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PRACTICING ZEN 

 
Practicing Zen means being awake in the moments of our everyday lives. It is developing 

mindfulness and appreciation of the preciousness and interrelatedness of all beings. It helps 

harmonize body and mind, unburden from painful self-absorption, and see directly into the 

meaning of our life and death. Out of insight into of the nature of what is so arises freedom and 

means for skillful and compassionate action in the world.  In each moment, no matter how filled 

with confusion, conflict and suffering, we can practice.  We do not have absolute control over 

our thoughts, feelings and bodily functions and experience.  But we can become aware of how 

we react, often creating more suffering for ourselves and others. Come to rest in this breath, 

this step, this task, this moment. When our focus has wandered, there is an opportunity to 

practice. In the kitchen or with a colleague, when we become aware of being snagged or caught 

up, that’s an opening. Breathing in, I know I’m breathing in. When I become irritated, I know I’m 

irritated. The portal is ‘things as they are’ – it is always available. We can practice Zen right 

here and now, more and more deeply, enjoying the fruits, and sharing them with others. 

Our awareness is not just the means to an end; it is the activity of our original, 

enlightened mind itself.  Be gentle with yourself.  Reminders are everywhere.  Let the sound of 

the gull, the cry of a child, or the acceleration of the bus, bring you back.  Recognize what is 

happening (planning, fantasizing, feeling elated, sad, apprehensive, angry and the like), remember 

(re-collect your attention and intention), and re-engage, with this breath, this task, this moment.  

It is an ancient practice.  Sink in there. 

 

 

 

LISTENING 

 

 Avalokitesvara, the embodiment of compassion, is the one who "sees the sounds of the 

world", the sounds of suffering.  Why "sees" and not "hears"?  I've wondered about this, yet 

somehow "seeing the sounds" has always fit.   

  

 

 We each have experienced the power of listening.  Instances where the entire 

atmosphere has been transformed by genuine listening.  What does it mean to really listen? 
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 We might say that it is not simply waiting for the other to finish speaking so we can get 

our two cents in. That it is not hearing through the filters of stereotype and prejudice.  That it 

is not listening for what we want to hear, and tuning out what we don't like, assimilating that 

which we agree with and leaving that which we do not. 

 But listening is more than this.  It is a movement that includes awareness of all of the 

above, because since we are human, we all do each of these things.  So listening implies 

awareness, not only of the other but also of us, the listener.  It involves openness, to one's own 

hearing as well as the others' speaking.  Seeing that we are listening through a subtle filter of 

judgment or superiority or adoration, that is listening.  The ground of listening is wide indeed. 

 Noticing when we are strolling on the banks of a river that we are wondering how many 

cubic feet of water are passing in any given second, that too is listening.  So becoming aware of 

how we listen or don't listen, how in touch we are, that is listening. 

 We read that the three vehicles are empty:  the listener, the speaker and the listening 

are fundamentally not separate; each is without absolute substance.  When we listen with an 

open heart, we see the sounds of the world with the eye of compassion and wisdom. We see 

that the other is none other than our self.  Observer, observed and observation as separate 

categories fall away.  What remains?  Bassui's question,  "Who hears?"  ("Who is the master of 

hearing that sound?"), is right to the point.  If we say "nobody", there is still an "other".   

 It is easier, though, to truly listen to the sounds from the natural world such as thunder 

or bird song than the perceptions and experiences of someone, for instance, close to us as who 

is taking issue with something we feel strongly about. It is even sometimes easier to hear and 

respond directly to clear anguish and pain-- a hungry person asking for money, for example -- 

than to truly listen to one who by their words, is unintentionally (or intentionally!) tripping a 

wire in us (often poking a hidden, cherished view we hold of self and other) and eliciting a 

strong reaction.   It is easy, if we cannot listen freely, "bi-directionally", to slip into judgmental 

attitudes about the other, fortifying and polarizing the three vehicles.   

  Our daily lives offer many opportunities to listen. True listening takes us directly 

to the heart of the matter. As we open not only to the babbling brook but also to our own 

habitual tapes and reactions, we slough off rigid categories of subject and object and listen with 

openness of mind and heart – the eye of compassion - that is the very activity of Avalokitesvara.  

The sounds of suffering (and joy) are dharma gates.  Can we wake to them? 

 

 

THE STREAM 
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 Recently an introduction to Buddhism appeared with the title Entering the Stream.  What is the 

stream and how do we enter it? 

 Of course it is the stream of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, and ancestral teachers going back 

to Shakyamuni and beyond.  The stream is also our very own timeless essential nature. It 

contains all beings, past, present and future, and all things sacred and profane, enlightened and 

deluded, beautiful and ugly, delightful and painful.  Yet it is not limited or described by any such 

notions and is void of any absolute substance.  It is here now but effectively out of reach of our 

monkey minds. 

 How do we enter the stream?  We enter each time we sit down on our cushions and 

practice wholeheartedly.  We dive in each time we butter the toast, sweep the floor, tickle our 

child or take out the garbage.  Zazen, vows, study, mindful activity -- these are ways we join the 

stream.  But perhaps even more fundamentally, to enter the stream of our essential nature that 

is right here now, we must enter and engage with our lives as we find them, rather than as we 

imagine, wish, or think they should be.  Zen training implies a step-by-step process of deepening 

and there is a progression that unfolds over time with consistent, genuine practice.  But 

entering the stream is not fundamentally a matter of time.  The immeasurable stream 

penetrates everywhere.  In this very moment, we can enter, in whatever circumstance or state 

of mind we find ourselves.  Awakening to the clear waters of the Dharmakaya is becoming 

aware of what is really going on, right now.   

 Inescapably, we encounter the human tendency to fall asleep.  But attention doesn't 

have to imply rigidity as in "atten-huh!"  Rather attention implies the willingness to know and be 

known, to unfold and be folded into, to be open without judgment.  And to notice just how we 

do judge, how we pick and choose, rate our experience, check and evaluate ourselves and 

others, and reify these activities into categories that we then take for real.   

 Inevitably we all get lost.  Blind spots, blind regions develop.  And we find our way, the 

Way, again in the moment of recollection, "Ah, so that's what's going on!"  When the 

recognition is accurate and genuine, we naturally return to the sound of the cars, the crickets, 

our breathing, our koan, the next moment, this moment.  We are once again available to the 

simple and profound mystery, to "the 10,000 things advancing and confirming the self."   

 Though we feel apart from it, this is only the game of the mind, our reaction to the pain 

of the heart.  We were never separate from it to begin with.  Only our misguided assumptions, 

limited views and what we construct out of them make it seem so.  

 Whether the waters be icy, turbulent, warm and tropical, murky or transparent to the 

very bottom-- the stream is undisturbed, immeasurable and at rest.  There is no stream 

separate from these qualities, no qualities apart from this stream.  We have all drank from it.  It 
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beckons now, with that surge of anger, that scent of plumeria, the one beside us. The point of 

entry has no exit and no entrance.  It is not far off. 

 

 

NO HINDRANCE IN THE MIND 

 

 Fundamentally there is no hindrance in the mind.  How so?  When Bodhidharma was 

asked the first principle of Buddhism he replied:  "Vast emptiness, nothing holy."  How can 

there be a hindrance here?  Nothing alights, nothing to alight on.  Each of us must touch down 

here and drink from this stream.  Then we move on from the top of the pole and become fully 

human. 

 How, from the practice or training point of view is no hindrance realized?  Complete 

self-acceptance, openness, and inclusion of the many beings.  Of course this is never perfect, 

never "complete".  But the practice of mindful, focused meditation on and off the cushion is 

informed by compassion for all beings, including the one in this bag of skin.  We can't control 

our thoughts, really, or our emotions.  But we can accept them, recognize them, and include 

them, no matter how distasteful.  Aitken Roshi has said that when we accept ourselves down to 

the very bottom, that's it! One spark lights your dharma candle.   

 No dissipation. All is grist for the mill; sexual energy arises often on the cushion.  We 

may encounter aggression. How will greet them? They too are, after all, energy.  The key is 

understanding, taming and ultimately letting go of the reactive mind.  This must be delusion, we 

tell ourselves, I must reach enlightenment -- and the internal tape loop is strengthened.  Of 

course we need a clear sense of purpose and intention, even strong aspiration.  The 

development of focus and of compassion go hand in hand, potentiating each other.  We are 

forever getting snagged.  Each snag, each hindrance, recognized, is a moment of practice; it is 

the moment by moment, nitty gritty aspect to Zen practice.  And it leads to freedom and joy.  

But don't hold your breath.  Each breath itself, each moment as it is, that's it!  Don't take my 

word for it.  Taste for yourselves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE FERTILE MIND 
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 From the beginning of life we are learning.  As infants, we develop a dynamic bond of 

attachment with our caregiver and use it as a base for exploration.  The mind and body of early 

caretakers and the myriad interactions with them become templates, metaphors for knowledge 

and exploration.  Eventually we want to know where we came from.  "From mommy and 

daddy," they tell us. But it takes a while, I think, for it to sink in just how contingent our 

existence is. First there is the difficult notion of our parents as sexual creatures. Then, it is not 

easy to accept that we really had a beginning, that we didn't exist forever. And it is difficult to 

accept that we really have an end, that we grow old, get sick, and die. Omnipotence, 

omniscience and immortality take repeated hits in the examined life; who's in control around 

here anyway?! But this is our humanity, our human path to freedom, love, understanding, and 

joy. 

 It is in part from a deep curiosity about our origins that the aspiration for awakening, 

bodhicitta, flows. Who am I? Why am I here? Although this can become intellectual gymnastics 

or compulsive rumination, it need not intrinsically be so. We harness this energy on the 

meditation cushion as an extension of the natural desire to know ourselves and other beings, 

deeply and truthfully. And what do we discover? It is for each of us to taste for ourselves. As if 

having one body wasn’t enough, in Buddhist philosophy we have three! The three bodies of the 

Buddha are metaphors, expressions of the embodiment of awakened mind and activity.   

 As the Dharmakaya body we are as vast, clear, and limitless as the empty sky itself, with 

nary a trace of permanent substance sticking. Because this is so, we inter-are, we co-arise in 

concert with all other beings. This is our Sambogakaya body. Each being conveys the living truth 

of this intimate interplay of potent emptiness and dynamic, fertile oneness in unique ways. The 

multitude of completely unique presentations of this truth is the infinite variety of the 

Nirmanakaya body.   

 Although these bodies are philosophical metaphors and their truth must be embodied 

and lived, they can be instructive in practical ways, not only as facets of ‘enlightenment’ (a one-

time event) but as enlightened activity reflecting important qualities and capacities. For example, 

the distinctiveness and uniqueness of the Nirmanakaya body implies autonomy, individuation, 

standing on one's own. It also implies acceptance of difference and limitation. Emptiness, the 

essence of the Dharmakaya, is relinquishment itself, the ongoing sloughing off of narrow, 
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mistaken, self-justifying and self-encapsulating views. This devoted facing and surrendering our 

deeply held views is the activity of the great death itself and leads to our realizing the great life, 

the treasure in what presents as pain and endless searching. When we let ourselves fall into 

each moment of practice and life, as it is, we are unsure what will hold us. So the community or 

fellowship (sangha) represented in the Sambogakaya body is important: the practice forms, our 

brothers and sisters, the teacher, our Dharma ancestors, the old stories and legends, these 

hold us as we change.  

 Another name for the Sambogakaya body is the body of harmony or bliss body. What a 

load they are to carry, after all, what a burden to bear -- these fears and conflicts, schemes and 

anxieties, resentments and indignities. When we allow ourselves to truly settle, to fall into a 

moment, what do we discover? It is not so much a falling apart or a fall from grace as it is a 

falling into fertility. How blissful indeed. 

 

 

GOOD ZEN, BAD ZEN 

 

 It is not uncommon for Zen students to evaluate their practice.  "My zazen isn't very 

good today", or "After days of lousy zazen, I finally had a good period of sitting".  I think we are 

referring to the presence or absence of settledness, equanimity and focus, important elements 

of zazen.  There is an understandable frustration in having difficulty settling in, and an equally 

understandable sense of accomplishment, especially at the beginning of practice, that 

accompanies becoming more able to focus. 

 However, "good" and "bad" zazen become perceptual categories through which we 

separate ourselves from our practice and our direct experience.  We can become preoccupied 

with method, content and condition, and can stand apart, very busy it is true, but isolated and 

disengaged from the actual process of zazen, the practice and ourselves.   

 The ability to attend is  key in zazen.  To notice, observe, even occasionally label what 

arises, when necessary, is a way of "getting in touch" for many, and particularly when we can 

observe non-judgmentally the unwanted and often unpleasant thoughts, feelings and bodily 

sensations and their patterning which can shape our experience but which we normally are out 

of touch with. 

 Ultimately, however, we have to fall into the process. Dogen called it body and mind 

falling away. Sometimes it is called becoming intimate, sometimes becoming one with, 

sometimes absorption.  The running commentary wears out, the observer sloughs off and 
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inquiry drops to another dimension.  It is not a matter of thinking about this or that.  Here, mu 

itself is practicing mu, there is just that inhale, just that "six".  The smell of the earth on a hot 

afternoon wafts through the open window and right through us. 

 One source for the preoccupation with method and condition is difficulty accepting 

ourselves.  We don't feel worthy to be practicing the Buddha way, we feel inadequate.  When 

we don't measure up to our conditioned and fixed notions of perfection, we feel ashamed. This 

is not an uncommon experience.  More troubling for some, our sense of ourselves and our 

bodies are not as stable as they might be, and sometimes things seem to be unraveling as we sit.  

Bodily sensations, feelings, thought patterns can seem overwhelming. We do what we can to 

feel rooted, whole, stable and focused.  It is difficult to let go into this very moment at such 

times.  It helps to remind ourselves that even the Buddha is still sitting, refining his realization, 

deepening his zazen. And to remember Yasutani Roshi's response to the question "With what 

percentage of ourselves must we be motivated in order to practice Zen?"  He replied, "Five 

percent is enough."  We begin always from where we are, as Buddha herself, himself, whatever 

the condition, whatever step we are at along the path.  

 Awareness and self-consciousness are not synonymous.  We cultivate awareness, direct 

encounter with this very moment. We notice but we don't cultivate these separative, reactive, 

self-deprecating or self-elevating judgments.  We settle fully into what is, here and now, right 

where you are, so there isn't a gap.  With consistent, attentive, engaged practice over time (but 

not in time), body and mind fall away, the treasure chest opens of itself. The fallen away body 

and mind is clearly revealed.  Where is it now? 

 We humans seem to need to monitor ourselves, to know where we are at, how we are 

doing, usually by comparison. But do we, really? It gives us a read-out, as it were, on our 

coordinates. In a sense that relieves a certain worry.  But bit by bit as we become acquainted 

with and sink through and past our cares, the need to position ourselves and our experience 

along the good-bad axis diminishes, we come to trust and accept ourselves and our experience, 

whatever it is.  Sleepy?  Do sleepy zazen.  Angry?  notice that fire, keep it modulated, stay alert 

and do angry zazen.  Blissful?  Stay awake.  Let the bliss be the backdrop, as with any condition, 

and do blissful zazen.  Existentially, not knowing can be terribly unsettling, and yet, eventually, 

we must settle into that place.  As one old worthy said, not knowing is most intimate.  What 

did he mean? 

 In Mumon's poem to case one of the Gateless Barrier,  Chao-Chu's "Mu", he writes, 

"With a bit of has or has not, body is lost, life is lost."  Trapped in our "has" or "has not" 

conceptual structures, we cannot see what is closer to us than our own nose, and we miss the 

cool offshore breeze and the school kids' (or our own kids') shouts and laughter. Mahakasyapa 

could not truly see the Buddha twirl the flower if he had been so caught. 
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 A monk asked T'ung Shan, (much as a student today would ask), "What is Buddha?"  

T'ung Shan said, "Three pounds of flax". In his poem to the case Mumon writes,  

  

 "Thrusting forth, "three pounds of flax" ! 

 The words are intimate, mind is more so; 

 If you argue right or wrong, 

 You are a person of right and wrong. 

If we experience our world only through such categories as right and wrong, good and bad, it is 

like looking at the great sky through a pipe.  Not only do we miss T'ung Shan, we miss our 

brothers and sisters, we miss our very lives. We lead second-hand lives, one step removed. 

 In Case 23 of the Gateless Barrier, Head Monk Ming is pursuing Hui-Neng who has just 

received the bowl and robe, symbols of transmission, from his teacher.  When Ming catches up 

with Hui-Neng, Ming tries to take back the robe, but cannot lift it from the rock where Hui-

Neng has placed it for him.  "Shivering and trembling he said: 'I came for the Dharma, not for 

the robe.  I beg you, lay brother, please open the way for me.'  Hui-neng said: 'Don't think 

good, don't think evil.  At this very moment, what is the original face of Ming the Head Monk?' "  

With these words, all categories vanished, and Ming realized what is so from beginingless time.  

And so can each of us. 

 Accepting and trusting ourselves and the process of practice are key, but they don't 

come easily, particularly in the early stages of practice. We can resolve to genuinely practice, 

but fundamentally, we cannot control it from outside, or from inside for that matter. Why is 

this so? 

 Resolve to stay awake and open, on and off the cushion, to re-member, to be non-

judgmentally "in attendance" when mental, emotional and physical reactiveness are strong, when 

we feel, as it were, temporarily dis-membered or when rigid judgments keep us separated.  We 

notice it happening, again and again, in its particular patterning. This attentive letting be 

develops compassion, patience, focus and devotion to the practice. Then, over and over, we let 

our attention turn back naturally to this moment; we re-turn-- to the breath, the point in the 

count, the koan, the activity, on or off the cushion. In so doing, we are cultivating the fields of 

the heart of wisdom.  Seeds are germinating there, seedlings are sprouting.  We can let the tap 

root down right there. 

 

 

 

WELCOMING DEDICATION 
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In the presence of the loving community of family and friends, gathered from near and far; In 

the company of ancestors from beginningless past; In the presence of guardians of the Way: Jizo 

Bodhisattva, protector of children, and Avalokiteshvara, compassion outpouring in countless 

ordinary ways; In the bosom of the Buddha's three bodies, the purity and clarity of the 

Dharmakaya, the infinite variety of the Nirmanakaya, the blissful harmony of the Sambogakaya; 

In the midst of the four elements: Sun, Wind, Waters, and the Great Earth, we welcome you, 

Abigail Fisher, Ryushin, Flowing Heart, and we hold you in our arms. Born of the fathomless, 

fertile mystery, and the embodied loving intentions of Sharon and Kirk, may your journey be 

safe. May it be joyful. May it be filled with wonder.  May you and your parents rest securely on 

the spacious, all-embracing earth where compassion and wisdom can grow, day by day. May 

life's hardships deepen rather than scar, enlighten rather than block up, inspire rather than 

discourage. May your presence be full-bodied, dancing with exuberance. May you be a heart 

flowing with the clear waters of life and love where all can drink and splash playfully. May your 

river flow far and wide, including and enriching turtles, tadpoles, dragonflies and all the many 

beings, past, present and future, animal, plant and human.   And may vitality, generosity, 

strength, grace, and serenity be your inheritance and your gifts to this world.  

 

 

 

THE JEWEL OF LIBERATION 

 

Yunmen said to the assembly: "Within heaven and earth, in the midst of the 

cosmos, there is a jewel, hidden within the mountain of form. Holding a lantern 

and heading to the Buddha hall. Taking the triple gate and putting it on the 

lantern." 

 

 Yunmen is perhaps the most respected of all Zen masters. His name means "Gate of the 

Clouds" after the mountain where his monastery was located. He had a vigorous and trenchant 

teaching style, at once holding nothing back and responding in accord with the needs of the 

inquirer. It was said that although he was difficult to approach, he had "the hammer and tongs 

to pull out nails and wrench out pegs." That is, his teaching could help free his students' from 

their narrowing views, and dismantle the rigidly held assumptions that caused them confusion 

and pain.   

 The words above are drawn from case 92, Yunmen's One Jewel, in the Book of Serenity, 

an anthology of classic Zen koans compiled by Wansong Xingxiu. Koans are metaphorical, 

meditative narratives usually drawn from spontaneous everyday encounters between student 
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and teacher, the folk stories of Zen. A koan is literally a "matter to be made clear," a "window 

which shows the whole truth but from a single vantage." Koan practice allows one to discover 

the sacred in the particulars of daily experience.  

 Here Yunmen is addressing a large assembly of monks, but he could be speaking directly 

to you or me. In the interest of awakening us to our deepest nature, to our own treasure, 

Yunmen begins by paraphrasing a work by Seng Chao called the Jewel Treasury : "Within heaven 

and earth, in the midst of the cosmos, there is a jewel, hidden within the mountain of form." 

"Within heaven and earth, in the midst of the cosmos" means in the entire universe. Finding 

treasure in such a setting is not a matter of booking a seat on the space shuttle, or even 

traveling halfway around the globe to visit ancient holy sites. William Blake brings this home 

when he invites us to "see the world in a grain of sand, and heaven in a wildflower, hold infinity 

in the palm of your hand and eternity in an hour." In the midst of the most ordinary activity, 

Yunmen says, there is something infinitely precious, vast beyond measure.  

 Each of us has sensed around the edges of this, perhaps while reading a book to our 

child, taking a walk, playing a basketball game, making love, or becoming absorbed in a movie. 

Distractions fall away, time stands still; in fact, who's counting?  Each moment, each thing just as 

it is, stands forth complete in itself, lacking nothing.  

 The words themselves are part and parcel of our language: "What a jewel of a movie," 

we say, "a real gem of a person,". In Buddhist lore, this jewel is called Chintamani, the Mani-

Jewel, the great bliss bestowing pearl of the Buddha treasure house. In one of the Jataka Tales 

there is a story called Great Gift and the Wish Fulfilling Gem about a boy from a privileged, 

sheltered home who one day comes face to face with the suffering in the world. It touches him, 

he wants to respond, and so he asks his parents' permission to search for a jewel that will 

relieve people's pain and fulfill their needs and wishes. Joining a caravan of merchants, he sets 

off on his journey. When they come to an island where the hillsides are glittering with precious 

gem, the merchants are delighted, but Great Gift does not find what he is looking for and so 

continues on. He endures risks and hardships, but his steadfastness and his love cause obstacles 

to fall away, and turn enemies to friends -- poisonous snakes, hairy, man eating cannibals, and 

finally, two huge Nagas, fierce guardian dragons who patrol the moats surrounding a castle 

gleaming with jewels. Inside the castle, he meets the Naga King who is shocked at the sight of 

the first human being ever to enter the palace. Moved by the boy's compassion and wisdom he 

invites Great Gift to stay and teach him. After one month, the Naga King removes the 

wondrous gem from his crown and gives it to the boy.  Great Gift uses the powers of the jewel 

to return home. His parents are of course delighted to see him but they still can't understand 

why he risked life and limb for this jewel when they already had such comfort and wealth. 
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Calling on the powers of the gem he lifts it to the sky and asks that the people's hunger be 

satisfied. A sweet, plentiful rain begins to fall, bringing with it all the people need. 

 Each of us is a bit like Great Gift, though probably not with the same compassionate 

intent at the outset. Our lives indeed are a great gift. The chances of being born a human are 

said to be equal to the chances of one whale breaching and catching a ring placed randomly in 

one of the worlds many seas, on his nose. My teacher, Robert Aitken-Roshi, used to ask his 

students why they came to the Maui Zendo. We would usually reply "to do zazen" (Zen 

meditation). He would say that our purpose was to create a good place for people to do zazen. 

Most of us heard his point but we just weren't there yet.  

 Do you remember going on treasure hunts? Imagine finding what the main character in 

The Magic Pudding, a children's book by Norman Lindsay, found: a bowl that is always full, where 

the pudding complains when it is not being eaten; the more you eat, the more pudding it makes. 

It is called the "whistle twice and turn around" pudding, or the "cut again and come again 

pudding." 

 The point is not about having as much as we want and then some. Rather, these legends 

evoke the bountiful harvest of life when we are free from self-preoccupation. Of course, most 

of our wishes don't come true, and it is in this gap, in the relinquishment of our views of how 

it's supposed to be that things as they are can creep in. Anguish, too, is no stranger to any of us. 

Yet, in the Song of Realizing the Way we read our own story: "The hungry are served a king's 

repast, but they don't eat; the sick meet the king of doctors, why don't they recover?"  

 On pilgrimage, Sudhana meets Manjusri, the archetypal embodiment of wisdom. 

Manjusri says: "If there is something that is not medicine, bring it to me." Sudhana searches the 

world over, but cannot find anything that is not medicine. When Manjusri asks her to gather 

something that is medicine, she picks up a blade of grass and hands it to him. Manjusri holds it 

up, shows it to the assembly and says, "This medicine can kill people and it can also help bring 

people to life." Yunmen's words, too, are deadly medicine for our accrued inattention and 

ignorance; we might lose the scales from our eyes, lose our lives as we know them.  

 Who are the Nagas, and where is the castle they are protecting?  Many years ago, I 

went to the Bronx Zoo. Next to the gorilla cage, there was a plaque which read "the most 

dangerous animal on earth." The exhibit was set into a recessed part of the wall. Peering ahead 

in dim light, I made out some images through what seemed like dark glass. I tried to organize 

these images into what the animal in the cage looked like. I looked and looked until I realized 

there was no cage at all; the glass was actually a mirror.  

  What is the most precious thing in our lives?  For some it is their car, for others, their 

health, for some, getting a better job, for some their children.  What makes these precious? 

When you stop for a moment, aren't the most precious things not actually "things" at all? Aren't 
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they those moments you can't put a price on? What has the greatest value resists, by its very 

nature, having a value placed on it.  Because it has no price, because it does not belong to the 

category "ordinary or precious", it is precious.  We can't put a price on it, we can't measure it; 

it is immeasurable. Our own deepest nature is just like this. Yunmen's gem, your and my 

original treasure, is a jewel of no-price. It cannot be bought or sold, photocopied or 

transcribed, faxed or e-mailed. It cannot be accidentally deleted or lost; it is not affected by 

viruses.  

 Dawei says: "It shines everywhere in the daily activities of everyone, operating in 

everything. Though you try to grasp it, you cannot get it; though you try to abandon it, it always 

remains. It is vast and unobstructed, utterly empty." Although this jewel can't be seen with the 

eyes, heard with the ears, touched by the hands, smelled by the nose, tasted by the tongue, 

conceived of by the mind, yet it answers the telephone, crosses the street, takes a walk in the 

park, laughs, and mourns. How is this possible? We are doing it every moment but we don't 

recognize the miraculous activity. 

 "Sentient beings are all upside down, they delude themselves and chase after things," the 

Shurangama Sutra tells us. Chasing out through the five senses, our hearing, seeing, touching, 

smelling, are in the service of grasping for what we think we lack, trying to fill the space. 

Though we make the ride to beautiful places with evocative names like Heart's Desire beach in 

Point Reyes, so often we don't reach our destination. Looking elsewhere, we miss it, we 

obscure the jewel, and we suffer. As Hakuin says, we are "Like someone in the midst of water, 

crying out in thirst, like children of a wealthy home, wandering among the poor."  

 In a small river town it is raining hard and beginning to flood. A man is holding on to the 

door of his house when a rescue vehicle comes by and offers him help. "No," he says, "God will 

help me." As the water level rises, the man has to climb to the roof of his house. Another 

person, in a rowboat, comes by and tells him to jump in. Again he declines, "God will come and 

save me!" Finally the water covers his body up to his chin. A helicopter comes by with a rope 

extended. "Grab on to it!" the pilot yells. "No!" the man utters defiantly, "God will..." And 

before he can finish, he is completely submerged. When he gets to heaven he has his meeting 

with the Creator and complains, "I was patient, I had faith, why did you let me down?" The 

creator replies: "Dummy, three times I came. First I sent a truck, then a rowboat, then I came 

down in a helicopter. What will I ever do with you?!"  

 When our notions of a creator separate from the creature and the creation are put to 

rest, each and every being presents the same truth, differently. Right here, as we are, in the 

midst of the vast universe of our ordinary coming and going lives, even during the most trying 

of times, there is a light.   
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 As the Buddha was dying he told his followers, "Make of yourselves a lamp." In order to 

wake to the divine sparks, as the Hasidic masters called them, we must be fully in attendance at 

the moments of our life, open, without limiting preconceptions, particularly in the painful 

moments.  By attending without judgment, by forgetting ourselves in the act of doing or 

experiencing something, we realize that the nature of other beings and our own nature are one 

and the same. This view presents our practice path, but Yunmen presents the place where path 

and destination are not two things, where they have both fallen away and so do not constrain 

perception: 

 "Everyone has his own light," he says. "If you want to see it, you can't. The darkness is 

dark, dark. Now, what is your light?" He himself answered, "The storeroom, the gate."  

 When the chasing out comes to an end, there is nothing at all, nothing to attain, and 

nothing left undone. What a relief, what a surprise. The self we have been lugging around, 

exhorting, improving, transcending, that self is at once completely empty and full. The treasure 

chest opens of its own.  

 There it is, bright as day, vividly clear. When the sea lions out by Seal Rock go "arp! arp! 

arp!" deep in the night, there is just that sound. When your baby takes its first steps, you are 

completely lost in it, there is nothing else. This jewel functions miraculously, moment to 

moment, just like this, no need for a director or an editor. The ordinary is miraculous, the 

miraculous quite ordinary. 

 In Zen, it is said that what comes in through the gate is not the family treasure. This 

refers to what comes and goes, what can be bought and sold, conceptualized and 

reconceptualized. Then what is the family treasure? Mary Oliver gives it a voice for us: 

 "Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, the world offers itself to your imagination, 

calls to you like wild geese, harsh and exciting, over and over announcing your place in the 

family of things." "Dad, when can I have my allowance?" When mind is unencumbered and heart 

unburdened, singing and dancing, complaints and criticism, are the voice and form of the jewel. 

 As a child, during the summer I would sometimes go to a family camp by the name of 

Unity, where we would sit around a campfire with Pete Seeger and sing folk songs. One of my 

favorites was "This little light of mine." "This little light of mine, I'm going to let it shine." One of 

the verses went, "Even in the darkest night, I'm going to let it shine" Another went "Even when 

it's raining, I'm going to let it shine, even when it's pouring rain, I'm going to let it shine." But 

"letting it shine" does not only mean having faith that when things are going poorly, that sooner 

or later they will get better, keeping hope alive, and the like. This is like waiting to be reborn in 

a future life. 
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 Today I would not say, "'even ' when it’s raining", but rather just when it rains, the jewel 

is shining. Just "drip", everything else is dark. [Boom!]  Is there anything missing in a clap of 

thunder? Or in the purring of your cat? 

 Yunmen says it is "hidden in the mountain of form". It is not hidden at all, of course, it 

only can't be seen with the eye, or heard through the ear, the eye or ear that grasps at 

something outside of itself, creating and sustaining these distinctions as it does so. The jewel of 

no-price cannot be obtained or lost, it is intrinsically who we are. We obscure it when we say 

an implicit, stubborn "no" to our lives as they are, when we turn away from life as it actually is, 

picking and choosing, insisting on the correctness of our perceptions and knowledge, our 

certain certainties, unwilling to let in the teachings of the coyote, or the annoying neighbor.  

 Even in the midst of bewilderment, as that very bewilderment, the light glows, however 

dimly. A monk asked Yunmen, "What is the most urgent matter for me?" Yunmen replied, "The 

very you who is afraid that he doesn't know!" The monk said, "Though this is my most pressing 

concern, I cannot find any way in. Please show me a way in."  Yunmen replied, "Just in your 

present concern there is a way."  

 "Mountain of form" refers to the four elements, air, earth, water, and fire, and to the 

five skandas, or bundles, which constitute our life: form, sensation, perception, impulse, and 

consciousness. Yunmen however, is referring to something more personal. There is a koan that 

asks us to "let Mount Tamalpais take three steps." Dogen Zenji tells us that "The green 

mountains are always walking." On a wilderness retreat or walking to the refrigerator for the 

butter we can inquire what their footsteps sound like.  

 "Holding a lantern and heading to the Buddha Hall." The jewel's limitless function is at 

work, without hindrance, completely free. We often think freedom is the ability to do some 

very special, esoteric, or forbidden thing, while ordinary activities can seem like chores. Layman 

P'ang said, "How marvelous! I chop wood, I carry water!" We don't usually see changing a 

diaper or tying our shoes as Buddha's (viz: awakened) activity, not to mention spending long 

hours on a common project with an irritating coworker. When our children are young we can 

recapture some of that wonder through their eyes. But unless we ourselves, right where we 

stand, become as little children, it is said that we cannot enter the Kingdom. Yunmen knows all 

too well how easy it is to mistake the blueprint for the house, and he tells us: 

 "What has been the matter with you? What do you lack? If I tell you nothing whatsoever 

is the matter, I've already buried you. You yourself must arrive at that realization. Don't get me 

wrong. You must not hear me say "perfect" and "immediate" and then speculate that "not-

perfect and not-immediate are it." Conceptual nets, including Buddha, dharma, wisdom, and 

compassion, can't catch it. There is an old spiritual called Rock My Soul in the Bosom of 
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Abraham: "So high, can't get over it, so low can't get under it, so wide, can't get around it, oh, 

rock my soul."  

 The Naga King is not unlike the Wizard of Oz, like someone selling water on the banks 

of the Yuba River. He, like Buddha Shakyamuni and Maitreya, the future Buddha, are "servants 

of another." We can each of us stand to meet that one personally. 

 "Taking the triple gate and putting it on the lantern." 

In Zen monasteries there are usually three gates. At the entrance to the parking lot in the rear 

of this temple, too, there is a large dragon gate. How can something so big rest on something as 

small as a lantern? This is a koan point teacher and student examine in the dokusan (interview) 

room. 

 Though we often feel trapped, intrinsically we are not limited at all to our brains or 

circumscribed by our skins. When our reactive and anxious flailing about can be borne fully and 

we finally let ourselves come to rest, when we shed out hair shirt, we find everything dark, 

empty, vast as space itself; this is the peace that passes understanding. But there's another step. 

 A man was sitting under a tree gazing at the sky, thinking of nothing in particular. A 

flower came twirling down and suddenly he himself was floating down to earth. Walt Whitman 

said, "I am vast, I contain multitudes." We interare with all beings, Thich Nhat Hanh reminds us. 

Because the jewel of my deepest nature is immeasurable, because I have no permanent, 

absolute substance, because I am made up of not-I elements, I inter-am with beings in what 

Michael Balint calls a "harmonious, interpenetrating mix-up". We cannot say, "paper" without 

saying sun, cloud, rain, dirt, lumberjack; each is inherent in the paper. We cannot say baby in 

the same breath without saying mother and father, grandmother and grandfather, auntie and 

uncle. The sea lion's "arp arp arp" rises in my own breast, as my own voice. Unchained, I find 

myself flying through the air with the greatest of winged ease. Wallace Stevens takes us there: 

I was the world in which I walked, and what I saw  

Or heard or felt came not but from myself;  

And there I found myself more strangely and more true. 

Here there is intrinsic connection, the jewel is no longer hidden. Each thing shines in its own 

distinctiveness, completely unique, yet at once containing each and every other being. The 

realm of play opens wide.  

 When Yanguan asks his attendant to bring him the rhinoceros fan and the attendant 

replies that it is broken, Yanguan then asks him to bring the rhinoceros. Children can do this, 

but grown ups might have difficulty. Where is that rhinoceros?   

 In the Avatamsaka Sutra, the Buddha tells us: 

"It is as if there were a large sutra scroll, large as the 3,000 world systems in 

which we live. On the scroll would be recorded exhaustively all the things in the 
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world; each world system would be described and painted, exactly as it is. All 

the 3,0000 world systems would be drawn life-size, to exact scale. Yet, all this is 

contained in one particle of dust. And in each one of these particles is contained the 

whole universe, including all the other particles of dust."  

Marvelous formulations don't faze Yunmen. Implacable, he urges us on toward liberation: "All 

this is only small talk about our teachings. You must make them your own!"  Please show me 

how you do this. 

 This jewel within the mountain of form that holds a lantern and goes toward the Buddha 

Hall is not the pineal gland, third eye or the crown chakra. Our original heart-mind is empty of 

anything proprietary - there is nothing to hold on to. Yet, what a wonder! It cradles the baby, 

cooks dinner, goes to school, trades basketball cards, brings home the tofu, does the wash, 

plays with the cat, rejoices, despairs, takes a nap, and wakes up.  

 Let's use it with pleasure and vigor, for the benefit of all beings. 

 

 

 

FLORA COURTOIS: IN MEMORIUM 

 

    I was so saddened to hear of your passing. But having seen how great your 

suffering was, it was a blessing to know that you chose to let go, and that you went so 

peacefully. 

    Flora, I first met you in 1973, during your trip to Maui to visit my  

teacher, Robert Aitken, his wife Anne, and the community at the Maui Zendo 

where I lived and trained. You gave a crystalline talk on attention in Zen 

practice. With no frills or jargon, you captured the heart of practice. You walked  

down the dirt road from the Zendo to visit us at the Peahi Nursery 

School.  You loved seeing how happy and curious the children were. 

    I visited you in your house in Pacific Palisades and later in Santa 

Barbara. You were also a psychologist and we had long talks on areas of 

common interest, such as ethics, psychological growth and Zen practice, and  

physiology and meditation practice. You were a student of consciousness and 

your unceasing curiosity and depth took you into biofeedback and later into 

studying the brain and its relation to spiritual unfolding. You began a 

foundation for the scholarly study of mysticism and consciousness, supported 

many other related causes and groups, and were a founder of the Los Angeles 

Zen Center. You embodied beginners mind, always open to new ideas, taking 
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them in, thinking deeply about them, and adding your own, often remarkably 

creative, theories and insights.  

    Your realization was deep and clear. You knew in your bones that our 

essential nature is embodied rather than talked about. You eschewed jargon 

and sectarianism and remained a true seeker until the day you passed.  

    After my father died, in Los Angeles, I did a sesshin at ZCLA, and 

then retreated to your house in the hills of Santa Barbara, to rest, 

grieve, walk and talk.  I found spaciousness and respect in your presence 

and in your home, and it was quite helpful for me. Over the years we would 

visit, often on the porch, talking for hours on end, conversation punctuated by 

long, deep silences, until, all of a sudden, we were struck by how cool and 

dark it had become.  

    You recounted in an early paper how you once sat with a particularly 

troubled Zen student who was consumed with despair and no longer wanted to live.  

You sat together quietly for some time. From the silence, you said "Can you hear the birds? 

And the sound of the train going by? " You listened together. Then you said something I cannot 

remember, linking these sounds and the listening with a coming to life which was readily 

available and which embraced the student's suffering. But the transformation had begun before 

you opened your mouth. 

 Sitting quietly together, directing attention to simple miracles near by, 

letting life penetrate -- by example and human engagement you helped the student use and 

discover the transformative power of loving attentiveness. 

    On your desk in your study, the desk of today, you had a framed poem by Rilke: 

         

As once the winged energy of delight 

        carried you over childhood's dark abysses, 

        now beyond your own life build the great 

        arch of unimagined bridges. 

        Wonders happen if we can succeed 

        in passing through the harshest danger; 

        but only in a bright and purely granted  

        achievement can we realize the wonder. 

        To work with things in the indescribable 

        relationship is not too hard for us; 

        the pattern grows more intricate and subtle, 

        and being swept along is not enough. 
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        Take your practiced powers and stretch them out 

        until they span the chasm between two 

        contradictions... For the god 

        wants to know himself in you. 

 

I think these words embody your deepest aspirations, your struggles, and your true experience. 

Flora, I will miss you, and wish you true equanimity. 

 

 

 

 

THE FIRST CASUALITIES 

October, 2001 

 

The first casualties 

are thinking, feeling and being 

dreaming, imagining, laughing, crying. 

Benumbed or caught up in ill-will   

How can we under-stand  when we can't stand ?  

How can we respond, when response-ability is in such short supply? 

 

September 11 was one visual blur of pain, 

then the announcer stopped,  

began reciting the names of the dead,  

one by one.  

They came to life. 

 

Monomaniacal thinking highjacks religion 

turns it into ideology 

the person vanishes 

Have I got an idea for you -- 

...It's to die for 

A romance with death. 

 

The precious other  

'thou'  
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so necessary to think, feel and be,  

is sacrificed at the altar of absolute purity 

 

You infect me and mine - I must expel you 

rid the world of impurity 

pernicious sameness reigns supreme 

You strike at me...want to eliminate me... I will eradicate you, the "evil-doer,"  

and the beat goes on 

 

tragic misrecognition breeds action that is 

sticky 

it pulls irresistibly for like-minded re-action 

You know how easy it is 

we get sucked in. 

 

A teenager once whispered: 

"I wish I had the balls of those kids at Columbine." 

His father deserted him, he can't grieve and glorifies rage 

"Ya feel me?" he asks.  

I say: 

'Maybe it takes real balls not to go off in blind rage - to stop, look and listen. 

Maybe the person next to you can help. 

 

Where is the fertile, durable 'other'? 

 

Time is short and we are all in this together. 

'Respond with love, not might,' I hear. 

But love is skillful and powerful when founded in standing and understanding and bearing the 

impossible.  

 It takes all our power to stop, look and listen, 

 

to protect and nourish and share  

the gift of response-ability. 

 

A DROP OF RAIN 

For Aaron, age seven  
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Once there was a drop of rain.  This raindrop lived in a big cloud way up in the sky.  It 

floated through the heavens, here and there, moving with the wind.  From up here everything 

looked very small. You could see for miles and miles.  Above you was space and below was the 

earth with its oceans, rivers, mountains, deserts, forests, jungles, meadows, valleys, swamps, 

lakes, rivers, ponds, streams, and of course, towns and cities.  The seas looked blue green and 

the earth reddish brown, sort of like how our planet Earth looks from outer space.   

 The raindrop had never been on earth but it had seen young and old alike playing in the 

dirt far below: digging, weeding, planting, harvesting, and having a grand old time.  Some would 

mix water with the dirt and make mud.  Mud made great pies, not the kind for eating, although 

some tried, but great for playing with.  Soil came in many varieties:  sandy, dry,  crumbly, rocky, 

rich and loamy, muddy, and hard packed with lots of clay.  

 Some of  the droplet's  friends had fallen down to earth and returned with stories of 

their journey. But hearing about something was different than doing it yourself. The drop 

wanted to come to earth, to touch down for itself. 

                                

                                         

II  

 

 One day, the cloud began to swell.  Winds blew in strong gusts.  The billowy cloud filled 

with moisture. It turned from white to gray, then darker still. It was filled to bursting. This 

might be the raindrop's chance to visit earth. 

 All of a sudden, there was a clap of thunder.  The cloud burst open and the drop went 

tumbling through the air.  The wind blew it one way then another.  As it fell, it breathed in the 

smells wafting up from below, the perfume of the soil, the plants and flowers and the creatures 

who lived there. The air grew warmer and drier. Before too long, the drop could see land 

below. Faster and faster it fell, until finally it landed.   

 The earth felt different from anything the drop of water had ever felt.  All around it was 

sandy soil.  Slowly it began to sink between the grains and finally came to rest in a dirt clump.   

 After a while, the raindrop heard sounds from up above, digging sounds and people's 

voices. What were they up to?  It sounded like things were being placed in the ground. Trees. 

The raindrop had seen trees from up in the clouds. They looked tiny from up there.  Now baby 

saplings were being planted right around it. There was the sound of dirt being thrown around 

the trees and then the sound of shovels tamping down the dirt.  Soon the drop could hear a 

swishing sound and hundreds  more little drops came swooshing down from the surface of the 

ground to join it. The trees were being watered.   
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 That evening as the sun went down, the droplet could feel itself being pulled up in a 

strange way.  A root from the little tree was trying to get water for the sapling to grow.  The 

little drop was pulled up and up and into the root of the tree.  What a feeling!  From the cloud, 

to the earth, under the ground, and now, up into the root of a tree.  It traveled slowly to 

wherever the tree needed the water most.  From the branches into the buds. The buds became 

flowers and after quite a while, fruit appeared. It was  an apple tree. The drop was quite happy 

to find itself in a young green apple. As the apple grew, the raindrop could feel the warm 

sunshine of the days and the cool breezes too.  At night it got chilly. In the early morning there 

were droplets of water on the outside of the apple. Later, as the sun rose and shone on it, the 

drops of dew dried up.  "Where did they go?",  wondered the drop. 

 Soon, the apple was ripe. One day it simply fell off the branch onto the ground. The 

raindrop felt a major thud. It was thrown into a bushel, stacked in a large truck, and shipped to 

a store where someone bought it, brought it home  and put it in his fruit basket.  A little boy 

and a few of his friends and relatives would be having it as part of their picnic lunch.  After the 

people played and talked, sang and danced, they sat down for lunch. When the time came to 

serve fruit, one of the boys asked, "Are there any apples?", "Sure," was the reply.  "Any green 

ones?"  the boy asked. "Yes, here's a nice juicy one for you."  The little boy took it in his hands 

and crunched into it, taking a big bite.  Delicious.  The drop of water could sense that things 

were changing again, that it would be moving from inside the apple to the inside of a child's 

body. What an adventure!   

 

 

III 

 

 Being part of an apple was one thing.  But being part of a bite of apple in a hungry child's 

mouth was something else again! The drop was now being chewed by the boy's teeth, his 

strong jaw muscles working at full tilt.  The apple was turning into apple sauce!  Soon, there 

was a twisty motion, it was swallowed, and found itself moving down into his stomach.  

Swishing around there it met other foods the boy had eaten during the picnic: remnants of a 

sandwich, chips, a soda, some M & M's. Then it made its way through his body. In a couple of 

hours, the boy had to go pee.   

 Since the park was far from a bathroom, the boy went pee up against a young redwood 

tree behind some shrubs.  It would help the tree grow.  Whoosh!  Out came the drop of water 

onto the warm earth.  Through the ground it sank until it found itself in an underground stream 

of cool, fresh water.  This stream was moving, but quite slowly.  It was dark under the ground, 
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and it had the sweet smell of rich dirt, created from the leaves, twigs, blossoms, bits of bark and 

overripe fruit and such.   

 The drop moved along with thousands and thousands and millions and millions of other 

droplets, in this cool, underground stream.  The water grew warmer, the stream widened.  

Something was changing, but the raindrop couldn't tell what it was.  The stream gradually 

became an underground river climbing toward the surface.  It could see a faint light above 

which began to grow brighter.  Suddenly the river burst above ground. It flowed through a 

beautiful green valley surrounded by tall mountains.  Kayaks rode through it, the people in them 

squealing with laughter.  It was flowing fast now, amidst white foamy swirling bubbles.  The 

raindrop could sense a bigger body of water up ahead.  The river was growing wider still, and 

saltier.  It was approaching the sea.  Schools of fish swam by. Just as the river flowed into the 

great ocean, three dolphins appeared, diving and leaping as if to greet the river.  A group of 

humpback whales joined them, and they all frolicked together.   

 What a journey!  The little drop of water was now part of the sea. The whales and 

dolphins were wild, intelligent, compassionate creatures. They were also very good friends.  

The raindrop learned all about the underwater world.  Closer to shore, children splashed and 

swam and rode the waves. The raindrop could hear their laughter and it sounded like the notes 

of a beautiful piece of music.      

 One of the boys' voices sounded familiar.  Could it be?  Yes, it was the same boy whose 

body it had journeyed through, first as an apple, then inside being digested, then as pee helping 

a sapling grow.  As it listened to the boy frolicking, the raindrop was very happy.  Though it had 

gone through many changes, still the droplet could enjoy itself. It had learned so much about 

the world and about who it really was.  This journey seemed to continue on and on. And it 

wasn't just about itself.  With each new adventure, the raindrop brought nourishment to many 

beings. 

 The boy didn't know that a drop of water from the apple he had just eaten was nearby, 

part of the ocean he was playing in. But that didn't keep him from enjoying the waves. In time, 

the boy too would discover that he was part of many wonderful things, and they were part of 

him. 

 

 

 

 

 

SANCTUARY  
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 This home for primate healing, what is it?  What is a sanctuary? The word comes from 

the same root as sanctity and sanctify, from the Latin sanctus, which means holy or sacred, the 

act of making sacred. It also means to protect and provide refuge.  

 We can't make anything sacred, All beings -- whether animal, vegetable or mineral, 

visible or invisible,  past, present or future -- all beings, by nature, are sacred. It is by 

recognizing and treating them as such, by including them in our attentive embrace, that we help 

them realize their true nature as unique, infinitely precious, integral parts of the great web of 

life. We help them come to life, and become what they truly are. 

 Years ago, when I was a boy, I visited the primates at the Bronx Zoo. Next to one cage 

there was a sign that said, "The most dangerous animal on earth." I peered into the exhibit, 

straining to see who this fearsome creature was. Finally I was able to perceive a mirror made of 

shiny metal. In it I saw my own reflection. It is we ourselves, you and I, who hold the key. Just 

one turn of the heart-mind, realizing the sanctity of all beings, makes all the difference. 

 Bodhisattva is a Sanskrit word which means awakened being. It also means awakening 

being, a person in process of waking up, and one who helps others come to life. I used to 

believe the conventional wisdom that bodhisattvas forswore their own enlightenment until all 

beings were free. This postponement seemed frustrating, and now I see it is a mistaken. A 

person who sees deeply, in this very moment, that his own happiness develops in concert with 

the happiness and liberation of others -- and whose actions arise from the ground of this 

realization -- such a person is an awakening being, a bodhisattva. As the other blossoms, I 

blossom and find deep joy. As I deepen, the other benefits. When we embrace the one who is 

different from us, they become family, part and parcel of the great sangha of all beings. Time is 

short and we are all in this together, more intimately connected than we ever imagined. It is 

with gratitude and deep respect that I recognize how Lucy and many other bodhisattvas have 

created a sacred place. 

 

 

 

YAMADA ROSHI'S "LAST WORDS" 

 

 On September  11, 1989  Yamada Koun Roshi, leader of the Sanbo Kyodan School of 

Zen Buddhism, died at his home  in Kamakura after a long illness.  He was the Dharma 

successor to Yasutani Haku'un  ("White Cloud") Roshi. The teacher name given to him by 

Yasutani Roshi, Koun Ken, means "House of Cultivating Clouds".  In 1969 with his wife Yamada 

Roshi established the Sanun Zendo, "Zendo of the Three Clouds".  The first of this group of 

three great teachers was Yasutani Roshi's teacher, Dai'un ("Great Cloud") Harada Roshi.  
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Yamada Roshi became Robert Aitken's teacher and the head teacher of the Diamond Sangha 

from 1971-1984 , when Aitken Roshi received transmission.  We are deeply grateful for his 

untiring efforts and his remarkably natural sharing of the Dharma with us.   

          Yamada Roshi was also a teacher of mine.  He came for sesshin almost yearly from 1971-

1984. I would like to relate a story of his final visit to the Maui Zendo. On  the eve of his 

departure early the next morning back to Kamakura, on January 10, 1984 following evening 

zazen,  students gathered in the commons room at the Maui Zendo for tea. After having tea 

with us and answering questions for well over an hour, he said,  

        "Now I will say my last words.  The last word, you know, that is a koan. I will say the last 

word, ha!  Earlier, Joe pointed to that picture over there, and asked if I knew that person (a 

picture of a young Yamada Roshi in robes, holding the flower he was given as he stepped off the 

plane in Maui for the first time). I asked him, 'Do you know him?'.  Joe replied, 'I do not know 

him.'  I too said that I didn't know him at all. I am afraid to have to tell you that what I have said 

this evening has been deceiving, that I have deceived all of you (laughter).  And I must say that I 

have deceived myself too! (more laughter) .  But you know, (pointing to his own head), I like 

him (even more laughter). And we need him, we cannot do without him. This afternoon at Iao 

Park, I was reading a poem of William Merwin's in a book he gave to me.  This! - is it the words 

I say, or is it the poem of William's? I do not know.  It is like a dream.  That is all.  Sayonara. It 

is time to go to bed." 

 To realize this dream, this laughter and with it our own true face and that of all beings is 

the discipline and the joy of Zen practice. 

 Here is a New Years greeting I addressed to Yamada Roshi in 1985:  We come thinking 

you have the key to the vault.  You send us on a treasure hunt and even assist us in the search.  

And you rejoice with us when we return, having finally gotten the great joke. Then you help us 

learn how to erase our tracks, unload the loot, and seeing that the whole thing is a dream, 

become fluent in the language of poverty.  Totally subversive.  With gratitude on this New 

Year. 

 Yamada Roshi once wrote in the newsletter of the Sanbo Kyodan that he hoped he and 

his wife would become two large, adjacent shade trees providing cool rest for pilgrims and for 

all beings.  The roots run deep. We tap into them each time we exhale, laugh, cry, diaper the 

baby, write a letter or pull some weeds.  
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AN UNBURDENED HEART 

Given as a teisho during sesshin  (Teisho is a Dharma talk, literally “roar of the Dharma. Sesshin 

is an intensive retreat, literally “to touch the Mind, to convey the Mind.” ) 

 

 The unburdened heart and the Heart of Wisdom. Today I’m going to speak about the 

heart and integrity. Is there common ground? Typically, when we think of matters of the heart, 

we think of romance, melodrama, and sentiment. But the Heart Sutra is not necessarily about 

those things (laughter). So why do we call it the "Heart" Sutra? The Heart of Wisdom knows 

that there is nothing at all. Nothing to defend, protect, improve, or conceal. Nothing to attain, 

or to miss. It is unfettered by craving, by self-preoccupation, and by fixed, narrow, restrictive 

views or patterns, compulsive patterns or modes of living. Because the Heart of Wisdom is self-

reflexive, it can discover and express it’s own insubstantiality. That’s the point of the Heart 

Sutra.  

 Because there is nothing absolute, the heart touches down and finds itself in and as the 

myriad beings. It realizes it’s identity with the Jeweled Net of Indra. By what are we actually 

confirmed? By the call of the Hoot Owl. Did you hear it this morning? By my child’s homework 

assignment or the illness of a loved one. 

 A wise hearted one lives joyfully because she knows that she doesn’t have to take 

herself seriously. And that is a matter of utmost gravity! (Of course this does not mean ignoring 

what’s going on; to the contrary).  

 Such a heart is at home, At Play in the Fields of the Lord. Actually, not just conceptually. 

This is it’s “turf” - spacious, boundless, in harmonious interplay at the heart of the matter. The 

Heart Sutra is about realizing the heart of the matter, for ourselves. Where do we find it? How 

do we come to this “place”? The heart is not circumscribed by my chest cavity. How is it 

actualized? Realization means making real. In each moment, we bear witness. It's made real 

when we enlighten this moment’s activity, when we contact the many beings, and enter the 

dharma gates of ordinary living. It’s made real by each inhale, each exhale. It comes into life with 

each mindful step, with each task. A sanctified action is a mindful action. We are in attendance, 

there is no gap between the action, the actor, and that which is acted upon. We peel away, see, 

acknowledge and penetrate deeply. And let go. Letting go is not getting rid of. We turn away 

from the veils of delusion generated by self-centered, protective strivings and we turn toward 
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and take refuge in things as they are. We catalyze this heart of wisdom and open ourselves to 

it’s teachings.  

 At the heart of the matter there is nothing absolute at all, and so we are connected 

beyond concepts. The sound of the children playing in the schoolyard arises in, and as, my own 

body, and simultaneously, each and every being is completely unique and sacred just as it is.  

 So we open ourselves to the singing of the birds, the rumble in our tummy. It’s not a 

matter of sentimentality, respectability or politeness. It arises and is synonymous with clear 

seeing. Wisdom and compassion are unleashed only as we come to grasp directly and 

immediately who we are and what our fundamental relationship is to the world and its beings. 

Immediate doesn’t only mean sudden. It means without mediation. So if the heart is incalculably 

wider and deeper, more alive and vivid than we ever imagined, where is it realized? Where is it 

practiced? Although it’s not enclosed by the rib cage, still we have to bring things home. Hakuin 

says it succinctly “This very body is the body of the Buddha.” 

 Now what are the qualities of the unburdened heart, free of self-preoccupation, free of 

the need for self-improvement, for redemption? They are exemplified in the Four 

Brahmaviharas , the qualities of an awakened one, one who is alive at the heart of the matter.  

Metta, the first, is loving-kindness. Karuna is compassion. Each of these is preceded by the word 

“boundless”. They are without self-imposed limits, free flowing, extending everywhere. 

boundless loving-kindness, boundless compassion, The third vihara (abode) is mudhita - joy in 

the joy of others. And the fourth is upeksha, boundless equanimity. Metta is the spirit of love 

which naturally characterizes our conduct and our life when we are in touch with our self as we 

are, and so, intrinsically intimate with the world and it’s beings as they are. Karuna, what a 

wonderful word. Compassion arises and flows naturally when I see that, from the beginning, the 

world and I are not divided, and I cultivate this connectivity in my daily life. This truth is not 

realized second hand, it is personal and vivid. More than simply an attitude or an approach, 

compassion means "to suffer with," and "to suffer as." Please don’t get snagged on fixed ideas 

about compassion. Don’t think it has a particular content. Don’t equate it with “being nice.” 

The skillful, timely, sometimes persistent “No,” of a parent is crucial to the child’s development.  

Mudhita, joy in the joy and the liberation of others. The awakened heart sees that all things, 

from the very beginning, just as they are, are the Buddha-nature itself. Acting in accord with this 

experience, we appreciate and take pleasure in the nourishment, growth and surprising 
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unfoldings of another. That person is, from the beginning, none other than the Buddha, a jewel 

just as they are, in all their distinctiveness, all their qualities, whatever they may be. And 

equanimity, upeksha, arises directly from the perception and deep acceptance that all things are 

fundamentally empty. As Martha and the Vandellas sang, “Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.” 

All attempts to fill it up or block it out come to naught. There’s a gospel song, “Rock my Soul in 

the Bosom of Abraham.” It goes, “So high can’t get over it, so low, can’t get under it, so wide, 

can’t get around it, oh, rock my soul.” There’s nothing to attain, nothing left unattained. Just as I 

am, just as you are, there is not a hair missing, not a drop left over. This equanimity is not 

simply the result of a technique, calming the mind. That helps, but these qualities are rooted in 

the unburdened heart that sees deep and clear, that loves boundlessly, in particulars. 

 I was thinking this morning about the story of Te-shan and the old woman selling monju. 

Monju are soft rice cakes, the really sticky ones sometimes filled with sweet soybean paste. 

“Full of arrogance, Te-shan went south to extinguish the doctrine of a special transmission 

outside the sutras.” (Wu-men, in the Gateless Barrier, Case 29). Though the particular banner 

we carry may vary, who does not recognize himself in Te-shan? So very certain and therefore 

so self-righteous. He had not yet been energized by ambiguity. The woman at the stand where 

he stopped to ask for refreshment inquired as to what he was carrying in his pack. "Notes and 

commentaries on the Diamond Sutra," he replied shortly. (The etymology of the Buddhist term 

for "refreshment," is to "punctuate the mind.") 

 The old woman said, "I want to ask you a question.  If you can answer, I will serve you 

without charge.  If you cannot answer, then I won't serve you at all." Te-shan agreed, and she 

lowered the boom:  "I hear the Diamond Sutra says, 'Past mind cannot be grasped, present 

mind cannot be grasped, future mind cannot be grasped.'  Which mind does Your Reverence 

intend to refresh?" In this encounter, Te-shan got more than he asked for, and less. His Zen 

study had begun. 

 So what refreshes? It’s a pause that refreshes, Coca Cola not withstanding. (Laughter)  

You know our parents were right when they told us, “When you cross the street, stop, look 

and listen.” For the practice of Zen, to enter the great stream of life and death, it cannot be 

business as usual. You see, the self and its preoccupations are apparent and hidden, and it’s the 

hidden ones that really get to us. If our self-centered cares, worries, projects and machinations 

are in fact what burden, bind, and constricts us, and if our search for safe refuge itself can 
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create imprisonment and turn us unintentionally away from the source of nourishment, then 

what’s the antidote?  I would offer that it’s Awareness. Awareness. Awareness.  

 The first awareness is on the cushion, and with ourselves. The second is awareness in 

action. Awareness in the very hurly burly of daily activities brings learning that awareness on 

our cushion in a sacred but circumscribed setting can’t bring.  The third awareness might be 

called awareness-in-relation.  That means awareness in relationship to my cat, my teacher, my 

child, to my wife, to my boss, to those I supervise at work. Of course each of these modes of 

awareness interpenetrate, but for learning purposes we can examine them separately. Each 

requires attention and acceptance, compassion and penetrating understanding. So if our heart’s 

burden is the maintenance of the self, hidden or not, as separate, then our attempts to prop it 

up, rationalize, defend and justify it, conceal, expiating and redeem and rehabilitate it, at 

infinitum, only tighten the noose. And keep our torturous activity out of awareness, our actual 

emotional activity, inner and outer, seen and unseen. What a price we pay. We read in the 

Song of Enlightenment, “What could be better than the true way of the Absolute? Cut through 

directly to the root of it all.  I don’t want to hear about the leaves and branches.” This is our 

way.  

 But caveat emptor. Our human psyche has the distinct ability, even tendency, to split off 

certain of its activities, so we can appear whole, appear alive, as if we really grocked something, 

when in effect, simultaneously,  we are actively maintaining other activities of a completely 

different nature, in the basement, so to speak, unawares. We all know examples from our own 

lives, and examples from our Zen and Buddhist Sanghas and the wider religious landscape. The 

thread that runs through both the mundane examples and the more serious boundary 

violations involving money, power, and sex is the split between the public, respectable, 

“enlightened,” and the private. This brings us into the realm of character. Insight and character 

go hand in hand. We can develop authentic awareness and deep insight within a sacred but very 

circumscribed field - on the cushion, in the dokusan room, the dojo, public talks – and still not 

be whole people. We haven't integrated the internal factors which actually fuel our delusions. 

Dismantling delusions, that’s an aspect of Zen practice. We see into, realize and embody, more 

and more deeply, our essential nature, But it is not a cultist trick. Delusion is not an abstract 

philosophical event. Enlightenment is not an aesthetic pursuit. Koan study is not literary 

interpretation. Delusion is in the particulars, and the particulars have a personal context.  
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 I’ve told this story to some of you. In one of my first serious relationships, I felt I was 

very flexible and non-defensive. She could tell me anything, no problem, I’d hear and contain it 

and we could talk it out. But when she implied that I wasn’t committed or caring enough, the 

floodgates opened and she never heard the end of it. How dearly I cherished that identity. And 

how privately superior it made me feel. Yet I was blind to this data, such was my reactive 

immersion in it. I couldn’t see and really reflect on it. 

 Others have told their own stories. For one person it’s one thing; for another it’s a 

different buried, cherished self image that’s nursed. For years I thought I was a very peaceful 

person. Others would tell me,  "You seem so mellow.” Sure I'm mellow. Most of the time. But 

one day it dawned on me, “the reason you are here, dummy, doing Zen, is because you have a 

busy mind. And you’re a very complex person.”  That may be why didn’t begin by studying 

Tibetan Buddhism, even though I valued the teachings. The practices seemed busier than what 

was already going on in my mind.   

 So what refreshes? The Monju woman didn’t talk about refreshment, She provided it, as 

she presented it. She showed, directly, that reforming any mind, rehabilitating past, present, 

future, is pointless. Her question to Te-shan went right to the heart of the matter. But 

sidestepping or leapfrogging character, which is an unrecognized motivation that actually 

brought many of us to Zen, has it’s drawbacks. So the way to true refreshment is through this 

ongoing bringing to light, through the three kinds of awareness’s. Bringing to light, sloughing off 

the burdensome, protective self-activity that is informed by mistaken views of self and other, of 

reality, of the world, and motivated by self-preservation and the denial of dukkha. It is like a 

stone on our hearts. This is how we purify our motivation. 

 You know, in Zen we have a tradition of working towards awakening. While devotion 

and focus are still critical, thankfully it’s become less of a G.I. Joe, samurai type of affair. 

Awakening to essential nature unfolds out of persistent, mindful practice, unhitched from the 

fruits of our efforts. If we can practice like this, and none of us can do so perfectly all the time, 

then the perennial experience of enlightenment that we read and hear about, that we 

sometimes can sense in another, may emerge. In the Song of Enlightenment we read, “In speech 

you hear its silence.” Dogen wrote that "body and mind fall away.” Wu-men said it was like 

having a dream and knowing it for yourself, but being unable to speak about it. This perennial 

experience develops naturally.  



 32 

 In some traditions, that’s it, it stops there, with a sacred vision. But in our tradition, we 

take to heart Lin-chi’s injunction, “Not enough, not enough yet!” We keep going. And perhaps 

we encounter “the fallen away body and mind,” our own boundless nature, in vivid particulars. 

Having done the work not just of concentration but of awareness, this perennial experience is 

less likely to be placed at the service of preserving and protecting the hidden self. See, that is 

the problem. Enlightenment is the unbidden result that reveals the way it is from the beginning. 

We can’t make it happen any more than we can make our son into a daughter or bring out the 

sunshine when it’s raining. It is the result of this ongoing wrestling with facing, bringing to light, 

understanding, working through, integrating the varied dimensions of our practice and our lives, 

of what is so, of the way it is. Not only is it the natural result, like the pear falling from the tree, 

but it is also a cause of rejoicing for all beings, the fundamental refreshment and flowering at the 

heart of all things. The hidden knots and attachments to conceptual structures that we’ve 

constructed to protect us in reaction to the inevitable suffering of life, that end up driving us, 

they unravel and lose their grip. 

 So the unburdened heart – deep peace, self-acceptance and love – finds common 

ground with awareness and insight into our true nature. The method, the goal or foundational 

reality, and the practitioner herself all fall away and so come into alignment. Not three, not 

two, they are not even one. 

 What is the upshot? I said I’d speak about integrity, but it’s going to be brief. Because 

that’s our very practice, Here on retreat and in our daily, relational lives. Integrity and virtue 

are the natural result. Not just facility, not just skills; integrity and virtue cannot be 

manufactured. They come unbidden and accrue silently, benefiting all beings, as we walk this 

arduous and joyous path together. 
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