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Even though empty space
May be named or conventionally defined,
It is impossible to point it out as “this.”
It is the same for the clarity of mind itself:
Although its characteristics may be expressed,
It cannot be pointed out as “this.”

           —Machig Labdron
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The Unexpected Rears its Head
Dharma Discourse by Konrad Ryushin Marchaj Sensei

‘I alone am sober’—this is drunkenness indeed. Yangshan speaks of a dream 
just like when awake. But say, as I say this and you hear it, tell me, is this 
wakefulness or is this a dream?

Case

Yangshan dreamed he went to Maitreya’s place, where he occupied the sec-
ond seat. A venerable one said, “Today it’s up to the one in the second seat 
to preach.” Yangshan rose, struck the gavel, and said, “The teaching of the 
Great Vehicle is beyond all predication.”

In a dream, wrapped in his patchwork robe, he calls on the elders;
The ranks of the saints serene, he sits to their right.

Responsible for humanity, he doesn’t defer—the sounding board rings;
Expounding the teaching without fear, the lion roars,

Mind as peaceful as the ocean,
Heart as big as a bushel.

Fish eyes shed tears,
Clam guts open in pearls.

Much talk—who knows it leaks one’s potential?
Shaggy eyebrows—laughable, they reveal the family disgrace.

Beyond all predication:
Mazu, father and sons, in sickness stopped doctoring.

photo: Rob Wyatt
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The han is struck in the dharma hall 
to announce the teaching: Thwock!  
Yangshan delivers this teisho of a 

single line: “The teaching of the great 
vehicle is beyond all predication.” The pure 
sound of the han is just this Thwock! This is 
the moment before the first thought arises. 
Is this wakefulness? Or is this a dream? 
Is there anything else that needs to be  
communicated? 

I recognize the irony in a Polish person 
taking up English grammar, but the word 
Yangshan uses, “predication,” caught my 
interest. I checked in with some English 
teachers in the sangha to refresh my memory: 
“predicate” is the part of the sentence that 
qualifies the subject, asserting something 
about its nature. “Predication,” then, is the 
process of coming to the kind of conclusion 
that a predicate allows. So, “the plum blos-
som is white.” The subject “plum blossom” is 
qualified as white. According to Yangshan’s 
teaching, since this plum blossom is now 
predicated, obviously this cannot be the 
teaching of the great vehicle. “The spring 
breeze is ineffable.” Again, given that the 
predicate appears with the subject of the 
spring breeze, this, too, cannot be the true 
dharma. Likewise, “you are something,” and 
“you are nothing,” are also not the teachings 
of the great vehicle. 

These are conclusions, and whether we 
are speaking of the conclusions themselves, 
or the act of reaching the conclusions doesn’t 
really make much difference. So, what is left 
if we abandon such conclusions? What hap-
pens to the plum blossom? The spring breeze? 
What happens to you when all the predicates 
disappear? The teachings of the Mahayana go 
beyond any foundational facts. This is the core 
of the Heart Sutra. This is what Mu reveals. 

“The Teaching of The gReaT vehicle is beyond 
predication”—all teachings are subsumed and 
folded into this single teaching. The truth of 
reality goes beyond any definable, graspable 
fact. This may sound esoteric, but consider 
the simple reality of resting intimately in your 
breath. Within the complete experience of 
your breath, what is the breath? Who are you 
amidst that intimacy? What becomes avail-
able to you? What is revealed has always been 
available to you. All paramitas are beyond 
predication. Compassion is beyond all predi-
cations. The teacher-student relationship is 
beyond all predication. 

Is this wakefulness or is this a dream? 
Dogen urges us to practice without concern 
for fortune and fame. We can appreciate 
how this relates to our approach to life more 
broadly. Where do we find ourselves within 
these two words? What can we recognize 
about our need for attention, status, recogni-
tion, power, influence? What about our need 
for peace, freedom, happiness, or any sort of 
experience, whether it seems to be an internal 
state or an external circumstance? These are, 
after all, predications. If you’re not convinced, 
ask yourself how you would complete this sen-
tence, “Buddhist practice is. . . .” Do you have 
an answer? 

To go beyond all predication makes this 
the ultimate path of loss: losing yourself and 
losing the ground where that self can pos-
sibly rest. It is the path of losing any sense 
of orientation, losing yourself in relation to 
any of the qualifying notions you hold about 
yourself and the world. Abandon all defini-
tions, articulated feeling states, fixed rela-
tionships. And then abandon the possibility 
of somehow establishing yourself within that 
loss or emptiness. 
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the encouragement to see all of this life, all 
dharmas, as a dream. We also turned our atten-
tion toward our literal dreams—toward that 
dimension of our self that frequently remains 
out of our reach. To some degree, we want to 
keep it that way, fearful of the bogeyman that 
was living in that corner of our mind, scared 
of going where we have not been before. So 
within this dream practice, we opened to 
that which is ultimately not controllable: the 

dream realm functions without our capacity 
to filter, to hold, to manage or create. This is 
venturing into the unexplored dimension, a 
region typically protected by the resistance of 
our bodies, minds, and relationships. This is a 
challenging space to enter, but when we do, 
some remarkable work can be done. It’s a mat-
ter of coming to rest at the edge of something 
unexpected, something we cannot smooth out 
or adjust within ourselves. 

Part of the dynamic of spiritual training 
within a space like sesshin involves creating 
enough of an illusion of control and stability 
that we will consider turning away from our 
penchant for comfort. Frequently people are 
drawn to the Monastery because it feels rigor-
ous, disciplined, and serious, but fundamen-
tally we don’t come here for that. The tight 
little ship of sesshin is not powerful so much 
because of its rigor or form—it’s because it is 
a potential springboard, launching us to that 
place where all of this is already falling apart. 
Within the details of sesshin that bind us, 
we’re actually hoping not for smooth sailing, 
but rather for the unexpected to rear its head. 

Dogen had a pivotal encounter with his 
teacher Rujing in which he expressed that 
he was finally able to let go of letting go. 
This seems paradoxical: What is the nature 
of that letting go when you’ve just let go of 
letting go? This is what Yangshan is point-
ing to. This is also precisely where the 
intimacy of your breath is pointing. Unless 
we are very diligent, letting go can be a way 
of establishing yourself. “Practice is letting 

go.” Oops—what just happened? We have 
to continuously return to this, recalling that 
we are here, in this zendo, to lose. We are 
here to lose everything, including the pos-
sibility of claiming status by virtue of that 
abandonment.  

What is behind the lines in the poem, 
“responsible for humanity, he doesn’t defer”? 
Yangshan’s commitment to his vows is far-
reaching enough that he is able to continue 
his work of clarification even within his 
dreams. Apparently, the dream in this koan 
was a dream that he had several times in his 
life; it seems to have had significance for him. 
Even within the dream realm, Yangshan’s 
intention does not change. Waking, asleep, 
dreaming, confused, enlightened—what dif-
ference does it make? 

dURing This pasT ango, the residents here at 
the Monastery, as well as some of the local 
sangha, started to gently expand the field of 
practice into the dream world. We did this by 
looking at the teachings and how they treat 
the nature of dreams and illusions, specifically 

Within the complete experience of your breath, what is the 
breath? Who are you amidst that intimacy? 





In the midst of the silence of zazen, there are 
millions of unexpected little encounters. The 
more unexpected, the more fruitful they can 
be. All the while, we are developing our capac-
ity to see what we do at the instant of such 
an encounter, when the “oops” of predication 
arrives in front of us. 

daido Roshi Used To comment on a line 
from Genjokoan by saying, “The limits of the 
knowable are unknowable.” He would often 
accompany this with a vivid analogy: imagine 
we are sitting in a circle illuminated by a fire 
in the midst of the blackest of nights. The fire 
instantaneously creates a circle of visibility, of 
security. Where that circle of firelight ends, 
the darkness begins. It is a darkness that is 
unfathomable, and from the perspective of 
that circle, it is boundless. We sit next to the 
fire; for most of our time we walk within the 
circle of that illumination and its reach. We 
may be attracted to the place where the light 
starts to fade, transitioning into the darkness, 
and so we may follow it to that edge where 
suddenly we lose track of the light. We recog-
nize that to go further, we need to illuminate 
what lies beyond. As much as practice begins 
close to that fire, it is continuously informed 
by the place where we lose track of what is 
going on. We become refined instruments of 
seeking and turning toward the darkness—
being drawn by it. It’s almost like the reverse 
of a moth that spirals toward that fire: as prac-
titioners, we spiral in ever-expanding circles 
toward the darkness. 

Whatever you unexpectedly encounter in 
your life, engage this as the field of prac-
tice. Wakeful, asleep, prepared or definitely 
unprepared—let that manifest reality that 
appears in front of you fuse with your prac-
tice. Be informed by the stability, insight and  
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compassion available to you, but it is pre-
cisely in that instant where something sneaks 
up on you that we meet the ground of prac-
tice. How quickly can we recognize that this 
is the opportunity for us to turn toward the 
outside of the circle? We can move habitually 
to freeze that wild moment within the predi-
cations of our likes or our needs, or we can 
release into intimacy. This is why we enter 
sesshin. This is why we sit in zazen. This is 
why we turn toward each other in what may 
be the most fruitful and dangerous encounter 
of all—the other is always unexpected.  

It’s here that we begin to understand 
what zazen really is. How many expected 
experiences have you had in zazen? Did you 
expect that thought? Did you expect this 
breath? Zazen offers us a space for this pro-
cess to begin. In the midst of zazen, when 
things appear in their complete wildness 
and unpredictability, it’s just practice. It 
doesn’t mean anything. You’re not doing 
better; you’re not doing worse. Whatever 
you unexpectedly encounter, fuse it with 
practice. This is the discipline and apprecia-
tion of compassion. Somebody cuts you off 
on the highway; your boyfriend leaves you; 
you get a promotion—it doesn’t make a dif-
ference from what direction it approaches 
you—it’s the unexpected nature of these 
things and how we respond that creates the 
field of practice. 

This TRansfoRMaTive aTTiTUde is all-demand-
ing. We’re committed to relating directly to 
our own neurosis rather than extending it to 
others. Any situation, pleasant or unpleas-
ant, is immediately engaged—no delays, no 
justifications. There is just the on the spot 
recognition of that spark of awareness that is 
available to us all the time, everywhere. The 

arrival of such moments may be connected 
with “Oh no!” or “Hooray!”—this is just the 
instantaneous manifestation of your wisdom, 
so don’t worry about it. It’s the turning point. 
As a matter of fact, that is that Thwock! on 
the gavel. But then come to rest. Don’t react. 
Then there is possibility, a gap, openness. 

Until we gain some lucidity, we are sub-
jected to the reactive patterns of our con-
ditioning, to the expressions of our greed, 
anger, and ignorance. In gaining some mea-
sure of insight, we open to the real nature 
of phenomena. Then the real work begins. 
In terms of practice, the circumstances we 
encounter don’t actually matter. As the 
poem says, “Responsible for humanity, he 
doesn’t defer—the sounding board rings.” 
This is what it means to be responsible for 
all humanity, to not defer. Then, describing 
a person who is this committed to this work: 
“Expounding the teaching without fear, the 
lion roars.” Your teaching for this world is the 
integrity of your life and your engagement of 
this practice—this is the lion roaring. 

Mind as peaceful as the ocean, heart as big 
as a bushel. Fish eyes shed tears, clam guts open 
in pearls. The heart-mind has an infinite 
capacity to hold and embrace this world 
without any sense of discrimination, without 
any sense of otherness. These lines touch the 
reality of what it means to truly feel the life 
available to us through practice.

In Now I Know You, the documentary 
about Maezumi Roshi, one of his successors 
relates the story of a student who came in to 
dokusan with Maezumi and started talking 
about the shambles her life was in. Maezumi 
Roshi just started crying with her. That was all. 
That was the great teaching of the Mahayana. 
In his travels as a teacher, Kalu Rinpoche was 
invited to climb a tall building in Hong Kong 
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to take in the magnificent views of the city. 
When he finally got to the top and looked 
down, he collapsed in pain, tears streaming 
down his face. This is what makes it possible 
for the grit of your neurosis to manifest as end-
less pearls that will roll out of your gut. 

Still, we must be sure that within our inti-
macy with this pain, that we don’t perpetuate 
it. When we meet unexpected situations as 
practice, we can produce great pearls from the 
very patterns of our neurosis. Practice ceases 
to be something that we dish out to the world, 
but rather something we manifest as beautiful 
pearls we are able to offer to this world. With 
such a spirit, what does it matter what realm 

we find ourselves in? Freely travel through the 
hells, amidst the hungry ghosts, the sleepy ani-
mals, the hopeful, fearful human beings, the 
jealous gods, and the blissed-out states. What 
realm is this? What realm is lurking around 
the corner? Is this wakefulness or is it a dream? 
How would you answer that? 

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

Book of Serenity is a collection of koans compiled 
during the 12th century and commented on by 
Master Wansong with poems by Master Hongzhi.

  Mario Mancuso
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Editorial: Touched by Raw Truth
Hiking down a mountainside in Alaska a 

number of years ago, my husband and I were 
stopped by the sound of approaching hoof 
beats. Turning to see where the sound came 
from, we spotted a caribou running full tilt 
down the mountain. It didn’t seem to notice us, 
or if it did, it paid us no mind. As it got closer, 
I realized there was another sound beneath the 
hoof beats: the sound of its breath. The caribou  
was breathing fast and hard and loudly, and in 
the flashing moment of its passing, it seemed I 
could feel that breath, warm, damp and musky. 
This contact—close and sensuous, sudden and 
unexpected—shook me. Afterward, I felt awed 
and giddy, touched by the wild, raw truth of life. 

Wildness. From thunderstorms to broken 
hearts, wildness suffuses our lives. On moun-
taintops and parking lots, in backyards and 
in bedrooms—despite our cultural procliv-
ity to pave over and numb out, to restrain 
what’s unruly or suppress what interferes, the 
basic stuff of living is still beyond our control. 
This issue of Mountain Record explores how 
wildness lives in us and around us, how we 
are inseparable from its subtle teachings and  
sacred energy. 

Ryushin Sensei’s talk, which opens the issue, 
looks at the wildness inherent in our human 
consciousness: the unexpected, uncontrolled 
nature of our thinking mind as it creates our 
moment-to-moment experience. Daido Roshi 
delves into the connection between the natu-
ral world and the dharma. Thomas Merton and 
Kathleen Dean Moore echo this sentiment, re-
flecting on the unity between the wild, natural 
world and the sacredness inherent in life. 

This issue also explores the tension be-
tween wildness and its opposite: the tamed and 
civilized. Susan Griffin writes about the ways in 
which the Western pursuit of science and dom-
inance has damaged our planet and isolated us 
from the natural wisdom of the earth. Shugen 
Sensei explores how, at the personal level, our 
habitual efforts to domesticate our experience 
lead us further away from true aliveness. Wen-
dell Berry calls for us to subvert the dominant 
culture’s emphasis on profit and competition—
hallmarks of domestic living—and to “every 
day do something that won’t compute.”

Throughout these pages, a single message 
comes through: our intimacy with the wild as 
it manifests in our bodies and minds, as well as 
in the world around us, offers us passage into 
the heart of life’s mystery. The mystery itself is 
wild: untamed and utterly natural. As the Sufi 
mystic Pir Vilayat Inayat Khan writes, “We 
have to reach beyond the world so that God 
may become a reality in us.” To find our way 
home, we need only surrender to the bound-
less, wild pulse of the universe.

How do we find this pulse? How do we 
touch the wild within days made of manufac-
tured goods and marketed experiences? We of-
fer this issue of Mountain Record as an invita-
tion. The pulse of the wild is close at hand, 
within the throb of our own beating heart. 
We need only shift our attention to feel its  
presence everywhere.

Danica Shoan Ankele
Mountain Record Editor
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The Holy Spirit as Wild Spirit
by MaTThew fox

Life is wild. Life is a wild ride, a ride 
between the highs and the lows, the 
mountains and the valleys, the via pos-

itiva and the via negativa. Nature is wild. We 
come from the wild—from the surging seas of 
the ocean, from the heat-blasting, hydrogen-

exploding sun, from the supernovas bursting, 
from galaxies expanding, from the cooking 
fireball: We are made of wild stuff. Carbon, 
oxygen, sulphur, magnesium—we are very, 
very combustible. There is fire inside of us as 
well as water. There is revolution as well as 

Vladimir Shibanov
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Gérald Verdon
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peace. There is the familiar, and there is the 
shockingly new. 

i have a fRiend who is an aRTisT, and peri-
odically he asks me: “Am I crazy?” This is an 
honest question. There are those who lead 
life more at the edge than the rest of us—
Jesus, Gandhi, and King are among them. So 
do many other artists. The artist is so curi-
ous, so eager to stretch his or her soul, that 
sometimes boundaries are blurred and break-
down can occur. So many of the artists we 
have come to admire—Van Gogh, Mahler, 

and others—suffered severe mental hardship 
through their devotion to their art. Rollo 
May comments that genius and psychosis are 
very close to each other. If we are to welcome 
creativity in ourselves and one another, we 
must also welcome back a sense of the wild, 
which is, as Thomas Berry insists, a sense of 
the sacred. The wild is that which is bigger 
than us. So, too, is the sacred. Creativity has 
something of the wild about it—and some-
thing of the sacred. 

There is a sense in which we ought to 
fear the sacred, but with what Aquinas calls 
a “chaste fear.” We have a word for fear of 
the wild that is sacred. That word is “awe” 
(from which we also get the words “awful” 
and “awesome”). Awe is about chaste fear, 
healthy fear. Not a fear that freezes us 
or shrinks us into non-action or addiction 
or defensiveness or denial, but a fear that 
invites us to stretch and grow and trust. This 
fear results in courage, for it challenges us to 

explore, not to run away. And in the explor-
ing come new learning and new growth. 
This fear grows our souls instead of shrinking 
them. It does not result in projections but 
in expansiveness. We remember vividly our 
whole life long the special moments of awe. 
We remember them as sacred moments. 

Things go on in oUR psyches when we 
let creativity through that challenges our 
everyday control of things or that challenge 
our culture’s definitions of what appropriate 
behavior might be. Part of standing up to fear 

of death, fear of guilt, fear of aloneness, fear 
of joy, and fear of life is standing up to take in 
the wild. Whatever the cost. 

There are some wild things I cannot do. I 
cannot handle rattlesnakes or anacondas or 
live among the wolves as one friend of mine, 
a filmmaker, carver, and painter, does. But I 
do renew my creativity by walking near the 
sea as it rages and by walking near the waters 
when they are calm, by reading the mystics, 
who are wild poets of the wild soul, and by 
learning to laugh at self, soul, and others. 

I can also resist the temptation to domes-
ticate. When we domesticate self, God, or 
other beings, we are defanging them, emas-
culating them, removing the wild from them. 
This is not a good spiritual practice. There 
must be some wildness left in our lives. 

Foolishness and wisdom go together, after 
all, and folly is a certain response to wildness. 
To follow one’s imagination is often an act of 
folly, a wild act deserving of Spirit’s presence. 

Creativity has something of the wild about it—
and something of the sacred.
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For Spirit itself is wild, very, very wild. And 
we are sons and daughters of Spirit—and 
receptors for Spirit, and more than that: We 
are transmitters of Spirit. Spirit and we cre-
ate together. We are, after all, co-creators. 
We can trust Spirit. We must trust Spirit. We 
must trust the wild again. 

MeisTeR ecKhaRT says that the Spirit can 
“madden us and drive us out of our senses.” 
He is correct. There will be those who do not 
want to encounter a Spirit like that. But they 
are making a wrong choice. The Spirit fills 
and empties. It digs great caverns in our soul 
and sometimes—not always—it fills them 
up. The artist in us must yield to the Spirit 
in these matters. And in the yielding will 
be born the expansion of soul that courage 
requires and creativity demands. It is good 
that at least once in a while we associate with 
a Spirit capable of “maddening us and driving 
us out of our senses.” 

It is good that we yield to something 
more imaginative than the mere rational, the 
wholly objective. Getting lost is part of the 
spiritual journey. Jesus got lost in the temple 
at twelve, and we are all here to get lost, 
even to get intoxicated and drunk. Not on 
outside stimulants, you understand, but on 
existence itself, on creation itself. “They shall 
get drunk on the fullness of thy house,” says 
the psalmist. And Aquinas comments “that 
is, the universe.” We are here to get lost, get 
high, fall in love, go mad with the wonder of 
it all. In the madness there is a kind of union. 
A union with all the creators and co-creators 
who are bringing something truly new into 
the universe, the true disturbers of the peace. 
Here we learn anew the wisdom in the phrase 
“the fierce power of imagination is a gift from 
God.” For God gives to some of her children 

a special gift, which we might call the cour-
age to be mad, to be outside the mainstream, 
to live and dance on the edge of life where 
psyche and cosmos meet, where Spirit flows 
into the human, where only the angels have 
the surefootedness to tred lightly. Rumi offers 
the following advice: 

We must be ignorant
Of all we’ve been taught,
And be, instead, bewildered.

Run from what’s profitable and comfortable.
If you drink those liquors, you’ll spill
The spring water of your real life.

Forget safety.
Live where you fear to live.
Destroy your reputation.
Be notorious.

I have tried prudent planning
Long enough, from now
On, I’ll live mad.

Matthew Fox is an Episcopalian priest who founded 
the Institute of Culture and Creation Spiritualism. His 
teaching of “original blessing,”as opposed to original 
sin, led to his expulsion as priest from the Dominican 
order. Fox is the author of over thirty books.

From Creativity: Where the Divine and Human Meet 
by Matthew Fox. Copyright © 2002 by Matthew 
Fox. Used by permission of Jeremy P. Tarcher, an 
imprint of Penguin Group (USA) LLC. 
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Yes, poor Louis, Death has found thee. No palace 
walls or life-guards, gorgeous tapestries or gilt buckram 
of stiffest ceremonial could keep him out; but he is 
here, here at thy very life-breath, and will extinguish 
it. Thou, whose whole existence hitherto was a chi-
mera and scenic show, at length becomest a reality: 
sumptuous Versailles burst asunder, like a dream into 
void Immensity; Time is done and all the scaffolding of 
time falls wrecked with hideous clangor round thy soul: 
the pale Kingdoms yawn open: there must thou enter, 
naked, all unking’d. . . . 

—Thomas Carlyle, The French Revolution 

These were the words Thomas Carlyle 
used in the nineteenth century to 
describe the death by smallpox in 

1774 of Louis XV, the last king of France to 
reign before the ensuing French Revolution. 
Carlyle’s language about the end of the king’s 
life prophesied the prince’s demise too. Not 
quite twenty years later, in 1793, Louis XVI 
would be sent to his death by the Reign of 
Terror. This death signaled the end of a way 
of life. But it was also the end of a way of 
ordering the earth, and of a particular sense 
of meaning, the ghost of which has not been 
laid to rest. 

In Carlyle’s ambivalent portrait of a king’s 
death one feels a mourning for the protec-
tive walls of a philosophy that gave not 
only kings but commoners a sense of safety. 
The old structure had housed human society 
within the cosmos. God gave kings the right 
to rule; social authority was divine authority; 
monarchy was part of God’s plan for creation. 
To serve a king was to have a clearly defined 

place in the universe, and this role was 
imbued with the same meaning that defined 
heaven and earth. Because that system was 
failing, when Louis was unkinged, so were his 
subjects. 

now if by MoRTaliTy, the great leveler, every 
subject eventually felt the scaffolding of time 
destroyed, what pale kingdom yawned beyond? 
Not only the divine right of kings but divin-
ity itself was waning in the European mind. 
By the same subtle process through which 
the English monarchy was to become an 
anachronistic symbol of a vestigial order still 
cherished in the imagination, in European 
culture what had once been an encompassing 
religious system of thought slowly diminished 
to peripheral, largely irrelevant beliefs. By the 
death of this system, one was left in the void 
of immensity without even a day of judgment 
to anticipate. It appeared that in the modern 
view of reality there would no longer be any 
way to draw the world into one composition. 

What this new vision of reality offered 
instead was the idea that all of natural exis-
tence might finally be explained and charted 
in the human mind. And with this a corol-
lary dream was born, the plan to remake the 
world according to human need and desire. 
One was to hear the breath of this hope in 
Marx’s words, “Religion is the opiate of the 
people.” But though reason replaced divine 
transmission, the opiate remained at the 
fringes, and obscured by its very presence 
an otherwise unavoidable chasm. Science 
had left a void. In the domain of reason, no  

A Collaborative Intelligence
by sUsan gRiffin
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cohesive vision, no reason for one’s own 
existence, or existence at all, remained. In 
a sense the erasure of coherence was the 
ingenious solution European culture posed 
to the conflict between a growing body of 
scientific knowledge and religious doctrine. 
By separating science and theology, scientists 
won the right to make assertions which oth-
erwise would contradict religious descriptions 
of the universe. That Copernicus had shifted 
the center of the solar system from the earth 
to the sun, or that Galileo had observed the 
gravitational pull of the earth eventually 
became irrelevant to religious inquiry. In this 
way, modern science began to exist alongside 

theology as a parallel system which ceased to 
engage with any knowledge of the experience 
which for centuries had been called spiritual. 

The rupture was at first liberating. By this 
separation a new territory was created where 
the authority to know no longer belonged 
exclusively to church and state. This was a 
profound move toward democratization. In 
this freer space, anyone could conjecture and 
try to prove a theory. Truth was to depend less 
on old texts than on what was observed. And 
through the method of experimentation phys-
ical life, nature, appeared again, and became 
the touchstone of reality. 

Yet, by this division, separate spheres of 
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meaning came into being. Even if science had 
not yet replaced the old mythos, it had done 
something even more consequential. It had 
invented a world. From the scientific practice 
of studying material existence apart from any 
consideration of spirit, or intrinsic meaning, 
unwittingly a world of matter apart from 
spirit, of function without significance, was 
created. Now as science has come to replace 
divine authority, instead of a meaning that 
unifies the universe, one is left with the seem-
ingly raw forces of nature. 

And where is this world? Does it really 
exist? That nature is without intrinsic mean-
ing or that soil, rock, water, sky are dead may 

be only ideas. But through human agency 
these ideas have taken physical shape: the 
word made flesh. Though it is increasingly 
uninhabitable, we dwell within the confines 
of a world made after the idea of meaning-
lessness. Cities exist, machines, technolo-
gies, even institutions, about which the best 
description one can make is that they seem 
lifeless; every natural phenomenon that falls 
under this gaze seems to lack spirit. 

i gRew Up believing ThaT this cold, dry approach 
to existence was a necessary component of 
intellectual freedom, that the courageous 
mind could look at a universe stripped of all 

Neil Mackenzie
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myth with a clear, unblinking eye. I thought 
somehow that meaninglessness presented the 
mind with an open field. Only later did I come 
to sense that underneath this idea of freedom 
an old way of ordering the world remained. 

If at one time in European history sci-
ence seemed to present an opening, a way to 
escape a religious system of thought that had 
become too confining, what appeared to be 
an escape has in its own way kept European 
thought imprisoned in the same assumptions. 
Because an earlier habit of mind, one that is 
as invisible as it is unconsidered, and which 
determines a divided relationship to nature, 
lies underneath both science and religion as 
we know them. 

Just like the former enemies of the Cold 
War, the religious idealism of Western civi-
lization and mechanistic materialism are as 
alike as they are different. Yet, one born 
to this culture has difficulty perceiving the 
similarity between these two philosophies. 
I was educated by conventional histories of 
European culture to believe that materialism 
and idealism were opposite visions of the uni-
verse. This history was preceded by and sur-
rounded with a received wisdom. The world 

was divided in twos and one line neatly divid-
ed the field. There was heaven and earth, and 
accompanying this pair were other couplings, 
man and wife, masculinity and femininity, and 
of course, mind and body, spirit and nature. 
Heaven was a masculine province, and spir-
it had a masculine character, transcendent, 
abstract, literally free of gravitational fields 
and the more sensual pulls of earth. Earth 

was familiar and feminine, heavy with the 
corruption of sensual knowledge and emo-
tion. Through every possible means, not only 
religion, but also the implied meanings of 
words, written and unwritten laws of intellec-
tual discourse, social forms, manners, gestures, 
one learned that the division of these pairs 
included a hierarchy. Even if the existence of 
heaven was subject to scientific doubt, intel-
lect and abstract principle were assigned to 
a territory of mind superior to the material, 
sensual, emotional realm of the body. 

by a lineaR pRocess of mind that cannot 
ultimately be separated from the desire for 
dominion by both church and state, a nearly 
invisible idea of hierarchy in science has 
determined both its epistemology and its 
methodology. What was once divine author-
ity has been replaced by the myth of objec-
tivity, an imagined position which, like the 
Christian idea of the divine, is not embedded 
in nature, and from which alone truth can be 
perceived. The absolute truth of religion has 
been replaced by the abstract principles of 
science, and as if numbers or statistics were 
intrinsically beyond doubt, even by quantifi-

cation. And just as religious doctrine placed 
the sacred above the profane, scientific theory 
has been placed above experience itself, while 
socially the scientific establishment has come 
to occupy the same position of authority once 
held by the church.

Not only do abstract principles partake of 
the rarefied, immortal climate of heaven, but 
the idea of transcendence over earthly life, the 

Only later did I come to sense that underneath this idea of 
freedom an old way of ordering the world remained. 
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superman, the one who conquers both nature 
and society for his own gain.

But the Marxist vision of economic equal-
ity also conceals a hierarchy, for it too places 
human existence in conflict with nature. 
Taking the ownership of the means of produc-
tion as its goal, communism has assumed that 
it is only by mastering nature that life can be 
bettered. And hierarchy is also implicit in 
both the manner and end of the Marxist idea 
of an almost Darwinian struggle in which the 
stronger, those who are larger in number and 
whose labor is necessary, achieve dominance 
over those who once dominated. Nature con-
ceived as property simply changes ownership, 
and the idea of domination continues.

on The sURface This dedication to domi-
nance might appear to conflict with another 
approach that these modern systems share—
that each ideology claims itself as an inevi-
table and necessary expression of nature. The 
Nazi reverence for “blood and soil,” and the 
capitalist’s concept that a state of limitless 
freedom is everyone’s birthright, as well as 
the idea of the survival of the fittest mirror 
the Marxist invocation of class struggle as 
the natural course of history. But in all these 
systems, nature remains only the dumb stuff of 
life, potentially powerful, even dangerous, but 
awaiting the destiny of human intelligence to 
mobilize and direct it toward a more perfect 
realization which is also almost always a sci-
entific achievement.

An unquestioning belief in technologi-
cal progress has been shared across the war-
ring ideologies of capitalism, fascism, and 
Communism. Today technological advance 
is the ultima ratio regum of capitalism, its 
justification, substance, and force all at once. 
Despite glorified portraits of a Teutonic or 

life cycle, and death continues in science in 
another guise, and that is the notion of tech-
nological progress. Continuously since the 
eighteenth century new inventions, whether 
they be locomotives, electric lights, or com-
puters, have been taken as signs of a coming 
transformation not only of life on earth but 
of consciousness itself. Science promises a 
kind of heaven on earth, a brave new world 
made ever better through technology. And if 
by Western religion meaning is deferred to a 
future afterlife in which accounts will be not 
only taken but also understood, science also 
defers ultimate meaning to a future not only 
happier in material fulfillment but one in 
which a unified theory has revealed the true 
nature of the universe. 

Just as science and religion have shared a 
vision that rends experience into two unequal 
fragments, despite the great political and 
economic differences between capitalist and 
communist theory, a single orientation to 
existence unites both philosophies. If in the 
political history of this century certain systems 
within Western culture have called them-
selves materialist, others idealist, some “under 
God,” some claiming the inspiration of the 
gods, at the same time that they claim them-
selves to be scientific, they too have shared 
an underlying paradigm: the idea of a hierar-
chy that places human consciousness above 
nature. This is perhaps most obvious with 
fascism, which asserts both a superior knowl-
edge of nature and a superiority over nature 
as the defining quality of the Übermensch. 
Capitalism differs only by degree. The notion 
of the survival of the fittest, misinterpreted 
as ruthless combat for possession of goods or 
territory, and taken out of the context of an 
ecosystem in which evolution favors diversity, 
has within it another more subtle version of a 
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Roman past, fascism embraced technology 
with an obsessive eroticism that celebrated 
Panzer tanks and airplanes. In another mood, 
Heinrich Himmler, who developed a crude 
precursor to a computer, a mechanical way 
of sorting index cards that allowed the SS 
to carry out mass arrests, was famous for his 
fastidious obsession with efficiency. 

And that ecological disasters were part 
of the inheritance of socialism in Russia 

and Central Europe should come as no sur-
prise. The sky dark from coal in much of 
Poland, water so heavily polluted most of it is 
undrinkable; until a few years ago, DDT still 
in wide use in Azerbaijan; waterways diverted 
in Kazakhstan, arable land in Czechoslovakia 
destroyed by chemicals and overuse. The 
devastation of forests throughout Russia. 
Burial of radioactive waste in the North Sea 
near Siberia. Describing collectivization in 
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Czechoslovakia, Vaclav Havel writes, “…it 
raged through the countryside thirty years ago, 
leaving not a stone in place. Among its conse-
quences were…tens of thousands of lives dev-
astated by prison, sacrificed on the altar of a 
scientific Utopia about brighter tomorrows…. 
[T]hirty years after…scientists are amazed 
to discover what even a semi-literate farmer 
previously knew—that human beings must 
pay a heavy price for every attempt to abolish, 

radically, once for all and without trace, that 
humbly respected boundary of the natural 
world…. People thought they could explain 
and conquer nature—yet the outcome is that 
they destroyed it and disinherited themselves 
from it.” In fact collectivization, with its geo-
metric and large fields unbroken by woods and 
hedges, led to the death of wild birds, hence 
the proliferation of insects, destroyed in a 
matter of years topsoil that accumulated over 
centuries, poisoned land, water, and air with 
pesticides.

one MighT aRgUe ThaT this ecological destruc-
tion occurred simply from ignorance and a 
desire to make life better for masses of people 
who had suffered terrible poverty. As a young 
woman raised in the midst of the Cold War, 
I looked toward socialism as a means to 
social justice and a more egalitarian society. 
Yet, in the process, I did not see another 
aspect to Marxist thought, an ambivalence 
toward nature which at the same time subtly 
diminished human nature. This was the atti-
tude that shaped scientific and enlightened 
thought in the nineteenth century. If in 1840, 
describing the French Revolution of the pre-
vious century, Carlyle wrote admiringly, “Your 
mob is a genuine outburst of Nature… here 
once more, if nowhere else, is a Sincerity and 
Reality,” he also described this manifestation 
of nature as wildly unpredictable, a blind, 
ignorant force. “The thing they will do is 
known to no man; least of all to themselves. It 
is the inflammablest immeasurable Fire-work, 
generating, consuming itself.” Though in his 
early work Marx departed from a mechanistic 
idea of human existence, he also describes 
class struggle as having an inevitable end, 
as if natural forces within masses of laborers  
operate without any amplitude of intelli-
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gence. That Marxist theory did not give birth 
to democratic forms cannot be separated from 
Marxism’s claim to a scientific view of human 
nature, a view that limits the power of knowl-
edge to a privileged few. 

Yet from the same direction another por-
trait of both nature and knowledge is emerg-
ing. If with the modern scientific sensibility 
we have inherited a reductive idea of exis-
tence, science has also revealed a glimpse of 
a different vision. Through zoology, and biol-
ogy, and genetics evidence has been produced 
for a different view of nature, not as raw force 
but as intelligent. The intricate structure and 
memory of DNA, the geometry of the honey-
comb, the refined acoustical abilities of birds 
indicate a universe in which human intel-
ligence is neither unique nor superior. And in 
the twentieth century relativity and quantum 
theory have made it clear that no place of 
objectivity exists in nature. Perception, mea-
surement, every experience of space and time 
are affected by location and circumstance. 
Contemplating the nature of reality, science 
has had to accept two apparently conflicting 
theoretical descriptions of matter, both as 
wave and as particle. 

The iMplicaTions of These insights are great. 
Referring to recently what he calls the 
humanlike quality of birds and other ani-
mals, Theodore Barber writes that “human-
ity’s philosophy of life will turn around along 
with cultural institutions.” If human beings 
are no longer considered above nature, one’s 
relationship with the earth, other life forms, 
ecological process, and especially with one’s 
own body and mind radically changes. And 
at the same time new answers to old prob-
lems appear. In the intellectual milieu of my  
childhood, one was forced to choose between 

two unsatisfying descriptions of how the uni-
verse operates. I was schooled in both alterna-
tives, one during the week and the other on 
Sundays. During the week I was educated in 
the modern idea that the natural universe 
consists of random forces without conscious-
ness or meaning. On Sunday I learned that 
God created and still rules a universe con-
structed with meaning and a moral order. 
But as the intelligence of material existence 
begins to be evident, a third description of 
how the universe acts arises. Instead of the 
image of one God controlling creation, or the 
picture of existence as random and mindless, 
it is possible to imagine a collaborative intel-
ligence shaping form, event, circumstance, 
consequence, life. By this shift in perception 
one is no longer placed in an alien environ-
ment. Instead, in and through existence one 
enters community.

Such an ontological shift away from hier-
archy is implicit in ecology. The ecologist 
views the forest as a collaborative creation, 
the leaves of trees making soil and oxygen for 
animals; animals making compost that feeds 
the soil; insects pollinating plants; the evolu-
tion and continuation of each species, and the 
shape of soil, weather, or watershed depen-
dent on the workings of the whole. In the 
ecological view, instead of one creator there 
are a multitude of creators. And the many 
different kinds of creative consciousness that 
exist are all equally significant to the whole.

But though ecology is generally embraced 
as a cause, no astonishing transformation in 
the way we think has occurred. Nor have the 
insights of theoretical physics, astrophysics 
or molecular biology, the new geometry of 
fractals, or the ideas of fuzzy logic reshaped 
the paradigmatic thinking of science as it is 
widely practiced both in science and society 
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today. And, just as important is the idea of 
truth that shapes most of modern political 
discourse retains a religious and scientific 
attitude which is opposed to nature. In the 
European mind the universe is still in a hier-
archy of masters and objects, despite many 
revolutions the bone structure of Louis’s reign 
still exists. 
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brilliance. When you neither let go nor hold 
on, you are free to ride the clouds and follow 
the wind.

bUddha said, “all Things are ultimately lib-
erated. They have no abode.” To say they 
have “no abode” means they have no resting 
place, no permanence. One of the charac-
teristics of all things is that they are in a 
constant state of becoming. Everything is 
empty of fixed characteristics. And “empty 
of fixed characteristics” in itself is freedom 
or liberation. To say there is no fixed place 
is just another way of saying that all things 

The river never speaks, yet it knows how 
to find its way to the Great Ocean. 
The mountains have no words, yet 

the ten thousand things are born here. Where 
the river finds its way, you can perceive the 
essence. Where the mountain gives birth to 
the ten thousand things, you can realize the 
action. When the mind moves, images appear. 
Even if the mind does not move, this is not 
yet true freedom. You must first take off the 
blinders and set down the pack if you are to 
enter the sacred space. When you let go, even 
river rocks and brambles are radiant. When 
you hold on, even the mani jewel loses its 
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are empty. How can that be? What does it 
mean to be “empty”? Usually when we use 
that word in our western culture, it implies 
vacancy, the void. When the word is used in 
Buddhism it has a different denotation—it 
means empty of independent being. That 
is, to be interdependent is precisely the same 
as to be “empty.” To recognize one’s body 
and mind as the body and mind of the 
whole universe, of the mountains and rivers 
themselves, is to realize the emptiness of all 
things. It is because things are empty that 
they can abide in their own dharma state.

“fReedoM” and “libeRaTion” are interesting 
words. Freedom is defined in the dictionary 
as being “free from bondage or restraint.” 
Liberation is understood in Buddhism as 
implying “no hindrances, a state of perfection 
and completion.” Gary Snyder, in his book, 
The Practice of the Wild, studies and plays with 
the word “wild,” uncovering its many intrigu-
ing dimensions and relationships. Drawing 
from the Oxford English Dictionary, he says that 
when the word “wild” is used in speaking of 
animals, it means “not tamed, undomesticated, 
or unruly”; of plants, “not cultivated”; of land, 
“uninhabited”; of food crops, “yielded without 

Sacred Wildness
by John daido looRi Roshi

John Daido Loori
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cultivation”; of societies, “uncivilized, resisting 
government”; of individuals, “unrestrained, 
loose”; of behavior, “destructive, cruel” or “art-
less, free, and spontaneous.” 

Snyder suggests that if we look at “wild-
ness” not from a negative point of view, 
what it’s not, but rather from a positive point 
of view, we come up with a very different 
appreciation. In terms of plants, we have “self-
propagating and self-maintaining”; of land, “a 

place where the original and potential veg-
etation and fauna are intact,” or “pristine.” In 
terms of food crops, the positive definition is 
“food supplies made available and sustainable 
by the natural excess and exuberance of wild 
plants in their growth.” Of societies: “societies 
that grow from within and are maintained by a 
consensus and custom, rather than by explicit 
legislation.” Of individuals: “following local 
customs, style, and etiquette.” Of behavior: 
“fiercely resisting oppression, confinement, 
or exploitation. Unconditioned, expressive, 
physical, and open.” When you look at those 
definitions, you realize that the word “wild” 
and the word “free” have a great deal in com-
mon. In fact, you can even take it further and 
say that the words “wild,” “free,” and “nature” 
are very similar to what we call the “Tao,” or 
the “Way,” or the “Buddha-nature,” or even 
“sacredness.”

We discover during our explorations of 
the mountains and rivers, that the wilder-
ness can be a tough teacher. A rabbit gets 
only one chance to run across an open field 

without first looking up. There is no sec-
ond chance. That’s the way the wilderness 
teaches. That’s the way the insentients teach. 
Gary Snyder says, “For those who would seek 
directly by entering the primary temple of 
wilderness, the wilderness can be a ferocious 
teacher, rapidly stripping down the inexpe-
rienced or the careless. It’s easy to make the 
mistakes that will bring one to an extremity. 
Practically speaking, a life that is vowed to 

simplicity, appropriate boldness, good humor,  
gratitude, unstinting work and play, and lots of 
walking, brings us close to the actually exist-
ing world and its wholeness.” The wilderness 
is at once a difficult teacher, and at the same 
time an open doorway to all in this great earth 
that we hold sacred. Snyder also says that 
people of the wild rarely seek out adventures. 
If they deliberately risk themselves, it is for 
a spiritual rather than economic reason, and 
definitely not for the purpose of just simply 
“getting a rush.” The wilderness is filled with 
rushes; you don’t have to create them.

we Tend To ThinK of The wild, the free, as 
being somehow far removed. We’ll find it, 
we think, in the tundra, or deep in the for-
est, or high on the mountains. But in actual 
fact, we’re surrounded and interpenetrated by 
wildness, regardless of where we live, whether 
in the city or the country. The mice in the 
pantry, the roaches in the wall, the deer on 
the turnpike—they each exist in the wilder-
ness. The pigeons, the spiders, the bacteria 

To realize these mountains and rivers is to realize every koan, 
to free oneself of birth and death. 
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on our skin, in our bodies—they are all free, 
wild, uncultivated, and unrestrained. The 
body itself is wild; certain aspects of us, our 
reflex actions, are manifestations of no mind, 
no effort. They just respond according to cir-
cumstances.

The mind is also free and wild. This free 
and wild mind includes two domains, though 
we tend to see only one side: the monkey mind 
that we sit with. The other side is very still, 
quiet, open, and receptive. It is not reflective, 
analyzing, or judging each thing. It simply sees 
with the whole body and mind, hearing with 
the whole body and mind. Non-abiding mind 
is central to all of Zen practice, including the 
practice of the wild. The minute you fix and 
reflect on something, you engage the biocom-
puter, and it takes you away from the moment. 
That’s where we spend most of our time: pre-
occupied with the past, or preoccupied with 
the future, while the moment constantly in 
front of us is barely seen or heard or felt or 
tasted or touched. 

“All things are ultimately liberated. They 
have no abode.” What kind of state is the 
state of no abode? How can the Buddha make 
the statement, “have no abode,” and not be 
contradicting Master Dogen when he says, 
“We should realize that although they are 
liberated, without any bonds, all things are 
abiding in their own dharma state.” Isn’t that 
referring to an “abode?” Abodes happen when 
you separate yourself from things. When you 
realize the whole phenomenal universe as this 
body and mind, how can there be an abode? 
It is because all things are ultimately liberated 
and have no abode that we can say they abide 
in their own dharma state. In other words, 
each thing is just as it is. 

Buddha, in saying, “All things are ulti-
mately liberated,” opens up the trail for 

everyone. How can you miss it? The Way has 
no edges. Usually when we think of a path, 
we think of a clear-cut trail that’s been etched 
out of the wilderness. But the Way that the 
Buddha opens encompasses the whole thing. 
It’s not something etched out. There is no 
“this is on the trail and that is off the trail.” 
The whole catastrophe is the trail, and the 
self. It reaches everywhere. But, if it reaches 
everywhere, how can we call it a Way or a 
path?

Buddha’s statement, “They have no 
abode,” should not be taken as an abode 
of no abode, a resting place. People inevi-
tably make a nest here. This is precise-
ly what happens when we attach to non- 
attachment, when we cling to emptiness. We 
create two things: the thing held on to and 
oneself. There’s no intimacy there.

An ancient Zen saying goes, “In the begin-
ning, mountains are mountains and rivers are 
rivers. Then after much study and reflection 
and going very deeply into oneself, one finds 
that mountains are many things, and rivers are 
many things, reaching everywhere, encom-
passing the whole universe. And then, many 
years later, the mountains are mountains and 
rivers are rivers.” We should understand that 
“mountains are mountains and rivers are riv-
ers” as seen by the novice, and “mountains 
are mountains and rivers are rivers” as seen by 
the sage, depict different ways of seeing. The 
novice doesn’t see the sage’s mountains and 
rivers, but the sage’s view definitely includes 
the novice’s mountains and rivers.

The “Mountains and Rivers Sutra” of 
Master Dogen is not a sutra about mountains 
and rivers, but the expression of the moun-
tains and rivers themselves as the sutra, as 
the teaching, as the Buddha, as this very body 
and mind. 
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When people look at water, they see it only 
as flowing, without rest. This flow takes 
many forms and our way of seeing is just 
the one-sided human view. Water flows 
over the earth. It flows across the sky. It 
flows up, it flows down. It flows around 
bends, into deep abysses. It mounts up to 
form clouds, it descends to form pools.

The Teachings of The insentient deal with 
intimacy, not with words. The teaching is not 
communicated by words, and yet it is intel-
ligent. And how it communicates! Consider 
how impossible it is to walk through the 
forest without telegraphing your presence. 
Your movements are felt and relayed by all 
the birds and beasts. The crow tells it to the 
jay, and the jay expresses it to the kingfisher 
and the duck and the deer. Sitting in my 
camp, when neighboring campers walk back 
and forth, I am aware of their whereabouts, 
listening to the forest. As soon as they enter 
the woods on the far side, within seconds the 
message that they are on their way is passed 
through the little patch of woods. And all the 
animals understand it, even my very domesti-
cated dog. Immediately he perks up and looks 
in the direction of the sounds. He waits for a 
visual sighting or a scent before starting his 
racket, barking and carrying on. Isn’t that 
communication? Isn’t that intelligence?

When you stop cultivation, even for a very 
short period of time, the wildness returns. 
That wildness is akin to the buddha nature. 
Civilization has a way of making wildness seem 
very negative. Yet, all things return to the wild: 
people, mountains, rivers, gardens, apples, the 
family cat. It doesn’t take long. To be truly free, 
to be truly liberated and wild, is to be prepared 
to accept things as they are, abiding in their 
own dharma state. Sometimes it’s painful. And 

yet, it’s also joyful and open. Always imperma-
nent, never fixed. Unbounded, yet bountiful. 

Keep in mind that in a fixed universe, 
there can be no freedom. So, in a sense, we 
can say that mountains are the entire dharma 
realm. In those words we include everything. 
Rivers are the entire dharma realm. They 
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permeate the ten directions. The self is the 
entire dharma realm. When Master Dogen 
speaks of mountains and rivers, they’re not the  
mountains and rivers of the poet or the natu-
ralist. They’re not the mountains and rivers of 
nirvana or samsara. They’re the mountains and 
rivers of the true dharma. 

To realize the great river is to realize the 
Three Treasures: the Buddha, the Dharma, and 
the Sangha. It is to realize the Precepts. To 
realize these mountains and rivers is to realize 
every koan, to free oneself of birth and death. 
This is true not only when we realize moun-
tains and rivers, but when we realize a single 

David Burke
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drop of water. In it are countless universes. Do 
you understand? In a single drop of water the 
entire dharma realm, the whole phenomenal 
universe exists. Isn’t it incredible? You are the 
entire dharma realm: not just a drop of water, 
or mountains and rivers, or wise ones and sages. 
That being the case, what separates heaven 
from hell? What separates anger from wisdom, 
greed from compassion? Surface and edge, 
inside and outside, flowing and not flowing, 
walking and not walking? What is the cause of 
that separation? A thought. A single thought 
and heaven and earth are a million miles apart. 
How can we avoid the thought? How can we 
avoid thinking? One great master said, “By 
thinking non-thinking.” When there’s not a 
single thought, then what? What do you do 
next? Get rid of it. “Not a single thought” is 
another thought; throw it away. 

In the multitude of forms and the myriad 
appearances, there is not a single thing. Unless 
you’ve �separated yourself from the myriad 
things. When there is intimacy, when there 
is no separation, there is no thing. Mountains 
and rivers are not seen in a mirror. In other 
words, they are not seen through a reflection, 
but directly. How do you see directly? What 
happens when you see directly? 

We spend a lot of time in our zazen work-
ing on the internal dialogue that separates us 
from things. We then take it and work on it 
in the midst of activity: in our work practice, 
in our body practice, in the arts of Zen. It’s the 
same way we understand the functioning of the 
mind: on one side, stillness; on the other side, 
activity.

In Zen, we start from the premise of original 
perfection. Each one of us is perfect and com-
plete, lacking nothing. Then on top of that, 
through a lifetime of conditioning, we pile on 
all sorts of definitions and habitual behaviors. 

We pick up all kinds of baggage and create 
all kinds of blinders. What our Zen practice 
is about is simply returning to the ground of 
being. It’s always been there. You’re born with 
it, you’ll die with it—whether you realize it or 
not. You can use it, if you realize it. 

The process of realization is basically a 
process of clearing away the extra and getting 
to that place that’s the heart, light, and spirit 
of each one of us. What you see at that point is 
the freedom that was always there, the nature 
that was always there, just wanting to come to 
the surface, just wanting to express itself.

The ancient wolf caves on Tremper Mountain
Have long been empty. �
Yet wolf howls echo in the river valley with 
each�winter’s full moon.�
Some say they are the sounds of the wind
on the cliffs, or coy-dogs.�
Others say, clearly this is the sound of the 
mountain wolf.�
Have you heard them?

If you want to hear them, you have to listen 
with the eye and see with the ear. Only then 
will you really understand. Only then will you 
really hear the teachings of the insentient. 
Only then will you hear the sermon of rock and 
water, the teachings of mountains and rivers.

John Daido Loori Roshi (1931-2009) was the 
founder of the Mountains and Rivers Order and the 
abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery for over thirty years.

From Teachings of the Earth. Copyright © 1999 by 
Dharma Communications. Reprinted by arrange-
ment with The Permissions Company, Inc., on 
behalf of Shambhala Publications, Inc., Boston, 
MA. www.shambhala.com
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Porcupine
by linda hogan

For years, I’ve seen the dark old porcu-
pine lumbering like a sleepwalker along 
the edge of the dirt road. Late at night, 

she steps aside from car lights and from the 
cloudy dust of tires. 

This is not the porcupine of poems, the 
one that eats the hand-salted shovel handle 

and is killed because it desires to swallow what 
men have touched with their working hands. 
It is not one of the sleek young porcupines I 
have seen in the tops of winter trees, silent, 
their dark eyes looking down over the cold 
white forests, nor is it one of the fast ones who 
leave their quills in the muzzles of dogs.

Michelle Legere
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angles beneath fur and quill. Her face is 
gone, and suddenly I notice that the road 
is alive. Yes, it is moving and alive, and the 
motion of it surprises me. I turn to look, 
and the road is full of thousands of fat white 
maggots. They are leaving the porcupine. 
The road is an ocean of white. It has a 
current. Some of the maggots are turning 
to beetles and flies before they even reach 
the other side of the road. A wing breaks 
through here, a black leg there. They lose 
their white skin, and in their first changing 
of life, they are crossing the road and are 
being eaten on the other side by ants that 
are waiting there.

In that crossing over, that swallowing, 
the battle of life with life, the porcupine 
lives on. It lives on in the buzzing of flies 
and the ants with their organized lives. In 
its transformation, life continues. My life 
too, which stopped only for a small moment 
in history, in the great turning over of the 
world. 

Linda Hogan is a Native American poet, aca-
demic and environmentalist. The winner of a Lannan 
Literary Award and a Lifetime Achievement Award 
from the Native Writers Circle of the America, she is 
also a Guggenheim Fellow (1991). 

From Dwellings: A Spiritual History of the Living 
World by Linda Hogan. Copyright © 1995 by 
Linda Hogan. Reprinted with permission of the 
publisher, W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. All 
rights reserved. 

This one is torn and lame and her undig-
nified quills are broken on one side, as if she 
has slept them tangled. She hobbles and 
limps away from her many batterings. She 
wears her history, dark and spiney, and there 
is a light in her, a fire around the dreary 
sharp halo of quills.

She has grown and walks and lives and 
continues, red blood pulsing through her 
heart and arteries, the red muscle lying over 
and upon itself, the organs so perfect inside, 
the air passing in and out as she breathes.

The black claws of her feet are like 
lacquer. This is the porcupine of the dirt 
road, the porcupine of the cattle fences, the 
animal of dark nights where I would see her 
from the shadowy corner of my eye. 

one evening i find heR lying dead beside the 
road. She has come closer to the houses 
than usual. The thick hairs are visible 
among the broken quills. I look closely at 
her, the clean long gaze that death permits 
us. Her face is sweet and dark, her inner 
light replaced by the light of sky. The drift-
ing clouds are in her eyes.

 As for me, I have a choice between hon-
oring that dark life I’ve seen so many years 
moving in the junipers, or of walking away 
and going on with my own human busyness. 
There is always that choice for humans.

I lean over and pick sage and offer it to 
this animal old woman who lived on earth, 
who breathed the same air that for years I 
have been breathing, and that breath prays 
for all creatures on earth. I remove some 
quills. I prick my fingers several times, bent 
there in the dust pulling the sharpness out 
of death.

By the next morning the porcupine is 
already sagging. She is nothing but bony 
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Elegy for the Giant Tortoises
by MaRgaReT aTwood

Let others pray for the passenger pigeon
the dodo, the whooping crane, the eskimo:
everyone must specialize

I will confine myself to a meditation
upon the giant tortoises
withering finally on a remote island.

I concentrate in subway stations,
in parks, I can’t quite see them,
they move to the peripheries of my eyes

but on the last day they will be there;
already the event
like a wave traveling shapes vision:

on the road where I stand they will materialize,
plodding past me in a straggling line
awkward without water

their small heads pondering
from side to side, their useless armour
sadder than tanks and history,

in their closed gaze ocean and sunlight paralyzed,
lumbering up the steps, under the archways
toward the square glass altars

where the brittle gods are kept,
the relics of what we have destroyed.
our holy and obsolete symbols.

“Elegy for the Giant Tortoises” from Selected Poems 1965-1975 by Margaret Atwood. Copyright © 1975 by 
Margaret Atwood. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. All rights 
reserved.
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Natural, Vivid, Alive
Dharma Discourse by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Sensei

Ordinary Mind is Tao
Gateless Gate, Case 19

Main Case

Chao-chou once asked Nanchuan, “What is Tao?” 
Nanchuan answered, “Ordinary mind is Tao.” 
“Then should we direct ourselves toward it or not?” asked Chao-chou. 
“If you try to direct yourself toward it, you go away from it,” answered Nanchuan. 
Chao-chou continued, “If we do not try, how can we know that it is Tao?” 
Nanchuan replied, “Tao does not belong to knowing or not-knowing. Knowing is 
illusion; not-knowing is blankness. If you really attain to Tao of no-doubt, it is like 
the great void, so vast and boundless. How, then, can there be right and wrong in 
the Tao?” At these words Chao-chou was suddenly enlightened.

Commentary

Questioned by Chao-chou, Nanchuan immediately shows that the tile is disinte-
grating, the ice is dissolving, and no communication whatsoever is possible. Even 
though Chao-chou may be enlightened, he can truly get it only after studying for 
thirty more years.

Verse

Hundreds of flowers in spring, the moon in autumn,
A cool breeze in summer, and snow in winter;

If there is no vain cloud in your mind
For you it is a good season.
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The question “What is Tao?” is at 
the very heart of Zen practice. Tao 
means a passage, a path, a way. It also 

means the essential truth, or the underlying 
principle of the universe. Within Buddhism, 
the path to awakening is not separate from 
enlightenment itself. As we travel on this 
path, we practice living as an awakened per-
son. We tend to think of “practice” as prepa-
ration for a time that hasn’t arrived. But there 
is no future moment that we’re preparing for. 
Practice is living; cultivating virtue is being 
virtuous. Practice is life. 

The Buddha said we should practice all 
that is good, cease from all that is harmful, 
and study, train, and master our mind. Yet, 
the mind of judgment is so strong; our attach-
ments within love and hate can feel so right 
and true. How can we master the mind if we 
are at the mercy of our desire and aversion? If 
we want to be free of all clinging,  we have to 
be more interested in liberation than in con-
tinuing our suffering. To do this, we have to 
see how burdensome our practice of judging is 
and experience the weariness of it. It just goes 
on and on—and there is no relief until we 
relieve ourselves. So within the many dreams 
we weave that occupy us and distract us from 
our real nature—we examine these dreams. 
Dogen said, “To study the Way is to study the 
self”; when dreaming, we study the dream. 

When you sit doWn on the cushion, how do 
you use your mind? Do you shut everything 
off, trying to be tranquil and serene? Nan-
chuan says, “Not knowing is blankness,” 
there’s no life here. Do you just continue the 
fascination with your thoughts and call that 
zazen? Then we’ll just continue to reflect and 
daydream; samsara continues without end.  

When we enter into practice enmeshed in 

our everyday mind, we assume that the point 
of zazen is to seek another mind, an enlight-
ened mind. But the teachings continually 
point us back to a deeper examination of our 
present experience. And so Chao-chou asks 
this question, “What is Tao?” Nan-chuan 
responds, “Ordinary mind.” In Fukanzazengi 
Dogen says that “the Way is originally perfect 
and all-pervading.” Master Seng-Ts’an said, 
“The way is perfect like vast space. No excess, 
no lack.” Are they saying the same thing? Or 
are these different?

What is this “ordinary mind”? If it is the 
mind everybody experiences and calls “me” 
every day, then everyone would be living an 
enlightened life, which is clearly not the case. 
But if it’s a different mind, then how can we 
find this mind? If we don’t already have it, 
who could ever realize it? How many minds 
do we have? 

A student once Asked Chao-chou, “Can a 
person of ordinary mind be taught or not?” 
Chao-Chou said, “I don’t pass through their 
front door.” The wisdom that passes through 
the doors of the senses is not true wisdom. 
Chao-Chou doesn’t teach from a distance. 
The Tao can’t be defined by a sight, sound, 
or taste. But, there is a moment of pure 
experience before the thinking mind arises, 
before the self emerges. It’s that first moment 
of contact before there’s any sense of see-
ing, hearing or tasting—in that flash of a 
moment, there’s pure contact. Yet within an 
instant our associating, judging mind defines 
the experience, and they seem to appear as 
one. The car alarm is irritating. That person 
at work does make you angry. Before practice, 
it can be hard to imagine experiencing our 
life free of judging and naming. With steady, 
sincere practice though, the thinking mind 
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anger, and ignorance, even when immersed 
in greed, anger, and ignorance. Rather than 
try and control the world to get rid of all the 
confusion, Wu-men says, “Let your mind find 
peace, then the body will be at peace.” 

The Buddha experienced adversity in his 
own life. He sometimes had conflicts within 
the sangha or with people in the local com-
munities. As he got older he had back prob-
lems, and right before he died he got very 
sick. The question is: was he suffering? 

The Buddha called his teaching “the 
Middle Way.” This is not giving weight to 
your eyes, but not taking them lightly, not 
indulging what we see and yet not ignoring 
it. This message comes through the dharma 
continually, like a drumbeat. Why? Because 
we are constantly moving from one extreme 
to the other. We know how to indulge, we 
know how to deny—those come easily. And 
yet, Dogen is saying, just “make your eyes and 
ears clear and sharp.” See into the dream. 
The dream is our confusion. It’s the confu-
sion of looking at what creates suffering and 
seeing it as our salvation, or looking at what 
is impermanent and seeing it as everlasting. It 
is looking at something that is fundamentally 
without self-existence and infusing a self into 
it. When we see into the dream, we realize 
that the world is empty, like vast space. 

We can hear the dharma and think the 

perfection that the teachings point to is our 
conventional sense of perfection. But “per-
fect” in our ordinary sense means managed, 
domesticated reality: everything lining up 

slows down and we realize there is space 
between the thoughts. This is tracing back 
the radiance, tracing it back to the moment 
before discrimination arises. This is the first 
taste of freedom from the tyranny of our effort 
to constantly domesticate reality. Instead, we 
can let reality just be reality, in all its natural, 
vivid truth. 

In Zazenshin Dogen says, “Do not value 
what is far away and do not despise it; 
become completely familiar with it. Don’t 
despise what’s near at hand and don’t value 
it. Become completely familiar with it. Don’t 
take the eyes lightly and don’t give them 
weight. Don’t give weight to the ears, don’t 
take them lightly. Make your eyes and ears 
clear and sharp.” We don’t need to take what 
is naturally alive and free and put the harness 
of our judgments and opinions on it. This 
ceaseless management, the endless attempt 
to control our experience is exhausting, futile 
and robs us of our true life.

the BuddhA tAught thAt one of the char-
acteristics of human life is adversity. No mat-
ter how privileged or how disadvantaged, we 
don’t always get what we want. Sometimes 
we’ll be with disagreeable people, sometimes 
we won’t be with the ones we love. When the 
mind is not at peace, the body is distressed 
and the world is distressed. When we give 

relief to the mind, the body finds peace and 
the world finds peace. Then, when chal-
lenges arise, they don’t create distress. This 
is the radical nature of reality: no greed, 

We don’t need to take what is naturally alive and free and put the 
harness of our judgments and opinions on it. 
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the way we think it should. Even if what we 
want is good—like no wars, no injustice, no 
poverty—that’s not what is meant by perfect 
within the dharma. Even those terrible kinds 
of suffering are not outside of Tao. In order to 
understand our experience, we have to under-

stand its basic nature—its fundamental truth, 
before the first sign appears. 

Ordinary mind is Tao. To understand 
ordinary mind, we have to understand Tao. 
To understand Tao we must go beyond all 
knowing. Nan-chuan is saying that if you 

Glovis Dimitrios
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want to understand Tao, look to your ordi-
nary mind—they’re not different—but look 
with unconditioned eyes.

When the mind is filled with emotion, we 
sell our soul to that emotion, to that view. 

We not only believe that the feeling is true, 
we also believe that the feeling is me. In 
other words, we become lost. How do we find 
ourselves? In that moment of being lost and 
confused, don’t despise and don’t value. How? 
If we’re in the grips of despair, then we don’t 
give weight to that despair, but neither do we 
take it lightly. Our usual response is to react 
by trying to manage and control our experi-
ence—if we’re in pain, then avoid that pain. 
We think the way to resolve the problem 
is to have it disappear, to stop it. But that’s 
not what the dharma is teaching. If we want 
to walk the path, we will need to develop 
the courage to open to the raw truth of this 
present moment—free of judgment—and not 
move away. From that place of equanimity, 
come closer. Let your eyes and ears—the 
whole body—be clear and sharp; don’t turn 
away. Going beyond subject and object, real-
ize that this very moment is not as it seems, 
nor is it otherwise. It’s not fixed and it’s not 
non-existent.

What is the Tao? Ordinary mind is the 
Tao. Shibayama’s commentary says this, 
“Every day mind just as it is, without any 
discrimination.” But the mind that is free of 
thought is not yet the ordinary mind Nan-
chuan is speaking about. If this mind was 
dependent on no thought, then we couldn’t 
live in accord with the Tao when thinking 
or speaking—we would still be giving our 
thoughts the power to liberate or to confine 
us. But in fact, the thought itself is not dis-
crimination; this can only occur in the con-
ditioned mind. Chao-chou asks the necessary 
question, “Then should I direct myself toward 
it?” In other words, “How do I practice this?” 
Nan-chuan answers, “If you try to direct your-
self toward it, you move away from it.”

Moving towards the real only creates more 
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distance; rather “become completely famil-
iar with it.” Don’t give it weight. Don’t take 
it lightly. Lose all sense of far away and near 
at hand. Let go of discriminating conscious-
ness and you are, at that very moment, in 
accord with the Tao. How does water move 
toward wetness? How does fire get closer to 
heat? No one has ever moved closer to their 
original nature. But, Chao-chou says, “If I 
don’t try, then how do I know?” 

AgAin And AgAin We hear the teaching of 
having faith, of trusting practice. Recently 
I was
thinking about the early years of my train-
ing and all the ways in which my faith in 
practice was contingent on getting my way. 
I figured I could have deep faith, but only 
after I had put my doubts to rest. I would 
give up my ego-driven striving once I’d 
realized myself through striving. We too 
often approach practice using our dualistic, 
judging, striving mind, because that seems 
to have worked for us in the past and it’s 
familiar. When we deeply yearn to be free 
of self-clinging and to understand this life, 
then real faith in this Dharma is alive and 
present. 

What are we doing when we sit in zazen, 
in our study and practice of the dharma? 
Practice is not mechanical, it’s not a meth-
od or technique, and it’s not blank con-
sciousness. That’s why Buddhist meditation 
emphasizes quieting and calming the mind 
and incisive insight. Ultimately, we realize 
they are inseparable. Wu-men’s commen-
tary says, “Nan-chaun immediately shows 
that the tile is disintegrating, the ice is 
dissolving, no communication is possible.” 
This is true intimacy. 

Hundreds of flowers in the spring, 
the moon in autumn. 
A cool breeze in summer, and snow in winter. 
If there’s no vain cloud in your mind,
For you it is a good season. 

Wu-men is not talking about a managed 
life. He’s talking about a life well-lived, a 
life that is full and free, in which we attend 
to what we need to take care of, but without 
a vain cloud in the mind. If we can deeply 
understand the power of mind, how we can 
both injure and benefit this world, we see 
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that practice isn’t a luxury, but rather an 
imperative. It’s like food and water. It 
returns us to ourselves, to our sanity, to 
our true capacity. 

If there’s no vain cloud in your mind / for 
you it is a good season. This good is not 
confined by our conventional notions of 
good and bad. It’s the simple, live joyful-
ness that comes from not wanting to be 
somewhere else, not wanting to be some-
one else, not waiting for a different time. 
The way is vast and boundless. The way 
is not apart from this mind. Study, train, 

realize your original mind, the mind of all 
beings, sentient and insentient.

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 Gateless Gate is a collection of 48 koans com-
piled in the early 13th century by the Chinese Zen 
master Wumen Huikai.

© Jenni Alexander
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Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation Front
by wendell beRRy

Love the quick profit, the annual raise,
vacation with pay. Want more
of everything ready-made. Be afraid
to know your neighbors and to die.
And you will have a window in your head.
Not even your future will be a mystery
any more. Your mind will be punched in a card
and shut away in a little drawer.
When they want you to buy something
they will call you. When they want you
to die for profit they will let you know.

So, friends, every day do something
that won’t compute. Love the Lord.
Love the world. Work for nothing.
Take all that you have and be poor.
Love someone who does not deserve it.
Denounce the government and embrace
the flag. Hope to live in that free
republic for which it stands.
Give your approval to all you cannot
understand. Praise ignorance, for what man
has not encountered he has not destroyed.

Ask the questions that have no answers.
Invest in the millennium. Plant sequoias.
Say that your main crop is the forest
that you did not plant,
that you will not live to harvest.
Say that the leaves are harvested
when they have rotted into the mold.
Call that profit. Prophesy such returns.
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Put your faith in the two inches of humus
that will build under the trees
every thousand years.
Listen to carrion—put your ear
close, and hear the faint chattering
of the songs that are to come.
Expect the end of the world. Laugh.
Laughter is immeasurable. Be joyful
though you have considered all the facts.
So long as women do not go cheap
for power, please women more than men.
Ask yourself: Will this satisfy
a woman satisfied to bear a child?
Will this disturb the sleep
of a woman near to giving birth?

Go with your love to the fields.
Lie down in the shade. Rest your head
in her lap. Swear allegiance
to what is nighest your thoughts.
As soon as the generals and the politicos
can predict the motions of your mind,
lose it. Leave it as a sign
to mark the false trail, the way
you didn’t go. Be like the fox
who makes more tracks than necessary,
some in the wrong direction.
Practice resurrection.

“Manifesto: Mad Farmer Liberation Front” from The Country of Marriage by Wendell Berry. Copyright © 1973 
by Wendell Berry. Reprinted by permission of Counterpoint Press.
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Mirror in the Street
by Rebecca solniT
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Mirror in the Street
by Rebecca solniT

Nineteenth-century Paris was often 
compared to a wilderness by its poets 
and writers. They sensed that the 

city had somehow become so vast, so magical 
and unpredictable, that one could wander it 
as though it were not made by human beings 
and reason, but rather had sprung up with all 
the mystery and intricacy of a jungle. And the 
feral city was perceived as a pleasure, at least for 
those bold and free enough to venture into its 
byways and dangers. Alexandre Dumas wrote 
about “Les Mohicans du Paris,” and many saw 
themselves as explorers. 

Before gas lighting, European cities had 
been as dark as a forest at night—darker than 
much of the countryside, for the buildings 
blocked starlight and moonlight—and preda-
tors roamed the byways, pouncing on unsus-
pecting stragglers. You dressed down or hired a 
torchbearer and guards, or both. Or you stayed 
home—if you had one. In the mid-twentieth 
century, the great German-Jewish cultural 
theorist and Parisian Walter Benjamin wrote 
again and again of Paris as a labyrinth, a forest, 
a mystery, and a joy. He once reminisced, “I saw 
sunset and dawn, but between the two I found 
myself a shelter. Only those for whom poverty 
or vice turns the city into a landscape in which 
they stray from dark till sunrise know it in a 
way denied to me.” 

in RecenT yeaRs, aMeRican cities have become 
a wilderness of another sort. The homeless 
live in our built environment as though they 
are not the species for which it was built. 
Doorways are their caves, boxes their beds of 
boughs, fountains their pools, sidewalks their 
porches and dining rooms. Like backpackers 
and nomads, they must carry their goods with 
them in bags or shopping carts. Like jackals 
and buzzards, they live by scavenging the left-

overs of more privileged predators. They roam 
exposed to the elements, mapping the small 
routes of daily survival—the recycling center 
where cans and bottles turn into cash; the 
places that serve free food, offer social services, 
or allow congregation. The homeless live in 
the city as though it were a wilderness: not a 
wilderness of symbiosis, of beauty, of complex-
ity, in the way hunter-gatherers might live in a 
landscape too well-known to be a wilderness, 
but a wilderness that is not safe, not reliable, 
not made for them. It is the wilderness into 
which Old Testament exiles were driven. It’s 
the world we’ve made of late. 

bUT iT is noT They who have become savages in 
the wild city. We have. They are there because 
we—the we who elected Ronald Reagan, who 
chose to vote for the tax cuts that meant dras-
tic social services cuts, who allowed the New 
Deal and the Great Society to be canceled, the 
we who looked the other way or did not resist 
hard enough—decided to create this wilderness 
for them. I remember that twenty years ago, 
when the huge army of the homeless was first 
being turned out into American cities, a writer 
expressed shock that this wealthiest nation had 
become like Brazil or India, a place where the 
affluent stepped over the dying on their way 
to the opera. I thought of this recently when 
friends from suburbia came to town and I guid-
ed them around my familiar haunts. They were 
shocked and a little alarmed by the homeless, 
and I realized I’d grown accustomed to people 
living on the street. I was not afraid of them 
and tried to give them back, in conversation 
and body language, a little of the dignity that 
had been stripped from them. But I was also 
troublingly accustomed to a society in which 
people suffer, overdose, go mad, and die in the 
streets. 

photo:Ivan Tan
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Perhaps my friends were frightened by the 
homeless because the sight of dirty, deranged 
people was so unfamiliar to them. Or maybe 
they couldn’t distinguish between suffering and 
danger, and the homeless are often portrayed as 
dangerous. In all my years of walking the city 
streets, often alone, often at night, I’ve never 
been menaced by an evidently homeless person 
(as opposed to, say, careening luxury cars). 
Some of them become landmarks: the older 
man in the wide felt hat who was always on 
the park bench when I went running, seeming 
more like a country squire than a desperado; 
the sad woman sitting cross-legged on the same 
corner near city hall for years, day and night, 
rocking back and forth and holding a stuffed 
animal amid all her tattered belongings. 

The hoMeless May indeed be a danger, but 
only to our idea of ourselves. They represent 
how deranged, how desperate, and how dirty 
human beings can become, something that 
most of us would rather not know. They repre-
sent how wide the spectrum of human nature 
is and how fragile our own civility is—though 
many of them are among the most polite and 
gracious people I encounter every day. Some 
of them seem to be homeless because they 
lack the initiative and cunning to survive in a 
world where security—long-term employment, 
unions, blue-collar jobs, affordable housing—is 
vanishing and we must all fend for ourselves, 
not just by working but by calculating, by 
planning, by competing, by abandoning and 
reinventing our sense of self. They are anach-
ronisms, the people who might have done well 
in stable jobs that no longer exist, and when I 
give them food or money, they say, “God bless 
you,” a lot of them, an old-fashioned response. 

In parts of Asia, beggars are necessary to 
society because they allow others to honor 

their obligation to give. The Buddhist monks 
of southeast Asia, for example, take a vow 
not to deal with money and allow nonmonks 
to receive the spiritual benefit of giving: pov-
erty and spirituality have a long acquaintance. 
Gavin Newsom, the restaurateur-businessman 
who is now San Francisco’s mayor, built his 
career by beating up on the homeless (though 
he has since somewhat redeemed himself). 
John Burton, who represents San Francisco in 
the state Senate, was disgusted enough to fight 
back. “St. Francis was a beggar,” said the signs 
he put up on the streets, and “Jesus gave alms 
to the poor.” 

In cities around the country, the homeless 
are most often treated primarily as an eyesore 
for others. Policies often focus on moving them 
away or making them invisible, as if they were 
a problem of aesthetics, not ethics, as if our 
comfort, not theirs, were all that is at stake. 
The homeless also signify that the distribution 
of wealth in this wealthiest society the world 
has ever known is itself an atrocity against 
humanity as well as against the environment, 
for the armies of the homeless were produced 
in large degree by decisions made by the afflu-
ent. Their decisions to defund mental health 
programs and dump the patients, to turn basic 
human needs for housing and health care into 
speculative commodities whose upward spiral 
has enriched the few and burdened the many, 
were decisions to break the social contract and 
try to buy their way out of it. 

MoRe and MoRe ofTen, the wealthy try to buy 
replacements for a functioning society—armed 
guards and gated communities in place of social 
justice, bottled water and expensive cancer 
cures in place of unpolluted resources, private 
schools in place of the good public education 
that was once a backbone of this nation, the 
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stock market in place of social security. From 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt through at least 
Richard Nixon (who was considering universal 
health care and passed the Clean Water and 
Clean Air acts), the United States became 
more of a society, a place that recognized inter-
dependence and obligation toward each other. 
From Ronald Reagan’s presidency on, we have 
dismantled that social contract. The homeless 
are frightening because they are a mirror: in 
their fear, in the uncertainty of their predica-
ment, in their hunger, in their desperation, we 
see that we have gone feral. 

Rebecca Solnit is an author, human rights and envi-
ronmental activist whose writing has been recognized by 
the NEA, the Guggenheim Fellowship and a Lannon 
literary fellowship. The Faraway Nearby (2013) was a 
National Book Award nominee.

From Storming the Gates of Paradise: Landscapes For 
Politics. Copyright © 2007 by the Regents of the 
University of California. Reprinted by permission 
of University of California Press. www.ucpress.edu
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This is a story a friend gave to me. I 
am giving it to you. 

There was a man who searched 
and searched for the sacred in nature—in 
the forest, at the beach—and sure enough: 
one day as he was walking along the coast, 
he heard a voice, loud and clear. 

The Time for the Singing of Birds
by KaThleen dean MooRe

For lo, the winter is past. The rain is 
over and gone. The flowers appear on the 
earth. The time for the singing of birds 
has come. 

—Song of Solomon

Mona Johansson
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“Stand here,” it said, “and God will 
speak to you.”

The man stood. What else could he do? 
What would you have done? He stood for a 
very long time, shifting his weight from one 
leg to the other. His back stiffened up. A flock 
of brants flew down the trough between the  

breakers. The wind came up and died back. 
The tide flowed in. He zipped his jacket and 
unzipped it, zipped it again, as the sun went 
down and gulls cried out and flew to their 
roosts. He shivered in fog that came with 
night, and finally he went home. 

i’M noT sURe whaT he hoped to hear. The 
sound of wind bringing rain, the rattle of 
surf-driven stones—didn’t these tell him 
what he needed to know? That he is alive 
in this place, at this time, alive in the midst 
of all this life. That he is aware in the midst 
of all that is mysterious, every fact that 
might not have been and yet is. Stinging 
sand, the storm-driven waves, the swirling 
gulls—they are all cause for surprise and 
celebration. 

Instead of standing still and waiting for 
instructions, what if he had laid on his back 
in the midst of the mussels, laid there with 
barnacles poking his scalp, felt—in the hol-
low echo chamber of his ribs—the breakers 
pound against rock, listened to the shouts of 
faraway children and the pop of sand fleas 
next to his ear, as all the while tide crept 
in around him and surf exploded closer and 
closer to his brain?

Then what would he have heard?
I don’t want to say he heard the voice 

of God.
I want to say he would have heard—

really heard, maybe for the first time —the 
squeak of mussels, the smash of surf, the 
peeping of sandpipers. Maybe a fish crow 
cawing or a chainsaw cutting cedar drifted 
in on storms. 

And I want to say that this is enough. I 
want to say that this is astonishing enough—
the actual Earth, the extraordinary fact of 
the ticking, smashing, singing, whistling, 
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peeping Earth—to make me feel that I live 
in a sacred place and time. 

I want to say that there is a secular 
sacred, that this phrase, paradoxical as it 
seems, makes good and profoundly impor-
tant sense.

heRe is whaT i believe: that the natural 
world—the stuff of our lives, the world we 
plod through, hardly hearing, the world we 
burn and poke and stuff and conquer and 
irradiate—that THIS WORLD (not anoth-
er world on another planet) is irreplaceable, 
astonishing, contingent, eternal and chang-
ing, beautiful and fearsome, beyond human 
understanding, worthy of reverence and 
awe, worthy of celebration and protection. 

If the good English word for this combi-
nation of qualities is “sacred,” then so be it. 
Even if we don’t believe in God, we walk 
out the door on a sacred morning and lift 
our eyes to the sacred rain and are called to 
remember our sacred obligations of care and 
celebration. 

And what’s more, if the natural world is 
sacred, and “sacred” describes the natural 
world; if there are not two worlds but one, 
and it is magnificent and mysterious enough 
to shake us to the core; if this is so, then 
we—you and I and the man on the beach—
are called to live our lives gladly. We are 
called to live lives of gratitude, joy, and 
caring, profoundly moved by the bare fact 
that we live in the time of the singing birds.

Gladness lifts the natural world out of 
the merely mundane and makes it wonder-
ful, and reminds us that when we use the 
sacred stuff of our lives for human purposes, 
we must do so gratefully and responsibly, 
with full and caring hearts. That’s what I 
want to say.

My MoTheR and faTheR weRe biologists. 
When I was growing up, there were sprout-
ing beans tied to the hands of the clock, 
growing in circles as time revolved. Fairy 
shrimp flutter-kicked through jars of pond 
water on the sunlit window sills, butterfly 
eggs hatched in the living room, little mir-
rors angled over bird nests so we could see 
the babies without disturbing the nest, a 
frozen woodpecker rested in the freezer for 
reasons that escape me now, purple egg-
plants were grafted with white polka dots.

Everything in the house gloried in the 
moment, the fact of things. Everything 
focused on how things are, and why, and 
how wonderful. All the joy-filled facts. All 
the astonishing connections. All the irre-
sistible questions. We went to church on 
Sunday mornings, but in the afternoons we 
traipsed through bogs and creeks and buzz-
ing meadows, tapping stones against dead 
trees to call in downy woodpeckers.

And now I’m married to a biologist. You 
should see us in a canoe in the dark—phi-
losopher in the bow, biologist in the stern. 
I’m rejoicing in the sounds of the night, 
awash in metaphors, and Frank is explain-
ing the biomechanics of frog song.

“Imagine blowing up a balloon,” he says.
“Now imagine blowing up a balloon 

made of your neck skin.
“Now imagine blowing it up twice your 

size.
“Now hold that and tremble all night.
“The energetics of this music are so 

tough, so much energy expended, that it 
could kill a frog. Some tree frogs have only 
enough energy to sing for three nights. 
Three trembling nights. Imagine that. 

“Imagine the silence of the frogs on day 
four.”
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I sit quietly, imagining. What else can 
I do?

Then Frank says, “Now imagine swallow-
ing a moth so big that you have to push it 
down your throat with your eyeballs.” 

And then we look across the lake, where 
the path of the moon glitters on the dis-
carded wings of a trillion flying ants. We 
look at the moon itself, bulging out between 
black mountains. And we note in passing 
that we ourselves are sailing at however 
many zillion miles per hour through the 
darkness, spinning in a spiral galaxy slung 
across space, slung out with all the singing 
frogs and the quiet ones, all of us up to our 
eyeballs in swamp. 

And if we even think about our own 
sparkling minds on that sparkling lake, 
the molecular structure of awareness, the 
biochemistry of celebration, the universe 
singing its own praises in the languages 
of philosophy and science, then we have 
to hold on to keep from falling out of the 
canoe. Astonished, yes. And shaken. 

The secular sacred. Secular: living in the 
world. Sacred: worthy of reverence and awe. 
Reverence: profound respect mixed with 
love and awe. Awe: fear and admiration. 

soMe people sUggesT ThaT science is the 
enemy of the sacred. This puzzles me. I sup-
pose the argument is that the more we under-
stand or think we understand, the smaller 
the realm of mystery becomes; under the 
hot lights of scientific knowledge, the sacred 
warps and shrinks, like Styrofoam in flames. 
But this argument won’t work because mys-
tery is infinite, the only natural resource that 
humans can’t exhaust in this giant fire sale we 
call an economy. 

The physicist Chet Raymo thinks of sci-

entific understanding as an island in a sea of 
mystery. The larger the island, the longer its 
coastline—that area where the deep sea of 
what we don’t understand slaps and smacks 
at the edge of what we think we know, a rich 
place of bright water and dark, fecund smell. 

If so, then this is our work in the world: to 
pull on rubber boots and stand in this lively, 
dangerous water, bracing against the slapping 
waves, one foot on stone, another on sand. 
When one foot slips and the other sinks, to 
hop awkwardly to keep from filling our boots. 
To laugh, to point, and sometimes to let this 
surging, light-flecked mystery wash into us 
and knock us to our knees while we sing songs 
of celebration through our own three short 
nights, our voices thin in the darkness.

Kathleen Dean Moore is an environmental activ-
ist and nature writer; her recent work focuses on 
the moral urgency of climate action. Moore recently 
left her position as a Distinguished Professor of 
Philosophy at Oregan State University in order to 
work full-time on the climate emergency. 

From Wild Comfort: The Solace of Nature. 
Copyright 2010 by Kathleen Dean Moore. 
Reprinted by arrangement with The Permissions 
Company, Inc., on behalf of Trumpeter Books, 
an imprint of of Shambhala Publications, Inc. ,
Boston, MA. www.shambhala.com
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Joyous Body: The Wild Flesh
by claRissa pinKola esTÉs

I have been taken with the way wolves 
hit their bodies together when they run 
and play, the old wolves in their way, 

the young ones in theirs, the skinny ones, 
the fat ones, the long-legged, the lop-tailed, 
the floppy-eared, the ones whose broken 
limbs healed crookedly. They all have their 
own body configuration and strength, their 
own beauty. They live and play according 
to what and who and how they are. They do 
not try to be what they are not. 

Up in the northlands, I watched one 
old wolf with three legs; she was the only 
one who could fit through a crevasse where 
blueberries were branching. I once saw a 
gray wolf crouch and leap in such a flash it 
left the image of a silver arc in the air for 
a second afterward. I remember a delicate 
one, a new mother, still fulsome in the belly, 
picking her way through the pool moss with 
the grace of a dancer. 

Yet, despite their beauty and ability to 
stay strong, wolves are sometimes talked 
about in this way: “Ah, you are too hungry, 
your teeth are too sharp, your appetites 
too interested.” Like wolves, women are 
sometimes discussed as though only a cer-
tain temperament, only a certain restrained 
appetite, is acceptable. And too often added 
to that is an attribution of moral goodness 
or badness according to whether a woman’s 
size, height, gait, and shape conform to 
a singular or exclusionary ideal. When 
women are relegated to moods, mannerisms, 
and contours that conform to a single ideal 

of beauty and behavior, they are captured in 
both body and soul, and are no longer free. 

in The insTincTive psyche, The body is con-
sidered a sensor, an informational network, 
a messenger with myriad communication 
systems—cardiovascular, respiratory, skel-
etal, autonomic, as well as emotive and 
intuitive. In the imaginal world, the body 
is a powerful vehicle, a spirit who lives with 
us, a prayer of life in its own right. In fairy 
tales, as personified by magical objects that 
have superhuman qualities and abilities, the 
body is considered to have two sets of ears, 
one for hearing in the mundane world, the 
other for hearing the soul; two sets of eyes, 
one set for regular vision, another for far-
seeing; two kinds of strength, the strength 
of the muscles and the invincible strength 
of soul. The list of twos about the body goes 
on. 

In systems of body work such as 
Feldenkrais method, Ayurveda, and others, 
the body is understood variously as having 
six senses, not five. The body uses its skin 
and deeper fascia and flesh to record all that 
goes on around it. Like the Rosetta stone, 
for those who know how to read it, the body 
is a living record of life given, life taken, 
life hoped for, life healed. It is valued for 
its articulate ability to register immediate 
reaction, to feel profoundly, to sense ahead. 

The body is a MUlTilingUal being. It speaks 
through its color and its temperature, the 
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flush of recognition, the glow of love, the 
ash of pain, the heat of arousal, the cold-
ness of nonconviction. It speaks through 
its constant tiny dance, sometimes swaying, 
sometimes a-jitter, sometimes trembling. It 
speaks through the leaping of the heart, the 
falling of the spirit, the pit at the center, 
and rising hope. 

The body remembers, the bones remem-
ber, the joints remember, even the little 
finger remembers. Memory is lodged in 
pictures and feelings in the cells themselves. 
Like a sponge filled with water, anywhere 
the flesh is pressed, wrung, even touched 
lightly, a memory may flow out in a stream. 

To confine the beauty and value of the 
body to anything less than this magnifi-
cence is to force the body to live without 
its rightful spirit, its rightful form, its right 
to exultation. To be thought ugly or unac-
ceptable because one’s beauty is outside the 
current fashion is deeply wounding to the 
natural joy that belongs to the wild nature. 

Women have good reason to refute psy-
chological and physical standards that are 
injurious to spirit and which sever relation-
ship with the wild soul. It is clear that the 
instinctive nature of women values body 
and spirit far more for their ability to be 
vital, responsive, and enduring than by any 
measure of appearance. This is not to dis-
miss who or what is considered beautiful by 
any segment of culture, but to draw a larger 
circle that embraces all forms of beauty, 
form, and function. 

a fRiend and i once performed a tandem 
storytelling called “Body Talk” about dis-
covering the ancestral blessings of our kith 
and kin. Opalanga is an African American 
griot and she is very tall, like a yew tree, and 
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understood as a sign of wisdom. 
How surprised she was when I told her 

I had also as an adult journeyed to the 

Isthmus of Tehuantepec in Mexico and 
found some of my ancestral people, who lo! 
were a tribe with giant women who were 
strong, flirtatious, and commanding in their 
size. They had patted me and plucked at me, 
boldly remarking that I was not quite fat 
enough. Did I eat enough? Had I been ill? I 
must try harder, they explained, for women 
are La Tierra, made round like the earth 
herself, for the earth holds so much.

So in Opalanga’s and my performance, 
as in our lives, our personal stories, which 
began as experiences both oppressive and 
depressive, end with joy and a strong sense 
of self. Opalanga understands that her 
height is her beauty, her smile one of wis-
dom, and that the voice of God is always 
close to her lips. I understand my body as 
not separate from the land, that my feet are 
made to hold my ground, my body a vessel 
made to carry much. We learned, from pow-
erful people outside our own United States 
culture, to revalue the body, to refute ideas 
and language that would revile the mysteri-
ous body, that would ignore the female body 
as an instrument of knowing. 

To TaKe MUch pleasURe in a world filled with 
many kinds of beauty is a joy in life to which 
all women are entitled. To support only one 

as slender. I am una Mexicana, and am built 
close to the ground and am of extravagant 
body. In addition to being mocked for being 

tall, as a child Opalanga was told that the 
split between her front teeth was the sign of 
being a liar. I was told that my body shape 
and size were the signs of being inferior and 
of having no self-control. 

In this concurrent telling about body, 
Opalanga and I speak of the slings and 
arrows we received throughout our lives 
because, according to the great “they,” 
our bodies were too much of this and not 
enough of that. In our telling, we sing a 
mourning song for the bodies we were not 
allowed to enjoy. We rock, we dance, we 
look at each other. We are each thinking 
the other is so mysterious-looking in such 
a beautiful way, how could anyone have 
thought otherwise? 

When I first met Opalanga, we felt we 
had known each other, as tellers often do, 
not for a lifetime but for eons. We fell into 
a conversation about our most personal 
stories. How amazed I was to hear that as an 
adult she had journeyed to the Gambia in 
West Africa and found some of her ances-
tral people, who, lo! had among their tribe, 
many people who were very tall like the 
yew trees and as slender, and who had splits 
between their front teeth. This split, they 
explained to her, was called Sakaya Yallah, 
meaning “opening of God” ... and it was 

We are each thinking the other is so mysterious-
looking in such a beautiful way, how could any-
one have thought otherwise?
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kind of beauty is to be somehow unobservant 
of nature. There cannot be only one kind of 
songbird, only one kind of pine tree, only one 
kind of wolf. There cannot be one kind of 
baby, one kind of man, or one kind of woman. 
There cannot be one kind of breast, one kind 
of waist, one kind of skin. 

My experiences with women of size in 
Mexico caused me to question the entire 
set of analytic premises about women’s vari-
ous sizes and shapes and especially weights. 
One old psychological premise in particular 
seemed grotesquely erroneous: the idea that 

all women of size are hungry for something; 
that “inside them is a thin person screaming 
to get out.” When I suggested this “screaming 
thin woman” metaphor to one of the majes-
tic Tehuana tribeswomen, she peered at me 
somewhat alarmed. Did I mean “possession 
by an evil spirit? Who would have put such 
an evil thing inside a woman?” she asked. It 
was beyond her comprehension that a woman 
would be considered by “healers” or anyone 
else to have a screaming woman within 
because she was naturally big. 

While compulsive and destructive eat-

Mona Johansson
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ing disorders that distort body size are real 
and tragic, they are not the norm for most 
women. Women who are big or small, wide 
or narrow, short or tall, are most likely to 
be so simply because they inherited the 
body configuration of their kin; if not their 

immediate kin, then those a generation or 
two back. To malign or judge a woman’s 
inherited physicality is to make generation 
after generation of anxious and neurotic 
women. To make destructive and exclusion-
ary judgments about a woman’s inherited 
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her female body identity with the rest of the 
family. If she is taught to hate her own body, 
how can she love her mother’s body that has 
the same configuration as hers?—her grand-
mother’s body, the bodies of her daughters 
as well? How can she love the bodies of 
other women (and men) close to her who 
have inherited the bodies of their ancestors? 
To attack a woman thusly destroys her right-
ful pride of affiliation with her own people 
and robs her of the natural lilt she feels in 
her body no matter what height, size, shape 
she is. In essence, the attack on women’s 
bodies is a far-reaching attack on the ones 
who have gone before her as well as the 
ones who will come after her. 

Instead, harsh judgments about body 
acceptability create a nation of hunched-
over tall girls, short women on stilts, women 
of size dressed as though in mourning, very 
slender women trying to puff themselves 
out like adders, and various other women 
in hiding. Destroying a woman’s instinctive 
affiliation with her natural body cheats her 
of confidence. It causes her to perseverate 
about whether she is a good person or not, 
and bases her self-worth on how she looks 
instead of who she is. It pressures her to use 
up her energy worrying about how much 
food she consumes or the readings on the 
scale and tape measure. It keeps her preoc-
cupied, colors everything she does, plans, 
and anticipates. It is unthinkable in the 
instinctive world that a woman should live 
preoccupied by appearance this way. 

iT MaKes UTTeR sense To stay healthy and 
strong, to be as nourishing to the body as 
possible. Yet I would have to agree, there 
is in many women a “hungry” one inside. 
But rather than hungry to be a certain size, 

form, robs her of several critical and pre-
cious psychological and spiritual treasures. 
It robs her of pride in the body type that 
was given to her by her own ancestral lines. 

If she is taught to revile this body inheri-
tance, she is immediately slashed away from 

Frank Janssens   
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shape, or height, rather than hungry to fit 
the stereotype; women are hungry for basic 
regard from the culture surrounding them. 
The “hungry” one inside is longing to be 
treated respectfully, to be accepted, and in 
the very least, to be met without stereotyp-
ing. If there really is a woman “screaming to 
get out” she is screaming for cessation of the 
disrespectful projections of others onto her 
body, her face, her age. 

The pathologizing of variation in women’s 
bodies is a deep bias endorsed by many 
psychological theorists, most certainly by 
Freud. For instance, in his book on his father 
Sigmund Freud, Martin Freud relates how the 
entire family actively disliked and ridiculed 
stout people. The reasons for Freud’s views 
are beyond the scope of this work; how-
ever, it is difficult to understand how such 
an attitude would assist a balanced viewpoint 
toward women’s bodies. 

Yet, suffice it to say that various practi-
tioners of psychology continue to hand down 
this bias against the natural body, encour-
aging women to turn their attentions to a 
constant monitoring of body, thereby robbing 
them of deeper and finer relationships with 
their given form. Angst about the body robs a 
woman in some large share of her creative life 
and her attention to other things. 

This encoURagMenT To begin trying to carve 
her body is remarkably similar to the carv-
ing, burning, peeling off layers, stripping 
down to the bones the flesh of the earth 
itself. Where there is a wound on the psyches 
and bodies of women, there is a correspond-
ing wound at the same site in the culture 
itself, and finally on Nature herself. In a true 
holistic psychology all worlds are understood 
as interdependent, not as separate entities. 

It is not amazing that in our culture there is 
an issue about carving up a woman’s natural 
body, that there is a corresponding issue 
about carving up the landscape, and yet 
another about carving up the culture into 
fashionable parts as well. Although a woman 
may not be able to stop the dissection of cul-
ture and lands overnight, she can stop doing 
so to her own body. 

The wild nature would never advocate 
the torture of the body, culture, or land. 
The wild nature would never agree to flog 
the form in order to prove worth, prove 
“control,” prove character, be more visually 
pleasing, more financially valuable. 

A woman cannot make the culture more 
aware by saying “Change.” But she can 
change her own attitude toward herself, 
thereby causing devaluing projections to 
glance off. She does this by taking back 
her body. By not forsaking the joy of her 
natural body, by not purchasing the popular 
illusion that happiness is only bestowed on 
those of a certain configuration or age, by 
not waiting or holding back to do anything, 
and by taking back her real life, and living 
it full bore, all stops out. This dynamic self-
acceptance and self-esteem are what begins 
to change attitudes in the culture. 

Clarissa Pinkola Estés is a post-trauma special-
ist, Jungian psychoanalyst, poet and the author of 
several books, including an eleven-volume series of 
audio books on myths and stories.

From Women Who Run With the Wolves: Myths and 
Stories of the Wild Woman Archetype. Copyright 
© 1992, 1995 by Clarissa Pinkola Estes, Ph.D.  
Reprinted by permission of Random House.
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A few years ago I was leafing through 
a magazine and came eye-to-eye 
with a young Tibetan woman, an 

infant swaddled to her back. The image 
stopped me cold. Opening the page and 
sinking further into their sunned faces and 

Right now you have the opportunity. 
Look for the essence of mind—this is meaningful.
When you look at mind, there is nothing to be seen. 
In this very not-seeing, you see the definitive meaning.

                                 —Machig Labdron

Meeting Machig Labdron
by Jody hoJin KiMMel osho

Chris Webster
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warm eyes, I felt a powerful sense of rec-
ognition, a remembering at the core of my 
being, a wakefulness in the cells of my body. 
I felt that “I” had stood in the exact space 
as this person. It was very familiar.

She was high atop a mountain, on a 
sky burial platform, the earth around her 
littered with bodies in all stages of dete-
rioration. Majestic vultures and other small 
birds were sharing the wealth, picking the 
bones and flesh apart. Not long before this, 
I remember a friend asking me in a kind 
of off-hand way what I wanted done with 
my body when I died. Without hesitating, 
I responded, “It would be great to be food 
for the birds, to benefit other living things 
in that way.” It wasn’t something I had ever 
thought about before, and I have no idea 
where the thought came from.

Deeply touched by this image, I found 
myself wondering about sky burials and 
the ritual surrounding them. I began to 
explore a bit on my own, finding my way 
to the teachings of an ancient Tibetan 
master: Machig Labdron. I had never come 
across this name before, and as I read, I was 
surprised to encounter the pronoun “she.” 
Machig is a woman, I realized. I took this 
into my body. A relaxed warmth moved 
through me with my next breath. A woman, 
I repeated to myself. A wild woman….Go 
find her.

shoRTly afTeR This, I was at Daido Roshi’s 
studio when I noticed a book off to the side 
still wrapped in cellophane: Machig Labdron 
and the Foundations of Chöd, by Jerome 
Edou. I asked Daidoshi if he knew about 
Machig and the sky burial practice. He said 
it was “for the birds,” but sensing my inter-
est, he placed the book in my hands and 

said, “Here. Read about it.” I did.
Machig Labdron lived in Tibet in 

the eleventh century, a contemporary of 
Milarepa. She was an outstanding teacher 
of the dharma, a mother, and the founder 
of a unique transmission lineage known as 
the Chöd of Mahamudra. 

Machig was born into a privileged 
Buddhist family at a time of great religious 
innovation in Tibet. She gave up her pres-
tige to become a wandering yogini. Later, 
after becoming a mother, and feeling called 
to practice the dharma more intensively, 
Machig left her children with her husband 
for several years and returned to study and 
train with her teacher full-time. She even-
tually became her teacher’s teacher, which 
is rather remarkable, and dedicated her life 
in service to her students. 

chöd is a pRacTice of cutting through the 
tendency to grasp at a self and its attendant 
emotional afflictions. It aims to free the 
mind from all fear and overcome the ego’s 
clinging so that practitioners can perceive 
the true nature of self and all phenomena, 
free of preconceptions. As part of the prac-
tice, Tibetan teachers of Chöd encourage 
everyone to witness a sky burial at least 
once: to have such direct, visceral contact 
with the body decaying can bring home 
the reality of impermanence, not to men-
tion serving as a powerful reminder of the 
precious opportunity afforded by human 
life. Chöd is also known for its teaching on 
transforming the aggregates into an offering 
of food for demons, a compassionate act of 
self-sacrifice. 

Machig herself is closely identified with 
the Prajna Paramita teachings. In fact, 
according to Tibetan tradition, Machig is 



65

an embodiment of both Prajna Paramita, 
the goddess of wisdom, and of Tara, the 
female buddha of compassion. The Prajna 
Paramita teachings point to the truth that 
once we let go of conceptual thought, emp-
tiness is revealed not as dead nothingness 
or a void, but as fullness—a vibrant womb 
of wakefulness. The teachings on empti-
ness, to the degree that we have personally 
touched their truth, lead to an open-heart-
ed generosity that naturally arises as we 
begin to understand the essential imperma-
nence of all forms.

when we bRing These teachings to our ego’s 
tendency to cling to what is not real and to 
try to get rid of the things that scare us, we 
can touch the empty essence of the self, and 
so perhaps encounter ourselves with greater 
acceptance and love. Machig’s teaching 
was not to exorcise demons, but to treat 
them with compassion. After all, who are 
these demons if not manifestations of our 
own wild, creative process? When Machig 
was asked to define what a demon was, she 
replied, 

That which is called a demon is not 
some great black thing that petrifies 
whoever sees it. A demon is anything 
that obstructs the achievement of free-
dom…. There is no greater devil than 
this fixation to a self. So until this ego-
fixation is cut off, all the demons wait 
with open mouths. For this reason, you 
need to exert yourself at a skillful meth-
od to sever the devil of ego-fixation.

Machig’s understanding of demons was 
remarkably sophisticated, clearly the fruit 
of her own deep inquiry into the nature 

of experience. When we follow Machig’s 
example and ask ourselves, “What is the 
real evil? What are the real demons?” we 
can see into her teaching for ourselves: Isn’t 
our ego, the sense of self we hold at the 
center, whether on a personal or collective 
level, the real demon? 

Machig advised her students, “Approach 
what you find repulsive, help the ones you 
think you cannot help, and go to places 
that scare you.” This begins when we sit 
down in zazen and practice not struggling 
with our own mind. When we investigate 
our own experience—letting go of our reac-
tivity, our grasping, our rejecting—we can 
begin to see into our fundamental misun-
derstanding of who we truly are. Through 
practice we find the possibility of realizing 
ourselves. But we need guidance: “After 
all, the troublemaker is only you,” said an 
ancient teacher. 

What follows is an offering of Machig’s 
final words. Delivered at the end of a long 
life of practice, it is a generous dose of 
guidance for all of us along the path. It 
is a teaching that is, as we say, “dark to 
the mind, but radiant to the heart.” If we 
can let it in, this nectar will surely touch 
that part of us that is completely wild and 
awake.

Jody Hojin Kimmel Osho is a Zen priest who lives and 
teaches at Zen Mountain Monastery. 
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Machig’s Last Instructions
by Machig labdRon

TRanslaTed by JeRoMe edoU

photo: Maciej Surowka
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As when gazing into space,
All other visual objects disappear,
So it is for mind itself.
When mind is looking at mind,
All discursive thoughts cease
And enlightenment is attained.

As in the sky all clouds
Disappear into sky itself:
Wherever they go, they go nowhere,
Wherever they are, they are nowhere.
This is the same for thoughts in the mind:
When mind looks at mind,
The waves of conceptual thought disappear.

As empty space
Is devoid of form, color or image,
So too, mind itself
Is free of form, color or image.

As the heart of the sun
Cannot be veiled by an eternity of darkness
So too, the realization of the ultimate nature  
     of the mind
Cannot be veiled by an eternity of samsara.

Even though empty space
May be named or conventionally defined,
It is impossible to point it out as “this.”
It is the same for the clarity of mind itself:
Although its characteristics may be expressed,
It cannot be pointed out as “this.”

The defining characteristic of mind
Is to be primordially empty like space;
The realization of the nature of the mind
Includes all phenomena without exception.

Then Machig spoke:
For ninety-nine years, I have worked 
for the benefit of beings.

Now this work is almost complete.
I will not take birth again in this human
     realm in a physical form,
Nor will I leave behind any remains or relics.
But my emanations in the world will be  
     innumerable;
And many will recognize them.
They will be perceived in different ways,
Depending on karma, pure or impure.
Understand this, my sons.

Fortunate sons, keep this in your heart.
My instructions on Chöd
Are the authentic teaching of Mahamudra 
     [phyag rgya chen po].
This Mahamudra cannot be explained in 
     words.
It cannot be explained, but it is like this:

Phyag is the nature of emptiness of the mind.
Gya is liberation from the vastness of  
     samsaric appearances.
Chen po is the inseparable union of  
     appearances and emptiness.
Primordially co-emergent, this  
     inseparability, like empty space
Does nothing, is not dependent on anything.

In the same way, mind itself, natural and  
     co-emergent
Has no support, has no object:
Let it rest in its natural expanse without any 
     fabrication.
When the bonds of negative thoughts are  
     released,
You will be free, there is no doubt.
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Once discursive thoughts are totally 
     abandoned,
Dharmakaya is no other than that.
Once the five poisons are totally abandoned,
The five wisdoms are no other than that.

Once the three poisons  
     are totally abandoned,
The three kayas are no other than that.
Once conventional mind  
     is totally abandoned,
Buddhahood is no other than that.

Once samsara is totally abandoned
Nirvana is no other than that.
Once mental agitation is totally abandoned,
Skillful means are no other than that.

Once emptiness is totally abandoned,
Discriminating wisdom is no other than that.
Once mind is totally abandoned,
Fearsome places are no other than that.

Like the waves in the water, naturally arising,  
     naturally subsiding,
Without conceptualizations, without abiding  
     in extreme views.
In the primordial purity of mind,
There is no transgression of your samaya.
Free of desire and attachment and of extreme  
     views,
Like a single light dispelling the darkness,
You realize at once the teachings of Sutra, 
Tantra and all other scriptures.

If you aspire to this path, you will be free  
     from the infinity of samsara.
If you enter this path, you will defeat all  
     mental afflictions without exception.
If you achieve this path, you will attain the
    highest enlightenment.

Those who don’t aim for this are deluded  
     fools.
Those who don’t enter this path are in 
      darkness like the blind
And certain to be carried away by the river 
     of samsara’s suffering.
This suffering is unbearable—have  
     compassion for these fools.

If you wish to be freed from the  
     suffering of samsara,
At all times rely on a qualified lama, an  
      erudite and realized spiritual friend.
Pray to the lama with respect and devotion,
Serve the lama well and request  
     the oral instructions.
Having analyzed the master’s words, 
     practice accordingly.
Once the blessing has entered your heart,
You will come to recognize the 
     true nature of your mind.

Alas, the phenomena of samsara have  
     no essence.
They are the cause of the suffering  
     we experience
Which increases and remains.
Don’t you realize that this life is being
     spent in agitation?
If you imagine you will practice Dharma  
     when you have the leisure,
You will lose this opportunity.
Human life is wasted in the thought,  
“I will practice Dharma later.”
What would happen if you were to die in  
     an accident?
If you don’t meditate with perseverance now,
And if you died tomorrow,  
Who then would provide you with  
     authentic Dharma?
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If you don’t do it yourself,
What good will the Dharma practice of  
     others do you?
It is like a beggar’s dream,
In which he is rich in splendor,  
     food and wealth.

Upon awakening all is gone without a trace,
Once virtue and non-virtue  
     are totally abandoned,
Gods and demons are no other than that.
Once the six consciousnesses 
     are totally abandoned,
The six classes of beings are  
     no other than that.
Once the eight consciousnesses  
     are totally abandoned,
The eight armies of demons are  
     no other than that.

Once wandering thoughts  
     are totally abandoned,
Magical displays are no other than that,
Meditative absorption is no other than that,
The practice of the four daily sessions is  
     no other than that.

Once discursive thoughts  
     are totally abandoned,
The practice of Chöd is no other than that.
Once mindfulness is achieved,
The level of final accomplishment is  
     no other than that.
Once the ultimate nature of the  
     mind is realized,
The definitive sign of realization is 
     no other than that.

Abandoning all bodily activities,
Remain like a bunch of straw cut loose.
Abandoning all verbal expressions of speech,

Remain like a lute with its strings  
     cut through.
Abandoning all mental activity,
That is Mahamudra.

In the Dharma tradition of this old lady
There is nothing to do other than this.

Ah, fortunate sons and disciples  
     gathered here,
This body of ours is impermanent like a  
     feather on a high mountain pass,
This mind of ours is empty and clear  
     like the depth of space.
Relax in that natural state, free of fabrication.
When mind is without any support,  
     that is Mahamudra.
Becoming familiar with this,  
     blend your mind with it—
That is Buddhahood.

You may recite mantras, be diligent in  
     offering tormas,
Be versed in the entire Tripitaka teachings,
Including the Vinaya and the philosophical    
     schools with their respective tenets,
But it will not make you realize Mahamudra,  
     the nature of the mind.
Attached to your own point of view,
You merely obscure the clear light of  
     your mind.
Protecting vows which are merely conceptual
Harms samaya in the ultimate sense.
Remain free of mental fabrications, free of  
     consideration for yourself.
Like the passing of a bird in the sky.
All composite phenomena in the world are  
     just like that.

Right now you have the opportunity.
Look for the essence of mind— 
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and dakinis. For ninety-nine years, I have done 
vast amounts of work for the benefit of beings. 
Now I’m going to the realm of Khecari.”
Her body shone with a blaze of pink light that 
emanated like sun rays, and then it rose about 
one cubit into space, from where she spoke:

My authentic teaching, the unique  
     doctrine of the unborn,
Is the greatest of all systems of  
     profound instructions.
This separation of body and mind  
     and its blessing
Is the greatest of all transferences  
     of consciousness.
This offering of the bodily aggregates
Is the greatest of all banquets.
This wandering in mountain solitudes and  
     fearsome places
Is the greatest of all monasteries.

Machig Labdron (1055-1149) was a master of 
Tibetan Buddhism and the founder of several lineages of 
the Vajrayana practice of Chöd.

Jerome Edou has served as an interpreter for various 
lamas and is an author and translator of works on Tibet 
and Tibetan Buddhism. He has studied with Khenpo 
Tsultrim Gyamtso since 1976 and currently lives in 
Kathmandu.

Jerome Edou, “Machig’s Last Instructions” from 
Machig Labdron and the Foundation of Chod. 
Copyright © 1996 by Jerome Edou. Reprinted by 
arrangement with The Permissions Company, Inc., 
on behalf of Shambhala Publications Inc., Boston, 
MA. www.shambhala.com.

     this is meaningful.
When you look at mind, there’s nothing to  
      be seen.
In this very not seeing, you see the  
     definitive meaning.

Supreme view is beyond all duality of  
     subject and object.
Supreme meditation is without distraction.
Supreme activity is action without effort.
Supreme fruition is without hope and fear.

Supreme view is free from reference point.
Supreme meditation is beyond  
     conceptual mind.
Supreme activity is practice without doing.
Supreme fruition is beyond all extremes.

If you realize this, enlightenment is attained.
If you enter this path of Mahamudra,  
     you will reach the essential nature.
You cut wrong conceptions about inner,  
     outer and in between,
You understand all the teachings of the  
     higher and lower paths,
You defeat the 84,000 klesas,
You perfect simultaneously the symptoms,
The sign of realization and the level of  
     final accomplishment
And you cross over the ocean of samsara.

This old lady has no instructions more  
     profound than this to give you.

Thus she spoke.

Then, on the morning of the fifteenth day in the 
sixth month of the Fire-Monkey year, just as the 
sun rose glittering on the mountain top, Machig 
spoke: “All of my disciples, gather here. Prepare 
an excellent ganachakra to please all the dakas 



73

Yesterday I was sitting in the woodshed 
reading and a little Carolina wren sud-
denly hopped on to my shoulder and 

then on to the corner of the book I was read-
ing and paused a second to take a look at me 
before flying away. 

Same wren just came back and is singing 
and investigating busily in the blocks of the 
wall over there.

Here is what I think.
Man can know all about God’s creation by 

examining its phenomena, by dissecting and 
experimenting and this is all good. But it is 
misleading, because with this kind of knowl-
edge you do not really know the beings you 
know. You only know about them. That is to 
say you create for yourself a knowledge based 
on your observations. What you observe is 
really as much the product of your knowledge 
as its cause. You take the thing not as it is, but 
as you want to investigate it. Your investiga-
tion is valid, but artificial.

There is something you cannot know about 
a wren by cutting it up in a laboratory and 
which you can only know if it remains fully 
and completely a wren, itself, and hops on 
your shoulder if it feels like it.

A tame animal is already invested with a 
certain falsity by its tameness. By becoming 
what we want it to be, it takes a disguise which 
we have decided to impose upon it.

Even a wild animal, merely “observed,” is 
not seen as it really is, but rather in the light 
of our investigation (color changed by fluores-
cent lighting).

To Know Living Things
fRoM The JoURnals of ThoMas MeRTon

But people who watch birds and animals 
are already wise in their way.

I want not only to observe but to know 
living things, and this implies a dimension 
of primordial familiarity which is simple and 
primitive and religious and poor.

This is the reality I need, the vestige of 
God in His creatures.

And the light of God in my own soul.
And God in man’s history and culture (but 

so mysteriously hidden there and so strangely 
involved in the Passion which He must suffer 
to redeem us from evil).

The wren either hops on your shoulder or 
doesn’t.

What he does—this he is. Hoc est [That 
it is] .

And our ideas of Nature etc.? All very well, 
but non est hoc; non est hoc [it is not this, it is 
not this]. Neti, Neti [Neither this nor that].

Do no violence to things, to manipulate 
them with my ideas—to track them, to strip 
them, to pick something out of them my mind 
wants to nibble at….

Thomas Merton (1915-1968) was an American 
Trappist monk, social activist and writer.

From When the Trees Say Nothing by Thomas 
Merton; edited by Kathleen Deignan. Copyright 
© 2003 by Ave Maria Press, P.O. Box 428, Notre 
Dame, IN 46556. Used by permission of the  
publisher. 
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Plum Blossoms
by eihei dogen

               TRanslaTed by KazUaKi Tanahashi
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Rujing, my late master, Old Buddha 
Tiantong, was the thirtieth abbot 
of the Tiantong Jingde Monastery, 

renowned Mount Taibai, Qingyuan 
Prefecture, Great Song. He ascended the 
teaching seat and said to the assembly:

Tiantong’s first phrase of midwinter: 
Old plum tree bent and gnarled 
all at once opens one blossom, 
two blossoms,
three, four, five blossoms, 
uncountable blossoms, 
not proud of purity, 
not proud of fragrance; 
spreading, becoming spring, 
blowing over grass and trees, 
balding the head of a patch-
robed monk. 
Whirling, quickly changing into wild   
wind, stormy rain, 
falling, snow all over the earth. 
The old plum tree is boundless. 
A hard cold rubs the nostrils. 

The old plum tree spoken of here is 
boundless. All at once its blossoms open, and 
of itself the fruit is born. 

It forms spring; it forms winter. It arouses 
wild wind and stormy rain. It is the head 
of a patch-robed monk; it is the eyeball of 
an ancient buddha. It becomes grass and 
trees; it becomes pure fragrance. Its whirl-
ing, miraculous quick transformation has no 
limit. Furthermore, the treeness of the great 
earth, high sky, bright sun, and clear moon 
derives from the treeness of the old plum 
tree. They have always been entangled, 
vine with vine. 

When the old plum tree suddenly opens, 
the world of blossoming flowers arises.

At the moment when the world of blossom-
ing flowers arises, spring arrives. There is 
a single blossom that opens five petals. At 
this moment of a single blossom, there are 
three, four, and five blossoms, hundreds, 
thousands, myriads, billions of blossoms—
countless blossoms. These blossomings are 
not-being-proud-of one, two, or countless 
branches of the old plum tree. An udumbara 
blossom and blue lotus blossoms are also 
one or two branches of the old plum tree’s 
blossoms. Blossoming is the old plum tree’s 
offering. 

The old plum tree is within the human 
world and the heavenly world. The old 
plum tree manifests both human and heav-
enly worlds in its treeness. Thus, hundreds 
and thousands of blossoms are called both 
human and heavenly blossoms. Myriads and 
billions of blossoms are buddha ancestor 
blossoms. In such a moment, “All buddhas 
have appeared in the world!” is shouted. 
“The ancestor was originally in this land!” 
is shouted. 

RUJing ascended The Teaching seat and said 
to the assembly: 

When Gautama’s eyeball vanishes, 
plum blossoms in snow, just one branch, 
become thorn branches, here, 
everywhere, right now. 
Laughing, spring wind blows madly. 

This is the time for all human and heav-
enly beings to turn toward attaining the 
way, as the old buddha’s dharma wheel is 
turned to the extreme limit of the entire 
world. Even clouds, rain, wind, and water, 
as well as grass, trees, and insects do not fail 
to receive benefit from this teaching. 
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When Rujing was giving guidance in 
Song China, there were those who could 
receive personal guidance from him and 
those who could not. Now that he has left 
Song China, it is darker than dark night. 
Why? Because there is no old buddha like 
Rujing—before or after him. Therefore, 

Heaven, earth, and land are vigorously 
turned by this dharma wheel. To hear words 
never heard before is to hear these words. 
To attain what has never existed is to attain 
this teaching. This is the dharma wheel that 
cannot be seen or heard without having some 
inconceivable good fortune. 

now in gReaT song china, both inside and 
outside of its one hundred and eighty regions, 
there are uncountable mountain temples 
and town temples. Many monks abide there, 
but those who have not seen Rujing are 
many, and those who have seen him are few. 
Further, fewer have heard his words, not 
to mention those who have personally met 
with him face to face. Even fewer have been 
allowed to enter his chamber. Among these 
few, how many have been allowed to take 
refuge in his skin, flesh, bones, and marrow, 
eyeball and face? 

Rujing did not easily allow monks to join 
his monastery. He would say, “Those who are 
accustomed to a lax way-seeking mind cannot 
stay in this place.” He would chase them out 
and say, “What can we do with those who 
have not realized original self? Such dogs stir 
people up. They should not be permitted to 
join the monastery.” 

I have personally seen and heard this. I 
think to myself, “Which roots of unwhole-
some actions made it impossible for them to 
abide with the master even though they were 
from the same country? With what fortune 
was I allowed not only to join the monastery, 
but to enter the chamber whenever I wished, 
to take refuge in his venerable form, and to 
listen to the dharma words, even though I was 
someone from a remote country? Although I 
was foolish and ignorant, it is an excellent 
causal relationship that is not at all hollow.” 
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you who study later should think about this 
upon hearing these words. Do not think 
that human and heavenly beings every-
where see and hear this dharma wheel. 

The plUM blossoMs in snow is the emergence 
of an udumbara blossom. How often do we 

see the eyeball of the true dharma of our 
Buddha Tathagata but do not smile, miss-
ing his blink? Now we authentically receive 
and accept that plum blossoms in snow are 
truly the Tathagata’s eyeball. We take them 
up and hold them as the eye at the top of 
the head, as the pupil of the eye. 

Gunnar Salvarsson
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When we enter into plum blossoms and 
fully study them, there is no room for doubt 
to arise. They are already the eyeball of 
“Alone above and below the heavens, I am 
the honored one,” and again, “most honored 
in the world of phenomena.” 

Thus, heavenly blossoms in heaven, 
heavenly blossoms in the human world, 
mandara blossoms raining from heaven, great 
mandara blossoms, manjushaka blossoms, 
great manjushaka blossoms, and all blossoms 

of inexhaustible lands in the ten directions 
are one family of plum blossoms in snow. 
Because they bloom as offerings of plum blos-
soms, billions of blossoms are one family of 
plum blossoms. They should be called young 
plum blossoms. Furthermore, flowers in the 
sky, flowers on the earth, and flowers of 
samadhi are all the large and small members 
of plum blossoms’ family. 

To foRM billions of lands within blossoms 
and to bloom in the land is the gift of plum 
blossoms. Without the offering of plum blos-
soms there is no offering of rain or dew. The 
life vein consists of plum blossoms. Do not 
regard plum blossoms merely as snow all 
over the Shaolin Temple of Mount Song. 
They are the Tathagata’s eyeball illuminat-
ing overhead and underfoot. Do not regard 
plum blossoms merely as snow of the Snow 
Mountains or the Snow Palace. They are the 
Old Gautama’s eyeball of true dharma. The 

eyeballs of the five eyes are fully manifested 
in this place. The eyeballs of one thousand 
eyes are completed in this eyeball. 

now indeed, old gaUTaMa’s radiant light 
of body-mind contains not one unillumined 
particle of the reality of all things. Even 
if there is a difference of views between 
human and heavenly beings, and the minds 
of ordinary and sacred are separate from 
one another, snow-all-over is earth, earth is 

snow-all-over. Without snow-all-over there 
is no earth in the entire world. The intimate 
outside-inside of this snow-all-over is Old 
Gautama’s eyeball. 

Know that blossoms and ground are 
entirely beyond birth. Because blossoms are 
beyond birth, ground is beyond birth. Because 
blossoms and ground are entirely beyond 
birth, eyeball is beyond birth, “Beyond birth” 
means unsurpassed enlightenment. To see it 
just this moment is plum blossoms in snow just 
one branch. Ground and blossoms, birth per-
meating birth. This snow all over means snow 
completely covers outside and inside. 

The entire world is mind ground; the 
entire world is blossom heart. Because the 
entire world is blossom heart, the entire 
world is plum blossoms. Because the entire 
world is plum blossoms, the entire world is 
Gautama’s eyeball. 

Here, everywhere, right now is moun-
tains, rivers, and earth. Everything, every 

The entire world is mind ground; the entire world is blossom 
heart. Because the entire world is blossom heart, the entire 
world is plum blossoms.
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moment, is realization everywhere of “I 
am originally in this land, transmit dhar-
ma, and save deluded minds. One blossom 
opens five petals. The fruit matures of itself 
[as expressed by Bodhidharma].” Although 
there is the coming [of buddha dharma] 
from India and proceeding eastward, this is 
the everywhere of plum blossoms right now. 

RealizaTion of This right now is nothing other 
than become thorn branches everywhere right 
now. A great branch is the right now of old 
branches and new branches. A small twig is 
the everywhere of old twigs and new twigs. 
Study this place as everywhere and study 
everywhere as now. 

Within three, four, five, or six blos-
soms is within countless blossoms. Blossoms 
embody deep, vast characteristics of inside, 
and reveal high and vast characteristics of 
outside. This outside-inside is the bloom-
ing of one blossom. Because there is just 
one branch, there are no other branches, 
no other trees. Every place reached by 
one branch is right now. This is Old Man 
Gautama. Because it is just one branch, it is 
entrusting, heir to heir. 

This being so, “I have the treasury of 
the true dharma eye. This is entrusted to 
Mahakashyapa” and “You have attained my 
marrow.” This realization everywhere leaves 
nothing that is not deeply revered. Thus, 
five petals open; the five petals are plum 
blossoms. 

Accordingly, there are Seven Original 
Buddha ancestors, twenty-eight Indian 
ancestors, six early Chinese ancestors, and 
nineteen later Chinese ancestors. They 
are all just one stem opening five petals, 
five petals in just one stem. Practicing 
thoroughly one branch and practicing 

thoroughly five petals is plum-blossoms-in-
snow authentically receiving, entrusting, 
and encountering. Turning body and mind 
inside the ceaseless murmuring of just one 
branch, clouds and moon are one, valleys 
and mountains are separate. 

howeveR, Those who have no penetrating eye 
say, “One blossom opens five petals” means 
that Bodhidharma brings forth the ·five early 
Chinese ancestors. Because this line of five 
ancestors cannot be equaled by those coming 
either before or after, they are called “five 
petals.” This statement is not worth criti-
cizing. Those who say so do not study with 
buddhas and ancestors. What a pity! How 
can the road of five petals in one blossom be 
limited to the five ancestors? Are those who 
came after Huineng, the Sixth Ancestor, not 
to be mentioned? This does not even attain 
the level of childish talk! Never pay atten-
tion to such statements. 

Eihei Dogen (1200-1253) founded the Soto 
school in Japan after traveling to China and meet-
ing his teacher Rujing.

Kazuaki Tanahashi is an artist, peace activ-
ist and translator. He is also an old friend of the 
Monastery. 

From Treasury of the True Dharma Eye. 
Copyright © 2010 by San Francisco Zen 
Center. Reprinted by arrangement with The 
Permissions Company, Inc., on behalf of 
Shambhala Publications, Inc., Boston, MA. 
www.shambhala.com
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The Veil of the Beloved
by piR vilayaT inayaT Khan
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For there to be a change from the lonely 
state of delusion—if we are really to 
fulfill our purpose in life—we have to 

go about it in a very strong way. We have 
to plug in to something so enormously great 
that we can’t say we grasp it, but rather that 
we are grasped by it. Our minds tell us that it 
is the divine splendor, but all our ideas and 
representations fall by the way and seem so 
futile, and what we do to bring about the 
change we seek seems to be so very inad-
equate. 

Perhaps we are shaken to our foundations 
when we do spiritual practices, and it seems 
like a big deal until we realize that it is just 
a pinprick in the whole process of life; but 
sometimes things happen that cause us to be 
transported. Something is suddenly triggered 
off, or it seems as if we have lost our precari-
ous foothold on the world. Sometimes it’s so 
strong that our foundations are made to 
quake by the power that is coming through.

This is because the world as we thought 
we knew it is such a very small, fragmentary 
expression of reality. It’s like a ripple on the 
ocean of reality, and at no time can we ever 
expect to grasp all the greatness of reality, 
which is the greatness of God. And yet it 
seems that the objective is the homonization 
of God—that He should become a being 
with a body through us. This is the making 
of the king. 

We have to reach beyond the world so 
that God may become a reality in us. It may 
seem terribly presumptuous to say that, since 
only in the rasul, the prophet, can the divine 
Being reach fulfillment; but we are, perhaps, 
sketches in the preparation of various works 
of art—the trials and errors that must be 
made so that one day there may be a mas-
terpiece. However fragmentary it may be, 

when the being of God comes through, we 
are overwhelmed with delight. It’s like a sign 
from the One we love that there is indeed a 
little bit of reciprocation after so much aban-
donment ensuing from our alienation. Of 
course, we can only manifest God inasmuch 
as we know God, and we can only know God 
inasmuch as we know Him in ourselves. We 
discover Him in ourselves: that is our pas-
sive response to His action in us. Still, this 
response seems so very small and inadequate: 
what do we know of Him that we may mani-
fest Him? What we know of the universe is 
so little, and the whole universe is so little 
in comparison with the divine perfection. 
How can we claim to manifest the divine 
perfection?

when we aRe pRepaRed to make an effort to 
depart from our usual alienation and have 
the courage to go through the dark night, 
when there seem to be no results from our 
efforts and we have to cope with the abyss of 
our personal selves and struggle with despair 
because we are not reaching beyond—even 
when we are tested in the extremes of aban-
donment—at the moment when everything 
seems to be useless and lost, there is some-
times a tiny indication—ayat as the Sufis 
say—a sign, or perhaps a symbol, as if we 
were able to perceive the signal of a being in 
outer space who is beckoning us to believe in 
his presence: a silent voice that we suddenly 
plug into. This is just a metaphor, of course; 
we might say that what happens to us is that 
we are suddenly catapulted while we are try-
ing in vain to lift our consciousness, when 
all the thoughts of the world in all their 
sham come back because of the condition-
ing of the mind. We go on struggling, and 
suddenly it’s as if something were unleashed, 
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and we are catapulted into what seem like 
other spheres. It’s as if there were several 
universes, one within the other, or in totally 
different space-time relationships—we don’t 
know.

There is no element of comparison: what 
we find is totally different from what we 
thought. As a matter of fact, our representa-
tions, including the attempts at description 
I have made here, are not only totally inade-
quate, but may stand in the way of our expe-
rience. We have to be prepared to find that 
it is totally different from anything we have 
ever thought. For instance, we may hope to 
reach upwards into other universes, and it 
may turn out to be the other way around: 
something of the nature of the modes of 
the being of God may begin to make itself 
manifest in our being; and our receptivity 
or capacity to let it come through is our 
response to what is coming through.

It is only in the divine essence that all 
is one without any multiplicity whatsoev-
er—which means without the deterioration, 
degradation, or alienation that arises from 
the individual will. There is a coordination 
behind everything, and we know that it’s an 
unbroken wholeness, but do we know what 
unity means? We can only know unity when 

we are carried beyond our idiosyncrasies, our 
wills, and our individual consciousness, and 
stripped of all those qualities of our being that 
have alienated us from the divine hallmark 
that constitutes the essence of our being.

This is whaT we aRe doing in the spiritual 
path: undergoing a stripping of what the Sufis 
call nazutiat, the physical plane. Everything 
is included in the divine nature, but it has 
been alienated, degraded, deviated, limited, 
and fragmented, and it is suffering entropy 
or disorder. It’s all beyond our understand-
ing: it seems so contradictory. Is it a fulfill-
ment of His nostalgia—ishq—that He should 
become a being in the physical world, which 
so alienates itself from His original purity? 
Then what is the meaning of the stripping 
into the beyond that is beyond the beyond? 
The mind will never be able to encompass 
all of this; we only know that we are groping, 
and sometimes guided; and when we depart 
from our secure foothold in our minds, we are 
overwhelmed with the sublime splendor that 
is itself a garb—the veil covering the face of 
the Beloved.

So from the human vantage point, even 
the splendor that we so glorify is a veil, and 
we can be so enamored of the glory that we 
fail to experience communion with the Being; 
yet what avers itself to be a veil from our 
point of view is from the divine point of view 
that with which He manifests Himself. Then 
we realize that by knowing Him or knowing 
whatever we can of Him through ourselves, 

we are still not reaching Him. We can only 
really know God by loving—and that is a 
very painful path, because it doesn’t seem to 
be reciprocated: we go from abandonment to 
abandonment—and even through betrayal.

If you could ever reach love in its unadulterated, overwhelming 
reality, it would shatter you ...
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iT seeMs easy aT fiRsT: how could anyone not 
love all that is beautiful and wonderful? We 
soon learn that this is like loving a person 
for the beauty of his face, which is not lov-
ing, but admiring. The path of love is a 
path for the madmen who are prepared to 

be thwarted in this, the most sacred thing 
in the world. The power behind which the 
whole universe revolves is the power of 
love. We know love as liking people, as pas-
sion, as compassion; we know it in tender-
ness, in kindness, in admiration, in friend-

     Michael F. Tigue
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ship, and in many other manifestations and 
expressions of love. But if you could ever 
reach love in its unadulterated, overwhelm-
ing reality, it would shatter you more surely 
than the most overwhelming knowledge 
of meaningfulness. In fact, you can only  

manifest the divine Being by involving 
yourself in the trauma of divine love, when 
you realize that all you thought you knew 
was absolutely worthless.

We cannot existentiate God by know-
ing Him, because our knowledge of Him is 
so totally puny—except for those moments 
when, as al-Hallaj says, God descends from 
His pinnacle into your heart and over-
whelms you with His knowledge; and then 
there is no way in which you can possibly 
encompass it or reflect it, or in any way 
respond to it.

i Know i’M TalKing nonsense here. That’s 
the language of the Sufis: it doesn’t tally 
with the knowledge of the world, and it 
cannot fit into any compartment, yet it is 
the ultimate realization. In comparison, any 
knowledge that a philosopher or scientist 
can cull from the nature of phenomena is as 
inadequate as Newton’s theory in compari-
son with Einstein’s. This is the knowledge 
that transforms beings, and that creates 
the human being whose dimensions are far 
vaster than one could ever know. 

Pir Vilayat Inayat Khan (1916-2004) is the 
founder of the Abode of the Message, which serves 
as the central residential community of Sufi Order 
International, a retreat center. 

From The Call of the Dervish by Pir Vilayat 
Inayat Khan, Copyright ©1981 by Pir Vilayat 
Inayat Khan. Reprinted by permission of Omega 
Publications.
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The Mountains and Rivers Order
news and training

ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY
The main house of the Mountains and Rivers Order
in 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 develop and 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 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 at the Temple 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 disciplines. 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, check our websites at zmm.mro.org and zcnyc.mro.org.
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TEACHING IN THE TEN DIRECTIONS

On April 30th, Shugen Sensei offered meditation instruction and answered questions at the 
Dynamite Youth Center in Brooklyn, a residential and out-patient rehabilitation center for 
young people recovering from substance abuse. In early May he participated in the National 
Day of Prayer, a multi-faith event hosted by Brooklyn’s borough president. From July 9th-20th, 
Sensei traveled to New Zealand, where he led the winter sesshin at the beautiful lodge on 
Lake Rotoiti that the kiwi sangha has been using for years (the view from the lodge is pictured 
above). On July 31, Sensei had lunch with James Shaheen, the editor of Tricycle magazine, and 
the Tricycle staff at their offices in Manhattan.

In April, Ryushin Sensei visited Wesleyan University in Middletown, CT, offering an 
introduction to zazen to students on campus and the public at large. He traveled to Buffalo 
from May 15-17 to lead Celebrating Impermanence, a lecture series sponsored by the MRO 
Buffalo Affiliate. In the midst of his responsibilities overseeing the Monastery’s busy summer 
training period, Sensei headed north to Raquette Lake in the Adirondacks during July to lead 
the first ever Zen Teens Wilderness Retreat, and then again in August, with Hojin Osho, to 
co-lead the annual Color of Water retreat. If you haven’t already seen it, be sure to check out 
the summer issue of Buddhadharma for a recent talk from Ryushin Sensei.

On April 19, Hojin Osho led a zazenkai at the Philidelphia affiliate. In July Hojin Osho 
worked closely with residents, guest instructors, and retreatants during the Monastery’s month-
long arts intensive, offering a clay retreat from July 16-20. In mid-August, she will be teaching 
at Wonderwell Mountain Refuge, a Tibetan Buddhist retreat center in New Hampshire, where 
she will co-lead a retreat on meditation and the creative process with Lama Samten Drolma.
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JUKAI 

On April 20, Ryushin Sensei officiated a Precepts ceremony at the Monastery for Alli Renji 
(“Pure Compassion”) Liss; Chase Takusei (“Polishing the Truth”) Twichell; Jamie Sanmu 
(“Mountain Mist”) Wood; and Alan Etsudo (“Rejoicing in the Way”) Black. The new jukai 
recipients are pictured above.

SHUSO HOSSEN CEREMONY: CULMINATING SPRING 2014 ANGO

The Spring 2014 Ango came to a rousing conclusion with the Shuso Hossen Ceremony. As 
May sesshin passed its midpoint and the rehearsals for the closing ceremony began, our chief 
disciple, Seisen Crimp, seemed to be taking it all in stride. A strong, steady presence at both the 
Temple and the Monastery throughout the ango, Seisen seemed naturally comfortable in her 
leadership role. In his final talk of sesshin, Shugen Sensei offered a Zen twist on the old cliché: 
“Ango isn’t over until the lady roars,” he said with a smile. No one needed to be told who “the 
lady” was, and from all appearances, it seemed that she was ready to roar. 

During the ceremony, which blends formal liturgy with fresh, on-the-spot expression of 
the dharma, Seisen offered her first talk, taking up the koan “Yunmen’s ‘Everyone’s Light.’” 
Throughout the dharma encounter that followed, in which the sangha tested the chief disciple’s 
understanding of the koan, Seisen responded with helpful insight, lively encouragment, and a 
sense of abiding ease—sometimes roaring and sometimes purring, but always with a glint in her 
eye. In the photo above, left, Seisen’s daughter, Natalie, offers the lioness her congratulations.
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MOuNTAINS AND RIvERS ORDER

SANGHA TRANSITIONS

The last few months have brought some significant changes to the long-term residential sang-
ha. Senior monastics Joy Jimon Hintz, Vanessa Zuisei Goddard and Frank Kyosho Fallon each 
decided to disrobe and be released from their monastic vows. 

After a year-long leave of absence and a period of careful discernment, Jimon has decided 
to pursue chaplaincy training in New York City. She began training through the New York Zen 
Center for Contemplative Care and is preparing for a year-long chaplaincy residency at New 
York Methodist Hosptial in Brooklyn beginning in the fall. Jimon’s insight, generosity and com-
mitment—always so evident in her life as a monastic—will be a rich offering to the families and 
patients fortunate enough to work with her as a chaplain.

Over the summer, both Zuisei and Kyosho stepped into a new arrangement offered to them 
by the MRO teachers in response to their ongoing efforts to balance the realities of the monas-
tic life with their commitments to their non-monastic partners. In this new arrangement, Zuisei 
and Kyosho will both continue to follow the training schedule at the Monastery and maintain 
their work and training responsibilities there, but will live with their partners in homes off of 
the Monastery grounds. They also have greater flexibility in their schedules, allowing their 
respective relationships to have the time and attention they need and deserve.

To celebrate these life transitions and wish the former monastics well, the monastics and 
new lay seniors had a picnic supper at the abbacy on July 27th. A deep bow to Jimon for all she 
has given to the Monastery during her many years of monastic practice—we are truly indebted. 
We offer our love and good wishes to her as she pursues this new chapter in her life. And to 
Zuisei and Kyosho, we offer our wholehearted support during this transition to a new form of 
lay practice within our sangha.
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MOuNTAINS AND RIvERS ORDER

THEATRE NOHGAKU

During June, the Monastery hosted members of Theat Nohgaku, a troupe of international perform-
ers specializing in Noh theater. Members of the ensemble joined us for a week-long residency, during 
which they followed the training schedule and devoted work practice time to rehearsing for a weekend 
performance of a classic Noh drama translated into English. Their residency culiminated in a weekend 
retreat and a riveting performance before a sold-out crowd in the Sangha House. 

MEETINGS FOR PEOPLE OF COLOR 

Since the early spring, the Temple has been hosting informal meetings by and for sangha members 
who identify as people of color. These gatherings offer a chance for practitioners to get to know one 
another and discuss topics related to identity and culture, as well as training and practice within the 
Order. Although the meetings began as a monthly tea on Sunday afternoons, come fall they will be 
structured around topics relevant for practitioners of color and held quarterly, in the evening. If you 
would like to participate or find out more, contact the Temple training office.

WILD ZEN TEENS

In July, a small group of Zen Teens and their parents packed up their gear and headed north to 
Raquette Lake in the Adirondack State Park. Although the Monastery has been holding Adirondack 
trips for decades, this was the first year younger folk were part of the caravan north. With Ryushin 
Sensei at the helm, the group spent three days and nights canoeing, swimming, practicing wilderness 
skills and taking in the teachings of the wild up close.
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NEW POSTULANT

During July sesshin, Shugen Sensei officiated a brief service 
in which Robert Moshin Ricci entered the first stage of 
monastic training as a postulant. Moshin is in his third year 
of residency at the Monastery where he is presently work-
ing on various renovation projects. Before moving into the     
Monastery, Moshin lived locally and worked as a carpenter. 

NEW MRO STUDENTS

During the past training period Irja Boden, John Bruno, Brett Davis, Dan Donohue, Cecilia 
Dougherty, Kosei Hartel, William Lee, Constanza Ontaneda, and Sarah Sands passed through 
the five barrier gates to become formal Mountains and Rivers Order students.

GOING DIGITAL, AT LAST!

As many of you already know, the Mountain Record is now available in a digital edition, which 
you can read online or download to your computer or mobile device. What’s so great about the 
digital edition? For starters, it looks just like the print edition. Plus, the teachers’ discourses 
include audio files of their original talks, and the digital MR is full of links to photo stories on 
the Monastery website, places where you can purchase the books excerpted in the first half, 
and more. But perhaps most importantly, the digital MR is helping us save trees. Switching 
your subscription is easy—just email support@dharma.net and tell us you’d like to switch. Or 
upgrade your print subscription to print + digital for just $8. And new subscribers to the digital 
edition receive an extra issue with a one-year subscription.

BEGGING BOWL

The Temple and Dharma Communications would each appreciate the donation of a new or 
used Macbook Pro or Air. DC could use a new or used iMac or Mac Mini.
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APPRECIATION

The Monastery would like to thank Chisho Bollier and Shoshin Chester for maintaining the beau-
tifully sewn student oryoki cloth sets, Kay Larson for the art books, and Kenshu Mieloch for the new 
sound system components for the Sangha House, as well as his time and expertise.

The Temple extends a thank you to Mike Heilman for the new bowls and bulk food items; Hobai 
Pekarik for the new tatami mats, Donna Forgey for the kitchen towels. Thanks, too, to the many 
sangha members who give their time and energy each week to help the Temple run, including Tenfu 
Loisel-Weiner, Brian Dunn, Brett Davis, Mark Abramovich, Ishin Mason, Ikyo Love, Tirso Cleves, Pat 
Schoultz, Kyusho Briggs, Seiyu Lanaghan, Ryan Leonard, Seisen Crimp and Rami Eskelin.

Dharma Communications would like to thank Mark Ligorski for the iPhone and John Bruno and 
Darren Hall for their steady help on the Mountain Record.

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE MONASTERY

April month-long residents were Corey McIntyre of San Luis Obispo, CA; Francisca Boel of Holland; 
Kimberly Ninryu Bress of Carmel Valley, CA; Rose Amato of Eastchester, NY; Jaya Kuipers of The 
Netherlands; and Tyler Rowe of Winthrop, ME. In May, Furkan Temel of Toronto, Canada was here 
for the month. In June, we were joined by Matthew Griffin of Warren, OH; Kaishin Jamieson, MRO, 
of Lords Valley, PA; Conor Nolan of Ireland; Kuzo Colt, MRO, of Miami, FL; Jane Leckie of Sydney, 
Australia; John O’Callaghan of Alberta, Canada; and Jake Merkin of Claremont, CA. Jogen Salzberg, 
a monastic from Great Vow was with us for two weeks. In July Maria Josenhans of Vancouver, BC; 
Shoryo Stein of Chicago IL; John Williams of Ventura, CA; Monika Bieri of Switzerland; Kien Martin, 
MRO of Rome, Italy; Ru-jun Zhou of Boulder, CO; Scrap Wrenn of Germantown, NY; Eve Romm of 
Barrytown, NY; Joseph Greenberg of Cambridge; MA; Kathy Hanlon of Manchester, CT; and Samson 
Zhilyaev of Amherst, MA. Hoshu Norris, MRO and Nathan Lamkin each began a year-long residence 
in July. Since April, we’ve said goodbye to year-long residents Selina Clare MRO; Michael Taikyu 
Apathy MRO; Sha-ron Meshulam; Michael Jikishi Davis MRO andJohn Maguire.

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE TEMPLE

In April, Michael Bailey of Dallas, TX began a four-month residency and Shannon Hayes, MRO, of 
Brooklyn began an extended residency of eight to tweleve months. In June, George Milne, MRO of 
Dearborn, MI joined us for the month. In July, Carol Magin of Chicago, IL was here living and training 
with us. In August we were joined by Theresa Braine and Will Lee, MRO, both of Brooklyn.

From April through August, short-term residents of a week or so included Alex Fernandez, MRO; 
Tim Heffernan; Kien Martin, MRO; Santiago Gil; and Robert Caplan. In early August, we bid farewell 
to Chishin Casey, MRO who completed 2 years of residency. And at the end of August, we’ll be saying 
goodbye to Sensho Wagg, MRO, and Tess Edmonds, who have been in residence for 18 months and a 
year, respectively. 
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FALL 2014 ANGO 

SHUSO’S LETTER

Dear Sangha, 

Ryushin Sensei has asked me to serve as 
the chief disciple for the Fall 2014 Ango, an 
extraordinary opportunity for practice. Just as 
for other chief disciples before me, I feel chal-
lenged to practice as deeply as I can what it 
means to me to be an authentic student. I can 
only do this in a sangha filled, as it is, with so 
very many authentic students. It is this very 
generosity of the dharma and our daily practice 
of it from which I take my own encouragement.

This ango we will look closely at how we 
practice and what we think we are practicing 
using the Yogacara teachings as our basis for 
study. What is the practice of zazen? What is the 
practice of being a monk? What is the practice of 
being a lay student? We will hone ourselves on 
the fine stone of attentive inquiry and emerge 
with an even sharper, more generous capacity 
for practice than when we started. 

Thank you for your practice and your com-
mitment, the great heart that will sustain us all 
throughout the ango. 

With gratitude,

MUSEKI TENDO LECKIE first came to 
the Monastery in the spring of 2000 
and entered into full time residential 
training in January 2007. He received 
Jukai from Daido Roshi in April 2009 
and Tokudo, monastic vows, from 
Ryushin Sensei in October 2013. Tendo 
trained with the National Shakespeare 
Company Conservatory, and received his 
MDiv from Union Theological Seminary 
in 1988. He was ordained in the United 
Church of Christ and worked as both a 
parish minister and hospice chaplain. 
He is currently the work supervisor at 
the Monastery.



99

FALL 2014 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 Fall 2014 Ango, the sangha 
will be taking up the teachings of the Yogacara as our theme, with a focus on koan and shikantaza 
practices during the fall training intenseive. The Yogacara school of Buddhism forms the foundation 
for Zen, and many of the Zen teachings on mind and consciousness can be traced back to Yogacara.

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.  

Kelly Teague
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AS A KID I TRIED TO IMAGINE the rural landscapes 
around me without telephone poles and elec-
tric wires—how the rivers and hills might have 
looked to the Native Americans or the first 
European settlers or the deer and raccoons. 
Even then I was yearning for wilderness and an 
unobstructed aliveness. 

Drawn to Buddhism through Daido Roshi’s 
teachings of sacred wild, it wasn’t enlighten-
ment I was seeking so much as a fuller, more 
awake intimacy with the natural world and 
myself within it. Before encountering the 
teachings I admired nature, its poetry, its mys-
tery. After my first wilderness trip with Daido I 
discovered the mountains under my fingernails 
and their waters in my sweat and pee. We were 
the same thing.

Over time, an awareness of another kind of 
wildness emerged—the wildness of emotion, 
an extravagance of feeling I had learned to call 
“me” and to which I was deeply, unknowingly 
attached. “Wildness is a hindrance,” Shugen 
Sensei once said to me, quoting the Buddha. 
Through zazen I began to see all that was extra 
in my interior wilderness. Feelings so familiar 
they were practically imperceptible fueled the 
engine of my days, shaped by internal pressures 

born of anxiety and habit. Now at times, when 
the pressure drops away, I can catch myself be-
fore I ratchet up the stakes unnecessarily.

—Sybil Seisui Thomas

MY FATHER DIED FIFTEEN YEARS ago this summer. 
It wasn’t tragic. He passed away peacefully, at 
home, in hospice care. I was kneeling at his side 
when he took a breath and didn’t exhale. My 
mother, the former nurse, checked his heart 
with a stethoscope and pronounced him dead 
before being overcome with grief. 

Prior to that day, all I had ever experienced 
was domesticated normalcy. Upper middle class 
suburbs, fine schools, family vacations, parents 
who made good choices. Everything was pre-
dictable and under control. I had sensed there 
might be something outside my bubble-wrapped 
life, but explored at a safe distance by study-
ing philosophy. With my father’s death, I was 
dunked in true wildness.

In retrospect, that event sealed my spiri-
tual path. I became an MRO student two and 
a half years later. Since then I have struggled 
to maintain a consistent practice. I’m forever  

Sangha 
Reflections

ON WILDNESS

Photo:Mona Johansson



101

me?” she asks. “Remember when I told you 
that you didn’t come with an owner’s manual? 
I’m writing about how I’m learning how to be 
your mommy as you are learning to be you.” 
“Oh,” says, nonplussed, “at least you’re not 
writing about my little sister.”
 

—Lisa Kyojo Smith

REFLECTING ON WILDNESS I am reminded of a 
dance entitled ‘”Still/Here” choreographed 
by Bill. T. Jones. When I saw it in 1994, I was 
drawn to its raw expression and intimacy; I 
knew it was communicating something deep-
ly felt. Jones choreographed it in response to 
his grief over his partner’s death and from his 
work with survivors of life-threatening illness-
es. During workshops, these men and women 
(most of whom had no prior dance experience) 
were asked to express their unfiltered, inner 
experience of life, death, suffering, and heal-
ing. The piece that came out of this work is so 
alive and original—full of unexpected and in-
teresting movement. It also reveals another as-
pect of wildness—interconnectedness—which 
emerged in the close connection among the 
dancers and their responsiveness to each oth-
er as well as to the space. Yet there were also 
moments within the piece when the dancers 
moved completely by themselves, as though 
they were in a bubble. For me, this evoked a 
sense of loneliness and isolation patients with 
life threatening diseases may feel. I also recog-
nized a wildness in the diversity of the dancers 
themselves: male, female, all different colors, 
shapes and sizes—like a meadow with lots of 
different flowers, as opposed to a backyard lawn 
with the grass all trimmed to the same height. 

—Renate Genjo Gebauer

trying to build a safe nest out of my work and 
my thoughts, but there is no going back. I 
have no doubt that the heart of this life is in 
wildness, which may be why I am so attracted 
to wild critters, wild places, and the wild si-
lence of the Monastery. I’m making progress. 
Last summer, I jumped into the unpredictable 
river of marriage for the first time, and step-
children. I wish my father were here now, but 
his memory is a constant reminder to me that 
this life is wide open and wild.

—Paul Chikon Morgan

WHEN MY OLDEST DAUGHTER was nearing two 
and beginning to express her voracious de-
sires—loudly and persistently and especially 
publicly—I found myself getting hotter and 
tighter at each encounter with her will, each 
encounter with my own helplessness and 
shame about not being able to control her. I’ve 
got to shut this down or she’ll be this way for the 
REST OF HER LIFE, narrated the booming 
belief inside my head.

At a certain point it came to me to ask my-
self, “Is this my actual experience of being hu-
man? Is it my job to break her?” These days she 
is still persistent and demanding, but I have 
come to see our relationship and respective 
roles differently, something akin to a plant and 
the earth. Flowers bloom in rich soil, but they 
also bloom in the cracks of the sidewalk and 
on the sides of the starkest mountains. I have 
to practice with the faith that the earth of my 
relationship with her is good enough for her to 
grow—a particular encounter may leave her a 
little leggy or a little stunted, but fundamen-
tally, it’s enough. 

In fact, now she’s old enough to read this 
over my shoulder. “Why are you writing about 
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brush, I scrambled back down the hill. I found 
my way to the Virgin of Guadalupe; I curled up 
behind her and waited anxiously for dawn. 

The next day, I shared my experience with 
an elder, and she offered to send me out on my 
first wilderness walk. So, after the sun had set, I 
met her at the trailhead. She smudged me out; I 
was to ask to “gain entry.” Into what, I couldn’t 
say. Though scared, I was comforted that she 
was holding space for me at the base of the 
mountain. Knowing this, I opened a little. As 
soon as I did, I felt curious and I looked into the 
darkness. It was velvety, rich, soft, swirling. My 
gaze softened and traveled upwards and I real-
ized that I was being watched! The stars were 
alive, and brightly intelligent! 

I lay on the ground and let myself be taken. 
In allowing myself to be entered, I gained ac-
cess—the stars’ bright intelligence, the wind’s 
caress, the earth’s solidity, the soft mother 
Darkness enveloped me. I fell into deep, dream-
less rest. 

—Charla Koren Malamed

SUFFERING FOR ME IS THE runaway, downward spi-
raling thought process that rips me away from 
the simple wisdom of my bodily experience 
and brings me to a place where I am anxious, 
cynical, emotionally avoidant and impossible to 
satisfy: true hungry ghost material. Within this 
state, I am convinced I can solve my problems 
with the same old thought patterns, and yet, de-
spite a lifetime of trying, it never seems to work. 
This suffering is wild—a chaotic mess. It’s like 
a patch of weeds that grows back over and over 
and over.

For me practice has been a taming process, 
abandoning that relentless voice of self-flag-
ellating, neurotic worry and returning to the  

LAST SUMMER DURING sesshin, I had a powerful, 
serendipitous experience with a a swarm of bats 
feeding on a group of moths. 

Just before going into the zendo for dawn 
zazen, I stepped outside for some cool morn-
ing air. The sun was just starting to come up, 
and the eastern sky was a dim blue, just light 
enough to allow me to witness a group of bats 
swarming in circles above the front door. As I 
watched them, I noticed they were diving down 
in twos and threes to pick off the moths congre-
gated around the spotlight above the front door. 
I was amazed by how silent they were, even in 
the midst of this frenzied activity. I watched for 
several minutes, absolutely mesmerized by their 
focus and determination. They were so quick 
and although their movements seemed erratic, 
their precision and accuracy was obvious and 
impressive. 

As I was observing this scene, a fellow 
student came out to enjoy the pre-dawn air. 
Standing just under the spotlight, he was totally 
unaware of the maelstrom of activity happening 
right over his head. It was a wonderfully surreal 
scene, one that I will not soon forget.

—Joel Sansho Benton

OVER A DECADE AGO, I left LA and moved to the 
mountains of Ojai. I spent that fortuitous day 
setting up my tent and learning the trails. That 
night, I had to find my way to my tent in com-
plete darkness. The night was alive; it pulsed 
under the brush, and seemed thicker behind me. 
It chased my heels, and wrapped itself around 
my throat. Under my racing heart, I heard 
movement, and I imagined I was being watched. 
Though I made it to the top of the hill, I never 
did find my tent. After stumbling with fear into 
the darkness-drenched entanglement of coyote-
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sensation of the breath. When I actually do 
this—not just pay lip service to the idea—I re-
lax. Over time, I have had the palpable sense 
that I am taming something; this frees up a huge 
amount of energy, allowing me to enjoy my life 
more. In taming the neurotic wildness, I am 
more receptive to the wildness of the raw mo-
ment. 

—Dan Asselin

THE WILD, THE NATURAL, the undomesticated... 
I’m attracted to it, I hear the call, and yet... 
fear arises, too. Years ago, the romantic ideas I 
had about “being in contact with nature” van-
ished rapidly during the very first night of my 
first camping trip. It was storming, and as we 
were putting the tent up, lightning was finding 
ground all around us. It felt brutal and danger-
ous; I felt vulnerable, unprepared, ready to give 
up. And yet, there I was, with no way out, forced 
to learn fast and on the spot. I had to rely on my 
husband’s expertise, accept my dependence, be-
come more pragmatic, less idealistic. 

It took many trips and many mistakes along 
the way to start to appreciate the ever-chang-
ing situations and respond accordingly to their 
demands. I realized I had to truly take in the 
experience as it was, working with my habitual 
patterns of loving only some moments, wanting 
more of them, refusing others. I had to develop 
confidence so that I could allow the unmistak-
able sense of belonging and connection to come 
forward...then I found I could rest and listen to 
the water, the rocks, the trees. I could feel their 
life.

Do I have to be in the presence of forces be-
yond my control to know who I am? I believe 
so, and so I return. I also find wildness in zazen: 
facing what comes up, fearing it, staying with 

it, learning from it, holding on, letting go...
witnessing and respecting order in what I previ-
ously mistook for chaos.

 
— Zabeth Tenfu Loisel-Weiner 

I USED TO THINK WILDNESS 
was dancing half-naked
in the desert, unceasing

heart-thumping bass,
bright lights, soft fur,
shimmering between elation

and a chasm of sadness. 
Tumbled senses surrounded by smiles, 
sometimes. 

Now I feel wildness
in a pair of tiny leaves emerging
from the hardened stem of the old jade. 

Turning open a worn-edged book
and discovering a thousand-year-dead poet
singing the melody that’s been stuck in my 
throat.

In a dream a woman dances
between walls, around walls, 
through walls.

A white butterfly free-falls
between every flutter,
carried by unpredictable breezes.

This kind of dancing emerges
quietly. At the pace of unfurling summer 
blossoms, misted daily by the mountain 
hum.

—Jess McNally 
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the arctic ice.  If by “wild” we mean natural, then  
everything is wild, even the ugliness of malls 
and parking lots. 

Often, we seem to use the word “wild” as 
a measure—and yes, I prefer to spend time in 
the “wild” as opposed to the urban or suburban. 
Being physically in touch with the earth feeds 
me, nurtures me, frees me. But it makes me no 
wilder than I am.

—Stephen Sanjo Wilder

I HAVE SPENT MANY HAPPY HOURS alone in the wil-
derness, watching the bending of tough tussock 
on a mountainside in a gale—all-encompassing 
and heart-achingly wild. Early in my life, my 
parents gave me the skills to venture into the 
wilderness and to sit quietly in it. Being there 
introduced me to a sense of things wild. Now I 
am deeply at rest just being in those spaces. 

I don’t find this readily in my day-to-day city 
life. There is so much that is concrete. Trying to 
navigate life here I worry, Am I right or wrong? 
Should I do it this way or that way? I cannot easily 
feel the wind or find the water. Still, practice 
helps me explore the wildness in and around 
me, wherever I am. I travel through it by asking 
questions: What is it in my life that is tamed? 
How do I tether my life? How do I trust, or not 
trust, the wild heart of life? 

I see how so many of my efforts to “break 
free” are simply me straining, gnawing at a leash 
that is of my own making, how that latest surge 
of unbridled energy was not yet truly wild, but, 
perhaps, disconnected and self-limited. Raw 
and attuned, what could my life be? Could it be 
wild as a tussock, rooted on a mountain, giving 
shape to the wind?

—Laura Close

OUT OF THE WILDNESS OF a disordered mind, I sit 
down to write without a thought of what I have 
to say—having apparently nothing to say—and 
find waiting in the dark, a word, a sentence, a 
memory that comes to light on the page. Out of 
chaos, one thing blooms and then another. The 
words choose us—the best ones, that is—rather 
than the other way around. We live within this 
wildness, imposing reason, order, boundaries 
and limits, like certain wild gardens in England 
left artfully untended and often fenced off from 
their more manicured surroundings. Gunshot, 
birdsong, temple bell, silence—which is wild, 
which tame? 

If wild means unnamable and without ego, 
out of my control, then I find it gazing into the 
eyes of a small child; in the fluidity of fantasy 
and dream; in the divinity of a flower, a field, a 
river; in the changing sky; in art; wherever there 
is surrender to the calm of a larger order (dead 
trees host the living; the living rise from decay.) 

But apply that to ourselves? How do I 
find meaning in the chaos of conflict, in vio-
lence, loss, deprivation, dystopia and despair? 
Impossible, I think. Except through yielding to 
the infinity (infinite wildness, infinite possibil-
ity) within. 

 —Kathryn Liebowitz
 

IT SEEMS TO ME THAT “WILD” exists only when I 
create a separation in my mind. Once I venture 
outdoors into the natural world with an open 
heart, I meet only myself. Sometimes what I 
find is pastoral, sometimes wilderness, but it is 
possible, if not always easy, for me to relax into 
either.

If by “wild” we mean untouched or unaf-
fected by humans, there is no wild. Not on this 
planet. DDT and PCBs are found even deep in 
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I GREW UP WITH A STEPMOM WHO was obsessively 
neat, deeply controlling, vain, mercurial, and 
had little sense of how to interact with the 
two children she inherited when she married 
my father.

My childhood was difficult. I was con-
stantly being punished, sometimes being 
“sentenced” to my room for weeks or months 
at a time. I often did not understand what I 
did that was wrong or how to do it correctly. 
One example: I wasn’t allowed to go to the 
bathroom after going to bed, and I was so ter-
rified of wetting the bed, even with the three 
pairs of underpants I secretly put on, that I 
would pee in the wastepaper basket in my 
room. Inevitably this would be smelled out, 
resulting in more punishment.

One inviolable rule I did understand was 
that the clothes in my drawers had to be 
neatly folded and impeccably stacked. I soon 
learned that there was no possibility of sat-
isfying my stepmom’s perfectionist standards: 
every few months, she would come into my 
room and dump the contents of my drawers 
on the floor as a lesson.

Finally, at the age of eleven, I realized my 
sense of who I was—my life, in fact—was at 
stake. I could continue to try to be the good 
boy, follow the ever-changing rules, bear the 
punishments while slowly dying inside, or I 
could let all that go and be who I was. For the 
first time I understood that I had a choice.

The next time Leona dumped my clothes 
out, I went into her room and completely 
“dumped” it. I knew there would be conse-
quences, but I also knew that who I was would 
not—could not—be defined by anyone else, 
or even by my own sense of who I was. And 
that had to be the bottom line.

Ever since then, I have nourished that 
flame, that sense of being wild, of listening to 

the inherent inner wisdom that is my life—
undefinable, yet burning within me. 

 
—Ron Hogen Green 

IN MY EARLY 20’S, I SPENT two years in the 
capital of Guyana, South America working 
as an urban youth development volunteer. 
Georgetown was was equatorial, full of wav-
ing palms and mosquitoes bearing malaria.

Still, the Guyanese believed in the differ-
ence between the overgrowth of the city, and 
the vast jungles, savannah, and mountains of 
rest of the country. This they simply called 
“the Interior.” Jumbies, or ghosts, were said 
to roam there, along with “tigers”—actually 
jaguars—and some of the deadliest snakes in 
the world.

The terrors of this untamed region—real, 
imagined and exaggerated—were always ren-
dered vividly, which was enough to discour-
age me from any real exploration. For a year, 
I perched on the coast and did not venture 
inland. It was not until I met a Guyanese 
woman who knew her own country and was 
not afraid of it that I began to be curious. And 
it was not until I fell in love with her that I 
considered entering these largely uncharted 
parts.

The wildness we found together was not 
without peril, but the beauty was astonishing. 
I remember the rush of waterfalls over my 
body, the unbroken green of the jungle can-
opy, the barking of otters in the jungle river-
ways. I saw what I had never seen before, and 
may never again. Our journeys were a wel-
come breach in a tame life; once she guided 
me out, there was no turning back.

—Kathryn Jameison
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Buddhas Daughters
edited by Andrea Miller

Shambhala Publications, 2014
 

Throughout the his-
tory of Buddhism, women 
practitioners have often 
been treated as inferior 
or secondary to men. 
Today, women Buddhist 
teachers have the free-
dom to openly offer their 
voices and wisdom, and 
are helping to shape the 
practice of the dharma, 

particularly within Western society. Buddha’s 
Daughters, edited by Andrea Miller and the edi-
tors of Shambala Sun, is a collection of teachings 
from such women, including well-known and re-
spected teachers like Joan Halifax, Jan Chozen 
Bays, Kandro Rinpoche, Charlotte Joko Beck, 
Tsultrim Allione, and Pat Enkyo O’Hara. While 
the book offers spiritual guidance helpful to any-
one who is seeking to truly live this life, it was 
a particularly interesting book for me personally.  

Having spent time training at Zen monaster-
ies in both America and in Japan, I’ve seen how 
the cultures of these countries have influenced 
my own journey as a woman practitioner. In my 
experience, Zen monasteries in Japan can have 
a macho, samurai-like atmosphere. Training 
can be physically challenging due to extreme 
weather conditions and the intense schedule; it 
can also be mentally tough due to the pressure to 
“break through” and see one’s true nature.

Is this kind of intensity intrinsically mas-
culine? I appreciated that within Buddha’s 
Daughters, teachers spoke to this in a meaningful 

way. Jiyu-Kennett Roshi says that Buddha nature, 
present in all of us, “is absolutely unmovable, 
completely free, that which each one of us longs 
for and very few of us find, because we are afraid 
to pay the price that it takes to realize It.” Tenzin 
Palmo writes, “Even if we are doing ordinary 
calming and insight meditations, it is difficult to 
make that thrust through [the conditioned mind]. 
We need everything we can possibly muster for 
that initial push.” It seems that breaking through 
our ego fixation requires an intense commitment 
and effort that is irrespective of gender. 

While such teachings can be inspiring, at oth-
er times I’ve found I needed a different approach. 
A number of teachings in Buddha’s Daughters fo-
cus on how to work through one’s pain from past 
conditioning and unresolved matters. Sharon 
Salzburg talks about how we all tell a story about 
our life and who we are, but that we end up trap-
ping ourselves in these stories. While reading 
this, I was in the midst of a storyline that I’ve 
seen arise over and over in my life: the story of 
trying to find my ground in an unclear intimate 
relationship. With Salzberg’s teaching fresh in my 
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threat, we harden [our hearts],” and that “our moti-
vation in hardening our hearts is to find some kind 
of ease, some kind of freedom from the distress that 
we’re feeling.” Reflecting on this, I realized that  my 
distress came from the pressure to be “a strong, in-
dependent woman.” 

Bonnie Myotai Treace says that when we are 
asked who we are, “[W]e list all the aggregates, all 
the things that change, all the makeshift identities. 
But what is the real nature of the self?” In my ex-
perience, when we engage in spiritual training, we 
begin to break down the identities we built to mask 
our distress—in doing so, as Treace says, we can 
truly be ourselves and “live that boundless reality 
intimately, generously, freely.”

Recently, while I was working in the garden in a 
Japanese monastery, I saw some of the men working 
hard on fixing the leaking pond—work never as-
signed to the women. Continuing with my garden 
work, I suddenly felt myself settle and relax into my 
being: there was nothing I had to prove about being 
a woman. At that moment, things were fine as they 
were. I was fine just as I was. I felt a deep sense of 
peace and freedom, of being home again.  

Reading Buddha’s Daughters, I’ve discovered a 
kinship with these women teachers. Being a wom-
an in this life means I share a unique set of karmic 
conditions with other women; I’ve come to real-
ize that by sharing our experiences, we can delve 
more deeply into exploring our shared karma and 
supporting each other in waking up.  However, re-
gardless of whether we are a man or a woman, the 
message this book left me with is that we are never 
alone in seeking peace within this life.

May Lee has been engaged in Zen training since 2008 when 
she spent a year in residency at ZMM. Since then, she has 
also trained with Shodo Harada Roshi both in Japan and in 
Washington State. Presently she lives and works in Brooklyn.

mind, I began to question why I keep finding 
myself in this particular storyline.  Reflecting on 
Salzburg’s statement that, “The Buddha’s story is 
about freedom from suffering,” I wondered what 
kind of story I would actually like to tell with my 
own life and relationships. 

I also started to look more deeply into an-
other story that had been part of my life for quite 
some time: the story of having to be a strong, in-
dependent woman. When I entered a Japanese 
Zen monastery for the first time, I was frustrated 
when I wasn’t allowed to sit in the zendo, or 
when I noticed all the women were being put 
to work in the kitchen while the men went out 
on begging rounds. But as I continued to train, 
those ideas of having to be just as strong as the 
men began to dissolve. It became increasingly 
clear to me that I was training at the monastery 
to receive the teachings, not to further solidify 
my opinion of how things should be run there. 
In the excerpt included in this book, Pema 
Chodron says that “whenever there’s a sense of 

From Buddha’s Daughters
Edited by Andrea Miller

When we look back on our lives at death, 
the amount of time we spent in hesitation, 
aggression, ignorance, selfishness, jealousy, 
hatred, self-preservation, and arrogance will 
seem like an equally useless exertion of ener-
gy.  So be able to regard all of these illusory 
thoughts and concepts as dreams.”  

 —Khandro Rinpoche 
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Most Intimate:
A Zen Approach to Life’s Challenges

by Roshi Pat Enkyo O’Hara 
Shambhala 2014

Pat Enkyo O’Hara Roshi 
opens her new book, 
Most Intimate, with the 
following teaching story: 
Liangshan Yuanguan, 
who was the attendant to 
Tongan Guanzhi, handed 
the robe to his teacher. 
Tongan Guanzhi said 
to his disciple, “What is 
the business under the 

patched robe?” His student had no answer. The 
teacher said, “To wear this robe and not under-
stand the great matter is the greatest suffering. 
You ask me.” So the student asked the teacher, 
“What is the business under the patched robe?” 
The teacher said, “Intimacy. Intimacy.” This was 
the moment when Liangshan Yuanguan broke 
through. He bowed to his teacher in great grati-
tude and his tears flowed. The teacher asked, 
“What have you understood? Can you express 
it?” Liangshan Yuanguan said, “What is the mat-
ter under this robe? Intimacy.” His teacher re-
sponded, “Intimacy and even greater intimacy.”

Enkyo Roshi could have stopped with that 
one story—in a sense, what more needed to be 
said? And yet, to help us understand what this 
intimacy is, she offers ten chapters, beginning 
with the self and expanding into relationships 
with others, sex, the suffering world, anger, heal-
ing, work, death and dying, loss, and joy. Most 
Intimate points to ways we can experience that 
intimacy with all things in all aspects of our 

lives. I found the book helpful in challenging my 
assumptions and my ideas as a Zen student and 
practitioner; each chapter called out to me “Are 
you so sure? Did you consider this? Have you 
looked from this perspective?”

The book’s title comes from the story of Dizang 
and Fayan, who is going on pilgrimage. Dizang asks 
Fayan what the purpose of his pilgrimage is and 
Fayan answers that he doesn’t know. Dizang nods 
and says, “Not knowing is most intimate.” Drawing 
on her life and her experience as a Zen teacher, 
founder and abbot of Village Zendo, in New York 
City, Enkyo Roshi explores intimacy with direct 
simplicity, turning this gem around and around to 
look at some of its many facets.

Each chapter begins with a poetic intro which 
is unfurled into a deeper exploration, followed 
by practice exercises for working alone or with  
others, and concluding with a brief question and 
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ages and selecting stories to convey the essence of 
each chapter. She beautifully tells of the patched 
robe made for her by her sangha from scraps mean-
ingful to the donors. This patched robe becomes a 
way of exploring change, impermanence, relation-
ship, community, trust, and interdependence. This 
weaves into a poem she shares by the medieval Zen 
master Daito Kokushi, Rain. / No umbrella, getting 
soaked. / I’ll just use the rain as my raincoat.

Within this exploration of relationships, she 
lays it bare, “If you can see that you are not the 
world, but that the world is actually you, then 
you can begin to experience an intimacy with all 
things.”

Later, in the chapter on healing, she relates the 
story of Manjushri and Sudhana. Manjushri says 
to Sudhana, “Bring me something that isn’t heal-
ing.” Sudhana replies, “I cannot find anything that 
isn’t healing.” Manjushri says to Sudhana, “Bring 
me something that is medicine.” Sudhana hands 
Manjushri a blade of grass. Enkyo Roshi comments 
on this, “A blade of grass is like a grain of sand or 
a mote of dust; it can stand for the least significant 
things in the world. Every blade of grass is as a life 
that is lived, so every blade of grass is of enormous 
significance. Every blade of grass is your mind and 
heart and the minds and hearts of all those who are 
struggling. Every blade of grass, if the mind is right, 
can kill a person or bring a person to life.”

This book contains a wealth of teaching stories, 
some familiar, some less well-known: Vimalikirti’s 
illness, Daowu’s sweeping, Ju-ching cleaning toi-
lets, building a seamless monument, and Indra’s net 
to name a few. Most Intimate is a rich exploration of 
what it means to be truly intimate.

Andy Kriger, MRO has been practicing with MRO for 5 
years and change. He lives in New York City with his wife 
and son.

answer section. Her exercises take the form of 
questions to be journaled or asked in a dyad 
with a partner. Sitting face-to-face with some-
one, one person would ask the other a question 
for five minutes. After each answer, the ques-
tioner says, “Thank you,” and asks the ques-
tion again. The questioner does not react or 
respond, merely listens openly and completely, 
offering thanks and repeating the question. The 
questions focus the mind like a koan: “How do 
you react to bad news in the world?”; “How 
do you abstain from anger?”; “What stops you 
from being intimate with your work?”; “How do 
you deal with loss?” My own experience with 
this sort of exercise, even when working alone 
and writing the responses, is that it can power-
fully dig through superficial deflections into raw 
honesty and real intimacy.

Enkyo Roshi is quite skillful in depicting im-

From Most Intimate 
by Roshi Pat Enkyo O’Hara

What is “being awake”? Isn’t it our 
capability to let go of our grasping 
onto what we think we want, what we 
think is happening to us, to drop all of 
those presumptions and be exposed and 
intimate with what is here, right now? 
I believe it is our resistance to what is 
right here, right now, that blocks the 
natural flow of joy. 
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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
OTTSVILLE, PA — Pam Jinshin Dragotta, MRO  (215) 882-1924   pdragotta92@gmail.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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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  

Centers
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Centers

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

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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Be at  ease. . .

Different cushions. Different needs.

*Made in the US exclusively for the Monaster y Store

THE MOUNTAIN SEAT*

Memory foam

Buckwheat hulls

Donate your old meditation cushions
dharma.net/monstore •  845.688.7993

Supporting your spiritual practice
The Monastery Store TM
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Publications

wisdompubs.org
1-800-272-4050
Ebooks available on our website

Wisdom Publications
Classic and Contemporary Buddhist Works

SIT WITH LESS PAIN
Gentle Yoga for Meditators and Everyone Else
Jean Erlbaum
200 pages | $19.95

“A very useful book for those who need help dealing with 
the inevitable aches and pains that arise during meditation.”
—Wildmind Buddhist Meditation

DONGSHAN’S FIVE RANKS
Keys to Enlightenment
Ross Bolleter
320 pages | $18.95

“Very well done.”—Robert Aitken, 
author of Taking the Path of Zen

INTRODUCTION TO 
THE LOTUS SUTRA

Yoshiro Tamura
Edited and introduced by Gene Reeves

208 pages | $18.95

“Learned yet accessible, providing an elegant overview of what is arguably
the most widely disseminated scripture of Mahayana Buddhism.”

—Mark Unno, editor of Buddhism and Psychotherapy 

INSIDE THE GRASS HUT
Living Shitou’s Classic Zen Poem

Ben Connelly
224 pages | $16.95

“Written from the inside out, this wonderful
book makes Shitou’s work transparent to all.”

—Joan Halifax, founding abbot, Upaya Zen Center 

Mountain Record readers save 20% at wisdompubs.org. 
Use coupon code MTR814 by August 31.

Wisdom is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization.
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 Services

Phoenicia Pharmacy

41 Main Street

Phoenicia, NY 12464

(845) 688-2215

mmpilot@aol.com
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Services

1553 Wittenberg Road

Mount Tremper, NY 12457

845-688-9846

joan.newyork@gmail.com
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Services

Birchtree 

   Fashions
for women who love to
 feel beautiful...

Classic
         Sensual
                 Contemporary

6 Tannery Brook Rd.
Woodstock, NY 12498

845-679-7585
www.birchtreewoodstock.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

Monastic Training and Retreats, Catskills, NY 
845.688.2228 • registrar@mro.org • zmm.mro.org

Zen Mountain Monastery

Lay Training and Retreats, Brooklyn, NY 
718.875.8229 • zcnyc@mro.org • www.mro.org/firelotus

Zen Center of  New York City
Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, AbbotKonrad Ryushin Marchaj, Abbot & Jody Hojin Kimmel, Resident Priest

Painting by Jon J. Muth
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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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