
something usable. But in the female initiation 
rite we’re about to look at, we see the sort of 
find that archaeologists wait for all their lives: 
a whole and coherent representation of the 
Divine Mother, unbroken, unchipped, radiant 
with meaning. We discover, too, that of the 
four motifs around which I’ve structured my 
inquiry, enclosure is the one to watch.... 

cOnTaineD, TransfOrMeD, eMergenT

A thirteen-year-old Navajo girl sits quietly in 
the semidarkness of her family hogan close to an 
older woman who is murmuring instructions to 
her. The girl wears a ceremonial sash and jewelry 
made of turquoise and white shell. Her hair is 
fragrant with yucca shampoo: heavy bangs cover 
her forehead, the rest is held back in a buckskin 
thong. Before her is a basket full of roasted corn 
and a set of ancient stone tools for grinding it. Her 
cheeks are flushed, because she has just returned 
from a vigorous run with her friends—a race she 
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assisting at a kinaalda ceremony, marking 
a Navajo girl’s initiation into womanhood. 
To hurry the old woman, or pressure her, is 
absolutely out of the question; Leaphorn 
will learn what he needs to know only if 
she is persuaded that he is not asking as 
an outsider. He can do this easily enough, 
because in fact he is not an outsider at 
all. He takes part in the kinaalda itself 
with evident delight, singing the ancient 
songs, whose words, “down through the 
generations had become so melded into the 
rhythm that they were hardly more than 
musical sounds.”  

cereMOnies anD riTuals are  like the genetic 
material of a particular culture: the medium 
in which its deepest values are preserved 
down through time. Central to women’s 
rites, particularly the rites that initiate a 
young girl into womanhood, is the theme of 
regeneration, of the creative and recreative 
forces of the natural world. Resiliency itself. 
In every instance with which I am familiar 
these ceremonies involve ritual enclosure, 
and in these contexts enclosure connotes, 
not imprisonment or limitation of any sort, 
but a symbolic gestation. 

Citing the work of anthropologist Bruce 
Lincoln, Jungian psychotherapist Virginia 
Beane Rutter observes that in contrast 
to male initiation patterns, which reflect 
“a process of separation, liminality (tran-
sition), and reincorporation,” feminine 
rites tend to follow a threefold pattern of 
“enclosure, metamorphosis (or magnifica-
tion), and emergence.” She interprets those 
three stages in psychobiological terms and 
observes that in fact they recur over and 
over again throughout a woman’s life: 

Containment, transformation, and 
emergence form a ritual pattern of renew-
al for women. The pattern has both an 
inner and outer place in women’s lives... 
Initially, as a girl child, she is self-contained. 
Her body is hers and closed to the world. 
Menarche “opens” her physically, emotion-
ally, and psychologically to external influ-
ence or intrusion. With each menstrual 
cycle, she undergoes a bodily transforma-
tion. Each month brings periods of contain-
ment, changing, and emerging. Her sexual 
receptivity fluctuates with her changing 
moods. During pregnancy a woman finds 
herself in a deep state of inner-contain-
ment while creation and transformation 
take place in her womb. Emergence comes 
when the blood flows in childbirth and the 
baby is born. During lactation her milk 
flows, opening her physical boundary into 
the world, into relationship in a new way. 
Later in life, when her blood ceases, she 
returns to another state of self-containment. 
Transformed once again, she emerges into 
old age and an identity as a grandmother. 

cereMOnies like kinaalDa have proven a 
richly meaningful source in Rutter’s thera-
peutic work with women. “Depth-oriented 
psychotherapy,” she maintains, “is an expe-
rience of initiation—a rite of passage from 
one stage of consciousness to another. 
When a woman seeks a woman therapist, 
she explains, it is typically because “an 
initiatory threshold has been reached, or 
life has been dammed up at an old stage. 
A new developmental task requires atten-
tion to inner reality.” She compares such a 
moment to early adolescence when “long-
ings press for realization from within” and 
notes that elements from rites like kinaalda 
have turned up regularly in the dreams of 
her own clients as they themselves moved 
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toward greater wholeness. Rutter feels now 
that she has presided over their unfolding 
in much the same way that an older woman 
mentor does over the initiation of a young 
Navajo girl in kinaalda: “The therapeutic 
enclosure...provides the ritual container 
for development that our culture generally 
lacks...a quiet, closed, sacred space with 
the attention of a single woman focused 
completely on her. It is a place of self-attun-
ement; it can be a place of self-realization.” 

In kinaalda a young girl really becomes 
Changing Woman, the foremost Navajo 
deity, “the power of change and fecundity 
in all things.” What goes on during the cer-
emony between a young girl and her mentor 
forms the foundation for the girl’s entire life 
as a woman. Directly, but vicariously, too, 
with her own daughters and nieces, she will 
experience over and over that threefold pat-
tern of containment, transformation, and 
emergence, and she will come to know its 
power—to know that continuous renewal 
is what it means to be Changing Woman. 
Every aspect of kinaalda works to reinforce 
this knowledge. Let’s look at the ceremony 
now a little more closely, noting as we do 
the importance attached implicitly not only 
to enclosure but also to silence, restraint of 
desires, and a very interesting variation on 
the theme of self-naughting. 

riTual enclOsure is signaleD very simply by 
the hanging of a blanket across the door of 
the girl’s hogan, but the hogan is made holy 
for the purposes of the ritual by the singing 
of traditional songs:

Here at this house, it is a sacred place ... 
The house made of dawn is a sacred place 
... Now it is the house of long life and 
everlasting beauty. 

The girl herself chooses her Ideal Woman—
someone who is strong and beautiful, a good 
cook, a mother, and a skillful weaver. In the 
first stage of the ceremony, Ideal Woman wash-
es the girl’s hair with yucca root shampoo and 
brushes it with ceremonial grass. She washes 
the girl’s turquoise and white shell jewelry and 
dresses her, singing all the while. After the 
girl has been dressed and ornamented, she lies 
upon a pile of blankets lent by guests and fam-
ily members (her very touch will bless them), 
and is massaged by Ideal Woman from toe to 
head. Because a girl is believed to be malleable 
during menarche, she can be reshaped through 
massage into Changing Woman. Because she 
is considered to be particularly vulnerable dur-
ing this time, both physically and emotionally, 
she must stay away from evil places, and every-
one around her is careful to model attitudes of 
kindness and generosity. At the same time, she 
knows herself to be growing in strength. Twice 
a day, followed by her girlfriends, she runs, a 
little farther each time, understanding that 
the farther she runs, the longer she is likely to 
live in health. 

Over the course of her enclosure the initi-
ate roasts and grinds corn—as much as thirty 
pounds—for an enormous corn cake. She 
grinds it with stone tools; the work is meant 
to strengthen her “soft bones.” Her father will 
help dig the earthen pit where it is to be baked; 
her grandfather may keep the fire going. Once 
the batter is in the heated pit, she sprinkles it 
with corn pollen. She herself will be blessed 
with sacred pollen before the all-night sing. 
She stays awake throughout the night listening 
attentively to the songs. 

At dawn the girl’s hair and jewelry are 
washed one final time, and she leaves the 
hogan for a final run. When she gets back, she 
will cut the cake and serve it out, refraining 
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from eating it herself. The cake is huge and 
round and deep gold in color. It looks like 
the sun—the very emblem of bounty and 
brightness. And she glows, too: this is her 
day. She has been recreated, and so have 
those who participated in her initiation. To 
look upon her is a blessing. The Mother has 
returned. This is what regeneration looks 
like—tastes like. 

see hOW DifferenTly feMale experience is 
depicted here. The girl is silent, but only 
so that she can hear with her whole being 
timeless songs that portray her to herself 
as “the subject of her own epic.” Her 
sense of self is not assaulted; it enlarges, 
rather, as she feels herself becoming one 
with Changing Woman. She curbs her 
own hunger, but does so in the context of 
becoming one who can feed and heal oth-
ers. In point of fact, she is acquiring power. 
And finally, she is enclosed, but only for a 
time, and with a female mentor of her own 
choice, and their enclosure serves only to 
intensify their communion. 

Carol Lee Flinders is a writer, scholar and 
educator. She has taught at UC Berkeley, and 
is currently a Fellow of the Spiritual and Health 
Institute at Santa Clara University. 

From: At the Root of This Longing: Reconciling a 
Spiritual Hunger and a Feminist Thirst. Copyright 
© 1998 by Carol Lee Flinders. Reprinted by 
permission of HarperCollins Publishers.
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The Mountains and Rivers Order
news and training



91

ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY
The main house of the Mountains and Rivers Order
on Mount Tremper, NY.

ZEN CENTER OF NEW YORK CITY
Fire Lotus Temple, the city branch of the MRO in 
Brooklyn, NY.

SOCIETY OF MOUNTAINS AND RIVERS
An international network of MRO sitting groups.

ZEN ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES INSTITUTE
Environmental education and training programs 
including the Green Dragon Earth Initiative.

DHARMA COMMUNICATIONS
Not-for-profit dharma outreach, including WZEN 
internet radio station, the Monastery Store, and the 
Mountain Record Journal. 

NATIONAL BUDDHIST ARCHIVE
Preserves and documents unfolding American 
Buddhist history.

NATIONAL BUDDHIST PRISON SANGHA
Offers spiritual guidance, correspondence and support 
to prison inmates. 
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THE MOUNTAINS AND RIVERS ORDER 

The Mountains and Rivers Order of Zen Buddhism (MRO) is a living embodiment of the Buddha’s 
wisdom as it has been transmitted mind to mind through the generations of Buddhist ancestors, 
beginning with Shakyamuni Buddha himself. The MRO offers practitioners an approach to spiritual 
training that is grounded in the recognition that all human beings have the capacity to awaken, while 
acknowledging that this journey requires guidance and support. The MRO includes two major practice 
centers, numerous affiliate groups, and various organizations dedicated to supporting sincere and vigor-
ous spiritual practice. To enter into the MRO is to take up the dharma as a matter of profound personal 
importance and to be guided by the tradition, the teachers, and the sangha as one embarks on the path 
of self-realization.

EIGHT GATES OF ZEN

Arising from the Buddha’s original teaching on the Eightfold Path, the Eight Gates of Zen form the core 
of training in the MRO. The Eight Gates draw on Zen’s rich tradition of practice across disciplines like 
archery, haiku, painting and tea ceremony. Accessible and relevant to the lives of modern practitioners, 
they challenge us to infuse every aspect of our lives with spiritual practice. The Eight Gates are zazen, 
direct study with a teacher, art practice, body practice, Buddhist study, liturgy, right action, and work 
practice—points of entry that offer ever-deepening ways of studying the self.

LAY AND MONASTIC TRAINING

The MRO includes two distinct yet interrelated paths of training: lay practice and monasticism. 
Monastics dedicate the whole of their lives to practicing and realizing the dharma and serving the 
sangha. Lay students commit to awakening within their daily lives, in the midst of family, home and 
work. The unique feel of training in the MRO emerges in part from the rich commingling of these two 
paths, as men and women of all ages, from all walks of life, take up the teachings in accord with their 
individual sense of spiritual calling.
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TEACHERS, PRIESTS AND DHARMA HOLDERS IN THE MOUNTAINS AND RIVERS ORDER

JOHN DAIDO LOORI ROSHI, FOUNDING TEACHER (1931-2009)

Daido Roshi was the founder of Zen Mountain Monastery and the Mountains and Rivers Order, and 
served as the guiding teacher for almost thirty years. A holder of the Soto and Rinzai Zen lineages, Daido 
Roshi drew on his background as a scientist, artist, naturalist, parent and Zen priest to establish a uniquely 
American Zen Buddhist training center. He is the author of numerous books, including The Eight Gates 
of Zen and The Zen of Creativity.

GEOFFREY SHUGEN ARNOLD SENSEI

Shugen Sensei is the Head of the Mountains and Rivers Order, as well as the abbot and resident teacher of 
Fire Lotus Temple. Trained as a musician, he came to the Monastery in his late twenties after ten years of 
practicing Zen on his own. He has been in full-time residential training since 1986, and received dharma 
transmission from Daido Roshi in 1997. He is the author of O, Beautiful End, a collection of Zen memorial 
poems. While he lives primarily at the Temple, he also spends time teaching at the Monastery.

KONRAD RYUSHIN MARCHAJ SENSEI

Ryushin Sensei is the abbot and resident teacher of Zen Mountain Monastery. He came to the dharma 
through Vipassana meditation, eventually shifting to Zen practice and taking Daido Roshi as his teacher 
in 1987. After a medical career which included pediatrics and psychiatry, he entered into full-time resi-
dential training in 1992. He received dharma transmission from Daido Roshi in 2009.

JODY HOJIN KIMMEL OSHO has been in residential training at the Monastery since 1991 and is the training 
coordinator there. After Daido Roshi’s passing, Hojin Osho completed her training with Shugen Sensei, 
receiving the priestly transmission from him in 2012. Before ordaining, Hojin was an artist and potter.

RON HOGEN GREEN has been engaged in formal Zen practice since 1978, and was in residential training 
at the Monastery for twelve years. In 2007, Hogen returned to lay life. He currently lives with his family 
in Danville, PA, where he works as a pharmacist.
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ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY: THE MAIN HOUSE

Nestled in the Catskill Mountains, Zen Mountain Monastery is the main house of the MRO. The 
Monastery offers both experienced practitioners and beginners a chance to enter a unique environ-
ment where distractions are minimized and all aspects of life are engaged as study of the self. 

Residents, students, and retreat participants share their days while following a rigorous training 
schedule. The resident teacher and abbot, Ryushin Sensei, oversees daily life and training, and the 
Head of the Order, Shugen Sensei, spends part of each training week here. 

Residency at the Monastery means joining the cloistered community, letting go of worldly respon-
sibilities, and giving oneself completely to the training schedule. Each day revolves around practice 
in the Eight Gates, with time devoted to zazen and liturgy, as well as other areas of study. 

The Monastery draws its strength from the ancient tradition of Buddhist monasticism, but it’s the 
rich interplay between the monastery cloister and the vibrant world outside the doors that keeps the 
practice earnest and alive. 

ZEN CENTER OF NEW YORK CITY: THE CITY BRANCH

Located in the Boerum Hill section of Brooklyn, Zen Center of New York City: Fire Lotus Temple 
offers lay practitioners authentic Zen training in the midst of one of the world’s great cities. The 
Temple maintains a daily schedule of zazen and liturgy, offering those who live in the city a chance 
to come and practice together as their schedules and obligations allow. In addition, the Temple offers 
meditation intensives, right action and study groups, evening classes, community work periods, a 
Sunday morning program and Saturday retreats. 

As one of the few residential Buddhist training centers in New York City, the Temple offers a 
unique opportunity to be in full-time training while simultaneously engaged in the world. Our small 
community of residents holds jobs or goes to school. Residential life is guided by the abbot, Shugen 
Sensei. Temple residency offers a powerful way to take up the crucial but challenging work of extend-
ing our spiritual practice into our ordinary lives.
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BEGINNING INSTRUCTION IN ZAZEN

Instruction in zazen, along with many opportunities to developand deepen one’s meditation prac-
tice, is one of the most important things the MRO has to offer. Beginning instruction is available 
each week at both the Monastery and the Temple as part of our Sunday morning program and on 
Wednesday evenings at the Monastery.

RETREATS

Both the Monastery and Temple offer a series of introductory retreats, including a monthly Introduction 
to Zen Training Weekend, led by the teacher and senior students at the Monastery, and The Essentials of 
Zen, a series of monthly evening seminars that take up different facets of lay practice. Other retreats 
offer opportunities to study and train in the Eight Gates with guest instructors across a range of disci-
plines. At the Monastery, retreatants step into the residents’ cloistered community for a full weekend; 
at the Temple, retreats take place on Saturdays.

SESSHIN AND MEDITATION INTENSIVES

Characterized by silence and deep introspection, extended periods of zazen such as sesshin (week-long) 
and zazenkai (day-long) are the heart of Zen training. All intensives include dokusan, or private inter-
view with the teachers, and formal meals taken in the zendo (oryoki).

RESIDENTIAL TRAINING

The Monastery and the Temple offer different ways to engage Zen training full-time. Monastery resi-
dents join the cloistered community, letting go of other worldly responsibilities; Temple residents main-
tain careers, pursue degrees, or engage in other focused work while living and training at the center. For 
more information about the Monastery and the Temple, check our website at mro.org.
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TAISEI KAIJuN (5.25.1927—3.10.2014)

Kaijun was born Mary Edna Mold on May 25, 1927, and grew up in Weymouth, England. At 
21, she left for New Zealand to pursue a career in nursing until her retirement at age 50.

After 12 years of practice with Lama Samten in New Zealand, Kaijun became Daido Roshi’s 
student in 1992. She arrived at the Monastery in 1994. 

Kaijun ran ZMM’s garden for many years. She hand-built beautiful raku-fired altar statues 
depicting Jizo and Kannon Bodhisattva. She also oversaw the sewing of rakusus, leading this part 
of jukai training for years despite diminishing hearing and eyesight. Deeply committed to work 
practice and serving the sangha, she kept busy with sewing and mending projects until the final 
months of her life.

Fellow monastics and Monastery residents tended Kaijun during her last months, receiving 
much from Kaijun’s warm, relaxed, and ready presence. She passed peacefully during the morning 
of March 10th. Her remains will be buried in the Monastery cemetary during a funeral service on 
April 27th, roughly 49 days after her passing. She is survived by her nephew Jeffrey and niece Julia.
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 KAIJUN REFLECTS ON PRACTICE 
(excerpted from a 2013 interview for WZEN.org.)

I’ve been involved in Buddhism for about thirty years now, and not until lately have I really had 
any idea of what it meant to practice, what it meant to see a thought, let it go, come back to the 
breath. That’s so simple. Well, I was absolutely overwhelmed by thoughts, which rushed, shrieking 
and yelling through my consciousness. Which thought was I supposed to see and let go? I couldn’t 
grab one of them. So my practice was mostly being angry with myself because I was not practicing. 
. . . Now, I can see that thoughts themselves are no problem. They will keep coming. If I can man-
age just to see the thought and let it pass, it’s no problem whatever. The problem, always, is with 
clinging to an idea of how things should be and trying to make sure that’s how things go. 

Daido Roshi used to talk about finding a way through the forest of brambles. For me, going 
through the forest of brambles involved cutting each one down and then hammering it back into 
the ground. But now, the brambles are not brambles anymore—they’re just tall undergrowth. None 
of it is a problem. When I make a mistake now, which I often do, I can look at it and say, “Well, 
that was a mistake, and I’ll try not to do it again,” but I don’t blame myself or make an enormously 
big deal out of it. Everything that is done is in the past and was at the time necessary. When 
misfortunes come, I just say, “Oh well, that was necessary, and now I can use that experience.” 
It reminds me to go back to my practice and return to asking myself, “Who was it who made the 
mistake? Who is suffering now?” Is there someone suffering? Or is there, in fact, just an experience 
of pain, shared by the whole universe, that will dissolve if we don’t mess with it? 
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SPRING 2014 ANGO • SHUSO’S LETTER

Dear Sangha, 

As the snow and the chilling winds of winter give way to deep puddles and gentle breezes, we wel-
come the return of the dawn chorus, and so begin our ninety-day spring training period. 

Shugen Sensei has asked me to serve as Chief Disciple this Spring Ango. I feel as though I can 
never possibly repay my teacher’s generosity; I can only vow to use this gift to serve the sangha 
with unending gratitude and with the very best of my ability. I hope you will join me in using this 
time to intensify and enliven your practice.

This Ango, we will be investigating the nature of reality and illusion through study of Dogen’s 
“Within a Dream Expressing a Dream.” Dogen says that to express the dream within a dream is 
to “directly arrive in the practice place.” How fortunate we are to have our teachers, monastery, 
temple, Eight Gates training, ourselves and each other as our very own practice place! Whether 
you are at home or in residence, living nearby or at a distance, please offer your practice to all by 
participating as much as you can.

May each of us engage this practice of waking up with sincerity, honesty and diligence. I eagerly 
look forward to exploring and expressing the “radiance and color of this great dream” together. 
What an adventure it will be for us all!

Wishing you the finest of dreams,
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ANGO PRACTICE 

The Mountains and Rivers Order training schedule cycles through periods of intensification and 
relaxation, mirroring seasonal changes and giving us varied opportunies to study and practice. 
The spring and fall quarters are ango (“peaceful dwelling”), ninety-day intensives that continue an 
ancient tradition dating back to the time of the Buddha, when the sangha gathered in forest groves 
during monsoon season to support each other in their practice and recieve teachings from the 
Buddha and his senior disciples. 

Each ango has a theme drawn from the Buddhist teachings. This Spring 2014 Ango, the sangha 
will be taking up Master Dogen’s teaching, “Within the Dream, Expressing the Dream.” The image 
of a dream is often used to describe samsara and our immersion and conviction in its illusions. 

The training and practice of the chief disciple is another important facet of ango training. 
When a junior student is ready to make the transition into being a senior student, the teacher will 
ask him or her to serve as chief disciple for the training period. They lead the ango and offer their 
sincere and wholehearted practice as a model for the sangha. The ango culminates with a special 
right of passage for the whole community: Shuso Hossen.  

JEANNE SEISEN CRIMP, MRO is serving as the chief disciple this Spring 2014 Ango. Seisen grew 
up in the suburbs of Toronto, later moving to New Zealand where she lived for 25 years. Seisen did 
her first sesshin in 1990 and became Daido Roshi’s student in 1995, receiving jukai in 1997. She 
trained in residence at the Monastery for Spring Ango in both 2001 and 2006 and has spent a total 
of almost two years in resdiency at the Temple. Seisen has worked as a musician, cabinetmaker, 
teacher, industrial designer, and is in the midst of starting a new business in New York. She is the 
mother of two grown daughters. This spring, she is living once again at the Temple. 
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TEACHING IN THE TEN DIRECTIONS

During January, Shugen Sensei made his annual trip to New Zealand. The visit itself was a good one, 
but Sensei’s travels were marked by successive delays due to winter storms. For this reason, among 
several others, he has decided to shift his annual visit to July, a change that will begin this summer. 
Closer to home, Shugen Sensei and Temple seniors met with five different groups of middle- and 
high school students from the local area and across the river in New Jersey. The students visited the 
Temple to learn more about Buddhism and meditation. Also at the Temple, on March 22, Shugen 
Sensei gathered with about 20 participants to launch the Beyond Fear of Differences dharma train-
ing program, which takes up Buddhist teachings as a path to eliminating all forms of bias. The pro-
gram is the fruit of dedicated effort on behalf of Shugen Sensei and a sangha planning committee 
and has been years in the making. After this initial Saturday half-day session, the group will meet 
monthly on Tuesday evenings for the rest of the year. Finally, keep an eye out for another pithy 
teaching from Shugen Sensei in the summer 2014 issue of Buddhadharma in the “First Thoughts” 
section—and excerpt from a talk that first appeared here in the Mountain Record.

In February, Ryushin Sensei traveled to Vermont for a series of talks and panel discussions. In 
early spring, he paid two visits to college campuses, heading to Skidmore College and Wesleyan 
University  to meet with various classes and offer a public talk on Buddhism and beginning instruc-
tion in meditation. Meanwhile, back at the Monastery, Ryushin Sensei  offered the second annual 
retreat on contemplation and education from March 16-18. Designed as a weekend immersion in 
direct, intuitive knowing, the retreat gives college students a chance to taste the kind of learning 
that is all too often omitted from the traditional classroom.    

In mid-January, Hojin Osho traveled to Buffalo to a lead sesshin. Then, on March 13, she visited 
Bard college, where she offered teachings on the creative process as well as support in the face of 
recent campus tragedies. On April 3rd, she paid a visit to much younger students at Woodstock Day 
School, a local elementary school. 
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STEVEN HOZAN HORVATH (12.13.1945—2.13.2014)

Beloved sangha member and former MRO student Hozan Horvath passed away this winter. 
Hozan and his wife, Janice Senju Baker, first came to the Monastery in 1988, entering residency 
in 1990. Hozan served as the work supervisor and his careful, loving handiwork is still vis-
ible—he created the first rough-hewn rail fences that now characterize the Monastery grounds. 
He also built the original spring house, a quaint little construction with a shingled roof that 
protected the Monastery’s water source for many years until it had to be replaced just recently. 
Hozan received Jukai from Daido Roshi in 1993. He and Senju (the two are pictured opposite 
page, left) found their spiritual home at the Monastery, and Hozan’s devotion and gratitude to 
his teacher and to the dharma was intrinsic to his every endeavor.

ROBERT TESSHU GRATZ (11.2.1946—3.9.2014)

Long-time friend of the sangha and former MRO student Tesshu Gratz passed away this winter. 
Tesshu (pictured above, right) was always generous in extending help to the Monastery. When 
the new Dharma Communications building was just finished, Tesshu contacted Daido Roshi to 
offer a special office furniture connection he had. Literally every desk, chair and file cabinet 
in DC arrived there due to Tesshu’s big heart and willing spirit. His remains will be buried in a 
funeral at the Monastery on May 4th.
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NEW POSTULANTS

During January sesshin, Ryushin Sensei 
officiated two brief services in which Shea 
Ikusei Settimi and Jeffrey Onjin Plant each 
entered the first stage of monastic train-
ing as postulants. Ikusei and Onjin are a 
couple, and before moving into residency 
in 2010, they lived and worked locally 
in Phoenicia. Presently, Ikusei serves as 
the Monastery’s web content editor and 
Onjin is the Dharma Communications 
bookkeeper. 

JUKAI

On January 19, Shugen Sensei officiated a Precepts ceremony in New Zealand for Chris Kensan 
(“Polishing the Mountain”) Molloy and Peter Ishu (“Study Heart/Mind”) Lawless. The new 
Jukai recipients are pictured on the opposite page.

APPRECIATION

The Monastery thanks Kay Pierce for the donation of a new sewing machine and Shoshin Chester 
for her on going donation of oryoki cloths. The Temple extends a big thank you to Konshin 
Murray for the new microwave, Kaishin Jamieson for the color printer, Willem Pretorius for the 
donation of books for the library, and Michael Heilman for the new, chip-proof dishes. Dharma 
Communications thanks Warren Sibila for the donation of a Mac mini.

BEGGING BOWL

Dharma Communications would very much appreciate the donation of a new or used iPhone to 
help in the design and development of digital products and/or a new or used Macbook Pro.

FOR MORE MRO NEWS . . . 

Readers may notice that we’ve trimmed down our news section—to learn more about the recent 
goings-on in the MRO, check out the frequent updates in the news section of our website at 
mro.org/about/news.
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COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE 
MONASTERY

In January, Adam Steinberg from 
White Plains was here for the 
month, and Jonathon Iradi, of 
Wilson, North Carolina, and JL 
Aronson, MRO, of Brooklyn, NY, 
each began a year-long residency. 
In February we were joined by 
Mario Galeano, from Rye Brook, 
NY. In March, Michael Bailey, 
of Dallas, TX and Kisho Saari, 
MRO, of  Ashland, VA, each 
spent the month in residence. 
Seigei Spark, MRO, of Phoenicia, 
NY and Jamie Wood, MRO, of 
Toronto, Ontario, began a three-
month period of residency. 

During the winter we said 
goodbye to Koren Malamed and 
Amanda Graham who each com-

pleted a year of living and training here. Senior monastic Sankai Lemmens is taking a year-
long leave of absence, which began at the end of February. 

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE TEMPLE

In January, Myron Rogers, MRO, who was in the midst of transitioning from New Orleans 
to Brooklyn, spent the month in residence. Shinyu Pawlowski,MRO of Hurley, NY joined 
us for two months. In February, Soyini Crenshaw joined us for the month and Seisen Crimp, 
MRO began a four month residency, giving the Temple its first-ever Chief Disciple in 
residence. In March, Michael Heilman of Brooklyn, joined us for the month and Maureen 
Ballard, who was relocating from Boston to Brooklyn was also in residence. 

From January through March the following people joined us for short-term residencies of 
a week or so: Todd Cowdery, MRO; Ikyo Love, MRO; Enguetsu Lefevre; Matthew Hepburn; 
Meghan Bowdon, MRO; Jake Lowenstein; Robert Bryan; Tom Caplan and Sara Rappe, MRO. 

During January, the Temple bid farewell to JL Aronson, MRO and Julia Krupa, MRO who 
each finished a year-long residency. 
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THIRTY-FIVE YEARS AGO, as a graduate student at 
Columbia University, I studied with Yoshito 
Hakeda, Professor of Religion and a Shingon 
priest. We worked one-on-one studying 
Buddhist texts. He was not only my teacher, 
but also my mentor and my friend. 

At one point, deeply immersed in research 
in an unfamiliar field, I was experiencing 
strange, fortuitous coincidences. I was genu-
inely puzzled and went to Professor Hakeda 
for an explanation. After I had described the 
events he looked at me with an uncharacteris-
tic look of exasperation and said, “You haven’t 
understood anything we’ve done, have you. 
Some people think that time is a circle. Time 
is not a circle. Some think time is a line. Time 
is not a line. Time is a point!”

I was shocked both by the idea and by the 
strength of his frustration. After an awkward 
pause he leaned toward me and said, “Do you 
see?” 

I was not a practitioner at the time and had 
no interest in koans. But later, after he died 
and after I sat zazen, I came to realize that he 
had given me a personal koan. Is this life the 
rebirth of all past lives and the life of all future 
re-births? What is this? What is “time”? If time 
is a point, what is rebirth? What is birth? What 
is death?

I have not passed this koan; my dear teach-
er is not here to approve my expression of it. 

Or is he?   
—Andrew Hobai Pekarik

A DELICATE WOMAN AWKWARDLY, answers my 
knock on the front door. She looks at me with 
some hesitation. You must be Linda. Her hus-
band, Daniel, asked me to stop by the house 
this crisp Saturday morning. Daniel has plant-
ed a group of ten fruit trees in front of their 
simple house—plums, cherries, pears and 
apples. The trees are young, spindly and dis-
tressed; they haven’t grown much since they 
were planted. 

Daniel knows that I grow organic apples. 
Ten years ago, following a divorce, I moved to 
a small farm with three hundred abandoned 
apple trees.  Slowly, I brought the trees back 
to health: my own resurrection mirroring the 
restoration in the orchard. Now I know some-
thing about apples, less about other fruits; 
but I begin by showing Laura how to iden-
tify them—the pears with their thick vertical 
branches, the plums with early bud clusters, 
the orange-tinted growth of peaches, and the 
apple trees, in the worst shape of all. The poi-
gnancy is palpable. Her husband’s health has 
quickly deteriorated; this week the doctors told 
them he has two months to live.   

I give her suggestions—an organic fertilizer, 
a wood chip buffer around the base of the trees, 

Sangha 
Reflections

ON REBIRTH
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own process, in every part of my life—in my 
teaching, in the way I respond to my students, 
in my relationship, in my parenting, in my 
zazen... I learned this through making art, and 
it is always my art-making process that I return 
to when I feel most lost within myself.

—Chelsea Ross Green

EARLY ON IN MY CONNECTION to the teachings at 
the Monastery, I realized reincarnation didn’t 
need to be defined as the transmigration of 
the soul from one body to another. Instead, I 
chose to understand each moment as arising as 
everything and passing away as nothing, leav-
ing room for the next life. The less I hold on 
to life, the more joy and energy I find. I know 
intimately that the blackest depression, where 
the idea of suicide gets its lift, is the view of 
this life right now solidifying and extending 
into eternity. For me, true Hell is no death and 
no rebirth.

From this perspective, even being reborn to 
pain is a gift because it shows me that there’s 
no stopping the process: I know I have the 
ability to become human again and again, re-
gardless of what’s come before. I look around 
at people and things and, at my best, realize 
that letting this life go without knowing how 
each of us will be reborn increases the love and 
the beauty we share and liberates us all. And at 
my worst, I look forward to rebirth as getting 
another shot at that. Rebirth is my bumpy path 
to freedom.

—Christian Panas

IT’S FUNNY TO THINK THAT I’ve been actively try-
ing to re-birth myself at every turn of the cal-
endar year, with every birthday, every new sea-
son, every start to the week. I spent this New 

and together we make some pruning cuts on 
the apples. I invite Laura to visit our farm so I 
can show her some more about caring for fruit 
trees. 

I know she will soon come by. Out in the 
early spring sun, we’ve talked a lot about fruit 
trees; but also about life, death, and rebirth; 
health and sickness. When I leave an hour 
later, Daniel somehow knows. He hugs me and 
says, “Thank you for being a friend to my wife.”  

—Linda Shinji Hoffman

FIRST THERE IS AN IDEA, a feeling, something 
I want to respond to, something I want to 
articulate, an image in my mind, a communi-
cation... something.

That something within me then meets 
a material in the concrete world: clay, card-
board, charcoal, wood, metal, paper. In this 
coming together, a new thing starts to be cre-
ated, and it’s exciting, filled with potential. 
Then comes the inevitable fall—the recogni-
tion that the original something I began with 
is changing, moving out of my control. At first 
I feel like, “Oh no! What do I do now?” Losing 
control, or rather recognizing that I don’t have 
control, makes me feel like I’m trapped in a 
room with no doors. This paralysis can come 
and go in an instant; at other times it stays 
for what feels like an eternity. But sooner or 
later, from within that darkness, the light seeps 
through. There is the slow thawing, a rebirth, 
the body memory of how to respond to a mate-
rial in my hands, the realization that there is 
no room and no doors, nothing holding me.

It took a long time for me to trust my pro-
cess as an artist—to trust that I would find my 
way back—but now it might be the thing I 
trust most in my life. I notice this rebirth, this 
return to an essential trust in myself and my 
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myself, I think I wanted the book to make me 
feel like a “real” poet (whatever that is), some-
one not riddled with self-doubt. It didn’t. 

And yet things have shifted. I find myself 
saying yes to things (giving readings, writing 
reviews—speaking in various ways rather than 
remaining silent) that a few years ago I’d have 
felt too shy and self-conscious to agree to. I find 
myself wanting to be in the world rather than 
wanting to be (mostly) invisible.

I remember Ryushin telling me years ago, 
when I complained about feeling stuck in some 
way or another, something is always happening. 

Having a book has not created the enor-
mous internal newness I wanted. But maybe 
some sort of rebirth is happening (is always 
happening?), in a quieter way.

In my neighborhood, there are snowdrops 
coming up.

—Kasey Ryoen Jueds

TO ME, REBIRTH MEANS taking charge of my life. 
For a long time I held on to the belief that I 
had been given a pretty raw deal by life. Born 
to an angry teenage mother and growing up in 
a household of emotional chaos, depression and 
violence, I was proud of the fact that I raised 
myself. I thought I had escaped where I came 
from. But raising yourself is hard and I didn’t 
do such a great job of it. There was a point 
when my life fell apart and I lost everything I’d 
worked for. In that period, while things were a 
mess, I also felt a certain freedom. There was no 
pretense that I had it all together, no internal 
expectation to excel despite the odds. 

I think of the turning words in a koan where 
the Zen master said, “A bodhisattva does not  
ignore causation.” I think of the one and many. 
I think of my mother robbed of her childhood 
who then robbed me of a sense that life was 

Year’s deep in a forest in central France, beneath 
a Native American hut, snuggled up against 37 
other sweaty bodies, listening carefully to the  
invocations of a Shaman who was heading a 
traditional sweatlodge ritual. There were sev-
eral opportunities to express what I wanted to 
let go of and what I wished to invite into my 
life for 2014. As is often the case, there was a 
productive tension between feeling I had to 
come up with something new, profound, deep, 
and unusual, and feeling that I could really just 
enjoy the sweet contact of the earth beneath 
me at midnight. How many times, I reflected, 
have I thought that the next step of living or 
of letting go required something dramatic and 
volitional on my part? It dawned on me just 
how afraid I was of missing something—some 
timely opportunity for change—and how I 
acted on that fear by attempting to control the 
next form my life would take. How painful it 
is to try again and again to will myself into a 
“better” body, a “better” mood, a “better”…you 
name it. How much more enlivening it would 
be to let this round of life, this calendar year, 
this period of sitting, surprise me, without tak-
ing it by the neck and shaking it up for the sake 
of something new.      

—Johanna Magin

LAST FALL I HAD A BOOK published, my first. For 
almost a year before that—the amount of time 
between getting the news and the actual publi-
cation—I felt aware of a desire for the process to 
make me, somehow, new. I didn’t expect dramat-
ic external change (after all, it’s a poetry book), 
but I think I did expect something internally 
big to happen, something decisive. Something 
that would make a clear, clean line in my mind  
between then and now. 

Secretly, though I didn’t admit it even to 
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worth living. I think of those I robbed in turn. 
Was I reborn by these experiences? Am I so 
radically different from who I was before I bot-
tomed out? What is different now?

Recently, after moving to a new apartment, 
I tackled a few boxes of photos, letters and 
cards I’d collected for more than 20 years. In 
them I found a lot of expressions of love from 
friends, lovers, my mother. I suddenly ques-
tioned the narrative of lack I’ve lived with all 
my life. Why did I keep all of those things any-
way? Have I just reconnected with something I 
already knew?

—Tamara Vasan 

SINGLE SUBJECT STUDY 
I once asked an 8-year-old client with 

Asperger’s “What is your earliest memory?” 
Without hesitation: “I came through dark-
ness towards earth and found my mommy.” 
This child does not have a sense of humor or 
a fantastical mind. He likes talking about the 
periodic table and the number of moons Saturn 
has.

MIDDLE FEELINGS:
When I feel rebirth I think of the long 

circular arc of life, of lifetimes, of open space. 
Rebirth helps me to orient to space (reminds 
me that we are in space), helps me feel mys-
tery and fear. It is like trying to gaze at the edge 
of the cosmos, an impenetrable barrier of not-
knowing. That said, it points to how I care for 
the plant in my office, or not, and how I salt the 
ice on my driveway, or not.

WHAT MY 8-YEAR-OLD DAUGHTER SAID:
I asked, “Why is rebirth important to you?” 

“Because it makes it seem like we are not going 
to die, ” she answered. 

—Thayer Kyusan Case

SOME YEARS AGO I TYPED up a passage from Zen 
Mind, Beginner’s Mind, framed it, and hung it on 
my wall. It reads, in part: 

[T]o find pleasure in suffering is the only way 
to accept the truth of transiency. Without re-
alizing how to accept this truth, you cannot 
live in this world… If you think there is some 
other way to accept the eternal truth that ev-
erything changes, that is your delusion.

Yes, it is my delusion. This past winter, I 
seemed mired in my inability to accept the truth 
of transiency. I understood that the suffering I 
was causing myself stemmed from my refusal to 
accept impermanence, but understanding it and 
realizing it, as Daido Roshi always pointed out, 
are two different things.

Rebirth is not a question of winter changing 
into spring or good circumstances occurring in 
one’s life as opposed to bad ones. Rebirth is 
returning to the cushion and sitting zazen in 
the midst of delusion, seeing the mind, seeing 
it more clearly. It’s not a question, for me, of 
huge leaps and bounds, but rather, over time, 
slowly but surely, with a lot of detours, a pro-
cess of being reborn to new possibilities, new 
insights, new ways of accepting, perhaps even 
appreciating, the eternal and difficult truths.   

—Al Shobon Desetta

TO ME, REBIRTH MEANS While I believe that we 
live and die with each inhalation and exhala-
tion, it is difficult to translate this belief into 
something that helps me be more of service 
and less of an asshole on a day-to-day basis. 
My idea of rebirth—the idea that helps me  
practice good and cease from evil—is more 
closely tied to diligently noticing my habits of 
mind that lead to good and bad behaviors.
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When I notice that thinking X usually results 
in my doing Y, then I have my opportunity to 
be reborn. Suddenly a choice appears: repeat 
the pattern or try something new. 

When I first started sitting at the Temple, 
I would feel nauseous every time I sat down. 
This always set me off on a fantasy of what 
would happen if I actually threw up, how peo-
ple would react, and so on. Finally, I noticed 
that I never experienced this nausea when I 
sat alone, and that even when I did, it was 
just a feeling that passed eventually—I never 
actually threw up. The next time it happened, 
I didn’t go through my whole storyline, I just 
let it come and let it go. Not surprisingly, the 
whole process stopped soon afterwards.

This is a very small thing that affected only 
me, but what if I had just decided that zazen 
made me sick? I would have stopped doing it  
before I noticed that pattern.

Yes, with each breath, I am reborn—only 
it happens very, very slowly, over many years.

—Robyn Ikyo Love

SPURRED BY A GROWING DISATISFACTION with my 
job, I spent the winter prodding myself to do 
my heart’s work. During that time, my con-
stant companion was a Shantideva quote, 
which I posted above my desk at the office:

Just as cotton is swayed in the direction 
of the wind’s coming and going, so should 
one surrender oneself to one’s enthusiasm, 
and in this way one’s supernormal powers 
will thrive.

In January, I leapt—quit comfort, 
the steady full-time, and started my own  
psychotherapy practice. I used to feel grate-

ful and frustrated within my dependable, but 
uninspiring job. Now I grapple within work 
that keeps me humming with questions and 
mistakes, small triumphs, relationships that 
confound and motivate me.

It is a relief that Spring is here. The sea-
son is finally syncing with the rapid sprouting 
inside my own body-mind. I have spent the 
colder months re-growing myself—sacrificing 
old ways, stepping forward when I’d prefer to 
hibernate. So much of this is counter to my 
habitual way of being that I feel the entire 
fabric of my daily life and relationships recon-
figured…and I am seriously happy.

Inside our home, a variety of recycled con-
tainers act as makeshift seedling trays popu-
lated with eager firsts: Long Island Brussels 
sprouts and Oka melons, edible sunflower 
sprouts and unfurling pea shoots. They live in 
a mixture of peat, perlite and worm castings, 
lengthening unstoppably towards a hanging 
gro-light, leggy and zealous, seed coats dis-
carded. 

—Valerie Meiju Linet

IN MY TWENTIES, IN THE small college town 
where I lived, I visited a psychic who read 
a past life regression by looking into my 
hand. The stories she told were varied and 
strangely compelling, and some of them reso-
nated despite my skepticism. As we parted, 
she looked at me with tears in her eyes, and 
I felt a deep love from her, as though she 
was sending her child out into a world built 
on shifting sand. I felt a sense of whole-
ness aswell as the weight of experience be-
yond my age—like a burden, but a familiar 
one. There were messages in what she said,  
yearnings and aversions I couldn’t 
explain, none of it clear or con-
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scious. The shape of her stories was  
already beginning to disintegrate as I won-
dered, less certain than ever, how to live. 
Wasn’t this why I had come in the first place, 
wanting to know how to live?

Over time I found the overlay of those 
stories shimmering in the contours of my re-
lationships and experiences. They were not 
factually accurate, but the emotional currents 
were dead on. Over time other “stories” have 
emerged in dreams that appear like a double 
exposure on a moving picture. None of it is 
confirmable as real, but that doesn’t seem to 
matter one bit. I look to the basic precept 
teachings of not causing harm, of taking re-
sponsibility, and of atonement—even for 
things beyond my direct cause or understand-
ing. The important thing I am learning is how 
to be in this life as real nourishment, and how 
to let the stories teach me with their wisdom.

What is being reborn in the shadow of the 
past? My life. My wholeness.

—Suzanne Taikyo Gilman

I HAVE A CLEAR MEMORY OF my mother consol-
ing me when I was a kid. “Change is hard,” I 
remember her saying. I would get worked up 
and cry almost every time my cousins left af-
ter a visit, and when my Uncle Joe died, I was 
nearly inconsolable. I’m still very tender in 
partings. However, I’ve grown to appreciate 
change and hold it in wonder. 

When I was leaving residency at the 
Monastery I wrote to a friend “Change is fun-
ny. Nothing changes and everything chang-
es.”   I had this sense that life would carry on 
as it was without me, but—closer to the heart 
of it—it felt that although something was 
changing, there was something fundamental 
that always was—always would be: something 

that stayed constant. I was just rearranging 
some pieces on the top of that. I remember 
writing those few words and flashing on my 
own death.  

What is it really? How is it that nothing 
changes, while everything changes—while 
this body falls away?  

That question has really stayed with me. 
People have this amazing capacity for change. 
I can begin to look at the world in a differ-
ent way and—just by shifting my view—ev-
erything is different, I’m different. If it’s true 
that I’m just arranging pieces on the surface 
of something much deeper, more real, could I 
bring into being whatever was needed? Could 
I simply be whatever is needed? 

For how long can I be whatever is needed?  
For as long as this life?  

For as long as a vow?   

—Bryan Kenshin Finnegan

THERE HAVE BEEN MILLIONS of words written 
about rebirth; I’ve read a lot of it and have 
returned again and again to the state of “I just 
don’t know.” I’ve yet to experience my own 
death, so how can I know? All I can possibly 
ever know is this moment right here, right 
now. This breath. And when this body ceases 
to breathe, it will be what it is. 

My practice is teaching me is to be open 
and awake in each moment, and this includes 
the moment of my death, whenever it comes. 

“Make of yourself a light,” said the Buddha 
before he died. Each time I shine that light on 
myself, I am reborn.  

—Gwitha Kaido Nash
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The Four Chinese Classics
Translated and with commentary 

by David Hinton 
Counterpoint Press, 2013

In David Hinton’s 
Four Chinese Classics, for 
the first time since the 
19th century the four 
great Chinese masters 
speak in the voice of the 
same translator. Hinton 
brings a consistency 
of syntax and vocabu-
lary to Lao Tzu’s Tao Te 
Ching, The Analects of 

Confucius, The Inner Chapters of Chuang Tzu, 
and the teachings of Mencius, as well as a po-
etic eloquence that makes these ancient texts 
more accessible to the contemporary reader. 
This is quite a feat considering how classical 
Chinese has always presented a great challenge 
to translators as its minimal grammar leaves 
much unstated and ambiguous. Words can shift 
their grammatical function and be used alter-
natively as nouns, verbs or adjectives; subjects 
can be omitted altogether; the conjunctions 
and punctuation that would establish clear and 
definite relationships between words, phrases 
and sentences are absent more often than not. 
Time is left uncertain as verbs are not inflected 
by tense; numbers too, since there is no distinc-
tion between singular and plural. Hinton’s ex-
perience as a translator and his previous forays 
into the realm of ancient Chinese poetry give 
him a unique and steady ground from which to 
undertake this ambitious project. 

The reader eager to get acquainted with 
these four classics can thus begin with the  

ancient teachings of Taoism, pondering the enig-
matic words of Lao Tzu, and delighting in the 
whimsical parables of Chuang-Tzu —who, inci-
dentally, has been called “the father of the koan.” 
They can then turn their attention to the social 
philosophy of Confucius and his illustrious inter-
preter Mencius. Confucius secularized what had 
essentially been a religious concept, li (ritual), 
and remodeled it as a system of everyday rituals 
ordering human relationships and defining social 
responsibilities. Mencius’ recognition of the im-
portance of the inner self adds another dimen-
sion to the Confucian vision of an ideal society. 
In particular I was quite struck with Mencius’ 
chapters entitled “Fathom the Mind,” which 
start with the instruction, “To fathom the mind 
is to understand your nature.” I must admit that 
the Zen student in me did not expect to find such 
a familiar echo in a Confucian text. 
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to agree that Taoist philosophy played a key role 
in the reception and development of Buddhism in 
China, eventually culminating in the teachings of 
the Ch’an school. Much ink has been spilled over 
this encounter between these two great traditions, 
and many terms used to describe it, ranging from 
simple “influence,” to “mutual self-fashioning,” 
“appropriation,” “hybridization,” and “adapta-
tion,”—not to mention the provocative view that 
Zen is essentially Taoism in the guise of Buddhism. 
For his part, Hinton describes the affinities be-
tween Taoist philosophy and Ch’an as a “meld-
ing,” citing, for example, an emphasis on direct ex-
perience over belief and theological speculation. 
Taoist concepts such as tzu-jan (often translated as 
“naturalness,” but here as “occurrence appearing 
of itself “) and wu-wei (“nothing doing” or “noth-
ing’s own doing”) will likely resonate with Zen 
practitioners—such terms seem to describe the 
embodied ease of meditation. 

This volume can be appreciated and experi-
enced on many levels: it is first of all a reference 
book—a steady companion on our shelves that we 
can return to at our own pace. Those with a special 
interest in the task of the translator will appreciate 
how Hinton brings these ancient texts to life again. 
Finally, there are ideas and connections offered 
that whet the appetite for deeper investigation. I 
was left wanting to explore further the affinities 
Hinton mentions between “the spiritual ecology” 
of Taoism and Ch’an and the deep ecology para-
digm of today—one in which human conscious-
ness is woven at the most fundamental level into 
the vast organic process through which all the ten 
thousand things arise and pass away.  

Pascal Montadert has been an MRO student since 2011. 
She lives in Brooklyn.

It is here where I found Hinton’s “commen-
tary” in the form of introductions, notes and 
glossaries of key terms particularly enriching. 
If at times a bit repetitive, these introductions 
reveal Hinton’s distinct and profound under-
standing of ancient China. Most noteworthy is 
his emphasis on what he refers to as the “deep 
conceptual framework” underpinning China’s 
two great philosophical traditions: Taoism 
and Confucianism. Traditionally these are de-
scribed as the two poles of Chinese thought, 
but Hinton insists on their fundamental unity 
rooted in a shared language and in a cosmology 
characterized by an ancient reverence for the 
“earth’s primal generative process.” 

Another recurring theme touched upon by 
Hinton and one of particular interest to Zen 
practitioners is the relation between Ch’an 
(Zen) Buddhism and Taoism. Everyone seems 

from Tao Te Ching

translated by David Hinton

 
Thirty spokes gathered at each hub:
absences makes the cart work.
A storage jar fashioned out of clay:
absence makes the jar work.
Doors and windows cut in a house:
absence makes the house work.

Presence gives things their value,
but absence makes them work.
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VERMONT AFFILIATES

—BURLINGTON  
Bob Tokushu Senghas, MRO  (802) 985-9207  rsenghas@uuma.org
— MONTPELIER

Michael Joen Gray, MRO  (802) 456-1983  grhayes@vtlink.net

PHILADELPHIA AFFILIATE 
Paul Kyudo McCarthy, MRO  phillyzen@gmail.com

BUFFALO AFFILIATE

Ray Eigen Ball, MRO and Gwen Coe, MRO  (716) 655-1856  coeball@mac.com

NEW ZEALAND AFFILIATES

—AUCKLAND  
Monica Seisho van Oorschot, MRO  (09) 636-6086  aukland@zen.org.nz
—CHRISTCHURCH  
Shayne Chosei Crimp, MRO  (03) 942-3563  christchurch@zen.org.nz
—NELSON 
Graham Houn Snadden, MRO  (03) 548-4619  nelson@zen.org.nz 
—WELLINGTON 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell, MRO  (04) 977-6460  wellington@ zen.org.nz 
—MANAWATU 
Peter Jolly, MRO (06) 356-8811  manawatu@zen.org.nz

PRISON AFFILIATES

—Green Haven Correctional Facility, Great Meadow Correctional Facility, Woodbourne Correc-
tional Facility, Shawangunk Correctional Facility, Wende Correctional Facility

The following groups offer regular opportunities for group zazen, but are not directly affiliated with the MRO.

AUGUSTA, ME — Christopher Shosen York, MRO  (207) 622-9433  christopheryork8@gmail.com 
WAYNE, PA — Joe Kenshu Mieloch, MRO  (610) 933-0594   jmieloch@rcn.com
SPRINGFIELD, VT — Bettina Krampetz  (802) 464-2006  normpetz@sover.net 
VICTORIA, BC — Carol & Ted Mousseau, MRO  (250) 598-3672  mugezen@hotmail.com
WHITESBURG, GA — Sybil Seisui Thomas, MRO  (770) 834-9615  syllabil@aol.com

DIRECTORY OF MRO AFFILIATE GROUPS 
These informal groups offer practitioners who live locally an opportunity to come together for zazen, as well 
as for periodic retreats and intensives with visiting MRO teachers and senior students. These groups are led 
by MRO students and follow MRO training guidelines. For more information please contact the coordinator.
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Centers

Burlington
Bob Tokushu Senghas (802) 985-9207

Montpelier
Tom Rinmon Slayton (802) 229-0164

Ellie Yuan Hayes (802) 456-1983

Springfield
Ric Ryoha Dunworth (802) 228-2476
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Centers

Auckland Sitting Group  
Monica Seisho van Oorschot 

 (09) 6366-086
 

Wellington Sitting Group 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell

(04) 977-6460
 

Nelson Sitting Group  
Graham Houn Snadden 
(03) 548-4619

 
Christchurch Sitting Group  

Shayne Chosei Crimp
(03) 9423563

 
Zen Institute of New Zealand

Zen Mountain Monastery 
Affiliate  
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The Temple Gate

Come!
Plunge through this iron gate.
End your journey, here.
The True Self knows
No coming, no going.

        — Roshi Wendy Egyoku Nakao
                      Abbot and Head Teacher

Zen Center of Los Angeles
Buddha Essence Temple

923 S. Normandie Avenue
Los Angeles, CA 90006-1301

(213) 387-2351 / Fax (213) 387-2377
www.zcla.org • e-mail: info@zcla.org

Centers/New Book

Buffalo Zen Dharma Community

Society of Mountains and Rivers
Affiliate Group

Meets regularly on Tuesdays
at Westminster Presbyterian Church
724 Delaware Avenue, Buffalo, NY

7:00-9:45 PM

All newcomers are welcome to our Monthly 
Introduction to Zazen

First Tuesday at 6:40

Check the website for updates
www.BuffaloZen.org

Please contact
Ray Eigen Ball

contact@buffalozen.org
716-393-2936
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Publications

Follow us on      /wisdompubs     @wisdompubs
Ebooks available at wisdompubs.org
wisdompubs.org, 1-800-272-4050

Wisdom Publications
Classic and Contemporary Buddhist Works

Brave parentIng
A Buddhist-Inspired Guide to Raising Emotionally Resilient Children
Krissy Pozatek, LICSW
200 pages | $17.95

“Pozatek shows us how children can develop the resilience, confidence, 
and creativity that enables them to find true joy in living.”
— Tara Brach, PhD, author of Radical Acceptance

seLfLess Love
Beyond the Boundaries of Self and Other

Ellen Birx
248 pages | $15.95

“Love is the common element that all of humanity strives for. Ellen’s 
exposition of selfless love shows how we can attain this. A wonderful book.”

—Bernie Glassman, author of e Dude and the Zen Master

InspIrIng generosIty
Barbara Bonner
8x8" | 216 pages | $19.95

“e best thing I have read on the path of generosity.
Warning: this book might change your life!”
—David Loy, author of The World Is Made of Stories

Wake Up and LaUgh
e Dharma Teachings of Zen Master Daehaeng

184 pages | $16.95

e compassion, humor, and wisdom of one of
Korea’s foremost Zen masters shines throughout

this new collection of her Dharma talks.
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Services

Licensed as Jodie Lutzner Garay

The Corcoran Group
124 Montague Street
Brooklyn, NY 11201

d: 718.210.4013
m: 646.675.0937
jodie.garay@corcoran.com
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Services

Classic
         Sensual
                 Contemporary

Birchtree 

   Fashions
for women who love to
 feel beautiful...

6 Tannery Brook Rd.
Woodstock, NY 12498

845-679-7585
www.birchtreewoodstock.com

Yushin's ApArtments
(A five minute wAlk to Zmm)

1553 wittenberg road
mount tremper, nY  12457

845-688-9846
joan.newyork@gmail.com

Phoenicia Pharmacy 
41 Main Street

Phoenicia, NY 12464                                                        
(845) 688-2215 • mmpilot@aol.com                                              
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Services

Have your face  
framed at

VISIONEXCEL
...where eyewear 

 is an art

Eye Examinations  
& Gift Certificates 

Available

1636 Ulster Ave.   
Lake Katrine, NY 12449

845-336-6310  
(800) 724-0376

Dharma discourses
and interviews from the 

Mountain and Rivers Order

 Selected programs on 
religion, the environment, 
social issues, and the arts 

web radio 
www.wzen.org
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Susan Wilder, Ph.D.
Psychologist

(516) 747-5352

138 Nassau Boulevard
West Hempstead
New York 11552

 Services

Nancy S. Scherlong, LCSW

Transformative Psychotherapy
with

Individuals, Couples, Families

Pleasantville & Brewster NY,  
Ridgefield CT

(914) 572-3167

We are constantly invited  
to be what we are.
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