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True refuge can only be provided by  
something that is itself totally free.

—Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche
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Hui Ch’ao Asks About Buddha
Blue Cliff Record, Case 7

Pointer

The thousand sages have not transmitted the single 
word before sound; if you have never seen it person-
ally, it is as if it were worlds away. Even if you discern it 
before sound and cut off the tongues of everyone in the 
world, you’re still not a sharp person. Therefore it is said, 
“The sky can’t cover it; the earth can’t support it; empty 
space can’t contain it; sun and moon can’t illumine it.” 
Where there is no Buddha and you alone are called the 
Honored One, for the first time you’ve amounted to 
something. Otherwise, if you are not yet this way, pen-
etrate through on the tip of a hair and release the great 
shining illumination; then in all directions you will be 
independent and free in the midst of phenomena; what-
ever you pick up, there is nothing that’s not it. But tell 
me, what is attained that is so extraordinary?

Does everyone understand? No one knows about the 
sweating horses of the past; they only want to emphasize 
the achievement that crowns the age. Leaving this mat-
ter aside for the moment, what about Hsueh Tao’s public 
case? Look into what’s written below.

Born in a Moment
Dharma Discourse by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Sensei

photo by Lee Ann Terilla
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Main Case

A monk named Hui Ch’ao asked Fa Yen, “Hui Ch’ao 
asks the teacher, what is “Buddha?”  Fa Yen said, 

“You are Hui Ch’ao.”

Verse

In the river country the spring wind isn’t blowing;
Deep within the flowers partridges are calling.

At the three-tiered Dragon Gate, where the waves 
are high, fish become dragons,

Yet fools still go on scooping out the evening  
pond water.
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Buddhism looks deeply at consciousness, 
how we perceive through our senses and 
the subtle but profound way in which our 
sense of self is created. Buddhism speaks of 
an I-making consciousness that functions as 
a master-controller of sorts, like Oz behind 
the curtain, receiving all of this data from 
the senses and cohering it into what seems 
to be a tangible, solid self. We assemble our 
experience, naming it, drawing conclusions, 
forming strategies—but who is doing that? 
Who benefits?

The Buddha said that life is suffer-
ing, dukkha. Dukkha arises from grasping. 
Grasping arises from desire. Desire is born of 
wanting something that we feel apart from. 
We sense that we are separate from the thing 
we want, and it’s “as if it were worlds away.” 
But the feeling of separateness is illusory. In 
essence this sense, this “as if”, is responsible 
for all suffering. It’s hard to believe, but that’s 
what it comes down to. How do we close that 
gap? How do we bridge the distance? Practice 
is releasing the grasping, freeing the desires. 
Being freed, they have little life left in them. 
Practicing more deeply, we realize that every 
sense of “self” and “other” are empty. Being 
empty, they have no life at all. All our attach-
ments arise from this sense of distance—why 
else would there be grasping? Every letting go 
is diminishing that sense of distance, until 
we see that there is no distance. There never 
has been.

In the sutras, Buddha talks about his life 
as a prince before he left home. He describes 
this former life: “My father even had lotus 
ponds made in our palace, one where red 
lotuses bloomed, one where white, one with 
blue lotuses, all for my sake. I used no san-
dalwood that was not from Varanasi. My 

The practice of taking refuge in the 
Three Treasures is found throughout 
all of Buddhism’s different tradi-

tions. Taking refuge is wholeheartedness, 
undividedness; it is being without defense; 
it is seeing things as they are. We take ref-
uge in the Three Treasures—the Buddha, 
the Dharma, and the Sangha. But when we 
rely upon the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha 
it’s important to realize that in this, there’s 
nothing exclusive. It’s not a Buddhist thing, 
even though Buddhists do it. In other 
words, it’s not proprietary. No one owns it. 
Therefore there’s nothing to defend. 

The Buddha was a fully awakened per-
son. Bodhidharma said Buddha is miracu-
lous awareness. Dogen said that Buddha 
means the one who has unsurpassable, 
complete enlightenment. Buddha is uncon-
ditioned self-nature. Buddha is you yourself. 
What are these these teachings pointing to? 
Yuan Wu says, “When there is no Buddha 
and you alone are called the Honored 
One—this is the place to enter.” And yet, 
you can’t enter. You can’t enter because you 
were never outside of it. So the simplest 
thing of all is the most difficult thing to see 
directly. Yuan Wu says, “If you have never 
seen it personally, it’s as if it were worlds 
away.” The “as if” is the crucial point. 
When we don’t see the Way, we don’t see it 
even as we walk on it. 

What is Buddha? We can say Buddha is 
being free from all hindrances, every false 
view, all mental afflictions. Buddha is no lon-
ger being seduced by desires or giving birth 
to attachments. Yuan Wu describes this as a 
place that even the boundless sky can’t cover, 
empty space can’t contain, sun and moon 
can’t illuminate. What is like this? 
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turban was from Varanasi, as were my tunic, 
my lower garments. A white sunshade was 
held over me day and night to protect me.” 
You really get the sense he is remembering 
how good he had it! He says that had three 
palaces, one for each season, and during 
the rainy seasons when he couldn’t go out, 
he was “entertained by minstrels without a 
single man among them.” Now, you have 
to think about him speaking these words to 
his sangha who have all left home. They are 
wearing robes patched from discarded mate-
rial, going barefoot, begging, sleeping in the 
forest or beneath the open sky. And as they’re 

listening to the Buddha talk, they see he’s 
living the same life they’re living. He’s left all 
those riches behind. Then the Buddha says 
something like, “Even though I was endowed 
with such fortune and such refinement, the 
thought occurred to me: When an ordinary 
person who is subject to aging sees someone 
who is aged, they are horrified and disgusted, 
oblivious to the fact that they too are going to 
age. When I reflected on this, I realized that 
I, too, am going to age. And so my intoxica-
tion with youth entirely dropped away.” The 
dream burst. 

He saw that the way it is now is not the 
way it will always be. And within this dissolu-
tion of the dream, bodhichitta, the longing to 
wake up, was born. Did he will that? Did he 
decide, “I need to shift my way of thinking?” 

I don’t believe so. His words express how this 
new awareness was born within him in that 
moment. 

There’s nothing wrong with lotus ponds, 
or turbans from Varanasi. The Buddha real-
ized his reliance upon them was the problem. 
How is it for you and me? What do we rely 
upon? What do we turn towards? This is the 
heart of taking refuge. Are we turning toward 
our desires, letting our grasping mind lead the 
way? Or are we seeing the dream for what it is 
and turning towards the real.

 To let go—to cease from grasping—is 
to move in accord with things. If we are 

attentive, we will see that the practice of 
letting go is its own affirmation. It feels true. 
Similarly, we will see that when we hold on, 
we’re fighting with our natural state. In zazen 
we practice coming ever closer—closer to 
body, to mind, to breath, to koan, to aware-
ness, to our original nature. But this “coming 
closer” is just a sense of things. We speak of 
the practice of “being the breath” as though 
there is some existing distance. We don’t 
actually close the gap between ourselves and 
the breath. We just wake up to the truth 
that breath, awareness, mind, person, and 
universe are one body of reality. All things 
reside in their own dharma state, and you and 
I are also like this. That’s why forgetting the 
self is just a way of speaking and cannot be 
done by force. When we speak of “practicing 

Buddha is being free from all hindrances, every false view, all 
mental afflictions. Buddha is no longer being seduced by desires or 

giving birth to attachments. 



with the whole body and mind,” that’s code 
for “just be,” or more to the point, “just.” Be 
your original self. Be undivided. Lose all sense 
of self, distance, object, witness.

Hui Ch’ao asks Fa Yen, “What is Buddha?” 
and Fa Yen says, “You are Hui Ch’ao.” This 
koan seems so simple, which should always 
encourage us to look more carefully. Most 
people will look at this and say, “Oh, I get 
that. I’m a buddha.” But the koans that seem 
obvious are the most difficult. The student 
brings what seems self-evident into the koan, 
but you can’t take your ideas of the koan with 
you. You have to see it on its own terms. To 
“be the breath” you can’t take yourself with 
you. Don’t take anything. 

To say, “I’m buddha,” is no different from 
saying, “I am Shugen.” It’s just another name, 
another false identity. It will disappoint us. In 
his commentary to this koan, Yuan Wu says, 
“People of later times just go to the words 
to make up interpretations. Some say, ‘Hui 
Ch’ao is himself Buddha; that is why Fa Yen 
answered as he did.’ Some say, ‘It’s much like 
for an ox searching for an ox.’ Some say, ‘The 
asking is it.’ What relevance has any of this?” 
He goes on to tell us “[Hui Ch’ao] was con-
stantly engrossed in penetrating investiga-
tion; therefore under the impact of one word, 
it was as if the bottom fell out of his bucket.” 
When he speaks of Hui Ch’ao’s longstanding 
investigation, he’s pointing to the “sweating 
horses” from the pointer. In other words, 
it might look like a student just comes up 
and asks his teacher, “What is Buddha?” and 
when the teacher tells him, “You are Hui 
Ch’ao,” he’s enlightened. But Yuan Wu is 
saying it’s not like this at all. 

In asking “What is Buddha?” Hui Ch’ao 
was engrossed in deep investigation; he really 

wanted to know. It meant something to him. 
For him, “buddha” was not just a word, not an 
abstraction. Hui Ch’ao was absorbed in the 
desire to understand. He was taking refuge, 



practice that you can’t convey; it can’t be 
given, it can’t be taught. It’s the flame that is 
within each one of us, and is up to each one of 
us to bring forth. We have to ignite that spark 

and within taking refuge, he deeply wanted an 
answer to his question. This is the life-blood 
of this koan. It’s the life-blood of this prac-
tice. This is the deep power of true spiritual  

Spyros Papaspyropoulos
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really understood it would he deny that?”  
His view is starting to shift. This can happen 
because he has genuine faith. His arrogance 
is starting to loosen because he has humility. 
This is the pivot on which practice occurs. So 
Tse decides to return to Fa Yen’s monastery. 
Now he is ready to meet the teacher, to go 
to dokusan, to enter. He goes to Fa Yen hum-
bled, saying, “Teach me. I don’t understand.” 
Fa Yen says, “Ask me your question.” Tse says, 
“What is Buddha?” Fa Yen answers, “The Fire 
God comes looking for fire.” At that moment 
Tse realized it. Before he was distant, and it 
appeared distant. In this moment he realized 
it because he was it. Even though we are 
never outside of it, because we feel as if we are 
distant, we live within that breech. 

And so, Hui Ch’ao asks, “What is Buddha?” 
And Fa Yen says, “You are Hui Ch’ao.” 
Hui Ch’ao was engrossed in his inquiry, 
but the last place he was looking was right 
here. When Fa Yen says, “You are Hui 
Ch’ao,” he is shattered. Collapsed. In a single 

moment, all perspective drops away. Buddha 
is revealed. He is nothing apart from Buddha, 
and Buddha is not Hui Ch’ao. Hui Ch’ao is 
not outside of Buddha, and Hui Ch’ao has 
never seen Buddha. How is this? Only a form-
less field of benefaction can meet Buddha. 
Only a person of non-attachment can practice 
letting go. Only Kannon Bodhisattva can 

and fan that fire. This is what makes this a 
profound spiritual practice, not a technique 
and not an exercise. What else is going to cut 
through our infatuation with the lotus ponds 
and the fine garments from Varanasi? 

In the commentary, Yuan Wu retells the 
story of Superintendent Tse who was staying 
at Fa Yen’s monastery. Tse never went into  
dokusan. One day Fa Yen said, “You never 
come to see me. Why?” and Tse said, “Didn’t 
you know, when I was at Ch’ing Lin’s place I 
had an entry.” Fa Yen said, “Oh? Tell me about 
it.” Tse said, “I asked, ‘What is Buddha?’ And 
Lin said ‘The Fire God comes looking for 
fire’.” Fa Yen said, “Oh, I see.  Good words 
but I’m afraid you didn’t understand it. Can 
you say something more?” Tse said, “The Fire 
God is in the province of fire; he is seeking 
fire with fire. Likewise, I am a Buddha, but I 
went on searching for Buddha.” Fa Yen said, 
“Like I thought. You didn’t understand.” 

Tse storms off trying to conceal his anger. 
In the heat of his emotion, he’s walking and 

playing it over in his mind. We’ve all been 
there: “I’m right. I’m right. I know I’m right. 
He’s wrong. What an idiot. How dare he…” 
and so on. But some time passes and as he’s 
walking, he’s starting to settle, to calm down 
and think more clearly. Eventually he thinks, 
“Fa Yen is a teacher of many people, highly 
regarded. Would he deceive me? If I had 

Only a formless field of benefaction can meet Buddha. Only a 
person of non-attachment can practice letting go. Only Kannon 

Bodhisattva can encounter true compassion. 



11

M Yashna



12

ing. When a musician is practicing, they may 
be working towards a performance, but really, 
they’re just playing music. They are embody-
ing the life of a musician; one moment in a 
rehearsal studio, and another moment on a 
performance stage. When we’re practicing, 
we’re not preparing for life. We’re living. It is 
life. And it’s the only life there is. That’s why 
we practice, so that we manifest awareness, 
sincerity, commitment, compassion. We do 
this on the cushion, at home, at work. And 
as we do it, as we live this way, our whole life 
becomes more natural, more easeful, more in 
accord. We are waking up. 

To truly inspire and to be inspired, we don’t 
have to wait for someone else. It’s wonderful 
to be inspired by others. And this is one of the 
great virtues of the sangha—how ceaselessly 
throughout the day we inspire each other. But 
it’s also good to inspire ourselves, to be our 
own example. Don’t underestimate the power 
of that. 

Only you can take refuge. Only you can 
have faith. Only you can turn towards. When 
you set your mind free, you invariably take 
refuge. You take refuge in your own original 
nature. 

Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Sensei is the Head of the 
Mountains and Rivers Order and the abbot of Zen 
Mountain Monastery and the Zen Center of New 
York City. 

The Blue Cliff Record is a collection of 100 koans 
originally compiled in China by Zen Master Xuedou 
during the Song dynasty (960-1279 c.e.) and later 
commented on by Zen Master Yuan Wu. 

encounter true compassion. To forget oneself is 
to be enlightened by the ten thousand things. 
And to be enlightened by the ten thousand 
dharmas is to free oneself of body and mind, of 
self and other. 

“No one knows about the sweating horses 
of the past. They only want to talk about 
the achievement that crowns the age.” Years 
ago when I was in school getting my degree 
in music I went to a master class with a very 
famous pianist. That night I went to a concert 
he gave with a group of my friends who were 
not musicians. The concert was extraordinary. 
We were all hanging out afterwards and my 
friends were remarking on how great the 
performance was and how much they would 
love to play like that. I remember thinking, 
“No, you wouldn’t.” As they chatted about 
it, I was sitting there and thinking about the 
sweating horses. In other words, I though that 
if they really understood what was required to 
accomplish that level of artistic mastery, they 
might not be so eager. Everyone loves to talk 
about the achievement that crowns the age, 
but what about those sweating horses? What 
about the practice? What about the commit-
ment? What about showing up day after day, 
year after year? To practice through the easy 
and difficult, the highs and lows, confidence 
and doubt; to gain true equanimity and be free 
of opinions, especially about practice itself.

When we see someone who is completely 
engaged, it’s beautiful, radiant. In the same 
way, when we see someone who’s distracted or 
careless, it’s not beautiful, it doesn’t inspire us. 
When we encounter somebody who is utterly 
at ease, it puts us at ease. We’re attracted 
to that. What is that telling us about our 
natural state, our true nature? Such experi-
ences are messages from deep within that are  
communicating subtly. Practice is not prepar-
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Editorial: Nothing to Fear

What is the source of the suffering 
in our life? What situation or re-
lationship is bringing difficulty to 

our door? Perhaps we are fortunate to be in 
the midst of ease these days, but even as we 
enjoy the good times, we know that sooner 
or later, circumstances will shift. Imper-
manence is a given. Sickness, old age and 
death visit each of us. A stormy front will 
pass through our lives again—maybe soon, 
maybe not for some time, but it will come. 
How do we find firm and peaceful ground in 
the midst of life’s capriciousness?

This issue of Mountain Record explores 
the theme of “Taking Refuge.” Within Bud-
dhism, this refers to turning toward the 
Three Treasures: Buddha, Dharma, and 
Sangha. Throughout the ages, spiritual 
teachers have taught the liberating power 
of relying upon something greater than our 
limited notion of ourselves. Shugen Sensei 
describes this reliance as  “…wholeheart-
edness, undividedness; it is being without 
defense; it is seeing things as they are.”  
Whether we  use the language of Buddhism 
or speak of God, the questions naturally fol-
low: what are we relying upon? How do we 
take refuge?

The contents of these pages are offered 
to inspire and guide us on this journey. Dilgo 
Khyentse Rinpoche teaches, “Taking refuge 
does not just mean reciting a refuge prayer. 
It must come from the depth of your heart, 
from the marrow of your bones.” Kathleen 
Norris, reflecting on her Catholic tradition, 
writes about her struggle to believe: “Re-

membering helped; it helped enormously…
But if I had to find one word to describe how 
belief came to take hold in me, it would be 
‘repetition’.” John Landretti describes find-
ing solace in the most unlikely places, 
simply by opening completely to what was 
before him. Anam Thubten speaks of the 
importance of devotion, calling it, “a short-
cut to liberation because it is non-conceptu-
al.” A single thread stitches all these voices 
together: this truth is so vast, it cannot be 
contained by any idea. At the same time, it 
is so present that it is never outside our own 
body and mind. 

Refuge doesn’t mean finding a place free 
from upheaval; life’s tribulations are part of 
the package. We can pursue the mundane 
measures of numbing out or seeking solace 
in worldly success. Or we can turn toward 
the deepest truths of reality, dissolving our 
understanding of suffering right at the root. 
In this case, the practice of taking refuge is 
not a matter of intellectual mastery, but of 
nurturing a wholehearted faith. As Kata-
giri Roshi expresses it, “If we reach out our 
hands to the universe, the universe sticks 
out its own hand to us.” If we can learn to 
live hand in hand with the universe, then 
we truly have nothing to fear.

Danica Shoan Ankele
Mountain Record Editor
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Going for Refuge
The Entrance to the Buddhist Teachings

by Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche

Matthias Ripp
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Going for Refuge
The Entrance to the Buddhist Teachings

by Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche

the perfect teachings, the perfect time, the 
perfect place, and the perfect retinue. The 
sambhogakaya remains by nature unchang-
ing and unceasing throughout past, present, 
and future, beyond both growth and decline. 
Buddhas manifest as the nirmanakaya accord-
ing to the different needs and capacities of 
beings, and thus the nirmanakaya appears in 
countless different forms.

For a bodhisattva on one of the ten bhu-
mis, or levels, the buddhas manifest in the 
sambhogakaya aspect. For ordinary beings of 
great merit and fortune, buddhas manifest as 
supreme nirmanakayas, such as the Buddha 
Shakyamuni. For beings of lesser merit, 
buddhas appear in human form as spiritual 
friends. For those without faith in the Three 
Jewels, they appear in countless helpful forms, 
such as animals, wheels, bridges, boats, fresh 
breezes, medicinal plants, and so on. They 
manifest constantly to benefit beings through 
their limitless activity. 

These three aspects of the buddhas’ nature 
are not three separate entities. It is not as if 
they were three different persons. Of these 
three aspects, it is only the dharmakaya 
buddha that is the ultimate refuge. But to 
actualize the dharmakaya refuge, we have 
to rely on the teachings given by the nir-
manakaya buddha. 

In our present age, the supreme nir-
manakaya aspect is Buddha Shakyamuni. He 
is the fourth of the 1,002 buddhas who will 
appear during this kalpa, or aeon. On the eve 
of their enlightenment all of these buddhas 

its expression is the five primordial wisdoms. 
The sambhogakaya is the natural display 
of these five primordial wisdoms, arising 
as the five certainties—the perfect teacher, 

fore cannot provide ultimate refuge. Their 
compassion, if they have any, is partial and 
limited. 

True refuge can only be provided by some-
thing that is itself totally free—free from the 
bonds of samsara and free from the limited 
peace of a one-sided nirvana. This quality of 
true refuge is to be found only in the Three 
Jewels—the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha—
with their absolute wisdom, unbiased compas-
sion, and unimpeded ability.

The first of the Three Jewels is the 
Buddha. The qualities that characterize the 
Buddha can be seen in terms of three aspects, 
or dimensions, called kayas (“bodies”) in 
Sanskrit—the dharmakaya, the absolute 
body; the sambhogakaya, the body of perfect 
endowment; and the nirmanakaya, the mani-
festation body. These three are all aspects of 
one essence. 

The dharmakaya is the absolute, incon-
ceivable, empty expanse of wisdom. The 
enlightened wisdom mind of the Buddha 
is imbued with awareness, compassion, and 
ability. Beyond all conceptual elaboration, 

People naturally search for refuge, for 
someone or something to protect them 
from sorrow and torment. Some people 

turn to the powerful with the hope of achiev-
ing wealth, pleasure, and influence. Others 
seek protection through natural forces, such 
as the stars or mountains. Some seek aid 
through the power of spirits. But none of 
these mistaken objects of refuge are free 
from ignorance and samsara, and they there-
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made vast aspirations to benefit beings. The 
Buddha Shakyamuni made five hundred great 
prayers that he would be able to help beings 
in this decadent and difficult age, and all the 
other buddhas praised him as being like a 
white lotus—a lotus grows and flourishes in 
the mud but remains unstained by it. 

Without ever actually moving from the 
dharmakaya, Buddha Shakyamuni appeared 
as a prince in India. He displayed the twelve 
deeds of a buddha, and achieved enlighten-
ment under the bodhi tree at Bodhgaya. 
On the sambhogakaya level, he manifests 
as Mahavairochana to an infinite retinue of 
bodhisattvas. 

The buddhas are aware of your faith 
and devotion, and know the very moment 
you take refuge. Do not think that the 
buddhas are far away in distant, absolute 
realms where your prayers and aspirations 
go unheard and unheeded. Buddhas are as 
ever-present as the sky. 

The second of the Three Jewels is the 
Dharma, the teachings the Buddha gave on 
how the enlightenment he had realized can 
be attained through practice. In this world, 
the Buddha Shakyamuni taught three cat-
egories of teachings, called the Tripitaka, or 
Three Baskets: the vinaya, or discipline; the 
sutras, or condensed instructions; and the 
abhidharma, or cosmology and metaphys-
ics. He gave these teachings from different 
points of view at different times and places, 
known as the Three Turnings of the Wheel 
of Dharma. In the first turning, he taught 
relative truth; in the second, a blend of 
relative and absolute truth; and in the third, 
the ultimate, irrevocable truth. 

The third of the Three Jewels, the 
Sangha, is the community of the Buddha’s 

followers. It includes the eight great bod-
hisattvas, the sixteen arhats, the seven 
patriarchs that succeeded the Buddha, and 
all those who teach the Buddha’s teachings, 
along with those who practice them. 

The Buddha is the one who shows you 
the path to enlightenment. Without him 
you would have no choice but to remain 
in the darkness of ignorance. You should 
therefore see the Buddha as the teacher. 
The Dharma is the path, the unmistaken 
way that leads directly to enlightenment. 
The Sangha is composed of the companions 
who accompany you along this extraordi-
nary path. It is always good to have travel-
ing companions who can help you avoid 
dangers and pitfalls and ensure that you 
arrive safely when you are in distant and 
unfamiliar lands.

According to the Mantrayana, the Three 
Jewels also have inner aspects. These are 
the Three Roots, which are the Teacher, the 
meditation deity or Yidam, and the feminine 
wisdom principle or Dakini. Roots are the 
basis of all growth: if the root is strong and 
of good quality, the tree will grow, and fruit 
will ripen easily. The Teacher is the root 
of all blessings, the Yidam is the root of all 
accomplishments, and the Dakinis together 
with the Dharma-protectors are the root of 
all activities. Although the terms are dif-
ferent, the Three Roots correspond to the 
Three Jewels. The Teacher is the Buddha, 
the Yidam is the Dharma, and the Dakinis 
and Dharma-protectors are the Sangha. 

The Teacher can also be considered the 
very embodiment of all Three Jewels. His 
mind is the Buddha, his speech the Dharma, 
and his body the Sangha. He is there-
fore the source of all blessings that dispel  
obstacles and enable us to progress on the 



17

path. 
On the ultimate level the dharmak-

aya is the Buddha, the sambhogakaya is 
the Dharma, and the nirmanakaya is the 
Sangha. All are one in the Teacher, the 
Buddha in actuality. 

The motive for taking refuge can be of 
three different levels, according to an indi-
vidual’s capacity. These different levels of 
motive define the three vehicles. Those with 
a limited attitude, as in the Hinayana, or 
Basic Vehicle, seek refuge from fear of the 
suffering that pervades the three realms of 
samsara. Those who have a vaster attitude, 
the bodhisattvas of the Mahayana, go for 
refuge from fear of selfish attitudes, with the 
vast motivation of helping all other beings as 
well as themselves to be free from samsara. 
Practitioners of the Vajrayana go for refuge 
from fear of delusion, in order to free all other 
beings and themselves from the delusion of 

samsara and the chains of entangling emo-
tions; they go for refuge in order to recognize 
their innate buddha nature. 

Similarly, there are differences in the dura-
tion of refuge. Hinayana practitioners take 
refuge for the duration of their present life. 
In the Mahayana, this is seen as inadequate, 
and bodhisattvas take refuge until they and 
all beings have attained the enlightenment of 
perfect buddhahood. 

A king whose predominant concern was 
the welfare of his subjects would be considered 

a noble king, while a king who looked after 
his own welfare and comfort at the expense 
of his subjects would be judged shameless. 
Likewise, you should not take refuge with a 
narrow-minded concern to attain enlighten-
ment for yourself alone. Throughout your 
past lives you have been connected with all 
beings, and at some time or other all of them 
must have been your loving parents. You 
should take refuge for their benefit. When 
you take refuge, consider that all these beings 
are taking refuge along with you, even those 
who do not know of the Three Jewels. 

Taking refuge is the gateway to all of the 
Buddha’s teachings, and thus to the practice 
of all the vehicles. Just as you have to step 
through the door to enter a house, every 
practice in the Sutrayana, the Mantrayana, or 
the ultimate vehicle of the Great Perfection, 

has refuge as its threshold. If you visual-
ize deities and recite mantras without full 
confidence in the Three Jewels, you will not 
attain any accomplishments. In the teach-
ings of the Great Perfection, recognizing the 
true nature of all phenomena is the ultimate 
refuge, through which you will actualize the 
three kayas. 

Faith is the prerequisite for refuge, and 
its very essence. Taking refuge does not just 

Do not think that the buddhas are far away in distant,  
absolute realms where your prayers and aspirations go unheard and  
unheeded. Buddhas are as ever-present as the sky. 
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mean reciting a refuge prayer. It must come 
from the depth of your heart, from the mar-
row of your bones. If you have that complete 
confidence in the Three Jewels, their blessings 
will always be present in you, like the sun 
and moon being instantly reflected in clear, 
still water. Without being concentrated by a 

magnifying glass, dry grass cannot be set alight 
by the rays of the sun, even though they bathe 
the whole earth evenly in their warmth. In 
the same way, it is only when focused through 
the magnifying glass of your faith and devo-
tion that the all-pervading warm rays of the 
buddhas’ compassion can make blessings blaze 

Chris Wilkinson / Wonderlane
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up in your being, like dry grass on fire. 
As faith develops, four successive levels of 

faith can be distinguished. When you meet 
a teacher, hear the scriptures, learn of the 
extraordinary qualities of the buddhas and 
bodhisattvas, or read the life stories of great 
masters of the past, a vivid feeling of joy arises 
in your mind as you discover that there are 
such beings. This is the first kind of faith, 
vivid faith. 

When thinking of the great masters fills 
you with a deep longing to know more about 
them, to receive teachings from them, and to 
develop spiritual qualities, this is the second 
kind of faith, eager faith. 

As you reflect on the teachings, practice, 
and assimilate them, you develop complete 
confidence in their truth, and in the Buddha’s 
boundless perfection. You come to realize that 
even though the Buddha displayed the parin-
irvana, he did not die like an ordinary person, 
but rather is always present in the absolute 
expanse of the dharmakaya. You clearly under-
stand the law of cause and effect, and the need 
to act in accord with it. At this stage, you are 
free from doubt. This is the third kind of faith, 
confident faith. 

When your confidence is so well estab-
lished that it can never waver, even at the 
cost of your life, this is the fourth kind of faith, 
irreversible faith. 

To take refuge in a genuine way, you should 
have these four kinds of faith, especially irre-
versible faith. Faith and devotion make you 
a perfect container for the nectar of blessings 
that pour from the teacher, so that your good 
qualities steadily grow like the waxing moon. 
Devotion is as precious as having a skilled 
hand that can accomplish all crafts. It is like a 
great treasure that fulfills all needs, the pana-
cea that cures all illness. Entrust your heart 

and mind to the Three Jewels like throwing a 
stone into deep water. 

Without faith, taking refuge would be 
pointless. It would be like planting a burned 
seed, which will never sprout no matter how 
long it remains in perfect conditions in the 
ground. Without faith, you will never be able 
to develop any positive qualities. Even if the 
Buddha were to appear in person right in front 
of you, without faith you would fail to recog-
nize his qualities, and you may even conceive 
erroneous views about him—as some heretic 
teachers did in his time. You would then miss 
the opportunity of being benefited by him. 

After having taken refuge, you must 
observe its precepts carefully. There are three 
things to be avoided, and three things to be 
done. 

The three things to be avoided are as fol-
lows. (1) Having taken refuge in the Buddha, 
you should not take refuge in worldly gods 
and powerful people of this world. (2) Having 
taken refuge in the Dharma, you should give 
up all forms of violence, whether in thought, 
word, or deed. (3) Having taken refuge in the 
Sangha, you should not willingly share the 
lifestyle of those who live in a totally wrong 
way, nor distrust the karmic law of cause and 
effect. 

The three things to be done are as fol-
lows. (1) Having taken refuge in the Buddha, 
you should respect any representation of the 
Buddha, including paintings and statues, even 
those in disrepair, and keep them in elevat-
ed places. (2) Having taken refuge in the 
Dharma, you should respect all the scriptures; 
this even extends down to a single letter of the 
alphabet, since letters are the support of the 
Dharma. Never step over books; the Buddha 
himself said that in this decadent age he would 
manifest in the form of scriptures. (3) Having 
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If you have complete confidence in the 

Three Jewels, their blessings will always be 

present in you, like the sun and moon being 

instantly reflected in clear, still water. 
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consciousness. 
Take refuge from the core of your heart, for 

the sake of all beings, from now until they all 
attain enlightenment. This is the true way of a 
bodhisattva. 

Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche (1910 – 1991) was a 
highly regarded teacher and head of the Nyingma lin-
eage of Tibetan Buddhism from 1987 until his death.

From The Heart of Compassion. Copyright © 2007 
by Dilgo Khyentse. Reprinted by permission of 
Shambhala Publications, Inc. shambhala .com

taken refuge in the Sangha, you should respect 
members of the monastic community and all 
fellow Dharma practitioners. 

To obtain the Dharma, bodhisattvas have 
endured countless hardships. In many of his 
former lives as a bodhisattva, the Buddha took 
birth as a king in remote countries where there 
were few teachers. He would search the whole 
countryside for someone who knew even four 
lines of authentic teaching. To test the bod-
hisattva king’s determination, buddhas would 
manifest as wandering hermits. In order to 
receive from them even four lines of teaching, 
such as:

Abandon evildoing.
Practice virtue well.
Master your own mind.
This is the Buddha’s teaching.

the king would readily give up his queen, his 
heirs, and the whole of his kingdom, and, 
putting these four lines into practice, attain 
realization.

Sacrifices on such a scale are not always easy 
to make, but you can certainly remember the 
Three Jewels in all your activities throughout 
the day, no matter whether you are happy or 
sad. If you see a beautiful landscape, flowers, or 
anything wonderful and inspiring, offer it men-
tally to the Three Jewels. When good circum-
stances or events arise, see them as the blessing 
and kindness of the Three Jewels. Regard all 
sicknesses and obstacles, without complaint, as 
blessings in disguise that will enable you to puri-
fy your past negative karma. When confronted 
with great danger, or with terrifying situations, 
call upon the Three Jewels for assistance. At 
that very moment, the blessings of the Three 
Jewels will grant you protection. When you 
practice taking refuge in this manner, refuge 
will become an inherent part of your stream of 
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over life. Life is not like a car where we are 
the drivers. Life is not like clay where we are 
the sculptors.

Sometimes we see people white-water 
rafting in the mountains. They are having 
so much fun, but we also see that they have 
very little control over the raft. Perhaps one 
of the reasons that they are having so much 
fun is that they are allowing themselves to 
ride along with the natural flow of the river. 
Imagine if they were fighting the flow and 
trying to go against the stream. That would 
be very tiring and they wouldn’t be having so 
much fun. They would be frustrated and they 
would be plunged into the depths of despair 
every moment. So true Buddhism is a form of 

The essence of Buddhsim is acquir-
ing an enlightened understanding of 
life. Therefore, Buddhism and life are 

inseparable. There are many theories about 
the meaning of life. Some people believe 
that life is futile and meaningless. They end 
up being quite unhappy and are always strug-
gling with something, if not with a particular 
situation, then at least with themselves. Life 
is this mysterious flow or force that unfolds 
on its own. We have very limited control. 
Things that we want to happen, don’t hap-
pen, and things that we don’t want to hap-
pen, happen. Sometimes we can make desir-
able things happen and this causes temporary 
happiness. But we have very little control 

Devotion, Surrendering to the 
Present Moment

by Anam Thubten
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was doing many forms of spiritual practice, 
reciting sutras, circumambulating temples, 
and so forth. The master said, “Everything 
you are doing is not true spiritual practice.” 
The monk was very perplexed and asked, 
“Well then tell me, what is true spiritual 
practice?” The master answered, “Let go of 
this life.” It sounds like he was encouraging 
the monk to reject life. But what he meant 
was, do not reject life. Simply let go of all of 
your ideas about life. Our ideas about life veil 
life. They are the hindrances to fully expe-
riencing life. They cover life so that we can 
never have this immediate, sacred contact 
with life itself. It’s like this. When we meet 
people we usually have preconceived notions 
about who they are, so we never really meet 
them. We simply meet with the person that 
we have constructed. We meet with our own 
concepts. Most of the time we don’t really 
meet anyone because of our own concepts. 
We rarely meet anybody and therefore we 
are very lonely and sometimes confused. In 
the same way, we have to go beyond all of 
our ideas and concepts about life to meet it. 
Otherwise we never experience life. Many 
people never know what life is because they 
live through ideas, fantasies, and projections.

Life is totally precious. It is divine. It is 
the truth. It is oneness. But sometimes we are 
not ready to recognize that and therefore we 
have to be a little bit lost, intentionally lost. 
The realm in which we should be intention-
ally lost is called spirituality. We have to 
tell ourselves that we are embarking on a 
divine journey to some fantastic destination, 
a journey that has nothing to do with life, a 
journey into nirvana, or a journey into the 
great truth. We can stay on that journey for 

white-water rafting in the river of life. It is 
devotional surrender to life. 

What is the most enlightened attitude 
we can hold in relation to life? A spiritual-
ity that teaches us to reject life and look 
for a better existence in the hereafter is 
misleading. Many spiritual traditions, includ-
ing Buddhism, teach that life is sacred. It is 
not to be rejected. It is to be embraced and 
loved because we will never discover a truth, 
a reality, or a oneness that is separate from 
life itself. We can come up with notions of 
truth or divinity that are supposed to be more 
sacred, more holy, and more transcendent 
than life itself. Then we end up worshipping 
those notions, but we are simply worshipping 
ideas and concepts. Concepts have no real-
ity. One day we will wake up and realize that 
what we have been worshipping is a fiction, 
an illusion, a myth. We will realize that we 
have been wasting our time, misleading our-
selves. We may come to this very shocking as 
well as radical conclusion that life is actually 
everything. There is no grand truth that is 
beyond life itself. Life is the divine. Life is 
emptiness. Life is oneness. 

Of course, we can love the scriptures. If 
we are Buddhist we can read about notions 
of emptiness. We can worship the sacred 
ideas in the scriptures and think that this life 
is trivial and unenlightened. We can think 
that the beautiful ideas in the scriptures are 
sacred. We can think that they are pointing 
out a reality that is hidden from our con-
sciousness, one that is completely separate 
from life itself. But sooner or later everything 
we are aspiring for, everything we have been 
worshipping, will be realized as an illusion. 

An eleventh-century Tibetan master, 
Dromtonpa, once met with a monk who 

Nadine Incoll
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months and months, or even years and years. 
Then one day, if we are lucky enough, we 
realize that whatever we are looking for is 
not out there. There is no “out there.” Life 
is nirvana. This is nirvana. Coming to this 
conclusion is the great U-turn. Sooner or 
later we have to make that great U-turn and 
wake up, realizing that this journey of search-
ing outside is not leading us anywhere. At the 
same time we must express gratitude for the 
journey because if we hadn’t been lost on that 
journey, we might never have realized that 
everything is already here. 

The Buddhist master Asanga said, “A 
master discovers truth through the act of 
devotion.” Devotion plays a very important 
role in spirituality. Hindus call it bhakti 
yoga. Many of the ancient sages in India and 
Tibet taught that path of devotion. It is one 
of the most powerful, most effective paths 
to enlightenment. Devotion is a shortcut to 
liberation because it is nonconceptual. It is 
experience, direct experience. It has noth-
ing to do with ideas or conceptual analysis. 
It is the raw experience of being one with 
the divine, one with our true nature. It is the 
experience of dissolving the illusion of self 
rather than acquiring the idea, or concept, of 
no self. Most of the time when we read scrip-
tures, or think, or have discussions about no 
self, we are indulging in ideas. They are won-
derful ideas, but they are simply ideas. Ideas 
are very limited. They are lacking in love, 
humility, goodness, and true surrender. Ideas 
are simply mental positions, merely mental 
constructs. They don’t take us anywhere. 
There is a point where we have to go beyond 
all of our ideas. When we don’t know how 
to go beyond our ideas, we can actually turn 
those ideas into a way of obscuring the truth. 

Devotion is an experience that has noth-

ing to do with belief systems. It is the right 
now experience of melting the illusion of 
self and dissolving into the holiness which is 
life itself. Devotion is actually the act of sur-
rendering. True devotion has no object. Is it 
possible to have devotion without an object? 
Devotion without an object is devotion that 
has no object separate from us. True devotion 
has no truth, no sacredness that is separate 
from us or separate from life. It is not out 
there like some kind of celestial entity resid-
ing in a mystical dimension behind a cloud. 

So devotion without an object means that 
there is nothing that you can worship, noth-
ing that you can surrender to that is separate 
from life itself. There is nothing that is sepa-
rate from us. This understanding is considered 
the highest spiritual realization. This is called 
sacred perception. Sacred perception is the 
transcendence of all perceptions. It is actually 
the destruction of all perceptions because all 
perceptions are colored and conditioned by 
our own ego, our own dualism and ignorance. 
Sacred perception is the only perception that 
sees the true nature of everything, the true 
nature of reality and life itself. 

How do we practice devotion to life? This 
has to do with completely surrendering to 
life, being at the mercy of life, having no 
more hopes and fears, no more wanting this 
and not wanting that. Not being in control 
of life, but letting life be our master. Letting 
life be our guide and surrendering to it com-
pletely without having even the slightest 
desire to control it or to modify it. When 
we do that, there is no more my life and no 
more your life. There is only life. There is a 
big difference between these two points of 
view: life and my life. The moment we have 
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religious experience, where we are transcen-
dent. It sometimes helps us take our attention 
away from this egoic mind because there is no 
more “my.” There is no my ocean. There is no 
my sky, my universe, or my cosmos. There is 
only ocean. There is only sky. There is only 
cosmos. In the same way, there is only life, and 
life is already unfolding. 

How can we discover life? The path is 
very simple, utterly simple. Buddha gave a ser-
mon that he said summarized all of his other 
sermons. He said, “Do not live in the past 
because the past is already gone. Do not live 
in the future because that is filled with expec-
tations and it hasn’t arrived. Be fully aware of 
whatever is arising in this very moment with 
total awareness and insight. Be in the pres-
ent moment. This is the pure way to discover 
life that is none other than emptiness, divine 
truth, and oneness.” Can we be in the present 
moment? Can we be in the present moment 
by simply diving into the river of breath or by 
simply listening to the sound of birds chirping 
outside? Can we be in the present moment by 
feeling the dance happening inside our chest, 
the pulse, the divine dance? Can we bring all 
of our attention, all of our focus, all of our 
heart into that pulse and discover reality and 
life itself? Life that is free from all of the tenets 
of our projections and ideas and preconceived 
notions, life without any barriers. That, per-
haps, is like meeting the eternal Buddha. 
Then when we try to describe life, all we can 
say is that it is happening in this moment—in-
breath, out-breath, space between thoughts, 
and sensations in our body.

 Can we surrender to this present moment? 
Can we surrender to life that is already unfold-
ing right now? Can we open our heart and 
instead of waiting and postponing, immedi-

the thought “my life,” there is an immediate 
urge to control it. “Oh, my life. This has hap-
pened. This has not happened. This should 
happen. This should not happen.” There 
is no more surrendering; there is only ego’s 
fight. There is a constant battle inside of us. 
We are always trying to conquer and control 
life. Then we become completely lost in the 
prison of hope, fear, and expectation. 

So much unnecessary suffering results 
from simply believing in this notion called 
“my life.” We become very greedy, stin-
gy, overprotective, and overdefensive the 
moment we fall into this delusion called 
“my life.” We want to defend and secure the 
thing called “my life” and we see sometimes 
that a huge percentage of reality is a direct 
threat to “my life.” We become completely 
paranoid and fearful of reality, of the people 
and situations we encounter. We also become 
afraid of death because death symbolizes the 
end of the so-called “my life.” The practice 
of true devotion is devotion to life. It is not 
devotion to some grand idea of the divine, 
but devotion to life itself. In that process the 
notion of “your life” and “my life” dissolves. 
There is only life. 

It’s like sitting in the ocean. Have you ever 
had the thought “my ocean?” There is no my 
ocean or your ocean. There is only ocean. If 
there was my ocean, then we might not enjoy 
that ocean. We might want to kick everybody 
off of the beach. We might say, “You have to 
pay, otherwise you are not supposed to enjoy 
it here with your kids, with your dog.” Can 
you see that this “my” is such a destructive 
thought? An immediate contraction happens 
in our consciousness. Maybe that’s why we feel 
so much joy and so much spaciousness when 
we walk into the ocean. Walking on the beach 
and dipping our feet into the ocean is a very 
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ately, in this very moment, surrender all of our 
ideas of what life should be? Can we surrender 
the concept “my life” with total trust that life, 
this mysterious and uncontrollable flow, this 
force, this existence, is indeed divine? In that 
moment my life and your life dissolve. There 
is no separation between us and the rest of the 
world. There are no more boundaries and limi-
tations. Then there is only love. There is only 
joy. This is the true sacred outlook. 

A Christian pastor recently told me that he 
often goes into the woods to hear the voice of 
God. Maybe the voice of God is actually the 
voice of life. Life is always speaking to us but 
we don’t hear it. Life is always inviting us to 
an eternal feast of freedom and unconditional 
love. Life is always asking us to let go of all of 
our fear, all of our hatred, asking us to dissolve 
into life itself. Then life is sacred. Life is actu-
ally everything. This is very simple, but very 
hard to understand. That’s why we may have 
to  keep getting lost in spirituality for a while. 
So please, let’s continue getting lost for a while 
or we can quit being lost and be free, once and 
for all. It’s our choice. 

Anam Thubten is a Tibetan Nyigma monk and the 
founder and spiritual advisor of Dharmata Foundation. 

From The Magic of Awareness by Anam Thubten. 
Copyright © 2012 by Anam Thubten. Reprinted by 
permission of Snow Lion, an imprint of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc. www.shambhala.com
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Cunda Sutta
translated by Thanissaro Bhikkhu
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On one occasion the Blessed One was 
staying near Savatthi in Jeta’s Grove, 
Anathapindika’s monastery. Now at 

that time Ven. Sariputta was staying among 
the Magadhans in Nalaka village—diseased, 
in pain, severely ill. Cunda the novice was his 
attendant. Then, because of that illness, Ven. 
Sariputta attained total Unbinding.

So Cunda the novice, taking Ven. 
Sariputta’s bowl and robes, went to Ven. 
Ananda in Jeta’s Grove, Anathapindika’s 
monastery, near Savatthi, and on arrival, hav-
ing bowed down to him, sat to one side. As 
he was sitting there he said to Ven. Ananda: 
“Venerable sir, Ven. Sariputta has attained 
total Unbinding. Here are his bowl and robes.”

“Cunda, my friend, this news is reason for 
seeing the Blessed One. Come, let’s go to the 
Blessed One and report this matter to him.”

“Yes, venerable sir,” Cunda the novice 
replied.

So Ven. Ananda and Cunda the novice 
went to the Blessed One and, on arrival, hav-
ing bowed down to him, sat to one side. As 
they were sitting there, Ven. Ananda said to 
him, “Lord, just now Cunda the novice said to 
me, ‘Venerable sir, Ven. Sariputta has attained 
total Unbinding. Here are his bowl and robes.’ 
It was as if my body were drugged, I lost my 
bearings, things weren’t clear to me, on hear-
ing that Ven. Sariputta had attained total 
Unbinding.”

“But, Ananda, when he attained total 
Unbinding, did Sariputta take the aggregate 
of virtue along with him? Did he take the 
aggregate of concentration…discernment…
release…the aggregate of knowledge and 
vision of release along with him?”

“No, lord, when he attained total 
Unbinding, Ven. Sariputta didn’t take the 
aggregate of virtue…concentration…discern-

ment…release…the aggregate of knowledge 
and vision of release along with him. It’s just 
that he was my instructor and counselor, one 
who exhorted, urged, roused, and encouraged 
me. He was tireless in teaching the Dhamma, 
a help to his companions in the holy life. 
We miss the nourishment of his Dhamma, 
the wealth of his Dhamma, his help in the 
Dhamma.”

“But, Ananda, haven’t I already taught you 
the state of growing different with regard to all 
things dear and appealing, the state of becom-
ing separate, the state of becoming otherwise? 
What else is there to expect? It’s impossible 
that one could forbid anything born, existent, 
fabricated, and subject to disintegration from 
disintegrating.

“Just as if the largest limb were to fall off of 
a great tree composed of heartwood, standing 
firm; in the same way, Sariputta has attained 
total Unbinding from this great community of 
monks composed of heartwood, standing firm. 
What else is there to expect? It’s impossible 
that one could forbid anything born, existent, 
fabricated, and subject to disintegration from 
disintegrating.

“Therefore, Ananda, each of you should 
remain with your self as an island, your self as 
your refuge, without anything else as a refuge. 
Remain with the Dhamma as an island, the 
Dhamma as your refuge, without anything 
else as a refuge. And how does a monk remain 
with his self as an island, his self as his refuge, 
without anything else as a refuge? How does 
he remain with the Dhamma as an island, the 
Dhamma as his refuge, without anything else 
as a refuge? There is the case where a monk 
remains focused on the body in and of itself—
ardent, alert, and mindful—putting aside 
greed and distress with reference to the world. 
He remains focused on feelings…mind…men-

Ross Pollack
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tal qualities in and of themselves—ardent, 
alert, and mindful—putting aside greed and 
distress with reference to the world. This is 
how a monk remains with himself as an island, 
himself as a refuge, without anything else as 
a refuge, with the Dhamma as an island, the 
Dhamma as his refuge, without anything else 
as a refuge. For those who—now or after I 
am gone—remain with the self as an island, 
the self as a refuge, without anything else as 
a refuge, with the Dhamma as an island, the 
Dhamma as a refuge, without anything else as 
a refuge, they will be the highest of the monks 
who desire training.”

Thanissaro Bhikkhu is an American Buddhist monk 
from the Thai forest tradition. He is the abbot of Metta 
Forest Monastery in San Diego County.

From “Cunda Sutta: About Cunda” (SN 47.13), 
translated by Thanissaro Bhikkhu. ©1998 by 
Thanissaro Bhikkhu. Available at Access to Insight. 
www.accesstoinsight.org
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The Word That Is a Prayer
by Ellery Akers

One thing you know when you say it:
all over the earth people are saying it with you;
a child blurting it out as the seizures take her,
a woman reciting it on a cot in a hospital.
What if you take a cab through the Tenderloin:
at a street light, a man in a wool cap,
yarn unraveling across his face, knocks at the window;
he says, Please.
By the time you hear what he’s saying,
the light changes, the cab pulls away,
and you don’t go back, though you know
someone just prayed to you the way you pray.
Please: a word so short
it could get lost in the air
as it floats up to God like the feather it is,
knocking and knocking, and finally
falling back to earth as rain,
as pellets of ice, soaking a black branch,
collecting in drains, leaching into the ground,
and you walk in that weather every day.

From The Place That Inhabits Us by Ellery Akers. Copyright ©1997 by Ellery Akers. Reprinted by permission of 
Sixteen Rivers Press.
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Our hearts have been truly shaken by the 
enormous amount of karma we create. We 
know that whatever we do affects ourselves 
and others and that this impact isn’t tempo-
rary but generates enormous continuity and 
growth. We have some sense of how collec-
tive karma and individual karma are inter-
related: how a single individual can impact 
a whole community and how the collective 
karma of tribes, countries, and so on can 
shape our individual karma. Even if we don’t 
believe in the realms, we want to be free from 
this suffering. And we have some understand-
ing of the fundamental truth of emptiness, 
which is innate and doesn’t depend on the 
path of practice alone. We may do our best 
not to think about these things, but still 
our understanding grows, especially if we’re 
walking on the path of practice. With this 
understanding, we take refuge. 

At this point, some people ask if we need 
to believe in reincarnation to take refuge. 
The answer is no, but it’s absolutely necessary 
to believe in cause and effect. Otherwise, 
it would be very difficult to understand the 
importance of being careful with our actions. 
We wouldn’t understand the need to let go 
of grasping, jealousy, hatred, or anger or to 
refrain from harming others—and this karma 
would continue to create suffering. When 
we see this, a certain embarrassment should 
arise, and a sense of responsibility and urgen-
cy, a sense of “What can I do?” 

Taking refuge with that sense of urgency 
and enormous responsibility, we can sincerely 

This precious human life is an oppor-
tunity to enter the gateway of lib-
eration. Entering the gateway refers 

particularly to taking refuge in the Three 
Jewels of Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. 
Through the gateway of refuge, we enter into 
the vastness and profundity of the Buddhist 
teachings. Taking refuge is the most profound 
commitment to arise from intrinsic mind: it 
is the commitment to realize absolute truth. 
The fruition of enlightenment is based on 
this commitment. Because of it, we are able 
to maintain awareness of body, speech, and 
mind and to generate a genuine ability to 
benefit sentient beings. 

There are three basic motivations for 
taking refuge, which simply means seeking 
protection or guidance. In the beginning, 
we take refuge to escape from the suffering 
of the three lower realms. Then, we come to 
desire liberation from the suffering of samsara 
altogether—still, however, from the point of 
view of self-liberation. The third and highest 
motivation is to genuinely dispel all stains 
of ignorance so that all sentient beings may 
attain freedom from suffering. 

A beginner’s motivation is simply to be 
free from the pain and suffering of the three 
lower realms. Whether or not we put it in 
so many words, fear of karmic fruition and 
a desire to be free from suffering, confusion, 
and immediate difficulties—which means 
freedom from the three lower realms—is the 
initial motivation of our actions and practice.

Entering the Gateway 
by Jetsun Khandro Rinpoche
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my mindfulness and awareness, may every act 
be an act of kindness and awareness. If this is 
not possible, may I at least create some happi-
ness—and at the very least not harm others.” 

say, “May I strengthen my commitment to 
develop awareness of body, speech, and mind. 
May the karma that constantly creates frui-
tion actually generate some good. Through 

Collin Key
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to the mahayana, the bodhisattva path. 
Bodhisattvas are considered superior 
because their motivation for practice goes 
beyond personal liberation.

Mahayana motivation includes the lib-
eration of all sentient beings. It has the qual-
ity of altruism—but what does this actually 
mean? Is it enough just to remember sentient 
beings in our practice? At the beginning of 
our meditation, we recite, “May all sentient 
beings attain happiness and the cause of hap-
piness. May they be free from suffering and 
the cause of suffering.” And at the end, we 
say, “By this merit, may all sentient beings 
attain omniscience.” But are we truly com-
mitted to what we say? 

We are not really mahayana meditators 
if we’re still holding on to an “I.” We may 
assume we have compassion and a desire to 
benefit all sentient beings, but nevertheless, 
whether we recognize it or not, our own 
contentment, satisfaction, and desires may 
still be of primary importance. This underly-
ing grasping may undermine our motivation 
and commitment. Becoming a bodhisattva 
depends not on vows and initiations but on 
the maturity and strength of our mind—and 
our ability not only to talk about including 
sentient beings but actually to do so. 

How do we do this? Sentient beings are 
not just “blobs” of people that we don’t know. 
The person sitting next to you on the bus or 
walking down your street is a sentient being. 
Remembering that all beings have been your 
mother in one lifetime or another, you should 
bring all your relationships to the path of 
practice. Practice with awareness that we are 
all sentient beings. And when you say, “May 
all beings attain happiness and the cause of 
happiness,” be sure that you are that cause. 

When we speak about beginner’s moti-
vation, we are not saying that everyone 
should really have mahayana motivation. 
Let’s say you’ve just gotten divorced, and to 
get over your ex-husband, you want to take 
refuge. You want to dedicate your life to  
renunciation and practice—until you meet 
the next person. This kind of motivation 
is also all right. It’s a beginning. Beginner’s 
mind doesn’t mean you’ve burned your bridg-
es; you’re actually making a start. And it 
would be fair to say that there will be gradual 
progress in working with and deepening your 
mind. Many of us who have taken refuge 
may still be practicing for our own personal 
salvation and freedom from suffering, which 
is beginner’s motivation. 

Medium motivation begins with a similar 
attitude. Having heard and contemplated the 
Dharma, we see how ignorance perpetuates 
the creation of karma. Since the path to lib-
eration is to stop creating karmic causes, we 
begin to practice with strict discipline. We 
base our practice on abandoning unvirtuous 
actions and accumulating virtuous actions. 
Resting in the essence of meditation, we 
strengthen that so we can abstain from creat-
ing the causes of birth in cyclic existence. We 
also aspire to attain the state of liberation—
but it still only encompasses oneself. We take 
refuge with this aspiration: “Through the path 
of practice, may I truly overcome the suffer-
ing of samsara in this lifetime.” This is called 
the refuge of devotion, because—in addition 
to wanting to escape the lower realms—we 
begin to have devotion to the path of prac-
tice. This allows us to attain liberation and 
freedom from karmic consequences. 

Beginning and medium motivation 
are known as lesser or lower compared 
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The only way to do this is to generate 
a strong commitment, from this moment 
on, to transcend habitual attitudes of body, 
speech, and mind. Observe yourself carefully 
when relating to others. Make sure that your 
thoughts are pure; if they’re not, bring the 
mind back and strengthen the purity of your 
thoughts. Be mindful that your speech is pure 
so that it doesn’t harm others. Be mindful 
that the body is respectful, courteous, and 
sensitive to others. And as much as possible, 
reduce your attachments, needs, expecta-
tions, and hopes. Give them a rest—and give 
others a bit more space and time. Learn from 
observation. Observe others and don’t make 
the same mistakes; observe yourself and don’t 
repeat your own mistakes.

When I studied with my own teachers, we 
would attend to them and travel with them, 
and they would use every situation to remind 
us to generate an attitude of vastness. Seeing 
a beautiful flower while walking along, for 
example, one could immediately say, “May 
the beauty of this flower be experienced by 
all sentient beings; at this moment, may all 
beings wake up to nature and be able to see 
this.” If one stops to take a rest, one could say, 
“Through my resting today, may all sentient 
beings have the chance to rest a while.” 

Or perhaps one might see something 
harmful. In India, especially in hot summer 
months, one often sees weak, hungry-looking 
bullocks pulling carts with very heavy loads. 
When they’re not able to climb a steep hill, 
they are pushed and whipped, and one can 
see the wounds on their necks. Sometimes 
riding in the car with my father, we would get 
stuck behind one of these carts because the 
bull could not pull its load. And all of us sit-
ting in the back would be saying, “How bad, 
how sad this is. What can we do?”

His Holiness Mindrolling Trichen would 
always instruct us: “At this very moment, 
truly take on to yourself the pain and suffer-
ing this animal endures. By recognizing this 
suffering, the mind is made tender. As you 
become aware of this very apparent suffer-
ing, which simply needs someone to look at 
it carefully, make this aspiration: ‘May this  
animal’s life and suffering be short. May the 
confusion, fear, and pain of this moment 
descend completely upon myself, and may 
the power of this aspiration make it fruitful’.” 

What does it mean for an aspiration 
or prayer to be genuinely fruitful? For an 
aspiration or prayer to actually come true, 
there has to be some basis for fruition, some 
“hook.” The hook is said to be the power of 
all the virtue we have ever accumulated and 
the power of our wish to generate absolute 
truth. This forms the basis for taking on 
such suffering. In this way we not only take 
on the animal’s pain, we also recognize its 
inherent true nature as well as its causes and 
conditions. 

So just as a good situation can be offered 
for the happiness of sentient beings, a bad 
situation can also be workable. Of course 
the best thing to do, if you can, is to help 
in the conventional sense. But the conven-
tional help we give must deepen absolute 
truth in the mind. Then we will sincerely 
understand not only the conventional suf-
fering, but also how this suffering is created 
by ignorance. 

In situations like these, our teachers 
always advised us not to become dramatic. 
Yes, you can cry at a time like that. You 
can feel great irritation or anger toward 
the ignorance of the person causing such  
unnecessary harm. And you can know that 
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We may not beat animals, but we may display 
unceasing ignorance toward ourselves and 
those around us. If our actions still say mine 
and yours, right and wrong, good and bad, 

this is the depth of ignorance to which a 
person—fully endowed with the potential 
for genuine compassion—can go. 

We must also look at our own aggression. 

Mark Dalpe
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how genuine is our commitment to overcome 
ignorance? Does our speech still make gossip 
a priority as we try to keep touch with who’s 
in and who’s out, who’s going somewhere or 
going nowhere, who’s getting married and 
who’s invited or not? Is there constant separa-
tion or dullness or laziness of mind? 

Our refuge commitment will never bring 
any benefit if our actions don’t accord with 
that commitment. Bringing awareness to 
every experience generates the vastness and 
flexibility of superior motivation. Then we 
are not just saying, “May I do this for all 
sentient beings,” but actually including the 
beings we encounter. We are also more sensi-
tive to the sameness of the suffering of all 
sentient beings—and of their desire for hap-
piness. If we deepen our ability to work with 
inherent mind in every situation we meet, 
good or bad, we will know what we’re talking 
about when we talk about “liberation from 
samsara.” 

So examine the actions of your body, 
speech, and mind carefully and reflect on the 
motivation behind your refuge commitment. 
The real question is not whether you take 
refuge as a samsaric or mahayana person, but 
whether your mind actually develops any real 
renunciation of self and genuine—not fabri-
cated—kindness. Then we can look at whom 
or what we take refuge in. 

Jetsun Khandro Rinpoche is a teacher of Tibetan 
Buddhism. She is actively involved with two branches 
of Mindrolling Monastery in India, and in 2003 she 
established Mindrolling Lotus Garden Retreat Center 
in Virginia. 

From This Precious Life: Tibetan Buddhist Teachings 

on the Path to Enlightenment. Copyright 2005 © by 
Khandro Rinpoche. Reprinted by permission of 
Shambhala Publications, Inc. 
www.shambhala .com
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I find it sad to consider that belief has 
become a scary word, because at its 
Greek root, “to believe” simply means 

“to give one’s heart to.” Thus, if we can 
determine what it is we give our heart to, 
then we will know what it is we believe. 

But the word “belief” has been impov-
erished; it has come to mean a head-over-
heart intellectual assent. When people ask, 
“What do you believe?” they are usually 
asking, “What do you think?” I have come 
to see that my education, even my religious 

Rajarshi MITRA / The Global Panorama
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education, left me with a faulty and inad-
equate sense of religious belief as a kind 
of suspension of the intellect. Religion, as 
I came to understand it, was a primitive 
relic that could not stand up to the advanc-
es made in our understanding of human  
psychological development or the inquiry of 
higher mathematics and the modern sciences. 

Yet I knew religious people who were 

psychologists, mathematicians, and scien-
tists. So I had to assume that religious belief 
was simply beyond my grasp. Other people 
had it, I did not. And for a long time, even 
though I was attracted to church, I was con-
vinced that I did not belong there, because 
my beliefs were not thoroughly solid, set  
in stone. 

When I first stumbled upon the 
Benedictine abbey where I am now an oblate, 
I was surprised to find the monks so uncon-
cerned with my weighty doubts and intel-
lectual frustrations over Christianity. What 
interested them more was my desire to come 
to their worship, the liturgy of the hours. I 
was a bit disappointed—I had thought that 
my doubts were spectacular obstacles to my 
faith and was confused but intrigued when 
an old monk blithely stated that doubt is 
merely the seed of faith, a sign that faith is 
alive and ready to grow. I am grateful now for 
his wisdom and grateful to the community for 
teaching me about the power of liturgy. They 
seemed to believe that if I just kept coming 
back to worship, kept coming home, things 
would eventually fall into place. 

I soon learned that the fledgling joys that 
came to me on rare occasion in the abbey 
choir—when a psalm would seem to speak 
to me, or when a hymn and gospel reading 
would coalesce with my random thoughts 
in a striking way—were harder to sustain 
when I was at home, trying to pray alone, or 
with the Presbyterian congregation whose 
services I had begun to attend. Despite all of 
the encouragement the monks were giving 
me, it took me a long time to recognize that 
the desire to worship is in itself a significant 
form of belief. And it took admitting my 
private agonies over churchgoing to a pastor, 
who astounded me by saying, “I have no idea 

Belief, Doubt, and 
Sacred Ambiguity

by Kathleen Norris
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why people are there on any given Sunday; 
it seems a miracle to me. I have no reason or 
right to know why they’ve come. All I can do 
is accept their presence gladly. And, together, 
we worship God.” 

Praise of God is the entire reason for wor-
ship. It is the opposite of self-consciousness. 
But when a person is struggling mightily with 
conversion, anguishing over issues of belief 
and doubt, worship can become impossible. 
When I first began going to church, I was 
enormously self-conscious and for a long time 
could not escape the feeling that I did not 
belong there. My alienation was such that for 
weeks at a time, my attempt to worship with 
others on Sunday mornings would trigger a 
depression lasting for days. More than once, 
the pastor suggested that I give it a rest for a 
while. 

Gradually, over several years of fits and 
starts, I was finally able to feel that I was part 
of a worshipping congregation. But I still had 
a tenuous hold on belief, and any number of 
the powerful words I might encounter during 
church—commandments, creeds, resurrec-

tion—could send me reeling. 
Remembering helped; it helped enor-

mously. Believing in God, listening to Bible 
stories, and especially singing in church on 
Sunday mornings had been among the great-
est joys of my childhood. And when I would 
remember that, a modicum of faith would 
enter my heart, a conviction that the God 
who had given me all of that would be likely 
to do so again. But if I had to find one word 

to describe how belief came to take hold 
in me, it would be “repetition.” Repetition 
as Kierkegaard understood it, as “the daily 
bread of life that satisfies with benediction.” 
Repetition as in a hymn such as ‘’Amazing 
Grace,” or the ballade form, in poetry, where 
although the refrain is the same from stanza 
to stanza, it conveys something different each 
time it is repeated because of what is in the 
lines that have come in between. Over time, 
it was the ordinary events of life itself, com-
ing “in between” the refrain of the church ser-
vice, with its familiar creeds, hymns, psalms, 
and scripture stories, that most developed my 
religious faith. Worship summed it up and 
held it together, and it all came to seem like 
a ballade to me, one that I was living. 

Worship itself thus became the major 
instrument of my conversion. This is an old, 
old story. But I have come to wonder if I have 
become an anachronism in my own time, 
even among other Christians. I recently read 
an article that depicted a heated exchange 
between a seminary student and an Orthodox 
theologian at Yale Divinity School. The theo-
logian had given a talk on the history of the 

development of the Christian creeds. The stu-
dent’s original question was centered on belief: 
“What can one do,” he asked, “when one finds 
it impossible to affirm certain tenets of the 
Creed?” The priest responded, “Well, you just 
say it. It’s not that hard to master. With a little 
effort, most can learn it by heart.” 

To learn something by heart is a concept 
more in tune with the ancient world than 
with our own, and the student, apparently 

Worship itself thus became the major instrument of my conversion.
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feeling that he had been misunderstood, 
asked with some exasperation, “What am I 
to do…when I have difficulty affirming parts 
of the Creed—like the Virgin Birth?” And 
he got the same response. “You just say it. 
Particularly when you have difficulty believ-
ing it. You just keep saying it. It will come to 
you eventually.” The student raised his voice: 
“How can I with integrity affirm a creed 
in which I do not believe?” And the priest 
replied, “It’s not your creed, it’s our creed,” 
meaning the Creed of the entire Christian 
church. I can picture the theologian shrug-
ging, as only the Orthodox can shrug, carry-
ing so lightly the thousand-plus years of their 
liturgical tradition: “Eventually it may come 
to you,” he told the student. “For some, it 
takes longer than for others….”

What the Orthodox theologian had said 
made sense to me. It reflected my own experi-
ence in the years when I had been trying to 
make my way back to church, and I felt fortu-
nate to have found my process of conversion 
conveyed so well and succinctly: the years 
of anguishing over creeds and the language 
of belief, a struggle that I had endured only 
because I dared hope that eventually the 
words wouldn’t seem like “theirs” but also 
“mine.” It was the boring repetitions of wor-
ship language, and even the dense, seemingly 
imponderable, words of the creeds that had 
pushed me into belief. And, yes, it had taken 
a very long time.

 I was saddened and a bit surprised, then, 
to find that the article elicited mostly angry 
letters to the editor. One writer equated the 
Orthodox theologian’s advice with “just keep 
repeating ‘the earth is flat, the earth is flat’’’; 
others read his remarks as suggesting that 
people not think for themselves. Clearly his 
statements had hit a nerve. He had directly 

challenged the notion of Christian faith as 
a bona fide intellectual endeavor. (It is an 
incarnational one, and there is a big differ-
ence; the flesh consists of not head alone but 
heart as well.) 

I feel blessed to know from experience 
that it is in the act of worship, the act of 
saying and repeating the vocabulary of faith, 
that one can come to claim it as “ours.” It is 
in acts of repetition that seem senseless to 
the rational mind that belief comes, doubts 
are put to rest, religious conversion takes 
hold, and one feels at home in a community 
of faith. And yet it is not mindless at all. It is 
head working inseparably from heart; whole 
body religion. Much thought, prayer, ques-
tioning, and pondering go into the process, 
flowing like currents in a river, steering us 
in directions we might not have chosen for 
ourselves. 

As a poet I am used to saying what I don’t 
thoroughly comprehend. And once I realized 
that this was all it was—that in worship, 
you are asked to say words you don’t under-
stand, or worse, words you presume to think 
you have mastered well enough to accept 
or reject—I had a way through my impasse. 
I began to appreciate religious belief as a 
relationship, like a deep friendship, or a mar-
riage, something that I could plunge into, not 
knowing exactly what I was doing or what 
would be demanded of me in the long run. 

And when doubts still assailed me, when 
what I believed or didn’t believe flew around 
in circles in my mind, buzzing like angry 
bees, I would recall the wise words of William 
Stafford, who once said that he never had 
writer’s block, because when a poem failed 
to come, he simply lowered his standards 
and accepted whatever came along. So, 
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I lowered my standards. And I began to 
carry in my notebook another great koan 
of Stafford’s: “Successful people cannot find 
poems, for you must kneel down and explore 
for them.” I decided that this applied to 
religious belief as well as to poetry: I became 
an explorer. And with the words and con-
cepts that seemed most suspect, that were 
impossible for my intellect to grasp head-
on—the Virgin Birth is a good example—I 
learned not to rush to judgment but to be 

attentive and vigilant, not absenting myself 
from church but participating as much 
as possible. Particularly on the liturgical 
feasts that might give me more of a hold on 
the big words—Pentecost, Annunciation, 
Assumption—I tried to keep a keen eye and 
ear on what the scripture readings for the 
day might have to say to me, or the hymns, 
or the sermons, or readings in the Breviary. 
Any or all of it might contain a helpful clue. 

Dennis Wilkinson
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religious belief wavering in the face of all of 
this, to admit to a similarity with his or her 
own personal clinging to old systems, old iden-
tities. “We can connect our own fear of death 
and the unknown,” Smith writes, “with the 
institution’s dread of the new.” 

I think that Smith is on to something; 
if nothing else, a new way to think of the 
church, and each individual Christian, as a 
part of the body of Christ, an entity that must 
face up to the reality of many deaths in order 
to find a new life. But his words are not easy 
to hear: “How can my rage and sickening 
disappointment in so many manifestations of 
‘Christianity’,” he asks, “cease to be a poison 
which depresses and paralyses me, and be 
traced back to its source in my longing to be 
fully alive in God?” It no longer surprises me 
that a devout monk can ask such questions, 
or that his anguish might lead him straight 
to prayer, which is not the result of belief 
so much as its source and guardian. “Only 
prayer,” Smith concludes, “is a crucible strong 
enough for this kind of transmutation.” There 
is much at stake when belief and doubt go into 
the crucible; despair might emerge. But with 
luck, faith and hope appear. A gospel prayer 
perfectly sums up the ambiguity that rages in 
the human heart: “Lord, I believe, help thou 
mine unbelief.”

Kathleen Norris is a poet and writer whose work 
explores the spiritual life. 

From Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith. 
Copyright © 1998 by Kathleen Norris. Reprinted 
by permission of Riverhead Books. 

 

Above all, I waited. And most often, not 
much happened. With some words, I failed 
utterly. But gradually, others came to life. 
Fortunately, believing, like writing, is more 
process than product, and is not, strictly 
speaking, a goal-oriented activity. There is no 
time limit. And if some words remain “theirs,” 
words or concepts that I recognize as part of 
my Christian heritage but which I may never 
comprehend in any meaningful way, I can live 
with it. And even call them “ours,” without 
fully understanding the how or why. 

Perhaps my most important breakthrough 
with regard to belief came when I learned to 
be as consciously skeptical and questioning 
of my disbelief and my doubts as I was of my 
burgeoning faith. This new perspective also 
helped me to deal with my anger over the 
fact that churches, as institutions, so often 
behave in polarized and polarizing ways. I 
found an unexpected ally in Fr. Martin Smith, 
an Anglican monk, who wrote in an issue 
of Cowley, his monastery’s newsletter, that 
ambivalence is a sacred emotion. Restating in 
spiritual terms Keats’s definition of “negative 
capability,” he wrote that he finds 

a widespread need in contemporary spirituality 
to find ways of praying and engaging with God, 
our selves, and one another that have room for 
simultaneous contradictions, the experience of 
opposite emotions. We need to find the sacred-
ness in living the tensions and to admit how unsa-
cred, how disconnecting and profane, are the 
attempts at praying and living while suppressing 
half of the stuff that fascinates or plagues us. . . . 

Smith does not mince words in character-
izing the way that contemporary churches 
appear to many people, as harboring “decay, 
confusion, blundering, and sterility.” But he 
challenges the reader, who may find personal 
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 Verse on the Kesa

Great robe of liberation.
Virtuous field far beyond form and emptiness. 

Wearing the Tathagata’s teaching 
I vow to save all beings. 

Cultivating the Virtuous Field:
The Robe Chant
by Shohaku Okumura

Ronald Tagra



47

When Dogen Zenji went to China 
and began to practice at Tiangtong 
monastery in 1223, he found that 

in the sodo (monks’ hall), the monks rested 
their folded okesas (the formal term for the 
kesa, or monk’s robe) atop their heads with 
veneration and chanted this verse after early 
morning zazen each day. He had read of this 
practice in the Agama Sutra but had never 
seen it. When he experienced the traditional 
chanting of this verse and saw the monks 
put on their okesas, he was deeply impressed. 
Dogen Zenji wrote about this experience in 
the chapter Shobogenzo Kesakudoku (Virtue 
of the Kesa): “At that time, I felt that I had 
never before seen such a gracious thing. My 
body was filled with delight, and tears of joy 
silently fell and moistened the lapel of my 
robe.” The young Dogen vowed to transmit 
this practice to Japan. As a result, for the last 
eight hundred years in Dogen Zenji’s lineage 
we have chanted this verse every morning 
after zazen when we put on our okesas or 
rakusus. 

The Buddha himself decided the kesa’s 
design. A king who was a lay student of 
Shakyamuni Buddha went to visit the Buddha 
one day. On the way he saw a religious prac-
titioner walking across the road. He thought 
this person was a disciple of the Buddha and 
got off his cart to greet him. When he found 
that he was not a Buddhist monk he felt a 
little embarrassed. He asked Shakyamuni 
Buddha to make a special robe for his dis-
ciples so they could easily be recognized as 
Buddhist monks. 

One day the Buddha, walking in the coun-
tryside with his attendant Ananda, noticed 
the beautiful patterns of rice paddies newly 
planted with green seedlings and surrounded 
by footpaths. They are especially beautiful in 

the rainy season when the rice is new. The 
Buddha remarked to Ananda, “These are so 
beautiful. Could you make a robe like this?” 
Ananda agreed. The Buddha conceived the 
pattern and Ananda created the design. 
Since then, Buddhists have worn the okesa 
in all traditions and in all countries.

In Japanese the first words of the verse of 
the kesa are dai sai. Dai means “to be great” 
or “magnificent.” Sai has no meaning by 
itself but functions as an exclamation mark: 
“How great!” The next part of the verse 
gives three different names for the okesa. 
In the chapter “Virtue of the Kesa,” Dogen 
Zenji introduced many names for the okesa. 
He said, We should understand that the 
kesa is what all buddhas have respected and 
taken refuge in. The kesa is the Buddha’s 
body and the Buddha’s mind. The kesa is 
called the robe of liberation, the robe of the 
field of virtue, and the robe of formlessness. 
It is also called the robe of supremacy, the 
robe of patience, the robe of the Tathagata, 
the robe of great compassion, the robe of 
the victory banner (against delusion), and 
the robe of unsurpassable enlightenment. 
Truly, we should receive and maintain it 
gratefully and respectfully.” These are all 
different names for the okesa used in vari-
ous Buddhist scriptures. In this verse, the 
first three names are mentioned: the robe of 
liberation, the robe of formlessness, and the 
robe of the field of virtue.

The first name for the okesa is the robe of 
liberation. The Sanskrit word kasaya refers 
to a muted or broken color (ejiki). To make 
okesas, Indian monks collected abandoned 
rags from graveyards and refuse heaps, so 
that they would have no attachment to the 
material. They cut the rags into pieces and 
washed, dyed, and sewed them together. 
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They didn’t dye them pure colors—blue, 
yellow, red, black, or white—but instead 
mixed different colors together to darken 
the cloth, rendering it valueless by ordinary 
standards. The okesa was made out of mate-
rials that had no value and were not attrac-
tive to people. Even today if we have new  
material from which to make an okesa, we 
cut it into pieces so that the material loses 
its value. No one would want to steal it. This 
is why the okesa is free from attachment. In 
Buddhism, things free from attachment are 
immaculate. When we become Buddhists, 
we receive the okesa as a symbol of our faith 
in the Buddha’s teachings. This means we 
also become free from ego attachment. 

The construction of the okesa symbol-
izes the emptiness of the five skandhas. 
The pieces come from all over, are sewed 
together, and stay for a while in the shape of 
a robe. The okesa is an example of emptiness 
or egolessness (anatman), impermanence, 
and interdependent origination. So the robe 
is much more than a uniform; it embodies 
the basic teachings of the Buddha. 

When I first studied “Kesakudoku” 
(Virtue of the Kesa), I was confused because 
Dogen discussed the virtue of the okesa in 
various ways. He wrote that the okesa had 
been transmitted from Vipasyin Buddha, 
the first of the seven buddhas. It is said that 
each buddha’s life span was shorter than 
the last. Their bodies also became smaller 
and smaller. And yet the okesa transmitted 
from the previous buddha perfectly fit all 
of the following buddhas. I wondered how 
Dogen could say such a thing, since he knew 
that the okesa was designed by Shakyamuni 
Buddha and his disciple Ananda. How could 
all the buddhas before Shakyamuni have 

worn and transmitted it?
Dogen also discusses the fact that 

Shakyamuni’s okesa was transmitted to 
Mahakasyapa, and then from Mahakasyapa 
to the next ancestor. It was then transmit-
ted through each subsequent ancestor to 
Bodhidharma. Bodhidharma brought it from 
India to China, and then the okesa was 
transmitted through six generations to the 
sixth ancestor, Huineng. The okesa was used 
as the symbol of the Dharma and also of the 
authenticity of the Dharma’s transmission. 

Dogen Zenji encourages us to sew our 
own okesa and venerate it as the symbol of 
the Buddha’s vow to save all living beings, 
the symbol of the Dharma itself and the 
symbol of the authenticity of transmission 
in his lineage.

 Later I realized that this corresponds to the 
Three Treasures he mentions in Kyojukaimon 
(Comments on Teaching and Conferring the 
Precepts). Here he comments on the precepts 
of taking refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma, 
and the Sangha and on the Absolute Three 
Treasures, the Manifesting Three Treasures, 
and the Maintaining Three Treasures.

The okesa used by all buddhas in the 
past, present, and future—and which per-
fectly fits all of them despite their differ-
ences in size—corresponds to the Absolute 
Three Treasures. The okesa designed by 
Shakyamuni and Ananda corresponds to 
the Manifesting Three Treasures. And the 
okesa used as a symbol of transmission and 
the okesa Dogen encourages us to sew, wear, 
and venerate correspond to the Maintaining 
Three Treasures. When Dogen discusses the 
virtue of the okesa, he freely switches among 
these three meanings of the word. This is 
why I was confused. The okesa is the symbol 
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of the Dharma itself in its various facets. 
The second name of the okesa is the robe 

of formlessness (muso). In our sutra book, 
muso is translated as “far beyond form and 
emptiness.” This is a questionable transla-
tion. It seems to me that “far beyond form 
and emptiness” refers to a line in the Heart 
Sutra: “That which is form is emptiness 
and that which is emptiness, form.” In this 
case “form” is a translation of the Sanskrit 
word rupa, one of the five aggregates, which 
means materials that have physical form and 
color. The Chinese translation of rupa is 
se, and the Japanese pronunciation is shiki. 
The Heart Sutra says that material beings 
are emptiness and emptiness is material 
beings. But here the word used is not shiki 
but so, a translation of the Sanskrit nimitta, 
which means “appearance,” as opposed to 
sho, “nature” or “essence.” Other possible 
translations of nimitta are “mark” or “attribu-
tion.” Muso is animitta in Sanskrit. This use 
of “form” does not imply material beings. 
Instead, it means temporal form or appear-
ance. The reality of emptiness has no fixed 
form. The robe of formlessness (muso-e) 
means that this robe has no form (animitta), 
not that it is beyond form and emptiness. 

In this English translation, the phrase 
“far beyond form and emptiness” modifies 
“virtuous field” (fukuden). This is not a cor-
rect interpretation of the line because muso-
e and fukuden-e are the two different names 
of the okesa. 

The Diamond Sutra says, “To see all 
forms as no-form is to see the true form.” 
What is beyond form and emptiness? Form 
is emptiness and emptiness is form. There 
is nothing beyond form and emptiness. And 
in this verse there is no word that refers to 
emptiness. Here “formless” means that the 

okesa has a form and yet the form itself is 
formless or empty. Emptiness means mov-
ing and changing moment by moment. In 
this moment, this robe exists in the form of 
the okesa but has no fixed, permanent form. 
Muso also means free from attachment. 
Because it is formless, we cannot attach our-
selves; we cannot grasp it. If we grasp this as 
the Buddha’s teaching, as something impor-
tant and hold on to it, we miss the point of 
the Buddha’s teaching. Instead we open our 
hands. This is the meaning of formlessness. 

It is the same with our lives. Our body 
and mind are collections of many different 
elements that exist in this moment. Because 
they are always changing, we cannot grasp 
them as “my” body, “my” mind, or “my” 
property. And yet we attach ourselves to the 
present, transient form. But since nothing 
is substantial, we cannot actually grasp it. 
When we try to control it, we diminish our 
life force. Instead, we open our hands. This 
is what we practice in our zazen. The okesa 
and our body and mind are the same. This 
subtle difference in attitude can change our 
lives completely. When we grasp something, 
we lose it. When we open our hands, we see 
that everything we need is an offering from 
nature. If we have something extra, we offer 
it to others. This is the life attitude of a 
bodhisattva. Just open our hands. The okesa 
is a symbol of this attitude. 

As noted just now, the third name of the 
okesa in this verse is the robe of the field 
of virtues (fukuden-e). Fuku means “hap-
piness,” “blessing,” “fortune,” or “virtue,” 
while den means “rice paddy.” In Asian 
countries people consider rice paddies the 
foundation of everything good. Rice is the 
most important product and the basis of 
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the whole economy. When rice grows we 
are blessed by nature. The Buddha’s teach-
ings, the Buddha-mind, and the practice of 
Dharma are often compared to a rice paddy. 

The Suttanipata is one of the oldest 
collections of short suttas in Pali. In it we 

find the Kasibharadvaja Sutta (The Farmer 
Bharadvaja), which records the Buddha’s 
conversation with an Indian farmer. When 
the Buddha was staying in a farming village, 
he woke up one morning, put on the okesa, 
and went out to the village for takuhatsu 
(begging for food). The Buddha came across 
a rich farmer’s house. The farmer was giving 
food to his workers. The Buddha was stand-
ing in front of the farmer to receive food. 

The farmer said, “I eat after cultivating 
fields and planting seeds. I eat after work-
ing. Why don’t you work? Why do you 
beg for food?” The Buddha replied, “I am a 
farmer, too. I also work.” The farmer asked 
further, “You say you are also a farmer. But 
I never saw you farming. I ask you, what do 
you mean when you say you are a farmer? 
Tell me so that I can understand.” Then 
the Buddha answered, “Faith is a seed. 
Practice is rain. Wisdom is my yoke and 
plow. Repentance (having a sense of shame) 
is my plow bar. Aspiration is a rope to tie a 
yoke to an ox. Mindfulness is a plow-blade 
and digging bar. I behave prudently. I am 
discreet in speech. I eat moderately. Truth 
is my sickle to mow grass. Gentleness is 

untying the yoke from an ox when finished 
working. Diligence is my ox which takes 
me to peacefulness (nirvana). I go forth 
without backsliding. Once I reach peaceful-
ness, I have no anxiety. My farming is done 
in this way. Its result is sweet dew. If you 

engage in this farming, you will be released 
from all kinds of suffering.” 

The farmer left home and became the 
Buddha’s disciple. In the Buddha’s simile, 
farming is a practice aimed at freedom from 
ego-attachment and a peaceful life. When 
we wear the okesa, we are also farming. 
This is the meaning of “robe of virtuous 
field” (fukuden-e). This body and mind is 
the field we work. It is not a field of fortune 
from which we can expect to receive bless-
ings without practice. We have to cultivate 
our life. 

The third line of the verse is “Wearing 
the Tathagata’s teaching” (hibu nyorai kyo). 
Hi means “to open,” “unfold,” or “uncover,” 
so I translate this line as “I unfold and wear 
the Tathagata’s teaching.” First we have to 
unfold the Buddha’s teaching and cover our-
selves with it. Bu means “humble,” “thank-
ful,” or “respectful.” Then what is meant by 
“the Tathagata’s teaching” (nyorai-kyo)? The 
Buddha taught the interdependent origina-
tion of all beings. Since no beings have 
self-nature, we should not attach ourselves 
to anything. We should be free from ego-
attachment, transform our way of life, and 

One of the most famous sayings of Kodo Sawaki Roshi is, “Wear the 
okesa and sit in zazen: that’s all.” That’s it. There is nothing else to 

search for. There’s nowhere to go.
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awaken to this reality, the bodhisattva vows 
arise naturally. The vow to save all beings is 
not a duty or a promise to the Buddha. The 
vow does not mean that we are great people 
and we have to save all others, like million-
aires who give money to the poor. When we 
open our eyes to the reality of our lives, we 
simply cannot help but share happiness and 
sadness, pleasure and pain with all beings. 
To be peaceful, we have to do something for 
other beings. We live within the Buddha’s 
vow to save all beings. 

Zen Master Dongshan Liangjie (Tozan 
Ryokai, 802-869) was the founder of the 
Chinese Caodon (Soto) school. Dongshan 
asked a monk, “What is most painful?” The 

choose a path to peacefulness. We unfold this 
teaching through practice. We receive the 
teaching of the Tathagata, unfold it, wear it, 
and are covered by it. This is the meaning of 
wearing the okesa and practicing zazen.

Formlessness means the same as empti-
ness, egolessness, and interdependent origi-
nation. Since we are not substantial, we can-
not live alone without being supported by 
other beings. We have to live together with 
others. This is another essential point of the 
Buddha’s teaching. We cannot be completely 
peaceful unless all living beings are in peace. 
We cannot be completely happy if we are 
aware of someone who is unhappy. When we 
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monk replied, “To be in hell is most pain-
ful.” Dongshan said, “No, it isn’t.” Then the 
monk asked, “What do you think, then, is 
most painful?” Dongshan replied, “Wearing 
the okesa yet not having clarified the great 
matter is most painful.” Hell is the worst 
part of samsara and is considered the most 
agonizing. But Dongshan said that there is 
a more painful condition. When we wear 
the okesa, we are in nirvana. We are apart 
from samsara, and yet when we chase after 
something, even enlightenment, our prac-
tice becomes an activity within samsara. 
When we look for something better through 
zazen, that striving is more painful than hell. 
If you suffer in samsara because you don’t 
know the Buddha’s teachings, you can be 
saved by studying the Buddha Dharma and 
practicing zazen. But if you already know the 
Buddha Dharma, receive the precepts, wear 
the okesa, practice zazen, and still chase after 
something, there is no way to be saved. One 
of the most famous sayings of Kodo Sawaki 
Roshi is, “Wear the okesa and sit in zazen: 
that’s all.” That’s it. There is nothing else 
to search for. There’s nowhere to go. Still, 
we look for something more valuable. Even 
when we sit in the zendo we are often hun-
gry ghosts in samsara. 

Whenever we deviate from where we are 
now, we immediately return to what’s right 
here, right now, by letting go. This is our 
zazen. This is the meaning of wearing the 
okesa after reciting this verse.  

Shohaku Okumura is a Soto Zen Priest and respect-
ed translator of Master Dogen. He is the founder and 
teacher of Sanshin Zen Community in Bloomington, 
Indiana.

From Living by Vow: An Essential Introduction to 
Eight Essential Zen Chants and Texts. Copyright 
2012 © by Shohaku Okumura. Reprinted by per-
mission of Wisdom Publications. wisdompubs.org
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the Lori tribe near Kayhan, walking home 
from a morning’s work in their wheat. I imag-
ine them content, moving slowly, the hus-
band teasing his wife as she pulls her shawl 
across her face, laughing, and then suddenly 
they’re stopped cold by the sight of a slender 
figure hurrying toward them: the teenage girl 
who was left in charge of the babies. In tears, 
holding her gray shawl tightly around her, she 
runs to meet the parents coming home on the 
road, to tell them in frightened pieces of sen-
tences that he’s disappeared, she has already 

On a cool October day in the oak-
forested hills of Lorena Province in 
Iran, a lost child was saved in an 

inconceivable way. The news of it came to 
me as a parable that I keep turning over in my 
mind, a message from some gentler universe 
than this one. I carry it like a treasure map 
while I look for the place where I’ll under-
stand its meaning.

I picture it happening this way: The story 
begins with a wife and husband, nomads of 

Small Wonder 
by Barbara Kingsolver

Alonso Mayo
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looked everywhere, but he’s gone. This girl 
is the neighbor’s daughter, who keeps an eye 
on all the little ones too small to walk to 
the field, but now she has to admit wretch-
edly that their boy had strong enough legs 
to wander off while her attention was turned 
to—what? Another crying child, a fascinat-
ing insect—a thousand things can turn the 
mind from this to that, and the world is lost 
in a heartbeat. 

They refuse to believe her at first—no 
parent is ever ready for this—and with fully 
expectant hearts they open the door flap of 
their yurt and peer inside, scanning the dim 
red darkness of the rugs on the walls, the 
empty floor. They look in his usual hiding 
places, under a pillow, behind the box where 
the bowls are kept, every time expecting this 
game to end with a laugh. But no, he’s gone. 
I can feel how their hearts slowly change as 
the sediments of this impossible loss precipi-
tate out of ordinary air and turn their insides 
to stone. And then suddenly moving to the 
fluttering panic of trapped birds, they become 
sure there is still some way out of this cage—
here my own heart takes up that tremble as 
I sit imagining the story. Once my own child 
disappeared for only minutes that grew into 
half an hour, then an hour, and my panic took 
such full possession of my will that I could 
not properly spell my name for the police. 
But I could tell them the exact details of my 
daughter’s eyes, her hair, the clothes she was 
wearing, and what was in her pockets. I lost 
myself utterly while my mind scattered out, 
carrying nothing but the search image that 
would locate and seize my child. 

And that is how two parents searched 
in Lorena Province. First their own village, 
turning every box upside down, turning the 

neighbors out in a party of panic and reassur-
ances, but as they begin to scatter over the 
rocky outskirts it grows dark, then cold, then 
hopeless. He is nowhere. He is somewhere 
unsurvivable. A bear, someone says, and 
everyone else says No, not a bear, don’t even 
say that, are you mad? His mother might hear 
you. And some people sleep that night, but 
not the mother and father, the smallest boys, 
or the neighbor’s daughter who lost him, and 
early before the next light they are out again. 
Someone is sent to the next village, and 
larger parties are organized to comb the stony 
hills. They venture closer to the caves and 
oak woods of the mountainside. 

Another nightfall, another day, and some 
begin to give up. But not the father or moth-
er, because there is nowhere to go but this, we 
all have done this, we bang and bang on the 
door of hope, and don’t anyone dare suggest 
there’s nobody home. The mother weeps, and 
the father’s mouth becomes a thin line as he 
finds several men willing to go all the way 
up into the mountains. Into the caves. Five 
kilometers away. In the name of heaven, the 
baby is only sixteen months old, the mother 
tells them. He took his first steps in June, a 
few weeks before Midsummer Day. He can’t 
have walked that far, everybody knows this, 
but still they go. Their feet scrape the rocky 
soil; nobody speaks. Then the path comes 
softer under the live oaks. The corky bark of 
the trees seems kinder than the stones. An 
omen. These branches seem to hold promise. 
Lori people used to make bread from the 
acorns of these oaks, their animals feed on 
the acorns, these trees sustain every life in 
these mountains—the wild pigs, the bears. 
Still, nobody speaks. 

At the mouth of the next cave they 
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enter—the fourth or the hundredth, nobody 
will know this detail because forever after it 
will be the first and last—they hear a voice. 
Definitely it’s a cry, a child. Cautiously they 
look into the darkness, and ominously, they 
smell bear. But the boy is in there, crying, 
alive. They move into the half-light inside 
the cave, stand still and wait while the smell 
gets danker and the texture of the stone walls 
weaves its details more clearly into their 
vision. Then they see the animal, not a dark 
hollow in the cave wall as they first thought 
but the dark, round shape of a thick-furred, 
quiescent she-bear lying against the wall. 
And then they see the child. The bear is 
curled around him, protecting him from these 
fierce-smelling intruders in her cave. 

I don’t know what happened next. I hope 
they didn’t kill the bear but instead simply 
reached for the child, quietly took him up, 
praised Allah and this strange mother who 
had worked His will, and swiftly left the cave. 
I’ve searched for that part of the story—
whether they killed the bear. I’ve gone back 
through news sources from river to tributary 
to rivulet until I can go no further because 
I don’t read Arabic. This is not a mistake or 
a hoax; this happened. The baby was found 
with the bear in her den. He was alive, uns-
carred, and perfectly well after three days—
and well fed, smelling of milk. The bear was 
nursing the child. 

What does it mean? How is it possible 
that a huge, hungry bear would take a piti-
fully small, delicate human child to her breast 
rather than rip him into food? But she was 
a mammal, a mother. She was lactating, so 
she must have had young of her own some-
where—possibly killed, or dead of disease, so 
that she was driven by the pure chemistry of 

maternity to take this small, warm neonate 
to her belly and hold him there, gently. You 
could read this story and declare “impossible,” 
even though many witnesses have sworn it’s 
true. Or you could read this story and think 
of how warm lives are drawn to one another 
in cold places, think of the unconquerable 
force of a mother’s love, the fact of the DNA 
code that we share in its great majority with 
other mammals—you could think of all that 
and say, of course the bear nursed the baby. 
He was crying from hunger, she had milk. 
Small wonder. 

Barbara Kingsolver is a novelist, essayist and poet 
whose work often focuses on social justice and biodi-
versity. She has won numerous awards for her writing 
including the National Humanities Medal. 

From Small Wonder. Copyright 2002 © by Barbara 
Kingsolver. Reprinted by permission of Harper 
Collins Publishers, Inc. www.harpercollins.com
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from the Therigatha
Poems by Early Buddhist Nuns

Translated by Susan Murcott

Dantika

As I left my daytime resting place on
Vulture Peak,
I saw an elephant
come up on the riverbank
after its bath.

A man took a hook and said to the 
elephant,
“Give me your foot.”
The elephant stretched out its foot;
the man mounted.

Seeing what was wild before 
gone tame under human hands,
I went into the forest 
and concentrated my mind.
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Patacara

When they plow their fields
and sow seeds in the earth,
when they care for their wives and children,
young brahmins find riches.

But I’ve done everything right
and followed the rule of my teacher.
I’m not lazy or proud.
Why haven’t I found peace?

Bathing my feet 
I watched the bathwater
spill down the slope.
I concentrated my mind 
the way you train a good horse.

Then I took a lamp
and went into my cell,
checked the bed,
and sat down on it. 
I took a needle
and pushed the wick down.

When the lamp went out
my mind was freed.
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Vimala

Young, 
intoxicated by my own
lovely skin,
my figure,
my gorgeous looks,
and famous too,
I despised other women.

Dressed to kill 
at the whorehouse door,
I was a hunter 
and spread my snare for fools. 

And when I stripped for them
I was the woman of their dreams;
I laughed as I teased them.

Today,
head shaved,
robed,
alms-wanderer,
I, my same self,
sit at the tree’s foot;
no thought. 

All ties 
untied,
I have cut men and gods 
out of my life,

I have quenched the fires.
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The Therigatha is a collection of short poems that were recited around 600 BC and are part of the Pali Canon. It is the 
earliest known collection of women's literature.

Susan Murcott was co-founder and editor of Kahawai:Jouranl for Women and Zen for many years. She spent more 
than ten years researching, and translating the Therigatha. She teaches environmental engineering at MIT.

From First Buddhist Women: Poems and Stories of Awakening by Susan Murcott. Copyright © 2006 by Susan 
Murcott. Reprinted by permission of Parallax Press.

Mittakali

Although I left home for no home
and wandered, full of faith,
I was still greedy 
for possessions and praise.

I lost my way.
My passions used me,
and I forgot the real point
of my wandering life. 

Then as I sat in my little cell,
there was only terror.
I thought—this is the wrong way,
a fever of longing controls me.

Life is short.
Age and sickness gnaw away.
I have no time for carelessness
before this body breaks.

And as I watched the elements of mind and body
rise and fall away
I saw them as they really are.
I stood up.
My mind was completely free.
The Buddha’s teaching has been done. 
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peaks of mountains, say) was really no 
different from the awe available to me in 
places as prosaic as the view from a bathroom 
window. It all seems to be a matter of keener 
seeing, of opening oneself to a degree of per-
ception that Rilke suggests is not simply an 
aesthetic consideration, but an issue of per-
sonal responsibility: “All this was mission./ 
But could you accomplish it? Weren’t you 
always/ distracted by expectation, as if every 
event/ announced a beloved?…”

I certainly know that hindsight marks me 
as distracted, a person so given to introspec-
tion that I’ve slid through countless days 
announcing beloveds left and right. To be 
sure, nobody could possibly devote all atten-
tion to every thing encountered—we would 
go mad—but it could be argued, sucessfully 
I think, that as a nation we Americans trend 
too far in the other direction, toward inat-
tention, and if this is taken to be true we 
might do well to reconnoiter our aesthetic 
prejudices, especially those that shape our 
definitions of what we call “ugly” and even 
more so, “mundane.” 

As a boy I believed the only sights that 
deserved my undivided attention, simply 
because they were places, were those bastions 
of grandeur, our national parks. A national 
park was the high art of topography. Its pur-
pose was to inspire and edify, the way we’re 
told that a symphony is supposed to foment 
our finer sensibilities. This I learned from 
the adults that populated my childhood, 
well-meaning small-town folks who once or 

I have gone into the waste lonely places 
Behind the eye; the lost acres at the edge of 

smoky cities.
—Theodore Roethke 

I live in an old neighborhood near a small 
downtown, just beyond the reach of the 
last parking meters. Any of the houses 

here would look stately and haunted perched 
on a hill somewhere, but as it is they’re all 
serried together down the long city blocks: 
most gables and bay windows look out on the 
bay windows and gables of one’s immediate 
neighbor. I’ve given up a country view for 
convenience; the university where I work is 
just a half-mile away—and five hundred feet 
up—at rest on a stack of sea bottoms some 
350 million years old. From that height the 
view affords a wilderness of hanging valleys 
and dramatic clouds that typify the Finger 
Lakes region of central New York. But at 
my home in the lowlands, where I occupy a 
second-story flat, I must content myself with 
a more modest vista: that meager scrap of 
landscape as seen from a small window in the 
back bathroom. You work with what you’ve 
got. Using the toilet as a chair I’ll occasion-
ally ponder that unextraordinary horizon 
of roofs, wires, and trees. The best viewing 
occurs at dusk, especially after a rain, when 
the sky is red and newly washed, when the 
clouds reflect on the wet glass of old garages 
and in the watery sheen of gardens. 

Years passed by before I realized that the 
awe I sometimes felt among grandeur (the 

On Waste Lonely Places
by John Landretti
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twice a year approached national parks the 
way they might attend a big-city concert: 
dressed for the occasion, they bought tickets 
and arrived with programs and an air of rever-
ent uncertainty. Meanwhile the rest of their 
world, all those rural and urban scrapscapes 
that circumfused their days, received for the 
balance of the year that glazy attention usu-
ally given to music at supermarkets.

At the end of each spring in my old 
neighborhood, many of the families used to 
load up their cars and head west. Yosemite, 
Death Valley, Yellowstone—all through the 
summer and until the leaves dropped, they 
rolled out of the suburbs toward the geysers, 
the mesas, and peaks. During this collective 
absence I ran a profitable traffic in yard work; 
on those lonely afternoons of high summer 
I’d watch my reflection pacing a lawn mower 
in their vacant windows, and I’d wonder 
about the world they were bound for. What 
were they seeing and feeling in the presence 
of those topographical icons? In our kitchen 
my mother kept a nature calendar; occasion-
ally I’d touch the picture (a split-rail fence 
before a mountain, a whale breaching at 
dusk) as if those images alone could charge 
my blood with a moment of “real” living. 

When the families returned, their cars 
were always dusty, the windshield plastered 
with stickers. Though the children had a 
lot to say, I can no longer recall their sto-
ries. What stays in my mind is the parents, 
how so many those people returned spent of 
language, how wearily they unpacked their 
luggage. Far from revitalized, they shuffled 
with the slump-backed, longthroated look of 
citizens returning from exile. While the wife 
implored after the kids, the husband would 
take me aside and press some cash in my 

hand—often with an appreciative, if perfunc-
tory compliment, one that rarely followed 
any sort of inspection. 

How was the trip, I’d say. Some husbands 
murmured about the expense while others 
said “Fine.” A few winked and told me to stay 
single. Many simply rubbed their faces and 
said they were glad to be back.

When I finished college I went west 
myself, finally passing through those majestic 
places encapsulated on the bumpers of my 
neighbors’ station wagons. Now and then I 
traveled as a hitchhiker, musing over land-
scapes the whole way; headed nowhere spe-
cial, I was pacing on a continental scale. At 
first I made a point to tramp through every 
national park in my path. A time or two I 
got into backcountry, but most often I simply 
glimpsed the grandeur from the edge of a park 
road, or the lip of a scenic overlook. Usually I 
shared the view with a host of other tourists, 
and I recall—of the more congested over-
looks—that as time passed and more people 
arrived, these crowds always seemed to enact 
a common dynamic: they became a sort of 
microcosm, one that in a curious way acted 
out the whole of our moiled and imploring 
immigrant history. 

Imagine a scenic turnoff at the Great 
Divide. Beyond the pay binoculars the view 
is magnificent, striated with glaciers and pep-
pered with hawks. Say it’s July Fourth, the 
dawn’s early light. For a while the turnoff is 
unoccupied, save for a few orbiting flies and 
perhaps a marmot at rest on the base of its 
elongated shadow. Then a Winnebago sails in 
with flapping flags. These new arrivals dock 
near the edge and gape from stickered win-
dows, bringing to this solitary view a sense of 
wonder and privilege. Then others begin to 
arrive; they park their RVs and stake places 
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along the stone fence. Kids eye one another 
from the safety of parental legs. Animals mull 
in the dust and people walk around with pop 
cans and cigars. Still more arrive, and eventu-
ally the little overlook becomes as crowded as 
a steerage deck drawing up to Ellis Island. A 
line of people flute the line of the fence, and 
as they vie for a private audience, there grows 
among them an air of burgeoning annoyance 
and polite restraint. As the group continues 
to swell, so does the general uneasiness. The 
old timers feel entitled to the spot they had 
claimed; the newcomers feel the pie ought to 
be shared. The very latest arrivals sense this, 
as much as they note the lack of space, and 
grimly press on.

The worst aspect of this crowding is not 
the hostility or desperation, but the collec-
tive embarrassment. It’s present in the flinch-
ing eye contact, in the contrast between the 
bright cheery clothes and that tight-lipped 
bumping around with cameras. Crowded as 
they are, they understand that something is 
amiss, that though they are physically close 
to the object of their journey, they remain as 
spiritually distanced as they were the day they 
left home. Despite all the gaping, the glaciers 
retain their cool and fragrant secrets and the 
hawks circle away out of sight. From high 
above, those turnoffs must be quite a view: 
each a little bump off a road where a crowd 
of tiny hands flail like cilia at time immemo-
rial. It was during moments like these that I 
began to understand the why of that devital-
ized look which had marred the faces of so 
many of my childhood neighbors just back 
from grandeur.

As interactive an enterprise as I’ve found 
hitchhiking to be, it is also a study in soli-
tude. Often it is life on a desert island. Check 
out the guard rails near Gillette, Wyoming; 

Altoona, Pennsylvania; E1 Paso, Texas and 
you will find home states scratched into 
the steel; you will see the hours tallied and 
crossed out, the names of lovers cut in with 
nubs of shale. This is the archaeology of the 
stranded. Perhaps it’s more accurate to say 
that as the hitchhiker’s day passes, his or her 
life is lived out on a string of desert islands—
an archipelago of crossroads and on-ramps. It 
was this solitary aspect of hitchhiking, more 
than anything, that led me to reconsider the 
way I measure the worth of a place.

During all that “island hopping,” with 
hours and sometimes days to kill in a single 
spot, I found myself forced to acknowledge, 
and later to admire, that meager terrain 
upon which I was repeatedly stranded. I 
refer to those places we pass every day: our 
interstate weed beds and chemical sloughs; 
the cinder narrows of our commuter tracks; 
the hard yellow fields around our tank farms; 
the industrial fairways and caged waterfalls 
of power plants; our pits of kudzu and piss 
elm; our dump-edge wallows with stumps and 
tires nested in ponds of green oatmeal. These 
are our other parks, our marginalized and 
unnoticed acres, grandeur’s doppelgänger, 
with a doppelganger’s disturbing wisdom and 
equivocal hospitality. 

The places I came to know best were the 
ones in which I found myself at dusk. I’d 
have traveled all night if I’d been assured 
safe passage, but it was too violent and unre-
liable a time, and so I would head for the 
margins, throw my hat to the ground and call 
it home. When I began to take these places 
into account, when I acknowedged that every 
such place was not mere background music 
between topographical symphonies, but that 
any patch of ground was special all to itself 
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and worthy of consideration—then a curi-
ous reciprocation occurred: these places 
began to notice me. 

What occurs is a kind of situational 
coalescence. As the taillights of that last 
ride grow small and wink out, the horizon 
gathers itself to your singular perspective. 
There is no grandeur to bait expectation, no 
promise to invite distraction, only the quiet 
of ditch and litter and grass and self; with-
out preconceptions you begin to see your 
place in a different way, from the ground 

up. You warm to how consummate this 
place is in its becoming: the perfect pattern 
of stones along the shoulder; the fast food 
wrappers, their logos clinging just so to the 
sage; there at long rest in the shadows, that 
old trilobite of the highway, the fallen muf-
fler. And so you become consummate your-
self; instead of a face lost in an embarrassed 
crowd, you become unique and necessary to 
that moment, your perspective creating, for 
better or worse, this one place in the world. 
It is a time to whistle. 

Rookuzz
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I recall a night in Ohio spent in the loop 
of a cloverleaf. The grass was tall and as I 
lay on my back, it rose up around me and 
created an intimacy of panicles and thistles 
that in their complete stillness seemed to 
touch against the stars. Meanwhile the trucks 
moaned around me, each executing in that 
curve of sound a profound change of course, 
from dead south to due east. 

That circle of earth is named somewhere 
on a map; like all our land it is endowed with 
coordinates. Yet no traveler would have cause 
to set a course for such a place, and so its 
representation gathers dust somewhere—in 
a library perhaps, or among some courthouse 
archive—of interest only to civil engineers 
and road crews. Offering your attention to 
a waste place is like finding a book in the 
library, a book nobody reads. Or perhaps a 
book harboring a single due date, one purple 
smudge thirty years old. And there it is in 
your hand by the effortless design of coin-
cidence. You look over its pages and before 
is effort and presence; whether the contents 
have appeal is another matter, but the book 
does exist and is open before you, full of its 
telling. And so it is with these shelves and 
sheaves of world that daily surround us: every 
rock, blade, and bottle, every leaf, an invita-
tion to an understanding. 

Keep in mind, lolling in a waste place will 
perplex and even disturb those who catch 
you at it. Once some time ago I was travel-
ing back east when dusk came and I made 
camp just outside a large city, near the end 
of a runway. I sat in the sooty, blown-down 
grass and watched the jets rush through the 
goldenrod and lift away. Behind me was 
a road and beyond that the backwash of 
an industrial park. In the distance, lights 
strobed on a smokestack and powerline scaf-

folds marshaled along an oily black slough. I 
left my camp to wander along the slough. I 
counted box turtles, submerged appliances, 
watched the tiny shadow of a jet slide across 
the polished sludge. Meanwhile the cars shot 
by, one after the other, every driver glanc-
ing at me, askance. What in God’s name, 
they seemed to wonder, was that man doing 
out there without a vehicle? A few bowed 
toward the other lane, giving me more than 
enough room. It was a sobering observation, 
to see that there are places in our cities so  
completely dismissed of our consideration 
that when one of us finally stops to poke 
around, the spectacle invites puzzlement and 
even alarm.

In my earliest days as a hitchhiker, when 
I was still inclined to grumble while stranded 
on my desert islands, I found myself, one eve-
ning, waylaid on a patch of Nebraska hard-
pan. There were train tracks along the road, 
and I remember how faraway and straight 
they went. Stuck for four hours, I was forced 
finally to give up any hope of night camped 
in full view of the Rockies. Wearily, I climbed 
the bank and tossed my hat on the ground. 
It was a five-star waste place, with beer cans 
at rest in the ditch and old cattails crippled 
against the sky. I chewed on some wheat 
bread and morosely watched as hundreds of 
small birds gathered on the power lines across 
the road. After dusk I crawled into my tent to 
wait out the night. 

Some time later, when I was nearly asleep, 
my tent brightened, became a sort of nylon 
membrane shaking with light. I sat up, bolt 
straight, still half in a dream. The ground 
was trembling along my legs. There was an 
explosion and the light vanished. Another 
explosion, then a third. Following this came a 
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bombardment of noise so loud and relentless 
that in my fright I believed the noise alone 
would kill me. It went on for ten minutes, a 
flash flood of axles and bed springs slamming 
down an iron coulee. 

When it quieted I crawled from my tent, 
bewildered. I watched the caboose retreating, 
a speedy clickety-clack with a red light low 
at the terminus. That freighter must have 
been doing eighty. I went the five feet over 
to the tracks and grasped the rail still ringing 
and warm. From far away came a mournful 
whistle, then the child’s play of a passing 
semi. A crescent moon was just up, lifting its 
hooks through those power lines of sleeping 
birds. This is what I am, it all seemed to say; 
now let’s review.

I was not quick to go back to sleep. Instead 
I lowered myself onto the edge of that hum-
ming rail and stared awhile at the moon in 
the power lines. Here was not the grandeur of 
glaciers and massifs. But neither was it void 
space, a mere window blur from which to 
bounce a cigarette. It was somewhere, a place 
full of its own knowing, and it had shaken me 
to the core. I sat quietly for a long while, feel-
ing the incredible reach of silence around me. 
It is a sobering thing, and strange, to live in 
a country so lathered with dreams and to find 
yourself in a place where nothing, absolutely 
nothing, is promised. I drew a breath and 
then for a long while looked out on all the 
different darknesses. By noon the next day 
I was among the mountains, among aspens 
and snow and alpine light; all that grandeur 
seen from a new perspective, seen walking as 
if walking anywhere, dazzling in its own place 
in the world. 

John Landretti is Educational Director of RISE! an 

anti-poverty program in the Twin Cities. 

On Waste Lonely Places from The Future of Nature: 
Writing on Human Ecology from Orion Magazine. 
Copyright © 2007 edited by Barry Lopez. Reprinted 
by permission of Orion Magazine and Milkweed 
Editions. 
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A little daunting, these periodic 
incursions into what is, after all, 
merely suspected territory.

One can determine nothing from the low
and, I’m afriad, compromised perspective
of the ship, save that the greenery is thick,

and that the shoreline is, in the insufficient 
light of morning and evening, frequently
obscured by an unsettling layer of mist.

If there are inhabitants, they’ve chosen
not to show themselves. Either they fear us,
or they prefer ambush to open threat.

We’d not approach the interior at all
except for the recurrent, nagging doubts
about the seaworthiness of our craft.

So, as a matter of curse, necessity 
mothers us into taking stock of our
provisions, setting out in trembling parties

of one, trusting the current, the leaky 
coracle, the allocated oar.

From Compass of Affection: Poems New and Selected by Scott Cairns. Copyright ©2006 by Scott Cairns. Re-
printed by permission of Paraclete Press.

Prospect of the Interior
by Scott Cairns



68

a moral code that someone or something 
outside ourselves demands that we follow. 
The precepts are the buddha-nature, the 
spirit of the universe. To receive the precepts 
is to transmit something significant beyond 

The Triple Treasure in Buddhism, “I 
take refuge in the Buddha, I take 
refuge in the Dharma, I take refuge 

in the Sangha,” is the foundation of the 
precepts. The precepts in Buddhism are not 

The Triple Treasure
by Dainan Katagiri Roshi
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The Triple Treasure
by Dainan Katagiri Roshi

and its teaching alive in their lives. In our 
everyday life we must be mindful of Buddha, 
Dharma and Sangha whether we understand 
this or not. We have to be mindful from day 
to night, through countless lives, over an 
immense span of time. Then our life will be 
very stable. 

To “take refuge” does not mean to escape 
from the human world or from one another. 
In Japanese, to “take refuge” is namu or 
namu kie; in Sanskrit it is namo. Namo 
means full devotion or throwing away the 
body and mind. Full devotion is just like 
the relationship between your mind and 
your body. The body seems to be different 
from the mind, but actually the relationship 
between them is very close. For instance, if 
your thoughts make you nervous, your stom-
ach becomes upset. They are separate, but 
they are not separate; they work together 
without leaving any trace of the stomach or 
of the thought. This is the meaning of full 
devotion. In English we also say to “take 
refuge in” or sometimes to “go to Buddha 
for guidance.” 

We take refuge in the Buddha because 
Buddha is our great teacher. “Great” in this 
sense is completely beyond the human evalu-
ation of good or bad. The spirit, the essence 
of the universe, the merit of the universe, 
and the functioning of the universe are great 
beyond our speculation. When we realize 
this, we become the universe and we are 
called buddha. So Siddhartha Gautama real-
ized the essence of the universe, the merit 
or virtue of the universe, the attributes and 
functioning of the universe. Then Siddhartha 
Gautama became Buddha. We take refuge in 
the Buddha because he is our great teacher. 

We take refuge in the law, in the Dharma, 

the understanding of our senses, such as the 
spirit of the universe or what we call buddha-
nature. What we have awakened to, deeply, 
through our body and mind, is transmitted 
from generation to generation, beyond our 
control. Having experienced this awakening, 
we can appreciate how sublime human life 
is. Whether we know it or not, or whether 
we like it or not, the spirit of the universe is 
transmitted. So we all can learn what the real 
spirit of a human being is. 

Wherever we are born in this world, we 
have many opportunities to learn about the 
depth of existence. We should awaken to this 
spirit of the universe because it is constantly 
present through all the ages. In a broad 
sense, there is constant transmission of the 
exquisite image of human life throughout all 
generations. This is why, finally, we appreci-
ate human life and we try to help human 
beings. And then, very naturally, we can 
create human culture and we can build the 
human world in peace and harmony under 
all circumstances through all the ages. This 
is the human effort we make repeatedly. 

The Triple Treasure is the very founda-
tion of the precepts, the first step to enter 
into the universe or the Buddha Way. No 
matter how much our life and body may 
change, we should respect and we should 
take refuge in the Triple Treasure through-
out countless lives over an immense span 
of time. My family were Shin Buddhists 
and chanted the name of Amitabha Buddha 
every day, and Christians are mindful of God 
in many ways. If you become a Buddhist, 
then you must be mindful of the Buddha, 
Dharma and Sangha. 

Buddha is the universe and Dharma is 
the teaching from the universe, and Sangha 
is the group of people who make the universe 

Mirjana Veljovic
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because it is good medicine. Dharma is 
teaching; this teaching is completely beyond 
human evaluation, beyond moral sense or 
ethical sense. Dharma is the Truth, some-
thing coming from the Truth. It really ben-
efits everyone, all beings, just as rain nurtures 
grass, trees, pebbles, human beings, air, every-
thing. Dharma is good medicine. 

We take refuge in Buddha’s community, or 
Sangha, because it is composed of excellent 
friends. Sangha is a community, but it’s not 
the usual sense of community, because this 
community has many people who try to fol-
low the Buddha’s way, so they are excellent 
friends for you. They are not good friends in 
the usual sense of friendship. “Good friend” 
has three meanings. One is good friend in 
the usual sense. If a friend benefits us in some 
way, we say he is a good friend. The second 
meaning is the person who commands respect 
from others beyond a sense of give and take. 
Even though this person cannot give mate-
rial things or anything of practical benefit to 
others, one can deeply respect this person. 
The third sense of good friend is completely 
beyond either a sense of respect or of give and 
take. Even though this person lives far away 
he or she always influences our life in a broad 
sense. Even if we think of this person for just 
a moment, the presence of this person really 
helps our life. It’s not merely our imagination. 
This third good friend is always helping us in 
many ways. So, you see, the community we 
call Sangha is quite different from the usual 
sense of community. In the usual sense, peo-
ple just gather and live together. But in the 
Sangha, each person has to be an excellent 
friend to all the others. Because we must be 
following Buddha’s teaching, we must be fol-
lowing the essence, the virtue, the function-
ing of the universe, and therefore we become 

an excellent friend to others. Usually it is dif-
ficult to act in this way. This is why, in com-
munities in the United States, there are lots 
of problems. Most people think Sangha is just 
a usual community. This is understandable 
because the people who practice in the com-
munity are no different from other people; all 
of us are just human beings. This is true, we 
are human beings, but, at the same time, we 
are not human beings, we are buddha. Don’t 
forget this point. If we forget our Buddha-
nature, we become just an ordinary human 
being. The reason we forget is simple—we 
don’t understand that we are buddha. But 
the meaning of “we are buddha” goes beyond 
whether we understand or not; we are exactly 
buddha. Being buddha means the total quali-
fication for living in this world under all cir-
cumstances. There are no excuses. We have 
to respect each other and all sentient beings. 
But when we forget our Buddha-nature, we do 
not have a chance to communicate the spirit 
of the universe. This is really a senseless way 
to be a human being. If we are mindful that 
we are buddha, it is really the driving force 
that gives life to our everyday activity. 

only By taking reFuge in the Triple Treasure 
can we become disciples of the Buddha. In 
other words, we can become a child of the 
Buddha. Being a child of the Buddha means 
that we have to accept completely the uni-
verse where all sentient beings exist. There 
is no excuse for ignoring anything in this 
world. If we accept ourselves, we have to 
accept all sentient beings, not as something 
separate from our life, but as the contents 
of our life. So in other words your life, each 
of your lives, is not different from me. But if 
I consider all of your lives to be something 
separate from me, that viewpoint comes from 
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the intellectual world. Then, very naturally, I 
can discriminate between you and me. There 
is no sense of human warmness created by 
the human heart or spirit and, very naturally, 
we cannot communicate with each other. 
To be a disciple or a son or daughter of the 
Buddha means we are people who accept the 
lives of all sentient beings as the contents of 
our life. The universe is vast. The universe 
completely accepts us, accepts our lives as the 
contents of the universe. The universe never 
separates its life from our lives. The tree’s life, 
the bird’s life, our life, winter’s life, spring’s 
life, all are accepted as the content or qual-
ity of the universe. This is why the universe 
is buddha. We are children of the Buddha. 
If we realize this, then we can put this spirit 
into practice. When we accept others’ lives 
as the contents of our life, then others’ lives 
become very close to us. Examples of how 
others lived their lives are not just stories of 
others’ lives separate from ours. Their stories 
are exactly the contents of our life. So, very 
naturally, others’ lives become a mirror for me 
and my life becomes a mirror for others. My 
life is reflected in others’ lives, and theirs in 
mine. There is always a very close relation-
ship. This is why, whatever kind of problem 
you bring up, or whatever lifestyle you fol-
low, I cannot ignore it. I have to be a good 
listener under all circumstances, constantly 
practicing the six paramitas, that is, giving, 
practicing the precepts, being patient, giving 
my best effort, meditating, practicing total 
calmness and practicing wisdom. Practicing 
those six paramitas, I have to be a good friend 
continually, I have to be a good listener to 
all of you. Then, we can really communicate. 
You become a good friend for me, I become 
a good friend for you. This is called being a  
disciple of the Buddha or a child of the 

Buddha. We have to digest this teaching 
because the universe completely accepts all 
sentient beings as the contents of its life. 
By taking refuge in the Triple Treasure, the 
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, we have a 
chance to become children or disciples of the 
Buddha and we become qualified to receive 
all the other precepts. And then, total devo-
tion to the Triple Treasure turns into the 
motive power or energy of everyday life. 

How can we touch this spirit of taking 
refuge that then turns into energy for our 
daily life? The spiritual communion between 
the Buddha and the practicer, the Buddha 
and you is the interacting communion of 
appeal and response. The usual meaning of 
“appeal” is to ask for help. But in this case 
“to ask” is too strong a term. I appeal in many 
ways, spiritually, materially, but I don’t ask 
for something in particular. I appeal to you 
constantly for help, but this appeal is not to 
you in particular, it is to the whole universe. 
There is nothing to ask for help from in this 
world, but there is something we can appeal 
to beyond the human world, even though 
we don’t know exactly what it is. To do that 
we pray, for our lives, for others’ lives, to the 
vastness of space and existence. How do you 
do this in a concrete way? You look up into 
space and pray. Why look up? We don’t know. 
The sky or space is called akasha in Sanskrit. 
Akasha is characterized by no obstruction, no 
interruption, allowing all beings to function 
in peace and harmony. When we look up to 
the sky and pray, we don’t know what space 
is, but spiritually, in a deep sense, we under-
stand what space is. So, naturally, we look up 
to the sky and pray. The altar in the church 
and the altar in the Buddhist temple are a lit-
tle higher than we are, so always we look up 
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when we pray. And when you pray you kneel 
down to the floor, you become lower; in other 
words, you become humble. Intellectually, we 
don’t understand it, but spiritually everyone 
knows. This is the meaning of appeal.

 Then, the response comes from the whole 

universe; from space, from akasha, it comes. If 
we feel this spirit of the universe completely 
and appeal for help, or appeal that we may 
come alive in our everyday life, very natu-
rally, we can be one with the universe. This is 
response. In other words, if we reach out our 

Paul Stocker
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hands to the universe, the universe sticks out 
its own hand to us. Then, the path of your life 
and the path of the universe cross each other, 
become one, interconnected. In Japanese, 
this is kanno doko. Kan means appeal, no is 
response, do is path, ko is to cross. Appeal and 
response cross very quickly. This is whole-
heartedness, exactly.

If we see deeply the total picture of 
the human world, how transient the world 
is, how fragile human life is, then we can 
hear the cries of the world. The cries of 
human beings are simultaneously the one 
who listens. So we can appeal for help and 
simultaneously the universe reaches out its 
hand. That is, simultaneously we can see 
the path through which we and the universe 
are crossing. This is the manifestation of our 
wholeheartedness. When we chant, when we 
repeat the name of Buddha, when we do gas-
sho, wholeheartedly, this is exactly the total 
presence of our life, which is exactly the same 
as the total presence of the universe before 
we poke our heads into it, trying to analyze 
it. Then, simultaneously, we feel peaceful. 
This is sitting zazen. We don’t know this, but 
even though we don’t know it, if we sit with 
wholeheartedness, some part of our body feels 
it directly. We can feel peaceful because our 
presence and the presence of the universe 
are exactly in the same place. This is what 
we call wholeheartedness or “with all your 
mind.”

 
It is not possible to take refuge in the 
Buddha, Dharma and Sangha intellectually. 
We cannot attain spiritual security or peace 
in this way. It is not necessary to throw away 
our intellect, but please, let the intellectual 
sense just join in, and practice with whole-
heartedness. Then, spiritual security is pres-

ent. This is not something we can know, but 
it is something we can touch. We can touch 
it directly by putting ourselves right there. I 
have to put myself right here and then talk. 
In Katagiri’s life, the intellectual world is 
always coming up, but if I want to give you 
Buddha’s teaching beyond our cultural back-
grounds, all I have to do is be present right 
now, right here, with wholeheartedness and 
then talk. Then there is some communion. 
I can be very calm, I can be composed, and 
then very naturally you can be composed, 
you can be calm, and then communion goes 
between. This is called “taking refuge in the 
Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.” This is why 
the three refuges are very basic practice for us 
in order to enter the Buddha’s world. 

Dainin Katagiri (1928 – 1990) was founding 
abbot of the Minnesota Zen Meditation Center and 
was important in bringing Zen Buddhism from Japan 
to the United States. 

From Returning to Silence: Zen Practice in Daily 
Life. Copyright © 1988 by Dainin Katagiri. 
Reprinted by permission of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc. www.shambhala .com
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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, Abbot

Shugen Sensei is the Head of the Mountains and Rivers Order, as well as the abbot of Zen Mountain 
Monastery and the Zen Center of New York City. 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. 

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 differ-
ent ways to engage Zen training full-time. 
Monastery residents join the cloistered 
community, letting go of other worldly 
responsibilities; Temple residents 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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Spring Brings a New Abbot to the Mountain 

On Sunday, March 8th, Shugen 
Sensei formally assumed the abbot-
ship of Zen Mountain Monastery. 
He is also retaining his respon-
sibilities as abbot of ZCNYC. 
Although this is a quite a shift 
from what our sangha has been 
accustomed to, for many years, 
Daido Roshi served as the abbot 
of both the Monastery and the 
Temple. It was only after Roshi’s 
passing, and in accordance with 
his wishes, that the two centers 
each had their own abbot. Ryushin 
Sensei’s recent departure neces-
sitated this change. 

The ceremony itself was brief 
but moving, as Shugen Sensei entered the zendo, offered incense, prostrated before the altar, 
and offered his vows as the new 
abbot. The ceremony came in the 
midst of an intense period of time 
during which the sangha has been 
digesting and processing the emo-
tional fallout from Ryushin’s depar-
ture, precipitated by his transgression 
against his monastic vows and the 
ethical guidelines of the MRO. The 
simple ceremony made it clear that 
although the situation the sangha is 
dealing with is complicated, Shugen 
Sensei’s commitment and dedication 
is very straightforward. 
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Vows to the Sangha  

With deepest respect for the Three Treasures,
I humbly call upon all Buddhas and enlightened ones,

may I draw upon your great wisdom and virtue.

In accepting the position of Abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery, inadequate though I am,
and entering into a sacred trust with the Sangha of the Mountains & Rivers Order,

I make the following commitments:

I sincerely vow to uphold the moral teachings of the Buddha, my monastic vows,
the Doshinji Code, and the Ethical Guidelines of the Mountains and Rivers Order.

I vow to continue my practice as a student of the Buddhadharma,
and to manifest the True Dharma—to the best of my ability—

through my thoughts, words and actions.

I vow to offer my life in selfless service to this Sangha and to all Beings.

I vow to dedicate my life to the flourishing of the true Dharma so that we may spread 
the great light of wisdom today, 

and for many generations to come within this Order.

I respectfully ask for the support and collective wisdom of the governing bodies of the
Mountains & Rivers Order, the sangha, and each of you.

May we practice together in peace and harmony,
accomplish the Great Way, and bring benefit to this world.

Nine Bows,
Kodo Shugen

March 8, 2015
Tenkosan Doshinji
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Teaching in the Ten Directions

With the recent changes in the MRO, Shugen Sensei has been navigating how to best take 
care of both the Monastery and the Temple as abbot. During this transitional period, roughly 
from February through August, Shugen Sensei is splitting each week between the Temple and 
the Monastery. At the end of the summer, Shugen and his partner Jimon will move into the 
Monastery abbacy, making it their permanent residence. Into the fall and beyond, Shugen 
plans to spend a few days at the Temple each month. On April 1st, Shugen Sensei hosted 
a group of 60 students from a local high school at the Temple. Despite the day’s reputation 
for foolery, students were attentive, engaged, and seemed to appreciate the introduction to 
Buddhism and the Temple.

In related changes, Dharma Holder Hogen Green will be in Brooklyn a couple of times each 
month to offer teachings and retreats. He and his wife Eiho have spent some time in residency 
at the Temple this spring, enjoying the vitality of the city sangha and offering their decades of 
training and practice as lay students. From May 7-10 Hogen will be traveling to the Buffalo affil-
iate to lead a series of evening lectures on Taking Refuge, as well as visiting Wende Correctional 
Facility and offering a Saturday workshop and Sunday talk during his three-day visit. 

Hojin Osho is taking some time off from formal teaching responsibilites at present. She 
is continuing her work as Training Coordinator at the Monastery and will be offering her 
annual clay retreat this summer.

 Jukai 

On April 19, Shugen Sensei officiated a Precepts ceremony at the Temple for xxxxxxxx On 
April 19, Shugen Sensei officiated a Precepts ceremony at the Temple for xxxxxxxx On April 
19, Shugen Sensei officiated a Precepts ceremony at the Temple for xxxxxxxx. The Jukai 
recipients are pictured above. 
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Gathering the Sangha Treasure 

On April 8th, Monastery residents and local sangha gathered to inaugurate a new meeting format 
intended to give people a forum to share their concerns and delights regarding practice and training 
together. The idea for the Sangha Treasure Meeting emerged out of recent events, and a commit-
tee of Guardian Council members and monastics met to consider the format for such a meeting 
an how it might best serve its purpose. The first of what will likely be a bi-monthly or quarterly 
gathering,On April 8th, Monastery residents and local sangha gathered to inaugurate a new meeting 
format intended to give people a forum to share their concerns and delights regarding practice and 
training together. The idea for the Sangha Treasure Meeting emerged out of recent events, and a 
committee of Guardian Council members and monastics met to consider the format for such a meet-
ing an how it might best serve its purpose. The first of what will likely be a bi-monthly or quarterly 
gathering, the meeting was xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxx. Moving forward, the Guardian Council will 
be playing a more active role within the sangha, serving as one of the primary governing bodies 
where decision-making and envisioning are concerned. 

Exploring the Urban Wilds 

On February 7th, scattered snowflakes danced on the air as a few dozen intrepid explorers 
toured the Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge with NYC Audubon Society naturalist Don Riepe. 
An expedition of the ZCNYC chapter of the Earth Intiative, the trip provided urban sangha 
members with a chance to explore this natural oasis in the midst of urban grit. After a slide 
show presentation on the local birdlife, Riepe led the group through the refuge, and although 
many of the species he had profiled were wintering in warmer clims, the group did sight a 
cluster of cardinals, a woodpecker, and several Canadian geese gliding above the bay. Farther 
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Buzzing Around

It was a tough winter for people, even with our heated homes and fleece-lined coats. With 
such record-breaking cold, two of the bee three hives made it through the winter months. 
When sangha bee keeper Sansho Benton opened the hives for an early-spring feeding, deliv-
ering sugar water and pollan patties to a hungry swarm, he discovered that sadly, the “blue 
hive,” which has always been a bit weaker than the others, had perished. Soon their natural 
feeding season will begin, and with it, our stores of delicious honey will soon be replenished. 

Prison Sangha Celebrates Buddha’s Birthday
 

(use an image of Kaishin working on the Buddha Bower for this?)For as long as the Green Haven 

POC Zazen Intensive 

It’s been about two years since the first tea for People of Color was held at the Temple. 
Although the idea of a POC zazen intensive has been raised since the very beginning, the 
group had concerns about hosting a distinct retreat. Now, after ongoing monthly and then 
quarterly meetings, the group has decided the time is ripe to offer a half-day sit for people of 
color. The sit will be held on XXXXXX.



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 Taking Refuge



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 
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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



98

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 



101

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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