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‘Buddha’ is a temporary name for what cannot be seen 
when you look, what cannot be heard when you listen, 

whose place of origin and passing away cannot be found 
when you search. It covers form and sound, pervades sky 

and earth, penetrates above and below. There is no  
second view, no second person, no second thought.

– Zen Master Xiatang
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Ask The One Who Knows
by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Roshi 
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Gateless Gate Case 47

Doushuai’s Three Barriers

Main Case

Master Doushuai made three barriers to test his students.
To inquire after the truth, groping your way through the underbrush, is 
  for the purpose of seeing your nature.  Here, now, where is your nature, 
  Venerable Monk?
If you realize your own nature, you are certainly free from life and death. 
  When your eyes are closed, how can you be free from life and death?
If you are free from life and death, you know where you will go. When the 
  four elements are decomposed, where do you go?

Commentary

If you can rightly give the three turning words here, you will be the master 
wherever you may be, and live up to the Dharma no matter how varied the 
circumstances. If, however, you are unable to give them, I warn you, you will get 
tired of the food you have bolted, and well-chewed food keeps hunger away.

Verse

This one instant, as it is, is an infinite number of kalpas
An infinite number of kalpas are at the same time this one instant.

If you see into this fact,
The True Self which is seeing has been seen into.



If you’re free from life and death you 
know where you will go. When the four 
elements are decomposed, where do you 

go? This is the question that human beings 
have likely been asking since the beginning 
of our creation. Having a life force, what 
happens when we die? In death, where do 
we go? 

This question contains our desire and 
our understanding. There is ‘someone’ who 
wants ‘something,’ and the question is 
where does this ‘someone’ go? Most people 
want to continue through and beyond life, 
to not die. Anyone who has been in the 
presence of someone in the dying process 
knows how vivid and dynamic that sense 
of life is—of life energy, life spirit—within 
a person even as they’re actively dying, 
even if they’re not conscious or responsive. 
When the moment we call ‘death’ occurs, 
there certainly is something that changes 
to that felt sense of life in the person. 
Something that was there a moment ago 
seems unmistakably absent, seems to have 
departed. Having life, where does it go? 
The Buddha said it’s like a candle burning: 
moment-by-moment there is a flame. Is it 
the same flame in each moment? There’s 
a koan that asks, “When the flame on 
the altar is extinguished, where does the 
candlelight go?” 

Shibiyama in his commentary on this 
koan says, 

“What is this experience of seeing into one’s 
nature? It is to see into one’s original nature 
and to be awakened to the true self. When this 
is accomplished the student has transcended 
life and death.” 

To transcend is to have seen through the 
nature of life and death. “When your eyes 
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are closed, how can you be free from life 
and death?” The concern about death is 
never an abstraction but is about someone’s 
death: mine, yours, or that of someone we 
love. Shibayama says, 

“Everyone in this world has to face this 
fundamental question. Most people g ive 
themselves up to the pressure of temporal 
affairs and blindly pass their days and nights. 
On some occasions, however, we may ref lect 
on the ever-changing nature of human life. 
We will realize the inevitable limitations and 
restrictions of our everyday living. Once we 
realize this actual human situation we can no 
longer be indifferent but feel an urge to solve 
this fundamental problem. One has to see into 
their nature.” 

In other words, it is my fundamental 
question to see into my nature; your 
fundamental question is to see into your 
nature. Master Doushuai’s question—
Here, now, where is your nature?—is 
thus addressed to each one of us. Yet, we 
can make an effort to achieve a kind of 
indifference to the question, or we can seek 
peace by avoiding the question, ignoring 
this inevitable truth of all creatures.

Where do you go when the body dissolves? 
Is this even the correct question? The 
question certainly matches our ordinary 
way of thinking of things: “I am. I have 
life. I am a person. I have a self. It holds 
together from moment to moment, day by 
day. It seems to have a sense of coherence 
and continuity and permanence: where will 
it go?” From our ordinary perspective, the 
question makes a lot of sense even if we 
don’t know the answer. But is this question 
itself actually in accord with the real nature 
of things? 

To be free of suffering we might think 
we simply need to avoid having suffering—
that’s how we liberate ourselves. We avoid, 
or don’t create, or better manage the 
things in our life that create suffering; 
just be more in control. Human beings’ 
search for everlasting life, our reverence 
for youthfulness in our culture, the desire 
to stay young and not grow old or become 
frail or ill, our complaints as we get older, 
our disdain for old age; what is all of this 
expressing about our understanding of and 
peace with life and death? 

The Buddha said there are five things 
that we should remember: 

“I am of the nature to grow old; there is no 
way to escape growing old. 

I am of the nature to become sick; there is 
no escape from having ill health. 

I am of the nature to die; there is no escape 
from my death. 

All that is dear to me and everyone I love 
are of the nature of change; there is no way to 
escape being separated from them.

My deeds are my closest companions; my 
actions and the result of my actions, my 
karma. I am the beneficiary of my deeds. My 
deeds are the ground upon which I stand.” 

I am of the nature of these things. You 
are of the same nature, as was the Buddha. 
That means it’s built into our nature: it 
comes with life, it cannot be escaped, 
and should be remembered. Remembering 
doesn’t just mean to obsessively worry or be 
anxious about, but rather to contemplate, 
to reflect on, to motivate us to practice, and 
to see in the world around us. 

When we trace our suffering back to the 
root, what do we find? This is the importance 
in our practice of simply sitting in a freely 
given state of vast wakefulness and stillness. 
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As the Chinese master Chih-i taught, “to 
stop and see.” See what comes before you, 
one moment after the next and not to try and 
escape, realizing that you cannot escape. Try 
something new: try not escaping but turning 

in. Look closely, examine without moving 
your mind. When it becomes uncomfortable, 
stop and see, come closer. What is the 
discomfort? What is its nature? When you 
examine it closely? What do you find? Is there 
anything? Is there?

The Buddha way is the middle path. It 
is free of eternalism, the idea that there is 
something we call the self that lives forever; 
we might call it a soul. But it is also free of 
any annihilationist perspective, that death 
is just an extinguishing. When you blow 
out the candle where does the light go? The 
Buddha said both of those are not true, 
both are false understandings and cannot 
bring ultimate peace and joy. No old age 
and death, and no end to old age and death 
we chant in the Heart Sutra. There is no 
abiding self, separate and independent from 
the universe. And in the same moment, 
something is present that we call a person. 
What is the real truth?

An old master in his death poem said, “In 
coming, I have no abode; in leaving, I have no 
fixed direction. How is it ultimately? Here I 
am all the time.”

In “Here I am all the time,” who or what 
is this “I”? When the four elements are 
decomposed where do you go? Is this life 
all there is? Master Bankei taught, “When 
the time comes for you to die, just die” does 

that mean there is utter nonexistence? This 
moment arrives as it departs, complete, 
all encompassing. Our mind creates 
continuity, seamlessly stitching together 
each moment into an exquisite fabric. Our 
mind creates a sense of continuity so we can 
move gracefully, but we impute that there 
is someone that coheres and is holding 
it all together, someone that sits at the 
center of our universe, “the” universe. And 
when death occurs, this someone must go 
somewhere. Many Westerners just assume 
that rebirth in Buddhism means your 
essential self is reborn into another life. But 
the self is empty, so what is reborn? Moment 
to moment, what lives and dies? It’s not you, 
but it’s not not you. When the candle burns, 
is the flame the same or different? 

This is why we practice, because the 
dualistic mind cannot resolve this. But 
we can know it directly, beyond knowing 
and understanding. That is seeing into 
our true nature; there is no essential self. 
Understanding this conceptually, some 
might think, “Well that means life doesn’t 
matter; it’s all meaningless.” Yet when 

See what comes before you, one moment after the next and 
not to try and escape. Try something new: try not escaping but 
turning in. Look closely, examine without moving your mind. 

When it becomes uncomfortable, stop and see, come closer. 
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we realize impermanence and see self-
nature clearly, everything becomes deeply 
important. The sense of a solid and separate 
self is what gives rise to a perspective 
that can logically desecrate what is sacred, 
turn people into objects to throw away, 
defile what should not be defiled, and turn 
against oneself. From the illusion of the 
self comes that preoccupation with having 
and not having, winning and failing. When 
we’re freed from this, compassion naturally 
arises because the preoccupation and the 
fear dissolve; our self-clinging and self-
attachment dissolve and compassion arises. 
Compassion arises because it’s always there, 
and it is naturally expansive and includes 
everyone. 

Tibetan master Longchen Rabjam spoke 
of self-nature in this way:

“Uncont r ived self-nature, ut t erly 
unimaginable. It’s like the precious gem that 
comes from all spiritual mentors without any 
frame of reference and without depending on 
any changeable state. It is effortlessly fulfilling, 
since by its very nature it is excellent. If one 
examines it, it proves to be nonexistent. You 
cannot find it but if you let it be, it is supreme 
and its occurrence is sublime. There is no 
vacillation inwardly, no object to seek within. 
Sense objects form outwardly but there is no 
framework for elaborating on those objects. 
Names cannot contain it. Compassion not 
arising from or engaging in such objects and 
without identity, without self is not derived 
from anything else nor will it ever be. It abides 
timelessly.”

When the body dissolves, where will 
you go? We can certainly think of this as 
our mortal life, but we can also see it in 
terms of the life and death of aspects of 
our lives—a job, relationships, an identity, 



our possessions—that we’ve infused with 
a sense of self. The self that we imputed 
into this physical being we impute into 
everything, and then experience the world 
as a place of independent objects. From 
that way of seeing things there will always 
be conflict; it’s inherent in the view. We 
find many ways to address the conflict from 
within that view of separate autonomous 
bodies. We find ways to be patient and 
tolerant with each other and to make peace 
rather than conflict, and this is incredibly 
important because it can cross all religious, 
cultural and ethnic boundaries. But the 
Buddha said that any peace that is created 
is always precarious; it’s always subject to 
coming apart. 

Think about this in terms of the conflicts 
and violence we’re witnessing. We see it 
in different countries, different causes, 
different groups of people. We see it formed 
around ideas of hatred, of bigotry, of 
violence, conflict and division. What is the 
self in hatred? What is the self in bigotry? 
The self exists for the purpose of fulfilling 
desires and trying to protect us; it’s a buffer. 
What does the self seek in hatred? What is 
the desire in that? What is it protecting us 
from? What sense of purpose does it give 
us? To examine this closely, we need to stop 
and see. 

I was reading an article recently about 
a town in Germany that had a tomb of 
one of Hitler’s deputies in its cemetery. 
Every year, to the great displeasure of the 
community, hundreds of neo-Nazis would 
come to hold a march to commemorate 
the Nazi officer. For years the community 
gathered to protest, and then they decided 
to try something new. They turned the 
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protest into what they called “The Most 
Involuntary Walkathon.” The townspeople 
contributed money for every step that each 
neo-Nazi took in the march. The money was 
then collected and given to an organization 
that helped people who wanted to leave a 
neo-Nazi community, to defect. So rather 
than going out to protest, they went out 
to cheer them on. They had signs along 
the way letting them know how much 
money they were raising to fight Nazism. 
At the end of the march a large sign 
which read, “Congratulations on helping 
to defeat yourself, and thank you for your 
contribution to the anti-Nazi cause!” 

Studies have been done on nonviolent 
responses to conflicts like this one. They 
found that when nonviolence was used as 
a principal measure to try to affect change 
in a conflict, it was twice as effective and 
worked much more quickly. Nonviolence 
also attracts more allies then violence. 
Think of all the heroes of the civil 
rights movement who actually trained in 
nonviolence as a discipline. It’s not easy to 
not be violent in the presence of violence, 
to not hate in the presence of hatred. It’s 
hard not to do that. 

Don’t we see that within our own mind? 
What nonviolence does in the presence of 
hatred and violence and bigotry is to expose 
it. Whereas when violence meets violence, 
it gets all confused between antagonist and 
victim; violent retaliation becomes the 
next violence to retaliate against. When we 
resolve things violently, the karma of that 
continues on and on. There have been times 
in our history when it seemed violence was 
needed to stop a greater harm. These are 
difficult choices. To not respond to anger 
with anger, but rather skillful compassion, 

takes tremendous discipline. So we practice 
to strengthen wisdom, compassion, and our 
skillfulness. 

To create peace together requires tremendous 
discipline, individually and as a community. 
That’s a Sangha. It’s what we vow to do 
every day here as a monastic, practicing 
community. The Bodhisattva Vows compel 
us to do this in the world together as 
a Mahasangha: to bring that measure of 
discipline, wakefulness, commitment, 
patience, and courage into the lives we 
share with all beings. It is the most difficult 
thing we can do in our lives. It is the most 
important thing we can do in our lives. It is 
our basic nature. 

When the four elements are decomposed, 
where do you go?

Master Ikyu offers us this: 

I won’t die, 
I won’t go anywhere, 

I’ll be here. 
But don’t ask me for anything, 

I won’t answer.

Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Roshi, is the Head of 
the Mountains and Rivers Order and the Abbot of 
Zen Mountain Monastery and the Zen Center of 
New York City.



15

How does a practice of direct experience 
help us navigate the minefield of right and 
wrong? Dharma teacher Pema Chodron 
explores creative ways of breaking down 
the walls of ‘otherness.’ Writings by ancient 
Ch’an Masters point directly to the qualities 
of an awakened mind, qualities we are 
reminded are innate—our true nature—and 
always available to us even in our delusion. 
Several authors investigate aspects of life 
where our view can change radically—be 
it through love as writes James Baldwin, 
through exploration of the tensions of 
embedded racism and bigotry that Beth 
Loffreda writes about, or in dismantling old 
habitual ways of being as told in Sangha 
Reflections stories.

Each of us, in our wholehearted practice, 
can experience this opening up as we look 
at our minds and then look still again. 
Myotai Sensei writes that this is the life-
changing exploration which is never really 
finished; like turning on a light in a dark 
room, it’s still the same physical space but 
something has radically changed.

With willingness, we look carefully and 
look again, strengthening and clarifying 
with wisdom and compassion, seeing how 
our lives can be of benefit to all in this 
aching world.

Suzanne Taikyo Gilman
Mountain Record Editor

Looking around at the people and 
things which come into our orbit, we 
can be easily misled. The seeing mind 

is dynamic, complex, and can be affected 
by a gnawing hunger for lunch, a yearning 
for praise or even a craving for peace and 
justice, filling our minds with opinions and 
judgements. A wide range of feelings rise up 
when right and wrong becomes solidified. 
From within this familiar ground, we can 
find refuge in the Dharma teachings of 
“View,” the theme of this issue of Mountain 
Record.

Starting with the Buddha’s teachings on 
Right View, the first aspect of the Noble 
Eight-fold Path, we explore the Mahayana 
teachings of the ultimate view—the 
emptiness of all forms and phenomena—
from several teacher’s perspectives. As 
Shugen Roshi offers in his discourse, our 
view is shaped by our constant positioning 
of self, which limits our experience of 
what is real. When we take into account 
the components of Right View—the karma 
we struggle with, the impermanence we’d 
rather avoid seeing—we can begin releasing 
ourselves from fear and aversion, seeing 
through the cherished opinions we usually 
take for real. As Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche 
says, all duality gives fodder for deluded 
views, and yet these waves of confusion “are 
the expressive power of the view. They are 
not separate from the view.” 

Editorial: 
Look Again, and Again
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Monks, right view comes first. And 
how does right view come first? 
One understands wrong view as 

wrong view and right view as right view: 
this is one’s right view.

And what is wrong view? There is noth-
ing given, nothing sacrificed, nothing of-
fered; there is no fruit or result of good and 
bad actions; there is no this world, no other 
world; there is no mother, no father; there 
are no beings spontaneously reborn; there 
are in the world no ascetics and brahmins of 
right conduct and right practice who, hav-
ing realized this world and the other world 
for themselves by direct knowledge, make 
them known to others. This is wrong view.

And what is right view? Right view, I say, 
is twofold: there is right view that is affected 
by influxes, partaking of merit, ripening in 
the acquisitions; and there is right view that 
is noble, free of influxes, supramundane, a 
factor of the path.

And what is right view that is subject to 
the influxes, partaking merit, ripening in 
the acquisitions? There is what is given, 
sacrificed, and offered; there is fruit and 
result of good and bad actions; there is this 
world and the other world; there is mother 

and father; there are beings spontaneously 
reborn; there are in the world ascetics 
and brahmins of right conduct and right 
practice who, having realized this world 
and the other world for themselves by direct 
knowledge, make them known to others. 
This is right view that is subject to the 
influxes, partaking of merit, ripening in the 
acquisitions.

And what is right view that is noble, free 
of influxes, supramundane, a factor of the 
path? The wisdom, the faculty of wisdom, 
the power of wisdom, the investigation-
of-states enlightenment factor, the path 
factor of right view in one whose mind is 
noble, whose mind is without influxes, who 
possesses the noble path and is developing 
the noble path: this is the right view that 
is noble, free of influxes, supramundane, a 
factor of the path.

One makes an effort to abandon wrong 
view and to enter upon right view: this is 
one’s right effort. Mindfully one abandons 
wrong view, mindfully one enters upon 
and abides in right view: this is one’s right 
mindfulness. Thus these three states run 
and circle around right view, that is, right 
view, right effort, and right mindfulness.

Right View Comes First
by The Buddha
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Sakka, ruler of the devas, asked the Blessed 
One: “Beings wish to live without hate, 
hostility, or enmity; they wish to live in 

peace. Yet they live in hate, harming one another, 
hostile, and as enemies. By what fetters are they 
bound, sir, that they live in such a way?”

[The Blessed One said:] “Ruler of the devas, it is 
the bonds of envy and miserliness that bind beings 
so that, although they wish to live without hate, 
hostility, or enmity, and to live in peace, yet they 
live in hate, harming one another, hostile, and as 
enemies.”

Sakka, delighted, exclaimed: “So it is, Blessed 
One, so it is, Fortunate One! Through the Blessed 
One’s answer I have overcome my doubt and gotten 
rid of uncertainty.” Then Sakka, having expressed 
his appreciation, asked another question: “But, sir, 
what gives rise to envy and miserliness, what is 
their origin, how are they born, how do they arise? 
When what is present do they arise, and when 
what is absent do they not arise?”

“Envy and miserliness arise from liking and 
disliking; this is their origin, this is how they are 
born, how they arise. When these are present, they 
arise, when these are absent, they do not arise.”

“But, sir, what gives rise to liking and 
disliking...?”—“They arise from desire”—“And 
what gives rise to desire...?”—“It arises from 
thinking. When the mind thinks about 
something, desire arises; when the mind thinks 
of nothing, desire does not arise.”—“But, sir, what 
gives rise to thinking...?”

“Thinking, ruler of the devas, arises from 
elaborated perceptions and notions. When 
elaborated perceptions and notions are present, 
thinking arises. When elaborated perceptions and 
notions are absent, thinking does not arise.”

Why Do 
Beings Live 

in Hate?
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Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi was born in New York City 
and, after finishing a BA and a PhD in philosophy, 
received full ordination in Sri Lanka in 1973. In 
1988, he was appointed editor of the Buddhist 
Publication Society in Sri Lanka and has written, 
edited, and translated a number of Buddhist texts.

From The Buddha’s Teachings on Social and 
Communal Harmony, edited by Bhikkhu Bodhi. 
Copyright ©2016 by Bhikkhu Bodhi. Used by per-
mission of Wisdom Publications, Somerville, MA.
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Taking the Leap
 by Pema Chodron
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Nothing is static and permanent. And 
that includes you and me. We know 
this about cars and carpets, new 

shirts and DVD players, but are less willing to 
face it when it comes to ourselves or to other 
people. We have a very solid view of ourselves, 
and also very fixed views about others. Yet if 
we look closely, we can see that we aren’t even 
slightly fixed. In fact, we are as unfixed and 
changing as a river. For convenience, we label 
a constant flow of water the Mississippi or the 
Nile, very much the way we call ourselves 
Jack or Helen. But that river isn’t the same for 
even a fraction of a second. People are equally 
in flux—I am like that, and so are you. Our 
thoughts, emotions, molecules are continually 
changing.

If you are inclined to train in being open-
endedly present to whatever arises—to life’s 
energy, to other people, and to this world—
after a while you’ll realize you’re open and 
present to something that’s not staying the 
same. For example, if you are truly open and 
receptive to another person, it can be quite a 
revelation to realize that they aren’t exactly 
the same on Friday as they were on Monday, 
that each of us can be perceived freshly any 
day of the week. But if that person happens to 
be your parent or sibling, your partner or your 
boss, you are usually blinded and see them 
as predictably always the same. We have a 
tendency to label one another as an irritating 
person, a bore, a threat to our happiness and 
security, as inferior or superior; and this goes 
way beyond our close circle of acquaintances 
at home or at work.

This labeling can lead to prejudice, cruelty, 
and violence; and in any time or place when 
prejudice, cruelty, and violence occur, whether 
it’s directed by one being toward another or by 
groups of beings toward other groups, there’s 

a theme that runs through: “This person has 
a fixed identity, and they are not like me.’’ We 
can kill someone or we can be indifferent to 
the atrocities perpetrated on them because 
“they’re just hajis,’’ or “they’re just women,” or 
they’re just gay.” You can fill in the blank with 
any racial slur, any dehumanized label that’s 
ever been used for those we consider different.

There’s a whole other way to look at one 
another—and that is to try dropping our fixed 
ideas and get curious about the possibility 
that nothing and no one remains always the 
same. This starts, of course, with getting 
curious and dropping the limiting stories 
we’ve created about ourselves. Then we have 
to stay present with whatever is happening to 
us. What I find helpful is to think of whatever 
I am experiencing—whether it’s sadness, 
anger, or worry; pleasure, joy, or delight—as 
simply the dynamic, fluid energy of life as 
it is manifesting right now. That shifts the 
resistance I have to my experience. Because 
I’ve been practicing this approach for some 
years now, I’ve come to have confidence in the 
capacity for open receptivity, for wakefulness 
and nobility, in all beings. And I’ve seen that 
how we regard and treat one another can draw 
this nobility out.

In the book The Search for a Nonviolent 
Future by Michael Nagler there’s a story that 
illustrates this. It concerns a Jewish couple, 
Michael and Julie Weisser—but it could have 
been any victim of prejudice and violence. The 
Weissers were living in Lincoln, Nebraska, 
where Michael had a prominent role at the 
synagogue, and Julie was a nurse. In 1992 they 
began to receive threatening phone calls and 
notes from the Ku Klux Klan. Of course this 
was illegal at the time and not condoned in 
this town, but nevertheless it was happening. 
The police told them that it was probably 
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the work of Larry Trapp. He was the Grand 
Dragon, the head of the Klan, in that town. 
Michael and Julie Weisser knew of Trapp’s 
reputation as a man filled with hatred. And 
they knew that he was in a wheelchair, having 
been disabled by a beating years ago.

Each day, Larry’s voice on the phone would 
threaten to kill them, destroy their property, 
and harm their family and friends. Then one 
day Michael decided, just on the spot with 
the support of Julie, to try something. So in 
the next phone call, when Larry Trapp was 
ranting at them, he waited for an opportunity 
to speak. He knew that Trapp had a hard time 
getting around in his wheelchair, so when 
he could get a word in, he offered him a ride 
to the grocery store. Trapp didn’t speak for a 
while, and when he did, the anger had left his 
voice. He said, “Well, I’ve got that taken care 
of, but thanks for asking.”

By then, the Weissers had more in mind 
than ending the harassment: they wanted to 
help free Larry Trapp from the torment of his 
prejudice and rage. They began calling him, 
and told him if he needed help, they would 
be there for him. Not long after that they 
went to his apartment, taking him a home-
cooked dinner, and the three of them got to 
know one another better. And he did begin to 
ask them for help. One day when they arrived 
for a visit, Trapp took off the ring he wore 
and gave it to them. It was a Nazi ring. With 
that gesture he was breaking his association 
with the Ku Klux Klan, telling the Weissers, 
“I denounce everything they stand for. But 
it’s not the people in the organizations that 
I hate…If I were to say I hate all Klansmen 
because they’re Klansmen…I would still be a 
racist.” Rather than replacing one prejudice 
with another, Larry Trapp chose to let go of 
closed-mindedness altogether.

Like Larry Trapp, each of us has our own 
capacity for prejudice, and it’s very common 
to justify it when it comes up. Our fixed ideas 
about “them” arise quickly, and this has again 
and again caused great suffering. This is a 
very old habit, a crippling habit, a universal 
response to feeling threatened. We can look 
at this habit with compassion and openness 
but not continue to reinforce and strengthen 
it. Instead, we can acknowledge the powerful 
energy of our fear, of our rage—the energy 
of anything at all that we may feel—as the 
natural movement of life, and become intimate 
with it, abide with it, without repressing, 
without acting out, without letting it destroy 
us or anyone else. In this way, anything we 
experience becomes the perfect opportunity 
for touching our basic goodness, the perfect 
support for remaining open and receptive to 
the dynamic energy of life. As radical as this 
idea might seem, I know it to be true that 
there is nothing that can occur that has to set 
off the chain reaction of shenpa. Anything we 
experience, no matter how challenging, can 
become an open pathway to awakening.

Sometimes in a really threatening situation 
there may not be a lot we can do or say to help 
anyone, but we can always train in staying 
present and not biting the hook. I received 
a letter from my friend Jarvis Masters, an 
inmate on death row, recently in which he 
told me that there are many times when the 
prison atmosphere is so violent that all he can 
do is not harm anybody and not get caught 
up in the seductive force of aggression. The 
stories don’t always have a happy ending.

If you’re in a profession where you’re 
interacting with violent people, you know 
that it’s not so easy to avoid getting hooked. 
But we could ask: “How can I regard the ones 
I don’t agree with, with an open mind?” “How 



24



25

Basic wakefulness, natural openness, is always available. This openness 
is not something that needs to be manufactured. When we pause, when 

we touch the energy of the moment, when we slow down and allow a gap, 
self-existing openness comes to us. It does not require a particular effort.

It is available anytime.
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can I look deeper, listen deeper, than my fixed 
ideas?” or “How can I address the ones who 
are in a cycle of violence, the people who are 
hurting others, as living, feeling human beings 
just like me?” We know that if we approach 
anyone with our fixed preconceptions, with 
our minds and hearts already closed, then 
we’ll never be able to communicate genuinely, 
and we can easily exacerbate the situation 
and promote more suffering.

Underlying hatred, underlying any cruel act 
or word, underlying all dehumanizing, there 
is always fear—the utter groundlessness of 
fear. This fear has a soft spot. It hasn’t frozen 
yet into a solid position. However much we 
don’t like it, fear doesn’t have to give birth to 
aggression or the desire to harm ourselves or 
others. When we feel fear or anxiety or any 
groundless feeling, or when we realize that the 
fear is already hooking us into “I’m going to get 
even” or “I have to go back to my addiction to 
escape this,” then we can regard the moment 
as neutral, a moment that can go either way. 
We are presented all the time with a choice. 
Do we return to old destructive habits or do 
we take whatever we’re experiencing as an 
opportunity and support for having a fresh 
relationship with life?

Basic wakefulness, natural openness, 
is always available. This openness is not 
something that needs to be manufactured. 
When we pause, when we touch the energy 
of the moment, when we slow down and 
allow a gap, self-existing openness comes to 
us. It does not require a particular effort. It 
is available anytime. As Chogyam Trungpa 
once remarked, “Openness is like the wind. If 
you open your doors and windows, it is bound 
to come in.”

The next time you’re getting worked up, 
experiment with looking at the sky. Go to 

the window, if you have one in your home or 
office, and look up at the sky. I once read an 
interview with a man who said that during the 
Second World War, he survived internment 
in a Japanese concentration camp by looking 
at the sky and seeing the clouds still drifting 
there and the birds still flying there. This gave 
him trust that the goodness of life would go on 
despite the atrocities that he was witnessing.

Usually when were all caught up, we’re so 
engrossed in our storyline that we lose our 
perspective. The painful situation at home, 
in our job, in prison, in war, wherever we 
might find ourselves—when we’re caught in 
the difficulty, our perspective usually becomes 
very narrow, microscopic even. We have the 
habit of automatically going inward. Taking 
a moment to look at the sky or taking a few 
seconds to abide with the fluid energy of life, 
can give us a bigger perspective—that the 
universe is vast, that we are a tiny dot in space, 
that endless, beginningless space is always 
available to us. Then we might understand 
that our predicament is just a moment in 
time, and that we have a choice to strengthen 
old habitual responses or to be free. Being 
open and receptive to whatever is happening 
is always more important than getting worked 
up and adding further aggression to the planet, 
adding further pollution to the atmosphere.

Whatever occurs is the right opportunity 
to shift the basic tendency to get hooked, to 
get worked up, to close our minds and hearts. 
Whatever we perceive or feel or think is the 
perfect support for making a fundamental 
shift toward openness. Natural openness has 
the power to give life meaning and to inspire 
us. With just a moment of recognition that 
the natural openness is here, gradually you 
realize that natural intelligence and natural 
warmth are present too. It’s like opening a 
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door to the vastness and timelessness and 
magic of the place in which you find yourself.

When you are waking up in the morning 
and you aren’t even out of bed, even if where 
you are is frightening or perhaps so routine 
that it’s boring or deadening, you could look 
out and take three conscious breaths. Just 
be where you are. When you are standing 
in a line waiting, just allow for a gap in your 
discursive mind. You can look at your hands 
and breathe, you can look out the window 
or down the street or up at the sky. It doesn’t 
matter if you look out or if you give your 
full attention to a detail. You can let the 
experience be a contrast to being all caught 
up, let it be like popping a bubble, a moment 
in time, and then you just go on.

When you meditate, every time you 
realize that you are thinking and you let 
the thoughts go, that openness is available. 
Chogyam Trungpa called it being “free from 
fixed mind.” Every time the breath goes out 
into space, that openness is available. In any 
moment you could put your full attention on 
the immediacy of your experience, you could 
look at the floor or the ceiling, or just feel your 
bottom sitting on the chair. Do you see what 
I mean? You can just be here. Instead of being 
not here, instead of being caught up, absorbed 
in thinking, planning, worrying—caught in 
the cocoon where you’re cut off from your 
sense perceptions, cut off from the sounds and 
the sights, cut off from the power and magic 
of the moment—instead of that you could 
choose to pause. When you go out for a walk 
in the country, in the city, anywhere at all, 
just stop now and then. Punctuate your life 
with these moments.

In modern life, its so easy to get consumed, 
particularly by computers and TVs and cell 
phones. They have a way of hypnotizing us. 

As long as we are on automatic pilot, just 
run around by our thoughts and emotions, 
we’ll feel overwhelmed. It doesn’t make 
much difference whether we’re at peaceful 
meditation center or in the busiest, most 
caught-up place in the world. In any setting, 
we can allow a gap and let natural openness 
come to us. Over and over and over, we can 
allow the space to realize where we are, to 
realize how vast our mind is. Find a way to 
slow down. Find a way. to relax your mind and 
do it often, very, very often, throughout the 
day, not just when you are hooked but all the 
time.

The crucial point is that we can relate with 
our life just as it is right now, not later when 
things improve. We can always connect with 
the openness of our minds. We can use our 
days to wake up rather than go back to sleep. 
Give this approach a try. Make a commitment 
to pausing throughout the day, and do that 
whenever you can. Allow time for your 
perception to shift. Allow time to experience 
the natural energy of life as it is manifesting 
right now. This can bring dramatic changes 
in your personal life, and if you are worried 
about the state of the world, this is a way that 
you can use every moment to help shift the 
global climate of aggression toward peace.

Pema Chödrön is an American Tibetan Buddhist 
nun, acharya and disciple of Chögyam Trungpa 
Rinpoche. She is the director of the Gampo Abbey in 
Nova Scotia, Canada.

From Taking the Leap, edited by Sandy Boucher.   
Copyright © 2009 by Pema Chodron.  Reprinted 
with permission of Shambhala Publications, Inc., 
shambhala.org.
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Many years ago, in the late 1980s, I 
attended a university in the south, 
very white, highly segregated. I had a 

friend, a young white man, more aware and more 
well-educated than me in things that mattered, 
who took a class in African American history 
taught by a well-known black civil rights leader. 
My friend acknowledged—with astonished, 
lacerating shame—that there was a moment 
in class when the pressure of his own racial 
identity became so unbearable to him that he 
found himself imagining shouting nigger at the 
professor. This was a whiteness inside him he 
had not before come in contact with—had been 
cushioned from. Cushioned, in that paradoxical 
fashion of whiteness, by the very fact that he was 
white and thus did not need to know it 

My friend also told me that one day during 
class, the professor looked out the window—it 
was a first-floor classroom and the large windows 
were only a few feet above the ground—and saw 
an African American woman he knew, another 
professor, of literature. He leaped out the window 
to greet her, left the class behind. Riding the 
wave of the white students, racial hostility and 
shame, right out the window.

At least, that’s how my friend described that 
moment. But what did he, or I, know really, 
beyond our own projections? That classroom 
was for my friend a theater of endless self-
contradictory projection—anger at the teacher 
and then an envious, mournful resentment that 
he had left—the peculiar, roiling emotional 
machinations of whiteness, of the particular kind 
of whiteness I wish to think about here: well-
meaning whiteness, whiteness that means no 
harm, that thinks it has it mostly figured out. I’ve 
reconstructed that classroom as my own theater 
too here, for my own purposes, a curiosity about 
what happens when the projections turn back 
inward. Which is another way of saying that 

when the cushioning is removed, you realize it’s 
a mess in there, in the white mind. Which is a 
start.

I didn’t know how to think about these 
things in college; at that time, I only knew 
that I wanted to. I went to graduate school. In 
graduate school, in the 1990s, it turned out 
that “race” was something you needed to know 
about. I do not mean to imply that this was an 
unsalutary development. It was a hugely powerful 
development in my own education. I feel that 
most of my education has come from books 
and the small but remarkable group of teachers 
who have been their interlocutors. In graduate 
school, the books stripped off that cushioning 
and in its place gave me a chastening, freeing 
distance. The usefulness of temporarily exiting 
my own confused and cushioned mind. I could 
offer a long list here of the books that did this; 
a list that I try still to convert on a regular basis 
into syllabi for the classes I teach. Maybe most 
powerful for me was the experience of reading 
the writers of the Harlem Renaissance, for they 
taught me in a sustained way that white liberals 
like myself were a problem. The ones who think 
they mean no harm. And are a problem still, for 
many reasons, including their feeling that their 
good intentions inoculate themselves against 
racial self-awareness.

 It was good then, that in the ‘90s “race” was 
something you needed to know about. But it has 
had its other effects. In the academic world today 
it is possible to encounter smart white people who 
feel the presence of people of color is optional, 
since they already know “race.” Whiteness is 
resilient that way.

Another effect of this period was that white 
people began to praise each other for talking 
about race. It was brave to write about it. But 
saying it is brave to write about one’s whiteness 
is not unlike saying it is brave to live inside 
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a house. White people are often so defensive 
on the subject of race because to be white is 
to feel a certain—perhaps unsought, perhaps 
uncultivated, but still palpable if you look for 
it—sense of unmistakenness. There has been 
a test you didn’t even have to take and you got 
the answers right (points subtracted for certain 
errors—your mistaken desire, perhaps—but 
still. You did well). White people don’t like to 
be mistaken. They would prefer not to take any 
more tests. They passed! And when they write 
about race, they would like you to give them an 
A for effort. Because they were brave.

One way, if you are white, to take note of your 
whiteness is to pay attention if you feel a little 
p.o.’ed, a little restricted, when asked to think 
if your race matters to what you write or read 
or think; or when asked to consider that your 
writing about race has a content that you have 
not sufficiently considered. That your effort alone 
is not enough. It is not that I know for certain that 
race always matters. I’m honestly not sure how to 
calibrate this. But it may matter more often than 
a white writer thinks, and it may matter in ways 
she doesn’t realize.

I suppose what I am trying to say is that it is 
important, valuable, for white people to write 
about race. But not because it is brave. Let 
us reserve that term for more truly dangerous 
endeavors. Saying it is brave makes it special, 
optional, and somehow unchallengable. When 
it could instead be unremarkable, a matter of 

course. Not easy, mind you. Hard. But not brave.
For many well-intentioned white people, writing 
or talking about race is hard, but not in the way I 
want to mean this word. It is hard for us because 
there is the feeling, back there in your mind, that 
there might be a skeleton in the closet you don’t 
know about, or one you don’t remember. That 
you said or wrote or did something that someone 
will use against you. I feel that fear raised up in 
the back of my mind as I write this. What can 
I be accused of? It’s there. Many white people 
react to that question with defensiveness or fear, 
which are both forms of avoiding the truth. 

Because there is a skeleton in the closet. There 
is something to be accused of. Because you are 
white. And you grew up in a racist country. And 
there was a moment, or many moments, maybe 
even whole decades of earlier life, when you didn’t 
sufficiently transcend those conditions. You have 
been wrong.

So what? This is the wrapper that must come 
off, unremarkably, as a matter of course. What 
I mean by hard is something different. What is 
difficult is the education you must commit to as a 
white person, the long and necessary education. 
A long and necessary education whose primary 
condition is that it never ends. You are never 
finished.

In a book I wrote about the murder of a young 
gay man in the town where I live, I tried to 
counter the blanketing whiteness of the town 
by counterposing some voices of color against 

White people are often so defensive on the subject of race because to 
be white is to feel a certain—perhaps unsought, perhaps uncultivated, 

but still palpable if you look for it—sense of unmistakenness.
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the comfortably unaware voices of some of my 
white interview subjects. A white colleague told 
me that was a predictable move. It was a move, of 
course, a use. I didn’t worry too much about this, 
in the sense that I mainly tried to do it well and 
stay alert for mistakes. This is obvious: it seemed 
worse to leave some subjects out because to “use” 
them would be “a move.” This orchestration 
might not have been “natural” to me as a writer; 
but unnaturalness, unnatural engagement, was 
the best I could do at the time. I believed, still do, 
that whiteness was part of what made so many 
of the white people in my town react in certain 
ways to the murder, a reaction that became the 
dominantly reported reaction, because they were 
white. I also believed it might be useful to at least 
somewhat dislodge this dominant reporting. 
Did I use people of color to do this? Yes I did. I 
interviewed people of color because I reckoned 
they knew things I didn’t know, things that 
weren’t optional to know. I wanted the point 
of view to not settle in a single body. I wanted 
people to hear themselves, to hear people other 
than themselves— I wanted the book to do that 
for everyone. It was all moves. It was writing.

You try hard not to make mistakes, you accept 
that you will make them. You try, if you are white, 
to not use “race” as yet another open field for your 
endless and praise-hungry self-assertion. You don’t 
run people out of the room when you don’t get 
an A. In one way the question is what writing is 
for. I don’t have an original answer to this. I write 
and read so that I can finally think; and I write 
and read to hope that it might be possible for me 
to construct a vantage point on what I don’t yet 
know how to know. These two things do not feel 
like separate endeavors. Is it impossibly idealist 
for me to believe that when I read, say, Richard 
Bruce Nugent, I both am and am not myself, as 
he is both himself and not? Not a transcendence, 
but a chance to halfway get out of one’s own mess 

of a mind in order to get back in. You don’t write 
to get clean. Writing’s not hygiene. But I write 
in the hope that writing clears some room for 
something else.
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of the Mind. Copyright © 2016 by Max King Cap, Beth 
Loffreda, Claudia Rankine.  Used with permission of 
Fence Books and Beth Loffreda.
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While the Buddhist contemplative tra-
dition has not had access to scientif-
ic means of gaining insight into the 

brain processes, it has an acute understanding 
of the mind’s capacity for transformation and 
adaptation. Until recently, I gather, scientists 
believed that after adolescence the hardware of 
the human brain becomes relatively unchange-
able. But new discoveries in neurobiology have 
uncovered a remarkable potential for change-
ability in the human brain even in adults as 
old as I am. At the Mind and Life conference 
in Dharamsala in 2004, I learned of the grow-
ing subdiscipline of neuroscience dealing with 
this question, called “brain plasticity.” This phe-
nomenon suggests to me that traits that were as-
sumed to be fixed—such as personality, disposi-
tion, even moods—are not permanent, and that 
mental exercises or changes in the environment 
can affect these traits. Already experiments 
have shown that experienced meditators have 
more activity in the left frontal lobe, the part 
of the brain associated with positive emotions, 
such as happiness, joy, and contentment. These 
findings imply that happiness is something we 
can cultivate deliberately through mental train-
ing that affects the brain.

The seventh-century philosopher-monk Dhar-
makirti presents a sophisticated argument in sup-
port of the proposition that, through disciplined 
meditative training, substantive changes can be 

Towards A  
Science of 

Consciousness
by His Holiness

the Fourteenth Dalai Lama
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effected in human consciousness, including the 
emotions. A key premise underlying his argument 
is the universal law of cause and effect, which sug-
gests that the conditions affecting the cause have 
an inevitable impact on the result. This principle 
is very ancient in Buddhism—the Buddha him-
self argued that if one wishes to avoid certain 
types of results, one needs to change the condi-
tions that give rise to them. So, if one changes the 
conditions of one’s state of mind (which normally 
give rise to particular habitual patterns of mental 
activity), one can change the traits of one’s con-
sciousness and the resulting attitudes and emo-
tions.

The second key premise is the universal law of 
impermanence, which was part of many of the 
Buddha’s earliest teachings. This law states that 
all conditioned things and events are in constant 
flux. Nothing—not even in the material world, 
which we tend to perceive as enduring—remains 
static or permanent. So this law suggests that 
anything produced by causes is susceptible to 
change—and if one creates the right conditions, 
one can consciously direct such change to a trans-
formation of the state of one’s mind.

Like other Buddhist thinkers before him, Dhar-
makirti invokes what could be called a “psycho-
logical law” in that he sees various psychological 
states, including the emotions, as a field of forces 
in which opposing families of mental states inter-
act in a constant dynamic. Within the domain of 
the emotions, there might be a family consisting 
of hate, anger, hostility, and so forth, while in op-
position is a family of positive emotions, like love, 
compassion, and empathy. Dharmakirti argues 
that if one side of any such polarity is stronger, 
the other is weaker in any given individual at any 
given time. So if one works to increase, reinforce, 
and strengthen the positive groups, one will cor-
respondingly weaken the negative ones, thus ef-
fectively bringing about transformation in one’s 
thoughts and emotions. 

Dharmakirti illustrates the complexity of this 

process by a series of vivid analogies from every-
day experience. The opposing forces might be 
seen as heat and cold, which can never coexist 
without one undermining the other but at the 
same time neither can eliminate the other in-
stantaneously—the process is gradual. Probably 
Dharmakirti had in mind the effect of lighting 
a fire to warm a cold room or rainfall in the 
monsoon cooling the tropics, where he lived. 
By contrast, Dharmakirti talks of the light of a 
lamp as immediately dispelling darkness.

This law whereby two opposing states cannot 
coexist without one undermining the other is 
the key premise in the Buddhist argument for 
the transformability of consciousness—it means 
that the cultivation of loving-kindness can over 
a period diminish the force of hate in the mind. 
Further, Dharmakirti argues that the removal of 
a basic condition will remove its effects. So that, 
by eliminating the cold, for example, one effec-
tively removes all its attendant results, such as 
goose pimples, shivering, and chattering teeth.

Dharmakirti goes even further and suggests 
that, unlike physical abilities, the qualities of 
the mind have the potential for limitless de-
velopment. Contrasting mental training with 
the physical training of athletes, especially long 
jumpers, he argues that in athletic prowess, al-
though there might be a wide range of levels to 
which individual athletes can aspire, there is a 
fundamental limit imposed by the nature and 
constitution of the human body, no matter how 
much training one may undergo or how out-
standing a natural athlete one may be. Even the 
illegal use of drugs in modem athletics, which 
may extend the body’s limits marginally, can-
not in fact push the human body beyond the 
fundamental limitations of its own nature. By 
contrast, Dharmakirti argues that the natural 
constraints on consciousness are far fewer and 
are removable, so that in principle it is possible 
for a mental quality like compassion to be devel-
oped to a limitless degree. In fact, for Dharma-
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kirti, the greatness of the Buddha as a spiritual 
teacher lies not so much in his mastery of vari-
ous fields of knowledge as in his having attained 
the perfection of boundless compassion for all 
beings.

Even before Dharmakirti, there was a wide-
spread understanding within Indian Buddhism 
of the mind’s capacity for transformation from a 
negative state to a state of tranquil and wholesome 
purity. A Mahayana work of the fourth century, 
The Sublime Continuum, which is attributed to 
Maitreya, and a shorter work attributed to Nagar-
juna entitled Praise to the Ultimate Expanse, argue 
that the essential nature of the mind is pure and 
that its defilements are removable through med-
itative purification. These treatises themselves 
draw on the notion of Buddha nature, the natural 
potential for perfection that lies in all sentient be-
ings (including animals). The Sublime Continuum 
and Nagarjuna’s Praise offer two principal theses 
for the basic transformability of mind toward a 
positive end. The first is the conviction that all 
negative traits of the mind may be purified by ap-
plying the appropriate antidotes. This means that 
the pollutants of the mind are not seen as essen-
tial or intrinsic to it and that the mind’s essential 
nature is pure. From the scientific point of view, 
these are metaphysical assumptions. The second 
is that the capacity for positive transformation lies 
naturally within the constitution of the mind it-
self—which follows the first thesis.

The texts on Buddha nature employ meta-
phors to illustrate the theme of the innate purity 
of mind’s essential nature. Nagarjuna’s Praise to 
the Ultimate Expanse opens with a series of vivid 
images which contrast the mind’s essential puri-
ty with its pollutants and afflications. Nagarjuna 
likens this natural purity to the butter lying un-
extracted in unchurned milk, to an oil lamp con-
cealed inside a vase, to a pristine deposit of lapis 
lazuli buried in a rock, and to a seed covered by its 
husk. When the milk is churned, the butter is re-
vealed; holes may be made in the vase so that the 

lamp’s illumination is released; when the gem is 
dug out, the brilliance of lapis lazuli shines forth; 
when the husk is removed, the seed can germi-
nate. In the same manner, when our afflictions 
are cleansed through the sustained cultivation of 
insight penetrating the ultimate nature of reality, 
the innate purity of the mind—which Nagarjuna 
calls the “ultimate expanse”—becomes manifest.

The Praise to the Ultimate Expanse goes a step 
further and asserts that just as subterranean water 
retains its purity as water, so even within the af-
flictions the perfected wisdom of an enlightened 
mind can be found. The Sublime Continuum de-
scribes the obscuration of our mind’s natural pu-
rity with analogies to a Buddha sitting on a soiled 
lotus, honey concealed within a beehive, a piece 
of gold dropped in filth, precious treasure buried 
beneath a beggar’s home, the potential matured 
plant in a young shoot, and an image of the Bud-
dha hidden inside a rag.

For me, these two Indian Buddhist classics and 
the various works that belong to the same genre, 
which are written in highly evocative and po-
etic language, were a refreshing contrast to the 
rigorously logical and systematic writings that 
are part of Buddhist philosophical tradition. For 
Buddhists, the theory of Buddha nature—the 
notion that the natural capacity for perfectibility 
lies within each of us—is a deeply and continually 
inspiring concept.

My point here is not to suggest that we could 
use the scientific method to prove the validity of 
the theory of Buddha nature but simply to show 
some of the ways in which the Buddhist tradition 
has attempted to conceptualize the transforma-
tion of consciousness. Buddhism has long had a 
theory of what in neuroscience is called the “plas-
ticity of the brain.” The Buddhist terms in which 
this concept is couched are radically different 
from those used by cognitive science, but what 
is significant is that both perceive consciousness 
as highly amenable to change. The concept of 
neuroplasticity suggests that the brain is highly 
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malleable and is subject to continual change as a 
result of experience, so that new connections be-
tween neurons may be formed or even brand-new 
neurons generated. Research in this area specifi-
cally includes work on virtuosos—-athletes, chess 
players, and musicians—whose intense training 
has been shown to result in observable changes 
in the brain. These kinds of subjects are interest-
ingly parallel to skilled meditators, who are also 
virtuosos, and whose dedication to their practice 
involves a similar commitment of time and effort.

Whether we talk of the transformation of 
consciousness or of the introspective empirical 
analysis of what occurs in the mind, the observer 
needs a range of skills, carefully honed through 
repetition and training, and applied in a rigor-
ous and disciplined manner. All these practices 
assume a certain ability to direct one’s mind to a 
chosen object and to hold the attention there for 
a period, however brief. An assumption is also 
made that, through constant habituation, the 
mind learns to improve the quality of whatever 
faculty is being primarily applied, whether it is 
attention, reasoning, or imagination. The un-
derstanding is that through such prolonged and 
regular practice, the ability to perform the exer-
cise will become almost second nature. Here the 
parallel with athletes or musicians is very clear, 
but one might equally think of learning how to 
swim or how to ride a bicycle. Initially, these are 
very difficult, seemingly unnatural activities, but 
once you master the skill, they come quite easily.

Tenzin Gyatso, His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai 
Lama, is the temporal and spiritual leader of the Tibet-
an people. On their behalf he travels the world, meeting 
with political leaders, giving Buddhist teachings, and 
speaking on peace and interreligious understanding. 

From The Universe In a Single Atom.  Copyright © 2005 
by The Dalai Lama.  Reprinted with permission of 
Random House, Inc.



The light that’s in your eyes,
Reminds me of the skies,

That shine above us every day. 

So wrote a contemporary lover, out of 
God knows what agony, what hope, 
and what despair. But he saw the light 

in the eyes, which is the only light there is 
in the world, and honored it and trusted it; 
and will always be able to find it; since it 
is always there, waiting to be found. One 
discovers the light in darkness, that is what 
darkness is for; but everything in our lives 
depends on how we bear the light. It is 
necessary, while in darkness, to know that 
there is a light somewhere, to know that in 
oneself, waiting to be found, there is a light. 
What the light reveals is danger, and what it 
demands is faith. Pretend, for example, that 
you were born in Chicago and have never 
had the remotest desire to visit Hong Kong, 
which is only a name on a map for you; 
pretend that some convulsion, sometimes 
called accident, throws you into connection 
with a man or a woman who lives in Hong 
Kong; and that you fall in love. Hong Kong 
will immediately cease to be a name and 
become the center of your life. And you may 
never know how many people live in Hong 
Kong. But you will know that one man or 
one woman lives there without whom you 
cannot live. And this is how our lives are 
changed, and this is how we are redeemed.

What a journey this life is! Dependent, 

Nothing
Personal
by James Baldwin
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entirely, on things unseen. If your lover 
lives in Hong Kong and cannot get to 
Chicago, it will be necessary for you to go 
to Hong Kong. Perhaps you will spend your 
life there, and never see Chicago again. 
And you will, I assure you, as long as space 
and time divide you from anyone you love, 
discover a great deal about shipping routes, 
air lanes, earthquake, famine, disease, and 
war. And you will always know what time it 
is in Hong Kong, for you love someone who 
lives there. And love will simply have no 
choice but to go into battle with space and 
time and, furthermore, to win.

I know we often lose, and that the death 
or destruction of another is infinitely more 
real and unbearable than one’s own. I 
think I know how many times one has to 
start again, and how often one feels that 
one cannot start again. And yet, on pain 
of death, one can never remain where one 
is. The light. The light. One will perish 
without the light.

I have slept on rooftops and in basements 
and subways, have been cold and hungry 
all my life; have felt that no fire would ever 
warm me, and no arms would ever hold me. 
I have been, as the song says, ‘buked and 
scorned and I know that I always will be. 
But, my God, in that darkness, which was 
the lot of my ancestors and my own state, 
what a mighty fire burned! In that darkness 
of rape and degradation, that fine, flying 
froth and mist of blood, through all that 
terror and in all that helplessness, a living 
soul moved and refused to die. We really 
emptied oceans with a home-made spoon 
and tore down mountains with our hands. 
And if love was in Hong Kong, we learned 
how to swim.

It is a mighty heritage, it is the human 
heritage, and it is all there is to trust. And I 

learned this through descending, as it were, 
into the eyes of my father and my mother. I 
wondered, when I was little, how they bore 
it—for I knew that they had much to bear. 
It had not yet occurred to me that I also 
would have much to bear; but they knew it, 
and the unimaginable rigors of their journey 
helped them to prepare me for mine. This is 
why one must say Yes to life and embrace 
it wherever it is found—and it is found in 
terrible places; nevertheless, there it is: and 
if the father can say, Yes, Lord, the child can 
learn that most difficult of words, Amen.

For nothing is fixed, forever and forever 
and forever, it is not fixed; the earth is 
always shifting, the light is always changing, 
the sea does not cease to grind down rock. 
Generations do not cease to be born, and 
we are responsible to them because we are 
the only witnesses they have.

The sea rises, the light fails, lovers cling 
to each other, and children cling to us. The 
moment we cease to hold each other, the 
moment we break faith with one another, 
the sea engulfs us and the light goes out. 

James Baldwin (1924-1987), novelist, essayist, 
and public intellectual, was a major 20th century 
voice for an American identity based on racial 
justice and the aspiration toward true democracy. 

From James Baldwin’s Collected Essays. “Nothing 
Personal” Copyright © 1964 by James Baldwin.  
Reprinted with permission of The Library of 
America and Literary Classics of the United 
States, Inc. New York, N.Y.
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When practicing meditation, we should 
become accustomed to the meaning 
of the view. Where is this view? At 

the moment our deluded mind probably is not 
in possession of the view. The unerring ultimate 
view is not something far away and spectacular 
that we need to look for outside, like embarking 
in a boat across the ocean after one has already 
exhausted all the land on Jambudvipa. That 
would be the approach of the causal vehicle of 
characteristics. When recognized within our 
present state of delusion, the view is naturally 
in the state of primordially pure great emptiness.

For example, in the sand of the Ganges River, 
sand and gold are mixed. Someone who knows 
the value of gold will get it by removing the sand 
and obtaining the precious substance. But when 
ordinary people look at it, they will just see 
the sand and the gold as the same. How do we 
separate the gold from the sand? We should leave 
the mind in its natural, uncontrived flow. If we 
look at the nature of that uncontrived state, we 
find it is disturbed by many thought waves. We 
are carried away by these waves of confusion: we 
follow after previous habits, stimulate thoughts 
of the future, and lose present awareness. 
What are these waves of confusion? They are 
the expressive power of the view. They are not 
separate from the view.

How does one stop these waves of confusion? 
This can be compared to the adjustment of an 
engine by someone who knows the key points of 
how an engine works. If the engine needs power 
or if we need it to run very quickly, a skilled 
person who knows how to tune the engine can 
give it the power of a thousand people. Similarly, 

in regard to the waves of confusion, if we know 
the key point of view, there is no need to stretch 
the extremes of lots of intellectual studies and 
texts. There is no need to accumulate merit and 
purify obscurations in order to realize the view. 
It will be realized within that state.

We must recognize that these waves of 
confusion obscure the view. Even in the case 
of strong waves of confusion, such as hatred 
arising so strongly that we would give up our 
life to accomplish its goal or desire arising so 
strongly that we would give all our wealth 
without holding any back in order to acquire the 
sought after object, confusion can only control 
us because we do not investigate it. If we know 
how to investigate these waves of confusion, 
we see that they are nothing but a rainbow 
in the sky or a mirage on the plains. Through 
analytical meditation over a considerable period 
of time, we would come to understand that this 
confusion, which is nothing but a rainbow or a 
mirage, in the beginning has no origin, in the 
middle has no location, and in the end has no 
cessation. It is devoid of the eight extremes of 
concept.

On the other hand, in order to realize 
the view through meditation based on the 
experience of the key instructions, not much is 
needed Why is that? While engulfed in these 
waves of confusion, if one strongly shouts phat 
while focusing on the uncontrived nature of 
mind, those thoughts will be scattered. If a heap 
of sand as large as Mount Meru were to be hit 
by a whirlwind, it would not take long to scatter 
the sand. Shouting phat is like that.

What is this sound of phat? It is the self-

View
 by Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche
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resounding wisdom of  inseparable prajna and 
upaya. It is like a sharp instrument that cuts all 
the trees. What does it cut? The past confusion 
is followed by the next confusion, and the 
following confusion is added to the previous  
one in an uninterrupted chain. It is like beads 
strung on a mala: if the string is cut, then all 
the beads will be scattered. Similarly, if one 
shouts phat at confused thoughts, all those 
confused thoughts will be cut and scattered. 
Then, looking at the naked state, one will 
recognize that though one’s mind has no shape, 
color, or substance whatsoever, all the six sense 
perceptions naturally manifest continuously 
from its nature. Resting in that naked state is 
the sense of “The view is Longchen Rabjam.”

Why should we utter this forceful, short, 
and sharp sound of phat to cut the waves 
of confusion? We are deceived by the lies of 
relative truth, and those lies can be cut by 
phat, since it is self-resounding wisdom. When 
we have recognized its nature, we will think, 
“Oh! This is what the uncontrived dharmata 
is like!” Phenomena arising from this nature—
thoughts—are like the play of a child. The view 
of uncontrived dharmata is like the thinking 
of an old man: We think, “What is called 
‘confusion’ is just this.” It is resolved. This 
resolution is called the view. That is the first 
point of the three words striking the vital point.

To introduce the natural state of the view 
through the experience of meditation, one 
should not follow after thoughts of the past nor 
stimulate thoughts of the future, but rest directly 
in the present mind without altering it. Without 
worrying about whether one’s thoughts are 
thoughts of faith, devotion, and compassion or 
passion, aggression, and ignorance, one should 
leave the mind in its natural flow.

Muddy water, if it is stirred up further, cannot 
become clear. If the water is left as it is, however, 

the dirt will settle and the water will be clear. In 
parallel fashion, it is said “Uncontrived mind is 
fully awake; contrived mind is not fully awake.” 
One should rest directly in the nature of mind 
without fabricating anything. As the Kagyupas 
say, “This meditator who rests simply (directly) 
without altering it (uncontrived).” When the 
mind rests directly and uncontrived, even 
though the essence of the natural state of mind 
cannot be recognized in the sense of your being 
able to say, “This is it!”—though it is free of such 
a reference point—as long as you do not get 
distracted as ordinary people do, you will be able 
to recognize the nature of the natural flow. If one 
rests uncontrived in that state of recognition, it 
will naturally become stronger, and the strength 
of deluded thoughts will inevitably diminish. 
Then, with faith and devotion to the root and 
lineage gurus, the natural state of mind will be 
realized. This is called recognizing one’s nature.

What is this recognition of one’s nature? The 
view that is within us has been introduced to 
us. It is not as though through the blessings of 
the guru the view has been brought into us from 
somewhere else. It is not that we have received 
something we did not have before. Recognizing 
this gem that exists in us is like finding a hidden 
treasure that belongs to us under the floor of 
our own home. It will make us confident that 
our poverty has been overcome. Resting in that 
state of recognizing our nature summarizes the 
dzogchen view. So we should rest uncontrived 
in that state.

Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche (1910-1991) was a highly 
accomplished meditation master, scholar, and poet and a 
principle holder of the Nyingma lineage.

From Primordial Purity: Oral Instructions on the Three 
Words That Strike the Vital Point. Copyright © 1999 by 
Shechen Tenny Dargyling, Inc.; Used by permission 
of Shambhala Publications, Inc. www.shambhala.org
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This is why the single source of all 
awareness is called ‘Buddha.’

It doesn’t change when the body 
deteriorates, it is always there. But you 
still cannot use what is always there. Why? 
Because, as the saying goes, “Although gold 
dust is precious, when it gets in your eyes 
it obstructs vision.” Although buddhahood 
is wonderful, if you are obsessed with it it 
becomes a sickness.

An early Zen master said, “It is not mind, 
not Buddha, not a thing—what is it?” This 
says it all. It has brought us the diamond 
sword that cuts through all obsessions.

Another classical Zen master said, “The 
slightest entangling thought can cause 
hellish actions; a flash of feeling can chain 
you indefinitely. Just end ordinary feelings, 
and there is no special perception of sages to 
seek—the perception of sages appears where 
ordinary feelings end.”

Zen Master Xiatang, a disciple of Master 
Yuanwu, was a twelveth-century Ch’an Master. 

Thomas Cleary is an author and translator of 
Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian and Muslim classics. 
He lives in Oakland, California.

From Zen Essence: The Science of Freedom, 
edited by Thomas Cleary, copyright ©1989 by 
Thomas Cleary, used by permission of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc., www.shambhala.org

The Perception of Sages
by Zen Master Xiatang

To learn to be a Buddha, first you 
should break through the seeds of 
habit with great determination, and 

then be aware of cause and effect so that 
you fear to do wrong. Transcend all mental 
objects, stop all rumination. Don’t let either 
good or bad thoughts enter into your think-
ing, forget about both Buddhism and things 
of the world. Let go of body and mind, like 
letting go over a cliff. Be like space, not 
producing subjective thoughts of life and 
death, or any signs of discrimination. If you 
have any views at all, cut them right off and 
don’t let them continue.

The Scripture on Infinite Light says, “Rivers, 
lakes, birds, trees, and forests all invoke 
Buddha, Truth, and Communion.”

In a moment of awareness without 
discrimination, great wisdom appears. This 
is like pouring water into the ocean, like 
working a bellows in the wind.

Furthermore, how do you discriminate? 
‘Buddha’ is a temporary name for what 
cannot be seen when you look, what cannot 
be heard when you listen, whose place of 
origin and passing away cannot be found 
when you search.

It covers form and sound, pervades sky and 
earth, penetrates above and below. There is 
no second view, no second person, no second 
thought. It is everywhere, in everything, not 
something external.
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The Way is not what the ancestors 
transmit. Before the ancestors 
come, it already pervades the whole 
environment. Emptiness is inherently 
without characteristics; spirituality 
cannot be imitated. On its own, 
illumination emerges from causes and 
conditions. Constantly living apart 
from surface appearances is called 
being the ancestor. Simply certify and 
unite with it; you cannot be handed 
it. All buddhas arrive here and regard 
this as the ultimate. They respond to 
transformations and disperse their 
bodies as flowers, leaves, roots, and  
dusts. Wisdom enters the three times 
and the ten thousand changes do not 
disturb us, each dust is not outside 
us. This marvel is beyond the vast 
thousands of classical texts, so where 
could you hold on to the shadowy 
world?
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The earth and the sky are entirely 
composed of mind, but how do 
you explain the principle of being 

composed of mind? And how do you explain 
the reality of mind without form pervading the 
ten directions? There is no part that does not 
come from compassion producing knowledge, 
there is no part that does not come from 
knowledge activating compassion, and there is 
no part that does not come from compassion 
and knowledge equally illumining the ocean 
of essential nature, pervading the universe, 
completely fluid and free.

Knowing the light and the dark, matter 
and emptiness, compassion and knowledge 
equally wind up at the door of concentration 
of kindness, with reward, response, and reality, 
independent and free, widely benefiting the 
world. The whole earth and open space are both 
manifestations of the door of concentration 
of kindness. That is why it is said that the 
reality of mind without form pervades the ten 
directions. 

Zen Master Hsuan-Sha (835-908) was a Ch’an Master 
in the Fayan lineage who lived and taught in China.

Thomas Cleary is an author and translator of 
Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian and Muslim classics. He 
lives in Oakland, California.

From Teachings of Zen, edited by Thomas Cleary, copy-
right ©1998 by Thomas Cleary, used by permission of 
Shambhala Publications, Inc., www.shambhala.org

The Reality 
of Mind

by Zen Master Hsuan-Sha
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Contemplating your own authentic 
form is how to contemplate Buddha. 
If you can experience yourself without 

distractions, simply surpass partiality and go 
beyond conceptualizing. All buddhas and all 
minds reach the essential without duality. 
Patch-robed monks silently wander and 
tranquilly dwell in the empty spirit, wondrously 
penetrating, just as the supreme emptiness 
permeates this dusty kalpa. Dignified without 
relying on others and radiant beyond doubt, 
maintaining this as primary, the energy turns 
around and transforms all estrangement. 
Passing through the world responding to 
situations, illumination is without striving 
and functions without leaving traces. From 
the beginning the clouds leisurely release 
their rain, drifting past obstacles. The direct 
teaching is very pure and steady. Nothing 
can budge it. Immediately, without allowing 
past conditions to turn you, genuinely enact 
it.

The Way is not what the ancestors transmit. 
Before the ancestors come, it already 
pervades the whole environment. Emptiness 
is inherently without characteristics; 
spirituality cannot be imitated. On its 
own, illumination emerges from causes and 
conditions. Constantly living apart from 
surface appearances is called being the 
ancestor. Simply certify and unite with it; 
you cannot be handed it. All buddhas arrive 
here and regard this as the ultimate. They 
respond to transformations and disperse their 
bodies as flowers, leaves, roots, and dusts. 
Wisdom enters the three times and the ten 
thousand changes do not disturb us, each 
dust is not outside us. This marvel is beyond 
the vast thousands of classical texts, so where 
could you hold on to the shadowy world?

Zen Master Hongzhi (1091–1157) was a Ch’an 
Master, known for “just sitting” practice and for the 
koans collection “Transmission of the Lamp.”

From Cultivating The Empty Field by Hongzhi 
Zhengju, translated by Daniel Taigen Leighton  
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and Yi Wu. Copyright © 2000 by Dan Leighton. 
Used with permission of Tuttle Publishing.

Buddha Flowers,Leaves, 
Roots,and Dusts

by Zen Master Hongzhi
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Book of Equanimity, Case 6 

A Stage Whisper:

Where you can’t open your mouth, a tongueless 
person can speak; where you lift your feet without 
rising, a legless person can walk. If you fall with-
in their range and die at the phrase, how can you 
have any freedom? When the four mountains all 
oppress you, how can you penetrate to freedom?

Main Case:

A monastic asked Great Master Ma-tsu, “Apart 
from the four propositions and beyond the hun-
dred negations, please directly point out the mean-
ing of living Buddhism.” Ma-tsu said, “I’m tired 
today and can’t explain for you. Go ask Zhizhang.”

The monastic asked Zhizhang; Zhizhang said, 
“Why don’t you ask the teacher?”

The monastic said, “The teacher told me to 
come ask you.” Zhizhang said, “I have a headache 
today and can’t explain for you. Ask Brother Hai.”

The monastic asked Hai, who said, “When I 
come this far, after all I don’t understand.”

The monastic related all this back to Ma-tsu. 
Ma-tsu said, “Zang’s head is white, Hai’s head is 
black.”

Verse:
Medicine working as illness—
It is mirrored in the past sages.
Illness working as medicine—

Sure, but who is it?
White head, black head—capable heirs of the house. 

Statement or no statement—
the ability to cut off the flow. Clearly sitting,

 cutting off the road of speech and explanation.
Laughable is the old ancient awl at Vaisali. 

This is one of the “Nanto“ koans, a 
variety of koan that is traditionally 
classified as difficult to pass through. 

Nanto koans demand a raw and wide 
presentation, and will be alive with a student 
for a student’s whole life, never settling into 
the comfort zone. This koan of Ma-tsu deals 
with the issue of existence itself. It takes 
up the basic matter of life and death—not 
just our physical death in the future—but 
also that undermining and ongoing sense of 
our present insubstantiality, the sense one 
can have of not being able to quite grasp a 
continuous self. It sends us looking for our 
life, bouncing off our ideas and formulations, 
right along with this earnest monk.

Recognizing the emptiness of the human 
condition, Zen is a practical process to 
“resolve the absence,” with a built-in 
imperative not to be seduced into secondary 
or superficial projects. We’re all familiar, 
killingly familiar, with the projects that 
temporarily allay our anxiety but fail to 
address, much less adequately or ultimately 
relieve, the underlying existential crisis that 
eventually drives many to religious practice. 
The process of engaging the practice could 
be considered an allegiance to this great 
matter, rather than sliding off into despair. 
To travel the heart of the koan with this 
monk, we have to take that first step into 
practice, into allowing that we care about 
the living of this life, and will live that 
caring completely. For the monk, the first 
step was to ask.

The four propositions he refers to 

Ma-tsu’s White and Black
by Bonnie Myotai Treace, Sensei
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are a standard Buddhist analysis of the 
possibilities of the nature of reality. The 
first proposition is existence. The second 
is nonexistence. The third is both, and the 
fourth is neither. The hundred negations are 
the various ways that you can take up each of 
those possibilities and turn, negate, obviate, 
and transform it. A sutra says, “Existence 
is slandered by exaggeration. Nonexistence 
is slandered by underestimation. Both 
existence and nonexistence is slandered 
by contradiction. Neither existence nor 
nonexistence is slandered by intellectual 
fabrication. If you abandon these four 
propositions, the hundred negations are 
spontaneously wiped out.”

Huang Po said, “If you want to understand 
directly and immediately, everything is not 
it. If you say you understand clearly and 
thoroughly, nothing is not it. Looking at it 
the other way around, without abandoning 
the four propositions or the hundred 
negations, where is the meaning of living 
Buddhism not clear?”

So, is everything, everywhere “it”? But 
if we understand “everything everywhere” 
the ideas become a form of idolatry that 
flattens the heart. If we say “nothing, no 
way, nowhere,” the apathy that follows 
the idea also flattens the heart. We’re still 
left with “What is the living meaning of 
an awakened life?” Is there a life that is 
clear, that’s not deluded, that’s not simply 
a series of compromises and crises? If that 
life is possible, does that mean there is an 
independent self, or not?

David Loy, Buddhist scholar and social 
critic, asks: 

How shall we understand anatta “non-self,” 
that strange Buddhist teaching which denies the 
self we take for granted in our everyday lives…

Today we must relate the anatta doctrine to 
what we know (or think we know) about the 
self and the way that self relates to its world…
We can use the psychoanalytic understanding 
of repression to help us understand anatta, 
and vice-versa. Then anatta implies that our 
primary repression is not sexual wishes (as 
Freud thought), nor even death fears (as many 
existential psychologists think) but awareness 
of non-self—the intuition that “I am not 
real”—which we become conscious of…as a 
sense of lack infecting our empty sunya core. 
Buddhism analyzes the sense of self into sets 
of impersonal psycho-physical phenomena 
whose interaction creates the illusion of self-
consciousness—that consciousness is the 
attribute of the self. The death-repression 
emphasized by existential psychology 
transforms the Oedipal complex into what 
Norman Brown calls an Oedipal project: the 
attempt to become the father of oneself i.e. 
one’s own origin…Buddhism merely shifts the 
emphasis: the Oedipal project is the attempt of 
the developing sense of self to attain autonomy, 
the quest to deny one’s groundlessness by 
becoming one’s own ground.

We can see how subtle issues of confidence 
and self-trust are within a tradition that 
recognizes anatta. Trusting oneself involves 
much more than trusting one’s pathology. 
So what is it? Loy again: “Self-consciousness 
is not something ‘self-existing’ but a mental 
construct, and more like the surface of the 
sea: dependent on unknown depths that it 
cannot grasp because it is a manifestation 
of them.”

A friend and I were talking as we walked 
on the beach, stopping now and then to 
stare dumbly out at the water. The light 
was riding around like diamonds on the low 
waves. I remembered this image and blurted 
out, “There’s a teaching in Buddhism that 
our consciousness is like the surface of the 
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sea.” She surprised me with this exuberant 
response, “That’s right! Why do we think 
the things we do? Why do I think what 
I think and you think what you think? 
Suddenly I’ll be thinking about pineapples!”

Consciousness is trying to grasp oneself by 
virtue of the surface of the sea. The problem 
arises when this conditioned consciousness 
wants to ground itself—to make itself real. 
If the sense of self is an always insecure 
construct, its efforts to realize itself will be 
attempts to objectify itself in some fashion. 
The ego-self is this never-ending project to 
objectify oneself.

The endlessness of the project is also 
important to taste: when the teaching 
points to ceaseless practice, it is a response 
to and liberation of this never-ending 
project to objectify oneself. Our dukkha 
(suffering or anxiety) projects, the projects 
of the dissatisfied mind, whether they’re 
laudable or laughable, all fail. This seems 
a major part of the challenge of maturity: 
we recognize that whether we’re being good, 
being successful, being powerful, whether 
we’re having stuff or love or pleasure, 
whether we’re doing right or doing nothing, 
all of it is shadowed by this ultimate lack of 
ultimacy. It is easy as we get older and the 
disappointments mount up to climb into a 
pit of sadness, or to just lose touch with how 
to generate any energy to begin anything 
with trust.

The consequence of the perpetual failure 
(of the ego to reify itself) is that the sense 
of self has, as its inescapable shadow, a sense 
of lack, which it always tries to escape...We 
experience this deep sense of lack as the 
persistent feeling that “there is something 
wrong with me...The problem with our 
objectifications is that no object can ever 

satisfy if it’s not really an object we want.
My brother collects lighters. My friend 

is a team person; she loves Florida State 
University. Maybe we collect silence, 
treasure the dharma, trust trees. Regardless 
of the object, though, whether it’s material 
abundance or spiritual ideologies, to the 
extent that it’s objectified, it will fail us. 
The bottom will drop out. This is why it 
becomes so compelling to clarify what’s 
going on—that failing hurts so much. 
Democracy will fail, Zen will fail. Love 
won’t work, and the enlightened examples 
won’t do either. The breadth of the failure 
is utterly scathing. Over and over again we 
get the idea going, and then feel it short-
sheet us. Whether the pain is sharp or deep 
or just annoying, we’re apt to feel betrayed 
by the way it keeps happening, constantly 
conspiring toward collapse.

When we don’t understand what is actually 
motivating us—because what we think we want 
is only a symptom of something else (our desire 
to become real, which is essentially a spiritual 
yearning)—we end up compulsive...Any truly 
satisfactory resolution of this situation must 
address the root problem, my lack of self. This 
can lead to an awakening that transforms 
my lack from such a festering anxiety into a 
‘empty source of creativity. The self ’s sense 
of separation from the world motivates me 
to try to secure myself within it, but the only 
authentic solution is the essentially spiritual 
realization that I am not other than it.

The monastic asks, “Apart from the four 
propositions and the hundred negations, 
please point out to me directly the meaning 
of living Buddhism.” Wansong comments on 
this, “Everywhere they call this a question 
in the mouth of a shackle; but Ma-tsu wasn’t 
flustered—he just said, ‘I’m too tired to tell 
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you today. Go ask Zhizhang.’ He spared his 
own eyebrows and pierced that monastic’s 
nose.”

When Buddhist teachers explain too 
much it’s said that their eyebrows fall out. 
When a student’s nose is pierced, it’s like 
when a small ring is placed in the nose of 
a large ox, enabling a farmer to move it 
around with ease. Here, with few words and 
no explanation, Ma-tsu moves the monastic 
away from his expected path. “I’m too tired” 
is not what a teacher is “supposed” to be 
or say; what creates a teacher is the fact 
of teaching. Is this teaching, or excusing 
himself? That lumbering ox may be led 
around by whatever idea forms right at this 
point. This is where it’s so important to 
pay attention to what we project, what we 
assume is happening when we don’t get the 
response we anticipate: whether the koan is 
from the formal collections, or from daily 
life.

Zhizhang, too, “fit in the groove without 
contrivance” when he responded to the 
monastic, “Why don’t you ask the teacher?” 
The monastic still didn’t open his eyes; he 
said, “The teacher told me to come to you. ” 
Zhizhang said, “I’ve got a headache today. I 
can’t explain for you. Go ask Brother Hai.” 
The monastic asked Hai, who said, “When I 
come this far, after all I don’t understand. ”

Wansong’s comment on this is telling: 
“I thought it was Houbai (the thief), but 
here is even Houhei (who robbed Houbai 
by trickery).” In other words, Hai steals the 
illusion from this monastic, but the monastic 
thinks nothing has happened. He doesn’t 
even know the thief is in the house. There’s 
this incredible compassionate activity 
meeting this monastic at his every turn, and 
still he is unable to recognize it, much less 

feel and be moved by it. Sound familiar? So 
much of spiritual practice involves waking 
up to some ongoing kindness or rightness 
that we’ve somehow ignored for days or 
even years, and then practicing the regret 
at what we feel we’ve kind of wasted, letting 
the humility of that transform into vow. 
This can be really hard when we realize 
that others around us got it right away, or 
much earlier, while we bumbled on with our 
self-absorption blinding us. This monastic 
doesn’t have that challenge yet; he’s still got 
the blinders on securely.

He completes the circle by returning to 
Ma-tsu, and recounting his journey. Ma-tsu 
responds, “Zang’s head is white, Hai’s head is 
black.’’ The comment says, “This statement 
kills everyone in the world with doubt.’’ 
There’s a surface interpretation of this that 
we can look at first, just to get it out of the 
way. Zang, in saying “I have a headache,” 
takes up a thing—the headache—
revealing the whole thing through one 
thing. Therefore, his head is white. Hai, 
who says, “When I come this far, after all 
I don’t understand,” takes up nothing, not 
knowing, non-separation, the absolute. His 
head is black, where no distinctions can 
be discerned. However, with this kind of 
analysis we are still left with the resounding 
“So what?” How does this speak to the issue 
at all? The hundred negations and four 
propositions gone, wordless, we face this life 
directly.

Wansong helps open this up: “I say four in 
the morning, three at night—they are glad 
or mad without reason. ” Explanations don’t 
reach this point. The neat aligning of “Ah, 
that’s an answer from the absolute; that’s an 
answer from the relative” doesn’t get to the 
heart of the matter. About “Zang’s head is 
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white, Hai’s head is black,” he says “a duck’s 
head is green, a crane’s head is red” blowing 
the color-scheme metaphor on absolute and 
relative out of the water entirely.

What is the reality of living Buddhism? 
“The ten-shadowed spiritual horse stands 
south of the ocean, the five-colored 
auspicious unicorn walks north of the sky. 
People everywhere, don’t depend on a fox 
spirit.” This is a repeat of the advice we 
can’t seem to hear often enough: don’t let 
it become tricky. Don’t think it’s something 
contrived that you have to figure out, look 
up in the back of the book: what does white 
mean? What is really being revealed here? A 
Zen koan is not something to memorize and 
have in your pocket as a reference.

Ernest Becker in The Birth and Death of 
Meaning expresses much the same point 
using some interesting language: “Idolatry 
occurs whenever we try to become real by 
completely identifying with something in 
the world as the source of our power. The 
problem of life is how to grow out of our 
idolatries: Human beings believe either in 
God or in idols. There is no third course 
open, for God is the only object who is not 
a concrete object. God is abstract necessity, 
the unconditioned, and this is liberating 
rather than opposing or confining, even 
though we submit our energies to it. 
Humanity achieves its highest freedom 
when its energies are allied with the 
unconditioned cosmic process.”

Ma-tsu’s koan takes up the implications 
for basic self-trust within groundlessness. 
For many American Buddhists it seems that 
the moment God enters the sentence, a 
kind of shut-down occurs. “I don’t believe 
in that. Been there; done that. It didn’t 
work. Don’t like it. It scares me. It’s going 

to get stupid.” We just stop hearing in a 
deep way. Loy comments, “The touchstone 
of authentic spirituality is not whether one 
believes in God but whether one believes in 
and works to ground one’s energies in what 
Becker calls the unconditioned cosmic 
process.” Grounding the mystery of being in 
one’s own life is practicing one’s own life. 
It’s an ineffable trust that can thoroughly 
change how we live and love this life.

“Zang’s head is white, Hai’s head is 
black.’’ There’s a footnote to this line that 
says, “Investigate for thirty more years.” It’s 
not accomplished in a weekend, or even in 
a thousand centuries. When is it finished? 
When does it begin? An old friend once 
changed my sense of what’s possible just 
by saying “I’ll never finish loving you.” To 
discern this life, we need to practice this 
life. Is this apart from the world? Is this the 
world itself? Is it neither? Is it both?

Putting aside all that, who will realize the 
living meaning of an awakened life?

Mill Poem:
My old eyes preferred

The hundreds of white f lowers
To these lost golf balls

Bonnie Myotai Treace Sensei is the founder of 
Hermitage Heart and the Bodies of Water Society. 
The first Dharma heir of John Daido Loori Roshi, 
she lived and taught at Zen Mountain Monastery 
and Fire Lotus Temple for over 20 years. Author, 
activist and Zen teacher, she shares her time 
between Gristmill Hermitage in Garrison, New 
York, and Ashville, NC.

From Empty Branches: A Season of Zen Teachings, 
Published by Millstone Press, copyright 
©2016 Bonnie Myotai Treace. Reprinted with 
permission of the author.
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MOUNTAINS & RIVERS ORDER

NEWS & TRAINING
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The Mountains and Rivers Order
The Mountains and Rivers Order of Zen Buddhism (MRO) is dedicated to practicing, realizing and embody-
ing 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 spir-
itual 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 cen-
ters, numerous affiliate groups, and various organizations dedicated to supporting sincere and vigorous spiri-
tual 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 monasti-
cism. 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

Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Roshi 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, Sensei has been in residential training at the 
Monastery since 1991 where she is the training coordinator, and 
she serves as co-director at Fire Lotus Temple. After Daido Roshi’s 
passing, Hojin received Denkai, the priestly transmission, from 
Shugen Sensei in 2012 and Dharma Transmission in 2017. Before 
ordaining, Hojin was an artist and potter.

Ron Hogen Green, Sensei 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 2016 he 
became a lay teacher in the Order. Hogen serves as co-director at 
Fire Lotus Temple and lives with his family in Danville, PA.

Vanessa Zuisei Goddard began residency at the Monastery in 1996, 
ordained in 2005 and returned to lay life in 2014 while continuing 
on as senior staff and becoming a dharma holder in the Order. She 
lives in Mount Tremper with her partner and serves as the Director 
of Dharma Communications.

John Daido Loori, Roshi (1931-2009) was the founder of Zen 
Mountain Monastery and the Mountains and Rivers Order, and 
served as the guiding teacher for almost thirty years. Daido Roshi 
was a lineage holder in the Soto school of Zen, and also received 
Inka (final seal of approval) in the Rinzai school. Roshi drew on his 
background as a scientist, artist, naturalist, parent and Zen priest to 
establish a uniquely American Zen Buddhist training center. 
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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 
environment 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, Shugen Roshi, oversees daily life and training.

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. 
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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 a vibrant experience of Zen training in the midst of one of the 
world’s great cities. The Temple maintains a daily schedule of zazen and liturgy, offering those 
who live in the city a chance to come and practice together as their schedules and obligations 
allow. In addition, the Temple offers meditation intensives, right action and study groups, 
evening classes, community work periods, a Sunday morning program and Saturday retreats. 

As one of the few residential Buddhist training centers in New York City, the Temple offers a 
unique opportunity to be in full-time training while simultaneously engaged in the world. Our 
small community of residents hold jobs or go to school. Residential life is guided by Temple 
co-directors Jody Hojin Kimmel Sensei, the head priest, and lay teacher Ron Hogen Green, 
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 
program and on Wednesday evenings at the Monastery.

Retreats

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

Sesshin and Meditation Intensives

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

Residential Training

The Monastery and the Temple offer different ways to engage Zen training full-time. 
Monastery residents join the cloistered community, letting go of other worldly responsibilities; 
Temple 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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In Memoriam:
Arnello Taifu Sirignano

April 22, 1954—September 1, 2017

Arnie Taifu Sirignano passed away at Zen 
Mountain Monastery earlier this fall during 
the Peaceful Dwelling Intensive retreat, suffer-
ing a fatal cardiac arrest, despite the efforts of 
staff and EMTs who arrived on the scene. 

An early student of Daido Roshi, Taifu 
received jukai from him along with his dharma 
name Taifu (“Enduring Wind”). An active stu-
dent for many years, he had just this past year 
reconnected with the Monastery once again, 
attending morning and evening zazen and the 
Sunday program on a regular basis. He was 
eager to re-establish his connection as a formal 
training student. 

Taifu lived nearby in Lake Hill, NY, was a 
prolific artist and a social worker who volun-
teered on the Friday overnight shift for Family 
of Woodstock’s crisis hotline. 

A funeral ceremony and burial for Taifu, attended by family, friends and sangha was held at the 
Monastery on October 8, 2017.
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Teaching in the Ten Directions

In September Shugen Roshi visited Garrison Institute in the Hudson Valley to co-lead a 
workshop with Dharma teachers Sharon Saltzberg and Pema Khandro. Hosted by the Lion’s Roar 
magazine the weekend workshop’s theme was Manifesting Compassion. Throughout the fall 
Roshi also continued monthly meetings with other religious leaders at the Woodstock Interfaith 
Council.

In October Roshi traveled overseas to Japan to visit Eiheji and Sojiji, the two main training 
monasteries of the Soto School, where he served as guest head priest in the traditional Zuise 
ceremonies to recognize Dharma transmission in the Soto lineage. This visit was a way for Roshi 
to acknowledge and celebrate the MRO’s lineage with our Japanese ancestors, a connection 
established through Daido Roshi’s teacher, Maezumi Roshi.

Shugen Roshi was accompanied on his travels in Japan by Seido Suzuki Roshi (pictured with 
Shugen and Junyu Kuroda Roshi on bottom right photo). Seido Roshi lived at ZMM in the mid-
1980s and has been a close friend over these many years. Also accompanying Roshi was Tash 
Esho Sudan (lower left facing page on far right), a Soto priest who also had lived and studied 
at the Monastery as a student of Daido Roshi. Junyu Kuroda Roshi is a Zen Priest and brother 
of the late Maezumi Roshi, and abbot of Kirigayaji Temple in Tokyo. Shugen Roshi also visited 
another historic temple, Toshoji, (lower left facing page, where Seido Roshi has been leading a 
traditional Soto Zen training sangha.
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The Main Altar at the Monastery Receives New Images

Shugen Roshi and Hojin Sensei performed an eye opening for two new images recently added to the 
main altar in the Monastery, with the support of a zendo filled with sangha. The Buddha image that has 
graced this altar for the past 37 years is now joined by Kannon Bodhisattva on the altar’s right (see below) 
and Prajnaparamita (referred to as the Mother of All Buddhas) on the left (pictured above). By including 
Prajnaparamita and Kannon Bodhisattva on the altar, Roshi noted that we are recognizing the aspects of 
their individual attributes (non-dual wisdom and boundless compassion, respectively) as much as we are 
celebrating the feminine. Both figures are classically represented in female form although Kannon is known 
to take on a wide range of appearances and gender attributes through history in many different countries 
where Buddhism took root.

These two stunning statues were created by Nyoman Yuliani, an artist in Bali, Indonesia who also carved 
the Mahapajapati images for the Monastery and Fire Lotus Temple zendos. 
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Hungry Ghost Ceremony

The Monastery’s annual Hungry Ghost Ceremony was held at the end of October with a 
special evening of liturgy. Resounding bells, drums, cymbals and the call of a conch shell led a 
sangha procession up the mountain path lit by jack-o-lanterns and flickering kerosene lamps to 
the outdoor chapel. Prior to the ceremony, Shugen Roshi described the liturgy as recognizing 
the Six Realms of Existence, specifically the Hungry Ghost realm, and invited each participant 
to offer personal dedications to those who have passed from this life. The ceremony included 
circumambulation of the Nirvana Fields cemetery and stupa, and a bonfire liturgy where all 
dedications are offered. The evening concluded with a gathering over pumpkin pie and cider.

Social Action Committee Develops Action Alerts

The sangha held its second Social Action Committee meeting to explore how we can work together to effect 
positive change within a range of social, justice and environmental concerns. The committee adopted an 
‘opt in’ email list for sangha members who plan to attend an action or a meeting, in order to invite others to 
join them and share information. Individual sangha members also offered to serve as ‘point person’ in areas 
including immigrant rights, environmental action, and Beyond Fear of Difference affinity groups. A sangha 
Fair of Social Action Projects is planned for January 28, 2018. For more information or to become involved, 
send us a note at taanoel@gmail.com or charlarubym@gmail.com.
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Monastery Buildings & Grounds

A joyous dedication ceremony was held in early October, with Shugen Sensei and the residential 
sangha, at the new kitchen altar to dedicate the new kitchen as three months of renovations 
came to completion. This major renovation upgraded every aspect of the kitchen including 
plumbing, electricity, ventilation, lighting, counters, sinks, floors, and dozens of details large 
and small. The installation of the walk-in refrigerator and freezer will be completed last but 
not least, opening up valuable work space and reducing noise and excess heat in the main 
kitchen area. See more pictures of the new kitchen in Sangha News at mountainrecord.org.
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New MRO Students

Sitting Tangaryo in September to become students of Hojin Sensei were Andrea Nieves, 
Michelle Sellars and Jean Ann Wertz. All participants passed through the five barrier gates to 
become formal Mountains & Rivers Order students.

Appreciations

The Monastery would like to thank all of the bodhisattvas who continue offering their 
assistance at the Temple, the Monastery, and at our affiliate groups, and to all those who 
helped with the kitchen renovations. Gratitude to Scrap Wrenn for helping us learn to cast 
original Buddha images, and many thanks to Seigo Beres, Kimu Coe, Chizen Brown, Achong 
Chen and Steve Miron and all the others who brought various eatables to our door. Expert 
transcription assistance was received from Lindsey Van Wagen, Sara Itoku Ahbel-Rappe, 
Kyudo and Kamei McCarthy. To all of those who submitted photos for the issue we are idebted, 
please keep shooting and keep sending your work! Our next issue of Mountain Record is on 
“Gratitude,” followed by “Ordinary Life.”

Comings & Goings at the Monastery

Joining residential training in September were Anjelina Hatty Cresse of Auburn, WA, Caroline 
Benish, Armonk, NY, and for two months Jess Plumb of London, UK. In October Anastasia 
Shyla of Toronto, Canada was granted a year of residential training.

In October month-long residents included Daren Campise, New York, NY, Jacob Hite from 
Thailand, and Ashwari Skydancer of Crestone, CO, and for two weeks Elia Parker, Bluffton, SC.

Monastery residents in November included Morgan Bryan of Columbus, OH and Hunter 
Pelligra of Hackettstown, NJ. Joining for a week were Jude Kushu Dinan of Troy, NY and 
Donna Shoshin Chester of VA. In November we also said goodbye to Margaret Taberna of 
Denver, CO who completed a year of residential training.

Comings & Goings at the Temple

New month-long residents at the Temple in September were Chris Yudo Abrahams beginning 
a three-month residency and William Lee for two months. In October, Vadim Galperin arrived 
for six months of residency, and James Busan Mannion began a six-month Temple residency 
staff position. In November, Stephanos Koulliasa began a six-month residency, and Daniel 
Latore began a two-month residency.
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When my son was born 20 years ago, I 
became very afraid of flying on air-

planes. It was not just a case of the jitters 
but more like curl-up-in-a-ball-and-miss-your-
flight terror. While it is certainly possible to 
live a happy, fulfilling life without getting on 
an airplane, I started to doubt that I was re-
ally living from a place of clarity with this 
fear looming in the background. There was 
something just so off about how it ruled my 
behavior and, about nine months ago, my dis-
comfort with its constriction was becoming 
unbearable.

I started looking very closely at this fear: 
noticing its texture and the very believable 
words that it told me. I noted the physical 
changes in my body that came up whenever 
someone spoke even generally about flying—
sweaty palms, a twitch in my gut—and how 
those responses were immediately followed 
by a powerful narrative that contained both 
a certainty (that I would die) and pure fan-
tastical speculation. Knowing that it all was 
born of a delusion—many delusions!—did 
not seem to lessen the power of this fear. 
At a certain point I realized that I had been 
holding on to a notion that there would be a 
silver bullet cure, some fact or technique that 
would instantly allow me to happily jet off 
to all those places that I had missed. Yet, as 
soon as I realized that I was holding on to this 
notion, I also realized that there would never 
be an instant cure. The belief that it could 
be magically and instantly transformed was 
just another layer of misunderstanding. The 
whole thing was a big, complicated mess and 
if I have learned anything from practice, it is 
that being in a state of clarity brings with it 
simplicity. I surely wasn’t there yet.

As a visual artist, I decided to use my skills 
to make a depiction of my fear—give her a 

persona so we might become acquaintances, 
maybe even friends. I altered a plush toy with 
ink and stitching until she conveyed a sense 
of my fear and then I sat her next to my home 
altar all summer. I did bows to her and she 
sat with me in the mornings. We developed 
a relationship. Around mid-summer, I set a 
goal to do a “practice flight” of a short dis-
tance. Then I planned to go to India, a direct 
flight lasting 15 hours. No longer believing 
that there would be an easy cure, I had to just 
be with my feelings. During my test flight and 
on the way to the airport for the flight to In-
dia, I was occasionally swept away by my fear 
but I noticed that I would always return to 
a calmer state. Seeing the fear as waves that 
rose and fell made the experience much more 
bearable. Some of the narrative could fall 
away and things became...simpler.

I am writing this from India so I managed 
to get here! I am in an ongoing relationship 
with this fear. Who knows, maybe one day we 
will part ways. Meanwhile, I treat her gently 
and with tenderness. She seems to need it.

—Robyn Ikyo Love 

Some years ago now I realized the whole 
sangha was against me. People weren’t friend-
ly, and I was sure they were talking behind 
my back. If I hadn’t come to the Temple in 
awhile, someone would invariably make an 
offhand comment to indicate that they’d 
been there more recently and I wasn’t com-
mitted enough to my practice. When I spilled 
my tea during oryoki I could almost hear the 
students around me snicker at my ineptitude.

There were Mountains and Rivers cliques 
that I wasn’t a part of, and could never be a 
part of. Certain groups of practitioners had 
a kind of “cool kids of the zendo” attitude, 
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lifts my daily life immeasurably. 
It was not always like this. My previous 

apartment was a five-floor walk-up without 
an elevator owned by a predatory landlord 
that refused much-needed repairs and steadily 
increased rents by hundreds of dollars to force 
out and harass low-to-middle income tenants. 

Living in a building without an elevator 
was devastating. Not long ago I sustained a 
severe injury that exacerbated my lifelong 
struggles with mobility. As I learned how to 
walk again, I was forced to crawl up and down 
the steps daily on my hands and knees to get 
in and out of my former apartment. 

I am a Black transgender upasiKa (ordained 
Theravadan lay devotee) with meager resourc-
es who grew up in and out of foster homes. 
Since I struck out on my own at the age of 14, 
I have struggled to find affordable housing. 
A 2017 study from Suffolk University Law 
School found that gender variant people of 
color like me experience severely high rates of 
housing discrimination. I searched for a new 
apartment in ads online. But, after I applied 
and paid application fees, the management of 
prospective buildings never responded to my 
emails or calls even after I successfully passed 
credit checks. This happened so many times 
that I went into further debt to cover appli-
cation fees.

Then the spirit touched me. I shifted tac-
tics. Instead of looking at ads online, I made 
an alphabetical list of ten of the very best 
mid-income buildings with elevators in safe 
neighborhoods on a main bus line. Then I put 
on one set of the dark brown haiqing robes 
that were given to me in Thailand many 
years ago when I completed my upasika pro-
gram, and I walked into the office of the first 
building on the list and pleasantly asked if 
they had an apartment to let.

and I could tell they were kissing up to the 
teachers. All the students who were picked 
to be the shuso were from this group: the 
popular Zen students. I decided that I would 
never be a member of the ZMM in-crowd and 
I should stop even trying. I didn’t have the 
right commitment, the right composure, the 
right equanimity. The best thing was proba-
bly to move on to another Buddhist commu-
nity where people weren’t so catty.

I decided to speak to my teacher about my 
feelings, and the fact that basically the entire 
sangha was excluding me from the practice. 
But even as I was explaining these thoughts 
they started to sound off to me. He was lis-
tening carefully and didn’t contradict my 
feelings, but asked me some more pointed 
questions. The thick cloud of decades-old re-
sentment and hurt started to dissipate—and 
the vague shape of another possible reality 
glinted through the mist.

“I’ve turned this whole place into my high 
school.” He smiled. “Isn’t that crazy?” I whis-
pered, reeling from my sudden clarity. He 
shook his head.

I walked back into the zendo and suddenly 
everyone was just meditating.

—Katherine Jifu Jamieson 

Today I live in a one-room studio efficien-
cy apartment with bay windows. The story of 
how I found my new apartment says so much 
about how I have embodied the Dharma in 
my thirty-one years of contemplative prac-
tice. 

My dwelling is very small. Yet, my building 
is clean, the management is friendly, and I 
live in a relatively safe neighborhood near a 
major university. Best of all, my building has 
an elevator. I am disabled and an elevator up-
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 The manager told me that it had been 
many years since anyone that was not a stu-
dent had actually walked into the office to 
inquire about a vacancy. He told me that he 
was an army veteran who had traveled the 
world and he recognized my Buddhist attire 
instantly. 

Then he showed me the small, clean effi-
ciency within which I now reside, ran a credit 
check, and approved me to live in the build-
ing that same day. I learned a lot about Bud-
dhist intention all over again. When I put 
on my robes, I said to myself: I belong every-
where just as I am.

—Cleis Abeni 

Victimhood is so familiar and reflexive a 
response in me, it feels like it’s embroidered 
on my DNA. At 67, it’s a bit horrifying to 
recount the hours I’ve spent nursing wounds 
from perceived slights, real or otherwise, or 
having one-sided imaginary fights, mostly 
with people I love. Aggravated and aggrieved, 
I’m in no state to save anyone, least of all my-
self.

Zazen has helped me to see these psychic 
storms as something other than Standard 
Operating Procedure. If I am responsible for 
what I feel, how would it feel to no longer be 
at the mercy of this self-inflicted misery? I 
wonder too why I need so much defending? 
What would happen if I take the focus off 
myself? 

The Precept, Recognize self and other as one; 
do not elevate the self and blame others, guides 
me through. It asks, Who is the other person? 
What are her struggles, her circumstances? 
The shift is not about information but about 
opening to the possibility of another person’s 
suffering, in this case someone who has hurt 

me. And almost always, invariably, just by 
taking up the inquiry, there comes a spacious-
ness, an inclusion that seems to take the sting 
away.

I still struggle; I get caught up. Sometimes 
it takes too long to remember the other.  But 
over time the effort has made me quieter in-
side than I ever imagined I could be, and for 
that I am infinitely grateful to this practice.

—Sybil Seisui Rosen 

Only don’t know. Over and over and over, 
I remind myself that I do not know, not with 
my thinking mind, not with my feeling heart. 
Every time I think I know, I look back min-
utes or days or months or years later and re-
alize I didn’t see what I thought I saw, that I 
wasn’t as clear as I thought I was, that there 
was more going on than I realized at the time, 
that I could have trusted my inner voice more 
than I did, the voice beyond thinking and 
feeling that that guides me when I remember 
to slow down and listen. Usually I needed to 
be more patient than I was, take more respon-
sibility than I did. Over and over and over, I 
remind myself that I must be stupid, that I 
must be curious, that I must ask questions. 

When my son is upset, which happens a 
lot these days in his life divided between his 
mother and me, I do not truly know what is 
going on for him. I learn to sit with him, find 
patience and stability within the swirl of a 10 
year-old’s emotional weather, to swim with 
his currents without being swept away, to be 
a stable within it all. I listen to his voice, his 
body, his face, my senses. I have to not know 
how to act. I have to not know what to say. 
I listen to the inner voice beyond thinking 
and feeling. I have to let go of every habit, 
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every pose, every posture, every label, ev-
ery role, every mask, every expectation, and 
just be there with him. I’m not very good at 
this. Sometimes it feels impossible when he 
is hurting so much and I do not know what 
needs to be done yet I know I can offer him 
something. 

And years from now, I’ll look back and see 
again how little I knew.

—Andy Jikai Krieger 

I have loved my sculpture studio, even at 
its most crowded, inefficient, and difficult 
to work with. It’s been my space. But like a 
long-term relationship, I’ve been feeling the 
need of a change, a way to work in it differ-
ently. Two months ago I carried every iota 
of material—drill press, band saw, old tools, 
rusted metal, fabrics, and boxes of curious 
debris—out of my studio in preparation for a 
construction project. I am excited about this 
project that will open the low-ceiling interior 
space to the roof rafters. But what I am most 
eager for is the blank canvas that awaits. In 
another month or two when construction is 
complete, I will have an empty space—no 
tools, no wood, no wax, no tables—a total 
reset. 

A close friend who came in to see the prog-
ress asked about moving stuff back in, imag-
ining the fun I would have arranging my new 
studio. But I’m not thinking about arranging 
anything, or moving any of my materials back 
in. I’m anticipating the experience of this 
new state of emptiness and my own creativity. 
I want to do something different, something 
that grows not from the materials, but from 
inside my heart. I want to feel the art coming 
from within my body—and I am looking for-

ward to sitting and feeling the empty studio 
in silence.  

I know that this space can never be tru-
ly empty. I will carry the daily news will me:  
the dire situation of the unfathomable num-
bers of people displaced by frightening natu-
ral forces and horrendous human-caused tor-
tures—their isolation, desperation, and need 
for help. I’ve lived my life believing that art 
can make the world more comprehensible, 
tolerable, sharable, and beautiful. I trust the 
Dharma and our practice. I am ready to see 
how sitting in this empty space will influence 
my art and what I can offer to the world.

—Linda Shinji Hoffman

I always thought it was important to be 
right. Moral absolutism was the air I breathed 
and my framing for life. When I ask myself 
where this started—my need to be right—I 
reflect on my suffering and the suffering of 
my parents as the place of insight. We were 
Black, immigrants, working class. With so 
many obstacles in our way because of our par-
ticular embodiments, I was taught to cling to 
the habit of being right to anchor myself in an 
uncertain world. Being right could save you 
from death itself. If you prayed hard enough, 
so this goes, you could pray away the plagues 
of structural racism, cruelty, economic un-
certainty, and sadness. If what you prayed for 
never came to be, you could suffer with digni-
ty and moral authority that you had done the 
right thing. God was pleased, and this world 
view was intact. We were emphatically reli-
gious, and we had dreams of overcoming all 
our disappointments. 

This is the God I accepted as my leverage 
against what I couldn’t explain. Still, a feel-
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ing of sadness took hold of my spirit and I 
couldn’t shake it off. By my late 20s I was be-
wildered and exhausted, wondering why I had 
done all the right things and still came up 
so short. I had expected something grand to 
happen, and nothing happened at all. I was at 
a crucial moment of decision, something like 
the bird in Toni Morrison’s Jazz, facing the 
decision to freeze or to fly once it was set free 
from its cage. 

In the haze of trying to get it right and stay 
on the right path, an inner voice emerged 
and whispered, “Be quiet.”  My parents un-
derstood something about the mystery of life, 
because they always encouraged me to find 
stillness in prayer and meditation. I had expe-
rienced many times the power of prayer and 
the joy of simply communing with divine, but 
now I understood that prayer’s purpose was 
not to rescue me from uncertainty, or from 
change. 

I’ve heard that prayer is for when you must 
ask, and meditation for when you must listen. 
Now, I was listening. In the quiet I learned 
that ‘being right’ is not always being true. I 
felt the tension in my lower back, the tight-
ening of my chest suffocating my heart, the 
racing mind full of worry. I realized that I 
wasn’t equipped to do much of anything but 
take care of the very person needing atten-
tion the most, myself. My dreams of grandeur 
and achievement receded, and I met myself 
sitting on the cushion with an aching body, 
a restless mind, and a list of grievances. A 
wise teacher once told me, the wisdom’s in 
the wound. Rightness had been a form of pro-
tection, but it’s not what I need now. What I 
need now is to practice this: how can I come 
to accept my life?

—Itoro Udofia

I remember when I started practicing regular-
ly at the Temple, I would ride my bike back to 
my apartment and lay down to cry. I watched 
myself strive to get what I thought would make 
me happy, only to see, with clearing eyes, that I 
would never get it and that even if I did, it would 
never make me truly content. 

The hot spear of pain I would feel burning 
into me in those days, the pure heartache, feels 
like my first contact with reality. I had thought 
that I was a Disney princess at the beginning of 
the movie waiting for the romance, the castle, 
the prince, the joy, to come to me. It always felt 
just around the corner. Before I began to prac-
tice, when a relationship would fail, I would just 
pretend I had never wanted it in the first place. 
I next figured that if I became enlightened, then 
I would find the man of my dreams. That didn’t 
hold up too long. I then thought that if I saw 
clearly, I wouldn’t want anything anymore. This 
turned out also to not be right. 

So how do I see the world I live in and my own 
desires clearly, their roots in my own life and in 
what I’ve been exposed to, and get to the heart 
of what I really want, without holding on to any 
particular outcome or leaving exactly where I 
am? I still find myself trying to force the results 
that I want, to force the people around me to 
conform to my fantasies. Even when I can see 
that I’m enmeshed in and feeding an incorrect 
view of the world—one in which if I get what I 
want I can finally relax—it can be difficult to let 
it go and to keep myself out of trouble. 

The more that I am honest with what I’m 
seeing, the more that I can see and feel what 
my true intention is and the way that my Mara-
mind is mangling it into something painful, the 
more I can soften, appreciate where I am and 
the current richness of my life.

—Shannon Shinko Hayes
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A single word runs like a fissure through 
the short essays that introduce us to the 

poets collected by David 
Hinton in  The Wilds of 
Poetry: Adventures in Mind 
and Landscape: “contact”. 
These poets, Hinton 
demonstrates, share a set 
of common philosophical 
assumptions that derive 
from the Taoist-Ch’an 
tradition, his field of 
expertise. That tradition 
entered the slipstream of 
American culture after 
the Second World War 
and affected the diverse 
fields of dance, theater, 
music, ceramics, the 
visual arts, philosophy, 

and poetry. Hinton traces the threads of 
influence and affinities among his selected 
poets, all of whom were wrestling with the 
American language to demonstrate into what 
he refers to again and again as “contact.” 
That is, the direct experience of the world 
unmediated by thought and interpretation.

In order to frame a context for this 
selection of poets and their poetry, Hinton 
describes the pictographic tradition of 
Chinese which, through its imagery, partook 
of the very world to which it responded. 
This ancient, unabstracted language made 

direct contact tangible because within its 
system, no first person singular divided 
the world into a subject and an object. No 
prepositions locate things, no tenses break 
up time, no specific word sequence must be 
observed. A line of Chinese poetry floats in 
simultaneous zones of possible order. Its very 
flexibility makes possible an interflowing 
“contact” between poet and world, world and 
poet. This is a poetry, Hinton says, of “mind 
rewilded, thought moving with the motion 
of natural process—and so, identity wholly 
integrated into the Cosmos is seen as an 
ongoing process of transformation.”  

In this sense, the terms “wild” or “rewilded” 
become Hinton’s cohering philosophical 
motif. Each poet demonstrates a different 
kind of temper and language, subject and 
method, but each is situated in a wild space 
outside of the normative conventions, and 
grammatical constraints, of the subject-
object dualisms of traditional poetry. For 
example:

 
each thing, as it’s
uttered,
out of
its
 
breath,
smoldering, bud!

Almost every poem in this collection 
forces me to discard the critical approaches 
to poetry that I learned many years ago. 
Sensitivities to tone and rhythm, the 
traditions of versification, the use of words 
that play upon allusion and etymology, in 
short the entire critical apparatus by which 
poems have been “understood” by critics 
and academics for the past 100 years, means 

The Wilds of Poetry
Adventures in Mind and Landscape

by David Hinton
Shambhala Publications
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nothing to the poets of this wild school. 
But if exegesis belongs to the very set of 

conventions this wild poetry seeks to escape, 
then how do we talk about particular poems 
to one another? I found myself struggling to 
appreciate many of these selections. There 
is a liberating moment when Hinton says 
of Charles Olson that “however interesting 
such poetry is theoretically, it is often quite 
simply boring to read.” I was relieved to hear 
this because this was my experience, and not 
just of Olson. Are there criteria of judgment 
beyond like or not like, engaged or bored? 

Whatever their individual qualities, the 
poets in this volume gain significance by 
virtue of the compelling context of “contact” 
that Hinton creates for them. There is no 
doubt that this book fuses more deeply for 

me the practice of poetry and the practice 
of meditation. I am reminded that even in 
the ancient pictographic forms, the poetic 
language was limited in what it could convey 
of the experience of awakening. They were 
simply fingers pointing to the moon. 

I believe there is another experimental 
and iconoclastic body of American poetry 
that needs to be read along with Hinton’s 
‘wild men;’ the poetry written by women. 
One could not do better than read  Alicia 
Ostriker’s landmark book  Stealing the 
Language, The Emergence of Women’s Poetry 
in America.  She introduces us to poets and 
poetry every bit as convention-defying as 
that of the men represented by Hinton. 
Though no Taoist-Ch’an tradition informed 
these new voices, women shaped poetry to 
express the wilds of the body and the heart’s 
brave capacity for rage and compassion. 
They, too, wanted and found a language of 
“contact.”

So to whom might this volume be 
particularly recommended? I expect that 
Hinton hopes it will give poets, perhaps 
those with some experience of Taoist-Ch’an 
practices, a sense of a diverse, living, and 
home-grown experiment from which they 
can draw courage and example. That is what 
it has meant to me. Hinton himself is one 
such poet (his first volume of poetry is due 
to be published in February of 2018). The 
Wilds of Poetry in one respect sets a table for 
his own further emergence as a poet and to 
give context for the adventure of reading his 
contributions as well.

 
 

Peter Pitzele is a sangha member living in New 
Paltz, NY.

From The Wilds of Poetry

Who are we and where are we are 
the most profound questions possible, 
really, for at the deepest level they al-
low no answer. They simply pose the 
unsayable reality of contact, which is 
all question and all mystery—a mo-
ment in which the mind’s orienting 
certainties fail, even the certainty of 
self-identity, leaving one open to the 
experience of sheer immediacy.

—David Hinton
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DIRECTORY OF MRO AFFILIATE GROUPS

The International Society of Mountains & Rivers is a network of formally recognized affiliated Zen groups, 
practicing group meditation and other practice forms and in the spirit and style of the Mountains and Rivers 
Order of Zen Buddhism. 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 stu-
dents. These groups are led by MRO students and follow MRO training guidelines. For more information 
please contact the coordinator.

Vermont Affiliate • www.zavermont.org
—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 • www.buffalozen.com 
Ray Eigen Ball, MRO & Gwen Kimu Coe, MRO  (716) 393-2936  contact@buffalozen.com

New Zealand Affiliate • www.zen.org.nz
—Auckland 
Monica Seisho van Oorschot, MRO  (09) 636-6086  aukland@zen.org.nz
—Christchurch 
Geoff Gensei Moore, MRO  (021) 23 846 18  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 Affiliate
—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 formally 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 
Whitesburg, GA — Sybil Seisui Thomas  (770) 834-9615  syllabil@aol.com
Harvard, MA — Judith Taisei Schutzman, MRO  (978) 456-6999  judith.schutzman@gmail.com
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Centers & Services
Buffalo Zen Dharma Community

Westminster Presbyterian Church
724 Delaware Avenue, Buffalo, NY

Tuesdays 7:00-9:45pm
Introduction to Zazen,  

First Tuesday of every month, 6:30pm 
All newcomers welcome!

Zazenkai - September 9, 2017
Find out more at www.buffalozen.org 

or contact Ray Eigen Ball
contact@buffalozen.org

716-393-2936

Have your face framed at

VISIONEXCEL
...where eyewear 

 is an art

Eye Examinations  
& Gift Certificates Available

1636 Ulster Ave.   
Lake Katrine, NY 12449

845-336-6310  
(800) 724-0376

Christchurch Sitting Group
Geoff Gensei Moore

(021) 23 846 18

Nelson Sitting Group 
Graham Houn Snadden 

(03) 548-4619

Wellington Sitting Group 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell

(04) 977-6460

Auckland Sitting Group 
Monica Seisho van Oorschot 

 (09) 6366-086

Zen Institute of
New Zealand

Zen Mountain Monastery 
Affiliate
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Services

SUSAN WILDER, Ph.D.
Psychologist

(516) 747-5352

138 Nassau Boulevard
West Hempstead
New York 11552



91

Services



92

Services

ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY

Podcast

- Talks
- Interviews
- Dharma Discourses

available on iTunes
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