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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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Natural, Vivid, Alive
Dharma Discourse by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Sensei

Master Dogen’s Fukanzazengi

“The way is originally perfect and all pervading; how could it be contingent upon 

practice and realization? The true vehicle is self-sufficient; what need is there for 

special effort? Indeed the whole body is free from dust; who could believe in a means 

to brush it clean? It’s never apart from this very place; what’s the use of travelling 

around to practice? And yet, if there’s a hair’s breadth deviation, it’s like the gap 

between heaven and earth. If the least like or dislike arises, the mind is lost in con-

fusion.”
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RAW TALK
I don’t remember when we first started call-
ing the September sesshin the Mountain and 
Rivers Sesshin, it was a long time ago, and 
originally it was a sesshin where we just had 
formal students attend, but it never quite 
worked out because there were always a lot 
of residents every year who weren’t formal 
students, but it gave us the opportunity to 
have all the students together. But over the 
years, that stopped happening as an inten-
tional thing and it just became another 
sesshin open to everyone. It has this theme—
the Mountains and Rivers—which is very 
important to us and speaks of many things. 
It invokes Daido Roshi, it invokes the very 
mountain that we’re sitting on, it invokes 
the Eight Gates, the Sansui Quo (2:11), the 
Mountains and Rivers Sutra of Dogen, all of 
our years here, and so I thought to devote this 
talk to the first of those gates, zazen, using 
Dogen’s seminal teaching Fukan Zazengi. It’s 
also a way of clearing up my karma because 
when I first came here, my first Sunday, 
the call was made for  newcomers to go do 
beginning instructions. I didn’t go and the 
head monk came out and tapped me on the 
shoulder and said, “Don’t you need beginning 
instruction?” And I said, “No.” [laughter] 
Shows you where my cup was at, so I never 
actually received formal instruction. Take all 
that follows with a grain of salt. 

So when Dogen says, “The way is origi-
nally perfect and all pervading . . . and yet, if 
there’s a hair’s breadth deviation, it’s like the 
gap between heaven and earth,” in a sense 
we could say that this holds the whole of the 
Buddha Darma right here. Enlightenment 
and delusion, nirvana and duka, perfection 
and imperfection: with  the slightest devia-

tion, the difference between heaven and 
earth. And yet even then, the way is origi-
nally perfect and all pervading. So the sense 
of deviation, of wandering, differing from, 
going against, drifting away, it’s this deep, 
deep sense that we experience and in which 
practice occurs. Practice occurs in just that 
moment, the moment we have the sense of 
drifting away from this pervading perfection. 
It’s like being in the middle of the ocean and 
believing that there’s a drought. But in that 
state, when you look around, you don’t see 
any water; all you see is dryness. And that’s 
the bitch of it, that’s the struggle. It’s that 
the ocean is there and we’re wet all the way 
through. And yet when we open our eyes 
and look, we don’t see it, we see dry. It’s like 
walking on a path, the path that we imagine 
this to be is like a razor’s edge, so the slightest 
deviation and you’re off the path—that’s our 
perception. But what if the path was 100,000 
miles wide? And all the same stuff, everything 
that could be on it was on it. The highs and 
the lows, the floods and the droughts, the 
boulders and the open spaces, the storms and 
the sunny, bright days, and there’s this sense 
of movement forward walking this path, but 
when you looked to the one side and looked 
to the other, there’s nothing but path. It’s 
more like that. 

And so Dogen speaks of this way, which 
is originally perfect and all pervading, and 
then asks this question: How could it then 
be contingent upon practice and realization? 
And he asks that question from the seat of 
practice and realization. Remember, this is a 
person who had a great love affair with zazen, 
was very devoted. He said that zazen is the 
one true practice. And he spent his whole 
life teaching what zazen was, which was much 
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urgently clear) is how to apply effort. What 
do we do about this dust that we see? How 
do we travel to this place? So the self is kind 
of like a package that we carry with us but 
not everything is in it.  That’s the problem. 
Everything that we’ve gotten so far is in that 
package, so we bring it everywhere we go, we 
open it up, and we put it to use.  But because 
it’s not complete—it doesn’t answer every 
question, address every issue, satisfy every 
desire, quiet every distress—we’re always on 
the lookout to put more into that package. Of 
course, it’s more like we’re the package. And 
when we come to practice, we bring it with 
us. It’s what practice is, using the same stuff 
that’s in that box. And along the way, some 
things work and some things don’t, but we 
generally chalk that up to playing the odds 
or getting by. So we can see the things that 
aren’t working over and over again, and we 
think, that’s just the way it is. 

We begin to learn what Buddhism teach-
es about habit energy, mental formations, 
underlying tendencies—the things that we’re 
studying about in the sango—and they have 
great power. And we begin to see that old 
tricks are, indeed, old tricks. We use them 
but they don’t really work. In fact, the more 
we look, the less they work. We employ  
them and we are deceived. And yet all the 

while, like a drum beat, like a mantra, like 
somebody whispering in our ear, the way 
is originally perfect and all pervading. The 
way is originally perfect and all pervading. 

more than sitting on the cushion. And so sit-
ting on that seat, a practice and realization he 
says, “How could it be that way, this Buddha 
Dharma, contingent upon practice and real-
ization?” [6:38] And because of that he says, 
“What need is there for any special effort, for 
brushing the dust away, for travelling to the 
place where the dharma is?” Because it’s self-
sufficient, the true vehicle is self-sufficient, 
which means there’s nothing outside of it.

It’s like being on a desert island and it’s the 
only place; you can’t leave, so everything you 
need, if you’re going to make this work, has 
got to be on that island. No one’s coming 
to rescue you. There’s no salvation outside 
of that island. So we can stand at the edge 
and watch and watch, day after day, for 
smoke from a passing boat, or we can turn 
around and set about discovering what’s on 
this island. What can I use? What are the 
resources? What are the implications of being 
self-sufficient? Why does Dogen speak about 
effort and sweeping away the dust and trav-
elling to the place of practice? Because this 
is what everybody does, him too. He went 
to China, for goodness sake. He did a bit 
of travelling himself. And so what are the 
implications? 

Because there needs to be effort, because 

there needs to be a sweeping away of the dust, 
because we need to go to the place that the 
dharma is being taught, and yet all the while, 
it’s self-sufficient, what becomes urgent (and 

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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We’re encouraged to have faith in that; we’re 
encouraged to actively cultivate faith in that, 
not as a side caption thing but as an essential 
thing. You will need faith is this. You will 
need to trust this. You will need this for the 
journey. And so even as we’re cultivating that 

faith, we’re applying old strategies, making 
some progress but still being held back. The 
basic package is intact, the load lightened 
perhaps a bit, and yet all the while, the way 
is originally perfect and all pervading. The 
true vehicle is self-sufficient. And so at some 

Glovis Dimitrios
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point we should ask, “What is the way?” 
What are we talking about? Who are we 
talking about? Are we talking about a “Who” 
here?  We begin to gain confidence, and we 
begin to consider the possibility that we’re 
not inherently flawed (although we hold out 

for a long time). Because being inherently 
flawed seems to answer a lot of questions and 
explain a lot of things. Most important, it 
keeps letting us off the hook. But perhaps the 
teachings are true. But perhaps they are true. 
We may begin to have some understanding, 
work through some koans, finally begin to 
get a sense of this and think, “Now these 
old strategies and tricks are going to work 
perfectly.” The package is still intact but it’s 
lighter and it’s more elegant.

Dogen says, “Suppose you are confident in 
your understanding and rich in enlighten-
ment, gaining the wisdom that knows at 
just a glance, attaining the way and clarify-
ing your mind, arousing an aspiration to 
reach for the heavens. Still you’re playing 
in the entry way. You’re still short of the 
vital path of emancipation.” In other words, 
busted. Playing in the entranceway: It’s both 
light and dark, delightful and treacherous, 
comforting and chilling. Is that what I’m 
doing, playing in the entrance way? And 
it’s interesting how frequently this happens. 
Practicing so diligently, working so steadily, 
to arrive at this entry way. The door is open, 
the way ahead is clear, and we hesitate. We 
hold, we pause at the entry way and enjoy the 
view from there, reluctant to step forward, 
reluctant to leap forward. The package is still 
intact. It’s still there. It begins to come apart, 
but it can still be there. 

And so to get to that place where there 
are no more strategies, no more negotia-
tions, no more navigating around, no more 
tricks because they take too much energy, 
they’re too disappointing, too predictably 
disappointing. And best of all is when you 
lose your taste for them. They used to taste 
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so sweet, so delectable, and you actually lose 
your taste. You put them in your mouth and 
it’s like cardboard. That’s a very good place to 
be. How could it be contingent upon practice 
and realization, this self-sufficient vehicle? 
Self-sufficient means it doesn’t need you or 
me either. So if you’ve been holding out the 
notion that the dharma is going to save you 
or rescue you, you might want to give that up. 
It doesn’t need you or I. It doesn’t need prac-
tice or realization. It doesn’t need monaster-
ies, temples, zazen, or study. Well then, what’s 
with all of that? You and I need that because 
there is a hair’s breadth deviation, because 
there is a discernable sense of a gap is why 
there’s heaven and earth, because there is at 
least a little bit of like and dislike arising, and 
a great deal of confusion. So, practice occurs. 
Practicing: being on the path from the place 
where there is nothing but path. Practicing: 
not separating where there’s nothing but one 
unified whole. 

Dogen said, “Consider the Buddha. He was 
wise at birth and yet the traces of his upright 
sitting can yet be seen. As for Bodhi Dharma, 
he had received the mind seal. He completed 
his training and realized enlightenment, and 
yet his nine years of facing the wall are still 
celebrated. If even the ancient sages were like 
this, how can we today dispense with whole-
hearted practice?” So he’s saying, even these 
enlightened beings, men and women, before, 
during, after, in the midst of, all the way to 
the end, within their enlightenment were 
sitting on this bodhi seat, the seat of practice 
and realization. Why? Because it’s not con-
tingent on practice and realization. Finally, 
liberated. Finally, zazen becomes liberating. 
So he says, “Put aside your intellectual prac-
tice of investigating words and chasing phras-

es and learn to take the backwards step that 
turns the light and shines it inward. Body and 
mind of themselves will drop away and your 
original face will manifest. If you want to 
realize such, get to work on such right now. 
If you want to realize your basic nature, get 
to work on your basic nature right now. How? 
Sitting on that seat where the way is perfect 
and all pervading. Sitting on that seat where 
the one who sits is perfect and all pervading, 
where every moment of practice, every inten-
tion, every returning, every letting go is not 
enhancing, increasing, the way or your own 
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nature and every forgetting, every clinging, 
every wandering, every giving up is not 
diminishing it.” That’s self-sufficiency. 

“To turn the light around and shine it 
inward”: This is a phrase, a very beloved 
phrase, to the Zen tradition. To turn the 
light around says it, doesn’t it? How per-
sistently our light is turned looking for 
something to turn the light around and 
shine it inward. It puts it very simply, very 
directly. It makes it very clear for us to put 
away all that we know, all our intellection 

and all of our investigation through words 
and phrases, all our beloved stories, all our 
unresolved conversations, to let them drop 
away of themselves. He says that then your 
original face will manifest. To say “actively” 
is even too active. To say woo manifest is 
already too late. We cannot dispense with 
whole-hearted practice. That’s why we come 
together to sit, that’s why we do sesshin every 
month, and that’s why we practice every day. 
In this great tradition of enlightened beings 
and developing beings and beginning practi-
tioners who do just that. In that same lineage 
of all practitioners of the Buddha Dharma, we 

© Jenni Alexander
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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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remains the same all the time. 
The Tibetan term for patience is sopa, 
which means “forbearance.” So means ‘bear-
ing any problems,” and pa is “doing so”; 
therefore sopa means “willing to bear any 
problems.” The Sanskrit term for patience 
is kshanti, which means “having equilib-
rium.” It is a kind of indifference in the 
sense of not giving in to the discursiveness 
or chaos of whatever has arisen in you. With 
kshanti, you are able to practice your sha-
matha-vipashyana discipline in the middle 
of Grand Central Station. You are willing to 
wait for the harmoniousness of a situation 
to arise by not correcting the disharmony. It 
is like waiting for good weather to happen. 

OVERCOMING AGGRESSION

The Buddhist meaning of patience is free-
dom from aggression, and the main obstacle 
to patience is anger. According to the sutras, 
there is no greater evil than aggression, and 
there is no greater practice than patience. 
You may have attained a level of generosity 
and discipline, but if you cannot be with-
out aggression, you have not achieved the 
paramita of patience. Aggression is the most 
dangerous emotion, because it does not 
allow any form of gentleness. One instant 
of aggression can destroy your connection 
with the world, including your dedication to 

Patience has the quality of balance and 
equilibrium. But we need to add to 
the notion of equilibrium a quality 

of emotionality, and a desire and longing 
for the dharma. Some kind of spice has to 
be added. When that spice has been added, 
you begin to fully develop the real meaning 
of patience. Ordinarily, patience means to 
hold off or to hold on, but in this case it 
means that you give in and feel the flavor. 
You might bite your tongue, but that is 
good. You could taste the blood, swallow 
it, and use it as nourishment. T HE THIRD 
paramita is patience. In the Buddhist tradi-
tion, the paramita of patience, or kshanti 
paramita, means that you are not perturbed 
by any samsaric conditions. According to 
the Oxford English Dictionary, patience 
means being willing to wait a long time 
for something to happen, but in this case 
it means that you bear your existence. You 
hold it as it is, stay where you are. Whether 
you are wearing green, yellow, red, or gray 
clothing, whether your stature is tall, short, 
or distorted, whether you have short arms 
or long arms, whether you are wearing blue 
shoes, green shoes, or purple shoes, whether 
you have short hair or long hair, you remain 
as you are, on the spot. You maintain your 
existence and bearing uninterruptedly. The 
analogy for patience is the ocean: whatever 
happens, the ocean cannot be disturbed. It 

Patience
by Chogyam Trungpa
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the relative and absolute bodhichitta prin-
ciples. If you want to kill your dharmic con-
nection, a moment’s aggression is your best 
weapon. It has been said in the scriptures 
that one moment of aggression will destroy 
aeons and aeons of virtue. 
 Aggression is absolutely terrible; it is anti-
mahayana. Passion, lust, and desire may 
have qualities of neurosis, and they may 
destroy your mindfulness and awareness, 
but at the same time they have the nature 
of acceptance. However, aggression is based 

on total rejection, whether it is aggression 
toward yourself or aggression toward other 
sentient beings. 
When you recognize your ego-orientation 
or your indulgence in aggression, there is 
a tendency to punish yourself. However, 
patience is not based on punishing yourself. 
Patience means that you wait a minute; 
you wait and see what happens. It means 
not coming to conclusions too quickly. Just 
because you have indulged, you should not 
panic. Just wait. Be patient. 
The paramita of patience continues the pat-
tern of alternating shamatha and vipashya-
na through the paramitas. That is, the first 
paramita, generosity, is connected with 
shamatha; the second paramita, discipline, 
is connected with vipashyana; and with the 
third paramita, we are back to shamatha. 
Patience is the way to quell the heat of 
aggression by following the way of shamatha 

tranquillity and peacefulness-but it is a 
highly advanced level of shamatha disci-
pline. As we go on to higher and higher lev-
els of paramitas, the standard of shamatha 
and vipashyana escalates, so the paramita 
of patience involves a higher level of sha-
matha than the paramita of generosity. 
The sequence of the paramitas is signifi-
cant. Generosity is the stripping-off pro-
cess, and discipline is remaining in the 
loneliness. Having gone through those two 
processes, we find our situation unbearable, 

as if we were being beaten by hundreds of 
people. All kinds of pain come up in our 
life, not as the result of punishment but as 
the result of being generous and disciplined. 
We actually invite pain by being alone and 
keeping our discipline. We are like an owl 
in the daylight, physically and psychically 
attacked from all directions by visible and 
invisible forces. The paramita of patience 
means not getting resentful about that. 
When you have anger and resentment, 
however disciplined or generous you might 
be, you are not actually that enlightened. 
When you have a burst of aggression, it 
makes everything dry and terribly unpro-
ductive. You may have cultivated the soil, 
sowed the seeds, and watered the ground 
beautifully, but aggression destroys the 
whole thing. When you are angry, you 
reject both other people and yourself. At 
that point, you have no connection with 

Although samsara seems to be all-powerful and all-pervading, 
it is created by our own state of mind.
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the dharma at all. When you lose your 
temper, you are so furious that you couldn’t 
care less about the sacredness of anything. 
You couldn’t care less about yourself, or 
the other person, or your teacher, or your 
path. But if you reverse the logic, when 
somebody is angry with you and you are 
patient with that person, you are creating a 
thousand kalpas of merit on the spot. When 
somebody is angry, that is your chance to be 
patient. You could breathe in the anger, and 
not only that, you could project goodness. 
But if you get angry in turn, you lose it. 

One of the best things about patience 
is that it is very sharp and clear. It speaks 
for itself. Anger is anger, and patience is 
patience. They are very sharply divided, and 
that distinction should be properly under-
stood. However, patience is not based on 
suppressing anger. At times aggression may 
be legitimate, such as when others are doing 
something wrong and you lose your tem-
per in order to stop them. At other times 
aggression is not legitimate, such as when 
you are simply unable to cope with a situa-
tion and become impatient. But basically, it 
is not appropriate to apply anger unless you 
are in the role of teacher. When you are 
teaching somebody how to behave or you 
are helping others, some form of anger may 
be necessary. 

Anger may be obvious or subtle, but 
whether you are expressing anger in subtle 
or obvious ways, the point is to get rid of the 
anger at the first possibility. Any method 
that quells aggression is valid. You might 
even need to manifest your anger first, if 
that helps, and develop patience afterward. 
You don’t have to be genteel about the 
whole thing. 

Overcoming aggression is not simply 

based on the moralistic approach of saying 
that you have been bad, so you had better be 
good. You develop patience and forbearance 
in order to maintain a quality of continual 
virtue. Such virtue is based on the idea of 
basic goodness and the sense that you are 
a worthy person, a healthy person. You are 
able to develop basic goodness, and you 
have the potential to attain enlightenment 
and eventually be a buddha. 

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

From Luminous Emptiness: Understanding the 
Tibetan Book of the Dead. Copyright © 2001 by 
Francesca Fremantle. Reprinted by permission of 
Shambhala Publications. www.shambhala.com
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Inclusiveness
by Thich Nhat Hanh

photo: Xabier Alonso
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What is liberation? How is it accomplished?
 Who is liberated, and from what? 
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tice of kshanti we can embrace everything 
and we won’t have to suffer. A small heart 
cannot accept too much, it cannot take in 
and embrace everything, every difficulty 
that arises. But a heart that is expansive 
and open can easily accept everything and 
you no longer have to suffer. Perfecting the 
practice of kshanti consists of continually 
making your heart bigger and bigger so that 
it can accept and embrace everything. That 
is the power and the miracle of love. 

Each of us must ask ourselves, how large 
is my heart? How can I help my heart grow 
bigger and bigger every day? The practice 
of inclusiveness is based on the practice of 
understanding, compassion, and love. When 
you practice looking deeply to understand 
suffering, the nectar of compassion will arise 
naturally in your heart. Maitri, lovingkind-
ness, and karuna, compassion, can continue 
to grow indefinitely. So thanks to the prac-
tice of looking deeply and understanding, 
your loving-kindness and compassion grow 
day by day. And with enough understand-
ing and love you can embrace and accept 
everything and everyone. 

Very often in a conflict we feel that if 
those on the other side, those who oppose 
us or believe differently from us, ceased to 
exist then we would have peace and happi-
ness. So we may be motivated by the desire 
to annihilate, to destroy the other side, or 
to remove certain people from our com-
munity or society. But looking deeply we 
will see that just as we have suffered, they 
have also suffered. If we truly want to live 
in peace, safety, and security, we must create 
an opportunity for those on the other side 
to live this way as well. 

If we know how to allow the other side 
into our heart, if we have that intention, 

The Sanskrit word “kshanti” is often 
translated as “forbearance,” or 
“endurance,” but this does not really 

convey the true meaning of this paramita. 
Forbearance implies that you have to suf-
fer a little bit in order to be able to accept 
something. If we look at the Chinese char-
acter for “kshanti,” in the lower part is the 
character for “heart,” and in the upper part 
there is a stroke that looks like a knife, 
something sharp that is a little bit difficult 
to handle. This is a graphic expression of 
its true root meaning, “all-embracing inclu-
siveness.” If our heart is large and open 
enough we can accept the sharp thing and 
it will not bother us. Something that seems 
unpleasant or disturbing only feels that way 
when our heart is too small. When our heart 
is large enough we can be very comfortable, 
we can embrace the sharp, difficult thing 
without injury. So kshanti is a quality of 
being that does not bring suffering; in fact, 
it allows us to escape the kind of suffering 
we experience when our heart is too small. 
When our heart is big enough we won’t 
suffer. 

The Buddha offers us a very beautiful 
illustration of this principle. Suppose you 
have a handful of salt and you pour it into 
a bowl of water and stir it. Now the water 
in the bowl is too salty to drink. But if you 
throw that handful of salt into a river, it will 
not turn the river salty and people can con-
tinue to drink the water. When you are only 
a bowl of water, you suffer. But when you 
become a river you don’t suffer anymore. 

If our heart remains small we may suf-
fer very deeply from all the difficulties 
we encounter in life—heat, cold, floods, 
bacteria, sickness, old age, death, stubborn 
people, cruel people. But through the prac-

What is liberation? How is it accomplished?
 Who is liberated, and from what? 
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not only do we suffer less right away but 
we also increase our own chances of peace 
and security. When we are motivated by 
the intention to practice inclusiveness, it 
becomes very easy to ask, “How can we 
best help you so that you can enjoy safety? 
Please tell us.” We express our concern for 
their safety, their need to live in peace, to 
rebuild their country, to strengthen their 
society. When you are able to approach a 
situation of conflict in this way it can help 
transform the situation very quickly. The 

basis for this transformation, the first thing 
that must happen, is the change within your 
own heart. You open your heart to include 
the other side; you want to give them the 
opportunity to live in peace, as you wish 
to live. 

Societies and nations that are locked in 
conflict need to learn the practice of inclu-
siveness if they really want to find a way to 
live together in peace. Can our side accept 
the fact that the other side also needs a 
place to live and the safety and stability 
that can guarantee a peaceful and prosper-
ous society? When we look deeply into the 
situation of those on the other side we see 
that they are just like us—they also want 
only to have a place where they can live in 
safety and peace. Understanding our own 
suffering and our own hopes can lead to 
understanding the suffering and hopes of 
the other group. We know that if the other 

side does not have peace and safety, then 
it will not be possible for us to have peace 
and safety. That is the nature of interbeing. 
With this insight we’ll be able to open our 
heart and embrace the other side. 

Thich Nhat Hahn is a global spiritual leader. A 
Vietnamese Zen Buddhist monk. author of over 
100 titles, poet and teacher he travels interna-
tionally giving meditation retreats and lectures 

and teaching on mindfulness, non-violence and 
world peace.

From Opening the Heart of the Cosmos: Insights 
Into the Lotus Sutra. Copyright © 2003 by Unified 
Buddhist Church, Inc. Reprinted by permission 
of Parallax Press. www.parallax.org

Although samsara seems to be all-powerful and all-pervading, 
it is created by our own state of mind.
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ian system, people lost the sense that there 
was a way out. They lost the will to do any-
thing; they lost the feeling that there was 

From an address delivered to the Academy 
of Humanities and Political Sciences. Paris, 
October 27, 1992.

The honor you have bestowed upon 
me by electing me to the famous 
French Academy of Humanities 

and Political Sciences is a great source of 
encouragement to me in the present and 
of commitment for the future. If I am to 
be one of you until the end of my days, I 
must be worthy of it until the end of my 
days. I promise you I will try. 

It is my pleasant duty—in the spirit of 
the wonderful tradition of this academy—
to recall with deep respect my predecessor, 
the Italian economist Giuseppe Ugo Papi, 
whose life’s work was concerned, among 
other things, with creating and develop-
ing international structures for economic 
cooperation, and who was important far 
beyond the borders of his native country. 

I come to you from a country that 
waited many long years for its freedom. 
Allow me to use this opportunity for a 
brief consideration of the phenomenon 
of waiting. 

There are different ways of waiting. 
At one end of the great spectrum 

there is waiting for Godot, who embodies 
universal salvation. For many of us who 
lived in the communist world, waiting 
was something very close to this extreme 
position. Surrounded, bound, and as it 
were internally colonized by the totalitar-

A Brief Consideration of the Phonomenon 
of Waiting
by Vaclav Havel
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anything they could do. They simply lost 
hope. But they did not and indeed could 
not lose the need for hope, because without 
hope a meaningful life is impossible. So 
they waited for Godot. Because they did 
not carry hope within them, they expected 
it to arrive as some kind of salvation from 
the outside. But Godot—at least as one 
who is expected— will not come, because 

he simply doesn’t exist. He only represents 
hope. He is not hope itself, but an illusion. 
He is the product of our own helplessness, 
a patch over a hole in the spirit. The patch 
itself is full of holes. It is the hope of people 
without hope. 

On the other end of the spectrum there 
is waiting of another kind: that is, patience. 
For us this waiting was based on the knowl-
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edge that it made sense on principle to resist 
by speaking the truth simply because it was 
the right thing to do, without speculating 
whether it would lead somewhere tomorrow, 
or the day after, or ever. This kind of wait-
ing grew out of the faith that repeating this 
defiant truth made sense in itself, regardless 
of whether it was ever appreciated, or vic-
torious, or repressed for the hundredth time. 
At the very least, it meant that someone 
was not supporting the government of lies. 
It also, of course, grew out of the faith—but 
this is of secondary importance—that a seed 
once sown would one day take root and 
send forth a shoot. No one knew when. But 
it would happen someday, perhaps for future 
generations. 

This stance—for simplicity’s sake, let us 
call it the dissident stance—assumed and 
cultivated patience. It taught us how to 
wait. It taught us waiting as patience, wait-
ing as a state of hope, not as an expression 
of hopelessness. Whereas waiting for Godot 
is a meaningless form of self-deception and 
therefore a waste of time, this second type of 
waiting does have meaning; it is not a sweet 
lie but a bitter truth, and time spent in this 
kind of waiting is not wasted. To wait until 
good seeds sprout is not the same as waiting 
for Godot. Waiting for Godot means wait-
ing for lilies we have never planted to grow. 

I should make it clear that citizens of the 
communist world could not be divided into 
dissidents and those who merely waited for 
Godot. To a certain extent, all of us waited 
for Godot at times, and at other times were 
dissidents. It’s just that some of us might 
have been more the former, and others more 
the latter. Nevertheless, this experience can 
be simplified to the recognition that there 
are different kinds of waiting. 

Obviously, I am thinking about this not 
because I feel a strong nostalgia for the 
past. I am trying to determine what this 
experience means for the present and for 
the future. 

Allow me to be personal for a moment. 
Although I am trained in the dissident type 
of patience based on the awareness that 
waiting has a meaning, nevertheless, in the 
three years since our peaceful, antitotalitar-
ian revolution I have been seized again and 
again by a desperate impatience. I have ago-
nized over how slowly things were changing. 
My country still didn’t have a new, demo-
cratic constitution; Czechs and Slovaks 
could not agree on whether they wished to 
live in one country or in two; we were not 
moving swiftly enough toward the Western 
democratic world and its structures; we 
were having trouble coming to terms with 
our own past; we were too slow to get rid of 
the legacy of the old regime and the moral 
poverty it left behind. 

I longed desperately for at least some of 
these problems to be resolved so that I could 
cross them off the list and put them out of 
the way. I longed for some visible, tangible, 
indisputable evidence that something was 
finished, over and done with. I found it 
difficult to accept that politics, like history 
itself, is a neverending process, in which 
nothing is ever definitively over. 

It was as though I had forgotten how to 
wait, to wait in the way that has meaning. 

And only now, when I have had a little 
time to step back and think about all this, 
am I beginning to understand that, in 
my impatience, I succumbed to precisely 
the thing I had criticized: the destructive 
impatience of contemporary technocratic 
civilization. This grows out of a vain belief 
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in the primacy of reason and it assumes 
erroneously that the world is nothing but a 
crossword puzzle to be solved, that there is 
only one correct way—the so-called objec-
tive way—to solve it, and that it is entirely 
up to me whether I succeed or not. Without 
even being aware of it, I, too, submitted to 
the perverted belief that I was the master 
of reality, that the only task was to improve 
reality according to some existing recipe, 
that it was entirely up to me when I did it, 
and thus that there was no reason not to do 
it right away. 

In short, I thought time belonged to me. 
It was, of course, a big mistake. 
The world, Being, and history have their 

own time. We can, of course, enter that 
time in a creative way, but none of us has it 
entirely in his hands. The world and Being 
do not heed the commands of the technolo-
gist or the technocrat, and they do not exist 
to do his bidding. They resist his sense of 
time, just as they resist a broad interpreta-
tion of their sense of time. And just as they 
have their own secrets and their own mys-
tery, which is constantly catching modern 
enlightenment rationality off guard, they 
also take their own, meandering course. If 
we give in to the desire to eradicate this 
unfathomable meandering by erecting some 
monstrous dam, we risk a great deal, from 
the loss of groundwater to catastrophic 
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changes in the biosphere. 
If I consider my own political impa-

tience, I realize with new urgency that a 
politician of the present and the future—
allow me to use the expression “postmodern 
politician”—must learn, in the deepest and 
best sense of the word, the importance of 
waiting. I don’t mean waiting for Godot; his 
waiting must be the expression of respect for 
the inner dynamics and tempo of Being, for 
the nature of things, for their integrity and 
their independent dynamics, which resist 
coercive manipulation. He must have the 
will to open events to the possibility of 
manifesting themselves as they really are, 
in their essence. His actions cannot derive 
from impersonal analysis; they must come 
out of a personal point of view, which can-
not be based on a sense of superiority but 
must spring from humility. The world can-
not be brought under total control because 
it is not a machine. Nor can it be rebuilt 
from the ground up merely on the basis of 
a technological idea. Utopians who believe 
this sow even greater suffering than what 
they seek to alleviate. If reason is disen-
gaged from the unique human spirit and 
becomes the main guide to political action, 
it can only lead to the use of force, to vio-
lence. The world will resist an order forced 
upon it by a brain that has forgotten that 
it is itself merely a modest aspect of the 
world’s infinitely rich morphology. And the 
more systematically and impatiently the 
world is crammed into rational categories, 
the more explosions of irrationality there 
will be to astonish us. 

Yes, even I—the sarcastic critic of all 
those who vainly attempt to explain the 
world—had to remind myself that the world 
cannot just be explained, it must be grasped 

and understood as well. It is not enough to 
impose one’s own words on it; one must also 
listen to the polyphony of often contradic-
tory messages the world sends out and try to 
penetrate their meaning. It is not enough to 
describe, in scientific terms, the mechan-
ics of things and events; their spirit must 
be personally perceived and experienced. 
We cannot merely follow the timetable we 
have set for our influence on the world; we 
must also honor and respect the infinitely 
more complex timetable the world has set 
for itself. That timetable is the sum of the 
thousands of independent timetables of an 
infinite number of natural, historical, and 
human actions. 

You cannot wait for Godot. 
Godot will not come, because he does 

not exist. 
In fact, you can’t even fabricate Godot. 

A typical example of a fabricated Godot-
that is, a Godot that actually shows up and 
is therefore a false Godot—is communism. 
It was supposed to save us, but it ended up 
only destroying us. 

There was, in fact, something commu-
nistic in my impatience to renew democ-
racy. Or, in more general terms, something 
of a rationally enlightened nature. I wanted 
to nudge history forward in the way a child 
would when wishing to make a flower grow 
more quickly: by tugging at it. 

I think the art of waiting is something 
that has to be learned. We must patiently 
plant the seeds and water the ground well, 
and give the plants exactly the amount of 
time they need to mature. 

Just as we cannot fool a plant, we can-
not fool history. But we must water history 
as well, patiently and every day. We must 
water it not just with understanding, not 
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in the miracle of Being. 

Vaclav Havel (1936 - 2011) was a Czech poet, 
playwright, dissident, politician.  In 1993 he 
became the first democratically elected presi-
dent of the Czech Republic, a position he held 
for a decade.  

From The Art of the Impossible: Politics as Morality 
in Practice. Copyright © 1997 by ???? ????. 
Reprinted by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, a 
division of Random House, Inc.  
www.randomhouse.com

just with humility, but with love. 
If politicians and citizens learn to wait in 

the best sense of the word—that is, as a way 
of respecting the inner order of things we 
are never allowed to see into fully—if they 
understand that everything in the world has 
its own time and that, in addition to what 
they desire from the world and history, what 
the world and history themselves aspire to 
is also important, then humanity will not 
necessarily turn out as badly as it sometimes 
seems it might. 

I come from a country that is full of 
impatient people. Perhaps they are impa-
tient because they have waited for Godot 
for so long that they think Godot has 
finally come. This is an error as profound as 
the one on which their waiting was based. 
Godot did not come. And that is just as 
well, because any Godot that did come 
would be merely the imaginary Godot, 
the communist Godot. What came to frui-
tion had to come to fruition. Perhaps it 
would have come to fruition sooner had we 
watered it better. But now we have a single 
task. We have to take this harvest, extract 
from it the seeds, sow them again, and 
patiently water them. 

If we are certain that the planting was 
good and that we are watering regularly, we 
have no reason to be impatient. It is enough 
to realize that our waiting has a meaning. 

Waiting that has meaning because it 
grows out of hope and not hopelessness, 
from faith and not despair, from humility 
toward the time of the world and not out of 
fear of its sublime tranquillity, is accompa-
nied not by boredom but by suspense. This 
kind of waiting is more than just waiting. 

It is life. Life as the joyous involvement 
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poem or the painting or the piece of music) 
for however long it takes. This is one thing 
with books or music, both of which can be 
enjoyed in solitude. It is something else 
entirely with a piece of visual art. Most are 
on display in public galleries and museums, 
and always there are the crowds with their 
whispering head-sets, let alone the voices 
of the guides, the printed commentary, the 
racket of the gift store and the cafe. It is not 
easy in such circumstances simply to allow 
oneself to wait. 

In 1902, when the poet Rilke was not 
yet thirty, he visited Paris for the first 
time. For years, he had looked at paint-
ings as so many writers look, concentrating 
on their lyrical or narrative qualities. But 
at the artists’ colony in Worpswede, he’d 
met the painter Paula Modersohn-Becker, 
as well as the sculptor Clara Westoff, who 
later became his wife, and the two women 
had taught him to see in a new way. From 
them he learned what he called “this daily 
attentiveness ... this thousand-fold looking 
... this being-only-eye.’ Because of them, 
he also encountered the work of Rodin 
and Cezanne, which was, quite literally, to 
change his life. 

Clara Westoffhad been a student of 
Rodin in 1900, and Paula too was well 
acquainted with his work. When Rilke 
arrived at Rodin’s house, the rapport was 
immediate. “He was kind and gentle:’ Rilke 
reported back to his wife. ‘’And it seemed 
to me that I had always known him:’ At 

Scientists testify that anxiety and fear 
(both highly primitive emotions) 
actually help improve one’s visual 

focus—a fact that would have served our 
long-ago survival. Given the weight of our 
contemporary neuroses, this can be turned 
to our advantage even now. Certainly 
Milner’s encounter with Cezanne came to 
seem like a parable to me. It taught me to 
be patient, not to try too hard, taught me, 
above all, the power of the pause, of recep-
tivity. Suspending one’s judgment, that was 
the key, learning (that tender phrase, so 
frequently abused) “to take one’s own sweet 
time:’ 

Bernard Berenson once said that he had 
never really enjoyed any work of art, wheth-
er verbal, visual or musical, without sinking 
his identity into it and somehow “becoming 
it:’ Gazing at the leafy scrolls on the door-
jambs of a church outside Spoleto, he felt as 
if every stem, tendril, and curl of foliage had 
become alive, and he himself had finally 
emerged into the light after a long groping 
in the darkness. He felt “as one illumined:’ 
transported into a world in which every 
edge and outline was now in sensuous rela-
tionship to himself, “and not, as hitherto, in 
a merely cognitive one:’ 

Such revelations do not happen casually. 
As Milner. knew, to see like this takes time. 
One has to know how to stop: to let go of 
one’s usual worries and preoccupations and 
simply be there for the leafy foliage (or the 

World Enough & Time
On Creativity and Slowing Down

by Christian McEwen
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times, the two men would sit together in 
the garden, musing, dreaming, neither of 
them saying a word. After a couple of hours, 
Rodin would get up and rub his hands. “We 
have done a lot of work this morning!” he 
would say. 

The remark was not intended to be 
ironic; on the contrary. Work, for Rodin, 
could take many forms. He could withdraw 
into himself, said Rilke, becoming “blunt 
and hard towards the unimportant:’ But he 
could also be wholly open and receptive. 

[W]hat he gazes at and surrounds with gaz-
ing is always the only thing, the world in  
which everything happens; when he fash-
ions a hand, it is alone in space, and there 
is nothing besides a hand. 

Rodin’s work, the clarity and concentration 
of his gaze, were for Rilke tremendously 
inspiring. It was because of Rodin that 
he wrote “The Panther:’ the first of the 
so-called “thing-poems” (Ding-Gedichte), 
poems about people and animals and works 
of art, where the emphasis is less on feeling 
than on observation, less on the observer 
than the thing observed. Through Rodin’s 
example, he came to feel that he too had 
“patience for centuries:’ and could live as 
though his time were “very large.”

In the years that followed, Rilke wrote 
two essays on Rodin, and made him the 
subject of several lecture tours. He never 
met Cezanne, who died in 1906, but he 
was equally inspired by his work, which he 
first saw at a memorial exhibition held at 
the Salon d’Automne in Paris. Writing to 
Clara back in Worpswede, Rilke was brim-
ful of admiration at what the artist had 
accomplished. He described how Cezanne 

had used his old drawings as models, piecing 
together the subjects of his paintings from 
whatever he could find: apples and wine 
bottles and some borrowed bed covers. 

And (like van Gogh) [he] makes his 
“saints” out of such things; and forces 
them-forces them-to be beautiful, to 
stand for the whole world and all 
joy and all glory, and doesn’t know 
whether he has persuaded them to do 
it for him. And sits in the garden like 
an old dog, the dog of this work that 
is calling him again and that beats 
him and lets him go hungry. 

Rilke returned again and again to the exhib-
it, pausing for as much as two hours in front 
ofa few pictures. Like Marion Milner, he 
hadn’t known how to look at them at first. 
He felt puzzled and insecure. And then, 
“suddenly one has the right eyes:’ Standing 
on the threshold between the two rooms 
full of pictures, he felt the power of their 
combined presence. “The good conscience 
of these reds, these blues, their simple truth-
fulness, it educates you:’ he wrote. It was “as 
if these colors could heal one of indecision 
once and for alI:’   

Rilke was not the only one to be inspired 
in this way. Matisse bought Cezanne’s Three 
Bathers (now in the Petit Palais, Paris) 
when he himself had almost no money. The 
picture shows two chunky nudes reclining 
on the grass by an idyllic pond, while a third 
woman stands upright, next to a swaying 
birch tree. The painting helped Matisse and 
gave him confidence. “It sustained me mor-
ally in the critical moments of my venture 
as an artist;’ he wrote years later. “I have 
drawn from it my faith and perseverance.”
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One might imagine that such earnest 
concentrated looking had fallen out of fash-
ion. But not at all. When writer Lawrence 
Wechsler was covering the Yugoslav war-
crimes tribunal at The Hague, he returned 
over and over to the nearby Mauritshuis, to 
commune with the three Vermeers that were 
on display: Diana and Her Companions, the 
Girl with a Pearl Earring, and the View of 
Delft. Jangled as he was from the long days 
of painful testimony, he marveled at the 
“centered serenity” he felt in their presence, 
as if it were something that the paintings 

themselves had the power to bestow. 
Festina lente, says the Latin tag. “Make 

haste slowly.” Or in relationship to looking: 
look again.

Christian McEwen is an author and poet.

From World Enough & Time: On Creativity and 
Slowing Down. Copyright © 2011 by Christian 
McEwen. Reprinted by permission of Bauhan 
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Dealing With the Anger Caused by Racism
by Robin Hart

I need to find a way to deal with my 
anger at racism before it overwhelms me. I 
behave in a civilized manner. I don’t scream 
at or beat or kill anyone, but anger festers 
within me, keeping me from being aware of 
my own potential. 

Buddhism provides concrete methods to 
deal with anger, but it’s difficult to practice 
the precepts while under constant attack. I 
think of the Zen Buddhist story about the 
traveling monks who were suddenly con-
fronted by assailants. One monk chose to 
sit and meditate while the others ran off. 
His screams as he was murdered were heard 
a great distance away This is my dilemma, 
too. In moments of crisis, how is Buddhism 
practiced? 

I am an African American female, raised 
in a two-parent home by college-educated 
parents. I was always taught that educa-
tion was primary and that my potential was 
unlimited if I achieved academic success. I 
went to the best schools, graduating from 
Mills College and Georgetown University 
Law Center. I worked as a congressio-
nal aide in Washington, D.C., and as an 
attorney at a San Francisco law firm. I am 
presently a student at the Pacific School of 
Religion, one of the top-rated theological 
schools in the nation. 

I would say that at each successive level 
of my advancement, the racism I experi-
enced became more intense. It started in 

high school when I left my all-black junior 
high school and went into a mainly white 
environment. It got worse at Mills College. 
Subsequently, I was shocked to find rac-
ism among the progressive whites in my 
radical African American congressman’s 
office. Yet, all of my previous 38 experi-
ence did not compare with the degradation 
I went tltrough every single day at my law 
firm. I was the only African American out 
of approximately two hundred attorneys. 
Despite the fact that I made an extra effort 
to dress in a professional manner, always 
wearing quality suits, silk blouses, and gold 
jewelry, I was constantly mistaken for a 
secretary and treated rudely and with little 
respect. When I walked into a partner’s 
office I was often asked with a scowl, “What 
do you want?” When I identified myself and 
tlte legal rationale for entering the office, 
an apology soon followed. 

I recognize that general statements don’t 
apply to every white person. However, I 
make such assertions consciously to enable 
the white reader to feel what black people 
always feel. We are judged as a whole by the 
actions of the worst of us, while the best of 
us are seen as exceptions. After I left the law 
firm, I took time to heal myself I exercised 
and meditated, read enjoyable books, and 
spent time with roy family and friends. In 
the fall of last year, I entered theology school 
in good spirits. I was friendly, positive, and 
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eager to start anew jn what I thought would 
be an environment of spiritually minded 
people living in harmony with themselves, 
others, and the universe. But even here, 
racist comments were common from people 
who consider themselves to be nonracist. 
For example, a white woplan in class talked 
about her relationship with a black man and 
called him all kinds of names. After class, 
she came to me and wanted to know if I 
had any problem with what she had said. I 
felt that she should have gone to the white 
people in the class and asked them if tpey 
had any problems. What I actually said to 
her was that she might look inside of herself 
to find the answer to her question. She got 
very upset and never spoke to me again. 
When white people believe themselves to 
be free of racism, it becomes impossible 

even to dialogue with them about racism 
because of their denial. Just to hint at the 
existence of racism brings anger down on 
the head of t;:he one making the assertion. 

As a result, during my second semester, 
I became incre asingly withdrawn. I grew 
tired of explaining, educating, compro mis-
ing, accommodating, being silent in the 
face of ignorance, smjling in public, and 
crying in private. There grew within me 
a feeling of hopelessness. Thus far, I have 
been around many different types of white 
people-those who think. of themselves as 
progressive, conservative, corporate, and, 
now, spiritual. This broad exposure has 
caused me to finally acknowledge that rac-
ism is so prominent, even among those 
who mean to act otherwise, that I cannot 
imagine its demise. For me, this means that, 
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directly at me and walks past without speak-
ing. At the library, I am happy to find the 
book that is perfect for my research. In the 
afternoon, I simmer with anger because I 
walk into a store and am stopped for setting 
off the alarm while the two white people 
simultaneously going out of the store are 
ignored. This is the Wheel upon which we 
go around and around every minute, every 
hour, every day; year after year. 

The cause of our suffering is desire. We 
strive for what we think. will make us happy 
or rich or free. Many African Americans 
believe that achieving a certain economic 
status will make us immune to racism. We 
work hard to assimilate into the dominant 
culture. Wanting to feel equal, we buy 
beautiful clothes, cars, and houses. We 
travel and interact with various people and 
cultures, always seeking to go beyond the 
limitations imposed by a society that refuses 
to acknowledge our worth and ignores our 
achievements. When, after all of this, we 
still do not receive the respect we deserve, 
we become angry, and this anger is only 
another aspect of desire. But for the thirst 
to be equal, to be free, to be respected, there 
would be no anger. 

Yet how can I not desire decent housing, 
quality education, and the right to make a 
living based upon my skill and potential? 
How can I not be angry at a system of jus-
tice that puts my brothers in prison for life 
for selling a packet of crack, but ignores 
white corporate thieves, or releases incar-
cerated white child molesters again and 
again until they finally commit one murder 
too many? Every single day I am treated as 
though I have no intelligence, no feelings, 
as though my checks are automatically sus-
pect, as though I am a thief, as though I am 

despite my parents’ best hopes and dreams 
for their educated daughter, I will never 
achieve the equality expected by all resi-
dents of the United States. That potential 
will always be threatened by people who 
view me first and foremost as someone who 
is less than, a liability, a threat, and some-
body to hate and despise. The beautiful gift 
of my Mrican American heritage is not a 
means to success in this society.

Yet, I know within the depths of my 
consciousness that I am limitless in my 
ability to create all that I need and desire. 
I know that I could not survive, and my 
people could not have survived the horrors 
inflicted upon us, but for some invincible 
power within each and every one of us that 
enables us to persevere. But I have allowed 
myself to believe that all of my power ema-
nates from without. That is the source of my 
anger: they won’t give me; they won’t let 
me; they deny me opportunities; they are in 
control; I control nothing. 

Buddhism teaches that anger is one 
of the Three Fires, also called the Three 
Poisons (desire, anger or aversion, and delu-
sion). As long as I feel anger, I cannot expe-
rience anatta, or no-self. It’s not possible 
for me to immediately eradicate my anger, 
but I can work to loosen its hold on me. 
It’s important for me to realize that I do not 
have anger, anger has me, if it is affecting 
my life in such a way that I cannot think. 
clearly and my aspirations are diminished. 

Buddhism teaches that life is marked by 
impermanence. We go from state to state 
throughout the day and throughout our 
lives. I wake up in the morning refreshed 
from a good night’s sleep. On the way to 
class I become annoyed because I smile and 
say “good morning!” to someone who looks 
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a nonentity, as though my opinions have 
no worth, as though I am not competent—I 
could fill this page, but I will stop. And I 
am an educated, trained attorney with over 
a decade’s experience in the political arena 
of Washington, D.C. What must an unedu-
cated or underemployed young black man 
experience? What must he feel? 

Is it enough to tell us to meditate, 
to focus on our breath? It’s one thing to 
meditate in a peaceful retreat or monastery 
somewhere, preaching love and compas-
sion. It’s quite another matter to talk the 
Buddhist talk while getting beaten over 
the head. Where can black people go to get 
away from the madness that engulfs us? 

On an intellectual level, I tell myself 
that white people are suffering. If people are 
truly at peace, they do not have the incli-
nation to cause pain to others. I know that 
some people are responding to their own 
insecurities when they put me down; they 
must assert a false superiority over me. At 
times, I can have the compassion that is the 
ideal of Buddhist practice, but never-ending 
rain will wear down even a stone. 

I am tired of being angry I am tired of 
hatred and bitterness. I am tired of living in 
pain. White people are on the Wheel, too. 
We are all propelling it. It doesn’t matter 
why we are on it. We are on it, going around 
and around to nowhere. 

Buddhism teaches that one should nei-
ther give in to anger nor deny it. Buddhist 
practice is to be aware of the anger itself 
This is a very difficult concept. Most African 
Americans feel at ease when they are not in 
a racist environment, but even if racism did 
not exist, anger would still exist. And learn-
ing to work with our anger is constructive. 

Viewing racism from this perspective 

allows African Americans to experience 
our struggles as mental and spiritual con-
ditioning similar to the constructive pain 
that an Olympic athlete goes through to 
develop the kind of muscular, strong, effi-
cient body capable of bringing home the 
gold. It is with the strength developed by 
practicing in adverse conditions and with 
scarce resources that black athletes are able 
to excel in sports. 

In Peace Is Every Step, Thich Nhat Hanh 
writes, 

When we are angry, we are not 
usually inclined to return to our-
selves. We want to think about the 
person who is making us angry, to 
think about his hateful aspects-his 
rudeness, dishonesty, cruelty, mali-
ciousness, and so on. The more we 
think about him, listen to him, or 
look at him, the more our anger 
flares. His dishonesty and hatefulness 
may be real, imaginary, or exagger-
ated, but, in fact, the root of the 
problem is the anger itsel£ and we 
have to come back and look first of 
all inside ourselves. It is best if we 
do not listen to or look at the person 
whom we consider to be the cause of 
our anger. Like a fireman, we have to 
pour water on the blaze first and not 
waste time looking for the one who 
set the house on fire. 

We must transform the energy of anger 
into an energy of empowerment and love. 
Insight meditation is practiced to develop 
the ability to see without reacting to the 
whole process of our life experience. When 
one is able to see with balanced, clear 
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observation, one develops insight and wis-
dom and is able to see things as they really 
are. Maybe we see that the people persecut-
ing us have serious emotional problems or 
that their status in life is not as secure as 
we first thought. From a victim’s viewpoint, 
sometimes we get so used to living in a cage 
that when the cage is removed we are still 
bound by the bars of our minds. Insight 
meditation helps us to see this. 

For a long while I felt that I was not 
getting anything from meditation. Nothing 
was changing in my life. My mind was con-
stantly wandering; I could rarely focus it on 
one object. One day while walking around 

Lake Merritt in Oakland, I noticed that I 
kept clenching my hand. Repeatedly, a fist 
would form unconsciously I believe that I 
became aware of this movement because, 
through meditation, I had continuously 
focused on being aware of my body and, 
finally; the training took effect in this one 
small instance. 

It took many months just to form this 
one awareness. This is why mindfulness is 
to be cultivated. There is no quick result. 
The harvest does not occur immediately 
after the seeds are planted. I now watch for 
the emergence of that tension and patiently 
track its origin. An alternative to vipassana 
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[insight into the true nature of things] is to 
continue to be angry, anxious, and tense. 
I want to move away from these states of 
mind; thus, I am willing to pursue the path 
of insight meditation. 

Mindfulness involves looking at life the 
way a scientist observes a specimen. When 
being mindful of the breath, one need not 
say; “I am breathing hard. I must relax.” 
One merely observes the breath without 
making any judgment, just taking an inter-
est in how it works. Learning to observe the 
breath in this way will enable a person, one 
day; to be similarly mindful about the peo-
ple, circumstances, and conditions which 
seem to cause anger. 

In examining anger, one must try to 
see clearly how it arises and what causes it. 
Watch to see how and when it disappears. 
Try not to have any subjective reaction. 
This is a discipline, just like lifting weights. 
At first, one can only lift two pounds. Later, 
one may be able to lift fifty I practice this 
new discipline in minor, day-to-day situa-
tions. I don’t yet have the ability to observe 
my anger when the racism is acutely painful, 
but this is all right; the seeds are planted.

In a process I call “tracing back,” I 
notice my anger in a particular situation 
and keep asking myself “Why did that 
upset you?” I answer mysel£ “Because she 
thinks I took the book.” “Did you take the 
book?” “No.” “Then why are you upset? Do 
you think she thinks you took it because 
you’re black?” “Probably” ‘’Are you sure 
that’s the reason?” “No.” “Even if it is, is 
that your problem or hers? How does her 
thought affect your life at this moment?” 
My self-conversation usually results in my 
feeling that the issue is not worth my time, 
and my anger subsides. For instance, I pon-
der whether it is more productive to take 
a few minutes to respond calmly to a false 
accusation than it is to enter into a major 



38



39

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

Transmission of the Light
Case 6

Dhrtaka

The fifth ancestor Dhrtaka said, “ ‘Because one who makes his own departure 
is a selfless self and possesses nothing and because the original mind neither 
arises nor ceases, this is the eternal Way. All buddhas are also eternal. The 
mind has no form and its essence is the same.” 
Upagupta, his teacher, said, “You must become thoroughly intimate with this 
and realize it with your own mind.”
Dhrtaka was greatly awakened.’ ” 

Keizan’s poem: 

By acquiring the marrow, you will know the clarity of what you found. 
Lundbien? [:58] still possesses subtleties he does not pass on. 

photo: Rob Wyatt
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The fifth ancestor Dirtaka said, “ ‘Because 
one who makes his own departure is a self-
less self and possesses nothing and because 
the original mind neither arises nor ceases, 
this is the eternal way. All buddhas are 
also eternal. The mind has no form and its 
essence is the same.’ Hupagupta, his teach-
er, said, ‘You must become thoroughly inti-
mate with this and realize it with your own 
mind. The master was greatly awakened.’ ” 

Kazan’s poem: 
By acquiring the marrow, you will know the 
clarity of what you found. 
Lundbien? [:58] still possesses subtleties he 
does not pass on. 

You, Dirtaka; you, each one of us in this 
room, must become thoroughly intimate 
with this reality of the eternal way. The 
eternal way that is all buddhas, is the mind 
of no form, the essense of which is the same. 
You individually need to realize the whole-
ness, the universe, the collective expression 
of who you are. 

[2:01 edit] Chozen Roshi reflects on the 
teaching on patience that she received from 
Maezumi in response to her very achieve-
ment oriented spirit. Her personality was 
very much framed by the Western and 
the human tendency toward progress and 
evolution, reaching and gaining ground, be 
it the ground of her physicianhood or the 
ground of her dharma understanding and 
realization. Maezumi told her with slowness 
and deliberateness, “Patience, Chosen. Be 
patient.” 

How important it is us to understand that as 
we exert tremendous effort and singularity 

of mind. We find ourselves where Dirtaka 
is in this koan. We understand something 
thoroughly (or perhaps on the surface) 
and hold that understanding within our 
individual mind. We are turning toward it  
whole heartedly, completely embracing the 
exhortation that this needs to be thorough-
ly and intimately realized by each one of us. 
An appreciation of the role of patience in 
all of this will help us find ourselves in the 
midst of something as powerful as sesshin 
and recognize the tension, the power, that 
is available to us when we see, on the one 
hand, that this is very much an individual 
endeavor and, on the other, that this is also 
the process of all of us emerging into clarity. 

In the end, to speak of a single being coming 
into realization transgresses the very heart 
of this practice. In that light, we can hear 
Buddha’s statement immediately following 
enlightenment as almost a disclaimer: It 
is I, all sentient beings on this great earth, 
the totality of this universe that realize 
enlightenment in that particular moment of 
time 2,500 years ago. This demands that we 
consider the possibility that any particular 
moment of practice by any particular indi-
vidual throughout the history of humanity 
is an expression of exactly the same thing. 
I, all sentient beings, and this great earth 
are practicing this breath. It can’t be other-
wise. That is a direct pointing toward what 
Dirtaka has to realize for himself. 

These words that I’m sharing with you 
can be seen as an act of aggression, of my 
individuality being supplemented on yours. 
A presentation of my view that instanta-
neously encapsulates, solidifies, ossifies real-
ity in a way that may be subtle but needs to 
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co-arising of reality (the co-creation of this 
situation, this word, this moment in time by 
all of us) may be here on this earth as a sin-
gle entity and organism but may be, on the 
universal scale, a moment that manifests 
as the totality of everything that impinges 
upon it. That quality of cooperation is hap-
pening on individual, familial, clan, nation-
al, and organizational levels. It is important 
for us to reflect on that. Thích Nhất Hấnh 

says that any particular moment is both an 
individual and collective expression of the 
mind, whether conscious or unconscious, 
but it is also true that none of it is actually 
what the nature of reality is. But how we see 
it, frame it, approach it in terms of actually 
entering this practice and awakening to its 
reality does make a difference. 

This seems like a heroic path for an individ-
ual, but it may be a male-dominated vision 
of singular individuality. An appreciation of 
the co-creative nature of our being is some-
thing foreign or more difficult to appreciate 
for a man.  It might also explain why the 
image of Buddha as an individual person 
who marks the beginning of this tradition 
(as if this really was an individual process) 
might have needed to be balanced by the 
appearance of the Bodhisatva, which shifted 
awareness to this being a collective process. 
The idea of somebody getting ahead of 
somebody else is crazy. 

That may be why Thích Nhất Hấnh says that 

be acknowledged. Simply by bringing these 
words forth, there’s a possibility of them 
becoming dogmatic. In this way, dogma is 
always aggressive. In a more subtle way, 
these words can be seen as aggressive in the 
sense that they are gouging healthy flesh of 
this reality. 

But these words can also be seen as a co-
creative act. To say that I am saying them 

to you, that I individually am imposing 
my view or will on you, would not be true 
because, in fact, they’re emerging as a 
sum total of what you and me here at this 
particular moment. You could say instead 
that this string of images and narrative is 
nothing but the emergence of our mind 
collectively. In understanding that, we can 
understand why the Buddhist teachings 
emphasize the importance of setting, the 
dharma context within which any teaching 
emerges. Why it is important to understand 
the time, the place, the audience, and the 
speaker because all are the ingredients that 
create what is offered. 

There’s much in current biological evolu-
tionary views that speak to this vision of the 
cooperative dimension of our being. [edit 
9:28 on Conrad Lawrence] There is a bio-
logical quality that seems to be an aspect of 
life on this earth, that somehow life contin-
ues at the expense of life. That is a way that 
we can see reality. However, in Buddhist 
terms, cooperation or the interdependent 

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





the Buddha of the future is the sangha. The 
idea of an individual accomplishing himself 
needs to disappear or be attenuated in our 
understanding of how we approach this. We 
may need to simultaneously consider your 
presence here as a wave as well as the ocean 
containing all of the waves. Your practice 
may need to be seen as simultaneously a 
single snowflake as well as a snowstorm that 
is swallowing this earth. Your sitting in the 
zendo during this sesshin is an individual 
effort as well as an effort of the collective 
body of all of us. What does awareness of 
both of these realities—the individual and 
the collective—allow you to do in relation-
ship to your zazen and to every gesture you 
are asked to make? 

“Patience, Chozen, patience.” What does 
it mean to rest in the moment of breath 
before an action or word comes out? What 
becomes available in the spirit of appreciat-
ing the co-creative act that somehow places 
you on the sharpest edge and simultaneously 
releases you to be held by this whole world? 
[edit 15:15]

As part of the Climate March this past 
Sunday, participants all over the world 
were invited to be silent for two minutes 
beginning at 12:58 pm.  We did that here 
and were amazed by what happened. We 
stopped in the middle of the bustle and 
felt connected to every being on this earth. 
Standing on the steps of the dining hall, 
I was every being standing and supported 
on the same earth. The beauty of gravity is 
that our feet were all pointing to the same 
place—earth’s center.  

What is that selfless self that possesses noth-
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ing, that original mind that neither arises 
nor ceases? Very simply, we can think of 
aggression as being the chief culprit of our 
spiritual quest. Anger, hatred, discrimina-
tion, desire—they’re subtle but they’re all 
in there. Perhaps we can see every thought 
that emerges from your mind as an act of 
aggression, a deliberate (or unconscious) 
textual distortion of reality that fits the 
needs of your “self” and maintains it and its 
solutions in this world. 

On a biological level, there are realities 
built into your body that direct white blood 
cells to devour anything foreign very effec-
tively. That kind of aggression is protective 
but aggression reaches beyond that—it’s 
needed to sustain life. Whether you’re a 
carnivore or something else, this life con-
tinues at the expense of other life. Hence 
our chant in Oryoki, recognizing that the 
expression of the unit of your life is an 
expression of all life. When you superim-
pose our ignorance and our investment in 
a sense of self, we become a powerful (and 
pretty wacky) biological species. 

It is in aggressing that we perpetuate the 
ignorance, the delusion, the pain, and the 
suffering of this world. And it is patience 
that provides freedom from aggression. In 
the chapter on patience from Match of the 
Shanti Deva Works? [19:42], he explains 
that patience is both the antidote to some-
one’s aggression to you and to your own 
aggression to yourself. 

Can we evolve? Can we mature? Can we 
advance in any way, including our spiritual-
ity, without being aggressive? What is the 
act of the selfless self? Or is advancement 

inherently at the expense of something 
else? Obviously, it can’t be like that if we’re 
speaking of selflessness.

A slightly humorous image of the impo-
tence of aggression when it reaches its end 
point: When we used to visit my in-laws in 
Florida, I sometimes went to a farm stand 
that gave out free food and wine samples at 
lunch time, and it became absolutely dan-
gerous then! The stand  was a big hanger 
with irregular aisles absolutely packed with 
octogenarians in wheelchairs and walkers.  
In the very center, the owners were giv-
ing out free, fresh pineapple samples and 
creating a frenzy similar to Jesus healing 
the infirm. Hundreds of people with their 
oxygen tanks and little carts converged on 
that spot and merged into a  pulsating mass 
of mild, impotent aggression at a standstill. 
At those moments, the stand owners go 
on alert and pull people away from each 
other until there’s a degree of freedom and 
movement and things can progress. This is 
where we’re heading for in our dilemma,  in 
Ditaka’s dilemma. 

How do you shift from an understanding 
of the enlightened mind to its actualiza-
tion? How do you advance the process from 
understanding to contemplation to medi-
tation to embodiment to actualization? It 
involves an apparent inversion, a reaching 
outward to something that becomes more 
and more intimate to us but also turns 
inside out and becomes an expression of 
the whole world.  Frequently,  we begin the 
path with a sense of deep commitment to 
ourselves, to our individual improvement, 
to getting ahead. Then, ever so gently, the 
path shifts towards contemplation, a very 
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personal process of thinking, that in turn 
moves us beyond thinking to a place of inti-
macy that actually becomes an expression 
of our whole body and mind. Actualizing in 
this way makes it impossible to say what or 
who is the limit of practice. Any genuine 
expression of this journey is an expres-
sion of the selfless self. According to the 
Bodhisattva vows, this is an expression of 
the Paramitras. 

So what is the reality that advances and 
demands that we become thoroughly inti-
mate? Or is the wording of such a question 
already problematic? Is it really the world 

that advances? In the Jinja Koan, Dogen 
deliberately states that the self advances 
and realizes the universe is the essence of 
delusion. [? 27:05] That is aggression. To 
study like that is an aggressive expression 
of yourself. He balances that by saying that 
the dharma advances by realizing the self as 
enlightenment. [?27:19] What is the nature 
of a dharma advancing? Is reality aggressive 
towards you? The word “Dirtaka” means 
intimate with the limit of reality. That’s a 
challenging name to work with. What is 
the limit of reality? Is intimacy the limit of 
reality? Is ceasing to advance the limit of 
reality? 

  Mario Mancuso
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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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Because the fire that burns the wood 
of all phenomena produces light, 
The third ground has been called 

the Luminous. Here, the offspring of the 
Conqueror behold A copper-colored glow as 
of the rising sun. 

Their foes may torture them, though 
they be innocent, Dismembering their bod-
ies piece by piece, And cut their flesh and 
bones in lingering pain—But this serves 
only to confirm their patience for their 
butchers. 

For Bodhisattvas, those who see the 
absence of the self, Agent, object, time, and 
manner of the wounds—All things are like 
the image in a glass. By understanding thus, 
all torments are endured. 

If you respond in anger when another 
harms you, Does your wrath remove the 
harm inflicted? Resentment surely serves no 
purpose in this life And brings adversity in 
lives to come. 

For it is taught that harms endured 
Exhaust the fruits of wrongs committed in 
the past. But damage done to others is itself 
a source of pain, For thus you plant the 
seeds of future woe. 

Indeed all anger felt toward a Bodhisattva 
Destroys within an instant merits that arise  
Through discipline and giving of a hundred 
kalpas. No other evil is there similar to 
wrath. 

For wrath disfigures face and form and 
leads to evil states; It robs the mind of 
judgment to distinguish good from ill. 
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For wrath disfigures face and form and 
leads to evil states; It robs the mind of 
judgment to distinguish good from ill. 
Intolerance is swift to drive you to the lower 
realms. But patience, anger’s foil, is source 
of every good. 

Patience makes you beautiful and dear 
to holy beings. Through patience you are 
skilled in knowing right from wrong. In 
Intolerance is swift to drive you to the lower 
realms. But patience, anger’s foil, is source 
of every good. 

Patience makes you beautiful and dear 
to holy beings. Through patience you 
are skilled in knowing right from wrong. 
Inafterlives you will be born as human or 
divine, And negativity will have no hold 
on you. 

Common folk and Bodhisattvas both, 
Who understand the good of patience and 
the ill of wrath, Abandon anger swiftly and 
forever, Adopting patience praised by noble 
ones. 

But patience, even pledged to per-
fect buddhahood, If practiced with the 
three concerns, is bound within the world. 
Yet practiced without reference, this the 
Buddha said, It leads beyond the world, 
transcendent, perfect. 

The Bodhisattvas on this ground enjoy 
clairvoyance and samadhi. Desire and anger 
here are wholly rooted out. They are at all 
times able to subdue The cravings of this 
kingdom of desire. 

These first three virtues, giving and the 
rest, The Buddha praised, in general, for the 
householders. Through these is gathered 
what is known as merit, The source of the 
enlightened rupakaya. 

 

Intolerance is swift to drive you to the lower 
realms. But patience, anger’s foil, is source 
of every good. 

Patience makes you beautiful and dear 
to holy beings. Through patience you 
are skilled in knowing right from wrong. 
Inafterlives you will be born as human or 
divine, And negativity will have no hold 
on you. 

Common folk and Bodhisattvas both, 
Who understand the good of patience and 
the ill of wrath, Abandon anger swiftly and 
forever, Adopting patience praised by noble 
ones. 

But patience, even pledged to per-
fect buddhahood, If practiced with the 
three concerns, is bound within the world. 
Yet practiced without reference, this the 
Buddha said, It leads beyond the world, 
transcendent, perfect. 

The Bodhisattvas on this ground enjoy 
clairvoyance and samadhi. Desire and anger 
here are wholly rooted out. They are at all 
times able to subdue The cravings of this 
kingdom of desire. 

These first three virtues, giving and the 
rest, The Buddha praised, in general, for the 
householders. Through these is gathered 
what is known as merit, The source of the 
enlightened rupakaya. 

Luminous and shining like the sun, Such 
Bodhisattvas utterly remove all darkness 
from themselves. Their wish is then to 
scatter others’ gloom. Upon this ground, 
they know no anger, though their minds are 
keenly sharp. 

  Chandrakirti (600-650) was a scholar at the 
acclaimed Nalanda Buddhist monastary in ancient 
Magadha, India.  A disicple and commentatator on the 
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works of Nagarjuna he is the author of Introduction to 
the Middle way, Clear Words and other key works of 
the Prasangika Madhyamika. 

From Introduction to the Middle Way. Translated 
by the Padmakara Translation Group.  Copyright 
© 2002 by the Padmakara Translation Group. 
Reprinted by permission of Shambhala 
Publications. www.shambhala.com
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Thus Old Yellow Face (Buddha) has 
said, “When the mind does not vainly grasp 
past things, does not long for things in the 
future, and does not dwell on anything in 
the present, then you realize fully that the 
three times are all empty and still.” You 
shouldn’t think about past events, whether 
good or bad; if you think, that obstructs the 
Path. You shouldn’t consider future events; 
to consider them is crazy confusion. Present 
events are right in front of you: whether 
they’re pleasant or unpleasant, don’t fix 
your mind on them. If you do fix your mind 
on them, it will disturb your heart. Just take 
everything in its time, responding accord-
ing to circumstances, and you will naturally 
accord with this principle.

To Secretary Lau
Dealing with Situations 
Swampland Flowers: The Letters and 
Lectures of Zen Master Ta Hui
Translated by Christopher Cleary

Since we parted, I don’t know whether 
or not you can avoid being carried 
away by external objects in your daily 

activities as you respond to circumstances, 
whether or not you can put aside your heap 
of legal documents as you look through 
them, whether or not you can act freely 
when you meet with people, whether or not 
you engage in vain thinking when you’re 
where it’s peaceful and quiet, whether or 
not you are thoroughly investigating This 
Matter without any distracted thoughts.

Dealing With Situations
by Zen Master Ta Hui

Translated by Christopher Cleary
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Unpleasant situations are easy to handle; 
pleasant situations are hard to handle. For 
that which goes against one’s will, it boils 
down to one word: patience. Settle down 
and reflect a moment and in a little while 
it’s gone. It’s pleasant situations that truly 
given you no way to escape: like pairing 
magnet and iron, unconsciously this and 
that come together in one place. Even 
inanimate objects are thus: how much the 
more so for those acting in ignorance, with 
their whole beings making a living within 

it! In this world, if you have no wisdom, you 
will be dragged unknowing and unawares 
by that ignorance into a net; once inside 
the net, won’t it be difficult to look for a 
way out? This is why a nearly sage said, 
“Having entered the world, leave the world 
completely,”-this is the same principle. In 
recent generations there’s been a type who 
lose track of expedient means in their prac-
tice. They always consider acting in igno-
rance to be “entering the world,” so then 
they think of a forced pushing away as the 
act of “leaving the world completely.” Are 
they not to be pitied? The only exceptions 
are those who have pledged their com-
mitment, who can see through situations 
immediately, act the master, and not be 
dragged in by others.

Hence Vimalakirti said, “For those with 
the conceit of superiority, falsely claim-
ing attainment, the Buddha just says that 

detachment from lust, hatred, and igno-
rance is liberation. For those with no con-
ceit26of superiority, the Buddha says that 
the inherent nature of lust, hatred, and 
ignorance is identical to liberation.” If you 
can avoid this fault, so that in the midst of 
situations favorable or adverse there is no 
aspect of origination or demise, only then 
can you getaway from the name “conceit of 
superiority” (applied to one who thinks he 
has attained but hasn’t). Only this way can 
you be considered to have entered the world 

and be called a man of power.
What I’ve been talking about thus far 

is all my personal life experience: even 
right now I practice just like this. I hope 
that you will take advantage of your physi-
cal strength and health and also enter this 
stable equilibrium.

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

From Luminous Emptiness: Understanding the 
Tibetan Book of the Dead. Copyright © 2001 by 
Francesca Fremantle. Reprinted by permission of 
Shambhala Publications. www.shambhala.com

Although samsara seems to be all-powerful and all-pervading, 
it is created by our own state of mind.
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good deeds , and give up former evil ones , 
solely for the sake of becoming the founda-
tion of happiness for human and heavenly 
beings . Without stagnating in good deeds 
of the present , continue practicing your 
whole lifetime. An ancient called this 
‘breaking the bottom of the lacquer pail’ . 
2 The Way of the life of the buddhas and 
patriarchs is like this . 

One day Dogen instructed, 
An ancient has said, “Associating with 

a good person is like walking through mist 
and dew; though you will not become 
drenched, gradually your robes will become 
damp.”1 This means that if you become 
familiar with a good person, you yourself, 
without being aware of it, will become 
good. 

In ancient times , a boy who attended 
Master Gutei (Judi) ,2 without notic-
ing when he had learned or when he had 
practiced, realized the Way because he 
had served as a personal attendant to the 
master who had been practicing for a long 
time. 

In the case of zazen too , if you prac-
tice it for a long time , you will suddenly 
clarify the Great Matter , and will know 
that zazen is the true gate [to the buddha-
dharma] .    

Dogen instructed, 

In a dharma talk, Dogen said, 

Even if you are speaking rationally’ and 
another person says something unreason-
able, it is wrong to defeat him by arguing 
logically. On the other hand, it is not 
good to give up hastily saying that you are 
wrong, even though you think that your 
opinion is reasonable. 

Neither defeat him, nor withdraw say-
ing you are wrong. It is best to just leave 
the matter alone and stop arguing . If you 
act as if you have not heard and forget 
about the matter , he will forget too and 
will not get angry. This is a very important 
thing to bear in mind.   

Dogen also said , 
Now if you wish to practice the Way 

of the buddhas and patriarchs, you should 
practice the Way of the previous sages as 
well as the conduct of the patriarchs with 
no (expectation of) profit; expect nothing, 
seek nothing, gain nothing. 

Although you should quit seeking and 
give up expectations of buddhahood, if 
you stop practicing and continue engaging 
in your former evil deeds, you will still be 
guilty of seeking and will fall back into the 
old nest’ . 

Without having the slightest expecta-
tion , maintain the prescribed manner of 
conduct. Think of acting to save and ben-
efit living-beings, earnestly carry out all 

Shobogenzo-Zuimonki
Sayings of Eihei Dogen Zenji, Recorded by Koun Ejo

Translated by Shohaku Okumura
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There is an old saying which goes, 
“Although the power of a wise man 
exceeds that of an ox, he does not fight 
with the ox.” Now, students, even if you 
think that your wisdom and knowledge 
is superior to others, you should not be 
fond of arguing with them. Moreover, 
you should not abuse others with violent 
words, or glare at others angrily. 

Despite having been given great wealth 
and receiving the favors of some person, 
people in this age would definitely have 

negative feelings if the donor were to dis-
play anger and slander them with harsh 
words .

Once, Zen Master Shinjo Kokubun 
(Zhenjing Kenwen) 1 told his students, 
“In former times, I practiced together with 
Seppo (Xuefeng Taoyuan) . Once Seppo 
was discussing the dharma loudly with 
another student in the monk’s dormitory. 
Eventually, they began to argue using harsh 
words, and in the end , wound up quarrel-
ing with each other. After the argument 
was over , Seppo said to me , ‘You and I 
are close friends practicing together with 
one mind. Our friendship is not shallow. 
Why didn’t you help me when I was argu-
ing with that man?’ At the time, I could 
do nothing but feel small folding my hands 
and bowing my head.

Later, Seppo became an eminent mas-
ter, and I too, am now an abbot. What 

I thought at the time was that Seppo’s 
discussion of the dharma was ultimately 
meaningless . Needless to say, quarreling 
was wrong. Since I thought it was useless 
to fight, I kept silent.” 

Students of the Way, you also should 
consider this thoroughly. As long as you 
aspire to make diligent effort in learning 
the Way, you must be begrudging with your 
time. When do you have time to argue 
with others? Ultimately , it brings about no 
benefit to you or to others. This is so even 

in the case of arguing about the dharma 
, much more about worldly affairs. Even 
though the power of a wise man is stronger 
than that of an ox, he does not fight with 
the ox. Even if you think that you under-
stand the dharma more deeply than oth-
ers, do not argue, criticize, or try to defeat 
them. If there is a sincere student who asks 
you about the dharma , you should not 
begrudge telling him about it. You should 
explain it to him . However , even in such 
a case, before responding wait until you 
have been asked three times. Neither speak 
too much nor talk about meaningless mat-
ters . After reading these words of Shinjo, 
I thought that I myself had this fault , and 
that he was admonishing me. I have sub-
sequently never argued about the dharma 
with others.    

Although samsara seems to be all-powerful and all-pervading, 
it is created by our own state of mind.
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On another occasion , Dogen said , 
The human mind definitely changes 

depending on others’ words. In the 
Daichidoron (Mahaprajnaparamita sastra) 
,1 it is written.

“For example, it is like a foolish person 
who has a precious jewel in his hands. 
Someone sees him and says, ‘Y ou are so 
vulgar; you hold things in your own hands.’ 
Hearing this he thinks , ‘This jewel is pre-
cious, yet my reputation is also important 
. I don’t want to be thought of as being 
vulgar.’ Worrying about this and being 
pulled around by (the idea of hisJ reputa-
tion, he finally follows another’s words. He 
decides to put the jewel down and has his 
servant take it. And, in the end, he loses 
the jewel. “ 

This is how the human mind works. 
There are some who do not follow advice, 
being trapped by ideas about their reputa-
tions, although they think it is undoubted-
ly good for them. Also, there are some who 
follow advice for the sake of establishing 
their own fame, even though they know it 
is obviously harmful to them. 

When you follow something good or 
bad, your mind is pulled by goodness or 
badness. Therefore, no matter how evil 
your mind may be, when you follow a good 
teacher and become intimate with good 
people, your mind will naturally become 
good. If you associate with bad people, 
even though in the beginning you may 
think they are bad, eventually you will fol-
low such people’s minds , you will get used 
to being with them , and finally become 
really bad without realizing it. 

Or, though determined in your mind 
not to give something to someone, if they 
press you too strongly , you give it to them 

unwillingly, even though you hate them 
. And , though you decided to give it to 
them , you might not if you don’t have a 
good opportunity. 

Therefore, even if you don’t have 
bodhi-mind, once having become familiar 
with good people and having met good cir-
cumstances, you should listen to and look 
at the same things again and again. Do not 
think that you don’t need to listen because 
you have heard it once before. Even if you 
have aroused bodhi-mind once, though it 
may be the same thing each time you hear 
it, your mind will become more refined and 
you will improve even more _ Moreover 
, even if you still lack bodhi-mind , and 
don’t find it interesting the first or second 
time , if you listen to a good person’s words 
again and again, just like walking through 
the mist or dew , your clothing naturally 
gets wet without noticing it; you will natu-
rally feel ashamed and true bodhi-mind 
will arise . 

For this reason , even though you have 
understood the sacred scriptures, you must 
read them again and again. You must listen 
to your teacher’s words repeatedly, even 
though you have heard them before . You 
will find more and 192 more profound 
meanings. Do not be involved in matters 
which obstruct your practice of the Way. 
Even if it is painful and difficult , you 
should become familiar with good friends 
and practice the Way with them.    

Dogen instructed , 
These days, many people who are learn-

ing the Way listen to a talk on the dharma, 
and above all want their teacher to know 
that they have a correct understanding and 
want to give good replies. This is why the 
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words they listen to go in one ear and out 
the other . They still lack bodhimind and 
remain self-centered. 

First of all, forget your ego and listen 
quietly to what others say, and later ponder 
it well. Then , if you find some faults or 
have some doubts , you may make criti-
cism. When you have grasped the point, 
you should present your understanding to 
your teacher . Wanting to claim immedi-
ate understanding shows that you are not 
really listening to the dharma. P~ _______
___________________________________
____________ -J 
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Stability: Revelation of the Many Faces of God 
by Joan Chittister, OSB
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Stability: Revelation of the Many Faces of God 
by Joan Chittister, OSB

microwave ovens and same-day surgery. 
Americans are instructed that they must 
never tolerate a cold or a backache or acid 
indigestion. And we want things when we 
want them. We wear headphones to create 
our own private little worlds. We run our 
lives on timers for the VCR and timers for 
the lights and timers for the oven in order 
to create our own private little schedules. 
We buy TV dinners so everyone in the fam-
ily can live their own private little lives. 
We change schools and jobs and homes as 
casually as we once changed clothes. We are 
born in one state, raised in another, married 
in a third, and retire in a fourth. Everything 
we touch is immediate, private, and fluid. 
Life, for us, is very, very personal and very, 
very mobile. Our lives are so mobile and so 
private, in fact, that loneliness and frag-
mentation and selfishness are endemic to 
the culture. We “mind our own business” 
while people cheat and lie and die around 
us. We fail to make connections between 
this little suburb and the world, my life and 
the health of the planet, this policy and the 
fate of ages and peoples yet to come.

When my novice mistress insisted that 
nothing be left on the novitiate table 
overnight, I didn’t make many connections 
either. When I was assigned to live with 
people I didn’t know, I didn’t understand 
why connecting with them was important to 
me either. When my first local superior gave 
each of us one hanger and one hanger only 
in the community cupboard, I didn’t under-
stand why my needs didn’t determine the 
allotment either. When I was told to work 
with people whose methods I didn’t under-
stand and whose personalities countered 
mine, I didn’t know why it was necessary for 
me to have anything to do with them either. 

Everywhere you look in our monastery 
there’s a cross: on the bell tower out-
side the large front entrance for all 

the world to see; on the chapel doors; on 
the wall behind the prioress’s desk. When 
I was a young sister in the community, I 
think I would have preferred more exciting 
markers—an elegant oil painting, perhaps, 
or a statue of the Ascension done in gothic 
beauty, or something abstract and provoca-
tive. Not that there weren’t plenty of each 
around, of course, but the first sight a visitor 
got was always the cross; the most promi-
nent thing was always the cross; the thing at 
the center of the most symbolic places of the 
community—the front door, the chapel, the 
refectory, the prioress’s office-was’ always 
the cross. A little old-fashioned, I thought. 
A little macabre. After all, we have to keep 
our eyes on the bright spots of life and 
beware the darker aspects of religion. And I 
still think that’s true. To a point.

The fact is, though, that as life goes on, 
it becomes clearer and clearer that the cross 
is not a dark aspect of religion. It is, on the 
contrary, the one hope we have that our 
own lives can move through difficulty to 
triumph. It’s the one thing that enables us 
to hang on and not give up when hanging 
on seems impossible and giving up seems 
imperative. The cross is our one proof 
of human possibility. The cross says very 
clearly that things will work out if we work 
them out and that whatever is, is important 
to our life’s fulfillment. The cross says that 
we can rise if we can only endure.

Now that is not what I learn from 
the culture around me. In this day and 
age everything is expected to be instant, 
nothing is to be endured. We’re a soci-
ety of popup tarts and instant cocoa and 
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When we were told that typewriters could 
not be used in the bedroom areas, I didn’t 
see why they shouldn’t be either. After all, 
I had grown up an only child. The world 
around me belonged to me. Things went 
my way if only because there was no other 
way for anything to go. The turf was mine 
to own and shape and control. I was a world 
unto myself, all others need beware.

Then, as the years went by, I began 
to understand the spirituality of stability 
that was so clearly a monastic quality. The 
Desert Monastics explained it this way:

Abba Poemen said of Abba John that 
he had prayed to God to take his pas-
sions away from him so that he might 

become free from care. In fact, Abba 
John went and told one of the elders 
this: “I find myself in peace, without 
an enemy,” he said. And the elder 
said to him, “Then go and beseech 
God to stir up warfare within you so 
that you may regain the affliction and 
humility that you used to have, for 
it is by warfare that the soul makes 
progress.” So he besought God and 
when warfare came, he no longer 
prayed that it might be taken away, 
but said, “Lord, give me the strength 
for the fight.” 

—John the Dwarf, section no. 13.



63

Another story that reflects the spirituality 
of stability comes from Cassian. Cassian 
wrote that Abba John, abbot of a great 
monastery, went to Abba Paesius who had 
been living for forty years very far off in the 
desert. As John was very fond of Paesius and 
could therefore speak freely with him, John 
said to him, “What good have you done by 
living here in retreat for so long, and not 
being easily disturbed by anyone?” And 
Abba Paesius said, “Since I have lived in 
solitude the sun has never seen me eating.” 
But Abba John said to him, “As for me, as 
long as I have lived in community, the sun 
has never seen me angry” (Cassian, section 
no. 4.). 

It is easy to be even-tempered in private, 
in other words. It is easy to be virtuous 
alone. It is easy to be strong when untried. 
It is easy to win when there is nothing to 
endure. It is also easy to be superficial and 
self-centered and characterless. It is also 
easy to run from what I may most need to 
confront in life if I am ever to be whole. 
Monastic stability, you see, is concerned 
more with depth than with comfort. 

Benedictine stability is a promise to 
meet life head-on. Monastic stability deals 
directly with three things: centeredness, 
commitment, and relationships. 

There are some things in life that cannot 
be avoided: death, illness, change, personal 
expectations. What each of them does to 
us depends a great deal on the way we have 
allowed ourselves to deal with lesser things. 
The purpose of stability is to center us in 
something greater than ourselves so that 
nothing lesser than ourselves can possibly 
sweep us away. 

Stability says that where I am is where 
God is for me. More than that, stability 

teaches that whatever the depth of the dull-
ness or the difficulties around me, I can, if 
I will simply stay still enough of heart, find 
God there in the midst of them. 

Mobility tempts interior stillness to the 
breaking point, however. Every store win-
dow holds a better bargain. Every relation-
ship promises a more satisfying partnership. 
Every new place and new person and new 
possibility tempts me to try again, to try 
over, to try once more to find the perfect 
place or at least the place perfectly suited 
to me. But centeredness is an antidote to 
the fragmentation that comes from never 
settling in to where I am or what I’m doing 
or what I’m meant to learn. 

When the monastic makes a vow of 
stability it is a vow designed to still the 
wandering heart. There comes a time in life 
when everyone else’s family seems to have 
been better than my own. There comes a 
moment when having everything seems to 
be the only way to squeeze even a little out 
of life. There comes a day when this job, 
this home, this town, this family all seem 
irritating and deficient beyond the bearable. 
There comes a period in life when I regret 
every major decision I’ve ever made. That 
is precisely the time when the spirituality 
of stability offers its greatest gift. Stability 
enables me to outlast the dark, cold places 
of life until the thaw comes and I can see 
new life in this uninhabitable place again. 
But for that to happen I must learn to wait 
through the winters of my life.

The problem is that perseverance and 
persistence are aspects of stability which the 
present world counts little. If our children 
don’t learn, we blame the teachers rather 
than expect the students to study harder. If 
the book is difficult, we don’t read it even if 
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the intellectual struggle would be worth it. 
If the show is too long, we leave early even 
if that wastes the price of the ticket. If the 
work is hard, we quit. Stability, however, 
says that we have an obligation to see things 
through until we have done for them what 
can be done and, no less important, until 
they have done for us what can be done as 
well.

Stability says we will walk the major 
roads of life unto the end, no matter what. 
There is, of course, a kind of pseudostabil-
ity that is destructive. To fail to move out 
of situations that are unjust or demeaning 
or depersonalizing simply because I cannot 
find the courage to take the step is not sta-
bility. That kind of rootedness is a kind of 
bondage or suicide that comes from inertia, 
or entrapment, or a love of pain that betrays 
some twisted need for sympathy or pity or 
false martyrdom. Stability says that we stay 
with a thing in order to grow, not in order 
not to grow. Fidelity is to be valued, of 
course, but not at the cost of mental health. 
Humility is to be valued, indeed, but not if 
it implies becoming masochistic. Prayer is 
to be valued, certainly, but not instead of 
responsibility to others. Stability says there 
are some values beyond other values that 
ought to be pursued. 

Stability says we will stay with the hum-
drum if only to condition our souls to cope 
with the unfleeable in life. We stay with 
what, if we wanted to, we really could get 
away from so that we can come someday to 
cope with what we will not be able to leave. 
Stability requires us to be constant of heart 
and unremitting in our spiritual efforts. 
We don’t pray in hope of visions; we pray 
in hope of becoming prayerful. We don’t 
struggle in hope of triumph; we struggle in 

hope of growth. We don’t continue in hope 
of winning trophies; we continue in hope of 
winning the struggle to become better and 
stronger human beings than we were. If this 
is a thing worth doing, then I must do it. If 
this is a cause to which I can make a con-
tribution, then I must make it. If this is a 
promise that needs keeping, then you must 
be able to count on my keeping it. 

Commitment, however, is not necessar-
ily our long suit these days. Nothing in this 
society requires it and everything militates 
against it. It is not expected, after all, to 
promise to stay at a thing when something 
bad happens to it or something seemingly 
better comes along. It is not easy to con-
tinue the hard work of being here when 
everything around us says go there where 
it will be easier. It is hard to go on when it 
would be so much simpler just to quit. But 
the question becomes, what will happen to 
me as a person if I don’t go on, if I don’t 
persevere, if I don’t persist, if I don’t see this 
through? The answers are myriad.

In the first place, I will certainly fail to 
learn a great deal about myself if I leave a 
thing before it’s finished. I will fail to learn 
the strengths that give me quality. And I 
will fail to face the weaknesses that call for 
change. I will end up being less than I can 
be. It is the image of Robert E. Perry stop-
ping just one hundred miles away from the 
North Pole that tarnishes his image more, 
for instance, than if he’d never gone at all. 
In the second place, I will lose the oppor-
tunity to grow. Stability is the quality that 
enables me to confront life’s questions with 
both self-knowledge and self-giving. Not 
every question reveals itself at once. Not 
every effort succeeds at first attempt. Not 
every good thing that happens, happens 
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without persistent purpose and continual 
failure. After Vatican II, for instance, reli-
gious life, parish life, and personal morality 
took erratic swings. People stopped going to 
church. Men and women left their religious 
communities. Some went the way of the 
past in order to maintain direction; others 
launched out into a chaotic present without 
map and without caution. Not a few left 
the spiritual life altogether. The critics said 
that God was dead, that religious life was 
over, that the Church had lost meaning. But 
there has never been a more exciting time, 
a more hopeful time, a more important 

time for followers of the gospel than now. 
Now spirituality has become a gift rather 
than a social expectation. For those for 
whom staying with the struggle demanded 
conscious commitment to faith alone, reli-
gion has taken on a meaning beyond itself. 
Indeed, the search for purpose and meaning 
and relevance has often become skewed 
these years and has seldom been clear. It 
has nevertheless managed to remain very, 
very important. The staying through itself, 
in fact, has often been the best part of the 
spiritual gift. The dark night of faith can 
be its own kind of blessing, just as staying 
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are simply living alone together. People live 
in the same neighborhood together for years 
and cannot even call one another by name. 
People work for the same company all 
their lives and never even see one another. 
People go to the same schools together and 
never even know it. Indeed our lives are 
lived on the suburban surface of things, not 
in community at all. 

Ongoing revelation of God’s goodness 
depends somehow, though, on permanence, 
on realizing that God’s action in my life is 
different today from what it was yesterday 
and realizing that my actions in life are dif-
ferent today from what they were yesterday. 
To test and try all those dimensions of life 
takes time. It is one thing to speak kindly to 
an irritating stranger on Monday. It is quite 
another thing to go on speaking kindly to 
the same irritating relative, or irritating 
employee, or irritating child day after day, 
week after week, year after year and come to 
see in that what God is asking of me, what 
God is teaching me about myself in this 
weary, weary moment. 

What enables a person to keep going back 
to the difficult parts of life is, inevitably, 
certitude in the faithfulness of God. I 
do not keep the promises I’ve made, the 
contracts I’ve signed, the guarantees I’ve 
given because I am sure of my strength. 
I go on keeping covenants that would be 
easy to forego only because I am sure of the 
constancy of God, I am sure that God will 
keep God’s promises of presence and grace. 
I feed my ailing mother every day because 
I am convinced that God is God. I patch 
and patch and patch this marriage together 
because I have no doubt that God is God. I 
go on hoping in this difficult child because 

through a relationship or staying through a 
crisis or staying through an illness can be a 
gift, too, if we stay for no other reason than 
to discover with open minds and accepting 
hearts who we are and what we are expected 
to give and to learn in this situation. 

To those who are pure of heart, to those 
who come to see God where God is, to those 
who persevere in the presence of God, to 
those who, as the Rule of Benedict says, 
“have used the spiritual craft without ceas-
ing day and night” (RB 4:75-76) is promised 
the reward of a loving God: peace of heart 
and eternal life at the end of whatever daily 
deaths crowd our lives. 

Stability, in other words, is an outward 
demonstration of what we say is our inward 
disposition: the love of God in all things but 
especially in the humdrum and mundane, in 
the here and now and the them and those.
Obviously, then, stability has to be more 
than centeredness and commitment. 
Stability must most of all be the sancti-
fication of relationships, the discovery of 
friendship where perhaps once only chem-
istry had been. The fact is that stability is 
an invitation to live life deeply rather than 
to spend it superficially. The temptation to 
flit from person to person, from commit-
ment to commitment, from place to place 
in a mobile society is of very modern mak-
ing. Our ancestors stayed with one job for 
a lifetime. They lived in their hometowns 
all their lives. Choice was not a luxury they 
had. Stability was their way of life. 

But modern society has lost that essen-
tial call to the depth and conversion that 
comes from knowing everyone and having 
everyone know you. Now we confuse com-
munity with living in groups. Yet lots of 
people who seem to be living with others 
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I am convinced that God is God. I con-
tinue to pray when prayer itself is a burden 
because I am certain that God is God. It 
is not myself and my own strength and my 
own fidelity in which I put my hope. I put 
my hope in the certain, the guaranteed, the 
gracious faithfulness of God. That’s what 
makes stability possible. That’s what makes 
stability imperative. 

Stability, you see, is essential to the 
ongoing revelation of the many faces of God 
in my life. Someday, somehow I have to see 
a thing through to the end or I will never 
come to know what I was meant to find 
there and I will never come to recognize the 
face of God that is hidden there and I will 
never come to be all that I could be there. 
Stability is what gives me time in life, time 
for God and time for others. If I rush from 
job to job and city to city and relationship 
to relationship, I never discover all the 
aspects of each. I never find the rhythm of 
life I never touch all the dimensions of any-
thing. I never get stretched beyond myself. 
I never become bonded to others. I never 
become something new. And alienation 
sets in.

Then, finally, it becomes clear. Mobility 
is not the ultimate enemy of stability, alien-
ation is. When nothing has touched me 
deeply enough to change me, nothing can 
touch me at all. I become a cardboard cut-
out that breathes. I learn to say the proper 
words, perhaps, but I never learn the grace 
that comes from anger suffered but not spat 
out, or pain borne but not denied, or love 
learned but never able to be expressed. I go 
through life on fast speed but numb. 

The Benedictine spirituality of stability 
is the antithesis of that. The Rule calls for 
steady, steady attention to everything: to 

prayer, to the service of the other, to the 
community as a whole, to regularity and 
continuity and manual labor and intellec-
tual discipline, to “love of one another with 
chaste love” (RB 72:8). No one is excused 
from any of them Life is a package to be 
opened in its entirety, not a smorgasbord to 
be sampled as it suits us. 

If there is anything, in fact, that reminds 
me that I am not a world unto myself, it is 
stability in my community: “the school of 
the Lord’s service,” “the workshop where 
I work out the spiritual craft” (RB 4). 
Stability implies both acceptance of the 
human community in which I find myself 
and immersion in it. 

It is so easy for people to come to live 
with others as if they were living alone. 
All they have to do is to stop noticing one 
another. But that is not a spiritual commu-
nity at all. I need the conscious presence of 
other people to become sensitive to God’s 
presence, to hear the gospel. Word in life 
through those who are speaking it around 
me, and to be able to express my love for 
Christ in a real way, in the other, in the 
world. Stability is the one sure tool we have 
to be certain that the world, for us, can 
really become a garden to be tilled rather 
than a candy store to be robbed.

Stability, the willingness to continue to 
grow where I am, ironically, is the ground of 
conversion, the willingness to be changed. 
With these people, in this place, at this time 
I dedicate myself to rebirth and growth and 
maturity, both spiritual and psychological. 
With the help of these others, I can commit 
myself to the faithfulness of a God who is 
also unpredictable. 

Stability is a measure of love as well. 
Here in a stable relationship with others, we 



68

find that fullness of life is more than preser-
vation of the self and that love is more than 
a matter of physical response, more than a 
mixture of fire and dynamite. It’s in stability 
that I find out that all love, to be true love, 
must, at least to some degree, be celibate. 
For love to be more than a passing mixture 
of fire and dynamite, it must come to with-
stand the days of no fire or dynamite at all. 
It must to some degree be more than sexual 
attraction and beyond sexual attraction. 
It must be made of friendship and mutual 
respect and spiritual integrity, or staying 
through will hot only be impossible, it will 
be destructive. Friendship, in other words is 
the call out of isolation and selfishness in 
order to teach me how to love and how to 
serve. But without stability friendship—real 
soul-searing friendship, the kind that makes 
us choose between domination and infatua-
tion and possessiveness and dependence for 
growth and freedom and depth and respon-
sibility and self-knowledge—is impossible 

Stability is what enables us, in other 
words, to live totally in God and totally 
for others. It is those two quests in life, in 
fact, that may be our only counterweights 
to pathological egotism in this self-centered 
world where whole nations can starve to 
death on our kitchen TV sets while we eat 
supper without even so much as raising an 
eyebrow about it all. What else can explain 
human callousness of that proportion except 
the lack of human caring that comes only 
from living through things with people? 
What else can possibly have led the human 
race to accept the prospect of nuclear anni-
hilation in the name of “defense” if not the 
distances that have grown up between our 
worlds and the lives of those around us as we 
come and go and come and go through life, 

unrooted, unknown, and unattached? 
Is stability easy? Not on your life. But 

as the Desert Monastics told us, “It is by 
warfare that the soul makes progress.” And 
if, by living as responsible members of the 
human community, we can come to the 
point where “the sun never sees our anger,” 
then we will have come to fullness of life. 
That’s why, I have discovered after years 

of monastic life, there are crosses in those 
four particular places in the monastery: on 
the bell tower above the building to raise 
our hearts and efforts to levels beyond the 
mundane; on the chapel doors so that I can 
remember what life is really all about; on 
the refectory wall to make visible the gift 
of personal growth that community gives; 
over the prioress’s desk so that I can see 
the divine behind the human everywhere 
in life. That’s what those crosses say every 
time I see them: Stability Stability Stability 
Stability .

Joan Chittister, OSB is a Benedictine nun of the 
Sisters of Erie, Pennsylvania. An author of some 50 
books and over 700 magazines and journal articles, 
she is also a speaker, lecturer and co-chair of the 
Global Peace Initiative of Women.

From Wisdom Distilled from the Daily; Living the 
Rule of Saint Benedict Today. Copyright © 1990 by 
Joan Chittister, OSB. Reprinted by permission of 
HarperCollins Publishers. www.harpercollins.com
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a fantasy world and discovering the simple 
truth. 

Yet there is no guarantee that sitting 
meditation will be of benefit. We can prac-
tice for years without its penetrating our 
hearts and minds. We can use meditation to 
reinforce our false beliefs: it will protect us 
from discomfort; it will fix us; it will fulfill 
our hopes and remove our fears. This hap-
pens because we don’t properly understand 
why we are practicing. 

Why do we meditate? This is a question 
we’d be wise to ask. Why would we even 
bother to spend time alone with ourselves? 

First of all, it is helpful to understand 
that meditation is not just about feeling 
good. To think that this is why we medi-
tate is to set ourselves up for failure. We’ll 
assume we are doing it wrong almost every 
time we sit down: even the most settled 
meditator experiences psychological and 
physical pain. Meditation takes us just as we 
are, with our confusion and our sanity. This 
complete acceptance of ourselves as we are 
is called maitri, a simple, direct relationship 
with the way we are. 

Trying to fix ourselves is not helpful. 
It implies struggle and self-denigration. 
Denigrating ourselves is probably the major 
way that we cover over bodhichitta. 

Does not trying to change mean we have 
to remain angry and addicted until the 
day we die? This is a reasonable question. 
Trying to change ourselves doesn’t work 
in the long run because we’re resisting our 
own energy. Self-improvement can have 
temporary results, but lasting transforma-
tion occurs only when we honor ourselves as 
the source of wisdom and compassion. We 
are, as the eighth-century Buddhist master 
Shantideva pointed out, very much like a 

Meditation practice is regarded as a good and 
in fact excellent way to overcome warfare in 
the world: our own warfare as well as greater 
warfare. 

—Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche
 

As a species, we should never under-
estimate our low tolerance for dis-
comfort. To be encouraged to stay 

with our vulnerability is news that we can 
use. Sitting meditation is our support for 
learning how to do this. 

Sitting meditation, also known as mind-
fulness-awareness practice, is the founda-
tion of bodhichitta training. It is the natural 
seat, the home ground of the warrior-bod-
hisattva. Sitting meditation cultivates lov-
ing-kindness and compassion, the relative 
qualities of bodhichitta. It gives us a way 
to move closer to our thoughts and emo-
tions and to get in touch with our bodies. 
It is a method of cultivating unconditional 
friendliness toward ourselves and for parting 
the curtain of indifference that distances us 
from the suffering of others. It is our vehicle 
for learning to be a truly loving person.

Gradually, through meditation, we begin 
to notice that there are gaps in our internal 
dialogue. In the midst of continually talk-
ing to ourselves, we experience a pause, 
as if awakening from a dream. We recog-
nize our capacity to relax with the clarity, 
the space, the open-ended awareness that 
already exists in our minds. We experi-
ence moments of being right here that feel 
simple, direct, and uncluttered. 

This coming back to the immediacy of 
our experience is training in unconditional 
bodhichitta. By simply staying here, we 
relax more and more into the open dimen-
sion of our being. It feels like stepping out of 



73

blind person who finds a jewel buried in a 
heap of garbage. Right here in what we’d 
like to throwaway, in what we find repulsive 
and frightening, we discover the warmth 
and clarity of bodhichitta. 

It is only when we begin to relax with 
ourselves that meditation becomes a trans-
formative process. Only when we relate 
with ourselves without moralizing, without 
harshness, without deception, can we let go 
of harmful patterns. Without maitri, renun-
ciation of old habits becomes abusive. This 

is an important point. 
There are four qualities of maitri that 

are cultivated when we meditate: steadfast-
ness, clear seeing, experiencing our emo-
tional distress, and attention to the present 
moment. These qualities not only apply to 
sitting meditation but are essential to all 
the bodhichitta practices and for relating 
with difficult situations in our daily lives. 

Steadfastness. When we practice medita-
tion we are strengthening our ability to be 
steadfast with ourselves. No matter what 
comes up—aching bones, boredom, falling 
asleep, or the wildest thoughts and emo-
tions—we develop a loyalty to our experi-
ence. Although plenty of meditators con-
sider it, we don’t run screaming out of the 
room. Instead we acknowledge that impulse 
as thinking, without labeling it right or 
wrong. This is no small task. Never underes-
timate our inclination to bolt when we hurt. 

We’re encouraged to meditate every day, 
even for a short time, in order to cultivate 
this steadfastness with ourselves. We sit 
under all kinds of circumstances—whether 
we are feeling healthy or sick, whether 
we’re in a good mood or depressed, whether 
we feel our meditation is going well or is 
completely falling apart. As we continue to 
sit we see that meditation isn’t about get-
ting it right or attaining some ideal state. 
It’s about being able to stay present with 
ourselves. It becomes increasingly clear that 

we won’t be free of self-destructive patterns 
unless we develop a compassionate under-
standing of what they are. 

One aspect of steadfastness is simply 
being in your body. Because meditation 
emphasizes working with your mind, it’s 
easy to forget that you even have a body. 
When you sit down it’s important to relax 
into your body and to get in touch with 
what is going on. Starting with the top of 
your head, you can spend a few minutes 
bringing awareness to every part of your 
body. When you come to places that are 
hurting or tense you can breathe in and out 
three or four times, keeping your awareness 
on that area. When you get to the soles of 
your feet you can stop, or if you feel like 
it, you can repeat this body sweep by going 
from bottom to top. Then at any time dur-
ing your meditation period, you can quickly 
tune back in to the overall sense of being in 

Although samsara seems to be all-powerful and all-pervading, 
it is created by our own state of mind.
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your body. For a moment you can bring your 
awareness directly back to being right here. 
You are sitting. There are sounds, smells, 
sights, aches; you are breathing in and out. 
You can reconnect with your body like this 
when it occurs to you—maybe once or twice 
during a sitting session. Then return to the 
technique. 

In meditation we discover our inher-
ent restlessness. Sometimes we get up and 
leave. Sometimes we sit there but our bod-
ies wiggle and squirm and our minds go far 
away. This can be so uncomfortable that we 
feel it’s impossible to stay. Yet this feeling 
can teach us not just about ourselves but 
also about what it is to be human. All of us 
derive security and comfort from the imagi-
nary world of memories and fantasies and 
plans. We really don’t want to stay with the 
nakedness of our present experience. It goes 
against the grain to stay present. These are 
the times when only gentleness and a sense 
of humor can give us the strength to settle 
down. 

The pith instruction is, Stay ... stay ... 
just stay. Learning to stay with ourselves in 
meditation is like training a dog. If we train 
a dog by beating it, we’ll end up with an 
obedient but very inflexible and rather ter-
rified dog. The dog may obey when we say 
“Stay!” “Come!” “Roll over!” and “Sit up!” 
but he will also be neurotic and confused. 
By contrast, training with kindness results 
in someone who is flexible and confident, 
who doesn’t become upset when situations 
are unpredictable and insecure. 

So whenever we wander off, we gently 
encourage ourselves to “stay” and settle 
down. Are we experiencing restlessness? 
Stay! Discursive mind? Stay! Are fear and 
loathing out of control? Stay! Aching knees 

and throbbing back? Stay! What’s for lunch? 
Stay! What am I doing here? Stay! I can’t 
stand this another minute! Stay! That is 
how to cultivate steadfastness. 

Clear seeing. After we’ve been meditat-
ing for a while, it’s common to feel that we 
are regressing rather than waking up. “Until 
I started meditating, I was quite settled; now 
it feels like I’m always restless.” “I never 
used to feel anger; now it comes up all the 
time.” We might complain that meditation 
is ruining our life, but in fact such experi-
ences are a sign that we’re starting to see 
more clearly. Through the process of prac-
ticing the technique day in and day out, 
year after year, we begin to be very honest 
with ourselves. Clear seeing is another way 
of saying that we have less self-deception. 

The Beat poet Jack Kerouac, feeling 
primed for a spiritual breakthrough, wrote to 
a friend before he retreated into the wilder-
ness, “If I don’t get a vision on Desolation 
Peak, then my name ain’t William Blake.” 
But later he wrote that he found it hard to 
face the naked truth. “I’d thought, in June 
when I get to the top ... and everybody 
leaves ... I will come face to face with God 
or Tathagata [Buddha] and find out once 
and for all what is the meaning of all this 
existence and suffering ... but instead I’d 
come face to face with myself, no liquor, 
no drugs, no chance of faking it, but face to 
face with ole Hateful ... Me.” 

Meditation requires patience and maitri. 
If this process of clear seeing isn’t based on 
self-compassion it will become a process of 
self-aggression. We need self-compassion to 
stabilize our minds. We need it to work with 
our emotions. We need it in order to stay. 

When we learn to meditate, we are 
instructed to sit in a certain position on a 
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cushion or chair. We’re instructed to just be 
in the present moment, aware of our breath 
as it goes out. We’re instructed that when 
our mind has wandered off, without any 
harshness or judgmental quality, we should 
acknowledge that as “thinking” and return 
to the outbreath. We train in coming back 
to this moment of being here. In the process 
of doing this, our fogginess, our bewilder-
ment, our ignorance begin to transform into 
clear seeing. Thinking becomes a code word 
for seeing “just what is”—both our clarity 
and our confusion. We are not trying to 
get rid of thoughts. Rather, we are clearly 
seeing our defense mechanisms, our nega-
tive beliefs about ourselves, our desires and 
expectations. We also see our kindness, our 
bravery, our wisdom. 

Through the process of practicing the 
mindfulness-awareness technique on a regu-
lar basis, we can no longer hide from 
ourselves. We clearly see the barriers we 
set up to shield us from naked experience. 
Although we still associate the walls we’ve 
erected with safety and comfort, we also 
begin to feel them as a restriction. This 
claustrophobic situation is important for 
a warrior. It marks the beginning of long-
ing for an alternative to our small, familiar 
world. We begin to look for ventilation. 
We want to dissolve the barriers between 
ourselves and others. 

Experiencing our emotional distress. 
Many people, including longtime practitio-
ners, use meditation as a means of escaping 
difficult emotions. It is possible to misuse 
the label “thinking” as a way of push-
ing negativity away. No matter how many 
times we’ve been instructed to stay open to 
whatever arises, we still can use meditation 
as repression. Transformation occurs only 

when we remember, breath by breath, year 
after year, to move toward our emotional 
distress without condemning or justifying 
our experience. 

Trungpa Rinpoche describes emotion 
as a combination of self-existing energy 
and thoughts. Emotion can’t proliferate 
without our internal conversations. If we’re 
angry when we sit down to meditate, we are 
instructed to label the thoughts “thinking” 
and let them go. Yet below the thoughts 
something remains-a vital, pulsating energy. 
There is nothing wrong, nothing harmful 
about that underlying energy. Our practice 
is to stay with it, to experience it, to leave 
it as it is. 

There are certain advanced techniques 
in which you intentionally churn up emo-
tions by thinking of people or situations 
that make you angry or lustful or afraid. 
The practice is to let the thoughts go 
and connect directly with the energy, ask-
ing yourself, “Who am I without these 
thoughts?” What we do with meditation 
practice is simpler than that, but I consider 
it equally daring. When emotional distress 
arises uninvited, we let the story line go and 
abide with the energy. This is a felt experi-
ence, not a verbal commentary on what is 
happening. We can feel the energy in our 
bodies. If we can stay with it, neither act-
ing it out nor repressing it, it wakes us up. 
People often say, “I fall asleep all the time 
in meditation. What shall I do?” There 
are lots of antidotes to drowsiness, but my 
favorite is, “Experience anger!” 

Not abiding with our energy is a predict-
able human habit. Acting out and repress-
ing are tactics we use to get away from 
our emotional pain. For instance, most of 
us when we’re angry scream or act it out. 
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We alternate expressions of rage with feel-
ing ashamed of ourselves and wallowing 
in guilt. We become so stuck in repetitive 
behavior that we become experts at getting 
all worked up. In this way we continue to 
strengthen our painful emotions. 

One night years ago I came upon my 
boyfriend passionately embracing another 
woman. We were in the house of a friend 
who had a priceless collection of pottery. 
I was furious and looking for something to 
throw. Everything I picked up I had to put 
back down because it was worth at least ten 
thousand dollars. I was completely enraged 
and I couldn’t find an outlet! There were 
no exits from experiencing my own energy. 
The absurdity of the situation totally cut 
through my rage. I went outside and looked 
at the sky and laughed until I cried. 

In vajrayana Buddhism it is said that 

wisdom is inherent in emotions. When we 
struggle against our energy we reject the 
source of wisdom. Anger without the fixa-
tion is none other than clear-seeing wisdom. 
Pride without fixation is experienced as 
equanimity. The energy of passion when it’s 
free of grasping is wisdom that sees all the 
angles. 

In bodhichitta training we also welcome 
the living energy of emotions. When our 
emotions intensify, what we usually feel is 
fear. This fear is always lurking in our lives. 
In sitting meditation we practice dropping 
whatever story we are telling ourselves and 
leaning into the emotions and the fear. 
Thus we train in opening the fearful heart 
to the restlessness of our own energy. We 
learn to abide with the experience of our 
emotional distress. 

Attention to the present moment. 
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teacher in the Shambala Buddhist lineage..  The 
author of numerous titles, she has traveled extensively 
conducting workshops, seminars and meditation 
retreats.  She is currently a resident and teacher at 
Gampo Abbey, Canada, and planning an increased 
amount of time in solitary meditation under the guid-
ance of Dzigar Kongtrul Rinpoche.

From The Places that Scare You: A Guide To 
Fearlessness in Difficult TImes. Copyright © 2001 
by Pema Chodron. Reprinted by permission of 
Shambhala Publications. www.shambhala.com

Another factor we cultivate in the trans-
formative process of meditation is atten-
tion to this very moment. We make the 
choice, moment by moment, to be fully 
here. Attending to our present-moment 
mind and body is a way of being tender 
toward self, toward other, and toward the 
world. This quality of attention is inherent 
in our ability to love. 

Coming back to the present moment 
takes some effort, but the effort is very 
light. The instruction is to “touch and go.” 
We touch thoughts by acknowledging them 
as thinking and then we let them go. It’s a 
way of relaxing our struggle, like touching 
a bubble with a feather. It’s a nonaggressive 
approach to being here. 

Sometimes we find that we like our 
thoughts so much that we don’t want to let 
them go. Watching our internal movie is 
a lot more entertaining than bringing our 
mind back home. There’s no doubt that our 
fantasy world can be very juicy and seduc-
tive. So we train in using a “soft” effort 
when interrupting our habitual patterns; 
in other words, we train in cultivating self-
compassion. 

We practice meditation to connect with 
maitri and unconditional openness. By not 
deliberately blocking anything, by directly 
touching our thoughts and then letting 
them go with an attitude of no big deal, we 
can discover that our fundamental energy is 
tender, wholesome, and fresh. We can start 
to train as a warrior, discovering for our-
selves that it is bodhichitta, not confusion, 
that is basic. 

Pema Chodron is an ordained nun, author and 
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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. 



87



88

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 expe-
rienced practitioners and beginners a chance 
to enter a unique environment where dis-
tractions are minimized and all aspects of life 
are engaged as study of the self. 

Residents, students, and retreat partici-
pants 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 join-
ing the cloistered community, letting go of 

worldly responsibilities, 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 peri-
ods, 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 extending 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 
practice, 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 pro-
gram 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 interview 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 residents 
join the cloistered com-
munity, letting go of other 
worldly responsibilities; 
Temple residents maintain 
careers, pursue degrees, or 
engage in other focused 
work while living and train-
ing at the center. For more 
information, check our web-
sites at zmm.mro.org and 
zcnyc.mro.org.
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Teaching in the Ten directions

During the late summer and early fall, Shugen Sensei gave time and energy to the People’s 
Climate March, attending several planning meetings with Buddhist sanghas and non-Buddhist 
faith communities in the city. On September 21st, the day of the march, MRO sangha had 
an impressive turnout, with about 100 sangha members showing up to march alongside Hari 
Krishnas, Muslims, Catholics and many other religious groups. See photo above.

From October 9-12th, Shugen Sensei and Ryushin Sensei co-led the Fall Ango Intensive 
at the Monastery, taking up the topic of “Koan and Shikantaza.” The lively retreat took place 
in the midst of fair skies and brilliant foliage, with about ninety people participating. 

On October 15th, Ryushin Sensei and Hojin Osho traveled to the Culinary Institute of 
America in Hyde Park, NY, where they offered a teaching on the kitchen as a place of spiritual 
practice. As a hands-on exploration of intimacy with ingredients, Hojin Osho led a hall full 
of culinary students in a guided practice of painting with food. 

On November 3rd, Ryushin Sensei visited Bennington College to offer a public talk. 
On November 1st, Hogen Green traveled to Buffalo to lead a zazenkai with the affiliate 
group there. From November 6-9th Hojin Osho led the first-ever women-only sesshin at the 
Monastery. 

Jukai 

On November 2nd, Shugen Sensei officiated a Precepts ceremony at the Temple for 
Katherine Jiku (“Boundless, Universal Compassion”) Jamieson, Joe Anyu (“Courageous 
Peace”) DiVicenzo, Tamara Hosui (“Liberated/Liberating Waters”) Vasan, and Myron Shijo 
(“Aspiring Peace”) Rogers. The new Jukai recipients are pictured above. 
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Scott Therriault (2.29.197 — 10.25.14)

On October 25, MRO student Scott Therriault passed away unexpectedly. Scott became a formal 
student in 2012, regularly attending retreats at the Monastery—from sesshin to Hojin Osho’s 
Face-to-Face art practice retreat—and was always looking for ways to enter practice more deeply. 
This past spring and summer he would drive up from Connecticut to spend weekends on sched-
ule, doing work practice and immersing himself in residential life. He could be spotted in the 
common room putting nervous newcomers at ease, or talking about his kids with residents over a 
meal, or playing ultimate frisbee in the meadow during the 5 o’clock break. We will deeply miss 
his sharp wit and sincere practice. Scott is pictured above. 

ZMM Sponsors Local Food Pantry

The Reservoir Food Pantry, located in Boiceville, was formed in December of 2013. In order 
for the fledgling enterprise to begin operations and receive food donations, they needed a 
sponsor and approached the Monastery. The Monastery board voted their approval, and so 
ZMM served as that sponsor until August, when the Pantry received approval as a tax-exempt 
charity in their own right.

Run by an all-volunteer staff, Reservoir Food Pantry has grown steadily since its start, and 
at present it typically feeds about fifty families each week. Donations of food and money have 
come from local businesses and the community at large. The pantry can always use volunteers 
and/or donations (reservoirfoodpantry.org.), so consider lending them a hand. The Monastery 
is pleased to have been able to sponsor the Reservoir Food Pantry in its startup phase and we 
wish it great success in continuing to serve our community.
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Temple Renovations 

You don’t have to ask regular attendees of the Temple’s Sunday Morning Program what 
they’d change about the Temple: a bigger zendo is the obvious response. For the past several 
years, Sunday crowds have swelled to the point where kinhin is, at times, literally impossible, 
because all the available space is packed with extra zabutons. 

The real need for a bigger zendo has been in the air for some time now, but preliminary 
explorations made it clear that the high cost of real estate, coupled with the Temple’s unique 
needs and unbeatable location, would make purchasing a bigger building untenable. 

After considering the options and consulting with the board, Shugen Sensei and Ryushin 
Sensei have decided the time is ripe to explore a major renovation of the Temple that would 
focus on increasing the zendo capacity. Zendo renovations would also include a level wood 
floor, a ventilation system, handicap accessibility, and more natural light. The Temple has 
hired an architect and the plans, which include a roof deck above the Buddha Hall, are taking 
shape. Such improvements will cost money, of course, and so a fund raising campaign to help 
cover the cost will be launched during spring 2015, timed to coincide with the Monastery’s 
35th anniversary. 

Basic Space Retreat

From September 18-21, the Monastery offered the Basic Space Intensive, a retreat similar to 
sesshin, but with a mix of optional elements in the schedule. The retreat was created in response 
to many sangha members who expressed a desire for intensive practice but who have difficulty 
maintaining the rigors of the sesshin schedule. The morning was structured like an ordinary 
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sesshin, but after lunch the day shifted into an open-ended practice period. Participants 
could choose to use the afternoon for zazen, rest practice, body practice or Buddhist Studies. 
Participants gave positive feedback and the retreat will likely become a regular offering here 
on the mountain.

Making Change at The Monastery Store 

Running low on incense? Looking to invest in a meditation cushion? There couldn’t be a better time! 
This fall, Dharma Communications launched a new online storefront with updated photography and 
other enhanced features, as well as new products to support your practice. Meanwhile, The Monastery 
Store itself moved from its longtime home in the Jizo House to spacious, light-filled accommodations 
in the Sangha House. Whether you need to restock your altar supplies or just want to browse the 
bookshelves, consider paying a visit to the new Monastery Store website at monasterystore.org, or 
stop by and see us in person.

Summer Moon and Wild Grasses

For thousands of years, men and women have pursued spiritual training in monasteries and nunneries 
that functioned as single-sex communities. Western monasteries like ZMM have departed from that 
model, bringing men and women together in a coed training environment. Recently, however, sangha 
sisters touched in with this ancient practice as Hojin Osho led an women’s zazenkai at the Temple 
and a women’s sesshin at the Monastery. From November 6th to 9th, sixty women filled the zendo, 
performed the services, cooked the meals, tended the buildings and grounds, and discovered that there 
is, indeed, deep value to practicing together just as women.
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For Muge Daido Daidosho 

The harvest moon has returned—fat and radiant—
five times now since your passing.
All through the night
the river valley you so loved was clear and bright,
the birds and beasts most excellent in their supernaturalness.

You were at home in dragon brocade and old denim,
and took your coffee light and sweet.
No longer in the human or heavenly realm,
all done with sailors and heroes,
for whom do you now expound the Dharma?

The long tongue of the Esopus is heard nowhere but here;
Do you hear it old teacher?

Bah!

Kodo Shugen
October 11, 2014
Doshinji

Five Year Memorial for Daido Roshi

On Saturday, October, 11, the sangha observed the five year memorial of Daido Roshi’s death. 
On a brilliant autumn afternoon, with piercing blue skies and the mountain in full color, about 
100 people (most of whom were at the Monastery for the Ango Intensive that weekend) pro-
cessed up to the cemetery for a service at the stupa. Shugen Sensei officiated the service and 
offered a poem for the occasion.



New MRO students

Carolyn Alif passed through the five barrier gates to become a student last spring; this fall 
Jacquelyn Ferretti became a formal MRO student. 

Begging Bowl

Mac users: if you see a computer upgrade in your future, consider donating your used machine—
both the Temple and Dharma Communications are in need of a Macbook Pro or Air. DC would 
also appreciate a new or used Mac G4 or Mac Mini and an ergonomic keyboard for a Mac.

Appreciation

The Monastery would like to Jerry Walton for the generous gift card to Lowe’s. The Temple thanks Dick 
Hampton for his time and expertise painting the zendo, Carol Magin for the cutting boards and Tom 
Kibalo for the new broom. Dharma Communications extends a big thank you to Kyushin Presutto for 
her graphic design work for the Mountain Record and Honen Kyle for covering the shipping expenses 
of Buddha statues from Bali. 

Comings & Goings at the Monastery

In August, month-long residents were Clint Woods of Cincinnati, OH and Jinzhe Cui of Saskatoon, 
Saskatchewan. Mason Spransy and Magda Kadlubowska, both of Alexander, NC began a multi-month 
stay. In September, James Byrns of Sharpsburg, PA and Allison Fichelberg of Hicksville, NY were here, 
along with George Matthews of Plymouth, NH; Chiyu McGowan, MRO of Christchurch, NZ; Stefan 
Pryor of Palo Alto, CA; and Sensho Wagg, MRO of Brooklyn, NY who all joined us for fall ango. In 
November, month-long residents included Carol Mousseau, MRO, of Victoria, BC; Albert Marcuri of 
Scottsdale, AZ; Kailyn Kent, of NYC; Genshin Armellini of Sao Paulo, Brazil; Lindal Buchanan of 
Norfolk, VA; Jundo Loweney of Woodside, CA; Josh Shindler of Hillsboro, OR; Jim Shaw of Loveland, 
OH; and Tyler McCormick of Brooklyn NY. Also this fall, Gjon Tinaj, MRO and Gendo Press, MRO 
each began a year-long residency and we said goodbye to clyde forth.

Comings & Goings at the Temple

Fall residents for a month or longer included Tim Barr of Long Island, Will Lee, MRO of Chino, CA; 
Brett Price, MRO of Brooklyn; Malcolm Barrett of Ann Arbor, MI, and Chris Luard. Short-term 
residents of a week or so included Hosui Vasan, MRO; Chiyu McGowen, MRO of New Zealand; and 
Genshin Armellini of Sao Paulo, Brazil. Shannon Hayes extended her residency through June 2015.
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In November 2005, I suffered a sore throat. 
Being a storyteller, I attributed it to Halloween 
overwork. No. A vocal cord was paralyzed. The 
doctor told me to stop talking for six weeks in 
case it might recover. 

There was waiting to find out if I’d heal, but 
more bothersome was having to keep my mouth 
shut. I couldn’t tell the joke, shout out the an-
swer, or contradict the loudmouth. I couldn’t 
yell at screaming kids. I couldn’t discuss my feel-
ings with my partner. 

At the same time, however, I was learning 
that my verbal contributions didn’t matter as 
much as I’d imagined. And I was seeing that 
impatience in my life—whether about getting 
to speak or waiting for a bus—was almost always 
an ugly rising of the self.

My cord never healed. Now if I speak too 
abruptly, long, or passionately, it starts to hurt. I 
have a physical “impatience governor!” Thanks 
to my years of Buddhist practice, it’s easier now 
for me to feel the burn of self in countless other 
ways, and then begin to let go.

—Jack Hosho Maguire

A few months ago, as I was reading a contem-
porary philosopher’s biography, I came across 
the title of his doctoral dissertation: Is It Ever 
Rational To Be Impatient? I never found a copy 
of the dissertation, but the title often comes to 
mind, usually while I am manifesting an impa-
tient behavior: I’m at work and start looking at 
my watch half an hour into my shift; someone 
is talking to me and I finish their sentence for 
them; I struggle through sesshin and decide that 
my practice should be somewhere other than it 
is; and the list goes on. When I manage to catch 
myself during one of these moments, I am as-
tonished not only by the apparent automatism 
of these patterns, but also at their utter point-
lessness.

So having had a sobering look at the irratio-
nal, if not downright harmful, nature of impa-
tience, what is patience and how do I practice 
it? Various dictionaries offer these definitions: 
“forbearance or long-suffering under provoca-
tion;” “calm, self-possessed waiting;” or “toler-
ance of the faults or limitations of other people”.

Somehow, none of these definitions seem to 
hit the mark. They seem to presuppose that one 

Sangha 
Reflections
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Oleg Sklyanchuk
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the messes I have already made and keep from 
making more. The key is recognizing that little 
needle of irritation can inject me with the salve 
of patience, if only I let it.

—Bill Kando Johnson

Patience has never been my strong suit. Over 
the years I would struggle with “being patient.” 
More often than not I would end up gritting my 
teeth “being patient”—in conflict with myself 
over my ideal of what a patient person looked 
like, fighting with what I actually felt. It was 
not very pretty, nor was it very effective. The 
receiver of my patience would never much feel 
the gift, and the giver (me) would not be, in re-
ality, very generous. 

Over time, patience has morphed into faith: 
faith in the dharma and confidence in cause 
and effect. When I focus on my own experi-
ence and notice I am irritable or cranky, rather 
than encouraging myself to be patient (which 
more often than not backfires), I remember the 
karma I will create if I act from a place of irrita-
tion or crankiness. When I am able to hold in 
my mind’s eye the reality of cause and effect, the 
result is the arising of patience. For me, remem-
bering karma gives birth to patience.

—Susan Seien Wilder

Whenever I feel impatient in practice, I ask my-
self why I feel that way. It’s usually very obvi-
ous. Impatience only manifests when I have 
some expectation or goal. Are we there yet? Of 
course, even if I fulfill the expectation, I’ll im-
mediately create another one and perpetuate 
the impatience, having created the karma. But 
zazen isn’t about goals. It’s not about my person-

is waiting for a time when “things will get bet-
ter” or patience will help us to bear our arduous 
task.

In The Way of the Bodhisattva, Shantideva 
says: “The stream of suffering is cut through by 
patience.” To me this means that patience is 
being fully present, accepting each instant re-
gardless of its “quality,” in short: being OK with 
what is.

—Caroline Kamei McCarthy 

Everything is fine. The world is unfolding as it 
always does, and there is always the surprise that 
comes up to meet me. But I can’t completely 
let go of expectations. There are appointments 
to keep, obligations to fulfill, deadlines to meet. 
There is a fine wire to walk. Stay on it, and it is 
possible to go safely from here to there. Slip, and 
there’s a mess.

Of course, I’m as good at making messes as 
the next person. Most often they appear when 
I’m walking that fine wire and something unex-
pected shows up. Instead of observing that “new 
something” and just taking care of it, there are 
times I start to feel overload—sensory, psycho-
logical, or emotional overload. Sometimes it’s 
just enough to tip the balance while walking 
the line. And something drops. Splat. At that 
point it is easy to let one little droplet become 
a torrent. Suddenly I’m holding onto something 
and letting it take off with me. The perfect re-
sponse: irritation, expressed in the growl, the 
muttered swear word, flick of the hand, stomped 
foot, kicked stone. Or worse.

At this point I try to remember that a master 
teacher has just arrived. Even a hint of irrita-
tion is enough to show me where I’m caught. 
Irritation is the dark twin—the shadow—of pa-
tience. Through patience I can both clean up 
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al desires at all. So if I’m really sitting, there is 
neither patience nor impatience. 

Sometimes impatience is more subtle and 
manifests as doubt about the efficacy of prac-
tice or my ability to do it. When that comes up 
consistently, I check in with my teacher about 
my concerns so that I can be confident that I’m 
practicing properly. After that, there’s no need 
to worry about outcomes.

There’s also impatience towards myself be-
cause I catch myself being lazy in practice. I find 
this harder to practice. The effort is necessary, 
but the self-berating isn’t. Ultimately, what can 
I do other than practice as well as I can? There’s 
really nothing else. I think patience and impa-
tience both indicate that I’ve lost my intimacy 
with the moment and need to come home. 

—Dave Genkyu Bassano

I think of Adrienne Rich’s book of poems, A 
Wild Patience Has Taken Me This Far. The phrase 
“wild patience” leads to a memory of a gray 
heron picking its way through the rushes and 
reeds at the edge of a lake. Until it stopped. Just 
stopped. Mid-motion, neck and beak poised like 
an arm about to throw a spear. I recall watching 
and how its motionlessness grew excruciating, 
more so because I knew that only one of us felt 
excruciation.

I flip through Rich’s book, find some lines 
about raking and bagging fallen leaves. “One 
shivering rainswept afternoon / and the whole 
job to be done over[.]” Over and over, that’s what 
tries my patience. That’s what makes me rush 
to get this thing done—to get it over with—so 
I can get to the next thing. Because the next 
thing is, always, more important or more fasci-
nating or more urgent than the thing at hand.

The more I practice, the more I understand 

that patience is wild because patience can only 
be this moment, and this moment is nothing 
but wild. The odor of earth and mulch as the 
rake drags the fall grasses. The heartbeat in 
which the heron lanced the water, so quick the 
fish didn’t even know its life had been taken. 
And after which, the heron simply started over.

—Prabu Gikon Vasan

Patience and impatience cannot be separated: 
we are in a deep mess when we play that game 
with ourselves. For me, the only way in to pa-
tience is to be rigorously honest about the impa-
tience I am experiencing in any moment. 

In the early 1980’s the AIDS pandemic 
struck with an indiscriminate ruthlessness that 
froze off an entire generation of artists, audi-
ences, and my friends. Meals had to be brought 
in, bedclothes changed, medicines—any medi-
cines—chased after, deaths—often self-induced 
at the end stage of brief and very painful op-
portunistic infections—sat with, street marches 
and the two to four funerals attended every 
week. Impatience (read, anger) was the root re-
sponse of those left standing. It has taken me 
years to realize it is also the root of patience, for 
they are not two.

I want to see clearly when I am impatient 
because I do not want to skim lightly on the sur-
face of reality. Patience/impatience just is, and 
its gift is the opportunity to practice this unified 
reality. Am I truly seeing into this moment, or 
am I simply trying to “let go” of my impatience, 
pretending that I am practicing patience? It is so 
much easier not to confront the reality of who I 
really am. Yet, it is this simple, honest practice, 
which opens me toward compassion.

—Museki Tendo
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I think of patience as kind of like learning to 
live with a snarling German Shepherd inside 
of me.

I do a lot to keep the dog down: being well 
rested, exercising, sitting in the morning be-
fore heading to work. My ability to be patient 
with others, and myself, is surely put to the test 
most often at work. I supervise a small, earnest 
staff who work very hard and asks for very little 
support from me. Since I began this role, I’ve 
kept close the memory of supervisors in my 
past who were impatient with me, and the pain 
of those experiences. Impatience is very close 
to cruelty. 

Places, and old repeating story lines, bring 
out the snarling dog, too. The subway in the 
morning on the way to work, standing body 
to body, smelling breath, my fear of people at-
tacking NYC again. It’s hard. Lately I’ve been 
chanting the Emmei Jukku Kannon Gyo to my-
self throughout the morning subway ride—it 
helps.

—Kerry Fristoe

Patience? Really? NOW? On the path of com-
plete self-realization?! The urgency to fully un-
knot this messy karmic-bundle-body is only ac-
celerating! Who has time to slow down if this 
is the only shot you’ve got? What is a karmic 
knot anyway? 

Okay. Enough. Drop into the body; study 
the nuances. I learn to connect an uprising of 
feeling—from a mild impatient agitation to 
a full-blown panic, from giddy excitement to 
crazy wildness—to its seed. And right now, I 
am studying the seeds of my needs. I find that 
when impatience arises, at the bottom is a seed 
of a need. And these needs are good—they are 
alive. They express my need for growth, con-

nection, purpose, play, expression, freedom. 
Yes, these are words, but they stand for and 
carry a particular energy. When my attention 
accepts the feelings and rests on a need, some-
times what I find makes me weep, and always 
breathe with relief. All that my needs need is, 
simply, my attention.

There I find empathy. These seeds of needs 
that I discover—for love, belonging, purpose—
are not uniquely mine. The violent fundamen-
talist, my insistent parent, an outraged refugee 
friend away from his besieged family in Gaza—
we all share these needs, and so through them 
I feel connected. 

Dear Rami, that urgency you feel to realize 
your life? Fulfill it with patience, through pa-
tience, as patience. Let that connection reveal 
itself, fulfill itself, simply. Nothing further need 
be done.

—Rami Mukyu Efal

It has only been since taking up practice that 
I realized that patience was a struggle for me. I 
notice that I want to (quickly!) move towards 
something else, to go and be elsewhere, in the 
future. Zazen is my great teacher of patience: 
When will this period ever end? Why can’t I con-
centrate? When am I going to have some trans-
formative experience and see what I’m missing? 
When? Hello? Oh, here I am—period still going. 
God! Perhaps I can try to tolerate this pain and my 
perceived failures as a student? Can I? Yes, I can 
bear it, and even, to my great surprise, enjoy 
sitting still and being present, just moments 
after impatience visited.

These days, I am trying to cultivate a sense 
of patience with my life as I move to a new 
country, start a business, find local sangha. I 
want it all to be in place, then I will feel stable, 
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grounded, and my new life can begin. Oh, wait, 
this feels familiar. Another trap. Remember?! Yes, 
I can tolerate my life being in flux, uncontrol-
lable. But how do I allow things to unfold yet 
not just sit back and wait? What does fire and 
determination look like when it’s friends with 
patience? 

—Selina Clare

Restless body, restless mind. A right turn onto 
a wrong road. Trace the path of irritation, wor-
ry, agitation. A clear sign of frustration: “Crap! 
Did it again!” To fall in love with trouble. This 
is patience.

Meeting the question, “Where does this 
come from?” I relax down into the hot bath 
of “Oh, I see!” In zazen, all is patience. An an-
cient practice.

I gaze into the forest for a wider view. I 
see one maple leaf, a curling speck of red, pa-
tiently finding its bit of ground. I wonder, is 
that the world, one tumbling out-of-control 
leaf? Mystified, I look down. There, a log sighs, 
patiently bearing lichen, carrying green crusti-
ness ‘til death.

I recall my own intimate activity mixing 
color to the right viscosity, scooping it onto 
the palette knife or the cat’s tongue brush. 
That’s super slow, much slower than the eye-
hand-brain imagines. An ancient practice, 
just being as slow as the inch worm inching 
towards the inch.

—Michelle Seigei Spark

Of the six paramitas, patience has always been 
the least attractive to me. It sounds a bit tepid. 
In fact, it kind of pisses me off. I’m not sure 

why. Maybe I’m in a rush to get to joyful effort. 
I wish I had something insightful to say 

about patience. It’s frustrating and a little 
painful to sit here staring at the blank page. 
I’m tempted to consult Shantideva or the Book 
of Job for inspiration—or to escape my dis-
comfort. Hmmm. Frankly, the only thing that 
comes to mind is the robo-announcement from 
the New York subway: Ladies and Gentlemen, 
we are delayed due to train traffic ahead of us. We 
apologize for any inconvenience.

When I lived at the monastery, I used to 
bolt out of the zendo every evening and hurry 
up to the bathhouse. At one point there was 
a young Japanese monk in residence with the 
same routine. But invariably, I was out of the 
shower and headed out the bathhouse door as 
he arrived. One evening, as we crossed paths 
on the threshold, he looked me over in mock 
astonishment. “So fast,” he added. “Are you…
ninja?”

Well, maybe a little bit.

—Patrick Yunen Kelly

Patience reminds the farmer in me that every-
thing has a season, that the wheel will turn 
without my help, and that because what rises 
does indeed fall, my impulsiveness will bite me 
in the ass every time.

Practicing patience has shown me why I 
should guard my words and actions, that anger 
comes from a lack of understanding. Applying 
this in my life has made waiting in hell much 
more tolerable, calming me down so I can see 
that the frantic pace I had been living was  
foolishness.

I’ll tell you this—it gets easier every day. 
Doing what is just and calm becomes natural, 
not forced. Even in the face of dire threat, I 
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hold my tongue refusing to harm another as 
the Tao moves through me.

If a Tibetan monk’s only fear in being held 
and tortured by the Chinese was that he would 
lose this compassion toward his tormentors, 
then my time in the SHU* for doing dharma 
should be a snap. 

*Segregated Housing Unit, i.e., solitary confine-
ment

—Joel E. Stevens

“I don’t have time for this!” is one of the most 
familiar ways I interact with the world. This 
happens a lot when I’m doing those in-be-
tween things, like errands, that feel like prepa-
ration for the good stuff.

I was in line at Walgreens recently, and 
there was a problem up at the register. It was 
taking a long time. I felt a surge of impatience 
and then consciously decided to just be there 
in that store, completely present to the sur-
roundings, the people, my body standing on 
the floor, and I really felt a contentedness that 
I don’t usually associate with fluorescent lights 
and shelves of brightly colored packages of 
cold remedies.  When I finally got to the regis-
ter, the cashier thanked me for being patient. I 
felt a mixture of gratitude and surprise because 
I had forgotten all about being patient—I was 
enjoying just being there.  

—Katie Scott-Childress

I came into Zen practice with a deep longing 
for an answer to the question of my life—When 
will it happen for me? When will I be satisfied? 
When will this deep hole within me be filled? 

People often told me that I was so patient and 
calm. They couldn’t see my mind frantically 
racing this way and that, looking desperately 
for someone to make me feel whole. And 
I was fooled, too. When I would hear about 
the Perfection of Patience I actually thought, 
“I have that one down.” It’s taken me some 
time to realize how I’ve confused patience 
with waiting. I thought that if I could just sit 
still and wait, eventually the thing, the person 
would come along. I was looking for an answer 
that would fit perfectly what I was looking 
for, and I assumed I’d never be satisfied until I 
found just that. 

I’ve just started to see that patience is a 
practice of active engagement with my life 
right now. It’s dropping my rushing towards 
The Answer, and letting go of my egotistical 
notions of what I think I need to feel satisfied 
and whole. When I feel myself panicking in 
my discomfort and longing, I find strength in 
the fact that I do not know what’s going to 
happen. Looking at how my life is actually un-
folding, trusting my teacher and the Buddha’s 
teachings, my faith in my life right here and 
now is reaffirmed.

—Shannon Hayes

My parents are speaking to me, again, finally. 
I sat out their outrage at decisions I’d made 
and actions I’d taken for my own happiness 
and sanity. In this void I studied Shantideva 
on patience. I typed a small card with this: 
Whatever wholesome deeds, such as venerat-
ing the Buddhas and generosity, that have been 
amassed over a thousand eons, will be destroyed 
in one moment of anger. Opening my wallet, 
I’d be surprised to find it, and the words would 
pull me up short, return me to awareness. I 
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practiced absorbing the arrows of harm, with-
holding body and speech from acts of anger. 
Waiting. Breathing. Still. 

But not so still. In zazen, my mind raged 
with anger and injustice; I composed self-serv-
ing letters, staged vivid angry confrontations—
a complex design of mutual destruction wove 
its way through my veins: a toxic karmic dump.

The practice of patience can’t be merely 
withholding outward action. The voice of my 
teacher suddenly pierces my defenses: “Sit on 
your pillow and feel compassion for them.”  
Actual compassion. This breaks my heart open 
—for them and for me—for a least a moment. 
My practice is in these moments. 

—Myron Shijo Rogers

“I can’t believe they didn’t design this app to 
load any faster,” I mutter as I open applications 
to try to troubleshoot the one that is slow or 
pick up my cell phone to do something while 
I wait. This used to happen all the time. Now 
I just sit and bring my attention to my breath 
as I wait for the computer. I notice that my 
forehead and neck have tightened as I’ve been 
working and I let the tension go. I feel a little 
better as I resume typing.

I’m sitting at a red light and I’ve already  
figured out how I’m going to make lane chang-
es to get through the next four intersections. 
Wait a minute; this is a good time to take a 
couple moments to check in with how I’m feel-
ing. I notice that muscles in my hips are tense. 
I let the tension go and the light changes.

It’s really hard to maintain mindfulness 
throughout the day, but realizing I can use the 
many delays and inconveniences to return to 
practice makes it a little easier. Rather than be-
ing fixated on the task at hand and getting irri-

tated when I have to wait, I simply do something 
completely different: spend a few moments 
actively engaging with my breath, body, and  
feelings. What a relief!

—Christopher Kilkenny

Early on in my life I disliked patience—I think 
I saw it as complacency or avoidance. I guess 
that’s pretty normal. Now, when I think of a 
child or teenager I’ve met who already seems 
to possesses some real patience, I feel a lot of 
respect for them.

Over the last few years I’ve strangely 
enough come to appreciate impatience, too. In 
moments when a false patience (avoidance or 
halfheartedness, generally) have dropped away, 
a flash of my anger or directness has helped to 
create a more genuine connection between 
myself and someone else. I push myself to take 
that risk more often these days, reminding my-
self that for me not holding back my emotions 
tends to improve relationships. 

 
—Michael Taikyu Apathy

Growing up, I imagined that characters in 
fairy tales were pure fantasy—Creuella deVil, 
Cinderella and the ugly sisters, and the Evil 
Queen with her mirror on the wall. I didn’t be-
lieve that these could be actual studies of real 
people—how could the world be so unjust? 
So maybe it makes sense that faced with an 
evil-queen all my own, I get good and angry 
about being mistreated. Last week with my fin-
ger poised over the button, about to release a 
karmic bomb, I had a chance to meet with my 
teacher. In a few exchanged words I understand 
that “amazing grace” is a glimpse of perfection 
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that goes beyond the character mistreating me 
and into our shared reality. Now I understand 
why Daido said, “What you do and what hap-
pens to you are the same thing.”

  — Síocáin Keiho Hughes 

All my life I’ve wanted what I wanted now, I 
wanted to do it myself, and I wanted to do it 
my way. Before I started practicing, I thought 
patience was either something you had or you 
didn’t, like an innate trait. Encountering the 
dharma, I learned that patience could be prac-
ticed, and that the time to practice it was in 
the moment when I wasn’t feeling patient.

For me, patience feels most connected to 
understanding that things and people and situ-
ations have their own time. Life is happening 
on a schedule that I don’t determine, and I can 
either practice being in harmony with that or 
not. I still so often jump the gun—but now I 
can see that 99% of the time, it’s because I’m 
scared or anxious, not because I think I know 
what’s best. And for some reason, that feels 
like a kind of progress.

The way that I actually experience pa-
tience in my body—in a moment when I want 
to just act, get it over with, or get away—is 
as holding-open. Keeping the opening open 
instead of letting it collapse shut, on a whole-
body, cellular level. It’s gentle but it also re-
quires effort, because the habit of collapsing 
shut is so much more accessible to me. My only 
regrets in life are the times when I wasn’t pa-
tient. Remembering that is a good motivator 
for me to keep practicing.

—Shea Ikusei Settimi

Steven?
Yes, Carla.
Where am I?
You’re in your apartment, Mom.
Really? 
Yes. 
Hmm. What happened to the house?
We sold it when you moved here. 
How long have I been here?
It’s been about four years.
Really?
Uh huh.
Steven. 
Yes, Carla. 
Where is this place?
It’s assisted living, Mom. You moved here after 
dad died.
Gene’s dead?
Yes, he died about five years ago. We sold the 
house and moved you here into this apartment 
complex.
How long has he been dead?
It’s been about five years.
Five years? 
Yes.
But he was just here, 
No, Carla, he’s never been here.
Steven. 
Yes.
Where am I?
In your apartment, Carla. Look, here’s your 
aide.
Good, I’m ready for bed. 
Good night, Carla. 
Good night, Steven.

—Steven Seigo Beres
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The National Buddhist Prison Sangha recently received a letter from a practitioner who was inspired to ex-
plore the Heart Sutra in a more personal way. He saw that its teachings on emptiness offered a powerful way 
to reflect on his life in prison and penned this version, which he titled “The Prisoner’s Heart Sutra.” Here at 
Mountain Record, we saw a connection between this piece and the theme of the issue, particularly as it relates 
to the cultivation and practice of patience in adverse circumstances. 

The Prisoner’s Heart Sutra

Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva, doing deep Prajna Paramita
Clearly saw emptiness of all the five conditions
Thus completely relieving misfortune and pain.
Oh Shariputra, prison is no other than freedom
Freedom no other than prison
Prison is exactly freedom, freedom is exactly prison
Arguments, fights, racism, gangs, ego are likewise like this
Oh Shariputra, all Dharmas are prisons of freedom
Not born, not destroyed, not stained, not pure; Without loss, without gain, 
So in freedom there is no prison
No arguments, fights, racism, gangs, ego
No hatred, back-biting, slander, lies, physical abuse, delusion
No color, no faces, no sound of hatred
No smell of cigarettes, no taste of prison food, touch of night-sticks, prison world phenomena
No realm of cells, no realm of hell consciousness
No mis-education, and no end to mis-education
No deterioration in a cell, and no end to deterioration in a cell
No expectation, no cause of expectation, no mail, no packages, no visits, and no escape
No escape and thus the practitioner lives Prajna Paramita
With no hindrance in the mind, no hindrance therefore no fear
Far beyond deluded thoughts, this is Nirvana
All past, present and future Buddhas live Prajna Paramita
And therefore attain anuttara-samyaksambodhi
Therefore know Prajna Paramita is the great mantra
The vivid mantra, the best mantra
It completely clears all pain; this is the truth, not a lie
So set forth this mantra and say Gate! Gate! Paragate!
Parasamgate! Bodhi Svaha! Prajna Heart Sutra.

 —Damion Coppedge, NBPS  
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The Trauma of Everyday Life
by Mark Epstein, M.D.

Penguin Press, 2014

Mark Epstein’s The 
Trauma of Everyday Life 
is, in essence, a conversa-
tion between his years of 
experience as a therapist, 
as a father, as a practitio-
ner; between the rich de-
velopmental teachings of 
the master analyst D.W. 
Winnicott, present and 
past Buddhist teachers 

and the Buddha’s own personal and spiritual his-
tory, starting with the loss of his mother at the 
age of one week, his awakening, and his sermons 
throughout his teaching life.  

How is Epstein defining trauma? I think he 
defines it as simply being human, a relational 
rupture: inner and outer broken by the inevi-
table encounter with impermanence and non-
acceptance of the absolutisms of life. Utilizing 
the Splinter of the Rock Discourse, Epstein 
proposes that the Buddha was teaching that it 
is not what we encounter but our relationship 
to what we encounter that transforms. Often an 
encounter is embedded in such early experienc-
es of overwhelm, confusion or outright neglect, 
what therapists call developmental trauma, that 
a person’s predictive and avoidant view from 
that original traumatic experience can unwit-
tingly inform every future internal and external 
relationship. 

For Epstein, the awakened relationship is 
built in learning to rest our awareness in that 
which we have previously avoided. We avoided 
it because lack of awareness is what originally 

helped us survive and make it through. Epstein 
centers the organization of his book on the 
Buddha’s early loss of his mother. That experience 
predates the Buddha’s narrative memory, yet shows 
itself in what trauma therapists call enactment—
that which is outside of awareness shows itself in 
behavior.

For instance, for Epstein the Buddha’s six years 
of aggressive asceticism were an expression of the 
Buddha’s attempt to purify himself of some sense 
of fundamental wrongness. Utilizing the person 
of the Buddha, in Epstein’s thesis enlightenment 
becomes remembering that which lay outside his 
awareness, the resolution of developmental trauma 
and a return with awareness to the flow of the re-
lational realm. 

Epstein asks, can we truly be in the present 
without a wholehearted acceptance of the demons 
and deficiencies of the past, which have been ex-
iled? Trauma leaves us unbearably alone, unable to 
rely on old truths and unable to tolerate present 
experience. What heals trauma? Relationship. We 
move from dissociation to engaged curiosity.  

However, my main criticism of this book is 
raised in the question: What home are we com-
ing to? If I could have a conversation with him, I 
would wonder about a few things.  

In particular, there are two big troubling piec-
es in my reading: his interpreting the Buddha’s 
five dreams before awakening from a psychoana-
lytic perspective as a return to the mother, the 
feminine, and implicit relational knowing; and 
two, his conflating the deeply healing quality of 
Winnicott’s understanding of how we develop in 
relationship with the Buddha’s spiritual awaken-
ing, drawing upon the koan when the monk asks 
Yunmen, “How is it when the tree withers and the 
leaves fall?” and Yunmen replies, “Body exposed in 
the golden wind.” 
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That said, I certainly recommend this book. 
Epstein offers a rich exploration of trauma to prac-
titioners and encouraging words to non-Buddhist 
seekers on the therapeutic path. While the meta-
phor feels stretched in my reading, at its best, this 
is certainly a book that gives us permission to bring 
parts, once unseen and unacknowledged, into the 
conversation. 

Lisa Kyojo Smith, MRO lives in Brooklyn with her hus-
band and two daughters. She is a therapist in private practice.

Mark Epstein responds to this review:

Dear Lisa,

Thank you so much for sending me your beauti-
ful, and honest, words. I am indeed calling no-self the 
implicit relational self, you have read me correctly.  
Whether this is or is not the case….who can say for 
sure? But I am glad you are thinking about it and I 
think it is great that you are writing out your doubt. 
For the sake of the discussion though, of course when 
the Buddha teaches sati he is asking us to remember the 
person. Do persons not exist?  You exist and I do too 
and so does Ryushin. And yes, the golden wind can be 
the implicit relational knowing of the mother.  Can’t it?  
And why can’t the Buddha’s teachings be a salve to the 
self that suffers? Aren’t they?  No-self doesn’t eradi-
cate personhood. “What home are we coming home 
to?” you ask. Is there another home somewhere else we 
should know about? “Can one both understand some-
thing and not know it at the same time?”  Excellent 
question!  I would say yes. The practice is not only 
about disappointing your expectations, it’s also about 
fulfilling them. 

My best to you,

 Mark

I wonder if Epstein has, in fact, done a dis-
service to both the Buddha and Winnicott? 
The Buddha’s teachings weren’t meant to be a 
salve to the self that suffers; yet this is what I 
read through his interpretation. Is the golden 
wind the implicit relational knowing of the 
mother? I would like it to be. It feels delicious 
and makes me feel good about the work I do. 
Yet I wonder, where is the essential question 
about who is relating? I am not sure that the 
goal of Winnicott and the goal of the Buddha 
are the same. Neither am I yet sure of how to 
practice these two aspects in my own life with-
out conflict. 

Finally, I wonder, does practice allow us 
both to sustain a view of self and the world, 
and simultaneously to demolish that view? Can 
one both understand something and not know 
it at the same time? Interestingly, much of my 
recent therapeutic work has focused on remem-
bering and embracing the dissociative aspects 
that Epstein addresses. And I’m simultaneously 
grateful that Epstein’s book raises some ques-
tions about a platform I see now I’ve been try-
ing to protect—trying to get the practice to fit 
what I want in some subtle way. 

I am left unsettled and with doubt: When 
the Buddha talks about sati, (literally “remem-
bering,” but most often understood as “mind-
ful”) is he asking us to remember the person? 
It’s a rich and playful idea for a therapist. Still, 
the Buddha’s personal biography comes from 
the sutras, which were written across time and 
geography. In Zen, we don’t worry about the ve-
racity of the story in history. We train to bring 
it alive in our own realization. Yet it seems spe-
cious to utilize the historical Buddha, whose 
mother might or might not have actually died, 
to psychologize the teachings. 
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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  grhayes1956@comcast.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 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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