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The vitality of language lies in its ability to limn the actual, 
imagined and possible lives of its speakers, readers, writers…

Its force, its felicity is in its reach toward the ineffable.

-Toni Morrison
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What Do You Call It?
by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Roshi 
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Book of Serenity Case 74

Fayan’s Non-Abiding

The Pointer

Plenty has myriad virtues; swept clear, there’s not a mote of dust. Detached from all 
forms, identical to all things: taking a step atop a hundred foot pole, the universe in all 
directions is one’s whole body—but tell me, where does it come from? 

Main Case

A monk asked Fayan, "I hear that in the teachings there is a saying‚ 
'From a non-abiding basis are established all things.'
What is the non-abiding basis?" 
Fayan said, "Form arises before substantiation, 
names arise from before naming."

Verse

Without tracks, No news
The white clouds are rootless—What color is the pure breeze?

Spreading the canopy of the sky, mindless,
Holding the carriage of the earth, powerful;

Illumining the profound source of a thousand ages,
Making patterns for ten thousand forms.

Meetings for enlightenment in the atoms of all lands
in each place is Samantabhadra:

The door of the tower opens
everywhere is Maitreya.
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The enlightened path is to practice and 
awaken to the Buddha mind that each 
and every one of us possesses. Though 

it is our very nature—it is never apart even for 
an instant—to directly realize this truth is both 
subtle and profound. To engage the teachings 
that point to self-nature is also a challenge. 
There are teachings that are challenging and 
so we need to engage them thoughtfully and 
carefully, and take time trying to understand 
what they are saying. This means that in the 
beginning we are using our rational mind to 
reflect on and understand conceptually what 
the dharma is pointing to—something that is 
itself, beyond all concepts and knowing. 

There’s much available these days in terms of 
Dharma teachings and texts, and a great deal 
of what comes from contemporary teachers 
is quite accessible. That’s good as it helps 
students connect easily and personally with 
the Dhamra. But I think it’s also important 
to engage teachings that are ancient, that 
practitioners have studied for hundreds of 
years, and these can be quite challenging. I 
invite you into that process with this koan. 

Master Fayan was asked by a student, “I hear 
that in the teachings there is the saying, from a 
non-abiding place all things are established?” If 
the 10,000 things—the whole phenomenal 
universe, everything we can perceive with our 
senses—returns to some basic space, what is 
that basic space? How does something arise 
from no thing?

Fayan says, Form arises before substantiation, 
names arise from before naming. Another old 
master from a Tibetan Buddhist tradition 
of Dzogchen teachings, Longchen Rabjam, 
spoke of it this way: 

Within the expanse of spontaneous presence 
is the ground for all that arises. Empty in 
essence, continuous by nature. It has never 

existed as anything whatsoever and yet arises 
as anything at all. Within the expanse of the 
three Kayas (the three bodies of the Buddha) 
although samsara and nirvana arise naturally, 
they do not stray from this basic space. Such 
is the blissful realm that is the true nature of 
phenomena. 

Spontaneous presence is Buddha mind, 
everyday mind, the mind of all sentient beings. 
Never absent, within this immeasureable 
presence, nothing can be found to exist. Not 
existing, nothing is ever missing.

In the commentary on Rabjam’s teaching it 
says, 

Thus, given that awareness is pure by its very 
nature, its essence as emptiness is what we 
call the Dharmakaya, the body of the Buddha, 
the reality body. Its nature as lucidity, as 
clarity, as radiance, is the Sambogakaya, 
the body of bliss of the Buddha. The way in 
which its innate responsiveness arises is what 
we call the Nirmanakaya, the body of the 
Buddha that appears in the world. This great 
undiminishing treasure is the utterly lucid 
Mandala that abides as the ground of being. 
Even as anything at all arises within that 
context, be it awareness’s own manifestations 
as perceived purely by Buddhas, or as 
perceived impurely by ordinary beings, all of 
it is only the displays of basic space as the true 
nature a phenomena.

The emptiness which is the nature of all 
things—your basic nature, and the nature 
of every conceivable and inconceivable 
thing—is the Dharmakaya, the body of the 
Buddha. How that manifests in form, in 
natural radiance and luminosity and lucidity, 
is the Sambogakaya, the body that manifests 
all of the virtues of enlightened nature. Its 
responsiveness, how it responds to the world, 
to circumstances, to people, to the cries of the 
world, is the Nirmanakaya, the manifested 
body of the Buddha. 
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What this is showing is the inseparable, 
intimate relationship, not only of form and 
emptiness—the absolute and the relative, 
the fundamental and the phenomenal, the 
ground of being and everyday life—but also 
between that fundamental nature, that basic 
space, and compassion. Everything that arises 

out of that essential nature and its nature of 
arising is compassion in the human realm. 
That’s why wisdom and compassion are not 
two, they can’t be separated. As Daido Roshi 
often said, Wisdom without compassion is not 
true wisdom, compassion without wisdom is not 
true compassion.
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Fayan says, Form arises before substantiation, 
names arise from before naming. What Fayan 
is drawing upon here is a basic teaching in 
Buddhism: nama-rupa. Nama is name, rupa is 
form. In the Twelve-fold Chain of Dependent 
Origination, the Buddha taught how we 
begin within delusion, where we are not 

seeing things clearly, and then move towards 
suffering in every possible form. How does that 
work? Delusion leads to karmic formations; in 
other words, the way we see and understand 
things—what we desire, how we act—and this 
is how we create karma. Karmic formations 
arise out of delusion, and that delusion then 
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conditions our consciousness. It creates a sense 
of someone, what we call you and me. Name 
and form can also be understood in terms of 
the five skandhas: form; feelings—coming in 
contact with things and the sensations that 
arise out of that; perceptions—how our minds 
categorize those sensations that arise out of 
that contact; volitional formations—how we 
then respond to things; and, consciousness, 
our sense of the self.

Fayan is saying that form, which is 
everything material, arises before it becomes 
substantiated. What does that mean? ‘Name’ 
is everything involved in our cognition, our 
knowing. It’s what we do in our minds to define 
things. Forms arise before substantiation; the 
footnote says, “don’t hallucinate.” Names arise 
before naming; the footnote says, “what can 
you call it after all?”  Name and form are, after 
all, empty of name and form. They are empty 
in essence, continuous by nature, appearing 
moment after moment.

From the quote I read earlier, Longchen 
Rabjam says, “empty in essence it has never 
existed as anything whatsoever, yet it arises 
as everything. Because it has never existed as 
anything it can arise as everything.” What does 
this mean? Why is this important? These 
teachings are not just for intellectual pleasure. 
They’re to be studied, practiced and realized 
as one’s own direct, intimate experience. 
They’re pointing to what’s happening at every 
moment, not just once we’re enlightened. 
Whether we’re aware of it or not, whether we 
care or not, it is the inner workings of things. 

In the Vimalakirti Sutra, Manjushri asks, 
“What is the great compassion of a bodhisattva?” 
Vimalakirti says, “It is the giving of all 
accumulated virtues to all living beings.” 
Manjushri asks, “What is the great joy of the 

bodhisattva?” Vimalakirti says, “It is to be 
joyful and without regret in giving.” It’s to give 
everything and to be without regret. 

Manjushri then asks, “What is the equanimity 
of the bodhisattva?” Vimalakirti says, “It’s what 
benefits both self and others.” He’s speaking 
about one of the Four Immeasurables, taking 
joy in the joy of others, benefiting both self 
and others, as what brings equanimity. Then 
Manjushri asks, “What should we resort to 
when terrified by the fear of life.” When the 
very presence of life itself brings us fear, to 
what then do you turn? Vimalikirti says, 
“A bodhisattva who is terrified by life should 
resort to the magnanimity of the Buddha.”  
This is the great heart, the great generosity 
of the Buddha. Isn’t this interesting? When 
terrified by fear turn toward the deep heart of 
generosity of the Buddha. When tempted to 
fold in, open out. Don’t you and I both have 
this great heart of courage?

Manjushri asks, “Where should one who wishes 
to resort to the magnanimity of the Buddha 
take their stand?” Where do you put yourself? 
How do you position yourself as you are doing 
that? Vimalakirti said, “You should stand in 
equanimity.” Stand in equanimity toward all 
beings; see all beings as equal with no high 
or low, inferior or superior. Vimalakirti then 
says, “You should just live for the liberation of all 
living beings.” In other words, when terrified 
by life, cultivate generosity. How do you do 
that? By finding equanimity within your own 
mind, because when we are terrified of life we 
are not in equanimity. We are in a turbulent 
state, an agitated state. We’re easily caught up 
in things, we’re easily turned around, and it’s 
very difficult to see things clearly. But then 
how do we find that equanimity? Let your 
life be for the welfare of others. Isn’t that 



wonderful? In that moment when we are 
so consumed by ourselves, he says, let that 
moment, that mind, that basic space, be so 
large that it includes everyone. 

Manjushri asks, “What should one 
who wishes to liberate all living beings do?” 
Vimalakirti says, “Liberate them from their 
passions.” Free them from everything that 
entangles them. Every thought, every 
emotion, every desire. Now of course when 
he’s talking about “them,” “liberate them,” 
implicit within that is you, liberate yourself. 
You. The one who’s doing all this. Me, the 
one who is terrified by life. 

Manjusri asks, “How should one who 
wishes to eliminate passions apply themselves?” 
Vimalakirti says, “Appropriately.” This might 
sound very superficial, but appropriate 
here means in perfect accord, in complete 
harmony. Meeting this as it is, in perfect 
harmony. Manjushri then asks, “How do 
you apply yourself appropriately?” Vimalakirti 
says, “Don’t produce anything and don’t destroy 
anything.” Manjushri asks, “What should 
I not produce? What should I not destroy?” 
Vimalakirti says, “Don’t produce anything 
harmful, and don’t destroy anything good.” 
Manjushri asks, “What’s the root of good 
and evil?” and Vimalakirti says, “Form.” 
Everything that you see, everything that you 
touch, everything that you hear, everything 
that you taste, your physical body, the physical 
bodies of all beings. There can be no good or 
evil without some thing that we endow with 
those qualities.

Manjushri asks, “What is the root of form?” 
Vimalakirti says, “Desire.” Manjushri asks, 
“What is the root of desire?” Vimalakirti says, 
“Unreal mental constructions.” Constructions 
in our mind that are not real. Whether our 
thoughts and ideas are based in something 
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true or not, the construction itself is just that, 
something that appears and passes away. It has 
no solidity; it’s just an energetic appearance in 
the mind. 

Longchen Rabjam says, “Even as anything 
at all arises within, be it awareness’s own 
manifestations coming from pure perception, or 
from impure perception, this is only the display 
of basic space as the true nature of phenomena.” 

Manjushri asks, “What’s the root of an unreal 
mental construction?” Vimalakirti says, “A false 
concept, a false view.” Manjushri asks, “What’s 
the root of false views?” Vimalakirti says, “Non-

abiding.” Manjushri asks, “What’s the root of 
non-abiding?” Vimalakirti says, “Manjushri, 
when something is non-abiding, it can’t have any 
root.” It has no basis, there is no ground, and 
everything arises from this non-abiding. This 
means compassion and all that is good, and 
also all suffering and everything harmful.

In the pointer to the koan, it says, Plenty has 
myriad virtues. As things arise the world is 
filled with myriad virtues, it’s also filled with 
sickness, old age and death. It’s filled with 
oppression and justice and equality, all of 
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that arises from the same basis, from the same 
non-dwelling. Non-abiding is the basis of all 
compassion and suffering, all of our sorrows 
and all of our virtues, our delusions and our 
enlightenment. 

It’s important to understand this. Think 
about encountering hatred; hateful words, 
hateful thoughts, hateful views, hateful 
actions, people who are filled with hatred. 
Understand these as impure perceptions, 
false mental constructions arising out of 
unwholesome desires, based in false ideas, 
that rest on non-abiding, that have no ground. 

That’s why there are so many references to 
this world of ours as dreamlike, as illusory. 
We should not deny that it’s happening, and 
certainly not to deny the effects of actions 
which do cause harm. But how do we manifest 
compassion and not get so entangled within 
the disturbance in our mind that so easily 
arises when we face pain and conflict? How do 
we not create disturbances in our minds that 
other people get caught up in? This is why the 
heart of compassion is wisdom. The heart of 
practice is always this non-abiding basis. 
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But how can you get to non-abiding? It 
has no place, you cannot grasp it. It appears 
only as form – it has no other appearance – 
and yet, when you try to locate it, it can’t be 
found.  When something is non-abiding, it can’t 
have any root.

If that seems abstract then just turn it 
around—how can you get to abiding? How 
do you stand on that? Well that’s easy. Just 
stand in that place that is fixed, where things 
seems permanent.  Define things as they 
appear without questioning whether you’re 
seeing them as they are or just as you’ve been 
conditioned to see. Empower things to stand 
alone and have inherent value and power to 
give you happiness or give you sadness. Has 
anyone ever found a single thing that has this 
nature? What we see when we look carefully 
is that whenever we create distance, we create 
suffering. And the greater the distance we 
keep, the greater the suffering. The more that 
distance dissolves, the greater the happiness. 

When we enter into training, we engage what 
Bodhidharma called “a special transmission 
outside the scriptures.” ‘Special’ here doesn’t 
mean special to Zen, it means special in the 
sense of life-giving, beyond the realm of words 
and ideas. These very words themselves are 
intended, through practice, to free us of these 
words so that we can directly encounter the 
nature of mind, the nature of enlightenment.

What does this ‘non-abiding basis’ mean? 
Let go. Let go. Let go still more. Any subtle 
sign of anything can be held onto. As long 
as we’re still in that realm of capture and 
release, then we’re still in a world where there 
are threats. So in all things apply yourself 
appropriately. To practice non-abiding is to be 
in the world in a way that is true to the world. 

There’s a passage in the Diamond Sutra that 
says, 

You should enliven your mind without dwelling 
on anything. Not dwelling on anything means 
don’t dwell on form, don’t dwell on sound, 
don’t dwell on delusion, don’t dwell on 
enlightenment, don’t dwell on essence don’t 
dwell on function. Enlivening the mind means 
manifesting one mind in every place in every 
moment. If you enliven the mind dwelling 
on good, goodness appears. If you enliven 
the mind dwelling on evil, evil appears. The 
basic mind is concealed. If it doesn’t dwell on 
anything, anywhere, then the whole world is 
realized as one mind.

Avalokiteshvara realizes all beings are one 
essence. All beings have one nature. All 
beings arise from non-abiding. So practice is 
really just that, in zazen, in walking, reading a 
discourse and studying the Dharma. In having 
insight and noticing a moment where you 
respond differently, with more compassion, 
with more wisdom. Not dwelling in good, not 
dwelling in bad. 

It is so difficult to not abide in things when 
it seems like we need to. To abide doesn’t 
mean to not give it our attention. It doesn’t 
mean not to engage it. It means to engage it 
wholeheartedly. Wholeheartedly means non-
abiding. Without residue, without traces. It 
means completely, with nothing left out. It is 
just one mind. This moment is the moment of 
practice. To begin awake, to end awake. To let 
go throughout. What is it then? It’s just this 
moment of practice. You begin awake, you end 
awake, you let go. The whole universe then 
radiates its spontaneous presence.

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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Dharma words and what they point to 
within our own lives. Zuisei Sensei picks up 
this thread by looking into words and their 
impact—both wholesome, beneficial words 
and grasping, hurtful ones. Writers Toni 
Morrison and Robin Wall Kimmerer explore 
spiritual words which animate our stories 
and their power to affirm life, as well as 
suppress and destroy it. Dogen Zenji evokes 
the miraculous nature of communication, 
illustrated with photos by John Daido Loori 
Roshi, and Uchiyama Sensei teaches us how 
to practice the open, supportive awareness 
of mind as an open hand, releasing whatever 
it touches. On the cover we offer an early 
painting by Hojin Sensei that explores her 
own spiritual questions at the time when 
she first crossed paths with Zen Buddhist 
teachings, her teacher Daido Roshi, and the 
Monastery.

In Bodhidharma’s teaching, Zen practice 
is called a special transmission outside the 
scriptures, not relying upon words and letters; 
a direct pointing to the human mind, and the 
realization of Buddhahood. Not relying on 
words, our wordless words can nonetheless 
speak. We listen to the Dharma teachings, 
and hear each other above the noise of 
samsara, with the heart-mind language of 
wisdom and compassion.

Suzanne Taikyo Gilman
Mountain Record Editor

In creative work, facing a blank page or 
canvas calls for patience as we attune 
and express ourselves—a patience much 

like the receptive stillness of zazen. In zazen 
itself, we renounce our storytelling and let 
contact with mind deepen. The instructions 
to “let thoughts go” seem to defy the 
impulse to create, to narrate, to write the 
next line. And yet, language can also reveal 
the universe, our home beyond words.

In this issue of Mountain Record we 
explore the spiritual etymology of Words 
and Phrases—how we use language, written 
and spoken—to seek and clarify our spiritual 
path. Close to the heart of Zen is the use 
of words to skillfully turn the mind and 
open the heart: A koan such as “Mu,” a 
single negation that reveals the entirety of 
being; the sutras; the weekly teisho given 
in the Monastery zendo, all use words to 
communicate the ineffable truth of reality.

In his discourse Shugen Roshi explores the 
creative mind, the source of all language, as 
the non-abiding nature of all things. Using 
a fundamental teaching about reality—
nama-rupa, or name-and-form—he describes 
how grasping functions by naming. Being 
named, he says, we posit ourselves as fixed 
and known. We can open our minds to 
the enlightened path, but we need to study 

Editorial:
Wordless Words
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Once upon a time there was an old 
woman. Blind but wise. Or was it 
an old man? A guru, perhaps. Or a 

griot soothing restless children. I have heard 
this story, or one exactly like it, in the lore of 
several cultures.

Once upon a time there was an old woman. 
Blind. Wise.

In the version I know the woman is the 
daughter of slaves, black, American, and lives 
alone in a small house outside of town. Her 
reputation for wisdom is without peer and 
without question. Among her people she is 
both the law and its transgression. The honor 
she is paid and the awe in which she is held 
reach beyond her neighborhood to places far 
away; to the city where the intelligence of rural 
prophets is the source of much amusement.

One day the woman is visited by some young 
people who seem to be bent on disproving her 
clairvoyance and showing her up for the fraud 
they believe she is. Their plan is simple: they 
enter her house and ask the one question the 
answer to which rides solely on her difference 
from them, a difference they regard as a 
profound disability: her blindness. They stand 
before her, and one of them says, “Old woman, 
I hold in my hand a bird. Tell me whether it is 
living or dead.”

She does not answer, and the question is 
repeated. “Is the bird I am holding living or 
dead?”

Still she doesn’t answer. She is blind and 
cannot see her visitors, let alone what is in 
their hands. She does not know their color, 
gender or homeland. She only knows their 
motive.

The old woman’s silence is so long, the young 
people have trouble holding their laughter.

Finally she speaks and her voice is soft but 
stern. “I don’t know,” she says. “I don’t know 
whether the bird you are holding is dead or 
alive, but what I do know is that it is in your 
hands. It is in your hands.”

Her answer can be taken to mean: if it is 
dead, you have either found it that way or you 
have killed it. If it is alive, you can still kill it. 
Whether it is to stay alive, it is your decision. 
Whatever the case, it is your responsibility.

For parading their power and her helplessness, 
the young visitors are reprimanded, told they 
are responsible not only for the act of mockery 
but also for the small bundle of life sacrificed 
to achieve its aims. The blind woman shifts 
attention away from assertions of power to 
the instrument through which that power is 
exercised.

Speculation on what (other than its own frail 
body) that bird-in-the-hand might signify has 
always been attractive to me, but especially so 
now thinking, as I have been, about the work 
I do that has brought me to this company. So 
I choose to read the bird as language and the 
woman as a practiced writer. She is worried 
about how the language she dreams in, given 
to her at birth, is handled, put into service, 
even withheld from her for certain nefarious 
purposes. Being a writer she thinks of language 
partly as a system, partly as a living thing 
over which one has control, but mostly as 
agency—as an act with consequences. So the 
question the children put to her: “Is it living 
or dead?” is not unreal because she thinks 

A Living Thing
by Toni Morrison



19



20

of language as susceptible to death, erasure; 
certainly imperiled and salvageable only by 
an effort of the will. She believes that if the 
bird in the hands of her visitors is dead the 
custodians are responsible for the corpse. For 
her a dead language is not only one no longer 
spoken or written, it is unyielding language 
content to admire its own paralysis. Like statist 
language, censored and censoring. Ruthless in 
its policing duties, it has no desire or purpose 
other than maintaining the free range of its 
own narcotic narcissism, its own exclusivity 
and dominance. However moribund, it is 
not without effect for it actively thwarts the 
intellect, stalls conscience, suppresses human 
potential. Unreceptive to interrogation, it 
cannot form or tolerate new ideas, shape 
other thoughts, tell another story, fill baffling 
silences. Official language smitheryed to 
sanction ignorance and preserve privilege is 
a suit of armor polished to shocking glitter, a 
husk from which the knight departed long ago. 
Yet there it is: dumb, predatory, sentimental. 
Exciting reverence in schoolchildren, providing 
shelter for despots, summoning false memories 
of stability, harmony among the public.

She is convinced that when language dies, 
out of carelessness, disuse, indifference and 
absence of esteem, or killed by fiat, not only 
she herself, but all users and makers are 
accountable for its demise. In her country 
children have bitten their tongues off and 
use bullets instead to iterate the voice of 
speechlessness, of disabled and disabling 
language, of language adults have abandoned 
altogether as a device for grappling with 
meaning, providing guidance, or expressing 
love. But she knows tongue-suicide is not 
only the choice of children. It is common 
among the infantile heads of state and power 
merchants whose evacuated language leaves 

them with no access to what is left of their 
human instincts for they speak only to those 
who obey, or in order to force obedience.

The systematic looting of language can be 
recognized by the tendency of its users to forgo 
its nuanced, complex, mid-wifery properties for 
menace and subjugation. Oppressive language 
does more than represent violence; it is 
violence; does more than represent the limits of 
knowledge; it limits knowledge. Whether it is 
obscuring state language or the faux-language 
of mindless media; whether it is the proud 
but calcified language of the academy or the 
commodity driven language of science; whether 
it is the malign language of law-without-ethics, 
or language designed for the estrangement 
of minorities, hiding its racist plunder in its 
literary cheek—it must be rejected, altered and 
exposed. It is the language that drinks blood, 
laps vulnerabilities, tucks its fascist boots under 
crinolines of respectability and patriotism as it 
moves relentlessly toward the bottom line and 
the bottomed-out mind. Sexist language, racist 
language, theistic language—all are typical of 
the policing languages of mastery, and cannot, 
do not permit new knowledge or encourage the 
mutual exchange of ideas.

The old woman is keenly aware that no 
intellectual mercenary, nor insatiable dictator, 
no paid-for politician or demagogue; no 
counterfeit journalist would be persuaded by her 
thoughts. There is and will be rousing language 
to keep citizens armed and arming; slaughtered 
and slaughtering in the malls, courthouses, 
post offices, playgrounds, bedrooms and 
boulevards; stirring, memorializing language 
to mask the pity and waste of needless death. 
There will be more diplomatic language to 
countenance rape, torture, assassination. 
There is and will be more seductive, mutant 
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language designed to throttle women, to pack 
their throats like paté-producing geese with 
their own unsayable, transgressive words; there 
will be more of the language of surveillance 
disguised as research; of politics and history 
calculated to render the suffering of millions 
mute; language glamorized to thrill the 
dissatisfied and bereft into assaulting their 
neighbors; arrogant pseudo-empirical language 
crafted to lock creative people into cages of 
inferiority and hopelessness.

Underneath the eloquence, the glamor, 
the scholarly associations, however stirring 
or seductive, the heart of such language is 
languishing, or perhaps not beating at all—if 
the bird is already dead.

She has thought about what could have been 
the intellectual history of any discipline if it 
had not insisted upon, or been forced into, the 
waste of time and life that rationalizations for 
and representations of dominance required—
lethal discourses of exclusion blocking access 
to cognition for both the excluder and the 
excluded.

The conventional wisdom of the Tower 
of Babel story is that the collapse was a 
misfortune. That it was the distraction, or the 
weight of many languages that precipitated 
the tower’s failed architecture. That one 
monolithic language would have expedited the 
building and heaven would have been reached. 
Whose heaven, she wonders? And what kind? 
Perhaps the achievement of Paradise was 
premature, a little hasty if no one could take 
the time to understand other languages, other 
views, other narratives period. Had they, the 
heaven they imagined might have been found 
at their feet. Complicated, demanding, yes, but 
a view of heaven as life; not heaven as post-life.

She would not want to leave her young 
visitors with the impression that language 

should be forced to stay alive merely to be. 
The vitality of language lies in its ability to 
limn the actual, imagined and possible lives 
of its speakers, readers, writers. Although its 
poise is sometimes in displacing experience it 
is not a substitute for it. It arcs toward the place 
where meaning may lie. When a President of 
the United States thought about the graveyard 
his country had become, and said, “The world 
will little note nor long remember what we 
say here. But it will never forget what they 
did here,” his simple words are exhilarating in 
their life-sustaining properties because they 
refused to encapsulate the reality of 600,000 
dead men in a cataclysmic race war. Refusing 
to monumentalize, disdaining the “final word”, 
the precise “summing up”, acknowledging their 
“poor power to add or detract”, his words signal 
deference to the uncapturability of the life it 
mourns. It is the deference that moves her, that 
recognition that language can never live up to 
life once and for all. Nor should it. Language 
can never “pin down” slavery, genocide, war. 
Nor should it yearn for the arrogance to be 
able to do so. Its force, its felicity is in its reach 
toward the ineffable.

Be it grand or slender, burrowing, blasting, 
or refusing to sanctify; whether it laughs out 
loud or is a cry without an alphabet, the choice 
word, the chosen silence, unmolested language 
surges toward knowledge, not its destruction. 
But who does not know of literature banned 
because it is interrogative; discredited because 
it is critical; erased because alternate? And 
how many are outraged by the thought of a 
self-ravaged tongue?

Word-work is sublime, she thinks, because 
it is generative; it makes meaning that secures 
our difference, our human difference—the way 
in which we are like no other life.



We die. That may be the meaning of life. But 
we do language. That may be the measure of 
our lives.

Once upon a time... visitors ask an old woman 
a question. Who are they, these children? 
What did they make of that encounter? What 
did they hear in those final words: “The bird 
is in your hands”? A sentence that gestures 
towards possibility or one that drops a latch? 
Perhaps what the children heard was “It’s not 
my problem. I am old, female, black, blind. 
What wisdom I have now is in knowing I 
cannot help you. The future of language is 
yours.”

They stand there. Suppose nothing was in 
their hands? Suppose the visit was only a ruse, 
a trick to get to be spoken to, taken seriously 
as they have not been before? A chance 
to interrupt, to violate the adult world, its 
miasma of discourse about them, for them, but 
never to them? Urgent questions are at stake, 
including the one they have asked: “Is the bird 
we hold living or dead?” Perhaps the question 
meant: “Could someone tell us what is life? 
What is death?” No trick at all; no silliness. 
A straightforward question worthy of the 
attention of a wise one. An old one. And if 
the old and wise who have lived life and faced 
death cannot describe either, who can?

But she does not; she keeps her secret; 
her good opinion of herself; her gnomic 
pronouncements; her art without commitment. 
She keeps her distance, enforces it and 
retreats into the singularity of isolation, in 
sophisticated, privileged space.

Nothing, no word follows her declaration 
of transfer. That silence is deep, deeper 
than the meaning available in the words 
she has spoken. It shivers, this silence, and 
the children, annoyed, fill it with language 
invented on the spot.
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“Is there no speech,” they ask her, “no words 
you can give us that helps us break through 
your dossier of failures? Through the education 
you have just given us that is no education at 
all because we are paying close attention to 
what you have done as well as to what you 
have said? To the barrier you have erected 
between generosity and wisdom?

“We have no bird in our hands, living or dead. 
We have only you and our important question.  
Is the nothing in our hands something you 
could not bear to contemplate, to even guess? 
Don’t you remember being young when 
language was magic without meaning? When 
what you could say, could not mean? When 
the invisible was what imagination strove to 
see? When questions and demands for answers 
burned so brightly you trembled with fury at 
not knowing?

“Do we have to begin consciousness with 
a battle heroines and heroes like you have 
already fought and lost leaving us with 
nothing in our hands except what you have 
imagined is there? Your answer is artful, but 
its artfulness embarrasses us and ought to 
embarrass you. Your answer is indecent in 
its self-congratulation. A made-for-television 
script that makes no sense if there is nothing 
in our hands.

“Why didn’t you reach out, touch us with 
your soft fingers, delay the sound bite, the 
lesson, until you knew who we were? Did you so 
despise our trick, our modus operandi you could 
not see that we were baffled about how to get 
your attention? We are young. Unripe. We 
have heard all our short lives that we have to 
be responsible. What could that possibly mean 
in the catastrophe this world has become; 
where, as a poet said, “nothing needs to be 
exposed since it is already barefaced.” Our 
inheritance is an affront. You want us to have 

your old, blank eyes and see only cruelty and 
mediocrity. Do you think we are stupid enough 
to perjure ourselves again and again with the 
fiction of nationhood? How dare you talk to us 
of duty when we stand waist deep in the toxin 
of your past?

“You trivialize us and trivialize the bird that 
is not in our hands. Is there no context for our 
lives? No song, no literature, no poem full of 
vitamins, no history connected to experience 
that you can pass along to help us start strong? 
You are an adult. The old one, the wise one. 
Stop thinking about saving your face. Think of 
our lives and tell us your particularized world. 
Make up a story. Narrative is radical, creating 
us at the very moment it is being created. We 
will not blame you if your reach exceeds your 
grasp; if love so ignites your words they go 
down in flames and nothing is left but their 
scald. Or if, with the reticence of a surgeon’s 
hands, your words suture only the places where 
blood might flow. We know you can never do 
it properly—once and for all. Passion is never 
enough; neither is skill. But try. For our sake 
and yours forget your name in the street; tell 
us what the world has been to you in the dark 
places and in the light. Don’t tell us what to 
believe, what to fear. Show us belief’s wide skirt 
and the stitch that unravels fear’s caul. You, old 
woman, blessed with blindness, can speak the 
language that tells us what only language can: 
how to see without pictures. Language alone 
protects us from the scariness of things with no 
names. Language alone is meditation.

“Tell us what it is to be a woman so that we 
may know what it is to be a man. What moves 
at the margin. What it is to have no home in 
this place. To be set adrift from the one you 
knew. What it is to live at the edge of towns 
that cannot bear your company.

“Tell us about ships turned away from 
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shorelines at Easter, placenta in a field. Tell 
us about a wagonload of slaves, how they sang 
so softly their breath was indistinguishable 
from the falling snow. How they knew from 
the hunch of the nearest shoulder that the 
next stop would be their last. How, with hands 
prayered in their sex, they thought of heat, 
then sun. Lifting their faces as though it was 
there for the taking. Turning as though there 
for the taking. They stop at an inn. The driver 
and his mate go in with the lamp leaving them 
humming in the dark. The horse’s void steams 
into the snow beneath its hooves and its hiss 
and melt are the envy of the freezing slaves.

“The inn door opens: a girl and a boy step 
away from its light. They climb into the wagon 
bed. The boy will have a gun in three years, 
but now he carries a lamp and a jug of warm 
cider. They pass it from mouth to mouth. The 
girl offers bread, pieces of meat and something 
more: a glance into the eyes of the one she 
serves. One helping for each man, two for each 
woman. And a look. They look back. The next 
stop will be their last. But not this one. This 
one is warmed.”

It’s quiet again when the children finish 
speaking, until the woman breaks into the 
silence.

“Finally”, she says, “I trust you now. I trust 
you with the bird that is not in your hands 
because you have truly caught it. Look. How 
lovely it is, this thing we have done—together.”

Toni Morrison is a celebrated American novelist, 
essayist, teacher, and professor emeritus at Princeton 
University. She has won widespread recognition for her 
work including the Pulitzer Prize and the Nobel Prize 
for Literature.

From Nobel Lectures, Literature 1991-1995, Edited 
by Sture Allén, Copyright ©1997. World Scientific 
Publishing Co., Singapore.



28

The Speech of Beings
by David Abram
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The blades of my paddle slice the smooth 
skin of the water, first on one side and 
then on the other: klishhh...kloshhh...

klooshhh...kloshhh... The rhythm matches the 
quiet pace of my breathing as I rock gently from 
side to side, gliding over the gleaming expanse 
of sky; the luminous vault overhead mirrored 
perfectly in the glassy surface. Tall, snowcapped 
mountains rise from the perimeter of this broad 
sea, and also seem to descend into it. In front of 
me, to the west, are the peaks of the Alexander 
Archipelago, the long cluster of islands off the 
southeast coast of Alaska; behind me are the 
glacier-hung peaks of the coast range. The liquid 
speech of the paddle sounds against the backdrop 
of a silence so vast it rings in my ears. The sky 
arcs over this world like the interior of a huge 
unstruck bell; the hanging sun is its tongue.

Between my kayak and those western slopes 
two smaller islands nestle close to one another. 
I am paddling toward them. I don’t know the 
names of those islands, for I’ve not been in 
this region before. A breeze raises a pattern of 
ripples on the water’s surface, then passes by: the 
mirror returns. Klishhh... kloshhh... klishhh... 
Sometimes another, more rapid rhythm becomes 
audible as a pair of ducks materializes out of the 
near distance, flapping just above the water’s 
surface. The thudding of their wings against 
the shallow layer of air swells in volume and 
then fades as their shapes dissolve back into the 
distance on the other side of my kayak.

The islands draw closer with each flex of my 
arms, widening their span and soon filling my 
gaze with green, gentling my ears with the liquid 
lapping of water against rocks. I sense vaguely 
that I am being watched. So I scan the rocky 
shore and the dense wall of forest above the 
high-tide line on each island, but can see no one. 
Only when a flash of white snags the corner of 
my eye do I notice the eagle perched high on 

a dead trunk jutting out from the coast of the 
more northerly island. Its lustrous head is cocked 
slightly—a single eye following the glints on my 
paddle blades. And perhaps the gleam off my 
glasses, as well, for when I turn my face toward 
it the bird launches with a few flaps of its huge 
wings, banks, and soars off through the passage 
between the two islands. I adjust my direction 
and follow it, gliding beneath the needled woods 
on either side. After a time I emerge from the 
channel; the echo of my paddle-strokes off the 
double wall of trees widens out and dissipates, 
giving way to a muffled sound drifting up from 
the south, a faint but dissonant clamor that 
rises and falls in intensity. Curious, I swerve the 
kayak to the left and begin paddling down the 
west coast of the southernmost island. When I 
round a spit of land, the noise gets louder, a low-
pitched, polyphonic rumble that I cannot place 
at all. It fades to silence as I stroke across a broad 
bay, and then rises to my ears as I glide around 
another peninsula, although more intermittent 
now, and as I listen to this dark music I realize 
that it’s an entirely organic cacophony, a crowd 
of rambunctious grunting tones vying with one 
another. As I cross the next bay it fades again. 
Only when the kayak slips around the next point 
and I see the long, rocky spit on the far side of the 
following cove—its jagged terraces and angled 
rocks bedecked with a jumble of sleek, brown 
humps—do I recognize that I’m entering the 
neighborhood of a large sea lion colony.

Oddly, the brown bodies opposite are mostly 
quiet as I come into view; a few grunts reach my 
ears as they negotiate places on the rocks. I can’t 
make out any pups, and so this cannot be one of 
the rookeries where sea lions gather to breed and 
give birth, but must be one of their communal 
haul-out sites. A very popular haul- out site: 
I count over eighty adult sea lions as I paddle 
slowly across the cove, and know there must 
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be many others hidden from view. But it’s their 
immense bulk that startles me as I gaze through 
my binoculars. These are northern, or Steller, 
sea lions, far larger than their southern cousins; 
later I learn that the bulls can weigh up to 2,500 
pounds, and can reach over eleven feet in length. 
I see some of them staring in my direction as I 
paddle. When I’m halfway across the cove, one 
such bull on a slab of a rock near the water raises 
himself up on his flippers, dips his head a couple 
of times, and begins roaring in a deep, guttural 
voice that resounds in the hollow of the kayak 
and reverberates in the cave of my skull. Soon 
two other large bulls lying on a ledge above the 
first raise their torsos and begin hollering as 
well, and within a few moments it seems every 
sea lion on that rocky outcrop is sounding its 
barbaric yawp over the waves. The raucous din 
is unnerving, and an upwelling of fear rises from 
the base of my spine. I lay down my paddle, and 
in an effort to quell the oncoming panic I do the 
only thing that I can think of, the single savvy 
act that might ease the tension in this encounter: 
I begin to sing.

This was a response to animal threat that I 
discovered some years earlier when, cross-country 
skiing along a snow-covered stream in the 
northern Rockies, I emerged from the woods into 
a small, frozen marshland—and abruptly found 
myself three ski-lengths away from a mother 
moose. She’d been feeding with her child among 
the low willows. The moose looked up as startled 
as I; she was facing me head-on, her nostrils 
flaring, her front legs taut, leaning forward. Her 
eyes were locked on my body, one ear listening 
toward me while the other was rotated backward, 
monitoring the movements of her calf. My 
senses were on high alert, yet somehow I wasn’t 
frightened or even worried; I took a deep breath 
and then found myself offering a single, sustained 
mellifluous note, a musical call in the middle part 

of my range, holding its pitch and its volume for 
as long as I could muster. As my voice died away 
I already sensed the other’s muscles relaxing. 
Drawing another breath, I sang out the same 
note again, relaxing my own body and pouring 
as much ease as I was able into the tone. Within 
a moment the moose leaned her head back down 
and casually began nibbling the willow tips. I 
sounded that liquid tone one last time, finally 
pushing off with my poles and slipping on past.

The simple appropriateness of what I’d done 
slowly made itself evident to my thinking mind 
as I glided through the woods. For the timbre of 
a human voice singing a single sustained note 
carries an abundance of information for those 
whose ears are tuned to such clues—information 
about the internal state of various organs in the 
singer’s body, and the relative tension or ease in 
that person, the level of aggression or peaceful 
intent.

And so, floating in my kayak, assailed by a 
chorus of bellowing grunts sounding from throats 
large enough, it seemed, to swallow me in a few 
gulps, I find myself singing back. Although not, 
this time, in a particularly mellifluous tone. If 
I had offered a gentle, calm note, the sea lions 
would never have heard me through the clamor 
of their own growling, and in any case I could 
never have generated such a soothing tone from 
within my already freaked-out organism. Instead, 
the musical tone that I utter forth is as loud and 
as guttural as I can manage, with my head thrown 
back in order to open my throat—a kind of low-
pitched, gargling howl: “Aaarrrrrrggghhhh.... 
Aaaarrrggghhhh.... Aaaarrrrggghhhh...” I 
hold each guttural howl for as long as I can, 
finally pausing to draw a deep breath, at which 
point I notice, amazed, that the sea lions have 
stopped growling. I lower my head to look at 
them; they’re now sniffing the air toward me, 
shoving one another to get a better glimpse of 
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this large, brightly colored duck that can make 
such an ugly racket. My ears pick up the sound 
of fifty or sixty noses snorting and snorfling (and 
sometimes sneezing) as they sniff the breeze. My 
own nostrils can hardly sort the thickly mingled 
scents of salt spray and sea lion breath and the 
dense, floating beds of kelp as I take up the paddle 
and begin, like a fool, paddling closer. My own 
creaturely curiosity has gotten the better of my 
reason; I cannot help myself, enthralled by my 

proximity to these breathing bodies so weirdly 
akin to, and yet so different from, my own. The 
smell of them grows steadily stronger as I ease my 
kayak between the strands of kelp. When I get 
within about twenty-five feet of the rocks, that 
large male on the lower ledge—the same bull 
who initiated the alarm the first time-—lifts 
his torso up on his flippers and starts bellowing. 
Straightaway a few others join in, and by the time 
I’ve laid the paddle across the kayak nearly all of 
the sea lions are hollering bloody murder. And so 
I am gulping air and mustering myself and about 
to launch into my own guttural harangue when, 
directly between me and the sea lions, the water’s 
surface begins to bubble. Small bubbles at first, 
which soon give way to larger ones, and then a 
huge upwelling of water as, without any further 
warning, a gargantuan body blasts! through the 
surface into the sky—flying on outstretched wings 
that, as I stare wide-eyed, resolve themselves into 

the splayed pectoral fins of a humpback whale. 
The whale twists almost belly side up before its 
bulk crashes down, drenching me with spray and 
sending a huge wave rolling over the hull of the 
kayak, slamming the paddle against my life jacket 
and almost sweeping it away before I catch hold of 
its end and drag it back. In front of the kayak, the 
long, pleated folds of the humpback’s underside 
are slipping slowly beneath the surface... and then 
the whale is gone.

I grab the paddle and desperately begin to back-
paddle, thinking that the giant may try to capsize 
me, although after a few moments I realize that 
I’ve no idea what the whale is up to, or where in 
the depths it might now be. So I brace the paddle 
across the hull, gripping it tight with both hands, 
and simply wait. After a minute I hear the pip, 
pip, pip of tiny bubbles breaking, and by the time 
I locate them the water to my left begins boiling, 
and then upwelling, and before I can prepare 
myself that massive bulk explodes through the 
surface like a fever-mad hallucination—barely 
eight feet from the kayak—right side up this 
time and parallel to the boat although lunging 
in the opposite direction, immense pectoral fins 
dangling before it slams down. The swell catches 
my boat sideways and damn near flips me over, 
except that I counter-lean hard to the left, rocking 
back up in time to glimpse an incongruously 
small, almost human-like eye peering at me as it 

When we speak of “language,” we speak of an ability to communicate,
a power to convey information across a thickness of space and time,

a means whereby beings at some distance from one another nonetheless 
manage to apprise each other of their current feelings or thoughts.



glides just above the waterline. The whale spouts, 
and a breeze blows its exhaled spray into my face, 
drenching my already sopped body, and then I’m 
overcome by the rousing stench of its breath. 
“Sewage-like,” I think at first, but then it occurs 
to me, “What a blessing, to inhale the breath 
of a humpback whale!” The smell's intensity is 
jangling my neurons as the enormous apparition 
slides back down, leaving only a slim dorsal 
fin visible for a last moment before it vanishes 
beneath the surface.

I am left stunned, my entire body shaking in 
the kayak—the visual field trembling around 
me as I try to calm the tremor in my muscles. 
I feel as though the great god of the deep has 
just intervened between me and the sea lions, 
surfacing as a kind of warning, as if to say, Not 
too close, mortal, to these kinfolk of mine! Unable 
to quell the shaking, I lower my head to offer a 
mumbled prayer of thanks to these waters—but 
jerk my head back up as a loud SPLASH! sounds 
in my ears. My eyes widen in alarm. For the sea 
lions, apparently agitated by this visitation from 
the humpback god, are starting to dive off the 
rocks en masse. They’re sliding down from the 
upper ledges and waddling over to the lowermost 
brink, where they’re now plunging into the water 
in bunches, clusters of them tumbling into the 
brine and swiftly surfacing, and then surging—
with their torsos half out of the water and with 
a holy clamor of guttural bellowing—straight 
toward ME!

There is simply no way that I can escape their 
rapid advance: the fluid sea, after all, is their 
primary element, and not the customary milieu 
of this oafish stranger struggling to maneuver in 
his plastic, prosthetic body. I do not know by what 
wisdom, or folly, my animal organism chooses 
what to do next. Of course, there are not many 
options, and no time to think: my awareness can 
only look on in bewilderment as my arms fly up 





over my head and I begin, in the kayak, to dance. 
More precisely, my upraised, extended arms begin 
to sway conjointly from one side to the other, 
with my wrists and my splayed fingers arcing to 
the right, then to the left, then to the right, to the 
left, right, left, right…

As soon as I begin these contortions, the 
clamoring sea lions rear back in the water and 
fall silent, as their heads begin swiveling from one 
side to the other, tracking my hands with their 
eyes. Astonishing! Seventy or eighty earnest 
mammalian faces twisting this way and then that 
way, this way and that, over and again. And all in 
perfect unison, like a half-submerged chorus line. 
After a couple minutes I drop my hands down 
to take up the paddle, but straightaway the sea 
lions start bellowing and surging forward...And 
so I keep my arms high, inclining from one side 
to the other. After a long while the ache in my 
shoulder has become intolerable; I can no longer 
think. My right arm is giving out.

Slowly I bring that arm down while the left 
keeps up the rhythm. The sea lions, weaving 
from side to size, are now focused on the single, 
swaying metronome of my left arm. Then, 
awkwardly, with my left arm rocking side to side 
above my head, I cross my right arm in front of 
my chest and begin rowing as best I can on the 
left side. Slowly, arduously, my clumsy rowing 
manages to maneuver the kayak around the right 
flank of the floating mob. When most of the sea 
lions are off to the side, I bring down my left hand 
as well, clasping the shaft now with both sets of 
fingers, and begin paddling, hard, into the open 
water, without looking back. After seven or eight 
minutes I sneak a quick glance behind me: sure 
enough, a few sea lions are still trailing me, but 
at a respectful distance, and with little more than 
their noses above the surface...

Something in that charged encounter changed 
me. I notice it, sometimes, when I’m playing 
with my two children, or when the howling of 
coyotes wakes me in the middle of the night. My 
confrontation with the sea mammals brought 
home to me something crucial about language—
something mightily different from what I’d 
learned at school and at college. I’d been taught 
that meaningful speech is that trait that most 
clearly distinguishes us humans from all the other 
animals. We have meaningful speech, while other 
creatures do not. But my unnerving meeting, in 
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the wet, with the humpback and the mob of sea 
lions showed me otherwise. It made evident, in a 
way I could no longer ignore, that there exists a 
primary language that we two-leggeds share with 
other species.

When we speak of “language,” we speak of 
an ability to communicate, a power to convey 
information across a thickness of space and 
time, a means whereby beings at some distance 
from one another nonetheless manage to apprise 
each other of their current feelings or thoughts. 
As humans, we rely upon a complex web of 

mostly discrete, spoken sounds to accomplish 
our communication, and so it’s natural that we 
associate language with such verbal intercourse. 
Unfortunately, this association has led many to 
assume that language is an exclusive attribute of 
our species—we, after all, are the only creatures 
that use words—and to conclude that all other 
organisms are entirely bereft of meaningful 
speech. It is an exceedingly self-serving 
assumption.

Other animals, commonly possessed of senses 
far more acute than ours, may have much less 
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need for a purely conventional set of signs to 
communicate with others of their species, or 
even to glean precise information from members 
of other species. My encounter with the sea 
creatures had initiated me into a layer of language 
much older, and deeper, than words. It was a 
dimension of expressive meanings that were 
directly felt by the body, a realm wherein the 
body itself speaks—by the tonality and rhythm of 
its sounds, by its gestures, even by the expressive 
potency of its poise. A near-catastrophic 
confrontation had plunged me into a space of 
earnest communication that unfolded entirely 
without words, a carnal zone of articulations 
broadly shared across species. It was a dimension 
wherein my verbal self was hardly present, but 
where an older, animal awareness came to the 
fore, responding spontaneously to the gestures of 
these other animals with hardly any interpolation 
by my “interior” thinking mind. It was rather as 
if my body itself was doing the thinking, trading 
vocal utterances and physical expressions back 
and forth with these other smooth-skinned 
and sentient creatures. Their flippers and fins 
were obviously shaped to a liquid medium very 
different from my own primary element, yet 
the most basic sensations of threat, or calm, or 
pleasure could still be swiftly exchanged—via the 
tautness or relaxation of various muscles, coupled 
with the tone of our uttered sounds—by virtue 
of our mutual existence as kinetic and sonorous 
beings inhabiting the same biosphere.

I began to notice this animal dimension in 
my own speaking—conscious now not only of 
the denotative meaning of my terms, but also 
of the gruff or giddy melody that steadily sounds 
through my phrases, and the dance enacted by 
my body as I speak—the open astonishment or 
the slumped surrender, the wary stealth or the 
lanky ease. Trying to articulate a fresh insight, I 
feel my way toward the precise phrase with the 

whole of my flesh, drawn toward certain terms by 
the way their texture beckons dimly to my senses, 
choosing my words by the way they fit the shape 
of that insight, or by the way they finally taste on 
my tongue as I intone them one after another. 
And the power of that spoken phrase to provoke 
insights in those around me will depend upon 
the timbre of my talking, the way it jives with the 
collective mood or merely jangles their ears.

Such was the linguistic dimension into which 
I was borne by that meeting with the lions of 
the sea—an initiation seared into my memory 
by the shock of being swamped by a humpback 
whale, and by the exchange of fetid breath with 
that wild intelligence. I now found myself more 
porous to other shapes, to smooth surfaced desks 
and motley dogs, more aware of the conversation 
my animal body was carrying on with the other 
bodies around it, how it tensed in certain office 
buildings and loosened in dialogue with adobe 
walls. I noticed the skin on my skull tightening 
under the hum of fluorescent lights, and—once 
while cycling—felt my shoulder muscles open 
and expand as a red-tailed hawk took wing from a 
passing telephone pole. I heard more keenly how 
much my voice borrowed the rolling lilt of the 
person I was talking to, or took on the staccato 
stiffness of her syllables, and I noticed that she, 
too, was infected by the inflections of my voice, 
such that each conversation was also a kind 
of singing to one another, like two blackbirds 
trading riffs between the cattails—or like two 
humpbacks sending their eerie glissandos back 
and forth through the depths.

David Abram is an ecologist, anthropologist and 
philosopher whose writings focus on cultural causes and 
consequences of environmental disarray.

From Becoming Animal, an Earthly Cosmology. 
Copyright ©2010 by David Abram. Used by permission 
of Vintage Books.
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Miraculous Communication
by Dogen Zenji



The miracles I am speaking of are the daily 
activities of buddhas, which they do not 
neglect to practice. There are six miracles 

[freedom from the six-sense desires], one miracle, 
going beyond miracles, and unsurpassable 
miracles. Miracles are practiced three thousand 
times morning and eight hundred times in 
the evening. Miracles arise simultaneously with 
buddhas but are not known by buddhas. Miracles 
disappear with buddhas but do not overwhelm 
buddhas. 

Miracles occur equally in heaven and on 
earth. Miracles occur throughout practice and 
enlightenment whenever buddhas search in the 
Himalayas or practice like a tree or a rock. 
When the buddhas before Shakyamuni Buddha 
appeared as his disciples, bringing a robe and a 
stupa to him, he said, “This is a miracle caused by 
the inconceivable power of all buddhas.” Thus, 
we know that this miracle can also happen to 
buddhas now and buddhas in the future.

Guishan is the thirty-seventh ancestor, a direct 
descendant of Shakyamuni Buddha. He was a 
dharma heir of Baizhang, Zen Master Dazhi. 
Today, buddha ancestors in the ten directions, 
even those who do not call themselves 
descendants of Guishan, are all in fact his remote 
descendants.

One day, while Guishan was lying down, 
Yangshan Huiji came to see him. Guishan turned 
to face the wall.

Yangshan said, “I am your student. Please don’t 
be formal.”

Guishan started to get up.
Yangshan rose to leave.
Guishan said, “Huiji.”
Yangshan returned.
Guishan said, “Let me tell you about my 

dream.”
Yangshan leaned forward to listen.

Guishan said simply, “Would you interpret my 
dream for me? I want to see how you do it.”

In response Yangshan brought a basin of water 
and a towel. Guishan washed his face and sat up. 
Then Xiangyan came in.

Guishan said, “Huiji and I have been sharing 
miracles. This is no small matter.”

Xiangyan said, “I was next door and heard 
you.”

Guishan said to him, “Why don’t you try 
now?”

Xiangyan made a bowl of tea and brought it 
to him.

Guishan praised them, saying, “You 
two students surpass even Shariputra and 
Maudgalyayana with your miraculous activity!”

If you want to understand buddhas’ miracles, 
you should study Guishan’s words. As this is 
no small matter, practicing miracles is studying 
the buddha way. Not practicing miracles is 
not studying the buddha way: This miraculous 
activity is transmitted heir to heir. Do not study 
miracles from those outside the way, those in the 
Two Lesser Vehicles, or interpreters of sutras.

When we study Guishan’s miracles, we see 
that they were unsurpassable; each action was 
extraordinary. Beginning with Guishan lying 
down there are: turning to face the wall, getting 
up, calling Huiji, talking about the dream, 
washing his face, and sitting up. Yangshan leaned 
forward to listen, and brought a basin of water 
and a towel. Guishan then described this as: 
Huiji and I have been sharing miracles. Study these 
miracles.

These ancestors who authentically transmitted 
buddha dharma talked in this way. Do not merely 
interpret it as Guishan expressing his dream by 
washing his face. Regard their interaction as a 
series of miracles.

Guishan said, This is no small matter. His 
understanding of miracles is different from that 
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of practitioners who follow the Lesser Vehicles, 
have limited understanding, or hold small views. 
It is not the same as that of bodhisattvas of the 
ten stages and three classes. People of limited 
views study minor miracles and attain limited 
understanding. They do not experience the great 
miracles of buddha ancestors.

These are miracles of buddhas, and miracles going 
beyond buddha. Those who study such miracles 
are beyond the reach of demons or those outside 
the way. Teachers and interpreters of sutras have 
never heard of this teaching, nor would they have 
accepted it even if they had heard. Rather than 
studying great miracles, teachers and interpreters 
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of sutras, those outside the way, and practitioners 
of the Two Lesser Vehicles study minor miracles.

Buddhas abide in and transmit great miracles, 
buddha miracles. Had it not been for buddha 
miracles, Yangshan would not have brought 
water and a towel, and Guishan would not have 
turned to the wall as he was lying down, nor sat 
up after washing his face.

Encompassed by the power of great miracles, 
minor miracles occur. Great miracles include 
minor miracles but minor miracles do not know 
great miracles. Minor miracles are a tuft of hair 
breathing in the vast ocean, a mustard seed 
storing Mount Sumeru, the top of the head 
spouting water, or feet spreading fire. Miracles 
like these are minor miracles. The five or six 
miraculous powers are minor miracles. Those 
who practice them never dream of buddha 
miracles. The reason I call them minor miracles 
is that they are limited by circumstances and 
depend upon special practices and realizations. 
They may occur in this lifetime but not in 
another lifetime. They may be available to some 
people but not to others. They may appear in 
this land but not elsewhere. They may appear at 
times other than the present moment but not at 
the present moment.

Great miracles are not like that. The teaching, 
practice, and enlightenment of buddhas are all 
actualized through miracles. They are actualized 
not only in the realm of buddhas but also 
in the realm of going beyond buddhas. The 
transformative power of miracle buddhas is 
indeed beyond thinking. This power appears 
before the buddha bodies appear, and is not 
concerned with the past, present, or future. The 
aspiration, practice, enlightenment, and nirvana 
of all buddhas would not have appeared without 
buddha miracles.

In the inexhaustible ocean of the world of 
phenomena, the power of buddha miracles is 

unchanging. A tuft of hair not only breathes 
in the great ocean but it maintains, realizes, 
utilizes, and breathes out the great ocean. When 
this activity arises, it encompasses all worlds of 
phenomena. However, do not assume that there 
are no other activities that encompass all worlds 
of phenomena.

A mustard seed containing Mount Sumeru 
is also like this. A mustard seed breathes out 
Mount Sumeru and actualizes the inexhaustible 
ocean of the world of phenomena. When a tuft of 
hair or a mustard seed breathes out a great ocean, 
breathing out happens in one moment, and it 
happens in myriad eons. Breathing out myriad 
eons and breathing out one moment happen 
simultaneously. How are a tuft of hair and a 
mustard seed brought forth? They are brought 
forth by miracles. This bringing forth is miracles. 
What enables a tuft of hair and a mustard seed 
to do things like that? Miracles enable them 
to do so. Miracles bring forth miracles. Do not 
think that miracles sometimes do and sometimes 
do not happen in the past, present, or future. 
Buddhas alone abide in miracles.

Layman Pangyun was an outstanding person in 
the ancestral seat. He not only trained with 
Mazu and Shitou, but met and studied with 
many enlightened teachers. One day he said, 
“Miracles are nothing other than fetching water 
and carrying firewood.”

Thoroughly investigate the meaning of 
these words. Fetching water means drawing and 
carrying water. Sometimes you do it yourself and 
sometimes you have others do it. Those who 
practice this are all miracle buddhas. Although 
miracles are noticed once in a while, miracles 
are miracles. It is not that things perish or are 
eliminated when they are unnoticed. Things 
are just as they are even when unnoticed. Even 
when people do not know that fetching water is 
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a miracle, fetching water is undeniably a miracle.
Carrying firewood means doing the labor of 

hauling, as in the time of Huineng, the Sixth 
Ancestor. Even if you do not know that miracles 
happen three thousand times in the morning and 
eight hundred times in the evening, miracles are 
actualized. Those who see and hear the wondrous 
activities of miracles by buddha tathagatas do not 
fail to attain the way. Attaining the way of all 
buddhas is always completed by the power of 
miracles.

Causing water to spout out of the head is a 
practice of the Lesser Vehicles. It is merely a 
minor miracle. On the other hand, fetching 
water is a great miracle. The custom of fetching 
water and carrying firewood has not declined, 

as people have not ignored it. It has come down 
from ancient times to today, and it has been 
transmitted from there to here. Thus, miracles 
have not declined even for a moment. Such are 
great miracles, which are no small matter.

Dongshan Liangjie, who would later become 
Great Master Wuben, was once attendant to 
Yunyan, who said, “Liangjie, what are miracles?”

Dongshan politely brought his hands together 
at his chest and stood near him.

Yunyan asked again, “What are miracles?”
Dongshan bade farewell and walked away.

In this story, words are heard and the meaning 
of miracles is understood. There is merging, like 
a box and its cover joining. Know that it is a 
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miracle to have a disciple like Dongshan who 
does not veer off, or to have a high ancestor like 
Yunyan who does not come forward. Do not 
think that the miracles they are speaking of are 
the same as those outside the way or in the Two 
Lesser Vehicles.

On the road of buddhas there are also great 
miracles that happen at the top or bottom of 
the body. The entire world of ten directions is 
the true body of a single monk. Thus, the Nine 
Mountains and the Eight Seas around Mount 
Sumeru, as well as the ocean of thusness and 
the ocean of all wisdom, are no other than water 
spouting from the top, bottom, and center of 

the body. It is also water spouting from the top, 
bottom, and center of the formless body. The 
spouting out of fire is also like this.

Not only is there the spouting out of water, 
fire, and air, but also there is the spouting out 
of buddhas from the top and bottom of the 
body. There is the spouting of ancestors from 
the top and bottom of the body. There is the 
spouting of immeasurable eons from the top and 
bottom of the body. There is also the spouting 
out of the ocean of the world of phenomena 
and the swallowing of the ocean of the world 
of phenomena from the top of the body. To spit 
out the lands of the world seven or eight times 
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and to swallow them two or three times is also 
like this. The four, five, or six great elements, all 
elements, and immeasurable elements, are also 
great miracles that appear and disappear, are spit 
out, and swallowed. The great earth and empty 
space are miracles that are swallowed and spit 
out.

Miracles have the power of being activated 
by a mustard seed and responding to a tuft of 
hair. Miracles arise, abide, and return to the 
source beyond the reach of consciousness. The 
various aspects of buddha miracles are beyond 
long or short—how can this be measured by 
discriminatory thinking?

Long ago, when a sorcerer who had the five 
miraculous powers was attending the Buddha, 
he asked, “You have six miraculous powers and I 
have five. What is the one I am missing?”

The Buddha called to him, “Sorcerer.”
“Yes,” he responded.
The Buddha said, “What miraculous power are 

you asking about?”

Thoroughly study the meaning of this 
dialogue. How did the sorcerer know that the 
Buddha had six miraculous powers? The Buddha 
has immeasurable miraculous wisdom, which is 
not limited to six miraculous powers. Even if you 
see six miraculous powers, you cannot master 
them. How can those who have lesser miraculous 
powers dream of the Buddha’s six miraculous 
powers?

You should say, “When the sorcerer saw 
Old Man Shakyamuni, did he actually see the 
Buddha? When he saw the Buddha, did he 
actually see Old Man Shakyamuni? If the sorcerer 
saw Old Man Shakyamuni and recognized the 
Buddha, did he also see himself, the sorcerer of 
the five miraculous powers?”

Study the sorcerer’s questions and study going 
beyond this dialog. Isn’t this question about the 

Buddha’s six miraculous powers like counting the 
treasure of a neighbor? What is the meaning of 
Old Man Shakyamuni’s words, What miraculous 
power are you asking about? He did not say 
whether the sorcerer has this miraculous power 
or not. Even if Old Man Shakyamuni had spoken 
about it, how would the sorcerer have understood 
the single miraculous power? Although the 
sorcerer had five miraculous powers, they are not 
the same as the five miraculous powers of the 
Buddha.

Although the sorcerer’s powers may look 
like those of the Buddha, how can his powers 
compare to those of the Buddha? If the sorcerer 
attained even one of the Buddha’s powers, he 
could meet the Buddha by this power.

When we see the sorcerer, he had powers 
similar to the Buddha’s, and when we see the 
Buddha, he had powers similar to the sorcerer’s. 
But the sorcerer did not have the Buddha’s 
miraculous powers. If one of the sorcerer’s powers 
could not reach one of the Buddha’s powers, 
none of his five powers could be equal to those 
of the Buddha.

So what is the use of asking the Buddha, 
What miraculous power am I missing? Old Man 
Shakyamuni meant that the sorcerer should have 
asked about the powers the sorcerer already had. 
The sorcerer had not even mastered one of those 
powers. In this way the Buddha’s miraculous 
powers and other people’s miraculous powers 
look alike but in fact are completely different.

About the Buddha’s six types of miracles, Linji, 
Great Master Huizhao, said:

According to an old teacher, the excellent marks 
of the Buddha Tathagata’s body are listed to 
accommodate the needs of people’s minds. To 
counter the common tendency toward nihilistic 
views, such provisional names as the thirty-two 
marks or the eighty appearances of the Buddha are 
used as expedient means. But they are imaginary 
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concepts. Such a body is itself not awakening. 
Having no form is the Buddha’s true form.

You say that the Buddha’s six types of miracles 
are wondrous. Devas, sorcerers, fighting spirits, 
and demons also have miraculous powers. Are they 
buddhas? Followers of the way, do not be mistaken. 
A fighting spirit defeated by Indra took his eighty-
four thousand retainers and hid inside a hole of a 
lotus root. Do you call this a miracle?

The miracles I have described [of these devas, 
sorcerers, fighting spirits, and demons] are the 
result of past actions or present situations. But 
the six types of miracles of a buddha are different. 
A buddha enters forms, sounds, smells, tastes, 
touchables, and objects of mind and is not confused 
by them. Thus, a buddha masters the six-sense 
objects, which are all marked with emptiness. A 
buddha is free of conditions. Even having a body 
of five skandhas accompanied by desire, a buddha 
does not depend on anything. A buddha practices 
miracles that are grounded on the earth.

Followers of the way, a true buddha has no 
form, and the true dharma has no marks. From 
your mind’s illusions, marks and appearances are 
created. What you get is a wild fox’s spirit, which 
is the view of those outside the way, and not of a 
true buddha.

Thus, the six types of miracles of the buddhas 
cannot be reached by devas, demons, or those 
of the Two Lesser Vehicles. The six types of 
miracles of the buddha way cannot be measured. 
They are only transmitted to disciples of the 
buddha way, person to person, but not to others. 
Those who have not inherited such miracles do 
not know them. Know that those who have not 
inherited such miracles are not persons of the 
buddha way.
Baizhang, Zen Master Dazhi, said:

The eyes, ears, nose, and tongue are not defiled by 
form or formlessness. This nondefilement is called 
receiving the four-line verse of vows and receiving 
the four fruits of the arhats. Leaving no trace in the 
six sense organs is called the six types of miracles. 
Not to be hindered by either form or formlessness, 

and not to depend on intellectual understanding, 
are miracles. Not abiding in these miracles is called 
“going beyond miracles.” A bodhisattva who goes 
beyond miracles does not leave traces. This is a 
person going beyond buddha. It is a most wondrous 
person, a heavenly self.

The miracles transmitted by buddha ancestors 
are as Bai described. A miracle buddha is one 
who goes beyond buddha, a most wondrous 
person, an uncreated self, a bodhisattva of going 
beyond miracles. Miracles do not depend upon 
intellectual understanding, do not abide in 
themselves, and are not hindered by things. 
There are the six types of miracles in the buddha 
way, which have been maintained by buddhas 
ceaselessly. There has not been a single buddha 
who has not maintained them. Those who do 
not maintain them are not buddhas. These six 
types of miracles leave no trace in the six sense 
organs.

An old teacher [Yongjia] said, “The six types of 
miracles are neither empty nor not empty. A 
circle of light is neither inside nor outside.”

Neither inside nor outside means leaving no 
trace. When you practice, study, and realize 
no-trace, you are not disturbed by the six sense 
organs. Those who are disturbed should receive 
thirty blows.

The six types of miracles should be studied like 
this. How can those who are not authentic heirs 
of the buddha house learn about this? They mis-
takenly regard running around inside and outside 
as the practice of returning home.

The four fruits of the arhats are the essentials 
of the buddha way. But no teachers of the 
Tripitaka have authentically transmitted them. 
How can those who study letters or wander in 
remote lands receive these fruits? Those who are 
satisfied with minor achievements cannot master 
them. The four fruits are transmitted only by 
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buddha and buddha. The so-called four fruits 
are to receive the four lines of verse, and this 
means that eyes, ears, nose, and tongue are unde-
filed by all things. Undefiled means unstained. 
Unstained means undivided mind—“I am always 
intimate with this.”

The six types of miracles and the four fruits 
of the buddha way have been authentically 
transmitted in this manner. Know that anything 
different from this is not buddha dharma. Thus, 
the buddha dharma is always actualized through 
miracles. When actualized, a drop of water swal-
lows the great ocean and a speck of dust hurls 
out a high mountain. Who can doubt that these 
are miracles?

Presented to the assembly of the Kannondori Kosho Horin 
Monastery on the sixteenth day, the eleventh month, the 
second year of the Ninji Era [1241].

Eihei Dogen (1200-1253) founded the Soto School of 
Zen in Japan after traveling to China and training under 
Rujing, a master of the Chinese Caodong lineage.

From Treasury of the True Dharma Eye, Volume I, 
edited by Kazuaki Tanahashi. Copyright ©2010 by 
the San Francisco Zen Center. Reprinted by arrange-
ment of the Permissions Company, Inc. on behalf of 
Shambhala Publications.
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Word Problems
by Cormac McCarthy I call it the Kekulé Problem because among the 

myriad instances of scientific problems solved 
in the sleep of the inquirer Kekulé’s is probably 

the best known. He was trying to arrive at the 
configuration of the benzene molecule and not 
making much progress when he fell asleep in front 
of the fire and had his famous dream of a snake 
coiled in a hoop with its tail in its mouth—the 
ouroboros of mythology—and woke exclaiming to 
himself: “It’s a ring. The molecule is in the form 
of a ring.” Well. The problem of course—not 
Kekulé’s but ours—is that since the unconscious 
understands language perfectly well or it would 
not understand the problem in the first place, why 
doesn’t it simply answer Kekulé’s question with 
something like: “Kekulé, it’s a bloody ring.” To 
which our scientist might respond: “Okay. Got it. 
Thanks.”

Why the snake? That is, why is the unconscious 
so loathe to speak to us? Why the images, 
metaphors, pictures? Why the dreams, for that 
matter. 

A logical place to begin would be to define what 
the unconscious is in the first place. To do this we 
have to set aside the jargon of modern psychology 
and get back to biology. The unconscious is a 
biological system before it is anything else. To put 
it as pithily as possible—and as accurately—the 
unconscious is a machine for operating an animal.

All animals have an unconscious. If they 
didn’t they would be plants. We may sometimes 
credit ours with duties it doesn’t actually perform. 
Systems at a certain level of necessity may require 
their own mechanics of governance. Breathing, 
for instance, is not controlled by the unconscious 
but by the pons and the medulla oblongata, two 
systems located in the brainstem. Except of course 
in the case of cetaceans, who have to breathe 
when they come up for air. An autonomous system 
wouldn’t work here. The first dolphin anesthetized 
on an operating table simply died. (How do they 
sleep? With half of their brain alternately.) But the 
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duties of the unconscious are beyond counting. 
Everything from scratching an itch to solving 
math problems.

Problems in general are often well posed in 
terms of language and language remains a handy 
tool for explaining them. But the actual process 
of thinking—in any discipline—is largely an 
unconscious affair. Language can be used to sum 
up some point at which one has arrived—a sort of 
milepost—so as to gain a fresh starting point. But 
if you believe that you actually use language in the 
solving of problems I wish that you would write to 
me and tell me how you go about it.

I’ve pointed out to some of my mathematical 
friends that the unconscious appears to be better 
at math than they are. My friend George Zweig 
calls this the Night Shift. Bear in mind that 
the unconscious has no pencil or notepad and 
certainly no eraser. That it does solve problems 
in mathematics is indisputable. How does it go 
about it? When I’ve suggested to my friends that 
it may well do it without using numbers, most of 
them thought—after a while—that this was a 
possibility. How, we don’t know. Just as we don’t 
know how it is that we manage to talk. If I am 
talking to you then I can hardly be crafting at the 
same time the sentences that are to follow what I 
am now saying. I am totally occupied in talking to 
you. Nor can some part of my mind be assembling 
these sentences and then saying them to me so 
that I can repeat them. Aside from the fact that I 
am busy this would be to evoke an endless regress. 
The truth is that there is a process here to which 
we have no access. It is a mystery opaque to total 
blackness.

There are influential persons among us—of 
whom a bit more a bit later—who claim to believe 
that language is a totally evolutionary process. 
That is has somehow appeared in the brain in 
a primitive form and then grown to usefulness. 
Somewhat like vision, perhaps. But vision we 

now know is traceable to perhaps as many as a 
dozen quite independent evolutionary histories. 
Tempting material for the teleologists. These 
stories apparently begin with a crude organ capable 
of perceiving light where any occlusion could 
well suggest a predator. Which actually makes it 
an excellent scenario for Darwinian selection. 
It may be that the influential persons imagine 
all mammals waiting for language to appear. I 
don’t know. But all indications are that language 
has appeared only once and in one species only. 
Among whom it then spread with considerable 
speed.

There are a number of examples of signaling 
in the animal world that might be taken for a 
proto-language. Chipmunks—among other spe-
cies—have one alarm-call for aerial predators 
and another for those on the ground. Hawks as 
distinct from foxes or cats. Very useful. But what is 
missing here is the central idea of language—that 
one thing can be another thing. It is the idea 
that Helen Keller suddenly understood at the 
well. That the sign for water was not simply what 
you did to get a glass of water. It was the glass of 
water. It was in fact the water in the glass. This 
in the play The Miracle Worker. Not a dry eye in 
the house.

The invention of language was understood at 
once to be incredibly useful. Again, it seems to 
have spread through the species almost instan-
taneously. The immediate problem would seem 
to have been that there were more things to 
name than sounds to name them with. Language 
appears to have originated in southwestern Africa 
and it may even be that the clicks in the Khoisan 
languages—to include Sandawe and Hadza—are 
an atavistic remnant of addressing this need for a 
greater variety of sounds. The vocal problems were 
eventually handled evolutionarily—and apparent-
ly in fairly short order—by turning our throat over 
largely to the manufacture of speech. Not without 
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cost, as it turns out. The larynx has moved down 
in the throat in such a way as to make us as a spe-
cies highly vulnerable to choking on our food—a 
not uncommon cause of death. It’s also left us as 
the only mammal incapable of swallowing and 
vocalizing at the same time.

This sort of isolation that gave us tall and short 
and light and dark and other variations in our 
species was no protection against the advance of 
language. It crossed mountains and oceans as if 
they weren’t there. Did it meet some need? No. 
The other five thousand plus mammals among 
us do fine without it. But useful? Oh yes. We 
might further point out that when it arrived it 
had no place to go. The brain was not expecting 
it and had made no plans for its arrival. It simply 
invaded those areas of the brain that were the 
least dedicated. I suggested once in conversation 
at the Santa Fe Institute that language had acted 
very much like a parasitic invasion and David 
Krakauer—our president—said that the same 
idea had occurred to him. Which pleased me a 
good deal because David is very smart. This is not 
to say of course that the human brain was not in 
any way structured for the reception of language. 
Where else would it go? If nothing else we have 
the evidence of history. The difference between 
the history of a virus and that of language is that 
the virus has arrived by way of Darwinian selec-
tion and language has not. The virus comes nicely 
machined. Offer it up. Turn it slightly. Push it in. 
Click. Nice fit. But the scrap heap will be found 
to contain any number of viruses that did not fit.

There is no selection at work in the evolution 
of language because language is not a biological 
system and because there is only one of them. The 
ur-language of linguistic origin out of which all 
languages have evolved.

Influential persons will by now of course 
have smiled to themselves at the ill-concealed 
Lamarckianism lurking here. We might think 
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to evade it by various strategies or redefinitions 
but probably without much success. Darwin of 
course was dismissive of the idea of inherited 
“mutilations”—the issue of cutting off the tails 
of dogs for instance. But the inheritance of ideas 
remains something of a sticky issue. It is difficult 
to see them as anything other than acquired. 
How the unconscious goes about its work is not so 
much poorly understood as not understood at all. 
It is an area pretty much ignored by the artificial 
intelligence studies, which seem mostly devoted to 
analytics and to the question of whether the brain 
is like a computer. They have decided that it’s not, 
but that is not altogether true.

Of the known characteristics of the uncon-
scious its persistence is among the most notable. 
Everyone is familiar with repetitive dreams. Here 
the unconscious may well be imagined to have 
more than one voice: He’s not getting it is he? No. 
He’s pretty thick. What do you want to do? I don’t 
know. Do you want to try using his mother? His 
mother is dead. What difference does that make?

What is at work here? And how does the 
unconscious know we’re not getting it? What 
doesn’t it know? It’s hard to escape the conclusion 
that the unconscious is laboring under a moral 
compulsion to educate us. (Moral compulsion? Is 
he serious?)

The evolution of language would begin with the 
names of things. After that would come descrip-
tions of these things and descriptions of what they 
do. The growth of languages into their present 
shape and form—their syntax and grammar—has 
a universality that suggests a common rule. The 
rule is that languages have followed their own 
requirements. The rule is that they are charged 
with describing the world. There is nothing else 
to describe.

All very quickly. There are no languages whose 
form is in a state of development. And their forms 
are all basically the same.

We don’t know what the unconscious is or 
where it is or how it got there—wherever there 
might be. Recent animal brain studies showing 
outsized cerebellums in some pretty smart species 
are suggestive. That facts about the world are in 
themselves capable of shaping the brain is slowly 
becoming accepted. Does the unconscious only 
get these facts from us, or does it have the same 
access to our sensorium that we have? You can do 
whatever you like with the us and the our and the 
we. I did. At some point the mind must grammat-
icize facts and convert them to narratives. The 
facts of the world do not for the most part come in 
narrative form. We have to do that.

So what are we saying here? That some 
unknown thinker sat up one night in his cave and 
said: Wow.

One thing can be another thing. Yes. Of course 
that’s what we are saying. Except that he didn’t 
say it because there was no language for him to 
say it in. For the time being he had to settle for 
just thinking it. And when did this take place? 
Our influential persons claim to have no idea. Of 
course they don’t think that it took place at all. 
But aside from that. One hundred thousand years 
ago? Half a million? Longer? Actually a hundred 
thousand would be a pretty good guess. It dates the 
earliest known graphics—found in the Blombos 
Cave in South Africa. These scratchings have 
everything to do with our chap waking up in his 
cave. For a while it is fairly certain that art preced-
ed language it probably didn’t precede it by much. 
Some influential persons have actually claimed 
that language could be up to a million years old. 
They haven’t explained what we have been doing 
with it all this time. What we do know—pretty 
much without question—is that once you have 
language everything else follows pretty quickly. 
The simple understanding that one thing can be 
another thing is at the root of all things of our 
doing. From using colored pebbles for the trading 
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of goats to art and language and on to using sym-
bolic marks to represent pieces of the world too 
small to see.

One hundred thousand years is pretty much 
an eyeblink. But two million years is not. This 
is, rather loosely, the length of time in which our 
unconscious has been organizing and directing 
our lives. And without language you will note. At 
least for all but that recent blink. How does it tell 
us where and when to scratch? We don’t know. We 
just know that it’s good at it. But the fact that the 
unconscious prefers avoiding verbal instructions 
pretty much altogether—even where they would 
appear to be quite useful— suggests rather strongly 
that it doesn’t much like language and even that 
it doesn’t trust it. And why is that? How about for 
the good and sufficient reason that it has been 
getting along quite well without it for a couple of 
million years?

Apart from its great antiquity the picture-story 
mode of presentation favored by the unconscious 
has the appeal of its simple utility. A picture can 
be recalled in its entirety whereas an essay cannot. 
Unless one is an Asperger’s case. In which event 
memories, while correct, suffer from their own 
literalness. The log of knowledge or information 
contained in the brain of the average citizen is 
enormous. But the form in which it resides is large-
ly unknown. You may have read a thousand books 
and be able to discuss any one of them without 
remembering a word of the text.

When you pause to reflect and say: “Let me see. 
How can I put this,” your aim is to resurrect an 
idea from this pool of we-know-not-what and give 
it a linguistic form so that it can be expressed. It 
is the this that one wishes to put that is represen-
tative of this pool of knowledge whose form is so 
amorphous. If you explain this to someone and 
they say that they don’t understand you may well 
seize your chin and think some more and come 
up with another way to “put” it. Or you may not. 

When the physicist Dirac was complained to by 
students that they didn’t understand what he’d said 
Dirac would simply repeat it verbatim.

The picture-story lends itself to parable. To the 
tale whose meaning gives one pause. The uncon-
scious is concerned with rules but these rules will 
require your cooperation. The unconscious wants 
to give guidance to your life in general but it 
doesn’t care what toothpaste you use. And while 
the path which it suggests for you may be broad it 
doesn’t include going over a cliff. We can see this 
in dreams. Those disturbing dreams which wake 
us from sleep are purely graphic. No one speaks. 
These are very old dreams and often troubling. 
Sometimes a friend can see their meaning where 
we cannot. The unconscious intends that they be 
difficult to unravel because it wants us to think 
about them. To remember them. It doesn’t say 
that you cant ask for help. Parables of course often 
want to resolve themselves into the pictorial. 
When you first heard of Plato’s cave you set about 
reconstructing it.

To repeat. The unconscious is a biological 
operative and language is not. Or not yet. You 
have to be careful about inviting Descartes to 
the table. Aside from inheritability probably the 
best guide as to whether a category is of our own 
devising is to ask if we see it in other creatures. 
The case for language is pretty clear. In the facility 
with which young children learn its complex and 
difficult rules we see the slow incorporation of the 
acquired.

I’d been thinking about the Kekulé problem 
off and on for a couple of years without making 
much progress. Then one morning after George 
Zweig and I had one of our ten hour lunches I 
came down in the morning with the wastebasket 
from my bedroom and as I was emptying it into 
the kitchen trash I suddenly knew the answer. Or 
I knew that I knew the answer. It took me a min-
ute or so to put it together. I reflected that while 



George and I had spent the first couple of hours 
at cognition and neuroscience we had not talked 
about Kekulé and the problem. But something in 
our conversation might very well have triggered 
our reflections—mine and those of the Night 
Shift—on this issue. The answer of course is sim-
ple once you know it. The unconscious is just not 
used to giving verbal instructions and is not happy 
doing so. Habits of two million years duration are 
hard to break. When later I told George what I’d 
come up with he mulled it over for a minute or so 
and then nodded and said: “That sounds about 
right.” Which pleased me a good deal because 
George is very smart.

The unconscious seems to know a great deal. 
What does it know about itself? Does it know 
that it’s going to die? What does it think about 
that? It appears to represent a gathering of talents 
rather than just one. It seems unlikely that the itch 
department is also in charge of math. Can it work 
on a number of problems at once? Does it only 
know what we tell it? Or—more plausibly—has 
it direct access to the outer world? Some of the 
dreams which it is at pains to assemble for us are 
no doubt deeply reflective and yet some are quite 
frivolous. And the fact that it appears to be less 
than insistent upon our remembering every dream 
suggests that sometimes it may be working on 
itself. And is it really so good at solving problems 
or is it just that it keeps its own counsel about 
the failures? How does it have this understanding 
which we might well envy? How might we make 
inquiries of it? Are you sure?

Cormac McCarthy, novelist and essayist, is a board 
member and senior fellow of the Santa Fe Institute.

From “The Kekulé Problem: Where Did Language 
Come From?” appearing in Nautilus, April 2017, 
Issue 47, http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/the-
kekul-problem
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A rose by any other name     could be Miguel     or Tiffany     Could be
David or Vashti     Why not Aya      which means beautiful flower    but 
also verse and miracle     and a bird     that flies away quickly    You see 
where this is going       That is     you could look at a rose      and call it
You See Where This Is Going     or I Knew This Would Happen     or even 
Why Wasn’t I Told      I’m told of a man      who does portraits for money 
on the beach      He paints them with one arm     the other he left behind 
in a war      and so he tucks a rose into his cuff      always yellow     and people 
stare at it      pinned to his shoulder      while he works      Call the rose 
Panos       because I think that’s his name      or call it      A Chair By The Sea
Point from the window     to the garden     and say    Look a bed 
of Painter’s Hands     And this is a good place     to remember the rose 
already has many names     because     language is old and can’t agree 
with itself      In Albania you say Trëndafil      In Somalia say Kacay
In American poetry      it’s the flower you must never name     And now 
you see where this is going      out the window      across water 
to a rose shaped island      that can’t exist      but you’re counting on 
to be there     unmapped       unmentioned till now     The green place 
you imagine hiding      when the world finds out     you’re not 
who you’ve said

This Page Ripped Out
and Rolled into a Ball

by Brendan Constantine

Copyright © 2018 by Brendan Constantine. Originally published in Poem-a-
Day on January 25, 2018, by the Academy of American Poets.
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The Language of Trees
by Peter Wohlleben

According to the dictionary definition, 
language is what people use when we 
talk to each other. Looked at this way, 

we are the only beings who can use language, 
because the concept is limited to our species. 
But wouldn’t it be interesting to know whether 
trees can also talk to each other? But how? 
They definitely don’t produce sounds, so there’s 
nothing we can hear. Branches creak as they rub 
against one another and leaves rustle, but these 
sounds are caused by the wind and the tree has 
no control over them. Trees, it turns out, have a 
completely different way of communicating: they 
use scent.

Scent as a means of communication? The 
concept is not totally unfamiliar to us. Why 
else would we use deodorants and perfumes? 
And even when we’re not using these products, 
our own smell says something to other people, 
both consciously and subconsciously. There are 
some people who seem to have no smell at all; 
we are strongly attracted to others because of 
their aroma. Scientists believe pheromones in 
sweat are a decisive factor when we choose our 
partners—in other words, those with whom we 
wish to procreate. So it seems fair to say that we 
possess a secret language of scent, and trees have 
demonstrated that they do as well.

For example, four decades ago, scientists 
noticed something on the African savannah. 
The giraffes there were feeding on umbrella 
thorn acacias, and the trees didn’t like this one 
bit. It took the acacias mere minutes to start 
pumping toxic substances into their leaves to rid 
themselves of the large herbivores. The giraffes 

got the message and moved on to other trees in 
the vicinity. But did they move on to trees close 
by? No, for the time being, they walked right by a 
few trees and resumed their meal only when they 
had moved about 100 yards away.

The reason for this behavior is astonishing. 
The acacia trees that were being eaten gave off a 
warning gas (specifically, ethylene) that signaled 
to neighboring trees of the same species that a 
crisis was at hand. Right away, all the forewarned 
trees also pumped toxins into their leaves to 
prepare themselves. The giraffes were wise to 
this game and therefore moved farther away to a 
part of the savannah where they could find trees 
that were oblivious to what was going on. Or else 
they moved upwind. For the scent messages are 
carried to nearby trees on the breeze, and if the 
animals walked upwind, they could find acacias 
close by that had no idea the giraffes were there.

Similar processes are at work in our forests here 
at home. Beeches, spruce, and oaks all register 
pain as soon as some creature starts nibbling on 
them. When a caterpillar takes a hearty bite out 
of a leaf, the tissue around the site of the damage 
changes. In addition, the leaf tissue sends out 
electrical signals, just as human tissue does when 
it is hurt. However, the signal is not transmitted 
in milliseconds, as human signals are; instead, 
the plant signal travels at the slow speed of a 
third of an inch per minute. Accordingly, it takes 
an hour or so before defensive compounds reach 
the leaves to spoil the pest’s meal. Trees live their 
lives in the really slow lane, even when they are 
in danger. But this slow tempo doesn’t mean 
that a tree is not on top of what is happening 
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in different parts of its structure. If the roots 
find themselves in trouble, this information is 
broadcast throughout the tree, which can trigger 
the leaves to release scent compounds. And not 
just any old scent compounds, but compounds 
that are specifically formulated for the task at 
hand.

This ability to produce different compounds 
is another feature that helps trees fend off attack 
for a while. When it comes to some species of 
insects, trees can accurately identify which bad 
guys they are up against. The saliva of each 
species is different, and trees can match the saliva 
to the insect. Indeed, the match can be so precise 
that trees can release pheromones that summon 
specific beneficial predators. The beneficial 
predators help trees by eagerly devouring the 
insects that are bothering them. For example, 
elms and pines call on small parasitic wasps that 
lay their eggs inside leaf-eating caterpillars. As 
the wasp larvae develop, they devour the larger 
caterpillars bit by bit from the inside out. Not a 
nice way to die. The result, however, is that the 
trees are saved from bothersome pests and can 
keep growing with no further damage.

The fact trees can recognize saliva is, inciden-
tally, evidence for yet another skill they must 
have. For if they can identify saliva, they must 
also have a sense of taste.

A drawback of scent compounds is that they 
disperse quickly in the air. Often they can be 
detected only within a range of about too yards. 
Quick dispersal, however, also has advantages. 
As the transmission of signals inside the tree is 
very slow, a tree can cover long distances much 
more quickly through the air if it wants to warn 
distant parts of its own structure that danger 
lurks. A specialized distress call is not always 
necessary when a tree needs to mount a defense 
against insects. The animal world simply regis-
ters the tree’s basic chemical alarm call. It then 

knows some kind of attack is taking place and 
predatory species should mobilize. Whoever is 
hungry for the kinds of critters that attack trees 
just can’t stay away.

Trees can also mount their own defense. 
Oaks, for example, carry bitter, toxic tannins in 
their bark and leaves. These either kill chewing 
insects outright or at least affect the leaves’ taste 
to such an extent that instead of being deliciously 
crunchy, they become biliously bitter. Willows 
produce the defensive compound salicylic acid, 
which works in much the same way. But not 
on us. Salicylic acid is a precursor of aspirin, 
and tea made from willow bark can relieve 
headaches and bring down fevers. Such defense 
mechanisms, of course, take time. Therefore, a 
combined approach is crucially important for 
arboreal early-warning systems.

Trees don’t rely exclusively on dispersal in the 
air, for if they did, some neighbors would not get 
wind of the danger. Dr. Suzanne Simard of the 
University of British Columbia in Vancouver has 
discovered that they also warn each other using 
chemical signals sent through the fungal net-
works around their root tips, which operate no 
matter what the weather. Surprisingly, news bul-
letins are sent via the roots not only by means of 
chemical compounds but also by means of elec-
trical impulses that travel at the speed of a third 
of an inch per second. In comparison with our 
bodies, it is, admittedly, extremely slow. However, 
there are species in the animal kingdom, such 
as jellyfish and worms, whose nervous systems 
conduct impulses at a similar speed. Once the 
latest news has been broadcast, all oaks in the 
area promptly pump tannins through their veins.

Tree roots extend a long way, more than 
twice the spread of the crown. So the root 
systems of neighboring trees inevitably intersect 
and grow into one another—though there are 
always some exceptions. Even in a forest, there 



are loners, would-be hermits who want little to 
do with others. Can such antisocial trees block 
alarm calls simply by not participating? Luckily, 
they can’t. For usually there are fungi present 
that act as intermediaries to guarantee quick 
dissemination of news. These fungi operate like 
fiber-optic Internet cables. Their thin filaments 
penetrate the ground, weaving through it in 
almost unbelievable density. One teaspoon of 
forest soil contains many miles of these “hyphae.” 
Over centuries, a single fungus can cover many 
square miles and network an entire forest. The 
fungal connections transmit signals from one 
tree to the next, helping the trees exchange 
news about insects, drought, and other dangers. 
Science has adopted a term first coined by the 
journal Nature for Dr. Simard’s discovery of the 
“wood wide web” pervading our forests. What 
and how much information is exchanged are 
subjects we have only just begun to research. For 
instance, Simard discovered that different tree 
species are in contact with one another, even 
when they regard each other as competitors. And 
the fungi are pursuing their own agendas and 
appear to be very much in favor of conciliation 
and equitable distribution of information and 
resources.

If trees are weakened, it could be that they lose 
their conversational skills along with their ability 
to defend themselves. Otherwise, it’s difficult 
to explain why insect pests specifically seek out 
trees whose health is already compromised. It’s 
conceivable that to do this, insects listen to trees’ 
urgent chemical warnings and then test trees 
that don’t pass the message on by taking a bite 
out of their leaves or bark. A tree’s silence could 
be because of a serious illness or, perhaps, the 
loss of its fungal network, which would leave the 
tree completely cut off from the latest news. The 
tree no longer registers approaching disaster, and 
the doors are open for the caterpillar and beetle 



65



66

buffet. The loners I just mentioned are similarly 
susceptible—they might look healthy, but they 
have no idea what is going on around them.

In the symbiotic community of the forest, 
not only trees but also shrubs and grasses—and 
possibly all plant species—exchange information 
this way. However, when we step into farm fields, 
the vegetation becomes very quiet. Thanks to 
selective breeding, our cultivated plants have, for 
the most part, lost their ability to communicate 
above or below ground. Isolated by their silence, 
they are easy prey for insect pests.

That is one reason why modern agriculture 
uses so many pesticides. Perhaps farmers can 
learn from the forests and breed a little more 
wildness back into their grain and potatoes so 
that they’ll be more talkative in the future.

Communication between trees and insects 
doesn’t have to be all about defense and illness. 
Thanks to your sense of smell, you’ve probably 
picked up on many feel-good messages exchanged 
between these distinctly different life-forms. I am 
referring to the pleasantly perfumed invitations 
sent out by tree blossoms. Blossoms do not 
release scent at random or to please us. Fruit 
trees, willows, and chestnuts use their olfactory 
missives to draw attention to themselves and 
invite passing bees to sate themselves. Sweet 
nectar, a sugar-rich liquid, is the reward the 
insects get in exchange for the incidental dusting 
they receive while they visit. The form and 
color of blossoms are signals, as well. They act 
somewhat like a billboard that stands out against 
the general green of the tree canopy and points 
the way to a snack.

So trees communicate by means of olfactory, 
visual, and electrical signals. (The electrical 
signals travel via a form of nerve cell at the 
tips of the roots.) What about sounds? Let’s get 
back to hearing and speech. When I said at the 
beginning of this chapter that trees are definitely 

silent, the latest scientific research casts doubt 
even on this statement. Along with colleagues 
from Bristol and Florence, Dr. Monica Gagliano 
from the University of Western Australia has, 
quite literally, had her ear to the ground. It’s 
not practical to study trees in the laboratory; 
therefore, researchers substitute grain seedlings 
because they are easier to handle. They started 
listening, and it didn’t take them long to discover 
that their measuring apparatus was registering 
roots crackling quietly at a frequency of 220 
hertz. Crackling roots? That doesn’t necessarily 
mean anything. After all, even dead wood 
crackles when it’s burned in a stove. But the 
noises discovered in the laboratory caused the 
researchers to sit up and pay attention. For the 
roots of seedlings not directly involved in the 
experiment reacted. Whenever the seedlings’ 
roots were exposed to a crackling at 220 hertz, 
they oriented their tips in that direction. That 
means the grasses were registering this frequency, 
so it makes sense to say they “heard” it.

Plants communicating by means of sound 
waves? That makes me curious to know more, 
because people also communicate using sound 
waves. Might this be a key to getting to know 
trees better? To say nothing of what it would 
mean if we could hear whether all was well 
with beeches, oaks, and pines, or whether some-
thing was up. Unfortunately, we are not that 
far advanced, and research in this field is just 
beginning. But if you hear a light crackling the 
next time you take a walk in the forest, perhaps 
it won’t be just the wind...

Peter Wohlleben is a forester and writer on subjects 
related to woodlands and nature protection. He currently 
lives in Germany.

From The Hidden Life of Trees, translated by Jane 
Billinghurst, Copyright ©2016 by Jane Billinghurst, 
Reprinted by permission of Greyston Books, Ltd.
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Study and practice the buddhadharma only for the 
sake of the buddhadharma, not for the sake of human 
emotions or worldly ideas.

This is the most important point for us 
as students of Dogen Zenji. No one 
emphasized practicing buddhadharma 

only for the sake of the buddhadharma more than 
he. I think the most important expression in his 
teaching is buddhadharma. Despite that, we’ve 
become so familiar with the expression that we 
often pass over it without considering what it really 
means.

Lately, I’ve been looking over some 
commentaries and modern Japanese versions of 
the Shobogenzo: Genjo Koan (“The Koan of Being in 
the Present”) because I’m going to translate it into 
modem Japanese and write my own commentary. 
At the very start of the chapter are the words 
“When all dharmas are the buddhadharma...” 
Yet no one seems to have picked up on the word 
“buddhadharma” and deeply investigated its 
meaning. Really, we don’t know what it means at 
all. We should start, therefore, by examining just 
what buddhadharma really is.

I’ve been thinking about it for a long time 
now, because the essence of Dogen Zenji’s 
teaching is buddhadharma. Recently I’ve felt 
very keenly that the koan of Sekito Kisen’s “no-
gaining, no knowing” expresses the meaning of 
buddhadharma best. This koan is the ninety-first 
case in the third volume of Shobogenzo: Sanbyaku-
soku (“Commentary on Three Hundred Koans”) 
compiled by Dogen Zenji. Sekito (Shitou, in 
Chinese) was one of the great Zen masters of the 
flowering of Zen in China in the eighth century. 
He was asked by one of his disciples, Zen Master 

Tenno (Tianhuang, in Chinese):
“What is the essential meaning of buddhadharma?” 
Sekito replied, “No gaining, no knowing.”
Tenno asked again, “Can you say anything 

further?”
Sekito answered, “The expansive sky does not 

obstruct the floating white clouds.”

I was deeply moved by this koan while I was 
staying at Jippoji temple in Tanba (a part of Kyoto 
Prefecture) from 1945 to 1948. I asked Sawaki 
Roshi to write the calligraphy for the words “The 
expanse of sky does not obstruct white clouds 
floating.” Later, the calligraphy was framed and 
now hangs at Antaiji.

The expanse of sky does not obstruct white 
clouds floating. It lets them float freely. I think 
these words from the koan fully express the 
meaning of buddhadharma.

At first Sekito answered “No gaining, no 
knowing” to the question “What is the essential 
meaning of buddhadharma?” 

From looking at the Chinese it might appear 
that he said “I don’t know.” But that’s not what 
he meant. He meant “No gaining, no knowing is 
buddhadharma.” No gaining, no knowing is the 
attitude of refraining from fabricating. In other 
words, it means to be free from the ideas we make 
up in our head. I call this opening the hand of 
thought.

When we think of something, we grasp it with 
our minds. If we open the hand of thought, it drops 
away. This is shinjin datsuraku (“falling off of body 
and mind”). When hearing Dogen Zenji’s words 
shinjin datsuraku, many people imagine something 
like their body becoming unhinged and falling 
apart. This is not the correct understanding. 

Opening the Hand of Thought
by Kosho Uchiyama, Roshi
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When we open the hand of thought, the things 
made up inside our heads fall away; that’s the 
meaning of shinjin datsuraku.

This expression “opening the hand of thought” 
has to be equal to the ancient masters’ finest 
phrases. For example, Zen Master Bankei coined 
the expression unborn buddha-mind (fussho no 
busshin). This line was wonderful during the 
Tokugawa period. But unborn buddha-mind 
doesn’t mean much to people these days.

Bankei said that all problems are resolved 
with unborn buddha-mind. In the same way, all 
problems are resolved by opening the hand of 
thought. When we try to put everything in order 
using only our brains, we never succeed. Since 
all our troubles are caused by our discriminating 
minds, we should open the hand of thought. This 
is shinjin datsuraku—body and mind falling off. 
That is when all our troubles disappear.
There is a short poem that says:

When the quarrel over water
reaches its highest pitch
—A sudden rain.

People are fighting with each other, each family 
trying to draw more water into its own paddy field 
during a dry summer. At the height of the conflict, 
it suddenly gets cloudy, starts thundering, and big 
drops of rain begin to fall. The rain resolves the 
fundamental cause of the fight.

In the same way, if we think something is 
a big problem—should we choose A or B, for 
example—we struggle to resolve it in our heads. 
But if we open the hand of thought, the problem 
itself dissolves. When we are sitting, we open the 
hand of thought and let all our thoughts come 
and go freely.

“What is the essential meaning of buddhadharma?”
“No gaining, no knowing.”
“Can you say anything further?”
“The expansive sky does not obstruct the floating 
white clouds.”

This koan describes what zazen is quite well. 
What on earth is buddhadharma? Fundamentally, 
it is just opening the hand of thought. And to 
practice opening the hand of thought concretely 
with the body and mind is zazen.

We can also say that buddhadharma is 
the dharma (Reality or Truth) realized by a 
buddha. The word “buddha” means “one who 
has awakened.” So buddhadharma means “what 
awareness is,” or perhaps “way of awareness.”

What is this way of awareness? Let us first 
consider what it means to be unaware, or oblivious 
to what is going on around us. All human beings are 
deluded by our brains and become absentminded 
because of our discriminating minds. One of the 
many varieties of absentmindedness is falling 
asleep. This is not so serious, because to awaken 
from sleep we need do nothing more than be full 
of vigor.

We can also get caught up in desire, anger, and  
group stupidity. These are more difficult to deal 
with, because they are fabrications conjured up 
in our heads. We create various illusions in our 
minds and then jump in, becoming immersed in 
them. There’s a place in Japan called Yawata near 
Funabashi in Chiba Prefecture. There used to be 
a big thicket there. Once you lost your way in it, 
you could never find your way out, so there’s an 
expression, “Yawata no yabushirazu”—“Being lost 
in the bamboo thicket of Yawata.” Anyway, we 
human beings make up illusions like the thicket of 
Yawata and then become lost and confused in the 
jungle we ourselves have created.

How can we awaken from these illusions? The 
only way is to open the hand of thought, because 
our thoughts themselves are the source of illusion. 
When we let go of our thoughts and become 
vividly aware, all the illusions that create desire, 
anger, and group stupidity vanish immediately. 
This is the way of awareness. We must neither fall 
asleep nor get carried away by our thoughts. The 
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essential point in zazen is to be, vividly aware, 
opening the hand of thought.

Buddhism emphasizes mujo (impermanence) 
and engishojo (all phenomena are the results 
of causation and are without permanent or 
independent substance). In other words, the reality 
of life changes from moment to moment, and there 
is no permanent or enduring substance. Although 
since antiquity people have said that a diamond 
cannot be destroyed and have used it as a symbol 
of “absolute permanence,” in fact a diamond is 
simply compressed carbon, which is combustible. 
Furthermore, modern science has shown that 
elementary particles are always changing. 
Everything is constantly changing. The reality of 
the impermanence that we awaken to is satori, yet 
some people aim at shooting down and carting 
home a ready-made satori or enlightenment, like 
some kind of trophy. It’s impossible.

The only true enlightenment is awareness 
of the vivid reality of life, moment by moment. 
So we practice enlightenment right now, right 
here—every moment. This attitude is expressed 
in shusho ichinyo (“practice and enlightenment 
are one”). This is an essential point of Dogen 
Zenji’s teaching— not to obtain enlightenment 
as a result of practice, but to be vividly aware and 
to open the hand of thought from moment to 
moment, because it is our thought that binds us. 
You should understand this true enlightenment 
of buddhadharma. Enlightenment is not like 
a sudden realization of something mysterious. 
Enlightenment is nothing but awakening from 
illusions and returning to the reality of life.

While Dogen Zenji used the phrase shusho 
ichinyo (“practice and enlightenment are one”), 
Shakyamuni Buddha called it pratimoksa. The 
Sanskrit word pratimoksa means “precepts.” In 
the Yuikyo-gyo (“The Sutra of the Last Discourse”), 
which was the final teaching of Shakyamuni 
Buddha before his death, there is a passage that 
reads:

Bhiksu, after my death, respect and follow the 
pratimoksa. If you do, you will be like a person who 
has been given a light in the dark, or like a pauper 
who acquires a great treasure.

These are Shakyamuni Buddha’s last words. 
He said his disciples should respect and follow the 
precepts. Pratimoksa has also been translated into 
Japanese as shosho gedatsu or betsubetsu gedatsu, 
or emancipation through the observance of the 
precepts. Each precept that is kept liberates us 
from its corresponding evil. Where we observe 
that particular precept, there we are immediately 
emancipated.

I think this idea of pratimoksa is the origin of 
Dogcn Zenji’s shusho ichinyo. Betsubutsu gedatsu 
means that if we uphold a certain precept, we will 
be emancipated to the extent of that precept. If we 
open the hand of thought right here, right now, 
and experience reality, that is true enlightenment. 
In this way, Dogen Zenji expressed the spirit of 
Shakyamuni Buddha in his own words when he 
said “Practice and enlightenment are one.”

It seems that very few people who study 
Buddhism these days pay any attention to the 
idea of pratimoksa—I asked some students from 
a Buddhist university whether they knew about 
pratimoksa or not, but none of them had heard of 
it. Shakyamuni Buddha said very clearly that after 
his death his disciples should respect pratimoksa 
more than anything else, so it must be very 
important. This spirit of pratimoksa is the same as 
that expressed in “practice and enlightenment are 
one.” Therefore, instead of aiming at some ready-
made enlightenment, we should practice opening 
the hand of thought and just be aware of the vivid 
reality of life in every place and in every moment. 
This is buddhadharma.

Now, what does “practicing buddhadharma 
only for the sake of buddhadharma” mean? As I 
said before, it means to practice opening the hand 
of thought. For example, we usually grasp the idea 
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of life and death with our thinking minds. As 
people get older, they often express their fear of 
death. When they were young, they never thought 
about the fact that, sooner or later, they were going 
to die. But now, as they grow old and death is 
approaching, they suddenly remember. They get 
scared and inwardly terrorized, agonizing over what 
they can do. They become seized with fear because 
they are only thinking about death in their heads. 
Life and death are both just ideas in their heads. 
They assume that when a living being dies, it must 
be painful. In other words, by pondering life and 
death within the illusions they’ve fabricated, they 
lose themselves and become paralyzed with fear. 
But in reality, life and death don’t take place in our 
heads. They occur beyond human thought. They 
occur where the hand of thought is open.

To practice opening the hand of thought, right 
now, right here, knowing that the reality of life is 
beyond human thought—that is what it means 
to practice buddhadharma only for the sake of 
the buddhadharma. It is definitely not to practice 
letting go of thought for the purpose of gaining 
some utilitarian reward conjured up in one’s head. 
If you practice zazen to obtain some goal—to 
become healthy, tough, or brave—you are going in 
an entirely wrong direction.

A Westerner visiting Japan came to see me 
and asked if we could attain spontaneity through 
practicing zazen. I thought it was a strange 
question. Someone told me that spontaneity 
is really popular now among Americans who 
practice zazen. I guess the word “spontaneity” 
refers to the Buddhist term zenki. I suppose 
someone translated it that way. So I understood 
the question to mean: Can zazen help us gain, 
for example, the power to shout “Katsu!” the 
way Rinzai did? I replied that I didn’t need such 
pointless spontaneity and that if you are really 
spontaneous, you don’t need to chase after such 
nonsense.

American Zen got going with LSD, and then 
for a while in the sixties, spontaneity became the 
fashion. America is a country of pragmatism. For 
example, when the bill collector comes around 
demanding his money, it’s very convenient if you 
can shout “Katsu!” to chase him away. It’s very 
handy in terms of your human feelings. You’ll 
feel good—cheerful, pleased, gratified—in your 
deluded mind. But this kind of human emotion 
has nothing to do with buddhadharma. You have 
to understand that practicing the buddhadharma 
is nothing like drinking a bottle of soda pop, 
belching, and feeling refreshed.

Today many Westerners practice zazen, but one 
thing many of you don’t really seem to understand 
yet is practicing buddhadharma for the sake of 
buddhadharma. People just want it to be useful or 
to satisfy their desires. That’s no good. The true 
Buddha Way is to practice buddhadharma for its 
own sake.

What is the most important thing in your system 
of values? If you think it’s something made up in 
your head, you’re totally wrong. The highest value 
isn’t something made up in our heads—it arises 
when we open the hand of thought. Opening the 
hand of thought is itself what is most valuable. 
This is the meaning of “practicing buddhadharma 
only for the sake of the buddhadharma.” Think 
about it.

I’d like to have those practitioners coming out of 
a Western tradition really understand this point. 
There are too many teachers who don’t make 
any effort to transmit the buddha- dharma only 
for the sake of the buddhadharma. They attract 
people by dangling some attractive carrot in front 
of them and then claim that by practicing zazen 
you can acquire the ability to shout like Rinzai 
and chuck out the bill collector. But that kind of 
zazen is not true zazen, no matter how hard you 
practice it. True zazen is not practiced for the sake 
of some value promoted by desire. Anything our 
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discriminating minds believe to be valuable is not 
of absolute value. Letting go, opening the hand of 
thought, is the reality of life; and it is that reality of 
life which should be most valuable to us.

In Paul’s Letter to the Romans (3:4) he says, “Let 
God be true though every man be false.” A lot 
of people get very uncomfortable when I quote 
anything from the Bible, but important sayings 
are important, and this one is certainly true. In 
reference to our practice, everything we make 
up in our heads is false; only “opening the hand 
of thought” should be our standard of absolute 
value. We should respect the buddhadharma of 
letting go of thought as being most valuable. So it 
is important not to practice for the sake of human 
emotions or worldly ideas. But we should be careful 
of a potential trap in this attitude. When people 
hear that they shouldn’t practice for the sake of 
human emotions or worldly ideas, sometimes 
they separate buddhadharma from these things 
completely and fence off a small area of existence, 
claiming only such and such is buddhadharma. 
For example, as part of one of the esoteric practices 
of the Shingon school, a special place for practice 
is set aside. This is known as kekkai no dojo (in 
Sanskrit, simabandha). Here, various items are 
displayed on an altar called a gomadan used for 
making burnt offerings. They think of these as the 
only holy places of the buddhadharma. Or they set 
aside some holy mountains, prohibiting women, 
because women are somehow considered impure. 
This attitude is completely different from that 
expressed in “The expansive sky does not obstruct 
the floating white clouds.”

In more complicated cases people insist on 
buddhadharma as being something special in 
order to boost their own egos. There are a lot of 
teachers who talk of buddhadharma only for the 
sake of buddhadharma as a kind of smokescreen 
behind which they are just trying to get their own 
way. This point requires a great deal of caution. 

The basis of buddhadharma is “The expansive sky 
does not obstruct the white clouds from floating.” 
We must neither oppose nor deny the existence of 
human emotions and worldly ideas.

What this boils down to is that all we can do 
is persuade ourselves to follow the buddhadharma 
only for the sake of buddhadharma. We 
practitioners ourselves must maintain an attitude 
of practicing buddhadharma only for the sake 
of buddhadharma, without the justification of 
human emotions and worldly ideas. No one 
can stop people from saying you did such-and-
such contrary to buddhadharma for the sake of 
buddhadharma. But we shouldn’t judge people by 
this standard. The buddhadharma isn’t something 
like a national law, by which one can judge the 
behavior of others. Quite a few priests go astray 
on this point. They speak fancy words to other 
people for the sake of their own cravings. For 
example, they’ll talk about dana-paramita, which 
is generosity or charity, as being the chief virtue, 
and tell you how you should practice it. Then 
they collect the money and pocket it themselves! 
This is inexcusable. We can’t demand that others 
practice generosity without practicing it ourselves.

The most important point in Buddhism is that 
each of us practices it for our self. We must apply 
every teaching and every practice to ourselves. 
In understanding buddhadharma for the sake of 
buddhadharma, this attitude is essential.

Kosho Uchiyama Roshi (1912-1998) was a Soto Zen 
priest, origami master, author of many books and abbot of 
Antai-ji near Kyoto, Japan.

From Opening the Hand of Thought, translated by 
Shohaku Okumura and Tom Wright and edited by 
Jisho Cary Warner. Copyright ©1993, reprinted with 
permission of Penguin Books.
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Words and Phrases 
by Vanesa Zuisei Goddard, Sensei
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The poet Wallace Stevens wrote:
After the final no there comes a yes
And on that yes the future world depends.

No was the night. Yes is this present sun.

The last line of the poem reads, “It can 
never be satisfied, the mind, never.” Is this true, 
that the mind can never be satisfied? From a 
conventional perspective, from the perspective 
of desire, we would say, “Yes, it’s true.” The 
mind always wants more and more, and this 
endless wanting  keeps the sense of self going. 
As Annie Dillard once said, the mind wants 
to live forever. But is it possible for the mind 
to be satisfied—to know itself as complete and 
without lack?

No was the night, says Stevens. Yes is this 
present sun. The night is the place of no desire, 
no satisfaction, no one who wants, nothing to 
hunger for. Yes is the place of endless desires. 
How do we navigate these two realms?

Katagiri Roshi said, In the relative world we’re 
always responsible, in the absolute we’re always 
forgiven. We’re forgiven because in the absolute 
there really is nothing to forgive, there’s no 
transgression, no wrongdoing. There is no right-
doing either. Yet no one lives in the absolute. So 
in the relative world, we are always responsible. 
In the relative, the sun rises on our actions, 
our thoughts, our speech, our intent. It has the 
potential for light and clarity. But although 
it rises every day, it is also often shadowed by 
clouds, by our mental formations. Our clarity 
gets obscured by the stories we create, the mind 
that is never satisfied. But in moments of quiet, 
in moments of stillness and clarity, we see that 
the mind is naturally satisfied, that it is naturally 
complete. The mind that knows what it is, that 
knows what its own clarity and boundlessness 
is, does not hunger, does not lack. The mind 
that gets caught in rehearsing a thought all 

day does not know this. It cannot come in 
contact with this truth. It thinks it must sustain 
itself through speech—whether inner or outer 
speech—and feels deeply threatened when it’s 
not able to do that.

We are relational beings, and first and 
foremost we relate to ourselves. It’s almost as if 
we have to frame our experience with words, or 
it wouldn’t exist. So we tell stories to understand 
ourselves and reality. But talking to ourselves 
is also a self-soothing act. If I’m talking, that 
means I’m still here, I’m still me, and everything 
is as it should be. What happens when we truly 
let go of all the words?

In Body and Mind Study of the Way, Master 
Dogen says, This boundless sky and entire earth 
are like unrecognized words, a voice from the deep. 
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Words are all-inclusive, mind is all-inclusive, things 
are all-inclusive. What does it mean to say that 
words are all-inclusive? Are there words that 
are not— that only convey parts of the truth? 
Later he says, A moment or two of mind is a 
moment of mountains, rivers, and earth, or two 
moments of mountains, rivers, and earth. Is that 
the moment that you’re standing looking at the 
mountain, or the moment that you’re on the 
mountain? When I say the word “mountain,” 
do you picture the same thing I do? Is the word 
“mountain” all-inclusive or not?

Recently I saw a TED talk by the Nigerian 
writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie called The 
Danger of a Single Story. After she published her 
first novel here in the United States, she was at 
a university giving a talk and a student raised 
his hand and said, “I just read your novel. It’s 

really a shame that Nigerian men are physical 
abusers”—referring to one of the characters in 
her book. In response she said to him, “I just 
read American Psycho. It’s really a shame that 
American men are serial killers.” Her point 
was that, having heard many and varied stories 
about Americans, she would never dream of 
making such an assumption. On the other 
hand, few Americans have heard many stories 
of Nigerians, and so we might   extrapolate 
in this way. We do this all the time, mostly 
without thinking. That is what a stereotype 
is—an oversimplification that creates a false 
sense of safety. I know who you are and where 
you stand, which means you cannot surprise 
me, you cannot hurt me.

Think of the many unexamined stories we 
tell ourselves. Women are provocative, men 
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are aggressive. Mexicans are lazy, Americans 
are loud, the British are proper, Native peoples 
on any continent are naïve. When I was 
in college—a large college in a metropolitan 
American city—a fellow student, hearing that 
I was from Mexico, asked me, “When you were 
growing up, did you ride to school on a donkey?” 
I really wish I could think on my feet in those 
situations. I would have said, “Oh no, I didn’t 
go to school when I was growing up. My father 
is the head of a cartel and I’m taking over from 
him. This is all just for show.” 

Of course, we could just say that he 
didn’t know better. He didn’t know that not 
everyone in Mexico rides donkeys as a form 
of transportation—though some people do. In 
one sense, it’s a harmless mistake. In another, 
it is dangerous, as Adichie said. It is dangerous 
because what we say reflects what we believe, or 
determines what we come to believe.

Words and phrases shape our view of 
ourselves and the world, which means they 
have an impact—and a powerful one. “I am 
depressed.” “I am no good at math, at art, at 
public speaking.” “I know better than they do.” 
“I am right.” I have asked myself many times, 
either in the midst of or after a confrontation 
of some sort, would I rather be right or would I 
rather be free? The fact is that ‘I’ would rather 
be right. ‘Me,’ my self, would rather be right. But 
what about the ‘I’ that brought me to practice? 
What about the ‘I’ that keeps working to let go 
so she can be free? How many ‘I’s are there? 

In the midst of conflict, there is a certain 
point at which the fight stops being about the 
other person. At a certain point I’m no longer 
even seeing them. Instead, my effort shifts into 
establishing my ground, my territory. I am over 
here, you are over there. I am this way, you are 
that way. Let’s keep that clear and ourselves 
separate. And this happens, even though every 

day I am vowing not to establish any ground, 
any view, any place that will prevent me from 
seeing our unity. Yet almost every day, at some 
moment, some part of me chooses instead to be 
right, to be secure. It takes a long time to really 
shift this impulse toward a false sense of safety. 
It takes a long time to really trust that we don’t 
need that kind of ground. 

But we could ask, if everything slides away, if 
nothing is fixed or solid, then what is the one 
thing that remains infallible? This is what we 
are all searching for—the thing that will not 
let us down. We turn toward pleasure, we turn 
toward status and power, toward a relationship 
and a job that will give us security, we turn 
toward our children and the promise that 
they’ll carry on our legacy. Yet sooner or later 
we understand that this is like building a house 
on stilts set deep in quicksand, or like erecting 
a skyscraper on a fault line. The slightest tremor 
and the whole thing threatens to come down. 
And although this fault line looks like a hair-
line crack, underneath it is really a chasm. 

Look at this single letter ‘I’, for example. A 
hair-line crack. There may not be another word 
in the English language with more power—the 
power to create and the power to destroy. The 
question is, will this ‘I’ include or exclude? Will 
it divide or unite? What is the shift that needs 
to happen in the mind that will determine one 
or the other? 

I see that  truly infallible thing as the thing 
that will not fall, that will not crumble, that 
doesn’t leave you wanting. It is that place, that 
state of being in which we can rest completely. 

In the sutras it says that before his 
enlightenment, the Buddha went off into the 
countryside in Magadha, looking for a place in 
which to settle, in which to sit down and turn 
towards his own mind. He goes searching, and 
this is what he finds:
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I saw an agreeable piece of ground, a delightful 
grove with a clear-flowing river with pleasant, 
smooth banks, and a nearby village for alms-
going. The thought occurred to me: “This will 
serve for the striving of a clansman intent on 
striving.” And I sat down there, thinking, “This 
will serve for striving.”

I have always loved this passage. The Buddha 
understands that what he has to do will not 
be easy. He knows this because he has studied 
with and surpassed a number of teachers, he has 
done extreme ascetic practices, he’s been at the 
brink of death and realized that none of it freed 
him. Now he’s completely alone. And alone he 
searches for an “agreeable piece of ground.” He 
doesn’t go into a cave, he doesn’t sit down in any 
old field, he deliberately chooses a suitable place 
to let his mind and his body settle. Ultimately, 
he realizes that such a place is inside him and 
that he brings it with him wherever he goes. 

Why? Because it is all-inclusive. But for that 
initial turning, it helps to have a good place of 
practice.

It makes me think of Daido Roshi who, 
thirty-eight years ago, crawled through a broken 
window in the Monastery’s dining hall to look 
at this building someone suggested he buy to 
create a Zen arts center. I imagine him going 
up the stairs and into the hallway at the back 
of the zendo—which was then a chapel—and 
standing with his hands on his hips, maybe a 
cigarette in his mouth, and thinking, “This 
place will do for striving.” Probably not in 
those words, but some other combination that 
captured the feeling the Buddha had before his 
own striving.

After the final no there comes a yes
And on that yes the future world depends.
No was the night. Yes is this present sun.
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At night we can’t see each other. At night 
we are all the same. No, not the same, but one. 
That’s why at night there are no differences 
and no basis for conflict.  But by daylight we 
are different. We are male, female, young, 
old, Buddhist, Muslim, Christian, Jewish. This 
means we must learn to see each other and 
listen to all of our stories that shape and reflect 
our lives. We must be willing to do this if we are 
going to get along.

First we have to go through all the ‘no’s, 
cut through our inner dialogue, so we can 
actually be present to what’s around us. So, 
in a period of zazen we deliberate naught our 
yeses—not this thought, not this movement, 
not this story, not these words, not right now. 
It’s like the teaching of the Heart Sutra: “No 
form, sensation, conception, discrimination, 
awareness. No eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, 

mind… no old age and death… no suffering, no 
cause of suffering, no extinguishing, no path, 
no wisdom, and no gain.” Not this, not this, 
not this. All of this effort, though, in order to 
get to that infallible ‘yes.’ In order to see that 
the boundless sky and entire earth are “like 
unrecognized words, a voice from the deep.” In 
the midst of profound stillness and silence, we 
hear this as a thundering voice with no sound, 
as words without meaning. And when we get 
to that final no, the only way through is into 
‘yes’—because on it, not just the future world, 
but this world depends. 

Vannessa Zuisei Goddard Sensei is a teacher in the 
Mountains & Rivers Order and currently serves at the 
Monastery as Work Supervisor.



It’s a thrill to say No.

The way it smothers
everything that beckons—

Any baby in a crib
will meet No’s palm

on its mouth.

According to the Gospel of Yes
BY Dana Levin

And nothing sweet
can ever happen

to No—
who holds your tongue captive

behind your teeth, whose breath
whets the edge

of the guillotine—
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N, head of Team Nothing,
and anti-ovum O.

And so the pit can never
engender

the cherry—
in No, who has drilled a hole

inside your body—

No.

Say it out loud.
Why do you love the hole

No makes.

Copyright ©2017 by Dana Levin. Originally published 
in Poem-a-Day by the Academy of American Poets.
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Restoration
by Robin Wall Kimmerer

A summer day on the banks of the 
Mohawk River:
Én:skat tékeni, áhsen. Bend and pull, 

bend and pull. Kaié:ri, wisk, iá:ia’k, tsiá:ta, she 
calls to her granddaughter, standing waist deep 
in the grass. Her bundle grows thicker with 
every stoop of her back. She straightens up, 
rubs the small of her back, and tilts her head up 
to the blue summer sky, her black braid swing-
ing in the arch of her back. Bank swallows twit-
ter over the river. The breeze off the water sets 
the grasses waving and carries the fragrance of 
sweetgrass that rises from her footsteps.

A spring morning four hundred years later:
Én:ska, tékeni, áhsen. One, two, three; bend 
and dig, bend and dig. My bundle grows smaller 
with every stoop of my back. I drive my trowel 
into the soft ground and rock it back and forth. 
It scrapes against a buried stone and I dig my 
fingers in to unearth it, cast the stone aside to 
make an apple-sized hole big enough for the 
roots. From the tangled bundle wrapped in 
burlap, my fingers separate out a single clump 
of sweetgrass. I set it in the hole, scoop soil 
around it, speak words of welcome, and tamp it 
down. I straighten up and rub the small of my 
aching back. The sunshine pours down around 
us, warming the grass and releasing its scent. 
Red stake flags flutter in the breeze, marking 
the outlines of our plots.

Kaié:ri, wisk, iá:ia’k, tsiá:ta. From time 
beyond memory, Mohawk people inhabited 
this river valley that now bears their name. 
Back then the river was full of fish and its 
spring floods brought silt to fertilize their corn-
fields. Sweetgrass, called wenserakon ohonte 
in Mohawk, flourished on the banks. That 
language has not been heard here for centuries. 
Replaced by waves of immigrants, the Mohawk 
people were pushed from this generous valley 
in upstate New York to the very margins of the 
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country. The once dominant culture of the 
great Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederacy 
was reduced to a patchwork of small reserva-
tions. The language that first gave voice to 
ideas like democracy, women’s equality, and 
the Great Law of Peace became an endangered 
species.

Mohawk language and culture didn’t dis-
appear on their own. Forced assimilation, the 
government policy to deal with the so-called 
Indian problem, shipped Mohawk children to 
the barracks at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, where 
the school’s avowed mission was “Kill the 
Indian to Save the Man.” Braids were cut off 
and Native languages forbidden. Girls were 
trained to cook and clean and wear white 
gloves on Sunday. The scent of sweetgrass was 
replaced by the soap smells of the barracks 
laundry. Boys learned sports and skills useful 
to a settled village life: carpentry, farming, and 
how to handle money in their pockets. The 
governments goal of breaking the link between 
land, language, and Native people was nearly a 
success. But the Mohawk call themselves the 
Kanienkeha—People of the Flint—and flint 
does not melt easily into the great American 
melting pot.

Despite Carlisle, despite exile, despite a siege 
four hundred years long, there is something, 
some heart of living stone, that will not sur-
render. I don’t know just what sustained the 
people, but I believe it was carried in words. 
Pockets of the language survived among those 
who stayed rooted to place. Among those 
remaining, the Thanksgiving Address was 
spoken to greet the day: ‘‘Let us put our minds 
together as one and send greetings and thanks 
to our Mother Earth, who sustains our lives 
with her many gifts.” Grateful reciprocity with 
the world, as solid as a stone, sustained them 
when all else was stripped away.

The marvel of a basket is in its transformation, 
its journey from wholeness as a living plant 
to fragmented strands and back to wholeness 
again as a basket. A basket knows the dual 
powers of destruction and creation that shape 
the world. Strands once separated are rewoven 
into a new whole. The journey of a basket is 
also the journey of a people.

With their roots in riverside wetlands, both 
black ash and sweet-grass arc neighbors on 
the land. They arc reunited as neighbors in 
the Mohawk baskets. Braids of sweetgrass 
are woven among the splints of ash. Theresa 
remembers many childhood hours spent mak-
ing braids from individual leaves of sweetgrass, 
twining them tight and even to reveal their 
glossy shine. Also woven into the baskets arc 
the laughter and the stories of the gathered 
women, where English and Mohawk blend 
together in the same sentence. Sweetgrass coils 
around the basket rim and threads the lids, so 
that even an empty basket contains the smell 
of the land, weaving the link between people 
and place, language and identity. Basket mak-
ing also brings economic security. A woman 
who knows how to weave will not go hungry. 
Making sweetgrass baskets has become almost 
synonymous with being Mohawk.

Traditional Mohawks speak the words of 
thanksgiving to the land, but these days the 
lands along the St. Lawrence River have little 
to be grateful for. When parts of the reserve 
were flooded by power dams, heavy industry 
moved in to take advantage of the cheap 
electricity and easy shipping routes. Alcoa, 
General Motors, and Domtar don’t view the 
world through the prism of the Thanksgiving 
Address, and Akwesasne became one of the 
most contaminated communities in the coun-
try. The families of fishermen can no longer eat 
what they catch. Mother’s milk at Akwesasne 
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carries a heavy burden of PCBs and dioxin. 
Industrial pollution made following traditional 
lifeways unsafe, threatening the bond between 
people and the land. Industrial toxins were 
poised to finish what was started at Carlisle.

Sakokwenionkwas, also known as Tom 
Porter, is a member of the Bear Clan. The 
Bear is known for protecting the people and 
as the keeper of medicine knowledge. Just so, 
twenty years ago, Tom and a handful of others 
set out with healing in mind. As a boy, he had 
heard his grandmother repeat the old prophecy 
that someday a small band of Mohawks would 
return to inhabit their old home along the 
Mohawk River. In 1993, that someday arrived 
when Tom and friends left Akwesasne for 
ancestral lands in the Mohawk Valley. Their 
vision was to create a new community on old 
lands, far from PCBs and power dams.

They settled on four hundred acres of woods 
and farms at Kanatsiohareke. It’s a place name 
from the time when this valley was dense with 
longhouses. In researching the land’s history, 
they found that Kanatsiohareke was the site 
of an ancient Bear Clan village. Today the old 
memories are weaving among new stories. A 
barn and houses nestle at the foot of a bluff 
in a bend of the river. Silty floodplain loams 
run right down to the banks. The hills, once 
laid waste by lumbermen, have regrown with 
straight stands of pine and oak. A powerful 
artesian well pours from a cleft in the bluff 
with a strength that endures even the deepest 
drought and fills a clear mossy pool. In the still 
water, you can see your own face. The land 
speaks the language of renewal.

When Tom and others arrived, the build-
ings were in a sad state of disrepair. Over 
the years, scores of volunteers have banded 
together to repair roofs and replace windows. 
The big kitchen once again smells of corn 

soup and strawberry drink on feast days. An 
arbor for dancing was built among the old 
apple trees, making a place where people can 
gather to relearn and celebrate Haudenosaunee 
culture. The goal was “Carlisle in reverse”: 
Kanatsiohareke would return to the people 
what was taken from them—their language, 
their culture, their spirituality, their identity. 
The children of the lost generation could come 
home.

After rebuilding, the next step was to teach 
the language, Tom’s anti-Carlisle motto being 
“Heal the Indian, Save the Language.” Kids at 
Carlisle and other mission schools all over the 
country had their knuckles rapped—and much 
worse—for speaking their native language. 
Boarding school survivors did not teach their 
children the language of their birth, in order 
to spare them hardship. And so the language 
dwindled right along with the land. Only a 
few fluent speakers remained, most over the 
age of seventy. The language was teetering on 
extinction, like an endangered species with no 
habitat to rear its young.

When a language dies, so much more than 
words are lost. Language is the dwelling place 
of ideas that do not exist anywhere else. It is a 
prism through which to see the world. Tom says 
that even words as basic as numbers are imbued 
with layers of meaning. The numbers we use 
to count plants in the sweetgrass meadow also 
recall the Creation Story, Én:ska—one. This 
word invokes the fall of Skywoman from the 
world above. All alone, én:ska, she fell toward 
the earth. But she was not alone, for in her 
womb a second life was growing. Tékeni—there 
were two. Skywoman gave birth to a daughter, 
who bore twin sons and so then there were 
three—áhsen. Every time the Haudenosaunee 
count to three in their own language, they 
reaffirm their bond to Creation.
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Plants are also integral to reweaving the 
connection between land and people. A place 
becomes a home when it sustains you, when it 
feeds you in body as well as spirit. To recreate 
a home, the plants must also return. When I 
heard of the homecoming at Kanatsiohareke, 
visions of sweetgrass rose in my mind. I began 
looking for a way to bring them back to their 
old home.

From a drawer in the table Tom took out a 
bag of fringed buckskin and laid a piece of 
soft deerskin on the table. He poured onto it 
a rattling pile of smooth peach seeds, one side 
painted black, the other white. He drew us into 
the gambling game, guessing how many pits in 
each throw will be white and how many black. 
His pile of winnings mounded up while ours 
dwindled. While we shook the pits and threw 
them down he told me about the time this 
game was played for very high stakes.

The twin grandsons of Skywoman had long 
struggled over the making and unmaking of 
the world. Now their struggle came down to 
this one game. If all the pits came up black, 
then all the life that had been created would 
be destroyed. If all the pits were white, then the 
beautiful earth would remain. They played and 
played without resolution and finally they came 
to the final roll. If all came up black, it would 
be done. The twin who made sweetness in the 
world sent his thoughts out to all the living 

beings he had made and asked them to help, 
to stand on the side of life. Tom told us how 
in the final roll, as the peach stones hung for a 
moment in the air, all the members of Creation 
joined their voices together and gave a mighty 
shout for life. And turned the last pit white. 
The choice is always there.

Tom’s daughter came to join the game. She 
held a red velvet bag in her hands and poured 

its contents onto the deerskin. Diamonds. 
The sharp facets threw rainbows of color. She 
beamed at us as we oohed and aahed. Tom 
explained that these arc Herkimer diamonds, 
beautiful quartz crystals as clear as water and 
harder than flint. Buried in the earth, they are 
washed along by the river and turn up from 
time to time, a blessing from the land.

 
When Skywoman first scattered the plants, 
sweetgrass flourished along this river, but today 
it is gone, just as the Mohawk language was 
replaced by English and Italian and Polish, the 
sweetgrass was crowded out by immigrants. 
Losing a plant can threaten a culture in much 
the same way as losing a language. Without 
sweetgrass, the grandmothers don’t bring the 
granddaughters to the meadows in July. Then 
what becomes of their stories? Without sweet-
grass, what happens to the baskets? To the 
ceremony that uses these baskets?

The history of the plants is inextricably tied 

Among those remaining, the Thanksgiving Address was 
spoken to greet the day: “Let us put our minds together as one 

and send greetings and thanks to our Mother Earth, 
 who sustains our lives with her many gifts.”
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up with the history of the people, with the 
forces of destruction and creation. At gradu-
ation ceremonies at Carlisle, the young men 
were required to take an oath: “I am no longer 
an Indian man. I will lay down the bow and 
arrow forever and put my hand to the plow.’’ 
Plows and cows brought tremendous changes 
to the vegetation. Just as Mohawk identity 
is tied to the plants the people use, so it was 
for the European immigrants who sought to 
make a home here. They brought along their 
familiar plants, and the associated weeds fol-
lowed the plow to supplant the natives. Plants 
mirror changes in culture and ownership of 
land. Today this field is choked by a vigorous 
sward of foreign plants that the first sweetgrass 
pickers would not recognize: quackgrass, timo-
thy, clover, daisies. A wave of invasive purple 
loosestrife threatens from along the slough. To 
restore sweetgrass here we’ll need to loosen the 
hold of the colonists, opening a way for the 
return of the natives.

Tom asked me what it would take to bring 
sweetgrass back, to create a meadow where 
basket makers can once again find materials. 
Scientists have not devoted much effort to the 
study of sweetgrass, but basket makers know 
that it can be found in a wide array of condi-
tions, from wetlands to dry railroad tracks. It 
thrives in full sun and especially favors moist, 
open soil. Tom bent and picked up a handful of 
the flood-plain soil and let it sift through his 
fingers. Except for the dense turf of exotic spe-
cies, this seems like a good place for sweetgrass. 
Tom glanced at the old Farmall tractor in the 
lane, covered with a blue tarp. “Where can we 
get some seeds? ”

It’s a strange thing about sweetgrass seed. 
The plant sends up flowering stalks in early 
June, but the seeds it makes are rarely viable. 
If you sow a hundred seeds, you might get one 

plant if you’re lucky. Sweetgrass has its own way 
of multiplying. Every shiny green shoot that 
pokes up above ground also produces a long, 
slender white rhizome, winding its way through 
the soil. All along its length are buds, which 
will sprout up and emerge into the sunshine. 
Sweetgrass can send its rhizomes many feet out 
from the parent. In this way, the plant could 
travel freely all along the riversides. This was a 
good plan when the land was whole.

But those tender white rhizomes cannot 
make their way across a highway or a parking 
lot. When a patch of sweetgrass was lost to 
the plow it could not be replenished by seed 
from outside. Daniela has revisited many places 
where historical records show sweetgrass once 
lived, more than half of which no longer carry 
its fragrance. The major cause of decline seems 
to be development, native populations elim-
inated by wetland draining, converting wild 
places to agriculture and pavement. As nonna-
tive species come in, they may also crowd out 
the sweetgrass—plants repeating the history of 
their people.

In nursery beds back at the university, I’ve 
been growing up a stock of sweetgrass, wait-
ing for this day. I had searched far and wide 
for a grower who could sell us plants to begin 
the nursery and finally located an operation 
in California that had some. This seemed 
odd, since Hierochloc odorata does not occur 
naturally in California. When I asked about 
where their planting stock came from, I got a 
surprising answer: Akwesasne. It was a sign. I 
bought it all.

Under irrigation and fertilizer, the beds have 
grown thick. But cultivation is miles removed 
from restoration. The science of restoration 
ecology depends upon myriad other factors—
soil, insects, pathogens, herbivores, compe-
tition. Plants are seemingly equipped with 
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their own sense about where they will live, 
defying the predictions of science, for there is 
yet another dimension to sweetgrass’s require-
ments. The most vigorous stands are the ones 
tended by basket makers. Reciprocity is a key to 
success. When the sweetgrass is cared for and 
treated with respect, it will flourish, but if the 
relationship fails, so does the plant.

What we contemplate here is more than eco-
logical restoration; it is the restoration of rela-
tionship between plants and people. Scientists 
have made a dent in understanding how to put 
ecosystems back together, but our experiments 
focus on soil pH and hydrology—matter, to 
the exclusion of spirit. We might look to the 
Thanksgiving Address for guidance on weav-
ing the two. We are dreaming of a time when 
the land might give thanks for the people.

Here on my knees in the dirt, I find my own 
ceremony of reconciliation. Bend and dig, bend 
and dig. By now my hands are earth colored 
as I settle the last of the plants, whisper words 
of welcome, and tamp them down. I look over 
at Theresa. She is intent, finishing up her last 
bundle of transplants. Daniela is making her 
final notes.

The light is growing golden at the end of 
the day over our newly planted field of spindly 
sweetgrass. If I look at it just right, I can almost 
see the women walking a few years ahead. Bend 
and pull, bend and pull, their bundles growing 
thicker. Feeling blessed for this day by the river, 
I murmur to myself the words of thanksgiving.

The many paths from Carlisle—Tom’s, 
Theresa’s, and mine—converge here. In put-
ting roots in the ground, we can join the 
mighty shout that turned the peach pit from 
black to white. I can take the buried stone 
from my heart and plant it here, restoring land, 
restoring culture, restoring myself.

My trowel digs deep into the soil and strikes 
against a rock. I scrape away the earth and pry 
it up to make room for the roots. I almost cast 
it aside, but it is strangely light in my hand. I 
pause for a closer look. It is nearly the size of 
an egg. With muddy thumb I rub away the dirt 
and a glassy surface is revealed, then another 
and another. Even beneath the dirt it gleams 
as clear as water. One face is rough and cloudy, 
abraded by time and history, but the rest is 
brilliant. There is light shining through. It is 
a prism and the fading light refracts, throwing 
rainbows from within the buried stone.

I dip it in the river to wash it clean and call 
Daniela and Theresa to come see. We are all 
struck with wonder as I cradle it in my hand. 
I wonder if it’s right to keep it, but I’m torn by 
thoughts of laying it back in its home. Having 
found it, I find I cannot let it go. We pack up 
our tools and head up to the house to say our 
good-byes for the day. I open my hand to show 
the stone to Tom, to ask the question. “This is 
the way the world works,” he says, “in reciproci-
ty.” We gave sweetgrass and the land gave a dia-
mond. A smile lights his face and he closes my 
fingers over the stone. “This is for you,” he says.

Robin Wall Kimmerer is a scientist, educator and 
award-winning writer. She is the founder and director of 
the Center for Native Peoples and the Environment, and 
an enrolled member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation.

From Braiding Sweetgrass, Copyright ©2013 by Robin 
Wall Kimmerer, reprinted by permission of Milkweed 
Editions. 
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The Mountains and Rivers Order
The Mountains and Rivers Order of Zen Buddhism (MRO) is dedicated to practicing, realizing and embodying 
the Buddha’s wisdom as it has been transmitted mind to mind through the generations of Buddhist ancestors, 
beginning with Shakyamuni Buddha himself. The MRO offers practitioners an approach to spiritual training 
that is grounded in the recognition that all human beings have the capacity to awaken, while acknowledging 
that this journey requires guidance and support. The MRO includes two major practice centers, numerous 
affiliate groups, and various organizations dedicated to supporting sincere and vigorous spiritual practice. To 
enter into the MRO is to take up the dharma as a matter of profound personal importance and to be guided 
by the tradition, the teachers, and the sangha as one embarks on the path of self-realization.

Eight Gates of Zen
Arising from the Buddha’s original teaching on the Eightfold Path, the Eight Gates of Zen form the 
core of training in the MRO. The Eight Gates draw on Zen’s rich tradition of practice across disciplines 
like archery, haiku, painting and tea ceremony. Accessible and relevant to the lives of modern practi-
tioners, 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 pass-
ing, 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, Sensei 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 teacher in the 
Order. She lives in Mount Tremper with her partner and serves as 
the monastery work master and director of monastery publications.

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, eve-
ning 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 pro-
gram and on Wednesday evenings at the Monastery.

Retreats

Both the Monastery and Temple offer introductory retreats, including a monthly Introduction to 
Zen Training Weekend, led by the teacher and senior students at the Monastery, and The Essentials 
of Zen, a series of 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 doku-
san, 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 April, Hojin Sensei and senior monastic Yukon Grody attended a screening of a new documentary 
about Thich Nhat Hanh’s monastic community, sponsored by the Rondout Valley Holistic Health 
Community and the Rosendale Theater. Afterwards they led a lively discussion with 200 audience 
members about the monastic life. 

Downstate in April, Hojin Sensei met with residents at the Brooklyn YWCA where she gave beginning 
instruction in zazen, the start of an on-going program which has been warmly received. 
In May, Shugen Roshi traveled to Buffalo, offering a public evening on Loving Kindness: A Talk on the Metta 
Sutta, a discussion evening on The Unexpected Gift of Karma, and to officiate at the wedding of Buffalo 
sangha members David Nelson and Christine Mawhiney. Also in May, Zuisei Sensei visited and gave a 
presentation for an open house at the new Middle Way School in Saugerties, NY.

Sangha Treasure and Community Harmony

Sangha Treasure meetings bring together residents and non-resident sangha members in small 
confidential group discussion to bring any issues related to harmony in the sangha—either in 
the community or with the teachers—to the attention to the Guardian Council for follow-up and 
appropriate action. These meetings are open to everyone who practices with the sangha, whether 
they are formal MRO students or not. This spring, Sangha Treasure meetings were held at the 
Temple in April and at the Monastery in May. 

Jukai 
On Sunday, May 13, 2018 Shugen Roshi officiated at a Jukai ceremony for three students 
formally taking the Bodhisattva precepts. The participants are (from left to right): Lyn Chosen 
“Serene Waters“ Mattoon, Danise Eiko “Eternal Peace” Malaqui, Shugen Roshi, and Carolyn 
“Keirin “Facing the Jewel” Alif.
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Dharma Transmission for Vanessa Zuisei Goddard, Sensei

On Sunday, April 8, 2018, Shugen Roshi completed the process of dharma transmission for 
Vanessa Zuisei Goddard. Dharma transmission is an empowerment which conveys a sanction to 
teach and take students. In Zen this is referred to as a direct mind-to-mind transmission, one 
that began with the Buddha and his student Mahakashyapa, and has continued onward to the 
present day and in this lineage of the Mountains and Rivers Order. 
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Newborn Ceremony
On Sunday April 16, 2018 the Monastery sangha welcomed Luna Marisol Ramona Pena, daughter 
of Juan Tenke Pena and Stephanie Maria Pena, at a Newborn Ceremony officiated by Shugen Roshi. 
Many extended family members joined sangha friends for the ceremony and the morning program. 

We Offer Candlelight, Environmentally Friendly

As part of the Monastery’s efforts to wean ourselves away from fossil fuels, sangha member Sansho 
Benton has been perfecting a recipe for our own altar candles. These candles are made using 50% 
white beeswax combined with 50% soy wax. It took many months of experimentation to finally find 
the optimum wax mixture and proper wick size that will burn slowly and efficiently for many hours at 
a time. The candles formerly used were composed of paraffin, a petrochemical, which is a byproduct of 
crude oil distillation. The new candles are non-toxic and significantly more environmentally friendly. 
We have been using these candles on all of our altars with good results. Home altar candles of the same 
composition are also now available for purchase at the Monastery Store.

Dharma Action Presents: Movie Night
To keep ourselves inspired, informed, and connected in social justice and environmental action, 
Dharma Action will hold quarterly events for the MRO sangha and the wider community 
featuring films, speakers and artists in areas relevant to our work.

Our first Dharma Action Presents movie night is July 1st, 7-9 pm in the Monastery’s Sangha 
House, screening the highly acclaimed film Human (Vol. 1) by director Yann Arthus-Betrand. 
The creators of Human describe the film as:
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 “A collection of stories and images of our world, offering an immersion to the core of what it means to be 
human...From stories of everyday experiences to accounts of the most unbelievable lives, these poignant encounters 
share a rare sincerity and underline who we are–our darker side, but also what is most noble in us, and what is 
universal. 

Interested in learning more about Dharma Action and our projects? Come to an event, or 
send a note to dharmaaction@mro.org.

From The Monastery Stitchery and Monastery Store

On Sunday May 27th, The Monastery Store began offering the first hand-made products 
developed at The Monastery Stitchery: shibori dyed table napkins, two Japanese-style aprons, 
colorful scarves, and loop-handled bags. The all-natural dyes are created in our Dye Studio from 
plants cultivated and harvested here at the Monastery. The fabrics are organic cotton, linen, hemp 
and blends thereof; or repurposed prints donated by sangha. In development for future items are 
linen sitting pants, work tunics and samue, and more. Stunning Bodhisattva icons created from 
resident artist’s designs were also unveiled, offering a line of unique images cast out of white gypsum 
cement, finished with a bronze coating and a splash of patina, giving a timeless, antique quality to 
each piece. For more information see stories on mountainrecord.org/category/sangha-news.
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New MRO Students

This spring, Luka Mokudo Valentino, Roo Carroll and Tasha Ortloff for Shugen Roshi, and 
Simon Harrison, Marco Poggio, Marie Ringo and Laura Lamash for Hojin Sensei, all 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 all our affiliate groups. Gratitude to Wayne and 
Kathy Settimi for the donation of a Nissan Versa to the Monastery car fleet. Generous garden 
support has come our way from Bill Amadeo and Ric Ryoha Dunworth, and foraged edibles 
for the kitchen from Tasha Ortloff and Shinji Hoffman. Gratitude to Polly Horne for an air 
conditioner for the Temple. Deep bows for stitchery assistance from fusei forth, Claudia Young, 
Koho Montadert, dye studio assistance from Ikyo Love and Seiyu Lanaghan, and to Takusei 
Twitchell for the large cutting mat for the stitchery. To all of those who submitted photos for 
the issue we are indebted, please keep shooting and keep sending us your work! 

Comings & Goings at the Monastery

Joining residential training in March was Gabriella Pelosi de Abreu, Brazil, Taras Melnychuk, 
Ukraine, Alexandra Kulik, Winthrop Harbor, IL, Diego Mireles, Austin, TX, Ivan Possamai, 
Orlando, FL and Vito Salerno, Philadelphia, PA. Monastery residents in April included Ralph 
Miller, Chapel Hill, NC for the month, and TJ Koines, Winston-Salem, NC for two weeks. In 
May the Monastery welcomed Patricia Arroyo, Neptune NJ, Hugh Hansard Verrier, New York, 
NY, and Kosho McCall, Sensei, San Francisco, CA, for one month. Joining us for two weeks 
were Karen Spencer and Ian Hosho Spency from the United Kingdom, and for one week, Brent 
Kite, Brooklyn, NY and Gerry Choko Reese, New York, NY

Comings & Goings at the Temple

New resident at the Temple in March was Josue Ramirez. In May we said good-by to Yudo 
Abraham who completed eight months of residential training, to Busan Mannion completing 
a six-month staff residency, and welcomed Jean Ann Wertz beginning a six-month residency as 
Temple staff.
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Radical Dharma
Talking Race, Love,

and Liberation
By Rev. angel Kyodo williams Sensei, 

Lama Rod Owens and Jasmine Syedullah
North Atlantic Books

Barbecuing, AirBnB-ing, 
Waiting, Living...While 
Black. Police interactions 
ranging from traumatic 
to deadly. Not to 
mention: redlining, 
gentrification and 
incarceration-for-profit.

The outrages abound. 
Where does Buddhism 
land in all this? Enter 
Radical Dharma: Talking 
Race, Love, and Liber-
ation, which starts the 

conversation with a road map for cutting 
through the collective conditioning of the white 
supremacist mind-set that we all, knowingly or 
unknowingly, live with. These dialogues about 
race, Dharma and “otherness” were generated 
during a series of meetings held by Dharma 
teachers Lama Rod Owens and Rev. angel 
Kyodo williams, and African-American Studies 
professor Jasmine Syedullah, in Brooklyn, 
Boston, Atlanta and Berkeley months before 
the 2016 Presidential election. The premise is 
that individual enlightenment is inextricably 
bound up in collective liberation. 

“When access to teachings are hindered 
by bias and discrimination or the dynamics 

of power, shame and ignorance, who bears 
witness to the essential nature of such 
teachings that transcends color, class and caste 
of all kinds?” posits Williams. 

Some of Radical Dharma’s readers will relate 
to the sense of despair and alienation that 
drew these Buddhist leaders to their respective 
Buddhist paths. For others, the audience 
comments will resonate. What emerges are 
different aspects of the suffering created by the 
“othering” of humans who do not look or act a 
certain way bounded by narrow norms. 

Radical Dharma is interspersed with 
separate essays by each author that weave 
context around the dialogue. It is “designed 
to begin the conversations we need to build 
new communities,” writes Syedullah, a Vassar 
College professor as well as a practitioner.

“Many of us are really unstudied, 
unexamined, unquestioned,” says Owens, 
a teacher in the Kagyu school of Tibetan 
Buddhism and an M.Div from Harvard 
Divinity School. “Because that really takes 
opening the closet and owning what’s in there 
and being vulnerable around that. I see that as 
work everyone has to do, not just white folks.”

I found a depth of offerings in this book, as 
a white person, ranging from clear depictions 
of how white-held sangha spaces can skew the 
understanding of the teachings, to a discussion 
about white uncertainty over how to change 
this dynamic. Radical Dharma is essential 
reading for anyone who wants to explore and 
understand the dynamics of race, gender, 
sexual orientation and more within and 
beyond the meditation hall. It emphasizes the 
importance of turning inward as the starting 
point, no matter which aspect of racism (as 
recipient or perpetrator, however unwitting) 
one has experienced.

“This is something that is challenging 
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for people to understand—the notion of 
transforming society from the inside out,” Rev. 
angel says. “We have to commit to our own 
liberation regardless of what happens outside. 
And paradoxically, that gives way to change 
happening outside.” 

To commit to healing “means we have to 
imagine a different way of being in the world 
beyond our anger, woundedness or despair,” 
Owens says. This can be impeded by the fear 
that “to move beyond these hurts means that 
we can no longer be attuned to the suffering of 
communities or people struggling for justice, 
equality or basic visibility.” Such deeply held 
fear and distrust of change and can signify 
a powerful barrier to healing. Owens calls 
this: “The subtle and nuanced workings 
of internalized oppression that distract us 

from imagining liberation that is not about 
struggling against systems and regimes, but 
about transcending the trauma of struggling 
and residing in the nature of who we are as 
people who can be psychically free though 
physically bound.”

“Ultimately, we’re not our race and we’re not 
our gender, and we’re not all of our external 
conditions and projections,” says Williams. 
“Race is the ultimate delusion in that it both 
does and does not exist in reality.”

Most helpful for me as a practitioner was the 
discussion of the Catch-22 facing white people 
who do not want to perpetuate these dynamics 
but are unsure of how to stop them. Williams 
acknowledges the difficulty of bridging the gap 
between black experience and white awareness. 
On the one hand, “we want people to learn 
and to educate,” she says, but acknowledges 
a conundrum. “We’re wagging our fingers 
because [white] people don’t already know, 
and then we’re annoyed because they ask,” 
Williams says. “Then we’re upset because 
people didn’t know, but we didn’t want them 
to ask, and we’re mad that they didn’t already 
know. I mean, do you understand it’s a circular 
conversation here?”

Circular or not, identifying these dynamics 
is a start, and a necessary one. Radical Dharma 
provides an entry point into this unknown and 
uncomfortable terrain. And isn’t navigating 
this part of why I’m practicing my Bodhisattva 
vows? 

Theresa Braine is a student in the Mountains and 
Rivers Order living in Washington Heights, NY.

From Radical Dharma

The tiptoeing around race and 
other forms of difference as if 
in fear of waking a sleeping 
lion is one of the most subtly 
toxic attributes of whiteness 
in our culture right now.

—Jasmine Syedullah
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Painting Peace
Art in a time of Global Crisis

by Kazuaki Tanahashi
by Shambhala Publications

It is perhaps a widely 
held assumption 
about the Zen arts that 
they occur in a bubble 
of tranquility and 
equanimity unsullied 
by the chaos of the 
world. One might 
picture a solitary 
painter or poet, or a 
silent line of archers 
practicing kyudo 
(Zen archery), each 
focused singularly 
on the completion 
of a perfect act. That 
assumption might 

be correct to a point, but Painting Peace, Art in 
a Time of Global Crisis by Kazuaki Tanahashi 
opens up a different view.

On the fly leaf before the table of contents 
the well-known painter, Buddhist scholar, 
translator, activist, and poet begins his book 
with a short verse: 

Artists need the world;
without the world
there can be no art, no artist.

What follows within is a tapestry, woven 
together of historical writing, poems, and 
personal essays. This weaving of voices—all 
Tanahashi’s but somehow each taking on 
a different tenor—details the development 

not only of his own artwork, but of the 
collaborative, international engagement of 
many artists, politicians, and practitioners of 
various faiths against nuclear proliferation, 
war, and other forms of violence. The color 
photographs of some of the projects—both in 
progress and completed—reveal the massive 
scale and reach of Tanahashi’s work; a scale and 
reach that could not have been realized if not 
for his inclination toward collaboration and his 
skill at organizing. His decades of peace work 
incorporate impressive multi-media projects, 
bringing people together to create collaborative 
public events. Among other works, he co-created 
a bilingual choral symphony to commemorate 
the bombing of Nagasaki, and a visual work 
“Circle of All Nations,” to commemorate the 
15th anniversary of the United Nations. Of this 
he said, 

“It was clear to me from the beginning that this 
symbol of people coming together had to be large, 
multicolored, and multicultural. It had to be 
acceptable to most people’s aesthetic standards. 
Popularity had never been a primary concern 
in my art. But if the project was to involve all 
nations, I thought it would be a good idea to 
create something pleasing to the eyes of all kinds 
of people.”

To accomplish this impressive work many 
hands would paint together using one 
calligraphy brush, so he invented a gigantic 
brush with multiple handles.

In organizing the text itself, Tanahashi has 
rendered Time almost a supporting character 
in the story of his development. Section 
headings “A Brush With Our Time”, “Engaged 
in Our Time”, “Principles of Engagement”, and 
“Shaping Our Time” refer both to his personal 
relationship with the particular moment and 
the larger historical picture he lays out. 

But the book is not a mere chronology 
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me—is the most inspiring section of the book, 
“Principles of Engagement”. In these chapters 
Tanahashi lays out in clear and heartfelt 
language, based on his own experiences, 
examples of how each of us might engage as an 
artist, whether one officially identifies as such 
or not. He goes on to address what “an artist” 
might be, the collaborative process, and what is 
necessary to accomplish it.

Part of his encouragement to act through art 
making, inspired by the Four Noble Truths, 
Tanahashi refers to as his Four Commonplace 
Truths. These and the expansion he offers 
on them in the rest of the section are reason 
enough to pick up Painting Peace, Art in a Time of 
Global Crisis and refer back to it as a manual for 
creative engagement in positive change.

clyde fusei forth is a student in the Mountains and 
Rivers Order living in Phoenicia, NY.

of Tanahashi’s artworks nor of his 
accomplishments in setting up a surprising 
number of organizations, the aim of which is 
the end of the nuclear arms race and war. As I 
read the book, his sense of past-present-future 
occupying each experience became clearer and 
clearer.

A quote from early in the book caught 
my attention, and I kept going back to it as I 
struggled from time to time with the heaviness 
of the chapter structure, or some of the 
descriptive language he uses regarding his art 
making. Describing the dense black he used 
in a new series of paintings on Bengali silk: 
“I wanted the black to be solid—a place where 
all things would merge and segments of time 
would dissolve.” 

It didn’t turn out as he had planned, he says: 
“But this process of my working led me to suspect 
there are many versions of timelessness, and 
that we all have our own unique interpretations 
of nonduality; the oneness of all things.”

This belief that many efforts can thrive 
throughout time where the one “solid” act 
or idea may fail, is at the center of what—for 

Kazuaki Tanahashi’s  
Four Commonplace Truths

1. No situation is impossible to change.
2. A communal vision, out-standing strategy, and sustained effort can 
bring forth positive changes.
3. Everyone can help make a difference.
4. No one is free of responsibility.
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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 students. 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
—Rutland
Jen Sanford, MRO  (802) 353-5585   zenjensan@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   josephmieloch@gmail.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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