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One single gift acknowledged in gratefulness
has power to dissolve the ties of our alienation,

and we are home free—home where all depend on all.

—David Steindl-Rast
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With Nothing to Call  
My Own

by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Roshi 
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BOOK OF SERENITY CA SE 14

Attendant Huo Passes Tea

The Pointer

Probing pole in hand, shadowing grass around him, sometimes he wraps a ball of silk in 
iron, sometimes he wraps a special stone with silk. To determine the soft by means of 
the hard is of course right; what about the matter of being weak when meeting strength? 

Main Case

Attendant Huo asked Deshan, “Where have all the sages since antiquity gone?”
Deshan said, “What? How’s that?”
Huo said, “The order was for a ‘flying dragon’ horse but a ‘lame tortoise’ shows up.” 
Deshan let it rest.
The next day when Deshan came out of the bath, Huo passed him some tea. 
Deshan patted Huo on the back. Huo said, “This old fellow has finally gotten a glimpse.” 
Again Deshan let the matter rest. 

Verse

Coming right up face-to-face, an adept knows;
Here sparks and lightning are slow.

The plotter who lost the moment has a deep intent—
To fool the enemy army into not thinking ahead.

Each shot a sure hit,
Who’s fooled anymore?

When you see jowls from behind his head, the man is hard to run afoul of; 
Setting his eyes under his eyebrows, he got the advantage. 
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In the Prajnaparamita sutra it says when 
“the giver and the receiver, the gift and 
the action have no basis, this is dana 

paramita.” The Paramitas are the practices 
of an awakened, compassionate being. Dana, 
the first of the Paramitas, is selfless giving. 
Generosity, one of the most important 
aspects of Buddhist practice, helps us reclaim 
a fundamental aspect of our being, which is 
to be magnanimous in heart rather than 
withholding; to be expansive rather than 
contracting and confined; to be trusting rather 
than cynical or skeptical. Giving selflessly is 
powerful because it’s a language that everyone 
understands. When you offer a gift, that 
gesture speaks clearly in every time and every 
place to every person. It helps free us of our 
stinginess and self-centeredness. It puts us into 
direct contact with another being, and it shows 
us that we have something to offer, always. In 
dana paramita, we are giving buddhadharma, 
which is the ultimate gift of liberation. 

What is giving? How do we truly help 
another? Compassion in Buddhism is selfless 
love arising from deep wisdom, having no basis, 
like in this koan. Deshan was a well-respected 
teacher and known for being quite strong in 
the sense of tough, severe, and demanding. 
Huo is his attendant whose practice is to 
attend to his teacher, to anticipate his needs. 
It’s a practice of releasing one’s self-concern 
and offering well-being to someone. 

Master Deshan once said, 
If you have no affairs of the self then you have 
no delusive craving. That which is obtained 
through delusive craving you don’t actually 
obtain. If you have no affairs in your mind, nor 
mind in your affairs, then you’re unoccupied 
yet animated. Empty yet wondrous. But if you 
allow yourself to stray from his upright state, 
you’ll be deceived by words. Why? When 
bound by the slightest thought we enter a hell 

realm. A single glimpse of our impulsive life 
and we’re bound tightly for 10,000 kalpas. 
Words like sacred and ordinary, are empty. 
Superior and inferior appearances are just 
hallucinations, constructions of the mind. If 
you’re constantly striving for these things will 
you not become exhausted? If you become 
belabored in this manner it will be a disaster. 
The result cannot be good.

Indeed. Deshan meets his student, Hou, who 
asks, “Where have all the sages since antiquity 
gone?” Deshan says, “What? How’s that?” Once 
a student came to Deshan and asked, “What is 
Bodhi?” Deshan said, “Get out! Don’t defecate 
here!” As soon as words are spoken—Buddha, 
enlightenment, dukha, liberation—our minds 
begin to become bound. Why? Because the 
words mean something. In meaning “some 
thing” they point to something that becomes 
an object in our minds. We then take that 
mind-object of our own creation and begin to 
relate to it as existing on its own. So how does 
Dharma practice offer relief. How does it give 
us the gift of the great release? 

The Heart Sutra says, No eye, ear, nose, 
tongue, body, mind, no realm of sight, no 
realm of consciousness no old age and death, 
no end to old age and Death, no suffering, 
no cause of suffering, no extinguishing, no 
path. This seems to take everything away; 
not seeing, hearing, smelling, thinking. How 
is this giving? The moment something is 
affirmed it begins to become, to be. This is the 
basis upon which we build and construct a self 
and an other, and “the result cannot be good.” 
Once other is established, greed, anger, and 
delusion are sure to follow. So the generosity of 
the teachings comes in the form of saying not 
this, not this, pointing deeper, more directly, 
until ultimately we reach groundlessness, 
baselessness. When you hear these words what 
appears in your mind as a result of that cannot 
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be good. Teachers are constantly trying to 
lead us not towards deconstruction but to not 
constructing, and then beyond this too. This 
is the great peace. But how is this offered face-
to-face, person-to-person, teacher to student? 
What form does such giving take along the 
path? 

In the pointer he says, “sometimes a ball of silk 
is wrapped in iron; sometimes iron is wrapped in 
silk.” Zen teachers speak of “rolling out” when the 
teacher provides a guiding hand, walks side-by-
side with the student, pointing out the barriers 
and brambles. It’s like having a good friend who 
knows the way. This is “wrapping a special stone 
with silk” because what a student encounters in 
the beginning will appear easy, but they soon 
find it to be hard and unyielding. Then there’s 
“rolling in,” where the teacher is demanding, 
withdraws. Your friend and guide has left you 
alone, you look but you can’t find them. You 
have only your own resources to rely upon. This 
can appear tough and uncompassionate, though 
it arises from the teacher’s faith in the student. 
They are sufficient to find their way through. 
Until they stand naked and alone, they won’t 
discover their true source. “Wrapping a ball of 
silk in iron.” It may seem overwhelming, but 
when we turn in and step forward, we find the 
way opens up expectedly.

“Where have all the sages since antiquity 
gone?” There’s another koan where Master Ma 
was walking with his student Baizhang when 
some ducks flew by overhead. Master Ma asked, 
“What are those?” He could see. There was 
nothing wrong with his eyes. Baizhang said, 
“Ducks, master.” Master Ma said, “Where have 
they gone?” Baizhang said, “They flew away.” 
Master Ma then grabbed his nose and squeezed 
it. Baizhang screamed out in pain. Master Ma 
released him and said, “When have they ever 
flown away?” 

Deshan says, “What? How’s that?” Where 
have they gone? Where are they now? Where 
are you now? Huo says, “The order was for a 
‘flying dragon horse,’ but a ‘lame tortoise’ 
shows up instead.” Even over the hundreds of 
years this still translates and stands up pretty 
well. Huo does not approve of his teacher’s 
response. Deshan let it rest. Now remember, 
this is a very powerful, fierce teacher and he 
lets it rest. Why? Is Huo correct? Is Deshan 
giving up on his student? Teachers never give 
up on a student. Bodhisattvas never abandon 
sentient beings. How they give can appear in 
many different ways. Sometimes they walk 
side-by-side, sometimes they take a piece of 
food and chew it and then put it in your mouth. 
Sometimes what they put in your mouth is 
sweet, sometimes it’s bitter. Even if they close 
the door and say, “Go away!”—it’s for the sake 
of liberation. Does Huo understand? What 
does he understand? Where is his mind? 

In our training relationships with teachers, 
on the one hand we can be attached to 
formality, on the other hand we can get 
confused in being casual. After the Buddha 
was enlightened he went to the group of 
ascetics with whom he had previously lived 
and practiced. He left them because he 
decided that asceticism was not a viable 
path. They saw him as having given up and 
returning to a self-indulgent life. As they saw 
him returning they said, “Oh there’s that old 
deadbeat Shakyamuni, who has abandoned 
the Path. Let’s ignore him.” So they try to 
ignore him, but as he comes closer they can’t 
because they see that something is different. 
He seems somehow transformed. So they get 
up and prepare a seat for him. When they 
addressed him as they had in the past, as 
“friend” the Buddha stops them and says, 
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“Don’t address the Tathagatha by name and 
as friend. The Tathagatha, friends, is a worthy 
one, rightly self awakened. Lend your ear. 
The deathless has been attained. I will now 
instruct you. I will teach you the Dharma. 

Practicing as instructed you will in no long 
time reach and remain in the supreme place 
of holy life, for which you have rightly gone 
forth from home. Realize it for yourself here 
and now.” 
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The first time I read this I thought, “That’s a 
bit cheeky.” But that was my not understanding. 
I later came to see this as the Buddha trying to 
create a right relationship within these sincere 
students and the Dharma, so they could hear 
it, practice it and realize it. In our training, 
when we do face-to-face teaching why is there 
a formality in how the student enters the 
teacher’s room? It’s to bring their consciousness 
to a place of wakefulness, of alertness, so they 
can have intimate and subtle communication 
with the Dharma. In other words, so we can 
hear rather than listen, see rather than look, 
realize rather than understand. 

Huo says, “The order was for a ‘flying 
dragon horse,’ but a ‘lame tortoise’ showed 
up instead.” And Deshan let it rest. There’s 
a lot of discussion about Buddhism and its 
development and its evolution within this 
country and within the West in general. In 
order to practice Dharma in a way that’s true 
it has to be taught in a way that is true. This 
keeps us in an actively respectful relationship 
with our ancestors and practice traditions. 
Also, how Dharma is taught and practiced 
needs to be in accord with this time and place. 
This keeps the tradition alive and responsive. 
What makes this a dynamic process, of both 
constancy and adaptation?

At the beginning of last Ango we studied 
The Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in 8,000 Lines, 
and there was some grumbling from the sangha. 
“This is difficult, it’s hard to understand and 
relate to. Is this even relevant to my practice 
here and now?” When I first started training 
and encountered a number of different sacred 
teachings that were difficult, I was frustrated 
too. I wanted to feel something, to be moved 
and inspired. I wanted to get something from 
my studies and to know that I’d gotten it. Here 
we see the mind that is looking for rewards, 

assurances and confirmations of what we 
already know. What is Buddhism ultimately 
about? No basis. To transcend and be free of 
looking for the reward, the confirmation, the 
affirmation, the recognition, the status, the 
power and so on. 

Then why does Deshan let it rest when Huo 
expresses his own limited mind? The next day 
when Deshan is coming out of the bath, Huo 
offers him some tea and Deshan just gives 
him a simple pat on the back. A gesture of 
recognition, of attention, of affection. And 
Huo says, “This old fellow has finally gotten 
a glimpse.” Again Deshan lets the matter 
rest. For me, this is like an earthquake, like 
thunder. An old master commenting on this 
said, “Deshan really had ruthless hands and 
feet. But he saw that this monk was not a 
person to accept the hammer. So he stopped 
right away.” When Buddhism teaches about 
upaya, or skillful means, it’s not an abstract 
thing. Manifesting compassion is always right 
on the spot. It has to be here, now, directly 
encountered by the student. And this student is 
not like any other, not even like they appeared 
yesterday. To meet someone in such a place we 
have to have a mind that’s free of prejudice 
and held opinions. We may have history with 
someone but we’re not confined by it, nor do 
we use that to confine them either.

Another master said, “If you don’t go up 
to the Dragon Gate how can you know the 
vastness of the blue sea? Even if the waves 
crash a thousand fathoms, nevertheless a 
dragon pays no notice.” If you don’t face 
what is frightening, tolerate what is painful, 
understand what is subtle, they you’ll continue 
to dwell within a fearful, painful, superficial 
box. Only when we turn towards what appears 
as a barrier do we see the true nature of mind 
and self; vast, empty, unhindered.
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Deshan saw that Huo was not a person 
to accept the hammer, that a more direct 
pointing might not be received. But in letting 
it rest, in offering vast space wrapped in silk, 
did attendant Huo hear it? Did he recognize 
that this great master left him alone with 
his ultimate responsibility—to see his mind 
and where he’s stuck? Many times I went 
into dokusan to meet my teacher and he 
would respond in a way that I did not expect. 
Sometimes I couldn’t see the connection 
between my question and his response. I’d 
think, “Did I not ask a question? Did he not 
hear me?” I would return to my seat wondering, 
questioning. My teacher knew that I needed 
his teachings and that I was responsible for 
receiving them. Deshan’s life, as was Daido 
Roshi’s, was to offer the Dharma, to give 
wherever possible, whenever possible. But 
when a teacher gives a gift, they can’t make 
the student receive it. This can only happen 
with the mind and heart of the one who needs 
to know.

Vimalikirti said that when offering  
something essential to another, first 
concentrate yourself. That doesn’t mean to 
only just be present, it means concentrate your 
self. Know your mind! If we are distracted, 
that’s what we’re offering, our distraction. 
If we are attached to something, that’s what 
we’re offering, our attachment. If we are 
holding onto a false view, that’s what we’re 
giving, a false view. Concentrate your mind. 
Then know the inclinations of the person in 
front of you. This person is a living being, a 
life with history, a presence, a mind, a heart, 
emotions, feelings, thoughts, dignity. Then 
offer the Dharma, offer what you have to give.

From the poem Hongzhi says, “Coming right 
up face-to-face, an adept knows.” To learn, to 
be able to see clearly. That’s why compassion 

is selfless, because if we are caught up in our 
own attachments, our own grasping, our own 
fears, our own ideas, then what I want you to 
get is my view. That’s why the Dharma cannot 
be forced. “Here sparks and lightning are 
slow.” When we think about it, the moment 
has already passed. In direct experience, there 
is no fast or slow. There’s only this day, this 
awareness, this practice. 

I’ll end with a poem—

Taking refuge, 
I move within the family of buddhas.
Realizing the three treasures,
cold and solitary is the echoless valley.
Arriving here I owe to the ancestors;
Standing here I owe to you.
With nothing to call my own 
every action, every consequence 
belongs to me alone.
Now, you please, also write a verse.
Then together we can meet 
deep within the mountains 
and have intimate communication 
with the wise ones .

This Dharma is very subtle, because life 
is subtle. What is beneath the surface is the 
whole thing, and it’s not beneath the surface 
at all. It’s never out of sight. It’s never apart. 
How do we find our way in, when there is no 
door? The real question is: how did we ever 
turn away?

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.
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the good we receive. Thanissaro Bhikkhu 
explores the early sutras of the Buddha and 
his foundational teachings on gratitude; 
Sayadaw U Pandita describes the counter-
points of ingratitude and conceit, and how 
practice can transform our grasping and 
arrogance. In Sangha Reflections, a range 
of student voices express the nuances of 
receiving and appreciation, taking up every 
opportunity to face our own minds and 
transform what appear as barriers into 
opportunities. Writings by Jack Kornfield, 
Jan Chozen Bays, and the teachings of Dipa 
Ma offer ways to meet every opportunity 
with appreciation, and in his discourse, 
Shugen Roshi explores giving and receiving 
in the teacher-student relationship as fertile 
ground to help us see and realize our true 
potential. 

Deeply felt gratitude arises even while 
living in a culture of excess, selfishness, 
and fear. Taking our questions to teachers, 
bringing wise sincerity to all that we 
encounter, we can recognize that in sharing 
our hearts we open up, breathe more freely—
becoming capable of receiving more than 
we know. 

Suzanne Taikyo Gilman
Mountain Record Editor

How do you experience gratitude? 
Gratefulness, as David Steindl-
Rast writes, happens when the 

heart flows over and must be expressed. 
Gratefulness arises like the surf or a fresh 
breath, natural and in accord—a basic, 
personal awareness that something good 
has happened. When we look at our lives 
for these moments, we find them filled 
with gifts: a sudden smile; caring and being 
cared for; meeting a teacher of the Dharma; 
finding our way through the twisted tangles 
of our greed, anger and ignorance; and, 
being in the company of good friends and 
guides.

This issue of Mountain Record, we turn 
toward gratitude as an integral part of 
spiritual practice. Sometimes it’s not so 
easy—when gratitude is not present, when 
resentment or bitterness holds sway—and 
there are Buddhist teachings to help turn 
and free up these states of mind. “Everything 
in our lives comes from the kindness of 
others,” says Dzigar Kongtrul Rinpoche. 
“We will only go beyond our confusion and 
become fully at ease with our lives if we 
receive the kindness of others.” Seeing even 
difficult relationships in a new light, be they 
our intimate family or strangers, we can live 
more freely and at ease by acknowledging 

Editorial:
Receiving Kindness
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It is ironic that in countries where food 
is abundant, disharmony with food and 
eating is most common. Americans appear 

to have a particularly unbalanced and often 
negative relationship with food. In the 1990s, 
a research team led by an American psychol-
ogist and a French sociologist teamed up to 
do a study of cross-cultural attitudes toward 
food. They surveyed people in the United 
States, France, Flemish Belgium, and Japan. 
They found that Americans associated food 
with health the most and pleasure the least. 
For example, when Americans were asked 
what comes to mind when they hear the words 
“chocolate cake,” they were more likely to say 
“guilt,” while the French said “celebration.” 
The words “heavy cream” elicited “unhealthy” 
from Americans and “whipped” from the 
French. The researchers found that Americans 
worry more about food and derive less pleasure 
than people in any other nation they surveyed.

Access to ever-increasing amounts of infor-
mation about food and health seems to be 
making us feel even more fearful and fraught. 
A desperate patient once told me, 

I’m obsessed with food because I know too much. 
I can’t eat swordfish because of high mercury 
levels. Tomatoes and potatoes might make my 
arthritis act up. I’ve heard that peanuts might be  
contaminated with a toxic fungus, and tofu and 
all soy products contain too many estrogens and 
might lower my sex drive. If I consider the impact 
of my eating habits on the environment and eat 

Cultivating 
Gratitude

by Jan Chozen Bays, Roshi

only what’s in season, I’m left with little to eat. 
I also worry that the few foods I might be able 
to eat have some hidden problem I don’t know 
about yet.

Such pervasive distress about food and eat-
ing is a disease only found in people living in 
an affluent society. It is not a disease of the 
body but of the mind. It is fueled by informa-
tion overload, by listening to scientists and 
advertisers rather than learning to listen to 
our own bodies.

When I taught in a poor country in Africa, 
the staple food in homes and in our college 
cafeteria was thick cornmeal mush heaped 
in a little mountain on a plate with a dollop 
of peanut or vegetable sauce poured over the 
top. If you were well-off, you might have some 
bits of meat or fish added to the sauce. This is 
what people ate every day. If you could eat it 
twice or three times a day, you were affluent. 
I never encountered people with disturbed 
eating habits. They were cheerfully grateful 
just to have enough to eat that day. Somehow, 
when we have too much, something happens 
to our sense of gratitude, and when we lose 
touch with gratitude, we become increasingly 
dissatisfied with our lives. We can do several 
practices, however, that will uncover, at the 
center of our being, a humble and natural 
feeling of gratitude for our food and for our 
underappreciated bodies. 

MOST OF US TAKE OUR BODIES and our good health 
for granted. In fact, we don’t actually experi-
ence ourselves as “healthy” until we fall ill. If 
we’ve been sick in bed with a bad cold or the 
flu, too weak to get up or too nauseated to eat, 
it seems like a miracle when we begin to recov-
er. For a few days it feels wondrous just to walk, 
to have an appetite, and to enjoy the smells 
and tastes of food again. If we’ve been in severe 



pain, and it lifts, it can make us euphoric. Very 
soon, however, we go back to expecting our 
body to function well, to do what we ask it to 
do, efficiently and without discomfort.

When someone our own age becomes seri-
ously ill or dies, it lifts the veil of denial, 
opening our eyes to the impermanence of 
health and life. We see clearly for a moment 
that health and life are temporary gifts, and 
then soon we forget it again. When we forget, 
we fall back into irritation at our body when it 
doesn’t function perfectly. Why is my hearing 
going bad? Why does my back hurt? Why do I 
have allergies when other people don’t? Why is 
my skin getting wrinkled so soon? How could I 
have gained weight?

Rationally we know that it is inevitable 
that our body will not function perfectly all 
the time and we will become ill. It is easy to 
fall into a critical, anxious attitude about the 
state of our body, or parts of it, when it fails to 
perform to our expectations.

When I catch a cold I often feel a sense of 
impatience, and there’s a voice inside me that 
whines about the stupidity of my own medical 
profession because it can’t come up with a 
treatment for this common affliction. Other 
voices desperately try to search out the reason 
I caught a cold this time. Sneezed on by a sick 
patient? Forgot to take my vitamins? Immune 
system compromised by stress? What is wrong 
with me, it asks, that I got sick?

The answer is, nothing is wrong. Your body 
being sick simply means that you are a being 
with a body. It is easy to become upset with 
our body when we have a cold, or indigestion, 
constipation, food sensitivities, gas pains, irri-
table bowel syndrome, anorexia, bulimia, dia-
betes, high blood pressure, asthma, acid reflux, 
or when we just gain weight. We feel that our 
body has betrayed us.
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We may not be aware of our irritation or 
anger at our body, but the body is aware of it. If 
an illness or disability lasts or becomes chron-
ic, then we can be bathing our body continu-
ally in the negative energy of our distress. An 
atmosphere of love and kindness is essential if 
living beings, including children, pets, plants, 
and our own bodies, are to thrive and reach 
their highest potential. When various parts of 
our body are in trouble, they need extra help 
and extra kindness, not extra criticism.

Far from failing us, the body actually does 
an astounding job. Millions of cells in dozens 
of organs work continually, night and day, 
without pausing or taking a rest for the entire-
ty of our life. Thought is energy, and negative 
thought (“I hate my pudgy thighs,” “I hate hav-
ing a sore throat,” “I hate my crooked teeth”) 
has a negative effect. All living things wither 
under the energy of irritation and anger. All 
living things prosper under the energy of lov-
ing-kindness.

There are tools to help us develop mindful-
ness with our body, to feel and hear its messages 
from the inside, and then to direct the positive 
energy of gratitude and loving-kindness toward 
it. These meditations have the added benefit 
of helping us tune in to the signals of cellular 
hunger and also to the body’s signals of satia-
tion and satisfaction.

THE BUDDHA TAUGHT MINDFULNESS of the body as 
a fundamental practice, one that would yield 
good results for our entire lifetime. He called it 
meditating “on the body as a body.” In Western 
Buddhist practice, we often meditate this way 
by doing a “body scan.”

At our Zen monastery we begin each day 
with this meditation. Why? During the night 
the body and mind become disconnected. 
Our body is lying in bed asleep, breathing and 

moving on its own. Our mind is off in its own 
worlds, dreaming and moving about in other 
places and times. When we first arise the body 
is not fully inhabited by our mind, and we 
stumble about clumsily for a while, until these 
two can get together. To bring the body and 
mind together for the work of the day, each 
morning we use the awareness function of the 
mind to do a body scan meditation.

WHEN FOOD AND DRINK are abundant, it is easy 
to take them for granted. When we take 
them for granted, it is easy to stop paying 
attention to what is on our plate or in our 
mouth. When we stop paying attention, we 
stop smelling and tasting. We might as well 
be eating cardboard. Cardboard is not very 
satisfying to eat, so we try eating more. When 
eating more doesn’t make us feel satisfied, we 
try turning up the intensity of taste sensations. 
We begin with plain potato chips and end up 
with one hundred varieties calling out to us 
from the supermarket shelves. We can’t decide: 
Should we have the thin-cut, the thick-cut, 
the crinkle-cut chips? Should we have the 
cracked pepper and lime flavor, the sea salt 
and vinegar, the jalapeno and cheese, or the 
salsa and sour cream? The bottled drink aisle 
raises the same anxiety of too many choices. 
Should we buy spring water from artesian wells 
or glacial springs, from Colorado, California, 
or Switzerland? Should it be fruit flavored? 
Sweetened? If so, with what? Sugar, honey, 
high-fructose corn syrup, chemical sweeteners, 
or Stevia?

What happened to the taste of plain water? 
When we are really thirsty, the taste of plain 
water is heavenly. As it flows into our dry 
mouth, it fills us with a simple happiness. 
This happiness is the opposite of the anxiety 
of endlessly seeking and never being satisfied. 
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Imagine you haven’t had anything to drink 
for a few days. How grateful would you be to 
the person who gives you a glass of water? Or 
imagine how grateful you would feel for a cup 
of plain water if you were the one who had to 
dig the well, line it with stones, and pull the 
water up hand over hand, one bucket at a time? 
How grateful would you be for a slice of bread 
if you had to weed and plow the field, sow and 
raise the grain, grind and sift the flour, and cut 
and burn the wood in order to bake one loaf? 

We have all known the warmth of this kind 
of simple gratitude for food and drink. When it 
is lost to us, how can we reclaim it? These days 
we don’t have to perform these many labors 
before we can eat a piece of bread, but some-
one does. When we cultivate a remembrance 
of these innumerable someones, our natural 
sense of gratitude begins to reawaken.

At our Zen monastery, we chant short verses, 
or gathas, before meals. One of them is, 
“Seventy-two labors brought us this food. We 
should know how it comes to us.” This reminds 
us, no matter how hungry we are, to pause 
before eating and reflect upon the life energy 
that went into bringing the food to the table 
before us. (Traditionally there are seventy-two 
jobs that must be done to maintain a monas-
tery, to keep it open and accessible.)

Through mindfulness, we can look more 
deeply into everyday things. It is an aspect of 
wisdom not to be fooled by superficial aspects 
of things, even of the most ordinary things, 
things that we encounter many times a day. 
Food is one of these. 

When doing mindful eating we can take 
time to really look at our food. We can appre-
ciate the colors, shapes, and play of light and 
shadow. This is the way we nourish ourselves 
through the eyes. However, there is another 
way of looking while eating. We call it looking 
deeply into our food.

For most people in our workshops, their 
introduction to mindful eating comes when 
they are instructed, step by step, in how to eat 
just one raisin. Later we do a different exercise 
with just one raisin. We look into the life of 
that single raisin and try to see all the life that 
has touched it. We call this looking deeply 
into our food. This looking involves a different 
sense than our ordinary eyes. It involves seeing 
with the inner eye.
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At Plum Village, the Zen practice center 
founded by Thich Nhat Hanh, before meals 
they say, “In this food I see clearly the pres-
ence of the entire universe supporting my 
existence.” How could it be that the whole 
universe is actually present and supporting us 
in our food?

Jan Chozen Bays, Roshi is the co-founder of Great Vow 
Zen Monastery in Clatskanie, OR where she is co-abbot 
with Hogen Bays Roshi. A pediatrician and author, Chozen 
Roshi also teaches internationally.

From Mindful Eating: Rediscovering a Joyful Relationship 
with Food, Reprinted with permission of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc., Copyright ©2009 by Jan Chozen 
Bays.
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Thanks for the tree
between me & a sniper’s bullet.
I don’t know what made the grass
sway seconds before the Viet Cong
raised his soundless rifle.
Some voice always followed,
telling me which foot
to put down first.
Thanks for deflecting the ricochet
against that anarchy of dusk.
I was back in San Francisco
wrapped up in a woman’s wild colors,
causing some dark bird’s love call
to be shattered by daylight
when my hands reached up
& pulled a branch away
from my face. Thanks
for the vague white flower
that pointed to the gleaming metal

Thanks
By Yusef Komunyakaa
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reflecting how it is to be broken
like mist over the grass,
as we played some deadly
game for blind gods.
What made me spot the monarch
writhing on a single thread
tied to a farmer’s gate,
holding the day together
like an unfingered guitar string,
is beyond me. Maybe the hills
grew weary & leaned a little in the heat.
Again, thanks for the dud
hand grenade tossed at my feet
outside Chu Lai. I’m still
falling through its silence.
I don’t know why the intrepid
sun touched the bayonet,
but I know that something
stood among those lost trees
& moved only when I moved.

From Dien Cai Dau, Copyright © 1988 by Yusef Komunyakaa, published by Wesleyan University 
Press, 1988. Reprinted from Split This Rock’s The Quarry: A Social Justice Poetry Database.



26



27

The Lessons of Gratitude
by Thanissaro Bhikkhu

These two people are hard to find in the 
world. Which two? The one who is first to do 
a kindness, and the one who is grateful and 
thankful for a kindness done.”

— AN 2.118

In saying that kind and grateful people are 
rare, the Buddha isn’t simply stating a harsh 
truth about the human race. He’s advising 

you to treasure these people when you find 
them, and—more importantly—showing how 
you can become a rare person yourself.

Kindness and gratitude are virtues you 
can cultivate, but they have to be cultivated 
together. Each needs the other to be genuine 
—a point that becomes obvious when you 
think about the three things most likely to 
make gratitude heartfelt:

You’ve actually benefited from another 
person’s actions.

You trust the motives behind those actions.
You sense that the other person had to go 

out of his or her way to provide that benefit.
Points one and two are lessons that gratitude 

teaches kindness: If you want to be genuinely 
kind, you have to be of actual benefit—nobody 
wants to be the recipient of “help” that isn’t 
really helpful—and you have to provide that 
benefit in a way that shows respect and empathy 
for the other person’s needs. No one likes to 
receive a gift given with calculating motives, or 
in an offhand or disdainful way.

Points two and three are lessons that 
kindness teaches to gratitude. Only if you’ve 
been kind to another person will you accept 
the idea that others can be kind to you. At 

the same time, if you’ve been kind to another 
person, you know the effort involved. Kind 
impulses often have to do battle with unkind 
impulses in the heart, so it’s not always easy to 
be helpful. Sometimes it involves great sacrifice 
—a sacrifice possible only when you trust the 
recipient to make good use of your help. So 
when you’re on the receiving end of a sacrifice 
like that, you realize you’ve incurred a debt, an 
obligation to repay the other person’s trust.

This is why the Buddha always discusses 
gratitude as a response to kindness, and doesn’t 
equate it with appreciation in general. It’s a 
special kind of appreciation, inspiring a more 
demanding response. The difference here is 
best illustrated by two passages in which the 
Buddha uses the image of carrying.

The first passage concerns appreciation of a 
general sort:

“Then the man, having gathered grass, twigs, 
branches, and leaves, having bound them 
together to make a raft, would cross over to 
safety on the far shore in dependence on the 
raft, making an effort with his hands and feet. 
Having crossed over to the far shore, he might 
think, ‘How useful this raft has been to me! For 
it was in dependence on this raft that, making 
an effort with my hands and feet, I have crossed 
over to safety on the far shore. Why don’t I, 
having hoisted it on my head or carrying it on 
my back, go wherever I like?’ What do you 
think, monks? Would the man, in doing that, 
be doing what should be done with the raft?”

“No, lord.”

“And what should the man do in order to be 
doing what should be done with the raft? There 
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is the case where the man, having crossed over 
to the far shore, would think, ‘How useful this 
raft has been to me! For it was in dependence 
on this raft that, making an effort with my 
hands and feet, I have crossed over to safety on 
the far shore. Why don’t I, having dragged it on 
dry land or sinking it in the water, go wherever 
I like?’ In doing this, he would be doing what 
should be done with the raft.”

— MN 22

The second passage concerns gratitude in 
particular:

“I tell you, monks, there are two people who are 
not easy to repay. Which two? Your mother and 
father. Even if you were to carry your mother 
on one shoulder and your father on the other 
shoulder for 100 years, and were to look after 
them by anointing, massaging, bathing, and 
rubbing their limbs, and they were to defecate 
and urinate right there [on your shoulders], 
you would not in that way pay or repay your 
parents. If you were to establish your mother 
and father in absolute sovereignty over this 
great earth, abounding in the seven treasures, 
you would not in that way pay or repay your 
parents. Why is that? Mother and father do 
much for their children. They care for them, 
they nourish them, they introduce them to this 
world.
“But anyone who rouses his unbelieving 

mother and father, settles and establishes them 
in conviction; rouses his unvirtuous mother and 
father, settles and establishes them in virtue; 
rouses his stingy mother and father, settles and 
establishes them in generosity; rouses his foolish 
mother and father, settles and establishes them 
in discernment: To this extent one pays and 
repays one’s mother and father.”

— AN 2.32

In other words, as the first passage shows, it’s 
perfectly fine to appreciate the benefits you’ve 
received from rafts and other conveniences 
without feeling any need to repay them. You 

take care of them simply because that enables 
you to benefit from them more. The same holds 
true for difficult people and situations that have 
forced you to develop strength of character. You 
can appreciate that you’ve learned persistence 
from dealing with crabgrass in your lawn, or 
equanimity from dealing with unreasonable 
neighbors, without owing the crabgrass or 
neighbors any debt of gratitude. After all, they 
didn’t kindly go out of their way to help you. 
And if you were to take them as models, you’d 
learn all the wrong lessons about kindness: 
that simply following your natural impulses— 
or even worse, behaving unreasonably—is the 
way to be kind.

Debts of gratitude apply only to parents, 
teachers, and other benefactors who have acted 
with your well-being in mind. They’ve gone out 
of their way to help you, and have taught you 
valuable lessons about kindness and empathy 
in the process. In the case of the raft, you’d 
do best to focus gratitude on the person who 
taught you how to make a raft. In the case of 
the crabgrass and the neighbors, focus gratitude 
on the people who taught you how not to be 
overcome by adversity. If there are benefits 
you’ve received from things or situations you 
can’t trace to a conscious agent in this lifetime, 
feel gratitude to yourself for the good karma 
you did in the past that allowed those benefits 
to appear. And be grateful for the good karma 
that allows you to receive and benefit from 
other people’s help in the first place. If you had 
no good to your credit, they wouldn’t be able 
to reach you.

As the Buddha’s second passage shows, the 
debt you owe to your benefactors needn’t be 
tit for tat, and shouldn’t be directed solely to 
them. Now, the debt you owe your parents for 
giving birth to you and enabling you to live 
is immense. In some passages the Buddha 
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recommends expressing gratitude for their 
compassion with personal services.

Mother and father, compassionate to their 
family, are called Brahma, first teachers, those 
worthy of gifts from their children. So the wise 
should pay them homage, honor with food 
and drink clothing and bedding anointing and 
bathing and washing their feet. Performing 
these services to their parents, the wise are 
praised right here and after death rejoice in 
heaven.

— Iti 106

However, AN 2.32 shows that the only true 
way to repay your parents is to strengthen them 
in four qualities: conviction, virtue, generosity, 
and discernment. To do so, of course, you have 
to develop these qualities in yourself, as well as 
learning how to employ great tact in being an 
example to your parents. As it happens, these 
four qualities are also those of an admirable 
friend (AN 8.54), which means that in 
repaying your parents in this way you become 
the sort of person who’d be an admirable friend 
to others as well. You become a person of 
integrity, who—as the Buddha points out— 
has learned from gratitude how to be harmless 
in all your dealings and to give help with an 
empathetic heart: respectfully, in a timely way, 
and with the sense that something good will 
come of it (MN 110; AN 5.148). In this way, 
you repay your parents’ goodness many times 
over by allowing its influence to spread beyond 
the small circle of the family into the world 
at large. In so doing, you enlarge the circle of 
their goodness as well.

This principle also applies to your teachers, 
as the Buddha told his disciples:

“So this is what you think of me: ‘The Blessed 
One, sympathetic, seeking our well-being, 
teaches the Dhamma out of sympathy.’ Then 

you should train yourselves—harmoniously, 
cordially, and without dispute—in the qualities 
I have pointed out, having known them 
directly: the four frames of reference, the four 
right exertions, the four bases of power, the five 
faculties, the five strengths, the seven factors of 
Awakening, the noble eightfold path.”

— MN 103

In other words, the way to repay a teacher’s 
compassion and sympathy in teaching you is 
to apply yourself to learning your lessons well. 
Only then can you spread the good influence 
of those lessons to others.

As for the debts you owe yourself for your 
past good karma, the best way to repay them 
is to use your benefits as opportunities to create 
further good karma, and not simply enjoy the 
pleasure they offer. Here again it’s important to 
remember the hardships that can be involved 
in acting skillfully, and to honor your past 
skillful intentions by not allowing them to 
go to waste in the present. For example, as 
Ajaan Lee once said, it’s not easy to attain a 
human mouth, so bow down to your mouth 
every day. In other words, respect your ability 
to communicate, and use it to say only what’s 
timely, beneficial, and true.

These are some of the lessons about kindness 
and empathy that well-focused gratitude can 
teach—lessons that teach you how to deal 
maturely and responsibly in the give-and-take 
of social life. Small wonder, then, that the 
Buddha cited gratitude as the quality defining 
what it means to be civilized (AN 2.31).

But well-focused gratitude can also teach 
lessons that apply further to the training of the 
mind.

First are the lessons touching on the 
nature of human action itself. The sense that 
you’ve benefited from another person’s action 
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underscores the point that action does give 
results; the importance you give to the other 
person’s motives in helping you underscores 
the point that the quality of the action lies 
in the intention behind it; and the sense that 
the other person went out of his or her way to 
help you underscores the sense that action isn’t 
totally determined: You feel indebted to the 
people who helped you because you sense how 
easily they might have denied that help, and 

how difficult your life might have been if that’s 
what they had chosen to do. Your parents, for 
instance, didn’t have to raise you, or arrange 
for someone else to raise you; they could have 
aborted you or left you to die. So the fact that 
you’re alive to read this means that somebody 
chose, again and again, to help you when you 
were helpless. Sensing that element of choice is 
what creates your sense of debt.

All three of these points—the efficacy 
of action, the importance of intention, and 
the existence of choice—were distinctive 
elements in the Buddha’s teaching on action. 
And the emotional resonance that gratitude 
and empathy give to these points may be the 
reason why, when the Buddha introduced the 
basic outline of this teaching, he cited topics 

connected with these emotions: the value 
of giving, and the debt owed to one’s parents 
(MN 117). He couldn’t offer his listeners proof 
for his three points—that would come only 
with their experience of Awakening—but by 
showing how his teaching on action allowed 
for generosity to be a meaningful action, and 
gratitude a meaningful emotion, he offered his 
listeners an emotionally satisfying reason for 
accepting his words.

Gratitude also gives practice in developing 
qualities needed in meditation. As the Buddha 
noted, the practice of concentration centers 
on the power of perception. Training in 
gratitude shows how powerful perception can 
be, for it requires developing a particular set 
of perceptions about life and the world. If you 
perceive help as demeaning, then gratitude 
itself feels demeaning; but if you perceive help 
as an expression of trust—the other person 
wouldn’t want to help you unless he or she felt 
you would use the help well—then gratitude 
feels ennobling, an aid to self-esteem. Similarly, 
if you perceive life as a competition, it’s hard to 
trust the motives of those who help you, and 
you resent the need to repay their help as a 
gratuitous burden. If, however, you perceive that 

A person of integrity—as the Buddha points out—
has learned from gratitude how to be harmless

in all your dealings and to give help with an empathetic heart.
In this way, you repay your parents’ goodness 

many times over by allowing its influence to spread beyond 
the small circle of the family into the world at large.
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the goodness in life is the result of cooperation, 
then the give-and-take of kindness and gratitude 
become a much more pleasant exchange.

Similarly, gratitude requires mindfulness, 
in the Buddha’s original sense of the word 
as keeping something in mind. In fact, the 
connection between these two qualities 
extends to language itself. In Pali, the word for 
gratitude—kataññu—literally means to have 
a sense of what was done. In SN 48.10, the 
Buddha defines mindfulness as “remembering 
and able to call to mind even things that 
were done and said long ago.” Our parents’ 
instructions to us when we were children— 
to remember the kindnesses of others—are 
among our first lessons in mindfulness. As we 
develop our sense of gratitude, we get practice 
in strengthening this quality of mind.

However, not all the lessons taught by 
gratitude and empathy are of a heartwarming 
sort. Instead, they give rise to a sense of 
samvega—which can be translated as dismay 
or even terror—over how risky and precarious 
the goodness of the world can be. To begin 
with, there’s the fact that you can’t choose 
beforehand whose kindness you’ll be indebted 
to. There’s no telling what kind of parents 
you’ll get. As the Buddha rightly notes, some 
parents are stingy, immoral, and foolish. Not 
only are they abusive to their children, but they 
also might not be content or even pleased with 
the type of repayment the Buddha says is best 
for them. They may demand an unreasonable 
level of repayment, involving actions that are 
downright harmful for you, themselves, and 
others. And yet this doesn’t cancel the debt 
you owe them for the simple fact that they’ve 
enabled you to live.

You’ve probably heard of the passage in 
which the Buddha says,

“A being who has not been your mother 

at one time in the past is not easy to find...A 
being who has not been your father...your 
brother...your sister...your son...your daughter at 
one time in the past is not easy to find. Why is 
that? From an inconceivable beginning comes 
transmigration.”

When you think about how difficult each of 
these relationships can be, it’s no surprise that 
the Buddha didn’t say this to make you feel 
warmhearted to all the beings you meet. He 
said it to induce samvega:

“Long have you thus experienced stress, 
experienced pain, experienced loss, swelling the 
cemeteries—enough to become disenchanted 
with all fabricated things, enough to become 
dispassionate, enough to be released.”

— SN 15.14-19

Even the debts of gratitude you owe to 
yourself for the good actions you’ve done are 
enough to induce a sense of dis-ease. You know 
that not all your past intentions have been 
skillful, and yet these are the things that will 
shape the conditions of your life now and into 
the future. You’re in a precarious position— 
enough to make you want to find a way out 
even of the network of kindness and gratitude 
that sustains whatever goodness there is in the 
world.

This desire grows even stronger when you 
allow your empathy to spread to those who 
have had to make unwilling sacrifices to keep 
you alive. Every day, the Buddha advised, you 
should reflect on the fact that life depends 
on the requisites of food, clothing, shelter, 
and medicine. Many are the beings who have 
had to die and suffer other hardships because 
of your need for these things. Contrary to 
the song that concludes Mahler’s Fourth 
Symphony, lambs don’t gleefully jump into 
the stewpot to feed you. And even if—when 
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you’re in the fortunate position to be able to 
decide what kind of food you eat—you adhere 
to a vegetarian diet, you still owe an enormous 
debt to the farmers and workers who have had 
to slave under harsh conditions to provide the 
requisites you need.

The sense of indebtedness that these 
reflections induce goes far beyond gratitude, 
and is certainly not pleasant to think about. 
This may be why so many people try to deny 
that they owe anyone a debt of gratitude 
at all. Or why those who do encourage the 
contemplation of gratitude as a source of 
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happiness tend to reduce it to a generic sense 
of appreciation and contentment—in the 
words of one writer, “wanting what you have,” 
“knowing that you have, and are, enough”— 
devoid of any sense of debt. Gratitude of this 
sort tends to focus on things, because gratitude 
to things is so much easier than gratitude to 
benefactors. Things don’t make demands. They 
don’t suffer, and they don’t mix their kindness 
with abuse.

Yet there’s no getting around the fact that 
our very lives depend on the kindness and 
hardships of others, and that we can’t get out 
of the resulting debts by callously denying 
them or blithely wishing them away. If we don’t 
repay them now, we’ll have to repay them— 
sometimes at high interest—later, for even 
death doesn’t erase our debts or free us from 
coming back to incur more.

So to avoid these entanglements, we need 
another way out—a way the Buddha found 
through training his mind to reach a happiness 
that no longer needs to depend on the kindness 
and sacrifices of others. And although this 
happiness provides an escape, it isn’t escapist. It 
settles your debts in a responsible and generous 
way.

This is because unconditional happiness 
allows you to abandon the cravings and 
attachments through which you repeatedly 
take on the identity of a being. To identify 
yourself as a being means having to find 
food—both physical and mental—to keep 
that identity going. This is why, when you’re 
a being, you need to depend on a network of 
kindness, gratitude, and sacrifice. But when 
you can abandon the need for that identity, 
the mind no longer has to feed. It’s no longer a 
burden to anyone. As for the body, as long as 
you’re still alive, those who provide for its needs 
reap merit many times over for the gifts they 

provide. This, in fact, is one of the motivations 
for gaining awakening:

“We will undertake and practice those qualities 
that make one a contemplative...so that the 
services of those whose robes, alms-food, 
lodging, and medicinal requisites we use will 
bring them great fruit and great reward.”

— MN 39

At the same time, the example of your 
behavior and freedom of mind is a gift to 
others, in that it shows how they too can free 
themselves from their debts. This is why the 
Buddha said that only those who have attained 
full awakening eat the alms food of the country 
without incurring debt. They’ve even paid off 
their debt to the Buddha for having taught the 
way to release. As he said, the only homage 
he requested was that people practice the 
Dhamma in line with the Dhamma—i.e., to 
develop the disenchantment and dispassion 
that lead to release (DN 16; SN 22.39-42)—so 
that the world will not be empty of awakened 
people. In this way, attaining full release is not 
a selfish act; instead, it’s the highest expression 
of kindness and gratitude.

Of course, it’s a rare person who will take 
this route to freedom, but that doesn’t lessen 
its value or relevance. As with gratitude and 
benefaction, it’s an opportunity to become 
rare and distinctive that’s open to anyone 
with the discernment to appreciate it and the 
determination to become truly kind and debt-
free.

Thanissaro Bhikkhu is an American Buddhist monk 
belonging to the Thai Forest Tradition. For twenty-two 
years he studied under the forest master Ajahn Fuang 
Jotiko. 

From Access to Insight: Readings in Therevada 
Buddhism, Copyright © 2010 Thanissaro Bhikkhu, 
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/
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The Armies 
of Mara

by Sayadaw U Pandita



Meditation can be seen as a war between 
wholesome and unwholesome mental 
states. On the unwholesome side are 

the forces of the kilesas, also known as “The Ten 
Armies of Mara.” In Pali, Mara means “killer.” He 
is the personification of the force that kills virtue 
and also kills existence. His armies are poised to 
attack all yogis; they even tried to overcome the 
Buddha on the night of his enlightenment. 

Here are the lines the Buddha addressed to 
Mara, as recorded in the Sutta Nipata:

Sensual pleasures are your first army, 
Discontent your second is called. 
Your third is hunger and thirst, 
The fourth is called craving. 
Sloth and torpor are your fifth, 
The sixth is called fear, 
Your seventh is doubt, 
Conceit and ingratitude are your eighth, 
Gain, renown, honor, and whatever fame
is falsely received (are the ninth), 
And whoever both extols himself and disparages 
others (has fallen victim to the tenth). 
That is your army, Namuci [Mara],
the striking force of darkness.
One who is not a hero cannot conquer it, 
but having conquered it, one obtains happiness.

To overcome the forces of darkness in our 
own minds, we have the wholesome power of 
satipatthana vipassana meditation, which gives us 
the sword of mindfulness, as well as strategies for 
attack and defense.

In the Buddha’s case, we know who won the 
victory. Now, which side will win over you?

HAVING OVERCOME DOUBT, the yogi begins to realize 
some aspects of the Dhamma. Unfortunately, the 
Eighth Army of Mara lies in wait, in the form 
of conceit and ingratitude. Conceit arises when 
yogis begin to experience joy, rapture, delight, 
and other interesting things in practice. At this 
point they may wonder whether their teacher has 
actually attained this wondrous stage yet, whether 
other yogis are practicing as hard as they are, and 
so forth.



Conceit most often happens at the stage of 
insight when yogis perceive the momentary 
arising and passing away of phenomena. It is a 
wonderful experience of being perfectly present, 
seeing how objects arise and pass away at the 
very moment when mindfulness alights on them. 
At this particular stage, a host of defilements 
can arise. They are specifically known as the 
vipassana kilesas, defilements of insight. Since 
these defilements can become a harmful obstacle, 
it is important for yogis to understand them clearly. 
The scriptures tell us that mana, or conceit, has the 
characteristic of bubbly energy, of a great zeal and 
enthusiasm arising in the mind. One overflows 
with energy and is filled with self-centered, self-
glorifying thoughts like, ‘’I’m so great, no one can 
compare with me.”

A prominent aspect of conceit is stiffness and 
rigidity. One’s mind feels stiff and bloated, like 
a python that has just swallowed some other 
creature. This aspect of mana is also reflected as 
tension in the body and posture. Its victims get 
big-headed and stiff-necked, and thus may find it 
difficult to bow respectfully to others.

CONCEIT IS REALLY A FEARSOME mental state. It destroys 
gratitude, making it difficult to acknowledge that 
one owes any kind of debt to another person. 
Forgetting the good deeds others have done for 
us in the past, one belittles them and denigrates 
their virtues. Not only that, but one also actively 
conceals the virtues of others so that no one will 
hold them in esteem. This attitude toward one’s 
benefactors is the second aspect of conceit, rigidity 
being the first.

All of us have had benefactors in our lives, 
especially in childhood and younger days. Our 
parents, for example, gave us love, education, 
and the necessities of life at a time when we were 
helpless. Our teachers gave us knowledge. Friends 
helped us when we got into trouble. Remembering 
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our debts to those who have helped us, we feel 
humble and grateful, and we hope for a chance to 
help them in turn. It is precisely this gentle state 
that defeats Mara’s Eighth Army.

Yet it is very common to find people who don’t 
recognize the good that has been done for them 
in the past. Perhaps a layperson finds himself or 
herself in trouble, and a compassionate friend 
offers help. Thanks to this help, the person 
manages to improve his or her circumstances. 
Later, however, he or she may demonstrate no 
gratitude at all, may even turn and speak harshly 
to the erstwhile benefactor. “What have you ever 
done for me?” Such behavior is far from unknown 
in this world.

Even a monk may become arrogant, feeling 
he has reached fame and popularity as a teacher 
only through his own hard work. He forgets his 
preceptors and teachers, who may have helped 
him since his childhood days as a novice. They 
will have taught him the scriptures, provided 
him with the requisites of life, instructed him in 
meditation, given him advice, and admonished 
him when appropriate, so that he grew up to be a 
responsible, cultured, civilized young monk.

Come the age of independence, this monk may 
reveal great talent. He gives good Dhamma talks 
that are well received by the audience. People 
respect him, give him many presents, and invite 
him to distant places to teach. Having reached 
a high station in life, the monk may become 
rather arrogant. One day, perhaps, his old teacher 
approaches him and says, “Congratulations! I’ve 
been watching you ever since you were a small 
novice. Having helped you in so many ways, it 
does my heart good to see you doing so well.” The 
young monk snaps back, “What have you done for 
me? I worked hard for this.”

Problems can occur in the Dhamma family 
as in any human family. In any family, one 
should adopt a positive, loving, and compassionate 
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attitude toward resolving difficulties. Imagine how 
it could be if the members of the world family 
could get together with love and compassion and 
consideration for each other when a disagreement 
arises. 

In this world there are ways of solving problems 
that may not be very fruitful but are unfortunately 
widespread. Instead of acting directly and from 
fellowship and love, a family member might start 
to wash dirty linen in public; might belittle other 
family members; or criticize their personalities and 
virtues, either directly or indirectly.

Before hurling insults and accusations at another 
family member, one should consider one’s own 
state of mind and circumstances. The tendency 
to lash out, defame, and belittle is an aspect 
of conceit. The scriptures illustrate it with the 
image of a person enraged, taking up a handful 
of excrement to fling at his or her opponent. This 
person befouls himself or herself even before the 
opponent. So, if there are matters on which we 
disagree, please let us all try to exercise patience 
and forgiveness in the spirit of the good-hearted.

Imagine a traveler on a long and arduous 
journey. In the middle of a long hot day he or 
she comes across a tree by the side of the road, 
a leafy tree with deep cool shade. The traveler is 
delighted, and lies down at the roots of this tree for 
a nice nap. If the traveler cuts down the tree before 
going on his or her way, this is what the scriptures 
call ungrateful. Such a person does not understand 
the benevolence a friend has shown. 

We have a responsibility to do more than 
refrain from chopping down our benefactors. It 
is true that in this world there are times when 
we cannot repay what we owe to those who have 
helped us. We will nonetheless be regarded as a 
good-hearted person if we can at least remember 
their acts of benevolence. If we can find a way to 
repay our debt, we should of course do so. It is quite 
irrelevant whether our benefactor is more virtuous 

than we, or is a rascal, or happens to be our equal 
in virtue. The only requirement for him or her to 
gain the status of benefactor is to have helped us 
in the past.

Once upon a time, a man worked very hard to 
support his mother. As it turned out, she was a 
promiscuous woman. She tried to hide this from 
her son, but eventually some gossiping villagers 
disclosed her activities to him. He answered, 
“Run along, friends. As long as my mom is happy, 
whatever she chooses to do is fine. My only duty is 
to work and support her.” 

This was a very intelligent young man. He 
understood the limits of his own responsibility: 
to repay his debt of gratitude to her who had 
borne and suckled him. Beyond this, his mother’s 
behavior was her own business. 

This man was one of the two types of rare 
and precious people in the world. The first type 
of rare and precious person is a benefactor: one 
who is benevolent and kind, who helps another 
person for noble reasons. The Buddha was one 
of these, sparing no effort to help beings liberate 
themselves from the sufferings of samsara. All of 
us owe him grateful remembrance, and we might 
even consider our diligence in practice to be a 
form of repayment. The second type of rare and 
precious person is the one who is grateful, who 
appreciates the good that has been done for him or 
her, and who tries to repay it when the time is ripe. 
I hope you will be both types of rare and precious 
person, and will not succumb to the Eighth Army 
of Mara.

Sayadaw U Pandita is the abbot of Panditarama 
Monastery and Meditation Center in Rangoon, Burma.

From In This Very Life, published by Wisdom 
Publications, Copyright © 1991 Saddhamma 
Foundation. 



43



44

A rainbow always comes as a surprise. 
Not that it cannot be predicted. 
Surprising sometimes means 

unpredictable, but it often means more. 
Surprising in the full sense means somehow 
gratuitous. Even the predictable turns into 

Surprise and Gratefulness
by Brother David Steindl-Rast
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surprise the moment we stop taking it for 
granted. If we knew enough, everything would 
be predictable, and yet everything would 

remain gratuitous. If we knew how the whole 
universe worked, we would still be surprised 
that there was a universe at all. Predictable it 
may be, yet all the more surprising.

Our eyes are opened to that surprise 
character of the world around us the moment 
we wake up from taking things for granted. 
Rainbows have a way of waking us up. A 
complete stranger might pull your sleeve and 
point to the sky: “Did you notice the rainbow?” 
Bored and boring adults become excited 
children. We might not even understand 
what it was that startled us when we saw that 
rainbow. What was it? Gratuitousness burst in 
on us, the gratuitousness of all there is. When 
this happens, our spontaneous response is 
surprise. Plato recognized that surprise as 
the beginning of philosophy. It is also the 
beginning of gratefulness.

A close brush with death can trigger that 
surprise. For, me that came early in life. 
Growing up in Nazi-occupied Austria, I knew 
air raids from daily experience. And an air raid 
can be an eye-opener. One time, I remember, 
the bombs started falling as soon as the 
warning sirens went off. I was on the street. 
Unable to find an air raid shelter quickly, I 
rushed into a church only a few steps away. To 
shield myself from shattered glass and falling 
debris, I crawled under a pew and hid my face 
in my hands. But as bombs exploded outside 
and the ground shook under me, I felt sure 
that the vaulted ceiling would cave in any 
moment and bury me alive. Well, my time 
had not yet come. A steady tone of the siren 
announced that the danger was over. And 
there I was, stretching my back, dusting off my 
clothes, and stepping out into a glorious May 
morning. I was alive. Surprise! The buildings 
I had seen less than an hour ago were now 
smoking mounds of rubble. But that there was 
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anything at all struck me as an overwhelming 
surprise. My eyes fell on a few square feet of 
lawn in the midst of all this destruction. It 
was as if a friend had offered me an emerald in 
the hollow of his hand. Never before or after 
have I seen grass so surprisingly green.

Surprise is no more than a beginning 
of that fullness we call gratefulness. But a 
beginning it is. Do we find it difficult to 
imagine that gratefulness could ever become 
our basic attitude toward life? In moments of 
surprise we catch at least a glimpse of the joy 
to which gratefulness opens the door. More 
than that—in moments of surprise we already 
have a foot in the door. There are some 
who claim not to know gratefulness. But is 
there anyone who never knew surprise? Does 
springtime not surprise us anew each year, 
or that expanse of the bay opening up as we 
come around the bend of the road? Is it not a 
surprise each time we drive that way?

Things and events that trigger surprise 
are merely catalysts. I started with rainbows 
because they do the trick for most of us, but 
there are more personal catalysts. We have to 
find our own, each one of us. No matter how 
often that cardinal comes for the cracked corn 
scattered on a rock for the birds in winter, it 
is a flash of surprise. I expect him. I’ve come 
to even know his favorite feeding times. I can 
hear him chirping long before he comes in 
sight. But when that red streak shoots down 
on the rock like lightning on Elijah’s altar, I 
know what e.e. cummings means: “The eyes of 
my eyes are opened.”

Once we wake up in this way, we can strive 
to stay awake. Then we can allow ourselves 
to become more and more awakened. Waking 
up is a process. In the morning it is quite a 
different process for different people. Some of 
us wake up with a start and are wide awake 

for the rest of the day. They are lucky. Others 
have to do it stage by stage, cup of coffee by 
cup of coffee. What counts is that we don’t go 
back to bed again. What counts on your path 
to fulfillment is that we remember the great 
truth that moments of surprise want to teach 
us: Everything is gratuitous, everything is gift. 
The degree to which we are awake to this 
truth is the measure of our gratefulness. And 
gratefulness is the measure of our aliveness. 
Are we not dead to whatever we take for 
granted? Surely to be numb is to be dead. For 
those who awaken to life through surprise, 
death lies behind, not ahead. To live life open 
for surprise, in spite of all the dying which 
living implies, makes us ever more alive.

There are degrees of grateful wakefulness. 
Our intellect, our will, our emotions must 
wake up. Let us take a closer look at this 
process of awakening. It is the growth process 
of gratefulness.

A single crocus blossom ought to be enough 
to convince our heart that springtime, no 
matter how predictable, is somehow a gift, 
gratuitous, gratis, a grace. We know this with 
a knowledge that goes beyond our intellect. 
Yet our intellect shares in it. We cannot be 
grateful unless our intellect plays its role. We 
must recognize the gift as gift, and only our 
intellect can do that.

For some people this is not easy. There 
are those who are simply too dull, too slow 
witted, perhaps too lazy to recognize anything 
as a gift. Their intellect is not alert enough. 
They take everything for granted. They go 
through life in a daze. It takes a certain 
intellectual sharpness to be grateful. But there 
are those with the opposite bent of mind, 
people who rely exclusively on their intellect. 
Those clever ones, too, may have a hard time 
with gratefulness. If one’s intellect insists 
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on finding solid proof that a gift is truly a 
gift, then one is stuck. There is always the 
possibility that what looks like a gift is really 
a trap, a bait, a bribe. Just listen to some of the 
comments one hears as Christmas presents 
are being unwrapped. “Well, look at this! 
Why would the Joneses send us an expensive 
present like this? I wonder what favor they are 
going to ask from us in the new year!” Who 
can prove that there are absolutely no strings 
attached? Our heart longs for the surprise that 
a gift is truly a free gift. But our proud intellect 
balks at surprise, wants to explain it, wants to 
explain it away.

Intellect by itself only gets us so far. It 
has a share in gratefulness, but only a share. 
Our intellect should be alert enough to look 
through the predictable husks of things to their 
core and find there a kernel of surprise. That 
in itself is a demanding task. But truthfulness 
also demands that the intellect be sufficiently 
humble, that is, sufficiently down to earth 
to know its limits. The gift character of 
everything can be recognized, but it cannot 
be proved—not by the intellect alone, at any 
rate. Proof lies in living. And there is more to 
living than the intellect can grasp.

Our will also must play its part. It too 
belongs to the fullness of gratefulness. It is the 
task of the intellect to recognize something as 
a gift, but the will must acknowledge its gift 
character. Recognition and acknowledgment 
are two different tasks. We can recognize 
something against our will. The will may 
refuse to acknowledge what the intellect sees. 
Awakened by surprise, we can recognize that 
what we call a “given” world is truly given. For 
we have not made it, earned it, or deserved 
it; chances are that we have not even fully 
approved of it. What confronts us is a given 
reality, and we recognize it as given. But only if 

we acknowledge this gift will our recognition 
lead to gratefulness. And acknowledging a gift 
may be far more difficult than recognizing it.

For example, take the weather. Everyone 
is aware that the weather on a given day is 
a given fact, and no amount of complaining 
about it will change it. But it makes a 
difference whether we merely recognize the 
weather as a given fact or willingly accept it 
as, in fact, given—that is, as gift. W.H. Auden 
observes:

... weather

Is what nasty people are 
Nasty about, and the nice 
Show a common joy in observing.

In recognizing what kind of weather we’ve 
got, the nice and the nasty agree. But from 
there on they part company. What makes 
the nice ones joyful. They are like children 
unwrapping a gift. But the nasty ones won’t 
acknowledge it as gift.

Why is it so difficult to acknowledge a gift 
as gift? Here is the reason. When I admit that 
something is a gift, I admit my dependence on 
the giver. This may not sound that difficult, 
but there is something within us that bristles 
at the idea of dependence. We want to get 
along by ourselves. Yet a gift is something 
we simply cannot give to ourselves—not as 
a gift, at any rate. I can buy the same thing 
or even something better. But it will not be a 
gift if I procure it for myself. I can go out and 
treat myself to a magnificent treat. I can even 
be grateful later for the good time I had. But 
can I be grateful to myself for having treated 
myself so well? That would be neck-breaking 
mental acrobatics. Gratefulness always goes 
beyond myself. For what makes something 
a gift is precisely that it is given. And the 
receiver depends on the giver.





This dependence is always there when a 
gift is given and received. Even a mother 
depends on her child for the smallest gift. 
Suppose a little boy buys his mother a bunch 
of daffodils. He is giving nothing that he has 
not already received. His mother gave him 
not only the money he spent, but his very life 
and the upbringing that made him generous. 
Yet his gift is something that she depends on 
his giving. There is no other way she could 
receive it as a gift. And she finds more joy in 
that dependence than in the gift itself. Gift 
giving is a celebration of the bond that unites 
giver and receiver. That bond is gratefulness.

When I acknowledge a gift received, I 
acknowledge a bond that binds me to the 
giver. But we tend to fear the obligations this 
bond entails. When I learned English thirty 
years ago, it was current usage in America 
to express one’s thanks by saying “very much 
obliged.” Hardly anyone uses that expression 
today. Why not? We simply do not want to 
be obliged. We want to be self-sufficient. Our 
language gives us away.

There is, of course, a healthy side to our 
desire for independence. We want to fend for 
ourselves. Without that desire we would not 
outgrow the stage of being spoon-fed. And 
to outgrow that state we had to go through 
the phase of ending a meal with oatmeal on 
our nose, chin, ears, and bib. But even after 
we have learned to feed ourselves, it might be 
assumed that we would still have sense enough 
to let a nurse feed us if that became necessary. 
To grow up means learning to help ourselves, 
but also to accept help when we need it. Some 
people never seem to grow beyond the state of 
“let me do it alone.” But compassionate eyes 
see through the outer stubborn independence 
and recognize within a child in a high chair, 
with oatmeal from head to toe.
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In a sense, it is correct to fear dependence. 
Mere dependence is slavery. But independence 
is an illusion. If we really had to choose 
between dependence and independence, we 
would be in trouble. The choice is actually 
between alienation and interdependence. 
Independence is alienation. It cuts us off 
from others. But mere dependence, in a subtle 
way, is alienation too. For mere dependence 
is slavery; and the slave is an alien. But 
interdependence joins us with others through 
the bond of a joyful give-and-take, a bond 
of belonging. Dependence ties us with ties 
of slavery. Independence ties us with ties of 
illusion. But the bonds of interdependence 
are ties that set us free. One single gift 
acknowledged in gratefulness has power to 
dissolve the ties of our alienation, and we are 
home free—home where all depend on all.

The interdependence of gratefulness is truly 
mutual. The receiver of the gift depends 
on the giver. Obviously so. But the circle 
of gratefulness is incomplete until the giver 
of the gift becomes the receiver: a receiver 
of thanks. When we give thanks, we give 
something greater than the gift we received, 
whatever it was. The greatest gift one can 
give is thanksgiving. In giving gifts, we give 
what we can spare, but in giving thanks we 
give ourselves. One who says “Thank you” 
to another really says, “We belong together.” 
Giver and thanksgiver belong together. 
The bond that unites them frees them from 
alienation. Does our society suffer from so 
much alienation because we fail to cultivate 
gratefulness?

The moment I acknowledge the gift as gift 
and so acknowledge my dependence, I am 
free—free to go forward into full gratefulness. 
This fullness comes with the joy of appreciating 
the gift. Appreciation is a response of our 

feelings. Our intellect recognizes the gift 
as a gift, our will acknowledges it, but only 
our feelings respond with joy and so fully 
appreciate the gift.

No matter how dull or intellectually trapped 
we are, surprise is close at hand. Even when 
our life lacks the surprise of the extraordinary, 
the ordinary always wants to surprise us afresh. 
As a friend wrote to me from Minnesota on a 
winter morning: “I got up before dawn and 
caught God painting all the trees white. He’s 
been doing much of His best work while we 
sleep to surprise us when we get up.”

It is like the surprise we found in our 
rainbow. We can learn to let our sense 
of surprise be triggered not only by the 
extraordinary, but, above all, by a fresh look 
at the ordinary. “Nature is never spent,” says 
Gerard Manley Hopkins in praise of God’s 
grandeur. “There lives the dearest freshness 
deep down in things.” The surprise of the 
unexpected will wear off, but the surprise of 
that freshness never wears off. In rainbows it is 
obvious. Less obvious, the surprise of freshness 
is present in the most ordinary things. We can 
learn to see it as plainly as we see the powdery 
bloom on fresh blueberries, “a mist from the 
breath of a wind,” as Robert Frost calls it, “a 
tarnish that goes at the touch of a hand.”

We can train ourselves to see that bloom of 
surprise by spotting it first where it’s easiest 
for us to find. The child in us always remains 
alive, open for surprise, never ceasing to be 
amazed at something or other. It may be 
that I saw “this morning morning’s minion,” 
Gerard Manley Hopkins’ “dapple-dawn-drawn 
falcon in his riding,” or simply it may be this 
morning’s inch of toothpaste on my brush. 
Both are equally amazing to the eyes of the 
heart, for the greatest surprise is that there 
is anything at all—that we are here. We can 
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cultivate our intellect’s taste for surprise. And 
whatever causes us to look with amazement 
opens “the eyes of our eyes.” We begin to see 
everything as a gift. An inch of surprise can 
lead to miles of gratefulness.

Surprise leads us on the path of gratefulness. 
This is true not only for our intellect, but also 
for our will. No matter how tenaciously our 
will clings to self-sufficiency, life provides 
the help we need to get out of that trap. Self-
sufficiency is an illusion. And sooner or later, 
life shatters every illusion. None of us would 
be what we are if it were not for our parents, 
teachers, and friends. Even our enemies help 
make us what we are. There never was a self-
made person. Every one of us needs others. 
Sooner or later life brings this truth home 
to us. By a sudden bereavement, by a long 
lingering sickness, or in some other way, life 
catches us by surprise. Catches us? Frees us by 
surprise, I should say. Painful it may be, but 
pain is a small price to pay for freedom from 
self-deception.

Self-sufficiency is self-deception on a still 
deeper level. Our true Self is not the little 
individual self over against other selves. 
We discover this in moments when, to our 
surprise, we experience deep communion with 
all other beings. These moments occur in 
everyone’s life. We may remember them as 
high-water marks of awareness, of aliveness 
of being at our best, and most truly try to 
suppress the memory of those ‘ourselves.’ Or 
we may suppress because that springtide of 
communion threatens the defensive isolation 
in which we feel snug. The walls behind 
which we hide may resist life’s battering 
for a long time. But, suddenly one day, the 
great surprise will break in on us, as in the 
following account from The Protean Body by 
Don Johnson.

...I walked out onto a dock in the Gulf of 
Mexico. I ceased to exist. I experienced being 
a part of the sea breeze, the movement of 
the water and the fish, the light rays cast by 
the sun, the colors of the palms and tropical 
flowers. I had no sense of past or future. It 
was not a particularly blissful experience: 
It was terrifying. It was the kind of ecstatic 
experience I’d invested a lot of energy in 
avoiding.

I did not experience myself as the same 
as the water, the wind, and the light, but as 
participating with them in the same system of 
movement. We were all dancing together.

In this great dance, giver and receiver are 
one. We suddenly realize how little it matters 
which of the two roles one happens to play at 
a given time. Beyond time, our true self rests 
in itself in perfect stillness. Within time, this 
is realized by a graceful give-and-take in the 
dance of life. As in a fast spinning top, the 
stillness and the dance are one. Only in that 
oneness is true self-sufficiency. Any other self- 
sufficiency is illusion. But the real is stronger 
in the end than any illusion. Sooner or later 
it will shine through like the sun through fog. 
Life, our teacher, will see to that.

Brother David Steindl-Rast is a Benedictine 
monastic, writer, and teacher, who was active in 
Buddhist-Christian dialogue in the 1960s and  received 
the 1975 Martin Buber Award for achievements in 
building bridges between religious traditions.

From Gratefulness, The Heart of Prayer, Copyright 
© 1984 by David Steindl-Rast, reprinted with 
permission of Paulist Press.
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Thank you for these tiny
particles of ocean salt,
pearl-necklace viruses,
winged protozoans:
for the infinite,
intricate shapes
of submicroscopic
living things.

For algae spores
and fungus spores,
bonded by vital
mutual genetic cooperation,
spreading their
inseparable lives
from equator to pole.

My hand, my arm,
make sweeping circles.
Dust climbs the ladder of light.
For this infernal, endless chore,
for these eternal seeds of rain:
Thank you. For dust.

Dusting
By Marilyn Nelson

From Magnificat, published by Louisiana State University Press. Copyright © 1994 by Marilyn Nelson. 
All rights reserved. Used with permission.
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In a busy Santa Fe coffeehouse one 
morning, Sharon Salzberg was asked, 
“What was Dipa Ma’s greatest gift to 

you?”
Sharon paused for a moment, and her face 

softened.
“Dipa Ma really loved me,” she said. “And 

when she died, I wondered, Will anyone 
ever really love me like that again?” She 

fell silent, and for a few moments it was as 
if a gate had opened into another world. In 
this other place there was only one thing: 
complete and total love.

“Of course,” Sharon added with a quiet 
smile, “it wasn’t just me. It wasn’t personal.”

Jacqueline Mandell once asked Dipa 
Ma whether she should be practicing 
mindfulness or loving kindness. Dipa 

Bowing to All
The life and legacy of Dipa Ma

by Amy Schmidt
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Ma answered, “From my own experience, 
there is no difference between mindfulness 
and lovingkindness.” For her, love and 
awareness were one. Think about it. When 
you are fully loving, aren’t you also mindful? 
When you are fully mindful, is this not also 
the essence of love?

Joseph Goldstein recalls that once when 
he saw Dipa Ma bow to the Buddha, it was 
so clear that there was no one there,  it was 
just “love bowing to love.” Another student 
said, “To Dipa Ma, enlightenment was great 
love. Her teachings were about connecting 
to others and being kind.” Her heart, like 
the door to her apartment, was always open. 
And in that great heart, everyone—whether 
in sorrow or in celebration—could come 
and go and be held in her loving embrace. 
A Sufi teacher, Asha Greer, described being 
hugged by Dipa Ma “so thoroughly that my 
six feet fit into her great vast empty heart, 
with room for the whole of creation.”

SHE WAS VERY LOVING and very grandmotherly. 
When you would come in, especially in 
India, her first questions were, “How are 
you feeling? How is your health? Are you 
eating well, are you doing okay with our 
climate and food?” and so forth....She would 
smile when people walked in the room, and 
there was this outpouring of welcoming 
loving-kindness. It didn’t matter who came 
in, or what circumstances, or what they 
had to say; that level was irrelevant to her. 
What was important was simply that here 
was another person to be loved.

Jack Kornfield

THERE WAS A PERIOD IN MY LIFE when I was 
deeply unhappy. My marriage was on the 

rocks, and I was ashamed of my lack of 
patience as a mother. Ironically, it was a 
time when, to the outside world, my life 
looked fine and successful: I should have 
been happy. I was talking to Jack Kornfield 
about my struggle. He mentioned that there 
was a wonderful woman teacher that he met 
in India who was visiting nearby at Sylvia 
Boorstein’s house.

When I arrived at Sylvia’s I was shown up 
to the attic room. Dipa Ma was seated on 
a zafu and her translator was sitting to her 
left. I began to settle myself on the cushion 
in front of her. Before I could even drop 
into a position of stillness, she turned to the 
interpreter and said something in Bengali. 
He said to me, “She says don’t even bother 
to do vipassana right now; do only metta 
(loving kindness).” I was startled. We hadn’t 
greeted each other and usually the student 
asks a question before the teacher responds. 
“Why?” I asked. Again, she said something 
in Bengali, and the interpreter translated, 
“Your ‘this life’ is in trouble, and you need 
to work on it now, so do only metta.”

He then motioned that the interview was 
at an end.

I was stunned. The entire interaction 
had taken less than two minutes. I knew 
that the term “this life” meant my feelings 
toward myself. Clearly she had seen my 
unhappiness, and the antidote she had 
prescribed was loving kindness.

My meeting with Dipa Ma inspired me, 
and even though I found it quite difficult, I 
worked with the metta, reciting the phrases 
inwardly many times a day and throughout 
my sitting practice. At first, I couldn’t feel a 
positive response, but I continued.

It took about three months before I 
could begin to feel some genuine 



warmth toward myself. At the 
end of six months, I could feel a definite shift in 
myself when I would bring my attention 
to the practice. I could feel more softness, 
openness, and even affection. Somehow 
Dipa Ma found just the right way to wake 
me up, give me a tool to change my thinking 
pattern, and create a major shift in my life.

Wendy Palmer

IN CALCUUTA, A STUDENT OF Dipa Ma’s and 
Munindra’s who had become financially 
successful held a big celebration to bless a 
new house. I walked up the stairs with Dipa 
Ma and helped her with her shoes. People 
were talking and eating, the stereo was on, 
and the buoyancy in the atmosphere was 
like a champagne party. The room was 
charged with an excited, loud energy.

Dipa Ma walked in the door and in her 
steady, even-paced way, immediately made 
a beeline to the Buddha [across the room]. 
When she was in front of the image, she 
got down on the floor and began bowing, 
right in the middle of everyone eating hors 
d’oeuvres and celebrating. I realized that for 
Dipa Ma, no matter what was happening, 
she had only one aim, and that was the 
truth.

Ajahn Thanasanti

Amy Schmidt is a writer, meditation teacher and 
licensed clinical social worker.

From Dipa Ma: the Life and Legacy of a Buddhist 
Master, Copyright ©2005 by Amy Schmidt, 
reprinted with permission of BlueBridge, an 
imprint of United Tribes Media Inc.
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When things go wrong in our lives, 
we tend to place all the blame on 
something outside ourselves, which 

only compounds our root problem of self-
importance. “Realize all faults spring from one 
source” is the antidote to that confused and 
unhelpful mentality. “Meditate upon gratitude 
toward all” works with another distorted way of 
looking at things. This slogan and the problem 
it addresses are the mirror image of the previous 
one.

We tend to think that everything good in 
our life comes to us because we deserve it, 
either thanks to our efforts or simply because 
of who we are. We’re entitled to our good 
fortune. Good things are meant to happen to 
us. That’s just the way things should be. But 
this attitude has nothing to do with reality. Our 
being and all the circumstances in our life are 
deeply interconnected with others. Anything 
that happens to us, good or bad, comes about 
because of that interconnection.

Everything positive in our lives has been a gift 
from other sentient beings. This is what we need 
to meditate upon until it is clear in our mind. 
First of all, without others being involved in your 
life, you wouldn’t even be here. You have a body 
that you generally identify with. You say things 
like “I go” and “I sit.” But this body was just an 
egg and a sperm that your parents donated to 
you, giving you a place for your consciousness 
to enter. It’s not inherently yours; it’s just a 
borrowed home. Another woman and another 
man, your so-called parents, gave you the gift of 
this seed, and all the body parts and functions 
that developed from it were the result of that gift. 

Before receiving the gift, you had nothing. There 
was just a homeless consciousness being driven 
helplessly by karma.

After conception, this kind woman, now 
known as your “mother,” gave you a place in 
which to survive and grow. She fed you with her 
own food. She never asked for rent. And when 
you were ready to be born, she went through 
so much pain to bring you out into the world. 
Then, once you were out of the womb, you 
wouldn’t have survived for even a few hours if 
you’d been left alone. But this woman held you 
to her body, kept you warm with her heat, and 
fed you with her milk. And from then on she did 
everything for you. At every moment, she was 
concerned about your well-being. Without the 
love and affection of your parents, you wouldn’t 
have developed into a functioning adult. If your 
parents and teachers hadn’t taught you, you 
wouldn’t even be able to say the most basic words, 
like house or table. You would have no way of 
communicating with the world.

By contemplating further along these lines, 
we can see that everything we have, everything 
we think of as “me” or “mine,” is actually the gift 
of others. All the parts of our body and brain; 
all our possessions, food, clothing, shelter; all 
our knowledge, wisdom, skill, personality traits, 
talents, morals, ethics, positive intentions—
everything is the gift of others. Without others, 
we would have nothing. We wouldn’t even be 
able to think or feel. We can’t take any of this 
for granted. Let’s not think this has all appeared 
for us spontaneously. That would be a false 
story, based on self-importance and delusion. 
Everything in our lives comes from the kindness 
of others.

Gratitude Toward Everyone
by Dzigar Kongtrul, Rinpoche
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But this woman held you to her body,
kept you warm with her heat, and fed you with her milk. 

And from then on she did everything for you. 
At every moment, she was concerned about your well-being. 
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This is not only true in our ordinary, 
conventional life; it’s also true in terms of our 
path of awakening. We will only go beyond our 
confusion and become fully at ease with our 
lives if we receive the kindness of others. Our 
innermost enlightened nature is free from all 
flaws and rich with wisdom, compassion, and the 
power to benefit others. But without buddhas, 
bodhisattvas, and our teachers, we would have 
no hope of realizing this enlightened nature. We 
wouldn’t even have an inkling that we have such 
a nature to realize.

You may think, “But doesn’t all my good 
fortune come from my merit, the results of my 
own positive actions in the past?” Yes, that’s true. 
But where did that merit come from? It came 
from others. Your health, attractiveness, and 
good physique are the results of your patience in 
past lives. But without others to irritate you, how 
could you have practiced patience? Your wealth 
came from your past generosity, which required 
others to be poor. Your fortunate human birth 
came from doing positive deeds and avoiding 
negativity in relation to others. Without others, 
there is no way to accumulate merit.

Our ability to progress along the path and our 
prospect of enlightenment depend on cultivating 
bodhicitta. In order to do that, we need to 
develop love and compassion, which requires 
other sentient beings. We need to practice 
the exchange of self and other. We rely on 
enlightened beings as guides on the path. But in 
order to do this path, we need our fellow sentient 
beings. Therefore, buddhas and sentient beings 
are equal in terms of how much they help us.

Also, if we care about pleasing enlightened 
beings, we have to serve sentient beings, because 
the welfare of beings is their greatest concern. 
When we harm beings, we’re also hurting the 
buddhas and bodhisattvas. Because we feel deep 
respect and appreciation, we may wish to make 

offerings to the enlightened ones. But since 
they have gone beyond all attachment, the most 
welcome offering we can make to buddhas is to 
benefit sentient beings. We could offer an entire 
world full of gold to the buddhas, but they would 
be more touched if we offered a handful of coins 
to a homeless person. As Shantideva says, we 
shouldn’t see sentient beings merely as sentient 
beings. We should see them as the cause of our 
enlightenment.

Even after attaining enlightenment, you 
still need the presence of sentient beings. 
Without them, enlightenment would be very 
boring. What would you do? With all your 
understanding, your compassion, and your ability 
to work skillfully with others, what would you 
do without sentient beings? Most of the point of 
becoming enlightened would be gone. So even 
once you’re enlightened, no one is kinder than 
sentient beings. 

We should contemplate sentient beings in 
these ways and develop genuine gratitude and 
love for them, never forgetting that we’re walking 
the path to enlightenment in order to free 
them from suffering. Our expressions of gratitude 
should be more than eloquent words spoken 
without feeling. To say, “I appreciate this, I’m 
grateful for that, thank you for this, thank you 
for that,” without any feeling is just hypocrisy. So 
we have to work on stripping away this hypocrisy 
until we really start to feel things in the heart. 
The great masters have so much care in their 
hearts that they can give anything, even their 
very lives, to others without hesitation.

Meditating upon being grateful to everyone 
also radically alters our ideas of what is helpful 
and harmful in our lives. For those who have 
been obviously helpful, such as our parents, we 
develop greater appreciation. We stop taking 
credit for everything positive that has happened 
to us. This lessens our self-importance, which 
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is the main point of practicing lojong (mind 
training slogans). But if liberating ourselves from 
the prison of ego-clinging is important to us, 
then the so-called harm doers in our lives may 
help us even more.

In the nineteenth century, the enlightened 
teacher and wandering yogi Patrul Rinpoche 
traveled all over eastern Tibet, spreading 
Shantideva’s teachings far and wide. One of his 
favorite sayings was that the outcome of suffering 
is better than the outcome of happiness. In happy 
times, we become forgetful and indulge more in 
our self-centered emotions. But in painful times, 
we develop renunciation toward suffering and 
its causes and conditions. We appreciate the 
spiritual path and our opportunity to work with 
our mind internally. Therefore Patrul Rinpoche’s 
preference was for suffering. The irony is that for 
people like him who have completely rid their 
minds of self-importance, suffering doesn’t occur 
even when it’s wished for! But for people like us, 
other beings will continue to bring us harm, and 
as lojong practitioners we can make good use of 
it.

We can start by changing the habitual story 
of harm to a more helpful one. Rather than 
lament all the harm that beings are doing to us, 
we should consider all the harm we’ve done to 
them. The only reason these beings are harming 
us now is because of what we’ve done to them 
in the past. It’s a simple boomerang effect. 
When you throw a boomerang, it comes back 
to you, not to someone else, right? And not only 
have we harmed them in the past, we’re still 
causing them harm by inciting their negativity. 
Everything they do to hurt us creates negative 
karma, which will bring them suffering in the 
future. Following this improved story enables us 
to convert resentment into compassion.

 We can also reflect on how our relationships 
with these harm doers have been entirely 
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different in the past. In past lives, everyone of 
them has been a parent to us. Everyone has 
loved us, cherished us, delivered us so much joy, 
protected us from so much pain. The intensity of 
our present experience blinds us to these truths, 
but when we take the time to contemplate, we 
can see things in this more productive way. We 
should contemplate these beings’ past kindness 
to us until we feel so much affection that we 
could swallow them up and bring them into our 
hearts.

Once we’ve cultivated love and compassion 
for our “enemies,” we should practice tonglen. 
This pacifies much of the tension that both 
parties feel. If you consider someone an enemy, 
they will consider you an enemy, and treat 
you as such. If you consider someone a friend, 
they will consider you a friend. If you consider 
someone to be your mother, they will consider 
you to be their child. This is how karma and 
interdependence work. When the Buddha 
was about to attain enlightenment under the 
bodhi tree, the demonic forces known as maras 
came and threw weapons at him. These didn’t 
distract the Buddha; through the power of his 
compassion, he turned the weapons into flowers. 
When Gandhi used nonviolence to achieve 
independence, even most of the British people 
eventually supported him. There are similar 
stories about Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson 
Mandela, and His Holiness the Dalai Lama.

Being grateful to our “enemies” and practicing 
tonglen go against our habits. In our daily 
interactions with others, we have to be 
continually alert to our tendencies. But if we do 
give way to habit, we should look at ourselves 
honestly and confess our mistake. Until our 
minds are completely transformed, we will keep 
falling down. The choice is between getting 
up and starting to walk again or giving up and 
staying on the ground. If we keep lying down, 

nothing will result but greater depression and 
hopelessness. As Shantideva says, a powerful 
cobra can’t be harmed by large birds of prey, but 
if it’s lying on the ground as if dead, even crows 
will peck at it. 

The antidote to such low self-esteem, as 
Shantideva suggests, is to bring forth a sense of 
positive, courageous pride. This pride, though 
it may have a tinge of self-importance, works 
effectively against our neurosis. After we have 
remedied our low self-esteem, we can then 
transcend our pride as well.

We can develop this courage by practicing 
tonglen, and especially by focusing on subjects 
that bring up strong clinging to the self. For 
example, we can think about illnesses that we 
find especially repulsive, filling us with fear and 
disgust. If we imagine taking these illnesses from 
others and bringing them into our heart, that 
will help lessen the self-grasping. We often think 
of our body as “me,” so focusing on the body 
in this way is powerful. Don’t worry—it won’t 
actually make you get the disease. All it will do is 
make you stronger and stronger in your practice 
of bodhicitta.

We have so many phobias about illnesses 
and other forms of suffering. Phobias are a 
weakness of the mind, brought about by our 
self-importance. If we genuinely do tonglen with 
all the diseases and other situations that horrify 
us —the very things whose names we can barely 
mention—it will frighten our self-centered mind. 
Why would we want to do this to ourselves? 
By deliberately frightening our ego, we bring it 
closer to the surface, exposing our own weakness. 
Ordinarily we hope and believe that protecting 
our small self will keep us from suffering. We can 
only overcome this misconception by shedding 
light on it with the practices of mind training. 

Great practitioners like Shantideva and Patrul 
Rinpoche have this mental attitude toward 
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troublemakers: “Come here and take everything 
away from me! If you want my flesh, go ahead 
and take it! If you want my blood, you can have 
it! If you want my bones, my skin, my organs, 
I give them to you gladly! Relax and enjoy the 
feast!” They see the arrival of harm doers in their 
lives as a chance to purify past negative karma. 
Since these acts need to reckoned with one way 
or another, this harm speeds up our process of 
purification. This is a tremendously courageous 
attitude, but if we are interested in letting go 
of the attachments that imprison us, there is 
nothing better. Confronting our negative karma 
head-on is a highly evolved practice of patience. 
Patience is much more than putting up with 
irritations. When intentionally cultivated in this 
way, it becomes a source of incredible power and 
confidence.

Every Buddhist teaching we read or listen to 
is ultimately about getting liberated. The path 
of liberation is to abandon grasping to the self 
and to cherish sentient beings. If you aren’t 
understanding this in the teachings, then you 
are probably misunderstanding something. We 
can look at our spiritual path as a battle between 
our selfish mind and our altruistic mind. Since 
our selfish mind is the greatest enemy of our own 
and others’ happiness, we want to do everything 
possible for the altruistic side to win. We need to 
keep the enemy always under scrutiny. We need 
to disempower it with our wisdom and skillful 
means, exposing its faults and reprimanding it. 
At the same time, we need to boost our altruistic 
mind by increasing and deepening any thoughts 
and emotions that are in line with bodhicitta.

Patrul Rinpoche tells the story of a Brahmin 
who kept track of his mind by using two piles 
of pebbles. For every positive thought he would 
add a white pebble to one pile, and for every 
negative thought he would add a black pebble to 
another pile. In the beginning, the black pile was 

much bigger than the white pile, but as he kept 
observing his mind, the white pile got bigger and 
bigger in relation to the black one. Eventually 
he stopped adding black pebbles altogether. This 
transformation came about through his power of 
observation, along with his understanding of the 
effects of altruism and selfishness.

Since everything that happens in our lives is 
our mind’s experience, if we train our flexible 
mind with such methods, it will get used to 
positive actions and naturally transform itself. 
When our mind is left alone to follow its habits 
and manifest its neurosis, it tends to be more 
selfish and unreasonable than the most spoiled 
brat. As Geshe Ben said, “There’s nothing else 
on my daily schedule than to be alert to the devil 
of self-importance inside me. When it wakes up, 
I have to wake up. When it is asleep, I can also 
be at rest.” Meditating on gratitude is one of the 
best practices available for getting our mind used 
to focusing on others and reducing our clinging 
to the small self.

“Realize all faults spring from one source,” and, 
“Meditate upon being grateful to everyone,” show 
the relative ways of turning difficult situations 
to our advantage. Jesus advised his disciples to 
“turn the other cheek.” A more modern saying 
goes, “Never let a good crisis go to waste.” Our 
resilience and our ability to rebound strictly 
depend on how we work with crisis. Every time 
we face difficult circumstances, we have a chance 
to increase our bodhicitta and purify much of the 
negativity we have created in the past.

Dzigar Kongtrul, Rinpoche has lived and taught in the 
west since 1987, and is founder of Mangala Shri Bhuti, an 
organization established to foster practice of the Longchen 
Nyingtik lineage of Tibetan Buddhism.

From The Intelligent Heart, Copyright © 2016 by Dzigar 
Kongtrul, reprinted with permission of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc.
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Our capacity for intimacy is built on 
deep respect, a presence that allows 
what is true to express itself, to be 

discovered. Intimacy can arise in any moment; 
it is an act of surrender, a gift that excludes 
nothing. In Buddhist marriage ceremonies, I 
speak about this quality of intimacy and how 
it grows as we learn to stay connected with 
ourselves and respectful of those around us. I 
teach new couples the mantra of intimacy.

No matter what they hoped to get from one 
another, how they imagined it should be, what 
they did not expect to encounter, the mantra 
has only one teaching, “This too, this too.”

To learn intimacy is not an easy thing. 
Growing up in a divided culture, marked by 
our wounds and longing, it is hard to be pres-
ent, hard to be respectful. Like following the 
breath or walking in meditation step by step, 
it is learned again and again as we relinquish 
the fears and conditions that keep us from one 
another. These barriers and fears, the memo-
ries of our past sufferings arise when we come 
close to one another, when we come close to 
the mystery of the moment. Many times we 
will feel our hesitation and tentativeness, a 
holding back. Yet this, too, can be touched 
with our intimate attention. And then in a 
moment we can let go of ourselves, be open 
and be here, awake and wholly present. Over 
and over when the world offers itself to us for 
our awakening, all we have to do is meet it.

As Rumi says:
Today is like every other day, we wake up 
empty and frightened. Don’t open the door to 

the study and begin reading. Take down the 
dulcimer.

Let the beauty we love be what we do.
There are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss 
the ground.

Whenever we stop to kiss the earth, we 
recognize how unique is each man and woman 
and each day before us. Never again will we 
see it in this way. In intimacy we discover a 
beauty and grace that makes all things worth-
while. Because life is so tentative, it becomes 
precious. Again Rumi reminds us not to sit 
with sorrow alone.

When you go to a garden, do you look at 
thorns or flowers?

Spend more time with roses and jasmine.

As the capacity for presence grows in us we 
discover an ease of the heart with all things.

One great teacher in India would remind 
his students of this with each of the difficul-
ties they would report to him, difficulties in 
meditation, difficulties in work or relation-
ship. He would listen very kindly and then 
smile at them and say, “I hope you’re enjoying 
them.” In this same spirit, “There are two 
ways to navigate through this world,” wrote 
E. B. White. “One is to improve life and the 
other is to enjoy life.” It is a paradox, for both 
enjoyment and improvement are necessary. 
Often enjoyment is forgotten in our quest for 
spiritual awakening. To find true joy we must 
have passed through our sorrows and come to 
accept the whole of life into our hearts. Then 
a deep and genuine joy arises.

Intimacy With All Things
by Jack Kornfield



69



70

Andre Gide writes of this:
Know that joy is rarer, more difficult and more 
beautiful than sadness. Once you make this 
all-important discovery, you must embrace joy 
as a moral obligation.

When we become intimate with all things, 
we discover rest, well-being, and wholeness in 
this very body. We recognize that we, and all 
life around us, are supposed to be here, that we 
belong here as much as the trees and the sun 
and the turning earth. There comes a heal-
ing, an opening, and a grace. The harmony 
of all things arises for us like the wisdom of 
Dame Julian of Norwich, who so beautifully 
declared, “All shall be well, and all manner of 
things shall be well.” In intimacy we discover 
a profound sense of belonging and wholeness 
that allows us to touch all that we encounter.

When I first practiced as a monk in the 
forests of Thailand, nearly twenty-five years 
ago, we were trained to bow three times upon 
entering and leaving the temple. Bowing was a 
new experience for me. Then I was instructed 
to bow when I entered and exited the din-
ing hall, the teachers’ quarters, my own hut. 
Finally I was taught it is proper for a monk to 
kneel and bow three times when he encoun-
ters a monk who is senior to him. Being newly 
ordained, this meant bowing to every monk 
I met. At first this was difficult. There were 
monks I respected and honored who were easy 
to bow to, but at other times I found myself 
kneeling and bowing to monks I thought 
ignorant, proud, or unworthy. To bow to some 
of these fellows simply because they had been 
ordained a month or two before me rubbed my 
pride the wrong way. However, I continued 
to bow in the temple, in my hut, and to all of 
the monks who presented themselves to me. 
After some time I felt the pain of my own 
criticism and how it kept me separate from 

them. I began to look for something which was 
beautiful or noble or worthy in each person I 
met. Then I began to enjoy bowing. I would 
bow to every monk, to the temples, to all my 
brothers and sisters, to the trees, and to the 
rocks. Bowing became a beautiful way of being.

When we have become intimate with our-
selves, we are able to bow and to bless all that 
surrounds us. Yeats as a poet struggled for years 
with his art, with unrequited love. Then at age 
fifty, sitting in a coffee shop in London, there 
came a great illumination in which he found 
that all that matters is that we can bless and 
be blessed.

My fiftieth year had come and gone,
I sat, a solitary man,
in a crowded London shop,
An open book, on empty cup on the marble 
tabletop.
While on the shop and street I gazed.
My body of a sudden blazed!
And twenty minutes more or less it seemed so 
great, my happiness.
That I was blessed—and could bless.

To discover the capacity to bless whatever is 
in front of us, this is the enlightenment that 
is intimate with all things. It is a freedom and 
happiness with no cause, a gift we bring to 
each moment and each encounter. Once when 
Kalu Rinpoche, an eighty-year-old Tibetan 
master, visited in Boston, he was taken to the  
New England Aquarium, which is filled with 
colorful sea creatures. Kalu Rinpoche enjoyed 
seeing all these wonderful forms of life, and 
before he left each tank, he would tap very 
softly on the glass because he could not read 
the sign in English that told him not to. Then 
he would recite a sacred mantra, “Om, Mani 
Padme Hum,” and peer into the tank for one 
last time before moving on to the next tank 
of creatures. After some time a student asked 
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him, “What are you doing, Rinpoche, when 
you tap on the tanks like that?” and he smiled 
and said, “I’m trying to get the attention of the 
beings within, and then I bless them that they, 
too, may be liberated.”

What a splendid way to move through the 
world, to bring our blessings to all that we 
touch. To learn how to bless, to honor, to listen 
with respect, to welcome with the heart, is a 
great art indeed. It is never done in grand or 
monumental ways but in this moment, in the 
most immediate and intimate way.

In the last year of his life another great 
Tibetan teacher, Karmapa, met with some 
American guests in a royal receiving room of 
his palace-like temple in Sikkim. Karmapa was 
a spiritual guide for a community of hundreds 
of thousands. He was also ill, yet he graciously 
made time to receive as many visitors as he 
could. My friends who visited him found him 
tremendously warm and receptive. He spoke 
with them, encouraged them, and blessed 
them. They felt wonderful. When they left, 
one remarked, “I felt like I just had a conversa-
tion with my closest friend.” For Karmapa each 
visitor was his best friend, and in each moment 
there was nothing else to do but care for and 
bless that which was in front of him.

It is in the intimacy of each moment that 
all of spiritual life is fulfilled. Do not seek the 
Buddha somewhere else. One Hasidic rabbi 
said, “I did not go to my master to learn his 
words of wisdom, but to see how he tied and 
untied his shoes.”

My wife, two journalist friends, and I inter-
viewed the Dalai Lama for National Public 
Radio several years ago. Like Karmapa, he was 
enormously busy as a spiritual leader and as the 
head of the Tibetan government in exile, but 
he greeted us graciously and served us tea him-
self. He patiently answered all of our questions, 

especially focusing on the teachings about 
spirituality and social responsibility. Then he 
asked if there was anything further he could 
do for us. “No,” we answered. “Don’t you want 
to take my picture?” he inquired. “Yes!” We all 
remembered. We had brought several cameras 
with us, but in the excitement of recording our 
interview, we had forgotten. The Dalai Lama 
then suggested that we give our cameras to his 
attendant so that we all could be in the picture 
together. He stood up and put his arms around 
us, two on each side. We were all grinning 
from ear to ear while the pictures were taken. 
Then when the photography was done, he 
grasped my hand and turned to me. Since he 
knows that I am a Buddhist teacher and had 
visited and lectured at one of our centers in 
Massachusetts, I expected him to ask how the 
teaching was going, you know, “How’s busi-
ness?” because, after all, we work for the same 
company. But he didn’t. Instead, he squeezed 
my hand and looked at me carefully and said, 
“You’re so skinny. You should eat more!” This 
was the blessing of the Dalai Lama.

To live a path with heart, a life committed 
to awakening, we too must care for whatever 
we encounter, however difficult or beautiful, 
and bring to it our presence, our heart, in a 
great intimacy. We will encounter many mar-
vels in seeking our true way. Then, like the 
great bodhisattva of Zen who ventured into 
the forest to find the missing ox and in the 
process discovered his own true nature, we can 
return, as it’s said, to enter the world with bliss- 
bestowing hands. “I enter the marketplace 
with my wine bottle and staff. I enter the shops 
and crowds, and all whom I look upon become 
enlightened.”

I hope that this book and the practice of 
wakefulness, compassion, and intimacy in it 
will bring blessings to your life, that you will 
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have silence as a blessing, understanding as 
a blessing, forgiveness as a blessing. And that 
you,too will bring your heart and your hands to 
bless all around you.

A Zen poet Basho reminds us:
The temple bell stops
But the sound keeps coming out of the flowers.

Jack Kornfield trained as a Buddhist monk in 
Thailand, Burma, and India, is a founding teacher of 
the Insight Meditation Society and Spirit Rock Center, 
a clinical psychotherapist, husband, father, and author.

From A Path With Heart, Published by Bantam 
Books, Copyright ©1993 by Jack Kornfield. 
Reprinted by permission of Bantam Books.
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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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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.

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 

Teachers, Priests and Dharma Holders  In 
the Mountains and Rivers Order
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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, see our websites at zmm.mro.org and zcnyc.mro.org.
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Teaching in the Ten Directions
In December Hojin Sensei attended the Annual Interfaith Breakfast of the Brooklyn Borough President and 
offered a poem there. Shugen Roshi attends the Woodstock Interfaith Council’s monthly meetings upstate.

In Buffalo, NY in mid-Janurary, Zuisei led a weekend sesshin for the MRO affiliate group, Buffalo Zen, and 
gave a Sunday talk. 

Traveling halfway around the earth to visit our sangha in New Zealand for four weeks in January and 
February, Hogen Sensei offered teachings in Christchurch at the Opawa Zendo, then led a weekend 
residential retreat and a week-long sesshin in the mountains outside of Christchurch. Hogen Sensei also 
offered teachings in Wellington and Auckland hosted by local sangha members living there. 

On on February 3, 2018 coordinators of Buddhist Action: Morals, Vision, Justice took up the question: 
How does a group whose members come from various Buddhist traditions organize to respond to the pressing 
moral issues of our day? Over 225 Buddhist practitioners—including Shugen Roshi and twenty MRO 
students—gathered at Union Theological Seminary in New York City for a day to explore ways to take a 
more public stance on the pressing issues of our day, and transform right action based on the precepts into 
social action. For more on this new coalition see mountainrecord.org/category/sangha-news/.

Sangha Wedding 

Shugen Roshi officiated at the wedding of long-time sangha member and former Temple resident Mari Kyusho 
Briggs to Masaki Suzuki in June 2017. The wedding was attended by sangha, family and friends. Kyusho is a 
teacher in New York City and has served as the Temple’s baker, providing the sangha with sumptuous oryoki 
sweetbread and Sunday cookies for over twelve years.

Ordination For Shea Zuiko Ikusei Settimi
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On Sunday, December 10, 2017 Shugen Roshi officiated Tokudo, the full Monastic Ordination, for 
Shea Zuiko Ikusei Settimi. During the morning ceremony at the Monastery she received the kesa, zagu, 
monastic bowl and lineage chart as well as the monastic name Zuiko, which means “auspicious peace.” The 
culmination of many years of residential and lay training in the Mountains and Rivers Order, Zuiko began 
practicing with the Order in 2004 while living in New York City, and she soon joined the Monastery’s 
residential community and several years later, after a period of discernment and practice, became a postulant 
monastic in 2014. Zuiko currently oversees the Monastery Store and is involved in a range of initiatives at 
both the Monastery and Fire Lotus Temple.

Jukai 
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On Sunday, November 12, 2017 Shugen Roshi officiated at a Jukai ceremony for six students 
formally taking the Bodhisattva Vows. These students have been studying and practicing for 
several years in preparation for this step in their journeys. The participants are (from left to 
right): Ely Seiryu Rayek (“Dragon Vow”), David Shokan McNamara (“Illuminated Barrier”), 
Pascale Koho Montadert (“Abundant Peace”), Donna Shoho Forgey (“Sacred Service”), Tom 
Tokusei Van Sickle (“Authentic Sincerity”), Kristen Keimu Adolfson (“Enlightened Dream”).

Shuso Hossen

On November 19, 2017, the sangha ended the three-month Ango training period with Shuso Hossen, a 
ceremony during which the Chief Disciple, Patrick Yunen Kelly, offered his first public talk and engaged 
the sangha in Dharma Encounter. Yunen, now a senior student in the MRO, will continue to support the 
Dharma practice at Fire Lotus Temple near his home in Brooklyn, as well as at the Monastery.

Monastery Buildings & Grounds
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Renovations continue through the winter months on cabins and other buildings around the 
Monastery grounds. Meanwhile, the garden’s greenhouse kept on the heat (with solar-generated 
electricity) during its first over-winter, providing abundant salad greens, herbs, and the first 
flowers, and offering caretaking crews a sweet green oasis in the middle of a winter landscape.

New Postulant Monastics

On the morning of December 15, 2017 two residential training students received the black 
robes of postulant monastics in a brief ceremony officiated by Shugen Roshi: Jeffrey Kien 
Martin, Monastery Bookkeeper, and Hokyu JL Aronson, Program Coordinator. Postulancy is 
the first stage of monastic discernment for those who wish to explore this path, living a life 
of service to the three treasures of the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, in the Mountains and 
Rivers Order. 



Spring 2018 Ango
Shuso Letter

Robert Rakusan Moshin Ricci began 
practicing Zen in the late 1960s at 
Rinzai-ji, Mount Baldy Zen Center in 
Southern California, and then in New 
Mexico. He came to Zen Mountain 
Monastery in the 1990s, and received 
Jukai from Daido Roshi and the precept 
name Moshin (“Strong Heart-Mind”) 
in 2008. He entered into residential 
training in 2013 and received Tokudo 
(full monastic ordination) this past 
summer from Shugen Roshi, who gave 
him the ordination name Rakusan, 
“Joyfully Relaxed Mountain.” Rakusan 
serves as the maintenance supervisor at 
the Monastery.

Dear Sangha,

On Mt. Tremper we are alive in cold February. The 
wind stings, the ice cracks underfoot, and at night we 
are dazzled by bright, bright stars. What a privilege it is 
to live on this mountain and feel the earth turn from 
season to season and to share our practice with the 
sun and snow. Now the sun swings around and begins 
to consider Spring 2018, and we begin to consider 
Ango. Again, like softening earth, we’ll deepen our 
practice and find what grows within us.

When Shugen Roshi asked me to serve as Chief 
Disciple for this Ango, I could not speak for a few 
minutes. I felt both lifted to a high place and terrified 
of the prospect. Where will I find the strength and 
stability and clarity to make an acceptable offering? 
I don’t know. But as the mountain greets the spring 
rains and begins to sing its green and thrilling songs, 
I will offer all I am.

We will study Master Dogen’s fascicle, Body-
and-Mind Study of the Way. Dogen says, “Just 
wholeheartedly accept with trust that to study the 
way with mind is this mountains-and-rivers mind 
itself thoroughly engaged in studying the way.” And 
playfully he also says, “The mind studies the way 
turning somersaults–all things tumble over with it.” 
As we tumble into Ango with Dogen, we can laugh 
like children playing in the grass and know we are 
alive in this, our vast and beautiful Peaceful Dwelling. 
This Ango let’s turn our individual and collective 
Body-and-Mind to the work and the joy of tumbling 
with the dharma.

In the fascicle, Dogen offers this powerful 
encouragement to each and every one of us: “Even 
though you do not know it, if you arouse the aspiration 
for enlightenment, you will move forward on the way 
of enlightenment. The moment is already here. Do 
not doubt it in the least.”

With you all,
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Ango Practice

The Mountains and Rivers Order training schedule cycles through periods of intensi-
fication and relaxation, mirroring seasonal changes and giving us varied opportunities 
to study and practice. The spring and fall quarters are ango—“peaceful dwelling”—nin-
tety-day intensives that continue an ancient tradition dating back to the time of the 
Buddha, when the sangha gathered in forest groves during monsoon season to support each 
other in their practice and receive teachings from the Buddha and his senior disciples.

Each ango has a theme drawn from the Buddhist teachings. This spring 2018 ango, the 
sangha will be taking on the teachings of “Body-and-Mind Study of the Way,” a fascicle 
from Master Dogen’s Shobogenzo. We will engage this teaching together during the ango’s 
Buddhist study sessions and the ango intensive retreat.

The training and practice of the chief disciple is another important facet of ango train-
ing. When a junior student is ready to make the transition to being a senior student, the 
teacher will ask him or her to serve as chief disciple for the training period, leading the 
ango and offering their sincere and wholehearted practice as a model for the sangha. The 
ango culminates with a special right of passage for the whole community: Shuso Hossen.

For more information about this Fall Ango and the various activities both at the Monastery 
and the Temple, please check out our website at zmm.mro.org.
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MRO Sangha’s First Dharma Action Day

On January 28, 2018 an afternoon of presentations on social justice action—by and for the sangha—was 
offered at the Monastery (with a tandem day at the Temple on Februay 25th). Over seventy-five people 
attended seven different presentations and contributed their enthusiastic energy and ideas toward a larger 
coalition of social and environmental justice projects—Dharma Action—involving creative expression, 
activism, sustainability and more.

The sessions offered a taste of engaged social action activities and practices currently underway in the 
sangha, with the invitation for each of us to consider delving in deeper. As individuals continue to explore 
these different ways of engaging right action in the world, and studying these issues, we can learn from each 
other’s experiences and expand our capacities.

One participant offered these thoughts: “The day was helpful and inspiring because it gave me tangible 
steps forward in order to more fully engage in actions to address some of the world’s most pressing problems. 
Taking action with sangha is a triple bonus. I am grateful to everyone who organized and presented, and to 
all who attended.”

As a community, we can actively support each other in extending lovingkindness and well-being through 
informed, intentional, sustained and sustaining engaged action. For a more in-depth coverage, see www.
mountainrecord.org/category/sangha-news.
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New MRO Students

Sitting Tangaryo in January to become students of Hojin Sensei were Doug Hull and Gale 
Delaney, and becoming students of Shugen Roshi were Bill Amadeo, Christine Fowle, and 
Elizabeth Bolton. 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 across the planet. Gratitude 
to David Cook for donations of excellent coffee for the Temple sangha. More garden support 
was provided by donations from Bill Amadeo, and thank you to Chase Takusei Twichell for 
help in the stitchery and in planning the Buddhist Poetry Festival. Transcription assistance 
is highly appreciated from Sara Itoku Ahbel-Rappe and Laura Close. To all of those who 
submitted photos for the issue we are indebted, please keep shooting and keep sending your 
work! Our next issue of Mountain Record is on “Words and Phrases.”

Comings & Goings at the Monastery

Joining residential training in December was Michelle Sellars, Brooklyn, NY, for one month. In 
January month-long residents included Judy McCarthy, Linden NJ, Mae Quinn, St. Louis MO, 
Liam Delaney, Bedford Hills, NY, Gregorgy Witkowski, Kingston NY, Steven Siegelski, Hurley 
NY, Sean Stephen Byrne, Randolph NJ, Chris Krivanek, Port Jervis NY, for two weeks J Smith, 
Powell TN, and for three months, returning resident Jess Plumb of the UK. Monastery residents 
in February included Tyler Tenniswood, East Lansing MI, Riley Packer, Alpine UT, Colin 
Fenderick, Tampa FL, Weyman Fussell, Washburn TN, Nick Neihart, Salt Lake City, UT, and 
beginning a year-long residency, Alli Renji Liss, Albany NY. In January we also said goodbye 
to John Caruso, and in February bid farewell to Christine Fowle and Ian Falcon, all who were 
completing extended periods of residency.

Comings & Goings at the Temple

Month-long resident at the Temple in December was Layla Smith, and in January, Bigwan Liu 
began a six-month residency, Alexander Bayevsky and Stu Kennedy were each in residence for 
a week. In February, Courtney Coulson joined for a month of residential training.
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Sangha 
   Reflections

ON GRATITUDE
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I walked against the stream in this river all 
of my life because I used to believe I did not de-
serve anything unless I suffered first. It was dis-
heartening and often excruciating yet I always 
told myself Don’t be a wuss. Try a little harder 
and just a little longer. I did not acknowledge the 
pain and suffering for so many years because 
that would have meant admitting defeat.

One day, I found myself paralyzed in the 
stream. I could no longer move. Utterly ex-
hausted, I had no strength or will left to step 
forward.

Just let go, said the voice.
Trust me, the river said.
I can’t…My legs were trembling from exhaus-

tion and my heart, from fear.
When I was eight years old, my aunt took 

me to the community swimming pool to teach 
me how to swim. She literally grabbed me and 
threw me into the swimming pool over and 
over again. The next day, probably exhausted 
from the previous day, my aunt asked my other 
aunt to take me to the pool. Thankfully, she 
had an entirely different approach towards 
showing me the art of floating in the water. She 
told me to hold the edge of the pool, stretch out 
my legs and body. Take a deep breath and gently 
put my face in the water. Relax. And only when 
I’m ready, let go of the edge of the pool and see 
what happens.

I’m not ready! my heart pleaded. I shut my 
eyes tightly, clenched my teeth, and gripped 
my hands in a fist. I will drown! But within an 
hour, I was swimming with my younger cousins. 
I didn’t drown, I swam.

I’ve learned it was not that there was not 
enough love in this world, but it took a while 
for me to see. Relax, trust, and let go. Surrender. 
The river I was once afraid of cradled and car-
ried me to this zendo, a home some 7,000 miles 
away from home. Here, I’m learning every pain 

I have ever experienced was merely to show me 
how much I was loved. All I can do now is to 
receive and gratefully give back all the love that 
ever existed in this world.

—Mika Shirota

To fulfill basic college requirements I en-
rolled in the 101 studio art class at Ohio State 
University in the spring semester of my fresh-
man year. I was eighteen years old and I had 
never been exposed to art making. One of the 
requirements of this class, was to make a char-
coal drawing of a view from inside one of the 
buildings. Making my first charcoal drawing as 
I sat looking up from the bottom of this wind-
ing 19th century marble staircase pulled me 
into another dimension.

To my surprise I became totally absorbed. I 
discovered something I wasn’t looking for and 
was hooked. At this point I started to “look.” I 
began taking various art classes and attending 
figure drawing sessions. I eventually found my 
way to the Art Students League on 57th Street 
where I would spend many arduous hours trying 
to make figure drawings that would look some-
thing like the classical drawings of the accom-
plished artists who surrounded me. I was tight 
and stiff, trying really hard, putting out these 
dead drawings.

On one particularly difficult day, my teacher 
who felt my struggle and saw I wasn’t getting 
what he was trying to teach me, said, “Why 
don’t you just try drawing the way you want 
to.” It was like the flood gates opened and out 
poured these energized flowing drawings. They 
emerged from some deep place, a place that was 
unfamiliar. These early drawings bought me a 
scholarship for one full time class at the Art 
Students League.

People told me that my drawings looked 
sculptural, so I decided on the sculpture class, 
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There are things that seem as though they 
should not be spoken aloud, and although I 
feel bursting with it, “gratitude” is one of those 
things that feels hard to touch.  Spoken aloud 
or written, it becomes an image of itself via lan-
guage—which can also be said of photographic 
imagery. Whatever the vocabulary, it then ex-
ists not wholly in the present (or directly). As-
sociative thinking (and/or relating) sits simulta-
neously in the past—functioning with reference 
to the word’s learned meanings, or the implica-
tions of a photographic memory.

I am grateful for the chances to study my 
mind and all the interesting scenarios that pres-
ent—the circumstances asking (often insisting) 
for my close examination of lingering scraps of 
conditioning, afflictions, and psychological con-
tent of consciousness. These experiences—ob-
servably real in themselves, and also completely 
unsubstantial.

I am grateful for this sangha and this place be-
cause everyone speaks a common understanding 
beyond language, and it is not delusively influ-
enced. I am grateful to teachers, seniors, resi-
dents, and friends. Among all of you, “I” don’t 
have to wonder why or when I disappeared.

Rather... we rest together in practice, intense-
ly, tenderly.

—Scrap Wrenn

I’ve found that gratitude can be a motivating 
force, an impulse that can change for the better 
how I view, cope with and live within challeng-
ing situations. I’m my mother’s primary care giv-
er and have been for more than four years. Her 
mental capacities are virtually intact but she 
needs 24 hour care. My only respite from minis-
tering to her needs are daily AA meetings when 
I also run errands. Financial resources are slim 
and at times I feel my life is on hold.

The suggestion from my teacher was: “You 

which I knew nothing about. Entering into the 
dusty sub-basement world, I was met with the 
question, “Stone or clay?” Being clueless about 
the difference, the monitor explained, “In one 
you take away, and in the other you add.” I went 
for the taking away, and that day I began carv-
ing my first stone. I was able to enter realms, 
inside and out, that I deeply cherish. Doors 
opened for me and some wonderful teachers 
and fellow travelers provided the needed light. 
But the deepest gratitude I feel is that I was 
available and open enough to receive these gifts 
into my life.

—Roni Nyuko Schnadow

“You need an ultrasound and a biopsy” is a 
phrase that still brings me to deep stillness as 
it was the beginning of short journey into a life 
of deep gratitude. The surgical wounds have 
healed but their scars, the absence of breasts, are 
ever a visible reminder. It is difficult to express 
feelings that are so visceral...warm, deep-heart-
ed eye-to-eye contact with my surgeon as the 
anesthetic takes me under; the gentle touch of 
the nurse as she cares for my bandages; the am-
biance of compassion in the chemo suite; beau-
tifully painted ceiling tiles of the radiation unit; 
observing and being one with one who hears 
‘stage 4’; being surrounded by countless others 
suffering similarly; being told ‘you’re all clear.’ I 
am one of the lucky few.

Life and death are of supreme importance 
and every breath a reminder to come to back to 
that precious breath. I often say now that this 
was one of the greatest gifts of my life for I am 
not prone to take things for granted anymore 
and this life with all its imperfections, joys and 
sorrows, is only as rich as it can be shared with 
others. Nine bows to sickness and its medicine.

—Maire Tosho O’Brien
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need some breathing space.” I felt validated 
and grateful. The questions came to me: How 
can I turn around my approach to caregiving? 
Can caregiving also be self nurturing? By put-
ting aside whether this is going to last months 
or years, can I focus on being fully present? Can 
I work to turn anger and frustration into humor 
and patience not only for my mother but for 
myself? Can I look at what I really need to re-
plenish myself and look outside the box to do so? 
How can I create and foment breathing space 
for myself within my current situation?

These are all aspects I can engage in to nur-
ture my ability to practice this life of caregiving, 
and for this I am grateful.

—Rocio Myoho Aragon

When you get older and discover that you 
are not able to do what you once did, do not 
look like the person you thought you were, are 
no longer part of the same circle, are not seen 
the same way, it all seems like losing.

The Buddha teaches that this is the way life 
is, everything changes. Change is only SEEN 
as losing. So buck up!

People cope with losing limbs, unbearable 
bereavement, loss of house, family, country. 
Losing is just what Buddha said dukkha is, and 
my husband and I are in it. I have always won-
dered how people endure such things. It was 
one of the questions that brought me to Bud-
dhism.

As for us, we are in the early stages of losing. 
We have not lost very much; we still have a 
very great deal of what we always have had. But 
when our thoughts turn to what we had and 
now have not, we get nervous, anxious, un-
grateful. We begin to picture ourselves in sce-
narios where we will be left behind, standing 
outside the gate all alone. Such thoughts and 
imaginings are blinding. Like any they fill our 

minds and pull the blinds down on this fine 
opportunity, here and now, right in front of us 
waving hello.

—Lyn Mattoon

When I became a true spiritual seeker, living in 
nunneries, communities and centers, it was often 
with male guidance. They were complicated yet 
profound teachers, as priests in Catholic church-
es, nuns in nunneries (ruled by the Bishop), Yo-
gis in ashrams and Roshis in Zen communities. 
When I met Hojin Sensei, who had the respect 
of my then-teacher Daido Loori, things began to 
change for me. Daido often talked admiringly of 
Hojin’s simple style of using artwork, humor and 
support as she offered workshops and programs. 
Her teaching impressed me greatly, and one day 
I asked her what reading she could recommend. 
She blinked twice and said The Women of the Way 
by Sallie Tisdale. I got it in the mail three days 
later and I have been reading it, re-reading it, and 
carrying it with me ever since.

To learn of all these women who became 
leaders and teachers in India, China and Japan 
opened up the doors to an understanding and ap-
preciation I had not experienced before. These are 
the women in our liturgy every Sunday morning 
in our service hall, and their names have become 
real to me. Some of them endured terrible situa-
tions and years of abuse, challenge and ridicule to 
continue moving forward, to learn and teach the 
Dharma. I have a new found respect for women 
teachers of long ago as well as the programs that 
are offered just for women here across the country. 
It is so rewarding.

My gratitude lies with all the women of the 
Way who came before me and are currently mak-
ing a difference today in our world. Deep bows of 
appreciation to all of them.

—Joan Yushin
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Have you seen her? Who is she? She is ev-
erywhere and she is all over. Who is that one 
who silently receives each and every one of my 
thoughts while she simultaneously, and silently, 
initiates each and every one of my thoughts?

Her material is fabric universal and I want 
her entirely—and so I practice shikantaza 
throughout the day and throughout the night. 
Her ubiquitous nature trains me to cherish, to 
fully experience each and every worldly dhar-
ma—because she is there and she is all over it, 
no matter what it is.

I am grateful to have found her statue, her im-
age, within Buddhism. In truth, she speaks ev-
ery tongue and conveys every communication. 
We say anatman—no self. I am so grateful to 
dedicate my practice, my entire life, to opening 
myself to her reality within every sentient being 
and within every desire and within every phe-
nomenal experience—especially my self.

I am grateful for everything—integrity—in-
tegral.

—Brian Daisen Holeman

I stood outside the monastery on a cold Jan-
uary Sunday morning holding a cup of coffee, 
staring east. Some residents were doing zazen 
upstairs inside, facing the same direction as me. 
We had reached the end of a Precepts training 
weekend. The cool wet air circled me and the 
sun rose—pink! A shade of hibiscus pink that 
only happens in winter and that I rarely see be-
cause, let’s be honest, I’m not a pre-dawn riser.

For two days I had been alternately taking 
notes, doodling, trying to listen, and readjusting 
my sitting position as my mind and body ebbed 
and flowed. Mostly, I’d been preoccupied by 
how difficult it seemed to wake up (early in the 
morning and metaphysically), practice compas-
sion (in speech and thought), and speak up (in 

the retreat session and in the face of global in-
justice). As I listened, I became wary of my own 
enthusiasm for the precepts and a reality they 
reflected. I have experienced the slide back into 
dogmas of success and failure, the exquisite and 
instantaneous pain of a loss of faith. As some-
body who works in words, I’ve come to trust di-
rect experience more thoroughly.

So it was then, in that moment of relative si-
lence, moderate pain, tired joy, I felt gratitude 
as a force outside of me which asked that I meet 
it in the middle, somewhere between body and 
mind, earth and sky, self and other. The color of 
gratitude was pink and so were my cold cheeks 
as a smile slid across my face.

—Katherine Cooper

This felt image keeps coming to me: a sudden 
awareness that my hands are full of exquisite 
pebbles—all colors, shapes, textures—beautiful 
in their particularity, striking as a collection. 
Where did these come from?! The generosi-
ty… An ordinary interaction, a moment of un-
contrived contact, words and gestures that say 
“Look! Look! This is important”—a gift, a gift, 
a gift. Pockets full of them—so many treasures 
to give away.

—Tess Edmonds

Many years ago I started going to a twelve-step 
program. By the time I arrived I was a seasoned 
skeptic, had a fine-tuned cynical and cutting 
sense of humor, and was proud of my facility with 
sarcasm. My life was completely unmanageable. I 
hurt people. I hurt myself. And I didn’t have a clue 
who I was or my purpose in the world. Life had 
done me wrong.

We were encouraged to keep a “gratitude list” 
to help heal the tendency towards the “poor me” 
habit. It was a struggle. My list was short and of-
ten did not have the resonance of truth. But for-
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tunately everything changes, including attitudes 
and perspectives. 

My experience of gratitude is closely connected 
with humility, allowing me to get out of my way 
so that I can notice what is plain to see. Also, it 
requires wakefulness. 

Usually it’s the simple and ordinary things that 
generate my gratitude. The quiet joy of being able 
to recognize another’s joy. Taking delight in the 
change of temperature and the fresh air as I cross 
the Marine Parkway Bridge, moving closer to the 
ocean. Appreciating my well-seasoned cast iron 
skillet to which nothing sticks, and from which I 
prepare meals for those I love.

Nowadays, my list comes more easily and grows 
longer. Gratitude is alive and accessible to me 
when I get out of the way and remain awake.

—Eva Shosei Vazquez

I’m thankful that it’s not raining so I can take 
the dog for a walk, but I’m not grateful to the 
weather. What’s the difference? For me, it’s that 
gratitude has an object. When I feel grateful, it’s 
specifically in response to the actions, direct or in-
direct, of others. It’s a social emotion, an engaged 
emotion.

I’m thankful that I grew up in a financially se-
cure home, got a good education and health care, 
but I’m grateful to my mother for having done 
her best to raise three kids while suffering severe 
lifelong depression and a wandering husband. I’m 
thankful for my trusty Subaru, but not grateful to 
it. 

In making an inventory of what I’m grateful for 
today, I was surprised to discover how short my list 
was, though there’s a great deal that I’m thank-
ful for. I feel gratitude to my friends and family 
for their love; my return love of them is there-
fore partly a responsibility—we take care of each 
other. It’s reciprocal. I’m grateful for the scientists 
and environmental and human rights crusaders 

who are out there trying to soothe the griefs of 
the world, because their efforts benefit us all. The 
gratitude of which I’m most conscious, though, is 
for the Monastery, the monastics I’ve known over 
the years, and the entire sangha. I am only now 
beginning to appreciate the depth of the Dhar-
ma’s presence in my life, how it grew there, and 
what it means: responsibility. Since I was a teen-
ager I’ve sat and listened and read and questioned 
and studied my self. My gratitude takes the form 
of wanting to help, contribute, support, give back.

—Chase Takusei Twichell

Waking up slow and tender rolling rocking 
rising shedding covers shedding warmth foot 
on floor bone wrapped in flesh crystalline cal-
cium lattice melting pads of feet into cool wood 
where is the weight sitting this morning? Heels? 
Pads? Toes? Inner edge? Outer edge? Solid ground 
meeting foot twenty-six bones dozens of muscles 
ligaments tendons tibia fibula soft patellae femurs 
pelvic bowl sacrum sacred spine skull container 
dense neural web inter(preta|penetra)tion ribs 
embracing and protecting breath and blood ster-
num on guard holding it all together extending 
through clavicle scapula humerus radius ulna (oh 
the way you rotate around each other) eight wrist 
bones carpals air filling body into ground emp-
tying body into air organs playing the emotional 
symphony.

This body this container this glorious manifes-
tation in the world—this universe of worlds op-
erating together—directed used abused graceful 
exquisite jewel groggy electrified ailing bruised 
unbalanced fluidly stable hesitant frightened 
spiraling down up in out—I love you in all your 
ways—forgive me right leg and low back that I 
kicked that car so hard after it knocked me off 
my bike—forgive me right arm for using you for 
rage too many times to count—forgive me for not 
always nourishing you well or attending to your 
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concerns—let us be one with no recrimination or 
resentment—let us heal together.

—Andy Jikai Kriger

Just a few years ago I was nearly dead. I was al-
ready a practitioner and had taken up the robes of 
a student, but delving deeper into my condition-
ing sparked a violent withdrawal from truths I did 
not want to face. I was doing all the right things 
when the world could see, but as soon as I was 
alone I collapsed into addiction to alcohol and 
fed my ego through self-loathing. I craved death 
and chased it repeatedly. I vividly remember the 
crushing defeat of opening my eyes after yet an-
other failed suicide attempt. I was still drawing 
breath but I had no idea how to live. The most 
honest moment of my life was contained in five 
words in the aftermath of my last drink: “I can’t 
do this anymore.”

Somewhere within that darkness people I 
didn’t even know showed me how they made it 
through.  They asked for nothing in return. They 
gave their time, their hope and their love to me, 
day after day.  I began to trust so I opened up to 
a few members of the local sangha. I was over-
whelmed by their acceptance and generosity.  I 
was surrounded by bodhisattvas, many of whom 
did not even know the word. They just were; they 
just gave. Little by little I grew. I did not notice 
how I was changing.

Those few years ago I would have told you that 
gratitude was a nice idea but was ultimately un-
attainable. Now I can say I know gratitude inti-
mately. It permeates my days and draws me to rest 
at night. My understanding of gratitude is to be 
openly present to receive each moment—what-
ever it brings—and to lovingly release what I re-
ceive. It is not mine to hold.

I acknowledge those very same truths that I 
used to turn away from. I bear physical and emo-
tional scars from violence and abuse. Difficult 

moments still arise; the difference today is that 
instead of these being barriers, they are entry 
points to service. I get to give love the same way 
it was given to me. I am not merely thankful; I 
am joyous.

—Christine Mawhiney

I was born in the deep South in 1946, the first 
year following the end of World War II, among 
people of quite modest means and big hopes. For 
me, the extraordinary grace of this time and place 
was the innocence and lack of worldly resources 
of the adults who surrounded me. In this slow and 
unimportant place in south Alabama, I received 
the greatest benevolence a child could wish for: 
hours and hours of “unsupervised” time alone or 
with other children to play out-of-doors and in-
doors with few “toys” and with plenty of imagina-
tion. My twenty-seven-year-old, World War II-vet-
eran father built for my brother and me a sandbox, 
a crude affair of high board sides, and lots of dirt, 
under a huge shade tree. My brother and I and 
neighborhood children played daily for hours in 
this pile of dirt, without interruption and with no 
adult checking to see if we had been kidnapped. 
Our toys included acorns, sticks, pebbles from the 
driveway, marbles, pieces of string we found in the 
garage, leaves we scavenged from the household 
shrubbery.

The gift for which I feel the most natural and 
uncontrived gratitude, is that I had a very basic, 
unimproved, modest, uncomplicated childhood 
that included hours of play alone or with others 
with very few actual things to play with. I did not 
know that television existed until I was about 
eight years old, when I saw one for the first time 
in a neighbor’s house. Sometimes, we can feel very 
grateful for what we did not know, did not receive, 
and did not know how to desire. 

—Kyusei Paula Bakule
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The Light That Shines 
Through Infinity

Zen and the energy of life
by Dainin Katagiri 

Edited by Andrea Martin
Shambhala Publications

In this collection 
of transcribed talks, 
Dainin Katagiri, one of 
the founding teachers 
of North America Zen, 
manifests how the uni-
verse is suffused with 
a dynamic energy that 
fills and sustains our 
lives.  I use the word 
‘manifest’ here because, 
in my experience, this 
book is an actual man-
ifestation of its title, 
shining a new light on 

my experience of the world.
Katagiri’s ability to weave dharma con-

cepts, illuminating nature analogies, and 
quotations from dharma literature into 
a fabric of simple declarative sentences 
often caused me to stop reading and go 
outside for a walk to try to absorb all that 
he was saying. On one such walk, I noticed 
the translucence of the tree leaves as the 
late afternoon sun shone through them.  
Standing among them, I was awestruck by 
the fantastically intricate stem, vein and 
cell structure that light, acting through 
photosynthesis, had created. I had felt 
the energy of Katagiri’s words physically 

move me out the door and into a percep-
tion of all the phenomenon of the natural 
world, which then helped me recognize 
my immediate experience of the dharma 
in the world. 

Katagir i  quotes f rom Dogen’s 
Shobogenzo Baika: “When the old plum 
tree suddenly opens, the world of blos-
soming f lowers arises. At the moment 
when the world of blossoming f lowers 
arises, spring arrives…At the moment of 
a single blossom, there are three, four, 
and five blossoms, hundreds, thousands, 
myriads, billions of blossoms—countless 
blossoms.” To which Katagiri responds: 
“Dogen represents oneness as something 
alive. Immediately it is right in front 
of you. You are very surprised, amazed, 
startled.” 

Throughout this book Katagiri traces 
the f low of energy through the world and 
illuminates our awareness of the dharma, 
and his words bring this to life. Examples 
abound from the chapter called “Time 
and Space”—

When you see the vegetable as an expres-
sion of the universal energy inhering in 
everything, there is a kind of inspiration 
that goes in and out between you and 
the universe…Then, when you look at 
a vegetable, you see many beings in the 
realm of the vegetable’s life. That is the 
real life of the vegetable—Buddha’s life, 
we say. 

Just sit right in the middle of zazen that 
is expressing aliveness in you, rain-
drops, trees, birds, and all beings.  

And then this, from the chapter called 
“The Energy of Life”—
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If you depend on dharma, pure energy 
will arise and appear in your everyday 
life…That energy g ives forth its own 
light, shining from your whole body…
So relax your frontal lobe, calm your 
mind, and practice dwelling peacefully 
in the dharma that is working deep in 
your own life.

In the section, “History of Buddhist 
Psychology,” Katagiri describes the 
dynamic of energy of human conscious-
ness, the role of all phenomenal existence 
as contributing to the potential energy 
of consciousness, and the creative force 
of karmic energy with which we live. As 
complex as these issues may be, Katagiri 
talks about them in terms that are clear 

and direct, and always with the intent to 
end human suffering—your suffering, and 
my suffering. There is a warmth and gen-
erosity in the accessible way he manages 
to connect these abstract concepts with 
everyday human pain.

In the chapter, “Wisdom and 
Compassion,” Katagiri explores the link 
between compassion and sadness. Here 
he delves into how the Buddha’s Precepts 
are a manifestation of the whole universe. 
By way of encouragement, he speaks on 
the wisdom of emptiness and its connec-
tion to energy. He says: “Every day, all 
you have to do is stand up in emptiness, 
open your heart, and accept the lively 
energy of your life. You don’t understand 
what emptiness is exactly, but your life 
is already there, so stand up straight and 
start to walk. Even if you are scared, just 
go ahead.”

The final section, “Peace and Harmony,” 
presents a vision that is simple, pro-
found, and joyous. The individual talks 
in this part, “Where Do You Come From?” 
“Where Are You Going?” and “Walking 
Alone with an Open Heart” offer inspir-
ing, down-to-earth guidance on tran-
quility, benevolence, and unobstructed 
freedom. He writes: “Act wholeheartedly, 
constantly trying to be with that great 
stream of energy. That is the Zen way. 
This is a wonderful practice for us.”

The Light That Shines Through Infinity 
shines brightly here. I found that Katigiri 
manifests indeed for me that very light 
through this exceptional book.

Richard Supperti, MRO, is a Student in the 
Mountains and Rivers Order living in Brooklyn, NY.

From The Light That Shines 
Through Infinity

From moment to moment, 
particles, atoms, and molecules 
arise from the vast openness 
of space all at once, come 
together, and form the world of 
phenomena: trees, birds, flowers, 
planets and your human body.

—Dainin Katagiri
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The Diary of a 
Bookseller
by Shaun Bythell

Profile Books LTD

Shaun Bythell’s “The 
Diary of a Bookseller” 
is a gem of a book. 
Bythell, the owner 
of Scotland’s largest 
second-hand bookstore, 
gives us this day-by-day 
account of his life as a 
bookseller. It’s a warm 
and funny book marked 
by Bythell’s dark, dead-
pan humor. He begins 
by admitting that he fits 
the stereotype of the 
“impatient, intolerant, 
antisocial proprietor.” 
But this wasn’t 
always the case: he 

began when he bought his shop as eagerly 
and naively as any thirty-one-year-old 
embarking on their first business venture. 
The shop, though—with its haggling 
customers, arguing staff and the “constant 
barrage of dull questions”—turned him into 
a bit of a misanthrope.

Would he change any of it? He 
resoundingly answers “No.” There is love 
here—for books, the paper-and-board 
books, the smelly and smudged books, the 
handled, creased books perfumed by time 
and care, the second and third-hand books 
that come his way—which line his shelves 
and fill his life.  

There is also an idiosyncratic cast of 
characters—customers, employees, a cat (of 
course); the estate sales, literary festivals, 
girlfriend and the small businesses that 
must be run to supplement the income of 
the bookshop. 

All of this is fun enough, but Bythell’s 
book is not just an account of the life of 
a bookseller. It is the life of a bookseller of 
real—not digital—books, as sold by a store 
owner, not as sold by Amazon and shipped 
from a distribution center. And this life 
is not an easy one. It is life in the shadow 
of Amazon and its Kindle, where the 
“haggling” customers are often comparing 
Bythell’s prices to what might be found 
online. They will sit for hours in his shop 
reading, perusing the shelves, not buying 
and then deciding to purchase through 
Amazon. Bythell is quite clear: the Kindle is 
killing bookshops like his. In one hilarious 
but important moment, he takes a Kindle 
out to the forest, shoots it, and mounts 
the destroyed machine on a shield like a 
hunting trophy. 

I’ll be honest, hopefully without sounding 
judgmental: I have always loved the “real” 
book. I could never read a digital book with 
the same relish as a paper-and-board book 
and I never really saw the need to. As a high 
school English teacher, though, I have heard 
colleagues turning towards electronic books 
as a way to hook our tech-savvy kids into 
reading. The rationale is simple: put words 
on a screen, get a tap and a click involved 
and kids may fall in love with reading like 
they’ve fallen for gaming.  I didn’t buy it. 
Words are words and can never compete 
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Even though I didn’t need Bythell to 
convince me of the merits of “real” books, his 
account was a turning moment in my own 
relationship to book-buying nevertheless. I 
have been a “one-click” Amazon shopper. I’d 
read about a new or interesting book, find 
it on Amazon, order the book and it would 
be mine in a few days. And so my beloved 
“TBR” (To Be Read) pile on my nightstand 
grew. Such a righteous kind of sin. 

Who could find fault with the buying of 
books? Ultimately these books would help 
me become a more intelligent, empathetic, 
well-rounded person. All of this sounds so 
commendable. But here’s what I learned 
from Bythell’s book: we don’t have to 
acquire—I don’t have to acquire—books 
so quickly. It is the speed of acquisition, 
the learned reflex of consumption, that 
we know is harming our world in so many 
ways, and that is the problem here. Bythell 
is inviting us to slow down. Hunt around for 
a book, walk or ride a train to a bookstore, 
make a call; use our beloved technology to 
find what bookseller has the book and buy 
it that way. 

It is much more work for me and my book-
buying is slowed down to the pace of what 
it takes to actually finish a book. The TBR 
pile is diminishing, but so is the anxiety, 
the rush, of consumption.

Sandy Joshin Del Valle, MRO is a Student in the 
Mountains and Rivers Order living in Brooklyn, NY.

with the colors, the sounds, the fast pace, 
the sensory immersive world of digital 
games. Also, our teens are simply reflecting 
adult values: most adults are not spending 
even an hour a day in sustained, silent 
reading—the kind of reading that grows 
focus, fluency and, really, thoughtfulness. 

When we ask, even require—as teachers 
must—our kids to read, we are bucking a 
trend; but buck on we do. And there are 
rewards. Like fifteen-year-old Daisy who 
is always by my bookcase now finding her 
next read, the fatter the better.  There is no 
digital bookcase that will draw her in like 
the colored spines of books lining a wall.

From The Diary of a Bookseller

On the evocative life of used 
books:“…there is something that 
makes you feel connected to 
those people when you handle 
material like this. Perhaps the 
most interesting mystery is that 
you never know who has handled 
all the unsigned, uninscribed 
books that come into the shop, 
and what their secret history has 
been”

—Shaun Bythell
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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
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