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Zen is a way of using your mind and living 
your life and doing it with other people. 

—John Daido Loori, Roshi 



Vol. 33 No.2      Winter 2014•2015

photo: Lisa Gakyo Schaewe

Daido Roshi
4     How one Vow Unfolds   
      Editorial

6     THe sTone lion

      Fearlessness, gentleness, and the life of a buddha.
       
19   Really PUT yoURself inTo iT

      What is Zen training and how should we engage it? 

25   MeeTing MaezUMi RosHi

      The story of a singular teacher-student encounter.

29   sPiRiTUal RiPeness: THe TenTH sTage      
      A mature practitioner is relaxed, at ease, and utterly ordinary.

36   THe gifT of MonasTicisM

      Shaping an American Buddhist monasticism.

46    JoURnal, 1971-1974  
      Notes on discovering spiritual practice through photography.      



     57   PoeMs

          Unpublished poems from Roshi’s journals.

     60   BaRRieRs and THe cReaTiVe PRocess

          Intuition, art-making and the deep work of healing. 

     68   ligHT

          Seeing the world afresh, the Way reveals itself. 

     76   RaqUeTTe RiVeR field JoURnal

          In the forest and on the water—notes from wild places.
    
    78   THe insenTienT exPRess THe way

           Hearing the teachings of mountains, rivers, stars and stones.

    82    MoUnTains and RiVeRs oRdeR news 
            News, Sangha Reflections, Affiliate Directory    

All articles are by John Daido Loori, Roshi. 
Uncredited images are from ZMM Archives.



4

Daido Roshi in Interview, 1984 William Kishin Gamble



5

Editorial: How One Vow Unfolds

I remember returning to the Monastery from 
the abbacy one afternoon toward the end 
of Daido Roshi’s life. As I crested the small 

hill at the Monastery’s rear entrance, I saw the 
garden and sprawling main meadow, the tow-
ering white pines that line the driveway, the 
rugged locust trees encircling the main build-
ing, and the blue sky stretching above it all. I 
felt pierced through by this beloved place and 
was filled with the sense that I was literally 
standing in the midst of Daido Roshi’s vows. 
The Monastery, its buildings and grounds, the 
bamboo grove, the neighboring stream—the 
whole of it suddenly appeared to me as a tan-
gible manifestation of one person’s vision and   
commitment: a vow in earthly form.

It’s been five years since Daido Roshi died. 
As time passes, when the sangha gathers in 
the zendo, the number of people who actually 
knew him steadily decreases. Roshi’s presence 
suffuses the Monastery and the Temple, but 
the time seemed ripe to dedicate an issue of 
Mountain Record to more direct forms of his 
voice and teaching.

Within these pages you’ll find a diverse 
range of material: excerpts from Roshi’s vari-
ous books, edited transcripts from comments 
he made in the zendo, and images from his 
decades of photography. Some pieces may be 
familiar to you, but others have never been 
seen before: journal entries from a photogra-
pher on the brink of discovering Zen, poems 
from a new teacher just finding his voice, jot-
tings from a nature-lover out in the elements. 

Daido Roshi, extraordinary as he was in 
some regards, was also an imperfect human 

being. Like any spiritual teacher, he had his 
share of flaws and struggles. But he also had a 
vision of rooting the dharma here in America, 
of creating a place where men and women, lay  
students and monastics, could come together 
to train and realize themselves. He fulfilled 
his commitment to that vision student by 
student, day by day, year by year—eventually 
forming the Mountains and Rivers Order. 

The Monastery will celebrate its 35th 
anniversary this year. There have been plenty 
of changes here since Daido Roshi’s passing, 
and another one lies just ahead: in a few days 
Ryushin Sensei will be stepping down as the 
Monastery’s abbot. Still, each morning the 
main altar is lit for dawn zazen; each night 
the zendo closes with the evening gatha. The  
elements that create this Monastery may shift 
position, but the heart remains the same. 

At Daido Roshi’s funeral Chozen Roshi, 
his dharma sister, offered a memorial poem 
containing the following lines:

Look!
How one vow unfolds
Into a thousand blessings!

As you read through these pages, may the 
strength of Daido Roshi’s vow nourish your 
own commitment, and may thousands of  
blessings result.

Danica Shoan Ankele
Mountain Record Editor
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Koans of the Way of Reality, Case 103

The Prologue

Confined in a cage, up against a wall, pressed against barriers—if you linger in thought, 
holding back your potential, you will remain mired in fear and frozen in inaction. If, on 

the other hand, you advance fearlessly and without hesitation, you manifest your power as 
a competent adept of the Way. Passing through entanglements and barriers without hin-

drance, the time and season of great peace is attained. How do you advance fearlessly and 
without hesitation? Listen to the following.

Main Case

The National Teacher and Emperor Su-tsung arrived at the front gate of the imperial pal-
ace. The National Teacher pointed to a stone lion and said, “Your majesty, this lion is so 
very rare, can you give me a single turning phrase about it?” The Emperor said, “I cannot 
give a phrase;  please, will the Master give one?” The National Teacher replied, “Oh, this 

is the mountain monastic’s fault.” Later Chen-ying of Ta-yuan asked the National Teacher, 
“Did the Emperor understand?” The National Teacher said, “Let’s put aside whether he 

understood; how do you understand it?” 

The Stone Lion
Dharma Discourse by John Daido Loori, Roshi
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Verse

Each crisis, an opportunity,
Yet if you fail to act, you miss it by a thousand miles.

The cave of the Blue Dragon is ominous.
Only the fearless dare to enter.

It is here that the forest of patterns is clearly revealed,
The myriad forms evident.

It is here that the one bright pearl is hidden.
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Fear is one of the central themes we 
work with in our practice. When we 
examine fear, we find that it is almost 

always based in the past, in something we 
have carried around for many years. It is part 
of the baggage we call our “self.” Through 
the process of zazen, through studying the 
self, that baggage becomes quite evident and 
accessible. 

Confined in a cage, up against the wall, 
pressed against barriers—if you linger in 
thought, holding back your potential, you will 
remain mired in fear and frozen inaction. Like 
the stone lion the National Teacher was 
pointing to, you may look like a lion, but you 
can’t move or do anything. Although each 
one of us has the potential of Buddhahood, 
as soon as we start analyzing, we give rise not 
to freedom but to more things to analyze, 
more things to understand. As the inac-
tion continues, the fear persists. We come 
up with all kinds of wonderful explanations 
for our fear, but somehow they don’t seem 
to help. We define it, categorize it, analyze 
it, judge it, understand it—still it persists. 
What is this fear? 

THe dicTionaRy says feaR is “an agitation 
or dismay in the anticipation of danger or 
harm.” Usually the dictionary is not very 
accurate, but in this case it does point out 
the key to what makes fear work— 

anticipation. Fear always has to do with 
what is going to happen next. It is always 
about the next corner, next day, next hour, 
next moment. What if…? 

If, on the other hand, you advance fear-
lessly and without hesitation, you manifest 
your power as a competent adept of the Way. 
What is that power? Power is ki. Ki is 
uncovered in the process of zazen. Just the 
simple action of acknowledging a thought 
and letting it go and bringing your atten-
tion back to the breath builds power. Little 
by little, day by day, the practice of sitting, 
of watching the flow of thoughts without 
analyzing, judging, or understanding them, 
builds confidence almost imperceptibly. 

Passing through entanglements and barri-
ers without hindrance, the time and season of 
great peace is attained. The season of great 
peace is what we call the “endless spring.” 
The endless spring is always present, just 
as spring is always present. In the frozen 
branches buried beneath three feet of snow, 
spring is present. Buried deep beneath years 
of conditioning lives a Buddha. But unless 
we realize and activate that potential, it 

remains dormant and doesn’t impart any 
strength to our lives or to anyone else.

feaRlessness can Be UndeRsTood on many 
different levels. Sometimes being fearless 
is just being stupid. If, when everyone else 

Fear always has to do with what is going to happen next. It 
is always about the next corner, next day, next hour, next 

moment. What if. . . ?
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panics, you remain calm, perhaps you don’t 
understand the problem. That kind of dull-
witted stupidity is not true fearlessness. 
There is also the fearlessness of the young, 
who still see themselves as invulnerable. 
That sense of invulnerability and willing-
ness to take chances is what the military 
loves about young people. 

On the other hand, the kind of fearless-
ness I’m speaking of is a generous, compas-
sionate fearlessness. It is not a matter of 
just exerting one’s power. I’m speaking of 
spiritual fearlessness, one of the attributes 
of a spiritual warrior. We see this kind 
of fearlessness throughout history, mani-
fested by all of the great teachers—Moses, 
Jesus, Saint Teresa, Buddha, Bodhidharma. 
Because their fearlessness was not self-
centered, it was compassionate. That is why 
I stress repeatedly to be generous with your 
practice, with your zazen. Don’t just prac-
tice for yourself, but for all sentient beings. 
Give your zazen to someone who needs it.  

The experience of fearlessness is totally 
dependent upon the experience of fear. 
Fearlessness is not a matter of ignoring fear, 
but of really acknowledging it and being 
empowered by it. That is what keeps it from 
being stupid. The anticipation is still there, 
but the agitation is not. There is only readi-
ness. If you are driving a car that has a spare 
tire, you don’t fear having a flat. You have a 
way of taking care of it. If you have turned 
over a canoe several times and made it to 
shore, then white water doesn’t pose a big 
threat to you. You still anticipate the dan-
ger and respond to it, but there is a sense of 
preparedness and of the ability to respond.   

One of the first things taught in the 
martial arts is not how to fight but how to 
lose, how to fall down and get up. Falling 

down and getting up are not two separate 
things; they are one thing. The force of 
falling down, of failure, is part and parcel 
of the force of returning to one’s feet, of 
recovery. 

we go THRoUgH life fearing death. And we 
go through life fearing life. There we are, 
caught between two iron mountains. We’re 
afraid we’re going to die or we’re afraid 
we’re going to live. We wonder how to deal 
with all of the difficulties of life, creating 
fear of failure, as well as fear of success. It’s 
amazing. I hear it all the time from people 
who are stuck on the edge of seeing the 
koan Mu. They become gripped by this 
fear. They are afraid of seeing Mu and yet 
they don’t want to fail. They want to do it 
and they don’t want to do it. If they do it, 
they feel it may change them in some way 
that they don’t like. I’ve heard people say 
that they’re afraid that they may suddenly 
become monastics and lose whatever pos-
sessions they have; yet at the same time 
they really want to see it. So there they sit, 
frozen in fear. 

Usually, at the bottom of fear is a sense 
of inadequacy, a lack of confidence. It is 
like the victim syndrome—we keep waiting 
for something to happen. How do we deal 
with it? Ordinarily we do one of two things. 
We may panic, becoming overwhelmed 
and eventually closing down, pulling back 
in one way or another. Sometimes clos-
ing down becomes a matter of numbing 
ourselves—using entertainment, getting 
stoned, getting drunk, changing the sub-
ject. These are all different  forms of denial. 
Or, we take the opposite stand and turn the 
fear into anger, becoming a raging bull and 
confronting it, horns lowered, head on. But 
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somehow the fear doesn’t go away, though 
it seems to have retreated for the moment.

I remember a student who worked in 
New York City. He was a film editor, a 
large but gentle man. One night, at two 
or three o’clock in the morning, he came 
out of the editing studios on a side street 
in a rough neighborhood. As he walked 
towards his car just a few blocks away, 
he heard footsteps behind him. He saw a 
reflection in the window: three guys were 
following him. He knew he was going to 
have to go around the corner into the dark, 
where he would probably be attacked. If he 
struggled, they probably would kill him. 
Very likely, he thought to himself, they 
have weapons. All these things were going 
through his mind. Within the course of a 
block and a half, his mind just kept run-
ning on and on and on. He reached a point 
where he was in such total frenzy that he 
turned into a raging bull. He decided that 
since he was going to die anyway, he would 
go out kicking. He whipped around, faced 
them, and yelled, “All right, let’s do it!” 
But when he rushed toward them, they 
scattered in the ten directions. They just 
ran for their lives. He couldn’t believe it. 
He was still shaking as he jumped into his 
car and drove off. 

I asked him, “How is the fear now?” 
He’d always had this fear of dark streets. 
He said it was still there. He hadn’t 
resolved it with that encounter. That one 
success didn’t do anything for him, except 
save him that one time. We have to go a 
little bit deeper than just turning fear into 
anger and confrontation. Fearlessness is 
not a matter of being without fear; it is a 
matter of transcending fear.
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How does one adVance fearlessly and 
without hesitation? Fearlessness is different 
than courage. In the dictionary, courage is 
defined as “a quality of mind or tempera-
ment that enables one to stand fast in the 
face of opposition, hardship, or danger.” 
Fearlessness is having or showing no fear 
when faced with something dangerous, dif-
ficult, or unknown. Within courage there 
might be tremendous fear. Yet you stand 
fast. In fearlessness, on the other hand, the 
fear doesn’t arrive; it has been transcended. 
There are all kinds of reasons for that kind 
of transcendence. There is the fearlessness 
of a mother. Mothers, especially among 
mammals, are very protective of their 
young. There is nothing more harmless 
than the big black bears that run around 
on this mountain. But confront a mother 
and her cub, and you’ve got something to 
deal with because the mother has no sense 
of fear for herself. Her only concern is the 
welfare of that cub. Even when wounded, 
she will persist in protecting her cub.

in THis koan of naTional Teacher Ta-cheng 
and Emperor Su-tsung, the teacher is test-
ing the Emperor. Being a National Teacher 
must have been a pretty touchy job back in 
those days. The emperors had no hesitation 
about ordering the beheading of people 
they didn’t like. And they changed reli-
gions the way most people change socks. 
One day Taoists are in and Buddhists are 
out; a few years later, the Buddhists are in 
and the Taoists are out. When you chal-
lenged the emperor you were taking your 
life in your hands. 

“Your majesty, this lion is so very rare, 
can you give me a single turning phrase 
about it?” the National Teacher asks. He is  

demanding, “Show me your understanding 
of it, show me your dharma.” A turning 
phrase is one that is alive and jumping, 
vital, and capable of imparting strength. 
What can you say about the stone lion? 

Obviously swords and arrows are not 
considerations when the imperative to 
teach goes into effect. What is the impera-
tive? It is the dharma, the teaching impera-
tive. Every opportunity that presents itself 
is an opportunity to impart life.

The Emperor responds, “I cannot give a 
phrase.” The note to this line says, “An hon-
est person is hard to find. Still, there could 
be something here.” Is he just being honest 
about his lack of understanding? Or is he 
presenting a reflection of his understanding? 
Is he saying that it is unspeakable, beyond 
words and ideas? The Emperor then says, 
“Please, will the master give one?” The note 
says, “As it turns out, he doesn’t flinch when 
faced with danger. Turning the spear around, 
he threatens the old man.” He has taken 
the same question and turned it around and 
confronted the old man with it. 

The National Teacher replied, “Oh, this 
is the mountain monastic’s fault.” The note 
says, “Very intimate, indeed. All eighty-six 
ancestors have suffered this illness.” Is he 
just trying to cover himself—It’s my fault, 
my fault that you don’t know, my fault for 
asking the question. Or is he showing him 
something? What is the illness common 
to all the ancestors, to all the teachers in 
the lineage? What does “very intimate, 
indeed” mean in reference to that ques-
tion? We need to see clearly what the 
National Teacher really meant when he 
said that “it is the mountain monastic’s 
fault.” Mountain monastic is a reference 
to himself. But what is it that is his fault? 
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The whole universe is his fault! The whole 
universe is his responsibility!

Later Chen-ying of Ta-yuan asked the 
National Teacher…The note says, “A 
wounded tiger appears out of the weeds. 
What is this monastic really seeking?” 
Wounded by what? Obviously, this monas-
tic is wounded by the questions constantly 
running through his head. Weeds  symbol-
ize delusion; he steps out of the weeds when 
he asks for the teaching. But, there is ask-
ing and then there is asking. The monastic 
inquires, “Did the Emperor understand?” 
The note says, “Yesterday has already hap-
pened. Tomorrow has not yet happened. 
How about now?” What does the monastic 
really want to know? What does it matter 
whether the Emperor understood or not? 
The old teacher immediately sees that and 
says, “Let’s put aside whether he understood; 
how do you understand it?” The note says, 
“Seeing a cage, he builds a cage. This kind 
of kindness is hard to repay. Successive gen-
erations only transmitted this.” 

Taking ResPonsiBiliTy is THe other side of 
denial or blame. Our tendency in dealing 

with the barriers in our lives is to push 
them out of the way, to deny them. We do 
this in all sorts of ways. One of the com-
mon “new age” ways is to adopt catchwords. 
Catchwords have a ring to them. We begin 

to define ourselves according to the catchy 
new category we fit in. We pick from all the 
different syndromes, or definitions that we 
can chose from, and we make a nice nest 
for ourselves. Somehow we feel that when 
we can name it, or find a category for it, we 
can set it aside. I’m a  ————. Fill in the 
space yourself. 

Take, for instance, anyone who identi-
fies as a “minority”: implicit is a lack of 
access to power. That is very frustrating. 
There can be a real sense of hopelessness 
and helplessness, even of fear, depending 
upon the context. Yet frequently, these 
catch words create such a false sense of 
comfort that we begin to feel we don’t have 
to do anything about the situation. There’s 
a sense of, “Now that we know what it is, 
it’s settled.” That is just another way of 
avoiding responsibility, another form of 
denial. 

Our government has mastered that kind 
of denial. Years ago, at the dawn of Madison 
Avenue, I remember the research done by 
advertising firms on how colors and shapes 
could be used to control people. One could 
become a vice-president by coming up with 

just the right word or catch phrase. A prod-
uct would start selling like crazy; people 
would respond to it. Certain words, colors, 
shapes, and contexts are almost hypnotic. 
Madison Avenue has become expert in 

Fearlessness is not a matter of ignoring fear, but of really 
acknowledging it and being empowered by it.
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manipulation. I was in the advertising busi-
ness for a time, and I went to many courses 
the advertising institutes offered. It didn’t 
take long for that technology to travel from 
advertising to government and the military, 
to be used to control people in other ways. 
More than just a way of getting people to 
buy something they don’t want to buy, the 
technology of advertising has become a 
very dangerous kind of mass programming.

Many veterans are aware of how the 
government has come up with a series of 
terms, war after war, for something the 
bureaucracy has needed to deny. During the 
Civil War they called it “nostalgia”—that 
was the term used to describe the mind of 
someone who spent time on a battlefield 
and was shot at every day, who killed other 
human beings in his daily work. In World 
War I it was called “shell shock.” They 
figured some soldiers got “weird” because 
bombs were exploding too close to them. 
Then in World War II it was called “battle 
fatigue.” Each war that followed has had 
different definitions, including the Korean 
and Vietnam Wars. All the names are 
basically ways of denying the real prob-
lem. This phenomenon isn’t a matter of 
being wounded physically; it isn’t some-
thing physical like losing an arm or a leg. If 
you took these people out of combat, their 
symptoms would largely go away. And no 
one worried too much about the problem 
because it had always had a name. In every 
war they’ve changed the name. But each 
name is another form of denial.

We do the same thing; we make our 
nests in words and phrases. There is a whole 
system of koans dealing specifically with 
how we get caught in the entanglements of 
language. You can’t move forward and you 

can’t move backward, so you just make a 
nest. Maybe the problem will go away. That 
won’t work in koan study, just as it doesn’t 
work in the rest of our lives.

we need To look caRefUlly at the state-
ment, “It’s my fault.” What does it mean 
to take responsibility? Responsibility is 
very empowering. Blaming takes away your 
power. And the value of blaming is very 
short-lived, because the pain persists, the 
fear persists, the anxiety persists. When 
we take responsibility, there is no denial, 
no blaming. There is just trusting. Trusting 
means giving yourself permission to be 
yourself. It means giving yourself permis-
sion to either fail or succeed, because you 
are prepared for either. You know how to 
fail. When you fall, you use the force of 
the fall, transforming it into the thrust of 
recovery. And you do it again and again. 
When there is no illusion, then failure and 
success are not so powerful. There is only 
the action, the doing. In that same taking 
of responsibility we give birth to fearless-
ness. There is no fear in the anticipation or 
in the presence of danger. There is only the 
readiness for action.

THe caPPing VeRse of this koan says:

Each crisis, an opportunity. 
Yet if you fail to act, you miss it by 
     a thousand miles. 
The cave of the Blue Dragon is ominous. 
Only the fearless dare to enter.

It seems that most of the advances peo-
ple make in practice come from the crises 
they face. When things are going smooth-
ly and life is easy, sitting usually loses  
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my head back and let out this god-awful 
squeak. Well, everybody laughed. And that 
was it. I crumbled. I didn’t realize until 
many years later how this event had affect-
ed my whole life, and especially my ability 
to speak in public.

I was still feeling the effects in my thir-
ties. I had done some scientific work that 
resulted in a paper to be presented at an 
international conference. I had somehow 
envisioned myself delivering the paper to 
30 or 40 other scientists. When I got 
to the conference, I realized that I was 
billed for the big auditorium, the “Golden 
Room,” which meant that hundreds of peo-
ple would be there for my morning talk. So 
the night before the talk, I got very drunk. 
I convinced a friend of mine from the same 
laboratory to present the talk for me. He 
agreed; he would have no trouble confront-
ing 2,000 people. 

Every time I’d run into somebody in an 
elevator, and they’d look at my name tag 
and say, “Oh, I’m looking forward to your 
talk, Dr. Loori,” I would get even sicker. 
I knew that all these people were experts, 
and they were going to find all these 
things wrong with my paper. They were all 
going to laugh. I was the same 11-year-old 
with the squeaky clarinet. I remember that 
morning when the talk was announced, I 
heard my name, and I started getting nau-
seous. (I was also very hung over.) I was sit-
ting way in the back of the auditorium. At 
one point during the presentation the slide 
machine jammed. The presenter called my 
name out from the stage and asked if I could 
fix the machine. I threw up and left.

It took years of practice after that to be 
able to talk to a group of people and not 
feel worried about failure; to be stupid, if 

vitality and becomes sluggish. When a 
crisis appears, an opportunity appears—an 
opportunity to enter a new territory, to 
penetrate a barrier, to overcome a difficulty. 
If you fail to act when that opportunity 
presents itself, you miss something very 
special and important in your life. Many 
times we just let the crisis pass, instead of 
seeing it as a wonderful dharma meal with 
which to nourish ourselves. We shy away 
from it, hoping that it will go away. And 
chances are, if you deny it long enough, it 
will somehow disappear into the cobwebs 
of your unconscious. It is still there and 
functioning, but we don’t have to deal with 
it. But it is always there. 

That is why I get very touchy about 
people working on the koan Mu prema-
turely. I’ve seen too many people use Mu 
and their zazen as another kind of suppres-
sion, as another hiding place. It works quite 
well as a way to keep you from dealing with 
something you don’t want to deal with: 
just Mu it out of your mind. That is noth-
ing more than suppression. The problem 
just lies there and festers, waiting for an 
opportunity to present itself. It doesn’t go 
away until you’ve dealt with it, until you’ve 
empowered yourself with it.

i ReMeMBeR ViVidly at age 11, after I had 
been playing the clarinet for about a year, I 
had to perform a solo in a school play. I was 
shy, and during rehearsal the teacher kept  
saying, “Hold your head up, John. You 
know, hold the clarinet up and really 
play.” When the time came to actually do 
the performance, with everybody in the 
audience—all the students, the teachers, 
my parents and their friends—my teacher, 
standing offstage, said, “Heads up!” I threw 
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being stupid is what comes out, and to be 
smart, if being smart is what comes out. To 
allow it to be the way it is. That is what 
fearlessness is really about. You can’t defeat 
someone who is fearless in this way.

so wHeRe does all of this take place? How 
does all of this take place? The poem says, 
The cave of the Blue Dragon is ominous. 
The cave of the Blue Dragon is ourselves. 
The cave of the Blue Dragon is that place 
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THe caVe of THe BlUe dRagon. The cave 
of the Blue Dragon is, indeed, ominous. 
We don’t want to deal with it. The process 
of descending into the cave of the Blue 
Dragon turns you into a child in some ways. 

within each one of us where we store all 
the psychological bilge we don’t want to 
deal with. When you push something away, 
when you deny or suppress something, 
where does it go? 
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Only the fearless dare to enter. This is where 
fearlessness really pays off. In the cave of 
the Blue Dragon…the forest of patterns is 
clearly revealed. The way we function, what 
we’re about, where we’re sticking, what the 
buttons are—all the myriad forms of our 
routines and denials are evident. It is in 
the cave of the Blue Dragon that we find 
out about ourselves. And it is in the cave of 
the Blue Dragon that the one bright pearl 
is hidden. 

That one bright pearl is the intimacy 
the National Teacher points to. Its radiance 
fills the universe and is present whether we 
realize it or not. We can go through life like 
a stone lion, sitting in front of the public 
library in New York City, or we can be a 
real golden-haired lion. There is nothing 
sweeter and gentler than a lioness with her 
cubs. And there is nothing more ferocious 
than a lioness when she is taking responsi-
bility for those cubs. 

Both these qualities, fearlessness and 
gentleness, are part of the life of all buddhas, 
all sentient beings. These qualities are part 
of your life and my life. We are born with 
them, but somehow along the way we 
lose sight of them. There are all kinds of 
logical, justifiable reasons for getting lost. 
Nothing happens without a cause; there is 
a karma to all of it. But I don’t care what 
the cause is, or where it came from—the 
only one who can heal your illness is you. 
The only one that has the power to heal it 
is you. The rest of us, ultimately, are only 
bystanders. Each one of us can only nod to 
ourselves. 

THe naTional TeacHeR, the Emperor, the 
stone lion, the ten thousand things, all the 
barriers, all the peace and the joy of this 

world—all are nothing but the self. The 
question is how you understand it and how 
you use your mind. When the crises come 
up, don’t turn away. Take action. The cave 
of the Blue Dragon—it’s your Blue Dragon, 
and it’s your one bright pearl.

John Daido Loori, Roshi (1931-2009) founded 
the Mountains and Rivers Order of Zen Buddhism, 
with Zen Mountain Monastery as its main house. 
He served as abbot of the Monastery for over thirty 
years. 

Koans of the Way of Reality is a collection of 108 
traditional and contemporary koans of particular 
relevance for modern Western practitioners. It 
was compiled by Daido Roshi at Zen Mountain 
Monastery.

From Two Arrows Meeting in Mid Air: The 
Zen Koan. Copyright © 2004 by Dharma 
Communications.

Damian Gadal
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Welcome to Zen Mountain 
Monastery.  This weekend in the 
Zen training workshop we’ll be 

looking at the basis of Zen training. We’ll 
be discussing the philosophy, the underlying 
theories. There will  be plenty of opportunity 
for questions and answers, but by far the most 
critical thing that will be happening is the 

experiential aspect of the training. Each part 
of the day is scheduled and everything that 
you experience this weekend will be point-
ing to the same place. The whole point of 
Zen training, all of the eighty-four thousand 
subtle gestures that we do, have one point 
and one point only, and that is the realization 
of the self.

Really Put Yourself into It:
Opening Remarks to the Zen Training Weekend



experience of enlightenment that was the 
enlightenment of Shakyamuni Buddha, the 
founder of Buddhism. Zen has nothing to do 
with explaining, understanding, believing. 
It’s got to do with the direct experience itself. 
And that direct experience is, in and of itself, 
transformative. Once having realized it, it’s 
no longer possible to live your life in the old 
way because your way of perceiving the uni-
verse and perceiving yourself is transformed. 

“No dependence on words and letters.” 
We depend on intellection a lot in the West. 

zen, as we PRacTice iT Today, was handed 
down by the Indian monk Bodhidharma 
when he came to China. He defined it and 
that definition has stuck. Bodhidharma said 
that “Zen is a special transmission outside the 
scriptures with no dependence on words and 
letters; a direct pointing to the human mind 
and the realization of Buddhahood.” Those 
four points: special transmission outside the 
scriptures, no reliance on words and letters, 
direct pointing to the human mind, and the 
realization of Buddhahood have been the 
foundations of Zen training. We’ll be looking 
at that in great depth over the weekend. 

“Special transmission outside the scrip-
tures”—all religions have their core texts. 
The Bible, the Koran. A religion usually has 
its beginning in a religious experience of the 
founder, and in the period of that person’s 
lifetime he or she tries to communicate 
what that experience was and to guide dis-
ciples to follow it.  Then of course, sooner 
or later, the founder dies and the disciples 
that remain try to collect the words and say-
ings of that founder, which become the core 
texts. People study the texts, recite the texts, 
repeat the texts, and within a few hundred 
years usually an institution forms and then 
you have priests and rituals and ceremonies 
to reinforce that basic teaching. Buddhism is 
no different. But Zen is a special transmission 
outside the scriptures. That is, what Zen has 
to transmit is not to be found in the words 
and letters that describe reality, but rather 
in the direct experience of that reality itself. 
That’s what Bodhidharma meant. It’s not 
that words and texts have no value, but that’s 
not what is transmitted. What is transmitted 
is the religious experience of the founder, not 
the words that describe the religious experi-
ence, but the thing itself—the vital, living 
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We have one of the finest educational sys-
tems in the world. We spend a lot of time 
developing the left hemisphere of the brain, 
the linear, sequential aspects of conscious-
ness. And that is wonderful and it’s necessary, 
no question about it, but that’s only one half 
of what human existence and human poten-
tial is about. There is another part of human 
consciousness that is direct, intuitive, and 
immediate; the right hemisphere of the brain. 
It’s that aspect of consciousness that takes 
those intuitive leaps that are part of the great 

advances we make, not only in religion and 
the arts, but in science as well. Zazen begins 
to open up that aspect of consciousness.

THe way we Begin zazen is by quieting 
and focusing the mind by working with the 
breath. But don’t let that fool you. Zazen 
is not meditation. Zazen is not mudras and 
mandalas and mantras. It’s not awareness and 
it’s not single-pointedness of mind. Zazen is 
sitting Zen. And Zen is a way of using your 
mind and living your life, and doing it with 
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other people. And at the same time, Zen 
doesn’t provide a handbook. You have to go 
very deep into yourself to find the founda-
tions of it. So, what we discover on the cush-
ion in that stillness that comes from working 
with the breath ultimately manifests itself in 
the activities of the ten thousand things. 

We begin first by sitting still, then slow 
kinhin or walking meditation—the same 
concentration is maintained. One step with 
each cycle of the breath, the same concen-
tration. Then the walking becomes faster 
and now several steps for every cycle of the 
breath, still maintaining that same attentive-
ness. The breath and the mind are more than 
connected; they are the same thing. When 
the mind is agitated, the breath is agitated. 
When the mind is at rest, the breath is at 
rest. In the course of the day, zazen manifests 
itself in many forms. After sitting meditation, 
there is a service with bowing and chanting. 
The same concentration is applied to the 
activities of using the voice and the body. 
Following that, a meal—to which you bring 
the same kind of awareness that comes out of 
zazen, and then to work practice, and then to 
the everyday tasks of running the monastery. 
Daily life—that’s ultimately what it’s about.

“no dePendence on words and letters. Direct 
pointing to the human mind.” Here at Zen 
Mountain Monastery, that direct pointing 
to the human mind takes place in several 
different ways. The most important way, of 
course, is zazen. Ninety-nine percent of what 
a student accomplishes is accomplished on 
that cushion working with oneself. Because 
the actual fact is, there are no Zen teachers 
and there is nothing to teach. You already 
have what you need, but it needs to be real-
ized and that realization takes place in zazen 

on that cushion. No one can give it to you. It 
means peeling back the layers of condition-
ing, the programming that’s been going on 
since birth. All of us were programmed by 
our parents, by our teachers, by our culture, 
by our education, by our peers, so that by 
the time we reach adulthood we don’t know 
who we are or what our life is about. Zazen 
gets underneath all of that conditioning to 
the ground of being. One has to realize the 
ground of being for oneself, and learn to live 
one’s life out of that realization, not out of 
something that someone has told you or that 
you believe, or that you understand, but rath-
er your own direct experience of the ground 
of being. That’s what we call actualization. 

Zazen is the heart of the direct pointing 
to the human mind. Face to face teaching is 
another aspect of it. Another part is liturgy 
—the chanting, the bowing. Work practice, 
body practice, art practice, academic study, 
all of these things have something to con-
tribute to the process of the mind to mind 
transmission that is realization of the nature 
of the self. Regardless of what your religion 
is, regardless of what your daily occupation is, 
this is a process that can deepen your appre-
ciation of it and can help develop clarity.

zen sTaRTs wiTH deVeloPing concentra-
tion—ascending the mountain training. But 
eventually, you reach the peak of the moun-
tain, realizing yourself, realizing the nature of 
the self. On top of the mountain the view is 
boundless. The air is refined. It’s very easy to 
get stuck there, but that’s not what Zen train-
ing is about. When you reach the peak of the 
mountain you must continue, straight ahead, 
and straight ahead on the peak of the moun-
tain means down the other side— back into 
the world, into the market place. Otherwise, 
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hear. We eat, but we don’t taste. We love, 
but we don’t feel. All of the data is there, the 
senses are receiving all of the information, 
but somehow cognition is not taking place. 
Why? Because of that preoccupation. And 
one of the important things you can get out of 
this weekend is to see how zazen can help you 
be present in the moment-to-moment reality 
of your life. Otherwise, life slips by and you 
barely notice it in passing.

seeing inTo one’s own naTURe is real-
izing the nature of the self. What is the 
self? When you ask somebody that question, 
“What is the self?” you usually get an answer 
that describes the aggregates. My self is my  

what good is it? A life is not to be lived in iso-
lation. Until that which is realized has been 
actualized in everything we do—the way 
we drive a car, raise a child, grow a garden, 
maintain a relationship, live a life—until it’s 
manifested there, formal Zen training is not 
completed. 

Most of us are preoccupied. We go through 
life preoccupied. We are preoccupied with the 
past, which doesn’t exist—it’s already hap-
pened. Or we’re preoccupied with the future, 
which doesn’t exist—it hasn’t happened yet. 
And while we’re so preoccupied with the 
past and the future, we miss the moment-
to-moment awareness of our life. We look, 
but we don’t see it. We listen, but we can’t 
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history, my thoughts, my feelings—those are 
aggregates. I ask you what a room is and you 
say, “Walls, ceiling, floor, doors”—those are 
aggregates. What is room-ness itself? What 
is self-ness itself? What is the self that’s 
expressed in self-expression? That’s what the 
Zen koans are about—getting to the heart of 
that matter. 

Zen koans are apparently paradoxi-
cal questions that are not really paradoxes. 
Paradoxes exist in language, in the words 
and ideas that describe reality—there are no 
paradoxes in reality. So, Zen koans are spe-
cifically designed to short-circuit the whole 
intellectual process. You can’t solve a koan 
by linear, sequential thought. You need to 
make an intuitive leap. There needs to be 
intimacy; not the kind of intimacy that you 
find on Hallmark greeting cards, but intimacy 
with the whole body and mind. The only 
way to see a koan is to be it. And the only 
way to be it is to forget the self. What does 
that mean? Master Dogen said, “To study the 
Buddha way is to study the self. To study the 
self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to 
be enlightened by the then thousand things.” 
It’s a frightening thing for many people—to 
forget the self.  We think who we are is this 
bag of skin. Everything inside the skin-bag is 
me, and everything outside is the rest of the 
universe. Well, it’s not like that, and when 
you go deep into yourself, you find out that 
who you are is much, much more than just 
this skin bag.

wHaT HaPPens wHen yoU forget the self? 
What remains when the self is forgotten? 
Everything. The whole universe. The only 
thing that you miss is the illusion or idea that 
you’re separate. When the idea of self is gone, 
there’s the whole universe past, present, and 

future. When you realize the self, you realize 
the whole universe past, present, and future. 

There is direct pointing to the human 
mind, then seeing into one’s own nature, and 
the attainment of Buddhahood. Until you 
realize yourself the way the Buddha realized 
himself, the way thousands of Buddhist men 
and women for centuries have realized them-
selves, until you do that, Zen training is not 
complete. The whole point is realization and 
actualization of the Way in your own life. 

as i said aT THe beginning, we’ll be doing 
a lot of talking this weekend, but by far the 
most important thing is the hands-on, experi-
ential aspect. Keep in mind, if you really want 
to understand the heart of this workshop 
you’ll find it sitting on your cushion when 
you go very deep inside yourself, beyond 
all of the words and the ideas that describe 
reality, to that ground of being itself. The 
zazen you’ll be doing in the morning and the 
evening frames the day, and it can create a 
whole different way of perceiving yourself in 
the universe, of living your life. Please take 
advantage of the weekend; really put yourself 
into it. Suspend judgment until you’ve tasted 
it. Sample it. Chew it. Digest it. And then, if 
you don’t like it, spit it out. But by all means, 
try it. It’s up to you. I hope you’re able to take 
some parts of what you experience this week-
end back home with you and put it to work in 
your life. Thank you.

Edited transcription of a recording made in 
1990. From Zen Mountain Monastery Archives.  
Copyright © 2015 by Dharma Communications.
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train himself not to fall asleep. It was said 
that once, when Soen was sitting at Dai 
Bosatsu Mountain in Japan (for which the 
monastery is named), he fell out of a tree 
and his head was pierced by a sharp piece of 
bamboo. Yet this incident didn’t stop him 
from sitting. 

As I spent time at Dai Bosatsu, I 
began to suspect that the key to the 
profound qualities I was seeing in 

Zen art was Zen practice, and that zazen—
Zen meditation—was its foundation. 

I had heard that as a young man Soen 
Roshi used to sit zazen high up on a tree to 

photo by Peter Cunningham courtesy of Stephanie Young Merzel

Meeting Maezumi Roshi
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During an intensive meditation retreat at 
Dai Bosatsu, I witnessed Soen Roshi’s amaz-
ing capacity to sit perfectly motionless in 
zazen for long periods. I saw him sit through 
the day, into the night and then on through 
the next day. Curious, I got up in the middle 
of the second night to see if he had finally 
gone off to rest, but there he was, still sit-
ting in the empty zendo. Peter Mattheissen, 
in his book Nine-headed Dragon River, wrote 
that when he was assigned to clean the 
zendo for work practice, he sometimes had 
to dust around Soen sitting in meditation.

Soen’s capacity was extraordinary, to be 
sure, but the power of his meditation wasn’t 
confined to the zendo, or the zazen posture. 
Soen’s stillness when he sat was no different 
from the stillness that preceded his brush 
strokes when he created a calligraphy. His 
every movement was poised, centered, com-
pletely present. This stillness and depth was 
also present in his poetry, which earned him 
the honor of being considered by many to 
be the Basho of the twentieth century. One 
of Soen’s haiku reads:

Early morning,
Brith—
tiny dew drop, tiny plum

When Soen wrote a poem or did callig-
raphy, I could see his whole being shift. He 
became very quiet, motionless, and I could 
feel the same stillness descend on me as I 
watched. Though what I saw in front of me 
was just a Chinese character, each time I 
felt as if the piece of art was all there was 
to see. It filled the universe. Soen disap-
peared, I disappeared. There was no longer 
any separation between the art, the artist 
and the audience. It was a familiar feeling, 

similar to the time I had spent with my tree. 
While I studied with Soen, I kept work-

ing on the slideshow of the monastery, and 
when I finished it I showed it to him and 
the rest of the community. Millie Johnston, 
a wealthy art collector involved with vari-
ous Buddhist groups in the United States, 
was in the audience. She suggested that I 
get in touch with Trungpa Rinpoche and 
offer to teach photography at his new uni-
versity, Naropa, in Boulder, Colorado. 

I was given the job and traveled to 
Colorado to teach a summer course. One 
morning shortly after I arrived, I was sitting 
out on the balcony of my apartment when 
I saw the university staff moving furniture 
into the apartment next door, recently 
vacated by a professor of Hinduism. One of 
the movers was carrying several Japanese 
scrolls. 

“What’s going on?” I asked him. 
“The Hindus are out. The Japanese are 

in,” he said. 
“Who’s coming?” 
“Taizan Maezumi, a Zen master from Los 

Angeles,” he replied. 

When Maezumi Roshi arrived, I went 
next door to pay my respects. I introduced 
myself and told him I was studying with 
Soen. That evening, one of his senior 
monastics knocked on my door and said 
Roshi wanted to invite me over for a dinner 
of Kentucky Fried Chicken and sake. I went 
with him and discovered a full-blown party. 
For some reason, Roshi took a liking to me 
and insisted that I stay beside him through 
the evening. As we sat together, an unusual 
encounter ensued. 

“Daido,” Maezumi Roshi used the 
Buddhist name that Eido had given me. 



27

“Ask me!” He leaned close. 
“Ask you what, Roshi?” I said. 
Roshi turned his head away and was 

silent. Leaning close again, he said, “Daido, 
tell me.” 

“Tell you what, Roshi?” Again he turned 
away and was silent.

This went on for hours. At one point, 
I surmised that what was happening was 
a classic dharma encounter that required 
some kind of a Zen response on my part. So 
the next time he said, “Tell me,” I lifted the 
glass of sake to my lips, took a swig and said, 
“Aaaaah!” slamming the glass on the table. 
I looked at him. He made eye contact with 
me, and with an impish grin, pinched his 
nostrils together, turned his head away and 
made the sound, “Phew!” 

Some time around two in the morning I 
finally convinced him that I had to leave. 
I began cleaning up the mess we’d made, 
but he stopped me, said it wasn’t necessary, 
and pushed me out the door. I was surprised 
and disappointed that a Zen master would 
leave such a mess, but I was also exhausted, 
so I let it go. I went back to my apartment 
and lay down on the couch in my living 
room, not wanting to wake my wife. I had 
barely drifted off to sleep when there was 
a knock. Maezumi Roshi stood at my door, 
wide awake and immaculately dressed in 
robes, his head freshly shaven. “Roshi!” I 
exclaimed. 

“Come with me,” he hissed. It was an 
order. 

I followed him back to his apartment. 
The place was spotless. The low table in the 
dining room had four bowls and the imple-
ments for a formal tea ceremony. “Come,” 
said Roshi, gesturing for me to sit down. 
“We will have tea.”

He spooned powdered tea into a bowl 
and whisked it into a froth. “Soen Roshi,” 
he said, placing the bowl before one of the 
empty seats. He repeated the process and 
put that bowl in front of the other empty 
seat, saying, “Yasutani Roshi.” Yasutani was 
Maezumi’s teacher, who had recently passed 
away. The third bowl he presented to me. 
Finally, he whisked one for himself.

The moment I touched the bowl to my 
lips and took a sip of tea, I felt something 
piercing, like a long skewer moving through 
all space and time. It skewered Minor 
White, Eido, Soen, Maezumi Roshi and, 
finally, me. I was so moved, tears of grati-
tude filled my eyes. Embarrassed, I glanced 
up and saw that Maezumi Roshi, too, had 
tears rolling down his cheeks.

I put the bowl down and through my 
tears watched Roshi as he completed the 
ceremony. Wanting to express my gratitude 
somehow, I stammered, looking for the right 

“Thus” by Maezumi Roshi
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words, “Roshi, I—” he covered my mouth 
with his hand, grabbed my elbow and led me 
to the door. “Roshi—” 

“Sssshhh,” he said. He gently pushed me 
out the door and closed it behind me.

For the rest of Maezumi Roshi’s stay 
at Naropa we had no contact. I attended his 
talks, but he acted as if he didn’t know me. 
The last day, when he was ready to leave, 
Roshi came to say goodbye. I bowed and 
thanked him. He looked past me at a scroll 
of Soen Roshi’s, “Namu Dai Bosa,” hanging 
over an improvised altar I had set up. He 
turned to me and said he wanted to offer 
incense to Soen Roshi. 

“But it’s only a silk screen copy,” I said.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said in a gruff, 

slightly annoyed voice. He offered incense, 
bowed to the scroll and then to me. He left, 
and I stood on the balcony watching him 
until his car was out of sight. 

From The Zen of Creativity: Cultivating Your 
Artistic Life. Copyright © 2004 by Dharma 
Communications. Reprinted by permission of 
The Random House Publishing Group.
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“Entering the marketplace barefoot 
and unadorned” is an image of ordinariness. 
This relaxation and comfort are not about 
disregarding the circumstances. It is not 
about being stupid. It is about perfect har-
mony. If we walked into the marketplace—
the bank office or the hospital—barefoot, 
we would definitely stand out. Entering 
into the market place is about being invis-
ible. We are not identifiable as anything 
other than an ordinary person because that 
is exactly who we are. That is what has 
been realized. 

“Blissfully smiling, though covered with 
dust and ragged of clothes” indicates that 
we possess nothing. Having nothing, we 
are not holding on to anything. There is 
no more clinging. Objects have lost their 
power to seduce us with their importance. 
They are useful, but it is not necessary to 
covet them, grab them, accumulate them, 
or attach to them for the sake of our securi-
ty or well-being. If they arrive, they arrive; 
if they need to go, they go. 

When I first met my teacher, Maezumi 
Roshi, I was very grateful for his appearance 
in my life. I wanted to express my appre-
ciation so I gave him a very special photo-
graph I had taken. It was the last copy of an 
image that was excruciatingly difficult to 
print. Originally, I made five or six images 
before the negative was damaged. I had 
sold all but this one print at exhibitions. 
And I loved that picture. I wanted to keep 
it for myself. But I was so taken by my first  

Entering the marketplace barefoot  
      and unadorned. 
Blissfully smiling, though covered with dust  
      and ragged of clothes. 
Using no supernatural power, you bring the  
     withered trees spontaneously into bloom. 

Arriving at the tenth stage, you 
enter the marketplace. This is nir-
manakaya, the physical body and 

the teachings of the Buddha manifesting in 
the world for the benefit of others. 

In the ox-herding pictures, the young-
ster who started out on this search returns 
to the world as an old sage. By the time the 
journey is over the child has disappeared. 
Obviously, a lengthy period of time has 
passed. Although the moment of realization 
is just that, a moment, the process of study-
ing the self and clarifying the nature of 
reality doesn’t happen overnight. It doesn’t 
even end with the old sage. It continues 
endlessly. The spiritual path of Zen is a 
ceaseless practice. 

Completing formal training doesn’t 
mean we are not aware of ourselves any-
more, or that we stop working on ourselves. 
It just means that a fundamental change in 
how we appreciate the self and reality has 
occurred, and we are able to actualize that 
view in our lives. Still, zazen continues. It 
permeates everything. The danger of the 
unexamined life persists. There is always 
more to be learned and applied. The limits 
of the knowable are unknowable. 

Spiritual Ripeness:
The Tenth Stage
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meeting with Roshi that I presented it to 
him as a gift. It was a gift of my heart. It was 
the most precious thing I could offer him, 
and that’s why I gave it to him. 

Three months later, when I started to 
formally study with him, I visited the house 
of one of his students living in the area. 
There, on the wall of one of the hallways, 
was my picture! I got really upset. I couldn’t 
understand. I gave him my heart and he just 
handed it to somebody else! I asked the 
student, “Where’d you get that?” He said, 
“Oh, I was admiring it at Roshi’s house and 
he gave it to me.” 

Two years later I got a clearer picture 
of my teacher’s attitude about non-attach-
ment. I happened to walk into his house 
one morning, a few days after a famous 
sculptor had chiseled an incredibly gor-
geous head of Maitreya Buddha for Roshi. 
It was big, with Western features, which 
was very rare at that time. It sat like a jewel 
on the mantelpiece. As I walked into the  

living room it socked me right in the fore-
head and I exclaimed,

 “Wow! Roshi, what a beautiful piece! 
Where did you get it?” 

“Oh, so-and-so gave it to me.” 
“It’s amazing!” 
“Here, take it!” he said. As he handed 

me the statue, I looked beyond him and saw 
his wife standing in the kitchen doorway, 
her eyeballs almost falling out of her head. 
She was an artist, and I knew that she knew 

the real value of that sculpture. I knew I 
shouldn’t take it. So I said, “No, no, no, 
no, Roshi.” And he said, “Oh, yes, yes, yes.” 

“No, no, no.” 
“Yes, yes, yes.”  
“No, no, no.” 
“Yes, yes, yes.” 
Finally, I insisted forcefully, and put 

the head back on the mantel. Roshi’s wife 
relaxed. But that’s the way he was. He was 
like that with everything. No exceptions. 
Although he had things around him, he did 
not hold on. He didn’t cling to anything. 

“Using no supernatural power, you bring 
the withered trees spontaneously to bloom.” 
We have the ability to give boundlessly, to 
nourish, and to heal. We can even manifest 
that simply by being present. We continuous-
ly communicate our being with every action, 
posture, word, and thought. One person can 
walk into a crowded room and suddenly 
the place will fill with static and tension. 

Another person enters and there is a feeling 
of peace and calm. We create an atmosphere. 
Someone who is developed spiritually cre-
ates a very nourishing aura that attracts and 
soothes people. The Dalai Lama has that feel-
ing around him. It is even palpable when you 
watch him on film. His way of being is that 
pure and uncomplicated. 

The spiritual ripeness of the tenth stage 
is uncontrived, unpretentious, and organic. 
The plum that has grown to maturity in the 

We have the ability to give boundlessly, to nourish, and to heal.  
We can manifest that simply by being present. 
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ninth stage has now fallen off the tree of 
its own accord. The tree let go of the plum; 
the plum let go of the tree. It’s mutual. The 
plum falls, and where it lands seeds take root 
and new plum trees are formed. This process 
continues, generation after generation. 

At this point, the formality has totally 
disappeared from the teacher-student rela-
tionship. At times, there is a reversal 
of the roles—the teacher becomes the  
student, the student becomes the teacher. 

The merging has become complete. They 
are no longer two separate entities. In a 
sense, the teacher disappears. There’s no 
longer a teacher, and everything teaches. 
Formal training is over. Transmission or 
Dharma sanction is the final step in formal 
training, and the student is now totally on 
their own. They can manifest their life in 
many different ways, which does not mean 
necessarily appearing formally as a Zen 
teacher. The student may reenter the world 
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and just disappear, or may become a parish 
priest, or may live a hermit’s life on the 
mountainside. But the fact is, their teach-
ing will be manifesting in all circumstances, 
all the time. It may not happen in the way 
I have chosen to do it, in a monastery set-
ting with robes and bells; it’s up to the new 
teacher. But even if the teaching is not 

immediately visible, it is also not possible 
to hide it or to hold it back. 

Coming down off the mountain into 
the marketplace, we’re in the marketplace 
but have not left the mountain. No trace 
of enlightenment remains. Master Dogen 
talked about this traceless enlightenment in 

John Daido Loori
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a passage quoted partially in the introduc-
tion: “To study the Buddha way is to study 
the self. To study the self is to forget the self. 
To forget the self is to be enlightened by the 

ten thousand things. To be enlightened by 
the ten thousand things is to cast off body 
and mind of self and other. No trace of 
enlightenment remains, and this traceless 
enlightenment continues endlessly.” 

The essential and defining quality of the 
tenth stage is present in the first stage—the 
beginner’s mind. The end and the begin-
ning are about the innocent mind, the 
naivete, the openness, the receptiveness 
of a real student. This trait is developed 
fully in the process of coming down off the 
mountain’s lofty peak, where no traces of 
our realization remain. 

There is no sense of doing. The wind 
blows from the west, and all the leaves 
gather in the east. Master Deshan, after his 
encounter with the woman tea-seller and 
after years of study with Master Longtan, 
eventually became one of the great teachers 
in T’ang Dynasty China, maybe one of the 
greatest in the Golden Age of Zen. He was 
known among the practitioners throughout 
the country for his rigorous standards of 
training and unwavering demand for clar-
ity among his disciples. He frequently used 
the stick to urge his students on. He would 
ask a question. If a student could answer, 
they got thirty blows of the stick. If they 

couldn’t answer, they got thirty blows of 
the stick. If they both answered and didn’t 
answer: thirty blows of the stick. If they 
neither answered nor didn’t answer: thirty 

blows of the stick! There was no way to 
escape him. He was like a tiger and students 
were terrified of him. 

One day, towards the end of his life, he 
came wandering down the stairs from his 
room, carrying his bowls for a ceremonial 
community meal. Xuefeng, who was the 
cook at the time, intervened, “Oh master, 
where are you going with your bowls? The 
drum hasn’t sounded, the bell hasn’t rung, 
it’s not time for lunch.” And this fierce 
teacher just looked at him, said, “Oh,” and 
went back to his room. 

Xuefeng, happily stunned, figured that 
he defeated his mentor in that exchange, 
so he started bragging. The word got around 
the monastery and reached the head monk 
Yantou, who decided to check on Xuefeng. 
Xuefeng told him the story, clearly thinking 
that his assertiveness sent Deshan scurrying. 
Hearing all this, Yantou said, “Well, great 
master that he is, old Deshan still hasn’t 
realized the last word of Zen.” Yantou’s 
opinion about his teacher spread through 
the community like wildfire. Everybody 
was buzzing about it: “The Old Man doesn’t 
know the last word of Zen! The head monk 
said so!” Finally, Deshan heard of Yantou’s 
comment and summoned him. He asked, 

The end and the beginning are about the innocent mind, the 
naivete, the openness, the receptiveness of a real student.
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“What’s wrong? Don’t you approve of me?” 
Yantou leaned over and whispered some-
thing to him. This seemed to satisfy Deshan.  

The next day Deshan came down to give 
his daily talk in the main hall. He mounted 
the rostrum and delivered a discourse totally 
unlike anything he had ever presented in all 
his years of teaching. When he finished the 
talk, Yantou jumped up out of his seat into 
the middle of the hall, clapped his hands, 
and laughing, said, “At last, at last! The 
Old Man has realized the last word of Zen! 
No one can ever make light of him again!” 

In this account, Deshan is a diametri-
cally different person from the arrogant 
young seeker he was at the beginning of 
his spiritual journey. He displays no trace 
of enlightenment. There is no stink of 
holiness or arrogance about him. This is 
Deshan who bends with the wind; Deshan 
with no agenda. Unequivocally, he is not 
a great enlightened master, but an old, 
ordinary person living in a monastery. He 
is an embodiment of complete integration 
of absolute and relative. The two are indis-
tinguishable now. They work completely in 
accord with one another. 

 

The peril at this stage of the journey 
is that in acknowledging our inherent per-
fection we forget the critical value of the 
skillful means. We throw out the baby 
with the bath water. All of the devices 
and forms simply help us realize what is 
inherently there. All of them are specifi-
cally designed to disintegrate when their 
usefulness is exhausted. And, at this point 
of our training, having seen through all of 
the forms, we realize that they are provi-
sional. In reality, there isn’t a thing anybody 
can give anybody else. Everybody needs to  

accomplish themselves. Every person 
has everything they need. They are fully 
equipped Buddhas. They are born Buddhas 
and will die Buddhas. The only way to 
transform our life is to realize it personally. 
And the path of realization of our inherent 
perfection is covered with provisional, skill-
ful means. 

Master Bankei was an enlightened 
teacher in Japan. He realized himself when 
he was quite young. When he started to 
teach, he went around, saying to people, 
“You don’t have to do anything. You don’t 
have to meditate. Buddhism is not neces-
sary! Just live in the Unborn!” All of his 
talks were essentially the message of “Just 
live in the Unborn.” Well, nobody realized 
it! He wasn’t very successful. It is true—all 
we have to do is to realize the Unborn—
but how? The “how” is the form of skillful 
means. Form is indispensable. There are 
people who have spontaneously realized 
themselves; no question about it. But they 
are the exceptions, the spiritual geniuses 
who come one in a million. Ceaseless 
practice assures our realization no matter 
what our qualifications and credentials; no  
matter what our karma. 

From Riding the Ox Home: Stages on the Path 
of Enlightenment. Copyright © 1999 by the 
Mountains and Rivers Order. Reprinted by 
arrangement with The Permissions Company, 
Inc., on behalf of Shambhala Publications, 
Inc., Boston, MA. www.shambhala.com
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Monasticism has been around on the 
face of the earth for thousands of 
years. Buddhist monasticism dates 

back 2,500 years to the time of Shakyamuni 
Buddha, who pointed out the pivotal role 
and power of this form of spiritual practice. 
Christian monasticism in the West and 
Buddhist monasticism in Asia have played a 
profound role in the historical and cultural 
development of our world.

Because of the intrinsic mystery of the 
monastic calling, the unheralded nature of 
monastic work, and the dominant trends 
of our consumerist, goal-oriented society, 
very few people today have any accurate 
sense of what monasticism is about—why 
and how people become monastics, what 
does it mean to be a monastic, and how 

does monasticism fit within a society and 
the world.

The ceremony of tokudo, or full ordina-
tion, gives me a rare opportunity to shed 
some light on the nature and functioning 
of monasticism. It is a rare occasion because 
most of the Buddhist community in the 
West—some ninety-nine percent of it—is 
made up of lay practitioners, or as we refer 
to them within the Mountains and Rivers 
Order, home-dwellers. Consequently, most 
of my teachings are directed to those living 
in the world and usually don’t take up the 
issues pertaining to monastic practice.

Yet, it is the monastic institution of 
Buddhism that has provided the container 
within which the forms and the teach-
ings that we are enriched by today were  

Gatha on ShavinG the head

In this drifting, wandering world,
it is very difficult to cut off our human ties.

Now I cast them away, and enter true activity.
It is in this way that I express my gratitude.
As I shave my head, I vow to live a life of

simplicity, service, stability, selflessness
and to accomplish the Buddha’s Way.

May I manifest my life with wisdom and compassion 
and realize the Tathagata’s true teaching.

The Gift of Monasticsm
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cultivated and transmitted. In my view, it is 
absolutely necessary that we establish deep 
roots of Western Buddhist monasticism to 
ensure the continuity of that transmission.

Zen monastic practice flourished in Tang 
dynasty China. It was shaped by great mas-
ters such as Baizhang, who is credited as the 
author of the first Zen monastic rule. During 
the Sung dynasty, art became the major 
thrust of much of Zen training, and some 
of the monastic forms were consequently 
diluted. Later, when Dogen returned to Japan 
from his stay in China, he created his own 
rule or shingi, reviving the monastic form. Zen 
then traveled to Korea, Vietnam, and eventu-
ally to the West. 

As Buddhist practitioners, we are witness-
ing an unprecedented growth of involvement 
in lay practice, and at the same time, we are 
challenged to establish a distinct, yet relevant 
monastic tradition. Both forms of training are 
essential. Both have to be authentic.

Lay practice and monastic practice are 
two wings of the same bird. Lay practice is of 
vital importance to the future of Buddhism 
in America and to the equanimity of our 
culture. But it cannot exist without monastic 
practice. Monastic practice is equally critical. 
Like everything else in this universe, these 
two streams are interdependent, mutually 
arising, and have a mutual causality. They 
support and sustain each other. Both must be 
nourished.

There are hundreds of Zen centers in this 
country. There are hundreds of teachers and 
hundreds of ways of training. Across the vast 
landscape of American Zen Buddhism, there 
is very little agreement on what represents 
authentic practice. And there are many ques-
tions and uncertainties. What constitutes 

kensho, or breakthrough? What is mind-
to-mind transmission? How do you train 
in and receive the precepts? How does the 
practice of a lay practitioner differ from that 
of a monastic? What exactly is Zen monastic 
practice?

These questions are important because 
we are on the same path that Buddhism fol-
lowed in all the Asian countries. After a few 
hundred years of being part of a particular 
society and culture, the vigor and vitality of 
what was once a very powerful kind of spiri-
tual training became diluted and co-opted. 
Gradually, the tradition became compro-
mised. The same process seems to be taking 
place now here in the West.

Many American centers have developed a 
monastic form that’s essentially indistinguish-
able from the training of lay practitioners 
who have actively taken up the moral and 
ethical teachings and have received jukai, 
the Buddhist Precepts. Most American Zen 
monastics live and train like home-dwellers. 
They stay with their families in the world, 
have jobs and responsibilities, and occasion-
ally spend time at the training centers with 
the teacher and sangha. Their vows are the 
same as the vows of lay practitioners. Apart 
from the color of their robes, everything else 
about their practice is essentially the same. 
It’s little wonder, then, that there is so much 
confusion and debate about the role of Zen 
monasticism in the modern Western world.

For the past 25 years, the Mountains and 
Rivers Order has created a definition of who 
we are through practice and training. We’ve 
delineated the paths for both lay practitio-
ners and monastics, specifying the criteria for 
each, establishing ways for people to clarify 
their spiritual calling, and honoring both the 
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distinctions and the interdependence of the 
two paths. This appreciation arose and con-
tinues to be refined through experience, 
through direct study of monastic and lay 
forms and of religious training available in 
the East and West.

In the Mountains and Rivers Order, the 
ceremony of full ordination is part of a 
response to the challenge of each religion to 
remain vital and true to its spirit, and not to 
cave in under the insidious societal norms 
and pressures. The pressure to modify and 
water down what we’re trying to do has been 
enormous. In our world, we want it all. We 
want poverty and riches, a simple lifestyle 

and everything we can get. We want to serve, 
and we want to be served. We want to be 
free, and then we want to do what we want. 
We want privacy, a personal life and family, 
and we want liberation. Indeed, to cut off our 
human ties and enter true activity is not easy.

Monasticism is a revolutionary institu-
tion. It is always fundamentally counter-
cultural. It is hard for us to turn towards and 
recognize the power of monasticism because 
we live in a world that’s narcissistic, exploit-
ative and violent. These are the norms. It is 
virtually impossible for people to imagine a 
way of life that’s based on equanimity, love 
and compassion.
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John Daido Loori



Throughout history and regardless of geog-
raphy, monastic institutions have routinely 
served as centers of learning, education, and 
the arts. They have also been regarded as a 
source and model of spirituality, as leaders in 
the revolution of awakening to what it means 
to be completely human.

All the schools of Buddhism agree that 
buddhas are those who, within their enlight-
enment experience, have reached the pin-
nacle of human evolution, have completely 
satisfied their own personal interests, and 
are therefore able to effectively help others 
with their relative and ultimate concerns. 
Practice, realization, wisdom, and compassion 
are not just a personal achievement, but must 
include all beings and the planet we live on. 
In order to achieve true liberation, wisdom 
and compassion, we cannot leave even a 
single being behind.

Through the years, a handful of people 
have stepped forward and declared in front of 
the community, “I wish to give my life to the 
dharma, unreservedly and wholeheartedly. I 
want to take the vows of simplicity, service, 
stability, selflessness, and to accomplish the 
Buddha’s Way.” These monastic vows are 
unique to the Mountains and Rivers Order. 
They are rigorous and demanding. But they 
are also ultimately liberating. Because they 
ask a lot of the person who is taking them, 
they need to be studied and clarified carefully 
by those who are called to them.

Prospective monastics in this Order reside 
at the Monastery for a minimum of five years 
before taking full ordination, which means 
a lifetime commitment to these vows. We 
don’t take this process lightly. Monastic can-
didates need to push into these vows, inves-
tigating their motivation and edges within 
the guidelines that the vows provide. For 
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Vow of stability—this vow requires that 
monastics have completed major life changes 
in order to give themselves wholeheartedly to 
their vows (this doesn’t exclude a stable bina-
ry relationship, but does include parenting).

Vow of selflessness—the realization and 
actualization of one’s life as the life of all 
beings, rather than a personal entity.

Vow to live the Buddha’s way—to act as a 
model of the manifestation of the moral and 
ethical teachings of the Buddha, manifesting 
wisdom and compassion in all actions.

twenty-six years now, these vows have steered 
the monastic life within this Order. For 
twenty-five years, the monastics living these 
vows have offered their lives to support the 
practice of the sangha, just as the sangha has 
supported these monastics.

The five vows are:

Vow of simplicity—a vow of poverty, which 
means monastics are totally dependent on the 
sangha for their well-being.

Vow of service—following the guidance of 
seniors and teachers, monastics vow to give 
themselves freely.
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Many people argue that monastics are 
not so different from anyone else. They assert 
that monastics have a very definite role to 
play in the modern world; that they are part 
of it. These arguments miss the point of what 
the heart of monastic life is all about. To say 
that monastics are justified because they con-
tribute their energy and work and because the 
monastery is really functioning within the 
world is to misunderstand and compromise 
the real meaning of monastic life.

As Thomas Merton pointed out in his 
book Cistercian Life:

Actually what matters about the monastery 
is precisely that it is radically different from 
the world. The apparent “pointlessness” 
of the monastery in the eyes of the world 
is exactly what gives it a real reason for 
existing. In a world of noise, confusion, 
and conflict it is necessary for there to 
be places of silence, inner discipline and 
peace: not the peace of mere relaxation but 
the peace of inner clarity and love based on 
ascetic renunciation. In a world of tension 
and breakdown it is necessary for there to 
be men who seek to integrate their inner 
lives not by avoiding anguish and running 
away from problems, but by facing them in 
their naked reality and in their ordinari-
ness! Let no one justify the monastery as a 
place from which anguish is utterly absent 
and in which men “have no problems.” 
This is the myth, closely related to the 
other myth that religion itself disposes of 
all men’s anxieties. Faith itself implies a 
certain anguish, and it is a way of confront-
ing inner suffering, not a magic formula 
for making all problems vanish. It is not 
by extraordinary spiritual adventures or by 
dramatic and heroic exploits that the monk 

comes to terms with life. The monastery 
teaches men to take their own measure and 
to accept their ordinariness; in a word, it 
teaches them that truth about themselves 
which is known as “humility.”

As for functioning in the world, it is cer-
tainly true that monastics, in a sense, function 
in the world in terms of much of their activity. 
But this particular view, unfortunately, suggests 
a kind of “inner busyness and spiritual bustle” 
that is not in keeping with the monastic life.

Monastics do not function in the world 
inasmuch as they respond to the needs of 
the spirit in the world. They respond in 
accord with the imperative they encounter. 
Their activities are largely immeasurable, and 
because of this, monastic life is not quantifi-
able. What counts is not the amount of activi-
ty and compassionate works, not the multitude 
and variety of ascetic practices, not the ascent 
through various stages of spiritual develop-
ment or degrees of enlightenment. Again, in 
Merton’s words, “what counts is not to count 
and not to be counted.” He continues:

The seemingly fruitless existence of the 
monk is therefore centered on the ultimate 
meaning and the highest value: it loves the 
truth for its own sake, and it gives away 
everything in order to hear the Word of 
God and do it.

We would say that it gives away every-
thing in order to realize wisdom and compas-
sion, and to actualize them in everything he 
or she does.

The monk is valuable to the world precise-
ly in so far as he is not part of it, and hence 
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it is futile to try to make him acceptable by 
giving him a place of honor in it.

This is not written for the sake of argu-
ment, nor in order to “sell” the monastic 
life to anyone. It is simply a meditation on 
what one may frankly call the mystery of the 
monastic life. That is to say that it attempts 
to penetrate the inner meaning of some-
thing that is essentially hidden––a spiritual 
reality that eludes clear explanation.

Though it is certainly reasonable for 
men to live as monks, mere reasoning can 
never account for the monastic life or even 
fully accept it. Yet for centuries this life has 
been and continues to be an inescapable 
religious fact. Certain men find themselves 
inexplicably drawn to it. Some are able to 
follow the attractions or the inner urging 
of conscience, and they become monks. 
Others attempt to live the life and fail, but 
when they “return” to the world” their lives 
are henceforth completely changed.

To come face to face with the mystery 
of the monastic vocation and to grapple 
with it is a profound experience. To live as 
a monk is a great gift, not given to many.

It is important to note that after full 
ordination, the formation of the monastic is 
hardly over. Formation is a lifelong endeavor 
and each monastic continues his or her con-
version and development for life under the 
guidance of the abbot or abbess of the mon-
astery. It needs to be clear that the monastic 
way is not a path to dharma transmission; it’s 
a practice in and of itself, with no other pur-
pose than to live the monastic vows for the 
rest of one’s life.

Denkai, daiji, denbo, shiho, inka, teacher 
sanction take place between a teacher and 
disciple and have no bearing on monastic

 formation or on whether a person is a monas-
tic or lay practitioner. One of the primary 
thrusts of monastic formation is that there 
needs to exist in the aspirant a strong inner 
impulse, or calling, to live the religious life. 
It needs to be more of an imperative than 
an intellectual justification of an impulse, a 
strong sense of the need to serve and to give, 
a feeling for the sacredness and mystery of 
life, a compatibility with the community as 
well as with solitude. There must be clear 
bonding with the abbot, the sangha and 
the teachings, as well as an inclination to 
discover the truth of existence. A certain 
sense of urgency to enter the vocation is also 
necessary, as is a clear openness to learning 
and practice.

One should not become a monastic in 
order to run away from something else, but 
instead must have a clear sense of entering 
into something of supreme importance.

As Merton said, to be able to live one’s life 
as a monastic is a gift. It’s a gift that should 
be treasured and celebrated. May we, through 
our practice and training, continue to cel-
ebrate this gift as individuals and as a sangha.

Edited transcription of remarks given by Daido 
Roshi at a monastic ordination ceremony at 
Zen Mountain Monastery. From Zen Mountain 
Monastery archives. Copyright © 2015 by 
Dharma Communications.
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The last record was concluded and 
this one started because of the tran-
sitions that took place during the 

1971 Minor White Hotchkiss Workshop. 
I shall attempt to record those things that 
are remembered from the workshop and 
identify them as such. Other information or 
records will be dated at the time they were 
recorded.

Learning how to turn the conscious 
thinking mind off and let the inner mind, 
the feelings, work free and open seems to 
be one of the major keys to heightened 
awareness. 

—May 28, 1971

I have begun to realize that many of 
the things that I learned at Hotchkiss were 
intuitive realizations that have been unfold-
ing for me over the past 2 years. Indeed, 
Heightened Awareness has occurred to me 
sporadically as long ago as 1966 (boys on 
the beach.) I feel the need to examine old 
proof sheets again in light of what I have 
learned. 

—June 29, 1971

One of the most fascinating discoveries 
made at Hotchkiss was that of movement as 
was dealt with by Minor in his images; they 
were almost surreal.

Watching and talking with John B. and 
Shirley P. opened some new thoughts to 
me which vaguely center around move-
ment energy (potential and kinetic) in still 
images. This has not been dealt with in 
depth by any photographer known to me. 

Editor’s Note: The following are entries from a 
journal Daido Roshi kept shortly after attending a 
photography workshop led by Minor White at the 
Hotchkiss School, prior to his involvement in Zen. 
The images are roughly from this period, too.

Journal 1971-1974
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Minor has worked some with movement but 
not energy. 

Energy in a still photo creates excite-
ment if the potential is apparent to the 
viewer (a rock balanced on a point) etc. 
I plan to spend the next half year to year 
working with images of these forces. John 
and Shirley will form the core of my cre-
ative audience and provide the feedback 
needed. At first I will limit myself to visual 
exercises and then later attempt to incorpo-
rate what I find into more complex images.

 
—June 29, 1971

The busy July 4th weekend was good—
I’ve learned many new things. 

It was difficult working on the beaches 
of Long Island, difficult to achieve a state 
of Heightened Awareness because of my 
negative feelings for the place. It represents 
to me both a rape of nature and of human-
ity. All of nature has been manicured 
beyond belief. The huge numbers of people 
have made things of natural beauty almost 
nonexistent. 

Returning to the Neversink Valley was 
different, just being back put me in a state 
of Heightened Awareness. The afternoon 
was spent photographing at Katz Point. 
The day was beautiful. I am happy with my 
results. Two good negs were brought back 
from L. I. Not much for two full days of 
trying.

I have come to realize that where I 
live, how I live and with whom I live will 
determine the kind of images I make. And 
I have Joan.

—July 5, 1971

The beginnings of a sadhana. The last 
three weeks in July 1971.

I am very happy with the work I am 
doing now. But I am beginning to feel 
the need of breaking out of this “thing” I 
am now doing. I don’t seem to be able to 
verbalize as yet what it is I am doing and 
where it is I want to go. Perhaps it’s better 
this way, it can always be rationalized later.

I must continue to allow the “inner self” 
or “inner mind” to lead and let happen what 
may.

—July 9, 1971
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Today after processing new work of the 
past two weeks I began to realize that I am 
becoming a photographer, the process seems 
to have begun. The next two years should 
prove to be very exciting. 

—July 14, 1971

I have learned to be quiet with myself, 
and thus have discovered camera. Camera 
has shown me light making love, from this I 
learned that I no longer need to “take” pic-
tures for I now know how to make images. 
My images have opened my inner self and 
thus I find my images are becoming spirit.

Now I wish to discover how to make my 
images disappear.

I am seeking imageless images. 

—July 14, 1971

Married today very happy—great day—
very stoned—on the way to Neil’s and 
Lucy’s house in a very excited state of 
Heightened Awareness (both of us). We at 
the same instant in time saw an image that 
resonated with both of us simultaneously 
and in the same way. It felt the way we felt. 
I stopped the car to make a photograph Joan 
asked why we couldn’t come back later or 
tomorrow. 

I began to realize this building and land-
scape resonating with two people NOW 
because of a million nuances in light, haze, 
angle, sky, land, etc. Now was that instant 
in time when our energy as one and the 
energy of this image was the same thing the 
same quality (wavelength?) the only differ-
ence was quantitative, if that. 

The energy exchange began—Joan to me 
to image to me to Joan, etc. I began shoot-
ing Joan/John; the energy was not mine 
alone. The images I have on silver belong 
to John and Joan. The image is a wedding 
portrait. 

—July 17, 1971

Several people looking at my images 
today insisted that the “new” imagery is a 
return to where I was seven years ago when 
first beginning. It seems that they may be 
right, there was a lot of resonance then.

When I became unhappy my images suf-
fered, now that I am again happy my images 
are happy. As Minor has said, “your images 
become what you are.” So fix yourself and 
thereby your images. 

—July 21, 1971

I am still being taught new things every-
day by the energies of Hotchkiss. I have 
come to accept this now, indeed, I look for-
ward to it each day. And it’s new! Not just a 
recalling of things that were communicated 
while photographing there. 

—August 1, 1971

What I am about to record seems at first 
to be the product of ego but it is very real 
and has been with me for some time now. 
I feel I am the doorway to the discovery of 
something very unique and exciting—for 
me. A new truth or reality, if you will, that 
has not spoken to anyone else as yet.
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It is not an intellectual feeling, it seems 
to emanate from inside—the subconscious. I 
feel that it will take many years to take shape 
and fully develop—ten years? That seems 
right. 

It is exciting but also frightening. There is 
nothing I can do to hurry it. Time and wait-
ing for it to occur is all it seems I can do. It 
seems it will appear through my photography. 

The imageless image? I think not— 

beyond this? I don’t know. Perhaps it is better 
not to try to rationalize it but to sit quiet with 
my self and wait for it to evolve.

—August 1, 1971

My images are an act of discovery not 
creation. Much the same kind of creativity as 
I used in science.

John Daido Loori
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Look at it but you cannot see it!
It’s name is formless
Listen to it but you cannot hear it!
It’s name is soundless.
Grasp it but you cannot get it!
It’s name is incorporeal.
These three attributes are unfathomable,
therefore they fuse into one.

Its upper side is not bright.
Its underside not dim.
Continually the unnameable moves on
Until it returns beyond the realm of thought
We call it the formless form, the imageless         
image
We call it the undefinable and unimaginable

Confront it and you do not see its trace
Follow it and you do not see its back
yet, equipped with this timeless Tao,
you can harness present realities.

To know the origins is the initiation into 
the Tao.

—August 9, 1971

The subjects of my images no longer 
make the picture. The viewer makes the 
picture by the combination of his inner self 
and my image. 

I find that when the object in an image 
is identifiable the viewer just consults his 
catalog of feelings and makes an associa-
tion with his memory. But when the image 
is not recognizable the viewer must reach 
into his subconscious for associations, or in 
some beautiful moments he must create new 
feelings never before experienced—this is 
the ultimate interaction that an image can 
initiate.

It seems it would be this kind of image 
that could disappear.

—August 1, 1971

I’m photographing things for what they 
are, the subject makes the image. I’m pho-
tographing things for what else they are, the 
what-else-ness makes the image.

But if things identifiable are not part 
of memories or experiences, we will either 
reject them outright and refuse to deal with 
them. Or we will begin to search in places 
other than memory or the rational mind for 
understanding.

Is-ness and else-ness direct themselves to 
the rational thinking mind. 

Nothingness speaks to the spirit.

—August 9, 1971

After making the last entry I picked up 
the Tao Te Ching by Lao Tzu and found the 
following:
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These are times I shall always want to 
remember—the little house, soft music play-
ing, with the insects and night sounds of 
the woods—cool summer evening, incense, 
candle light, Joan near—I read, study, play 
with my images and thoughts. How are the 
kids?

—August 22, 1971

The Voice of the Inner Eye is first an acci-
dental discovery, a whisper that can easily 
be missed entirely unless one listens deeply 
and quietly with the entire organism. After 
a time it becomes a shout, a full symphony 
and one begins to wonder why it was never 
before heard.

—September 5, 1971

Today I photographed a feeling that I did 
not understand for which I received a gift of 
a place I’ve never been.

—September 6, 1971

It’s impossible for me to describe or 
record my method of working, for when I 
attempt to observe it, it ceases to operate.  
When I attempt the dualism of observer and 
participant, the images I make lack reso-
nance. When resonance is strongest and the 
image the most meaningful, I am not aware 
of what has happened. 

—September 7, 1971

Much reading, thinking and experiment-
ing has gone on since Hotchkiss—I have 
sought many directions—yoga, Ouspensky, 
Gurdjieff, occult mysticism—it seems like 
a year since June. Zen—all lightly touched. 

By far—beyond any doubt  the strongest 
pull seems to come from Zen—from the 
Oriental philosophies and artists.

Chinese calligraphy is fascinating. I have 
photographed many from nature but do not 
understand them yet. Some resemblance to 
ancient Chinese.

The greatest energy source is still 
Minor—his book, poetry, images, letters. I 
am still photographing out of his energy—
his inner landscape. 

—October 12, 1971

It is possible to visit the fourth level 
of consciousness under the guidance of an 
enlightened teacher such as Minor, then 
later it becomes possible to make such visits 
alone. But the problem for me seems to be 
to teach from (while in) this fourth state of 
consciousness—enlightened teachings do 
this. I can at times photograph out of this 
state, but this is personal, alone, not the 
teaching. 

—December 3, 1971

To repay the “gifts” received I teach what I 
can to others.

—December 19, 1971

A day of silence (today) brought togeth-
er many of these scattered realizations. The 
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journey still has a very long way to go. Ending 
this day of silence. It was beautiful. I will be 
back again many times in my life. I think I am 
an atheist who learns of God. I can’t explain 
it yet. 

—December 27, 1971

I think the searching is over now, for 
awhile. There seems to be a path to follow. 
What’s needed now is time to work and 
patience to wait. 

—April 19, 1972

At this moment in time I really have no 
questions. I understand. I am not where I want 
to be but I know the path to take, time is 
what I need. I will continue to make mistakes, 
go astray, but at this moment I understand. 
If tomorrow I am confused it doesn’t matter 
because now at this second I understand. 

—April 25, 1972

The things that are happening to me at this 
workshop fill me with awe and humble me. 
The gifts I am receiving fill me to overflow-
ing, I love this life and I love these people, my 
people, the world, with a love I have never 
felt before. 

Words cannot describe the pure beauty of 
Minor; he is almost a Christ figure to me and 
at the same time a friend, a part of myself. 

I have now experienced from him directly 
what in the past I only experienced from his 
images and poetry. He is truly the greatest 
teacher I have ever known. I thank the forces 

that have brought us together. 
The gifts I receive I will share with all who 

will accept—for as long as there is the breath 
of life in me. 

—June 19, 1972

Two days later, slightly disillusioned to 
discover Minor was as human as myself with 
as many faults. I was ready to let go. There was 
a sense of completion of the teacher-student 
relationship. I felt ready to go into a new 
direction. There was also a very strong need 
to do this. 

—July 10, 1972

I want to make portraits of the beautiful 
things that I see, I want to make images that 
sing to other people. “Manhole cover” is a 
beautiful thing, it sings. It’s not a mandala, it’s 
just a beautiful thing. Everything is a beautiful 
thing when “seen.”

—October 12, 1973

At Delaware river, near Skinner’s Falls, 
photographed graffiti along Hawk’s Nest in 
color, negs and transparencies. My feelings, my 
questions from inside, it was honest and very 
powerful, I hope it’s on film. I hope I saw well. 

Come here to end this book, it sort of 
started here. Big changes are beginning to 
occur, where they are leading I don’t know, I 
am very frightened, but I think I’m going to 
follow where it leads. It seems like it’s the only 
thing I can do. 

—April 7, 1974

John Daido Loori
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Again changes, new directions.  Weekend 
at Ananda was very important. Albany was 
horrible, a world of concrete. Everything 
and everyone at the photography confer-
ence seemed so irrelevant to my existence 
that all I could do was run as fast as I could 
to get away from it.

The drive home got better the fur-
ther from Albany I went. The dilemma of 
“should I go to Ananda or not” was very dif-
ficult. I decided to do what I really wanted 
and needed until some outside force indi-
cated otherwise. There was no real debate, 
it was just me versus me. 

I was greeted by a large bald eagle when 
I arrived. He was fishing the lake. I walked 
to the shore and sat down to watch. I was 
reminded of Don Juan and the “affirmations 
of nature.” 

The giant bird was beautiful and I was 
enthralled. It was the first the time I had 

ever seen one so close (about 50-100 yards.)
It was riding the air currents and circling, 
looking for a fish, then suddenly it dropped 
like a stone from about 300 feet up and hit 
the water with a splash. Almost as fast as 
it hit, it was air born, gradually working up 
altitude as it flew by with a large struggling 
fish reflecting sunlight, like some kind of 
gem in his claws. 

By the time he had covered the length 
of the lake, he was high enough to clear the 
tree tops before he disappeared over some 
distant hills. He made an eagle noise that 
said “welcome” to me. 

I was sure I should stay—I soon found 
Joan and she said welcome. Soon everyone 
I met said welcome—the trees, the lake, 
the Anandas, the children. It was a fine 
weekend.

Things very rapidly began falling into 
place; all the old feelings began to return. 
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The still point was contacted again, very 
strongly this time. I hope I can hang onto it 
this time.

My work is clear to me now; the only 
question is do I have the power I need to 
carry it out? I feel I need a teacher. But I have 
not felt the right energy from anyone yet. I 
continue to wait.  

The beginnings of my spiritual teaching 
must begin here with my family—if I can’t 
find the power to do it here I shall never find 
it to work with others. 

Joan has gathered the wood and the kin-
dling and put the match to this spiritual fire 
that burns within me. I must now teach her to 
be warmed by it, to allow it to light her way. 
It is the most difficult task I have every faced. 
But it is clear that unless this happens, the 
work I must do will never begin.

I must learn to develop these forces that 
I feel inside and learn to use them to teach 

with. I must learn to teach with images—
to communicate to others these things of 
the spirit that can’t be communicated with 
words. I must find a place to work from. 
Image Space does not seem to be the place at 
this time. At least the way it’s set up at this 
time cannot continue for very long. 

Changes in where we work and live and 
how I work and live are due very soon.

Photography, spiritual work and teaching 
it seems must all be part of this new direction. 
Where, who and when, have not been given 
to me yet. I continue to wait. 

That is the way it all seems at this point in 
time. The next few years should be exciting. 

—April 23, 1974

From Zen Mountain Monastery archives. 
Copyright © 2015 Dharma Communications.

John Daido Loori
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From Zen Mountain Monastery archives. 
Copyright © 2015 by Dharma Communications.
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barrier and be intimate with it. As long as we 
think we can run away from it or deny it, the 
barrier stays with us. 

The following examples illustrate what I 
mean by barriers and how they affect our cre-
ativity and who we think we are. Sometimes 
the barrier takes the form of holding on to an 
idea such as being “original.” 

My good friend, Kaz Tanahashi, a Japanese 
calligrapher, painter and translator, taught 
a workshop at Zen Mountain Monastery 
in 1990 called “Original Line.” During 
the course of the workshop, he gave the 

As our work with the creative process 
evolves and we see how creativity 
extends beyond art into our lives, we 

may notice barriers that keep us from seeing 
in a way that’s unhindered by ideas or atti-
tudes. These barriers pop up as we struggle 
to find equanimity in our art and day-to-day 
activities. 

It is critical that we acknowledge these 
barriers, and work through them. To be will-
ing to find our own freedom, blocked though 
it may be, is the first breath of that freedom. 
We have to be willing to turn toward the 

Barriers and the Creative Process
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participants a seemingly simple assignment: 
draw a single straight line on a blank piece of 
paper. Not one of them did what Kaz asked.

“It was surprising,” he told me later. “They 
drew dots, snaking lines, arches, circles. Even 
a spiral! Out of fourteen people, there wasn’t 
one who stuck to the instruction. I could 
see their resistance to doing what I asked. 
A group of Japanese men and women would 
not have had any problem. They would have 
painstakingly produced a series of straight 
lines that looked precisely like each other. 
Americans are very afraid of looking alike.” 

A group of Japanese students might have 
had a different kind of barrier. But for us, 
the idea of originality often becomes its own 
prison, another way of tying ourselves up. It 
acts as a self-created tether. Nobody puts it 
around our neck but us, and we are the only 
ones who can take it off. When original-
ity becomes a goal, it is no longer original. 
The artist is merely trying to be different. 
The word “original” comes from origin, the 
source. Different just means something that 
is set apart from everything else. In the Zen 
arts, originality can only be reached through 
a long, arduous process of self-discipline and 
mastery of the medium. Then, ultimately, our 
own uniqueness naturally finds its expression.

A fundamental aspect of training in 
Taoist painting that was incorporated into 
the Zen arts was repetitive practice. The 
Taoist Mustard Seed Garden Manual of Painting 
is divided into several books, each with a spe-
cific subject: The Book of Trees; The Book 
of Rocks; of People and Things; of Orchids; 
Bamboo; Plum; Chrysanthemum; Grasses, 
Insects and Flowering Plants; Feathers and 
Fur; and Flowering Plants. 

Students of the brush are expected to 
repeatedly practice the exercises in each of 
these books, until they can perform them 
fluidly and unselfconsciously. For example, 
in the Book of Bamboo, the brush strokes for 
painting the stems of bamboo are delineated 
first, then knots, branches, branches growing 
from a pair of stems, bamboo leaves, the tops 
of bamboo plants, horizontal branches of 
young bamboo, bamboo in an environment 
with moss, grass, water and rocks, and bam-
boo shoots. Out of this repetitive practice of 
the strokes, students develop skill, freedom 
and trust in themselves, and without any 
conscious effort on their part, their own 

John D
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uniqueness or originality begins to appear.
Wang Anjie, the author and compiler of 

the Mustard Seed Garden Manual said:

First you must work hard. Bury the brush again 
and again in the ink and grind the ink stone to 
dust. Take ten days to paint a stream and five 
to paint a rock. Eventually you may try to paint 
the landscape at Jialing. Li Sixun took months 
to paint it. Wu Daozi did it in one evening. 
Thus at a later stage one may proceed slowly or 
carefully, or one may rely on dexterity… if you 
aim to dispense with method, learn method. If 
you aim at facility, work hard. If you aim for 
simplicity, master complexity.

This training is no different from that of 
the great artists of the West. Pablo Picasso’s 
earlier works clearly reflected the discipline 
and training he received under the tutelage 
of his father—an art teacher—as well as 
the academies of art in which he trained. 
It wasn’t until later in life that his own 
uniqueness and originality began to manifest. 
Originality is born of craftsmanship, skill and 
diligent practice, not from trying to stand out 
in a crowd.

When we study with a powerful teacher, 
our work may begin to look like the teacher’s 
work. We lose our own identity. I had to 
work with this barrier when my photogra-
phy started to imitate Minor’s work. Minor 
never tried to tell us how to see. His intent 
in teaching photography was to free his stu-
dents so that they could find their own way of 
expressing themselves. In my enthusiasm to 
“get it,” I fell into a rut, trying to be someone 
other than who I really was. As a result, my 
photographs began to look more and more 
like Minor’s.

To clear myself of Minor’s way of seeing, 

I had to take up the barrier consciously, so I 
deliberately tried to imitate him. I began with 
a couple of his photographs, replicating their 
composition and tonality, as well as the feel-
ings they conveyed. I repeated this process 
again and again and found that it helped me 
to see where and how I was being influenced. 
This awareness eventually led me to work 
from my own perspective, finding my own 
way of seeing and photographing.

***

I said before that in order to work with a 
barrier you have to become intimate with it. 
But what happens when you’re not aware of 
the barrier in the first place? How can you 
deal with it? This is where creative feedback 
is invaluable. It can show you your sticking 
places and blind spots. It’s hard to go through 
this process alone, without a teacher or some-
one to provide insight into your art. That’s 
like the eye trying to see itself.

During one of my photography outings to 
the Delaware river I found a beautiful spot 
by a waterfall flanked by some unusual rock 
formations. I was completely alone and feel-
ing a deep sense of peace with myself and 
the environment. I was delighted to have 
found these rocks, convinced that there was 
something special to be seen and learned 
from them. I became absorbed in setting up 
my equipment and shooting, until the sound 
of people laughing reached my ears. At first I 
tried to ignore it, but curiosity finally got the 
better of me, and I walked upstream to find 
the laughter’s source.

I climbed a small hill of boulders. On the 
other side, a group of young men and women 
were skinny-dipping. I watched them frolic, 
splashing and pushing each other playfully; 
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then I went back to work and didn’t think of 
them again. 

After returning to my dark room, I devel-
oped the photographs and made a set of 
working prints that pleased me. Later that 
evening, I asked my photography students if 
they were willing to give me some creative 
feedback on these photographs. “Oh, these 
rocks are so sensuous,” one woman said. 
“They’re so tactile and delicious,” someone 
else said. “Very sexy.” What on earth are they 
talking about?! I thought. Are they blind to the 
photographs’ spiritual dimensions? I kept get-
ting the same responses. And though at first I 
didn’t agree with them, I had learned to trust 
the feedback. It was a shock to realize that 
while I photographed I wasn’t as empty as I 
had thought. The experience of seeing the 
skinny-dippers had slipped into my subcon-
scious, and therefore into the images I was 
producing.

As a result of this feedback, it became 
clear that my ideas regarding sensuality and 
spirituality were a bit confused. This became 
a visual koan for me. I set out to deliberately 
create sensual abstract images using inani-
mate subjects. I continued until the audi-
ence’s feedback was consistent with my own 
feelings. It was through this process that I was 
able to get in touch with the feelings that 
were hovering in the back of my mind while 
I photographed.

On another occasion I had the oppor-
tunity to work in a similar manner with a 
more challenging aspect of my personality. I 
asked a date to give me feedback on a set of 
photographs I had just processed. We were 
both dressed up and ready to go out to dinner, 
but I was excited about these photographs, 
so I asked her to take a few minutes to look 
at them and tell me what she thought. She 

opened the portfolio and started flipping 
through the pages. Before long she was sob-
bing. “Why do you always take such angry 
pictures?!” she cried, threw the photographs 
on the table, and stormed from the room. 
That was the end of our date. I looked at the 
photographs, astounded. I had no idea they 
were going to have that effect on her. 

Later that week I showed the images to 
my creative feedback group and got the same 
response. I realized that particular day of pho-
tographing had its share of frustrations and 
difficulties. A commercial assignment had 
been fraught with problems. When I went 
off to photograph for myself, I carried those 
feelings with me. Although I told myself that 
what I was seeing was dynamic and excit-
ing, in reality it was filled with my anger. I 
couldn’t see it, but my audience clearly felt 
it. This, too, became a barrier with which 
I needed to work. I knew that I needed to 
get clear on anger. I needed to deliberately 
photograph it and feel it and see it in my 
photographs if I was ever going to be able to 
empower myself to let it go. 

Barriers in the creative process some-
times appear in reaction to painful experi-
ences, and these provide a very rich place to 
study ourselves. In one sense, the process is 
the same: the only way through the barrier is 
to be the barrier. But when what we’re facing 
is really distressing, this may be the last thing 
we feel drawn to do. 

Zen liturgy provides a model for working 
with this quandary in the offering of memo-
rial poems at funeral services. The heart of 
the poem is an expression of the dharma, 
of the teachings. When the officiant recites 
a memorial poem, he or she acknowledges 
the person who has died and the feelings 
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that are difficult to allow, as well as the 
teachings embodied in the person’s life and 
death. When my good friend, the poet Allen 
Ginsberg died, I offered the following poem 
at his memorial service:

   
Iridescent words still dust the countryside  
following the endless spring breeze like pollen  
seeding mountains and rivers alike.   
The bag of skin is here    
but where is the bard to be found?   
Aie e e  e   e    e    e    e    e     e     e !  
Shake oh grave    
the sound of the raging river    
is thy howling voice.
Unborn, 
unextinguished 
unsilenced.

Once, years ago, following a workshop I 
was teaching on Mindful Photography, I had 
to work with strong residual feelings that 
haunted me. A magazine writer had shown up 
with his seventeen-year-old son to do an arti-
cle on the workshop that I was leading. They 
hovered around, but then became interested 
in the workshop and decided to participate. 
I gave everyone an assignment, and they all 
went out to photograph in the rain. About an 
hour later, one of the participants ran back 
to the house in a panic. The boy had fallen 
out of a tree, crashing head-first onto a stone 
wall below.

When I got to the boy, he was dying. 
Blood dripped from his ears, and I assumed 
that his skull was fractured. I couldn’t find 
a pulse, and he didn’t seem to be breathing. 
An ambulance was already on its way, but we 
were out in the country, and I knew it would 
take at least half an hour for them to get 
there. I began giving the boy CPR while his 

father stood behind me, wailing. 
The boy was about the same age as my 

son, so I could really identify with the father. 
I cried as I pushed on the boy’s chest, trying 
to blow air into him. Within a few minutes, I 
knew he was dead. I couldn’t feel a heartbeat. 
Yet the father kept crying, “Save him! Save 
him!” so I worked on the boy until the ambu-
lance came and I could finally step away. 

I felt exhausted, but I tried to console the 
father and finished the workshop as best I 
could. Everyone was traumatized, so I worked 
with the participants, trying to help them 
process and release what had happened, but, 
because of my teacher’s role, I couldn’t do the 
same thing myself. In order to respond to the 
father and my students, I closed myself off 
from what I was feeling. 

After the workshop, I began to have 
nightmares of a broken head and a gaping 
mouth. Then it started happening while I was 
awake, too. I tried everything but couldn’t 
shake it. I sat with the feelings that the boy’s 
death had brought up for me—the helpless-
ness and frustration. I tried to photograph 
all this pent-up emotion, but a part of me 
resisted really confronting it. This went on 
for almost a year, until one day I had a deep 
sense that I needed to go to Cape Cod to pho-
tograph. I drove to the Cape, still carrying 
the image of the dead boy with me.

I spent the week sitting zazen on the beach 
and photographing in the area. One morning, 
as I was doing zazen some kind of dead sea 
creature that had the size and appearance 
of a head washed ashore and came to rest at 
my feet. It was perfectly round with a gaping 
mouth. I went right up to it, and slowly began 
to photograph it. I stayed with it for several 
hours, and when I took the last photograph, 
as the shutter clicked, I could feel the release 
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slowly moving through my body. After all that 
time, I was finally able to let go of the boy’s death, 
thanks to that gift from the sea that allowed my 
feelings to come forth and be expressed.

That experience taught me that working with 
barriers can’t be rushed. We have to trust our feel-
ings, and the natural timing of the body even as 
we work towards that release through engaging 
the creative process. Time and patience are key. 

aRT koans aRe a UniqUe way of addressing our 
barriers, making them both visible and work-
able through the creative process. In using 
koans, our intuitive aspect of consciousness 
needs to be engaged in order to reach any depth 
of insight into the problem we are facing. 

We can actively take up our barriers as art 
koans. When coupled with the insight provided 
by the creative feedback group, the art koans 
become a powerful tool for moving through our 
barriers. 

Though koans appear on the surface to be 
paradoxical, the fact is that there are no para-
doxes. Paradox exists in language, in the words 
and ideas that describe the truth. Koans go 
beyond words and ideas to a direct and intimate 
experience. The answer to a koan is not a parcel 
of information. Rather, it’s one’s own intimate 
and direct experience of the universe and its 
infinite facets. In frustrating the intellect, koans 
dismantle the customary way of solving prob-
lems and open up new dimensions of human 
consciousness.

The teacher-student relationship is pivotal 
in traditional koan study. The teacher is not 
only a source for checking one’s understanding, 
but he or she also provides invaluable guidance 
as the process of resolving the koan evolves — 
not by explanations on how to see it, but rather 
through skillful, direct pointing. In working 
with art koans, the teacher is replaced by the 

creative feedback group. If we are able to really 
hear what the group is saying, we will find a 
tremendous source of insight into our barri-
ers. Art koans cannot be solved intellectually. 
It’s important that you don’t try to rationalize 
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them. Simply be aware of the feeling you’ll be 
asked to express. Sit with the barrier, be it. Sit 
with the question, not its solution.

From The Zen of Creativity: Cultivating Your Artistic 
Life. Copyright © 2004 by Dharma Communications. 
Reprinted by permission of The Random House 
Publishing Group.
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water is still, broken only by the occasional 
movement of a fish or an insect touching the 
surface. Within minutes, the hot orange glow 
of the sunrise softens to a yellow hue. Shadows 
dance; images metamorphose. As the day 
unfolds, every object begins a journey of end-
less change, a shifting of form and appearance, 
revealing millions of faces, speaking in innu-
merable voices. At every moment, the trees, 

Pearly, shadowless images are becoming 
warmer as they begin to fill with color. 
Reds and oranges are seeping into the 

day, transforming this land and my feelings. 
Though still below the horizon, the sun has 
begun to illuminate the morning sky. The light 
filters through the forest of white pine and 
sycamore, and the surface of the pond glows, 
sepia tones shifting beneath my canoe. The 

Light
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the pond, the reeds along the bank are alive, 
new, and fresh, image after image after image.

Suddenly, a blue heron glides into the pic-
ture. Her giant pterodactyl shape appears over 
the soft border of pond grasses. A six-foot wing 
span suspends her in space and time. With no 
apparent movement of her wings, she skims 
to the water’s edge and gently touches down 
with a slight bounce, barely creating a ripple. 

Without hesitation, she begins her hunting 
ritual, gracefully moving upstream toward my 
blind, an elegant and deadly ballerina. She is 
completely focused on the hunt, tuned into 
every whisper of wind on Long Pond, every 
stirring in the surrounding undergrowth. She 
senses a fish swimming around her legs, spears 
and kills it, then hoists it from the water and 
swallows it down, her slim neck stretching and 
undulating in the process. She is a shimmer of 
calm light, a hush of blue-gray and slate black-
tipped feathers. 

I lean closer to my camera, focus, take a 
light reading. Her movements stop. Have I 
been detected? As she freezes, I freeze. Her 
golden eyes are like both a telephoto lens 
and a magnifying glass. She’s able to read the 
entire landscape more thoroughly than I can 
imagine. But she returns to her hunger, and 
the pickerel, sunfish, and catfish that swirl in 
the warming water. Behind the butternut tree 
branch that reaches out over the water like 
a resting arm, I sit in my canoe and silently 
ask for permission to photograph. Just as she 
is poised to strike again I release the shutter. 
Click! She follows through with her lunge, 
spearing the fish, but then pauses, the wet fish 
dripping iridescent jewels of light. Satisfied 
that all is well, she swallows again, then 
resumes her hunt. I cock the shutter slowly. 
She spears another fish, and again I release the 
shutter. Click! This time the small sound shat-
ters her confidence and startled, she catapults 
out of the water into the clearing blue haze 
of this June morning. I follow her flight with 
my camera, clicking the shutter as rapidly as 
possible as she passes right by me and, to my 
surprise, lands on a nearby tree.

I sheepishly move the canoe out from 
behind the natural blind. I scull closer to 
her perch high above the pond, amazed and 
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cut through with gratitude that this beauti-
ful being, known as extraordinarily cautious 
and difficult to photograph, is letting me into 
her morning so generously. After a few more 
exposures, I turn the canoe and head back 
to the landing on the far bank of the pond. 
Stroking the water as easily as I can, I hope not 
to disturb her any further. As I reach the canoe 
launch, the sun is just breaking over the jagged 
treeline beyond Tremper Mountain.

Minor White, my photography teacher, 
once said to a group of us at a workshop, “Try 
to photograph using light in such a way that it 
expresses a warm emotional feeling for some 
thing, some person, some place that is not 
necessarily the subject being photographed.” 
He said, “I can photograph a plow, and if the 
light is right, I’m making love—but not to the 
plow. If I give the photograph to someone, 
I’m giving them a gift of love. Try to be aware 
of the light,” he said. “Try to bring it into 
the photograph in some way. If you make a 
portrait, let the light show that the person is 
not only lovable, but edible. Or make a photo-
graph that has a sense of love in it which you 
can give to someone as a gift.” 

That assignment was the beginning of 
a very powerful three-decade long romance 
with light that has immeasurably enriched my 
art and my life. I am certain that I will never 
exhaust the possibilities of “making love with 
light.”

 
We are all constantly in the midst of 
light. We are surrounded, bathed, and nour-
ished by it. This miracle we call light can 
transform. It can teach, reveal, evoke, and 
heal. It speaks in many voices. We tend to see 
light as something that makes form visible, 
but light reveals much more. It reveals us. In 
the subtle, soft undulations of a snowscape  

illuminated by an overcast sky, in the raw pres-
ence of a backlighted, towering, ancient oak, 
both subject and photographer are revealed. 
Light makes visible the invisible. It can show 
us love where there seems to be only a rot-
ting log or a solitary rock perched on a ledge. 
Sometimes the subject is illuminated by light, 
sometimes the subject is illumination itself. 
Then the subject itself glows; there are no 
shadows.

Light has the ability to reveal the many lay-
ers, the myriad faces contained in each form. 
Most often, we tend to see just the surface of 
a subject. We name it, identify it, and forget 
about it. And we stop seeing. Yet when the 
light changes, the subject changes, and what 
the subject has to show us changes. Unless we 
are ready to be patient and sit with our sub-
jects, allowing the light to transform them, we 
see little more than their superficial aspects, 
and our art and our lives reflect that shallow-
ness. If we are patient, letting go of thoughts 
and letting the mind settle down, then the 
hidden faces rise to the surface, and subtlety 
and richness return. A shift takes place, reso-
nance appears. This allows for real intimacy 
with the subject. 

Sometimes light is diffuse; the day is over-
cast and there is no localized light source. 
Everything is illuminated by the huge hemi-
sphere of the sky and takes on a subdued, lumi-
nescent, and sensual character. Even craggy 
rocks become soft and delicate. When light 
becomes directional and there is a single, 
strong source of illumination, texture appears. 
Different aspects of the same subject come 
into view. The boulder that was once very soft 
under diffuse lighting now becomes hard and 
heavier looking. When the subject reflects the 
light, the reflections add another dimension; 
patterns begin to appear. Before sunrise the 
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world is essentially black and white. You can 
still see things and they can be photographed, 
but essentially there is no color. The light is 
cool, shadows not apparent. Things are almost 
translucent. Unless we are really “seeing” and 
not just looking, it is easy to miss the richness 
of these subtleties. 

Both what and how we see are intricately 
interwoven with our conditioning. We see 
what we have learned to see. If we come out 
of our house in midday and see a yellow barn 
surrounded by a forest, that image becomes a 
part of our memory. Later, at the end of the 
day, when the evening sun is sinking over 
the horizon and the once yellow barn and 

green trees have been transformed by the fiery 
orange hue, we may miss that change. Our 
tendency will be to remember the yellow and 
green unless a deliberate effort is made to see 
things as they are. In the glow of twilight the 
house may have a pinkish tone. Trees will turn 
purple. Yet our mind, if we let it be controlled 
and fixed by our memory, will only see the 
afterimages of the past. 

Cameras and film add other challenges 
and provide other possibilities to our seeing. 
They are not burdened by the bias of memory. 
They always “see” the image from a camera’s 
perspective. Lenses and film types change 
the way color is recorded. Kodachrome “sees” 
differently than Ektachrome, which “sees” 
differently than Fujichrome. To see what the 
camera sees it is necessary to develop that 
camera’s vision. To “make love with light,” to 
consciously create the moods and feelings a 

photograph can emanate, means first giving 
our attention to all these technical factors. 
Then, we must see the subject fresh, new, in 
the moment of the shutter’s release. If we are 
awake to all of that, then we experience a 
sense of completion. The circle closes.

Towards evening, I am back in my canoe 
floating silently on the pond. The light is 
beginning to warm up again, the reds return-
ing, the shadows lengthening. An ethereal 
glow descends on the pond and the forest, and 
a slight mist settles in the valley, drifting onto 
the surface of the water. It suffuses the land-
scape with a mysterious air, quieting thoughts, 

softening muscles. The clouds have pinkish 
hues, with subtle green and delicate violet 
shadows beneath. I sit here each evening and 
look at the same things, and each evening 
find that I see different things. The renowned 
Japanese Zen teacher and mystic, Eihei Dogen 
once asked, “Is it that there are various ways 
of seeing one object? Or is it that we have 
mistaken various images for one object?” His 
words come back to me again and again; 
ripples on the water expanding in widening 
circles, reaching out endlessly.

A large downed branch floats by, draped 
with veils of mist-speckled spider webs reflect-
ing the waning purple skylight. I’m in love 
with all of it—from the damp pungent smell 
of the swamps to the delicate fragrance of 
the spring breeze, the shimmering summer 
rains and the winter blizzards that cover the 
scars of the landscape. I love each and every 

This miracle we call light can transform. It can teach, reveal, 
evoke and heal. It speaks in many voices.
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moment. I feel this love as a vibrant intimacy,  
involving my whole body and mind with the 
whole world itself. The illusory boundaries 
that separate animate from inanimate, culti-
vated from wild, self from other can’t confine 
this love; it propels itself with a natural power. 
I can feel it coursing through my veins tonight.

 
Intimacy is an environmental preserva-
tion force that runs deeper and truer than any 
belief system, and is far more powerful than 
any legislative or scientific solution to our 
problems. Deeply attuned to this intimacy, 
Master Dogen asked us, “How can we return 
to, rather than possess, mountains and rivers 
and the great earth? How can we hear the 
84,000 hymns of the valley stream? How can 
we find the real meaning, the true form of the 
spring pine and the autumn chrysanthemum?” 
In response, he pointed to the revealed truth, 
the experience of intimate days and nights, 
“These mountains and rivers of the present are 
themselves wise ones and sages.” What would 
happen if we all realized that intimacy directly 
and saw for ourselves that originally, and con-
tinually, there are no gaps between our life 
and the life of the natural world? Obviously 
there would be no need for an Environmental 
Protection Agency nor environmental legisla-
tion. There would be no hole in the ozone 
layer, nor oil polluting the harbors. There 
would be no endangered species, pollution in 
the air and water, no greenhouse effect, no 
depletion of natural resources. These problems 
are the self-inflicted wounds of a human race 
that sees itself as separate from the rest of the 
world. Human causes harbor human effects. 
This truth can only be realized by humans, and 
it can only be healed by humans.

For many of us, wild nature is an abstrac-
tion rather than a reality. The closest we may 

come to it is while visiting a zoo or a museum 
of natural history, or during an occasional trip 
into a manicured wilderness area. It is difficult 
to conjure up any passion or concern for some-
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when we constantly reinforce the apparent  
discontinuity between ourselves and the natu-
ral environment? The words of Jack Turner in 
his The Abstract Wild open up an important 

thing we barely know. We have to truly love to 
really care. We have to make the lives we care 
for palpable by letting them “enter” our life. 

But how can we realize this intimacy 
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possibility for addressing this: “Most of us, 
when we think about it, realize that after our 
own direct experience of nature, what has 
contributed most to our love of wild places, 
animals, plants—and even, perhaps, to our 
love of wild nature, our sense of citizenship—is 
the art, literature, myth, and lore of nature. For 
here is the language we so desperately lack, the 
medium necessary for true vision [intimacy]. 
Mere concepts and abstractions will not do.” 
Intimacy, love, compassion arise out of the 
realization of a sense of identity. When we 
enter nature intimately, nature becomes com-
pellingly and absolutely personal. The body 
and mind involved is realized as the body and 
mind of the great earth itself. And we offer 
our words, images, and poems—indeed our 
life—to all life. We invoke the reality of “no 
gap,” the sheer and free wildness of things as 
they are.

My heron friend is back, making her perch 
on a cross branch of a looming sycamore tree. 
I paddle my way through the phantom danc-
ers that the evening light has created from 
wisps of rising mist, searching for an optimal 
position to make an exposure. Twilight plays 
on the heron’s plumage: shocks of white, 
fine streaks of ebony and deep rusty umber. 
Perhaps tiring of my maneuvering to find a 
more advantageous position, she is suddenly 
airborne. The strong, deft beats of her ponder-
ous wings palpable on my skin, she glides the 
length of the pond. The last photograph of the 
day: her fifty million-year-old form—a small 
mark on an infinite mountain sky—disappear-
ing into the blackening greens of night above 
the river’s far shore.

From Making Love with Light: Contemplating Nature 
with Words and Photographs. Copyright © 2000 by 
Dharma Communications.
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The insentient speak in a language that 
we are unable to understand but some-

how are able to feel. It’s way of teaching us is 
not rational but rather visceral. Listen to the 
voice of rock and water. What does it say? Is 
it one voice or is it many? A chorus of voices, 
perhaps.

Can you hear its song? It sings its ancient 
story—a timeless story of life unfixed, imper-
manent, in a constant state of becoming. 

Raquette River Field Journal
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Every sacred place has its muse. There is 
the river muse, the land muse, muse of 

the meadow and bog.
The muse is almost always hidden except 

to those with an eye that sees.
What is the eye that sees? An awakened 

eye. There is no internal dialogue that dis-
tracts it. 

The muse will not appear, will not reveal 
herself unless you are ready to see her. 

Sit. 
Sit with your eyes wide open—with all of 

your senses wide open:
Feel the earth beneath you.
Smell the woody air, the sweet, pungent 

bite of decay.
Hear the sounds and the stillness in 

between the sounds.
Taste the fragrance of the forest.
See the forms of coming and going, of 

birth and death.
And realize that each and everything 

knows how to go its own way. Knows without 
understanding. 

There are heavenly rocks and there are 
earthly rocks—then there are rocks that 

belong to neither heaven nor earth. Rocks 
are neither sentient nor insentient. The self 
is neither sentient nor insentient. 

There are male rocks and there are female 
rocks and further, rock children are always 
born of rock parents. Rocks support the heav-
en and cover the earth. Indeed, as the great 
Master Dogen has said, they (rocks) make 
heaven and earth whole. To make whole is to 
unify differences. To make whole is the merg-
ing of sentient and insentient, self and other, 
birth and death.

Excerpts and watercolors from Daido Roshi’s field 
journal. From Zen Mountain Monastery archives. 
Copyright © 2015 by Dharma Communications.
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Our usual way of understanding the 
insentient is that they are objects 
that make up the physical world, 

objects that are non-living, lacking con-
sciousness or perception. They are stones, 
stars, atoms, mountains and rivers—the 
inanimate. On the other hand, we under-
stand the sentient as the direct antithesis of 
the insentient; namely, as conscious, aware 
beings capable of responding to feeling and 
perception. Master Dogen’s view is nondual. 

He sees the sentient and insentient as two 
parts of the same reality. He regards them 
as inseparable, as he does with all dualities.

When we see reality in terms of separa-
tion, that process always begins with estab-
lishing the basic distinction between self 
and other. Then we extend that dualism 
to everything else—good and bad, up and 
down, heaven and earth, black and white, 
sentient and insentient. Yet each and every 
duality is part of the same reality. Heads 

The Insentient Express the Way:
Commentary on Master Dogen’s “Teachings of the Insentient”
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and tails are two sides of the same coin. 
One cannot exist without the other. How 
can you have the idea of “good” without 
the idea of “bad?” How can you talk of “up” 
unless there is a “down?” These pairs are 
mutually arising and interdependent.

This is a very different way of looking at 
the world, and of looking at the self and oth-
ers. Appreciating the true nature of sentient 
and insentient beings from this all-encom-
passing perspective radically shifts our view. 

And it allows us to enter the realm where 
we may consider that the insentient, like 
the sentient, ceaselessly teach and proclaim 
the truth of the universe.

Once a monastic asked the Tang Dynasty 
Chinese National Teacher, Nanyang, “Do 
the insentient understand the express-
ing of the Way?” The National Teacher 
said, “They express the Way continually, 
energetically, ceaselessly.” The monastic 
said, “Why can’t I hear it?” The National 
Teacher replied, “The fact that you don’t 
hear it has nothing to do with others 
hearing it.” The monastic said, “I don’t 
understand. Who can hear it?” The Na-
tional Teacher said, “All the realized ones 
can hear it.” The monastic asked, “Do 
you hear it?” The National Teacher said, 
“I do not hear it.” The monastic said, “If 
you do not hear it, how do you know that 
the insentient can express the Way?” The 
National Teacher said, “It is fortunate that 
I do not hear it. If I did, I would be a real-
ized one and you would not be able to hear 
me expressing the Way.” The monastic 
said, “In that case, sentient beings can’t 
hear it.” The National Teacher said, “I ex-
press the Way for the sake of sentient be-
ings, not for the sake of the realized ones.” 
The monastic said, “Then what happens 
when sentient beings do hear you?” The 
National Teacher said, “At that moment 
they are not sentient beings.”

In this section, Dogen is pointing to this 
boundless source of teachings. Mountains and 
rivers are neither sentient nor insentient. The 
self is neither sentient nor insentient. When 
this is realized, the ten thousand things are the 
teacher, the teachings and the student. The 
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ten thousand things are realized as the body 
of the universe—your body. Earth and living 
beings expound the truth. Water, birds and 
trees teach the truth. “These mountains and 
rivers of the present are the actualization of 
the teachings of the ancient sages.”

We should understand that this way of 
seeing is all-inclusive and we should not 
leave anything outside its scope. Therefore, 
cars, steel and cement sky-scrapers, and the 
Brooklyn Bridge are proclaiming the truth as 
clearly and emphatically as the spider web, a 
water-edged rock, and the robin’s song. The 
teachings are constantly being expounded by 
all of them. What then, we may ask, is the 
teaching of acid rain polluting our streams and 
lakes, of earthquakes, plague and pestilence? 
We should reflect on this matter, for there is 
something to be learned from each of them.

Layman Dongpo was a renowned Chinese 
poet of antiquity. He once heard a sermon by 
a Zen teacher elaborating on the teachings 
of the insentient, but, despite his best efforts, 
he could never quite understand the full sig-
nificance of it. Then, one night, he was sud-
denly awakened by the sound of the mountain 
stream flowing in the silence of the forest. At 
that moment, he attained enlightenment and 
composed the following poem: 

Sounds of the streams are nothing but a  
    great tongue; 
The forms of mountains are none other 
Than the Buddha’s body of purity. 
Eighty-four thousand verses since last night.
How shall I explain them tomorrow!  

The night when Dongpo was enlightened 
by the sounds of the mountain stream, they 
struck him as if raging torrents were soaring 

in the sky, obliterating everything. The sound 
of the stream awakening the poet was an all-
encompassing discourse flowing into his ears.

When there is no separation, how can we 
speak from one point of view or another? The 
poet realized no separation. In truly hearing, 
he realized the teachings of the insentient that 
years of painstaking study did not reveal. But, 
in that moment of complete intimacy, who 
was enlightened—the poet, or the sound of 
the stream? Who is it that walks, you or the 
mountain?

The monk questioning the National 
Teacher wanted to know why he could not 
hear the teaching of the insentient, and 
whether the National Teacher himself was 
able to hear it. When the National Teacher 
said he could not hear it, the monk said, “If 
even you can’t hear it, how am I to believe 
that the inanimate are actually proclaiming 
the teaching?” The National Teacher said, 
“Fortunately I can’t hear it. If I did, you would 
not be able to hear my teachings.” Here again, 
the National Teacher is reaffirming that in 
order to hear the teachings of the insentient, 
there must be no gaps between sentient and 
insentient. He was saying that the insentient 
speak to and are heard by the insentient.

The monk asked, “What happens if sen-
tient beings hear the teachings?” The National 
Teacher said, “Then they are no longer sen-
tient beings.” It can be further said, that they 
are neither sentient nor insentient. This is the 
nondual realm of intimacy. It is here that this 
very body and mind, your very body and mind, 
is at once the body and mind of mountains 
and rivers and this great earth itself.

From Hearing with the Eye. Copyright © 2004 by 
Dharma Communications.
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The Mountains and Rivers Order
news and training

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

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

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

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

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

NATIONAL BUDDHIST ARCHIVE
Preserves and documents unfolding American 
Buddhist history.

NATIONAL BUDDHIST PRISON SANGHA
Offers spiritual guidance, correspondence and support 
to prison inmates. 
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The Mountains and Rivers Order 

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

Eight Gates of Zen

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

Lay and Monastic Training

The MRO includes two distinct yet interrelated paths of training: lay practice and monasticism. 
Monastics dedicate the whole of their lives to practicing and realizing the dharma and serving the 
sangha. Lay students commit to awakening within their daily lives, in the midst of family, home and 
work. The unique feel of training in the MRO emerges in part from the rich commingling of these two 
paths, as men and women of all ages, from all walks of life, take up the teachings in accord with their 
individual sense of spiritual calling.
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Teachers, Priests and Dharma Holders in the Mountains and Rivers Order

John Daido Loori Roshi, Founding Teacher (1931-2009)

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

Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Sensei 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 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 residential 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, and in 2011, he became a dharma 
holder in the Order. He currently lives with his family in Danville, PA, where he works as a pharmacist.
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Zen Mountain Monastery: The Main House
Nestled in the Catskill Mountains, Zen Mountain Monastery is the main house of the MRO. The 
Monastery offers both experienced practitioners and beginners a chance to enter a unique environ-
ment where distractions are minimized and all aspects of life are engaged as study of the self. 

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

Residency at the Monastery means joining the cloistered community, letting go of worldly 
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, 
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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.

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 community, letting 
go of other worldly responsibilities; Temple resi-
dents maintain careers, pursue degrees, or engage 
in other focused work while living and training 
at the center. For more information, check our 
websites at zmm.mro.org and zcnyc.mro.org.
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Teaching in the Ten Directions 

The winter training period typically gives the teachers a bit of a breather from the full-throttle 
activities of ango. Still, between the Enlightenment Vigil, Dana Dinner, Rohatsu Sesshin 
and other retreats, there has been a lot of teaching going on both at the Monastery and the 
Temple. 

In early January, Ryushin Sensei paid a visit to his alma mater, visiting the Yale campus as 
part of an ongoing conversation with staff and faculty about spiritual life on campus. Shugen 
Sensei traveled up to the Monastery to lead the January ZTW for the first time in about six 
years, while Ryushin Sensei traveled downstate to teach at the Temple. Hojin Osho spent 
Rohatsu and a good part of January at the Temple, guiding the practice while Shugen was away 
and supporting senior monastic Mujaku Senjin, who is undergoing chemotherapy.

At the start of the New Year, dharma holder Ron Hogen Green traveled to New Zealand 
to lead sesshin and offer other teachings to the kiwi sangha. Also, keep an eye out for dharma 
talks by Shugen Sensei and Hojin Osho in upcoming issues of Buddhadharma. 

Jukai 

On November 16, Ryushin Sensei officiated a Precepts ceremony at the Monastery for Jess 
Zenyo (“Complete Embrace”) McNally, Katie Yosha (“Dance of Gratitude”) Scott-Childress, 
and Ronnie Nyuko (“Emerging into Light”) Schnadow. The Jukai recipients are pictured 
above.
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Marion Taylor (1938-2014)

Marion Taylor, a longtime friend of the Monastery and kyudo instructor,  passed away peaceful-
ly on hospice on November 17, 2014. For more than twenty years, Marion introduced people to 
the Way of the Bow here at the Monastery. Although cancer kept him away from the Monastery 
the past few years, his teaching—filled with good humor, warmth and joy—continues to be a 
gift for our sangha. We will miss him. Marion is pictured above, right.

Shuso Hossen

On November 23, 2014, Fall Ango culminated with the Shuso Hossen ceremony. Although the cer-
emony involves the whole sangha, the chief disciple is very much at the center of it all; this fall  that 
privilege went to monastic Museki Tendo. After a dramatic procession into the zendo, Tendo took 
the teacher’s seat for the morning. Having served as a minister and trained as an actor, he seemed 
right at home in front of the crowded zendo. Tendo offered his first talk on a koan with poise and 
wit. In the dharma encounter that followed, Tendo responded to each question with good humor, 
generosity and insight. Throughout all the different sections of the ceremony, which is rather intri-
cate, Tendo held the space with a sense of inner cohesion, helping to make it an unusually seamless 
occasion. As a senior monastic in the Order, Tendo will take on more responsibilities within the 
sangha. He is pictured above, left of center.

Dana Dinner 

On December 13, 2014, the Monastery opened its doors for our annual community holiday din-
ner. The festivities were a rousing success with a multitude of guests and volunteers attending. 
Thank you to all who donated their time, energy, gifts and food for this joyful occasion.
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A Visit to KTD Monastery

From December 19th to December 21st, ZMM residents had the chance to attend a retreat 
offered by Jetsunma Tenzin Palmo at Karma Triyana Dharmachakra (KTD), the Tibetan 
Buddhist Monastery in Woodstock. Tenzin Palmo, renowned for being one of the first 
Westerners ordained as a Tibetan Buddhist nun and for the twelve years she spent in solitary 
retreat in a Himalayan cave, offered teachings on the Six Realms of Existence. Monastery resi-
dents not only appreciated the depth of Jetsunma’s practice and teaching, but also relished the 
chance to experience a taste of life at KTD. Although the main shrine room provided a sharp 
contrast to our own zendo, other aspects of the weekend felt familiar, like the karma yoga ses-
sion during which residents scrubbed toilets, vacuumed, dusted, mopped and moved furniture 
from one place to another, affirming that some aspects of Buddhist training are clearly uni-
versal. Thank you to the KTD sangha for their warm welcome and generous hosting. We look 
forward to returning their kindness here at ZMM.

 
As We Go to Press. . . 

On January 24, Ryushin Sensei will step down as abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery and will 
be away on leave for at least six months. Shugen Sensei will assume the role of abbot at the 
Monastery and will continue to serve as Head of the Mountains and Rivers Order and abbot 
of the Zen Center of New York City. For a more detailed explanation, look at the MRO News 
section of our website. 



New MRO students

Since the end of November, John Caruso and Tom McGill each passed through the five bar-
rier gates to become formal MRO students. 

Begging Bowl

Dharma Communications needs a Macbook Pro or Air. DC would also appreciate a new or used 
Mac G4 or Mac Mini.

Appreciation

The Monastery would like to thank Seigo Beres for his ongoing donations of food for the 
Monastery kitchen and Corinne Lilie for her donations of flowers, food, and vases. The Temple 
thanks John Etheridge for his generous donations of food for the Temple kitchen. The Mountain 
Record thanks Anthony Hoetsu Falcone for his assistance transcribing and Joan Yushin Derrick 
for her help with this issue. 

Comings & Goings at the Monastery

From December through January, month-long residents included Sarah Sands, MRO of 
Gilbertsville, NY;  Pardis Rezaie of NYC; Mahdis Rezaei of NYC; Easton Sellers of Orlando, FL; 
Kristiana Elite of Denver, CO; Gerin Eaon of Livingston, NJ;  Robert Barnhill, of Asheville, 
NC;  Alex Rogowsky of Brandon, Manitoba; Ruth Essig of Cadillac, MI; Nicholas Gentile of 
Middletown, NY; and Jeanne Schouten of Eindhoven, the Netherlands. During the winter, 
Magda Kadlubowska, Mason Spransy, Tyler McCormick, Zachary Keener and Jacob Kidda, 
MRO, each began a year-long period of residence. At the start of the New Year, we said goodbye 
to JL Aronson, MRO and Jonathon Iradi who each completed a year of residency.

Comings & Goings at the Temple

At the Temple, December residents included Craig Webster of Brooklyn, NY and Lea Black 
of Santa Fe, NM. In January, we were joined by Choko Reese, MRO, of NYC. 
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When I met Daido, I was living in a yoga ash-
ram and working part time in an art gallery. 
Daido would come into the gallery to have 
his photographs framed. He had just resigned 
from International Flavors and Fragrances 
and was starting to go into the advertising 
business. He needed a model for a shoot that 
he was doing for a little department store in 
Middletown; I told him I had worked as a 
model before and could help him. That was 
the same week that his whole life blew up: 
he caught his wife and his best friend hav-
ing an affair. We really fell in love quickly; I 
stepped into his world and helped him find a 
place to live and gallery space and helped him  

organize his finances. I think he saw me as 
Mother Mary, someone who could help save 
his life. The first few weeks of our relationship 
were pretty intense. 

That’s also when he went to Minor 
White’s photography program. He had 
gotten a mailing about it, but thought he 
couldn’t afford it. I pulled the mailing out 
of the garbage and encouraged him to sign 
up anyway; shortly thereafter he got a re-
fund check that he didn’t expect, and off he 
went. That workshop changed his life; he 
found a new direction. 

I remember one day on the way home from 
the Ashram, he stopped at the bookstore and 

Sangha 
Reflections
On Daido Roshi



or go off to Italy or somewhere, but he felt he 
couldn’t stop his work as a teacher because it 
was making such a difference to people’s lives.

One thing that Daido taught me that 
I will absolutely never forget came when I 
asked him about forgiveness in Buddhism—at 
the time I was thinking about all the scan-
dals with Buddhist teachers, the womanizing 
and the drinking. He just looked at me and 
said, “First you have to forgive yourself.” This 
has been such an important teaching for me. 
I have to forgive myself every single day for 
something that I have done or said. I say to 
myself, “Okay, that was ridiculous. Don’t get 
mad and don’t hurt yourself. You’ll get sick.” 
I let it go and forgive myself. Daido’s answers 
to people were like that: they penetrated all 
the way through us, and I think that he knew 
that. He knew that he was making a differ-
ence in people’s lives. That was really what it 
all came down to.

—Joan Yushin Derrick

bought every book he could find on Buddhism. 
He absolutely knew that he had to study this. 
He didn’t know why at the time, but one 
thing quickly led to another and within about 
three years, Daido had met Maezumi Roshi 
and we were moving to California. 

After our years at ZCLA and a short pe-
riod at the Zen Center in Riverdale, Maezumi 
Roshi encouraged Daido to look for his own 
place. When walking through the gate of 
the monastery for the first time, Daido felt 
faint. He knew he was home. I felt nauseous 
and said, “Who is going to clean this big old 
house?” He took my hand and said, “We’ll 
work it out, Yushin. Look at it. It’s perfect”.

The next day Daido made a public an-
nouncement on WBAI with Lex Hixon. 
“A new and different Zen Arts Center is 
opening in the Catskill mountains,” he said. 
We got hundreds of calls and sent out an 
invitation for a future weekend meeting. 
About eighty people came in cars, trucks, 
motorcycles and the Trailways bus: artists, 
musicians, dancers, photographers, hippies, 
druggies, and a few Zen students. They kept 
coming, bringing sleeping bags and food. 
One man brought the Buddha that remains 
on the zendo altar to this day. Another man 
owned a flooring business and came back a 
few days later with a sander and finishing 
tools for the floor of the zendo.

Daido was basically a shy man, but he had 
a certain kind of power. When he walked into 
the room, no matter what room, there was 
power there and you knew it. If he hadn’t had 
this kind of power, the Monastery wouldn’t be 
here. How many teachers have tried to start 
a center that fell apart because they’re not 
powerful? I think in some ways he would have 
loved to just sit in his room and read, smoke 
cigarettes and not have anybody bother him, 

Daido, Tetsugen Bernie Glassman, 
and Joan Yushin Derrick

Daido, Bernie Glassman (Tetsugen), and Yushin
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When we first arrived at the Zen Arts 
Center, Daido was one of the senior students 
of Maezumi Roshi. He was focused on com-
munity, arts and Zen. Naturally, the people 
who were drawn to him were those with 
similar interests: people of modest means who 
wanted to get back to the land and  lead a 
simple life. Once a week Tenzo Shinso went 
to the local supermarket to retrieve their dis-
carded vegetables, and the few staff members 
quickly learned how to take care of the cold 
and leaky monastery building with virtually 
no money. We literally learned the meaning 
of “chop wood, carry water”—thirty cords of 
wood were cut that first winter!  

We held weekly meetings at the Parsonage 
to decide which threatening bill collectors 
would get paid first. It was a balancing act. 
At one point, the financial situation became 
so dire that the two of us had a special meet-
ing with Daido in his living room to discuss 
the survival of the Center. In the conversa-
tion about where we would all wind up should 
we lose the place, Daido realized he would 
have no home or income for his family. He re-
marked that most of the sangha had families, 
homes and futures waiting for them, while he 
had nothing. Struck by this, Daido threw out 
his arms and exclaimed, “But I’ll have noth-
ing but my robes and my bowl.” A silence 
entered the room before Jakuen said, “But 
Daido, you are a monk!” The three of us broke 
out into a deep laughter of realization, with 
Daido laughing the loudest and the longest.

—Andy Dotai Miller & Dianne Jakuen Landau

In the early days at ZMM there were only 
about ten of us living at the Monastery, and 
we were all very close to each other and to 

Daido Roshi. I think our struggles with the 
cold (there was no heating system then), 
developing a training program, and support-
ing ourselves and the Monastery brought 
us even closer together. It was a difficult 
time, but Daido Roshi’s teaching and our  
developing practice made it a very powerful, 
intense time too. 

After almost ten years I moved out of resi-
dency when I had a bout with cancer; after 
surgery I moved to Florida to be near my son 
and my father. I continued to practice, sit-
ting on my own, with Kapleau Roshi before 
he moved back north, and eventually became 
a student of Sensei Daniel Doen Silberberg, 
who also lived at ZMM during the early days.

It’s now been 35 years since I first met 
Daido Roshi, and in my conversations with 
Doen Sensei, Daido’s name often comes up. 
Daido’s teachings laid such a solid foundation 
for my practice such that all these years later, 
my practice continues to be a vital part of my 
life. While Daido Roshi was alive, although 
he was with me in my heart, we were sepa-
rated by 1,200 miles. But now that he doesn’t 
abide anywhere, there truly is no separation. 

—Carole Kyodo Walsh

My earliest memories of Daido Roshi go back 
more than twenty years. It is the early 1990s. 
The scene is Rotoiti Lodge, overlooking the 
mountains and lake in Nelson Lakes National 
Park. The time is early morning and in the 
pre-dawn gloom I am sitting anxiously and 
uncomfortably, experiencing the first day of 
my first sesshin. There is a loud CHOK! from 
the han and a strange apparition in gold robes 
appears in the zendo. He proceeds to perform 
a short ritual and then parades around the 

Kyodo &  Daido 



95

zendo in front of each of us, accompanied by 
his all pervading, ever present scent of in-
cense mingled with tobacco smoke. It is the 
same smell that always accompanied my own 
father, and my mind immediately makes this 
association with a benevolent authority fig-
ure: a person who might not always treat us 
in the way that we expected or hoped for, but 
would always have our best interests at heart.

—Colin Taisui Markwell

I loved Daidoshi with a fierceness that sur-
prised me when he was alive but that, in 
retrospect, is perfectly natural. Roshi saw in 
me what I couldn’t see myself. He trusted 
my clarity long before I had even a smidge 
of it. He teased out a goodness I didn’t feel 
and could not act out of. He believed in my 
ability to wake up even when I was certain I 
couldn’t. In brief, he treated me as a buddha 
and therefore inspired me to be one.

And now? He keeps urging me to do the 
impossible. I see him in his light blue kimono 
and robe, grey kesa over one shoulder, glasses 
perched at the end of his nose, as he leans 
toward me from his high seat. “Sentient 
beings are numberless—I can’t possibly save 
them all. Yet I vow to do it!” he bellows. 
“Desires are inexhaustible—put an end to 
them? Can’t do it. But I vow to do it!” And 
on he goes, wending his way through the Four 
Bodhisattva Vows, getting more and more 
riled up until, at the end, the only thing he 
can do is burst into song:

To dream the impossible dream
To fight the unbeatable foe
To bear with unbearable sorrow
To run where the brave dare not go…

Man of La Mancha one moment. Robert 
De Niro the next. “This is impossible!” He 
roars. “So if you’re hanging on to any sense 
of hope, forgeddaboutit! There is no hope!”

A bodhisattva doesn’t need hope, he con-
stantly reminds me. A bodhisattva has vow.

—Vanessa Zuisei Goddard

Daido’s whole life journey stands out to me 
as a powerful model. In short summary, he 
“took risks.” He left a successful career as a 
physical organic chemist to pursue a calling 
in the much riskier field of photography. He 
subsequently became fascinated with Eastern 
teachings, and changed course to pursue a 
life as a Zen monastic—a huge risk for some-
one with a young family. He established 
an extraordinary center for spiritual practice 
from a highly impoverished, if not impossibly 
risky, beginning. His journey informs me daily 
that extraordinary success comes from taking 
extraordinary risks. Daido took huge risks. His 
“success,” as seen in the number of lives he 
helped and transformed, is immeasurable.

A great gift to me was his ability to instill 
confidence. During a very difficult time for 
me while I felt burdened with a thorny life/
family problem, I met with him in dokusan. 
Following a brief, mindful pause he responded, 
“You know what to do.” That was it. That was 
all he said. And I believed him completely! I 
left the room full of confidence that I would 
do the right thing in response to my problem, 
although I didn’t know what that would be. 
It didn’t matter, though, because as he said, I 
knew what to do. This teaching still gives me 
confidence in addressing difficult situations. 
Thanks, boss!

—Rick Shinsui Bowles
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At the time when I first encountered the 
Monastery, Zen, and Roshi, I was shattered 
emotionally and terribly confused. Since my 
earliest childhood I had been frightened of 
life, of other people, and of my self. And yet  I 
knew immediately that Roshi was someone to 
be trusted. He had the perfect balance of vast 
strength and a gentle heart.

Still, I was overwhelmed in my early years 
of practice. Daido Roshi seemed utterly unap-
proachable—entering the interview room I 
was literally speechless, my heart pounding 
and hands shaking. But I learned that he 
could hold me in his understanding and let 
me be who I was when all I wanted was to 
run away. I never felt judged, never ignored. 
He showed me how to live gratitude and feel 
joy in being. I always knew I was personally 
and completely invited to join Roshi in this 
practice. He taught me the great relief of let-
ting go and experiencing being here fully. I 
think of him every day. I am so thankful to 
have found a healer for what I thought was 
my broken life. Thank you, Daido Roshi. Rest 
in Natural Great Peace.

—David Keima Seaman

My relationship with Daido changed how I 
live, see, eat and breath. I think of it as a kind 
of implicit learning—learning by osmosis. 
Being with Daido is what somehow taught me 
to be with myself. 

One moment that I continue to feel rever-
berations from took place in the midst of an 
excruciating time of heartbreak and confu-
sion for me. It was early morning during a 
summer sesshin and I was in the kitchen mak-
ing the oatmeal. I was sobbing and shaking as 
I stood on a milk crate stirring the cauldron 

of cereal. Daido must have seen me through 
the kitchen door as he was coming downstairs 
from dokusan to get in his jeep and go back to 
the abbacy. All I know is I felt a gently placed 
hand on my shoulder, and I turned around 
and saw him crying—crying my tears. He 
said, “I am so sorry you are suffering so much.” 
I buried my face in his robes like a child in 
her mother’s bosom. In that moment, I could 
palpably feel my pain, and my relationship to 
all pain, shift forever.

Deepest gratitude, Daidoshi. 

—Kirstin Tosei Ainsworth-Vincze

Many of My fondesT MeMoRies of Daido 
Roshi involve attending his mondos. He 
had this way of pulling me in with his deep, 
calm voice. I remember sitting on the edge 
of my seat, aware that there was a much 
deeper understanding to be had and trust-
ing that this deeper understanding could be 
obtained in this moment. What was it about 
him that brought out the best in me as a 
student during those times? As I reflect on 
this, I think the answer is more subtle than 
I can articulate. Part of it was the twinkle 
in his eye and the deep stillness between 
his words. Part of it was the way he treated 
every question with complete interest, no 
matter where it was coming from. You could 
tell he really loved being there with us as we 
wrestled with the questions.

Since leaving long-term residency about 
12 years ago, I have been a high school sci-
ence teacher. My job has a lot of similari-
ties to leading a mondo. I believe Daido is 
still teaching me, but not so much with the 
memory of any of his words. Those have been 
fading. I believe his way of being, his heart 
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of being at the cellular level, is still directly 
communicating to me. This teaching, I sus-
pect, will continue for the rest of my life, even 
if I forget everything Daido Roshi ever said. 

—Jeffrey Kien Martin

Daido was a big personality and I loved him 
for it. He was an amazing storyteller—many 
of his poignant anecdotes are vividly in my 
memory. I can still hear the sound of him 
revving the Jeep engine coming over from 
the abbacy before kentan, his sonorous voice 
as he opened the Sunday talks, the click of 
beads as he rubbed his mala during Jukai. 

Daido knew how to snap ideas away 
(“the three worlds are nothing but mind”), 
and could be fierce (ah, his story of driving 
someone out of the monastery with his slip-
per), or inspiring (“open to the way and it 
will go through you, energize and strengthen 
you.”) He was completely connected with the 
earth (how naturally he warmed his dented 
canteen cup over the camp fire), strict (“dis-
cipline liberates”) and utterly dedicated to 
his students (many dokusan encounters have 
deeply shaped my life). 

I was part of a small group of sangha trav-
eling with Daido to a Dogen celebration in 
Japan. It was a magical trip. I recall how, on 
the bus to Eiheiji, Daido fell in to meditation 
within seconds. To my intense Japanese Zen 
fervor, he responded by pulling his chewing 
gum out of his mouth in a long, stretchy rope, 
a grin on his face. 

I still feel Daido’s large, soft hands and 
gentle eyes are watching over me. To my 
question “What can I do for you?” he contin-
ues to respond: “Transform your life!” 

—Tatjana Myoko von Prittwitz 

Three Lessons from Roshi
1. Do not seek approval
When I initially became Daido Roshi’s 

student I remember awkwardly trying to 
engage with him and seeing others do the 
same. I came to feel that having forced 
interactions did not work well with him, 
especially those that were based on trying to 
flatter him or seek his approval. I decided to 
just be quiet around him if I had nothing to 
say or just engage in whatever small talk that 
would naturally arise between us. 

2. I am a Buddha
I remember standing around a group of 

students feeling left out of the conversa-
tion. I decided to just stay quiet and pulled 
back from them. Roshi came up to my side 
and said, “We want to make a sculpture of a 
buddha and I think you should be the model 
for it.” I was speechless and we just stood 
together for a moment. Thinking of his com-
passion and love in that moment still moves 
my heart.

3. Take a Risk—You can do this. 
While working on my first koan, I often 

felt clueless. Roshi’s encouragements dur-
ing that time are mantras that I repeat to 
myself frequently, especially during chal-
lenging moments: “You can do this,” “Take a 
risk.” When I feel overwhelmed, uncertain, 
or insecure I often invoke Daido Roshi. I 
stop looking to others for their approval and 
move forward with quiet confidence: “Trust 
yourself.”

—Juan Tenke Pena

“Well, trust yourself.” 
It seemed like every dokusan I had with 

Daido ended with these words. I needed this 
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teaching. Practice helped me to realize how 
much I was paralyzed by self-doubt and self-
criticism.  

It was not just that Daido was telling me 
to trust myself, firmly putting the responsibil-
ity back in my hands. By gently and patiently 
meeting my pain and complaints and life cri-
ses with this consistent advice, he showed me 
over and over that he trusted me. He trusted 
my ability to deal with whatever I was strug-
gling with. He trusted my ability to find my 
way in this practice. Most of all, he showed 
me his trust in the dharma and the transfor-
mative power of practice. 

Daido was almost always patient and gen-
tle with me, but he never explained much. 
He let me struggle with my barriers for a long 
time, until I found my own way through. And 
this was a great gift. 

So many of those early years of practice 
with Daido are a bit of a haze in my memory. 
Working with him was about coming out 
of this fog, taking my life back, finding the 
courage to look and see and feel rather than 
numbing everything in a haze of depression 
and sleep and fantasy. Now when I think of 
those years, I have the feeling I’ll never truly 
appreciate just how important the work I did 
with him was. 

I’m still learning to trust. To trust myself, 
and my teacher, and practice and the dharma 
deeply enough to truly let go. And I still draw 
on the strength and gentleness that Daido 
always offered me. 

—Bear Gokan Bonebakker

As my relationship to practice and training 
continues to change and grow, the best part of 
my relationship to Daido gets stronger: that 

crazy tension between my longing to live in 
harmony with the Buddha’s beautiful and pro-
found teaching and my ache to have things 
my way. I think of Daido, sitting in front of us 
all, morning after morning, such deep, inspir-
ing devotion, and his big personality—often 
inspiring, and sometimes disappointing. Now 
that years have passed in my life and since his 
death, I see that split in myself, too, and draw 
strength—literally, in moments when I want 
to have a tantrum, or be mean, or otherwise 
throw caution to the wind—from what I 
know was his tremendous effort to be a true 
person of the way, his gentle and unstopping 
passion for the dharma, and to guide us, too, 
in finding our way into harmony. Even in the 
midst of his shortcomings. And ours. No mat-
ter what, he just kept driving up in his jeep to 
meet us in a life of practice. In other words, 
the details fade—for better or for worse—and 
the heart of his teaching remains: Bethany, 
trust yourself.

—Bethany Senkyu Saltman

We were on a wilderness canoe trip down the 
Raquette River in Adirondack State Park. I 
have always loved nature and the opportu-
nity to do a canoe adventure led by Daidoshi 
was too great to pass up. I had been told that 
he was “in his element” on such a trip and I 
wasn’t disappointed. 

He regaled us at the evening campfire 
with tales of Adirondack adventures from 
his earlier days. He mimicked loss of mind 
by explaining it was the result of slathering 
on gallons of DEET over the years to ward off 
ever present mosquitoes. He taught us how 
to creatively survive should we need to build 
impromptu camp shelters from pine boughs 
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and tree branches. He made us deliberately 
swamp our canoes so we would know how to 
be safe. Then, during a stretch when we were 
all idly chatting away in our flotilla, the word 
was passed down from boat to boat: “Daidoshi 
would like us to be very quiet now and really 
listen to the river.” For the next hour or so we 
paddled silently, listening to the sounds the 
river offered us. Birds sang from the canopy 
of trees overhanging the banks, paddles swept 
into and out of the water, frogs and turtles 
plopped off the rocks as we approached, and 
the murmur of the wind accompanied us as 
we all entered deeper into the wilderness 
of our consciousness. I owe Daidoshi many 
things. A deeper appreciation of our inextri-
cable bond to nature is but one of these debts 
of gratitude. Gassho, my teacher.

—Ric Ryoha Dunworth

Daido feels far away from my everyday work 
and family life. But Daido is very much there 
when I go into the woods.  Here’s what I hear 
him say:
Pack carefully.  Lay everything out.  The hard 
part is packing; the trip is the easy part.  Do 
not, under any circumstances, forget your 100 
feet of cotton rope.
Pull together.
Always carry tinder, a lighter, fishing line, a 
compass, and a knife.
Being in the woods provides instant feedback. 
Sloppiness and inattention results in losing 
important objects, wet clothes, or injury.
A good knot for every situation.
Rocks and logs are good zafus.
During an emergency, run towards it.
Deet has been used since Korea, it’s safe, use a 
lot of it all over your head especially.

If you are alone, and someone/something 
attacks you, just kick its ass.
Every spot in the woods has a spirit, a “muse.”  
When entering into a new space, be still and 
connect with it.  Ask permission.
Coffee and laying out in the sun are good for 
you.
Be quiet. Natural things do indeed speak and 
sing.
If something is stuck, don’t push it.  Just give 
it a little wiggle.

—Liz E-Kun Potter

Daido. The poison is the medicine. 
I grew up in the fury of the women’s 

struggle. A lot that I wanted to do was 
barred to girls —I fought many battles and 
won very few. My mother was insufficiently 
escaped from a traditional Italian family; as 
much as she wanted me to be president, I 
had to iron my brothers’ shirts. 

I fought my way into my profession, got 
married, was trying to get pregnant, when 
disaster struck—ending my marriage, my 
hope of children and my career. I became 
what I had feared my entire life: abandoned, 
bereft, biological clock running down—des-
perately grasping at everything a liberated 
woman was not supposed to crave so help-
lessly.

I began to sit. Zazen allowed me to wit-
ness the grief, shame, and the judgement.

Then came dokusan. There he was: the ex-
navy goombah, the Italian patriarch—every-
thing I had been fighting against my whole 
life. And I just let it fly:  my bottomless rage 
at the male-centered world I grew up in, my  
terror of becoming a side-lined crone. 

And to all this he rumbled, “Abiding 
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nowhere because there is nowhere to abide.” 
Meaning: You are free. What are you going to 
do with it? I just stared at his big old Italian 
face until he rang the bell.   

Daido was a man of a certain generation— 
the one I fought so hard. When I came at gen-
der equality with an attachment to anything 
—even to equality—he pushed that button 
with glee. Until I stopped. Then I noticed 
how humbly he bowed in his beautiful gray 
robes. Every time I near that feminist kid sister 
sputtering fury—I see Daido bowing. Abiding 
nowhere. Because there is nowhere to abide.

—Carol Kyoryu Dysinger

It was soon after Daido was diagnosed with 
lung cancer that I began to experience his 
loss as my living teacher. Daido had started 
to pull away from his many roles even before 
he passed away. After his death, I would come 
into dokusan with Shugen Sensei in tears, 
feeling lost and aimless. It seemed to me that I 
was facing Daido’s death and sensing my own 
eventual death. 

After that grief subsided, I was faced with 
Daido’s actual passing and the grief during that 
period. In the year following, other experi-
ences arose, especially on walks around the 
Monastery grounds. Walking along the trail 
from the Monastery to the abbacy, I felt a 
sense of presence and Daido came this life in 
this way—as a work in progress. I navigate this 
life as a canoer navigates the eddies, swirls, and 
flat sections of an Adirondack river; always 
adjusting to new situations as best I can.

—Michael Chizen Brown

I arrived in fall 1987 for Ango. I had several 
encounters with Daido Sensei previously, and 
came away very impressed each time, and full 
of hope. Like so many of us when we arrived 
here, I was desperate, needy, and very angry. 
My life was a shambles and I knew I had to 
turn things around, somehow.

I spent most of the next four years in resi-
dence. Daido had a vision for Buddhist prac-
tice in America. It made sense to me, and I was 
excited to help him make it a reality. At the 
time, there were fewer of us, money was very 
tight, and people were pushed into positions 
that required more experience than they had. 
We were in over our heads, and so was he. The 
three greats—faith, doubt, and determina-
tion—were in abundance in those wonderful 
days. I started to right my own personal ship, 
thanks to him.

I left just as the Monastery was leaving its 
exponential growth phase. It became obvious 
that Daidoshi’s plan was working—and ZMM 
entered its logistics phase as students matured. 
Daido maintained a rigorous schedule of 
teaching, helping and guiding people based on 
his great faith and determination. Over time, 
however, it became clear to me that he was 
losing the ability to doubt himself. His last ten 
years were increasingly difficult and conten-
tious. I remained deeply loyal and grateful for 
all he had done for me, but I stopped going to 
dokusan with him after Myotai Sensei left. He 
didn’t like that unspoken departure, but he 
came to accept it. 

Just before his death, many of us were sit-
ting on his deck with him for the last time. 
Suddenly, I was stung by a bee. Hands shaking, 
he insisted on dressing the wound. A few days 
later, when his body was wheeled into the fire, 
I cried convulsively in my wife’s arms.

—Don Genshin Boucher



talking with me. This was long before we had 
guardian councils.

Daido and I shared a common memory of 
military service, his in the Navy and mine in 
the Marine Corps. From that I think we both 
recognized—although we did not need to talk 
about it—the value and the limits of authority: 
when to accept it and when to strike out for 
ourself. This is an area where many American 
Zen students seem to experience conflict—
being open to the authority of a teacher, but 
up to a point.

What I learned from my practice with 
him is with me every day. As I wrote to him 
not long before he died: “It is true that I 
have not asked you questions in our many 
dokusan. That is not because I did not have 
questions, but because I knew that the answers 
had to come from myself, and because you 
pointed the way without words. The practice 
I developed with your teaching has given me 
the means to celebrate the many joys I have 
had—and they have been many—as well as to 
experience the depths of grief I have known.” 

The fruit of that practice continues with 
me now in my 86th year and will continue, I 
know, until I graduate to a different realm.

 —Robert Tokushu Tsenghas

When it became clear that Daido was enter-
ing the final stage of cancer, I wanted to see 
my teacher one last time to say goodbye and 
acknowledge my love for him. I knew he 
was not encouraging visits or feeling socially 
responsive, but perhaps there was a way I 
could offer something. I phoned Ryushin and 
asked if he thought it would be helpful and 
appropriate to request dokusan. He thought 
it was a good idea and called me back to tell 
me Daido had agreed to see me.

When I arrived at the abbacy he was 
dressed in his robes and seated in a special 
chair that held him comfortably. We greeted 
each other. I kissed him. His face looked thin, 
worn, and his eyes, which had the depth of 
an old soul, conveyed fragility tinged with 
sadness. I could see the edge of a catheter bag 
at the bottom of his robe. 

After talking for a few minutes, we did a 
koan. I kissed him again after my bows. As I 
drove away, heading for home, I knew this 
was almost certainly the last time I would see 
Daido alive. The inevitability of death, his 
and mine, was overwhelming. I was saddened 
by the sadness in his eyes—perhaps regret, 
perhaps coming to grips with his coming 
death. I don’t know what that sadness was 
for Daido, but I know I hurt in seeing and 
feeling it.

—Ron Hogen Green

I became a student of Daido’s well over 
thirty years ago. I visited the Monastery 
not long after it had started, when I had 
no regular practice or teacher, but knew I 
needed both. As soon as I heard Daido speak, 
I immediately knew he was my teacher. It was 
intuitive. He accepted me as a student after 

Tokushu at his Shuso Hossen ceremony.
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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 
Correctional 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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