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Finding ‘This Place’

Rev. Master Berwyn Watson

— Throssel Hole Buddhist Abbey, Northumberland ‒ UK —

An edited transcript of teaching given during the lay trainees’ sesshin in August 2024.

 

I’d like to look at what Dōgen means when he says, in Rules for Meditation: “The kōan appears naturally in daily life”.1 This is a clue to the meaning of the title ‘Genjō kōan’ and is a key to understanding what role the question has in Sōtō Zen.

 

In contemporary life the word ‘kōan’ has become associated with such paradoxes as ‘the sound of one hand clapping’ etc. that have been used in the Rinzai Zen tradition.

 

We can have the sense that we have a significant question in our lives and are seeking a definite answer, for example ending a sense of persistent sadness: or wondering if there is a meaning to life, when it seems so senseless. Calling something a kōan can conjure up the stereotype of breaking through some great barrier of doubt and then having all your problems cleared up forever. But by saying, “the kōan arises naturally in daily life”, Dōgen is actually saying the meaning of our lives is actualized or expressed through our daily lives.  There is not a separate meaning to life we find in words that is then applied to life.  Life itself is the questioning and the resolution.

 

This is a radical understanding: we so want someone else to give us the answer to ‘the meaning of life’ or to find it in an experience, after which we hope everything will be easy. But the meaning is manifest through the actual doing of life itself. The word ‘actualized’ is used.

 

Without life there is no question and response. We are the question and response, if you like. We must live our lives as an expression of understanding – not something separate. Hence translators render Genjō kōan as “the realized kōan”2 or, “to answer the question from true reality through the practice of our everyday life”.3

 

So “The kōan arises naturally in daily life” points us in the direction of engaging with life itself as meaning. We do not seek to answer the question of existence through any kind of escape or ‘finding the answer’ in books or another’s words. “What is the meaning and expression of my life as it is now?” –  this is the question we are encouraged to ask.

 

Sesshin is a time when we choose to deliberately simplify our lives. We are not trying to do several things at once. In this way we can experience a taste of liberation and see that freedom does not come from having lots of different options, but in learning to live in a way that is straightforward: Just doing what is good to do – without being constantly distracted by thoughts about all the other things we could be doing.

 

Dōgen says in Rules for Meditation: “It is futile to travel to other dusty countries, thus forsaking your own seat”. He means that we should stop looking to see if the truth is elsewhere. He encourages us to engage directly with our lives as they are and learn to appreciate them as an expression of Truth.

 

Dōgen uses many metaphors in Genjō kōan. Here he uses the fish swimming in the water and the bird flying in the sky:

 

When a fish moves in water, however far it goes, the water has no boundaries; when a bird flies in the sky, fly as it may, the sky has no boundaries. However, from long ago, fish and birds have never been separated from the water and the sky. It is just that, when their function is great, their use is great; when their need is small, their use is small.

 

In this way, while none of them fails to reach its limits, and nowhere do they fail to overturn it, if the bird were to leave the sky, it would quickly die, and if the fish were to leave the water, it would quickly die. We should know that they take water as life; we should know that they take the sky as life. There is taking the bird as life; there is taking the fish as life. It should be taking life as the bird; it should be taking life as the fish. Other than these, there should be further steps forward. That there are practice and verification, and that they have those with lifespans, those with lives, are like this.4

 

The fish swimming in the water could be seen as two separate things:  the fish and its environment – the pond or lake. But Dōgen points out that the fish is inseparable from the water. It could not breathe or function without water. Therefore, the life of the fish is not just its own individual being, but its connection with the water. Life then is the totality.

 

In the same way it can seem like we exist independently, but everything we do is dependent on something else. We come into being as a result of our family. We are partly the result of education etc. Even if we earn a living our job is still connected to many other jobs. We talk of ‘my life’, but can we say where ‘what is mine’ and ‘what is not mine’ end?

 

Within the water of the pond the fish does not feel limited by its environment, for it is the entire world. From the outside it may seem small and limited, but from the fish’s point of view it is immeasurable and has no boundaries.

 

Dōgen uses a special meaning of ‘limit’, ‘obstacles’ or ‘boundaries’ in his writings. We can have an ideal of freedom as not being limited by anything, but Dōgen points out that our existence itself is ‘limitation’.  We exist, as particular beings at a particular time, in unique circum-stances – none of us are the same. Therefore what we are, and our functioning, are determined by what could be called ‘limits’. But these boundaries are, in a sense, what define us, and they are what enables us to be what we are. 

 

Because this being is not separate from conditions, the conditions and the being function together just like the fish in water and the bird in the sky. Is the fish dependent on water or does it exist freely and express its being through water? Only if we try and stand outside being, and imagine some objective viewpoint, can we say the fish is limited by the water it swims through.

 

Likewise, with ourselves – only if we imagine ourselves as a separate life, as abstract beings, and stand outside, do we feel we are trapped by our connection with all that supports us. Each of us lives in a web of connections. Our so-called ‘life’ is connected to a world of relationships: family, job, culture. Within this we can feel restricted but this can be because we envisage ourselves as a separate life: as an individual. 

 

It is true that sometimes we do need to change our circumstances – if there is prejudice against you at work for example, but many people find they are never satisfied however many changes they make. Dōgen continues:

 

Nevertheless, if there were birds or fish that thought to go through the water or sky after reaching the limits of the water or sky, they could get no way, could get no place, to do so in either water or sky. When we get this place, our actions accordingly realize the kōan; when we get this way, our actions accordingly are the realized kōan. This way and this place are neither great nor small, are neither self nor other; it is not that they existed before, nor that they appear now. Hence, they exist like this. In this way, when a person practices and verifies the way of the Buddhas, it is to get one dharma is to penetrate one dharma; to meet one practice is to cultivate one practice.

 

We experience this during sesshin directly. Although life is extremely limited, as we sit in the same place every day, we come to sense that we exist within limitless life. By concentrating the mind on one thing we become more aware of our connection with all things. Once the rigid sense of a self begins to loosen we can know we sit together with life and existence and yet remain exactly the same apparently ‘limited’ being. This place, which is “neither great nor small, neither self nor other”, is the very place of your sitting now.

 

“To get one dharma is to penetrate one dharma” sounds like no achievement: until you understand that there is only Dharma. This is brought out in another translation:

 

When a person engages in practice-enlightenment in the Buddha Way, as the person realizes one dharma, the person permeates that dharma; as the person encounters one practice, the person [fully] practices that practice. [For this] there is a place and a path.5

    

“Each moment is one practice and one Dharma.”  If we fully engage with it, we can ‘permeate’ that Dharma – we become inseparable from it. This is endless as situations change moment-to-moment, and yet there is only ever one practice that we can do now.

 

As this time and place is sufficient, each dharma that arises within your life – each event – is sufficient as well. We bring this to working meditation as well. We do not wish to be anywhere else. The important thing is not to try and burst out through the water or the sky. It is only in our imagination that we think it is possible for the self to be separate from its environment.

 

This is not just passivity, i.e. that we need to learn what our place is, and just accept things like low pay or perhaps an abusive boss. In those situations it is good to change job.

 

What Dōgen is saying is that we are always going to be connected and functioning within a framework, and that this is not a limitation but an expression. It is Genjō kōan: expressing truth through the living of our lives.  He is making the point that our lives cannot be separate from expressing the truth, just as a fish cannot separate itself from water. So we must value our lives deeply and study how we live them.

 

Are we actually ‘here’ in our lives, or are we half-heartedly wishing we were somewhere else – doing something else? If we are doing something menial like the laundry, how do we actually do it? Are we trying to get it over with to do something more important?

 

What is our life – but the actual moment-to-moment doing of it?  Whilst on retreat we can appreciate the simpler things we do, like washing up. There is satisfaction in being, and this being is already connected. We do not need anything extra. It is enough; it is more than enough. It is the expression of gratitude for all that we have been given, all that we are.

 

*          *          *

 

It is natural to seek for Truth, and we can see that as Dharma: something a teacher says or some experience we have that will help cure our suffering. There’s also the recognition that we fall over ourselves in seeking for something to end suffering; that the desperation to find is another form of grasping. This can lead to a cycle of seeking and disappointment, and some find it very hard to just sit every day: always finding a reason to do something else.

 

Seeking the Truth from externals is never satisfying, and yet in Buddhism we do often seem to encourage this. We do talk of experiences and teaching that can help. But all of these imply there is a separation between ourselves and something external, called ‘The Truth’ or The Teaching’.

 

It is not possible for us to really possess Truth like an object – like a house that we can buy with a mortgage – so what is our relation to Truth? It is only after some time that we come across this spiritual question, and realize that we must go deeper: Truth cannot be an object outside ourselves that we are always grasping after.

 

Do not think that you are alone in this: the Zen ancestors came across a similar barrier in their training. For example the Author of The Most Excellent Mirror–Samādhi, Tōzan, asked his master Ungan, “Later on, if I am asked to describe your reality [or teaching], how should I respond?” After some pause, Ungan said, “Just this is it.” The narration states that Tōzan was then lost in thought, and Ungan said, “You are now in charge of this great matter; you must be most thoroughgoing.” Tōzan departed without further comment. Later while wading across a stream, he looked down, saw his reflection, and “awakened to the meaning of the previous exchange.”

 

He then wrote the following verse:

 

Just don’t seek from others, or you’ll be far estranged from self. I now go on alone; everywhere I meet it. It now is me; I now am not it. One must understand in this way to merge with suchness.6

 

Tōzan’s master, when asked to describe his teaching to pass on, did not talk of an experience or a particular Dharma teaching, but said ‘Just this is It’. ‘This’ is the one practice and one Dharma I was talking about from Dōgen’s Genjō kōan.

 

When you find your way at this moment, practice occurs, actualizing the fundamental point; for the place, the way, is neither large nor small, neither yours nor others. The place, the way, has not carried over from the past, and it is not merely arising now. Accordingly, in the practice-enlightenment of the buddha way, to attain one thing is to penetrate one thing; to meet one practice is to sustain one practice.7

 

It is the one Dharma of this moment, the one practice of this moment. Tōzan’s master refused to give him some Teaching that he could hang on to. He was basically saying you must find the Truth for yourself moment-by-moment, through your own practice. There is no real Truth but ‘This’: the truth appearing in your life now.

 

We long to be intimate with Truth, to know the unity that may make sense of the differences and divisions we see in the world. This longing cannot be wrong, for it is inseparable from what we are, and yet in seeking to be close to the Truth we may look for it in someone or something, and miss the Treasure that is always being offered, the ‘priceless jewel already stitched into the lining of our clothes’ that the Lotus Sutra talks about.

 

Tōzan says: “Just don’t seek from others, or you’ll be far estranged from self. I now go on alone.”  There is no choice but to ‘go on alone’ as truth is not something that can be owned by one person and given to another. We speak of knowing something or having something. Although these phrases have meaning when we speak of object (we can own a house, or know about computer programming for example) they mislead us when applied to Truth itself.  For Truth, in its nature, can never be the possession of anyone, it is not a thing that can be given. It can be pointed to like the proverbial ‘finger pointing at the moon’. But the metaphor is significant – why focus on the finger when the moon is already there hanging round and clear in the sky?

 

Tōzan continues:

 

I now go on alone; everywhere I meet it. It now is me; I now am not it. One must understand in this way to merge with suchness.6

 

Realizing he cannot seek the Truth in externals he goes alone, but ‘everywhere I meet it’. He is not really alone, because having dropped the seeking he is immersed in the Teaching – everywhere he meets the Truth. This is the same as Dōgen’s teaching in Genjō Kōan, “That myriad things come forth and illuminate the self is awakening.”  It is the same as “To study the self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to be actualized by myriad things. When actualized by myriad things, your body and mind as well as the bodies and minds of others drop away.”

 

In the version we chant in The Most Excellent Mirror– Samādhi, it goes: “I am not it; it is all of me.” We are not the Truth: we cannot possess or own it in any way.  And yet there is nothing in us that is apart from the Truth. Remember in our tradition we do not have Buddha nature, like a thing or a seed in us; we are Buddha nature. No aspect or part of us, down to each thought and cell in our body, is apart from Truth. Nothing is left out: worries, fears, sexuality, all are included. And yet we cannot say the ‘I’ is the Truth – that I can own it in anyway.

 

So how does this apply to your lives when you go home, but find it difficult to encourage yourself to sit? We may hope to ‘take something away with us’ as they say, from this retreat. Perhaps some experience or understanding. But whatever experience we have becomes a memory that fades, and we can feel disappointed, wondering where it has gone. Rather reflect that the Truth is ‘just This’.

 

Reflect that it appears now in the context of your actual life. This may seem a cheat if you still want to possess the Truth. But consider that ‘just this’ can never be taken away from you. It is the asking and receiving of Truth through the living of your actual life. Which is what  Genjō kōan means. The universal can only be expressed in the particular – the nitty gritty of your lives. It is just there when you open your hearts and minds.

 

To be verified or actualized by the myriad dharmas means that the Truth can be there just when you feel the rain and wind on your skin walking to work. It can be there just sitting quietly in the garden. It can be there on the train going into work. It can be there in relationships with partners and family.

 

The confirmation of the myriad things only depends on whether we have an open mind and heart, and whether we give space to the Truth, time to sit and just be:  it does not depend on having some great experience or understanding lots of Scriptures.

 

So if you want to take something away from this retreat, I hope that you can take away the open heart and mind – the soft and flexible mind for the Truth. Really you need nothing else.

 

Notes
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3. Okumura, Shohaku, Realizing Genjōkōan. Wisdom Publications, 2010. P. 21.
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7. Genjokoan, or “Actualizing the Fundamental Point, Aitken, Robert and Tanahashi, Kazuaki, in Enlightenment Unfolds. Shambhala, Boston, 2000.

 




 

Relation With the Body

Anna Ayse Atika, Lay Minister, O.B.C.

— Utrecht ‒ The Netherlands —
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Wind from the Sea - Andrew Wyeth, 1947, National Gallery

In this article, first published online in the Dew On The Grass blog, Anna describes how her childhood experience of pain caused a disconnect between body and mind, as a method of survival, and how Buddhist practice, over time, was the catalyst for a deeper understanding of ‘reality’, bringing greater harmony and a sense of wholeness into her life. 

As a fifteen year-old teenager I wrote in a dairy entry that my greatest wish in life was to become as transparent as fine cloth.*

 

That wish was born out of the experience of the body as dense, dark, heavy, claustrophobic. It was born out of the experience of being trapped in this limited form that was being judged, mistreated, medically probed, jabbed, grabbed, pushed and pulled; that was being restrained by plaster casts, by cold hard gripping metal drilled into it; that was being subjected, many times over, to the deep slicing of the surgical blade, slicing-drawing broad, indelible lines of considerable yardage, creating intricate cord like scars, with a halo of crude stitch marks, as scattered grains of rice. I would often dissociate and retreat from the body so as not to feel the pain that was being inflicted on it. To this day, it does not come naturally to say “my body”, although perhaps it is partly for different reasons now than it was in the past. This type of detachment from the body is a mode of survival, induced when the current experience is felt to be too overwhelming, when the current experience is existential terror.

 

A few years after writing down my greatest wish in life and as a slightly older teenager, I travelled to a Buddhist monastery to learn to meditate, led by a deep intuition that the key for realizing my life’s wish and overcoming the shadow world of the body, may lie there. It was surprising to learn that Buddhists deem a state of detachment as something desirable, something to aspire to. It would long remain a mystery as to why.

 

Localization in the body

 

The experience of being localized in the body is a difficult conundrum to crack. Our senses seemed to reinforce that ‘I’ is localized ‘here’ behind the eyes and the world is localized ‘over there’ outside ‘I’, creating the dichotomy of self and other, the duality of subject and object. Ideas like ‘a healthy mind in a healthy body’ reinforce the belief that we are localized in the body. This mainstream belief is challenged when suffering becomes so excessive that it forces a disconnect. Existential terror induced at an early age is one of the causes for such a disconnect. It results in a debilitating state of affairs. Nowadays, terms are used like childhood trauma and PTSS. Information and research in that area can very much help understand and deal with the impact of certain experiences on the body-mind, even though solving the root cause falls in the spiritual domain.

 

The Immovable One
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Acalanātha, The Immovable One (J: Fudō Myō-ō)

1199–1399, Art Institute Chicago

 

Becoming established in the unmoving, unflinching presence of Zazen meditation – vividly personified by Achalanātha, The Immovable One – makes it possible to face debilitating states.

 

It took more than 35 years of remaining present in the experience of being trapped in this body, being in chronic pain and in existential terror, to realize the simple, glaring truth: the body is within ‘I’, not the other way round. The erroneous belief that the self is trapped in the body, and shares the limitations of the body is a contraction and that contraction is at the root of suffering.

 

The unbound state

 

The body being within ‘I’ is glaring because it is our direct experience all along. All that we know of the body is bodily sensations, that is, how the body feels on the inside and sense perceptions of how it appears on the outside. Both sensations and sense perceptions arise within the space of awareness, the space of stillness. This collection of bodily sensations and sense perceptions we call ‘my body’ is an activity within the space of stillness, which is the true ‘I’. The activity of bodily sensations and sense perceptions is ‘the contained’, not ‘that which contains’. Ignorance, that is the ignoring of this reality, is the root cause of suffering. Ignorance obscures the true ‘I’ but it can never obscure it completely. Even in the midst of deep suffering, the truth remains as the deep wish in the heart to be free of the contraction, to be free of the belief of being a limited entity. The deep wish in the heart to dissolve the contraction is like a beacon directing ships at night, it guides us through suffering to return to our true home, the unbound state, which was never lost to begin with.

 

Effortless detachment

 

Coming back to detachment, the disconnect caused by suffering shatters the belief of being localized in this body but it does not eliminate that belief altogether. Even without trauma, the idea that the body is an obstacle, the experience of being a limited entity and the wish to overcome that limitation, are all forms of disconnected detachment, are forms of suffering. The detachment the Buddhist teaching speaks of is not a disconnection, rather it is the natural outcome of seeing the truth of the matter, which is: the true self does not share the limitations of the body. The body is not an entity in its own right; the body-mind is the activity of the true self. Seeing it for the activity it is, seeing that the body cannot impact the self, puts the body in its rightful place in the wider perspective. This natural detachment is effortless and intimate.

 

Buddha recognizes Buddha

 

The realization that the body-mind does not contain but is the contained, that it is within the space of awareness, the true self, is a major shift that has far-reaching implications. It is not just this body-mind that is the activity of the true self; the whole universe is contained as activity of the true self, therefore the universe is our true body. The expression: “Buddha recognizes Buddha” does not mean: "I as Buddha recognize you as another Buddha". This had been the underlying assumption. The teaching does not say: all beings are Buddhas. The believe that there are multiple Buddhas is duality, is still the believe of being a separate finite entity. All body-minds, all beings, the whole universe, is the activity of a single, universal True Self. The teaching says: All beings are Buddha. There only ever is one indivisible Buddha. Buddha recognizes Buddha is the true self recognizing no other than itself. To reconcile this reality with the sensory experience of a world ‘out there’ is the work at hand

 

Old habits

 

The ingrained thinking, sensing, feeling based on the belief of being localized in this body-mind, of being a limited object in time and space, are conditionings that have deep roots. These patterns have been reinforced over a lifetime, are still reinforced in the world. The work of re-examining these ingrained habits whenever they arise, aligning them with the truth and allowing them to dissolve is a long process. Some conditionings laid very early on at the time of infancy may never dissolve completely as the imprint is too deep. That is okay. It does not obscure the inherent transparency of the fine cloth.

 

This article is a brief write-up about an ongoing, non-linear process, I hope it may be of benefit to others.

 

 

* The curtain in the Wind from the Sea painting represents the ‘fine cloth’ in the article. The transparency and the gentle flowing in the breeze of the illuminated curtain evokes a sense of spaciousness and freedom that is not inhibited by the dark frame. This represents the wish to be free of the contraction that shines brightly as the truth which cannot be obscured within the experience of the body as dark and heavy, within the experience of suffering.




 

Dust in the Wind

Rev. Master Hugh Gould

— Eugene Buddhist Priory, Oregon ‒ USA —

An edited transcript of a Dharma talk given to the Priory congregation in January 2023.

    

What I wanted to start with for this talk was the line from the Sandōkai that gets brought up many times, the one where it says, “If, from your experience of the senses, basic truth you do not know, how can you ever find the path that certain is, no matter how far distant you may walk?”1 I want to emphasise and draw out a slightly different point from the one that’s usually made about this teaching.

 

What that line is saying is: “You can know the basic truth from your experience. And from that, you can find the path that is certain – a path of certainty.” But the part I want to emphasise this morning is that it is your experience. The implication is that there is a ‘you’ that’s experiencing things. In other words, as I’ve said before – and want to come back to today – we are all aware that we experience being a ‘me’. And it depends on how you want to describe things from your point of view, but one way of describing this is, and I’ll do it from my point of view, that the ‘me’, the ‘I’, is somewhere ‘in here’ as one monk put it; I’m here somewhere – back behind my eyes, in this head here, it would seem, and this is in my body. And that’s a very common experience that we all have. Each one of you might give slightly different words for that, but it’s undeniable that we experience things that way. I’m not saying that’s the only way we experience things, but that’s certainly one way we experience being a ‘me’. And part of that experiencing is, going back to my formulaic way of describing it, that there is the ‘me’, the ‘I’, that experiences feelings, experiences, emotions, and thoughts or mental activity.

 

And here’s the other thing to add in there and make it more explicit; it is that the ‘I’, the ‘me’, is looking out upon the world around me – looking out upon all of you on the screen joined in via Zoom; looking at all of you here in person.  That’s ‘my’ experience. 

 

Great Master Dōgen, through Shōhaku Okumura, talks about this as ‘a persistent sense of individuality’ – a persistent sense of being a ‘me’ (that’s another way of saying individuality). And that means the ‘me’, or the ‘I’, the persistent sense of ‘me’, stays the same. I’ll read a passage from the book Realising Genjōkōan; this is how Great Master Dōgen talks about this persistent sense of being a ‘me’, or being an individual. And remember that when Dōgen travelled to China, the usual mode of transportation in those days was by boat – and we’re talking very small boats, by the way – where you would be up on deck a good part of the time. And oftentimes, what you would do in those days was try to go across the more open sea areas as quickly as possible, and then skirt around the shoreline, so you were never out of sight of the shore for safety reasons. So this is Dōgen:

 

If one riding in a boat watches the coast, one mistakenly perceives the coast as moving.2

 

He already said before this, “If one riding in a boat watches the coast, one perceives the coast as moving.” And then he’s already showing you the direction he’s going in; he’s saying you mistakenly perceive the coast is moving.  He then says,

 

If one watches the boat [in relation to the surface of the water], then one notices that the boat is moving.

 

I think our most common experience of this is when we’re driving somewhere, and most of the time it feels like we’re just sitting in this car, and the scenery appears to be moving. Then Dōgen says:

 

Similarly, when we perceive the body and mind in a confused way and grasp all things with a discriminating mind, we mistakenly think that the self-nature of the mind is permanent.

 

What he just said there is when we just carry on behaving as a normal person, we mistakenly think that the self-nature of the mind is permanent. We mistakenly think that the self – this perception of being a ‘me’ or an ‘I’ – is permanent and correct.  And then he finishes off by saying,

 

When we intimately practise and return right here, it is clear that all things have no [fixed] self.

 

‘Intimately practice’ is to do meditation, live a contemplative life, and follow the Precepts. And when we intimately practice – when we are meditating and are simply present with what is, right here, right now – we come to realize that, as Dōgen says, “all things have no fixed self”. Though, the emphasis I’m wanting to place is that we realise the ‘me’, the ‘I’ isn’t a fixed self. Because I think what’s really important with that way of phrasing it is that the word ‘self’ is still being used.

 

Dōgen has always been very clear in saying that as long as you’re alive and kicking, you’re going to have this sense of being an individual. You’re always going to have this sense of being a ‘me’ or an ‘I’. But the really crucial thing that Dōgen says is that, through our practice, we realize it’s not a fixed ‘me’. In other words, it’s not a permanent, unchanging ‘me’.

 

Shōhaku Okumura continues by saying:

 

 Here, Dōgen uses the analogy of a person’s perception of movement while riding in a boat with the shore in sight. To this person it may look as if the shore is moving, when in fact it is the boat that moves. In the same way it usually seems that things around us are changing and moving while we stay the same.  And we try to find the underlying principle of this change so that we can control things.

 

Now, this whole area about trying to find underlying principles of this change, and controlling things, is something he goes on to talk about in quite a bit of detail. That’s not the direction I want to go in this morning. It’s a really important area to go into, so we will probably do that at some point. But notice here what’s really intriguing is that he says, “In the same way [as the description of the boat and the shore] it usually seems that things around us are changing and moving while we stay the same.” It looks like things are changing around us, but we’re staying the same. And that’s actually an incorrect perception. But then we take that incorrect perception, and we try to find the underlying principle of that change. So, we’re adding incorrectness to incorrectness, as it were. We’re trying to look at the underlying principle of this change, which is actually a misperception, and then we’re trying to control things. There’s a misperception, add another misperception, and then, based on those two misperceptions, we try to control things. We try to make our life work the way we want it to. This is a much more modern way of saying what the Buddha talked about from the very beginning with the first Noble Truth, i.e. suffering exists.  Suffering exists, or we perpetuate suffering because it’s all built on: “I think the shore is moving”, when in fact it isn’t – at least in this analogy. There may be things moving on the shore like people and stuff, but we won’t have that level of complexity in this discussion yet.

 

A bit further on in Okumura’s commentary, he says: “Yet when we intimately practice and return to right here, we see that we are impermanent, lack independent existence, and are connected to all things.”

 

Now, what’s interesting is that the understanding and experience of this comes in those three steps. And the really big thing that needs to come to us at some point, in small or bigger ways, is the fact that we see that we (or, putting it in the first person), ‘I’ start seeing that the ‘I’ or ‘me’ is impermanent. In other words, it’s always changing. And coming to that understanding that it is changing, plus the deeper seeing into what’s actually going on there, leads us to realise that we don’t have any independent existence. So we’re already moving away from the sense of being a persisting individual.

 

But then as we continue to practice we realise that lacking independent existence means that there’s something more than just a sense of individuality. And the way it’s expressed here is saying that we are connected to all things. The phrase that Dōgen used, “When we intimately practice and return right here…”, that phrase “right here”, that’s the reality of interdependent origination. Again, that’s a phrase that references another really important teaching in Buddhism.  And Okumura says,

 

Interdependent origination is the reality in which everything including human beings exists within the vast network of causes and conditions. When we become one with this reality, we see that we share the same life with all things and we learn to relate to the earth and all living beings with care and compassion. Meditation is a practice in which we become intimate with this reality.

 

 I think that we all start by realising that we’re conscious, that we have awareness, and that consciousness or awareness seems to be ‘in here’: “This is my body; this is my mind”, and all of the things that go with that. So just to clarify the line from the Sandōkai again: Oftentimes the direction it gets talked about has to do with the experience of the senses and the sense objects. What I’m really wanting to do is focus on the experience of being a ‘me’; don’t worry about the other stuff right now.

 

What I find really interesting is that I can remember when I first started at the Priory, back in my mid-20s, and certainly as a young monk, which was a few years later, I found one of the core teachings in Buddhism, that of ‘annica’ – the law of change, impermanence – everything is always changing. I thought, “Of course that makes perfect sense. The teachings in Buddhism are about all the ramifications of change and impermanence – I agree with that completely.”

 

Then you come back to your day-to-day life and experience, and there’s this entrenched, persistent sense of being ‘me’. That’s the way it always was, up into my 20s and beyond, and that’s what I was used to. I just carried on with that – even though the teachings in Buddhism are obviously pointing to something more than that.  But you wake up in the morning and there’s a ‘me’ again. You carry on from there. 

 

I know it was the case with me when I woke up this morning, “Oh, there you are, again”. And I’m pretty sure that was the case for most of you too, and I want to say that’s actually not a problem. It’s fine that’s there. Again, recall Dōgen saying that you’re always going to have this sense of individuality. 

 

But keep doing your meditation.  Keep doing your practice. Keep following the Precepts. Just keep doing that. Have your ‘me’ do that. Have your ‘I’, your ‘self’ do that, and if at times you realise that you’ve created karma, that you’ve caused harm, or hurt both to yourself or others – as very often happens – carry on with your practice, and do what seems best to do, making amends for that, fixing things and seeing more deeply into the patterns that led to that. And do your best to grow and change and try not to do that as much. And maybe what I’m going to say next is a result of having been kicking around in this world for over 60 years now. Maybe it doesn’t occur in earlier times in one’s life, but what I’d like to throw into that mix about doing your meditation, doing your practice, is allowing time to unfold. In other words, let things just take their natural course, the natural order of just the unfolding of whatever is happening. And I think part of the implication of those things, or what we can pull out of that, is that it’s not going to happen overnight. So allow time to unfold. 

 

There’s an interesting thing about Great Master Dōgen’s journey from Japan to China. He was 23 years old at the time, and he returned to Japan at the age of 27. Now possibly he could have been like Reverend Master Daizui, in that even as a very, very young person, he was already mature in many respects. Part of me wants to say he was actually a really young guy when he went to China, and he probably had a fairly youthful body and mind at that time, even if it was maybe more mature. And that factor of age and maturity is important to look at because that affects our experience of the senses, for each and every one of us.

 

Now, since I am the ‘me’ that I am, I can give you a sense of how I’m looking at things. And at the age of 40, I’d been in the monastery for over a decade by then, but I felt like I was still in the same body and mind I was in when I was a late teenager and in my early 20s.  It seemed like I still had the same body and mind. Something happened after that though. 

 

When I say the same body, what I mean is that I still had that same kind of recognisable level of energy; the same level of strength, flexibility, coordination. In other words, physically I was still functioning the way I had since my early 20s. And leading up to that point for 40-odd years, it was consistent, it was dependable. 

 

I’m referring to both the body and my mind. And what’s interesting is that because it was both consistent and dependable, unbeknownst to me I just took it as a refuge. I thought how things are when you’re in your early 20s, well, that’s the way life is going to be – this is the way life is. I’m putting it in those terms because now, more than 20 years on, there are times when I don’t even recognise this body! Dōgen uses a phrase in Shushōgi where he says, “At this moment, this body is not my own…”3 Sometimes I’m almost incredulous, saying, “This isn’t my body!” 

 

And of course, this is all based on memory, but what I’m implying here is the change that’s happened has been radical enough, severe enough, intense enough, for me to realise it’s actually not dependable – not in the way that I was thinking it was. It’s not a refuge in the way I had hoped or thought it would be. The thing that’s dawned on me most vividly in the last year or so is that, no matter what I had got up to during the day, there always used to be that refuge of sleeping at night. You recharge the batteries, everything goes blank – like turning a computer off. And there’s a fresh start in the morning.

 

With this I’m mostly talking about body, but it applies equally to the mind. There are some aspects of my mind that still have abilities, certain areas that I’m good at, that I’ve learned and so on. But now I really perceive the energy it takes to get that going, to dust off the cobwebs and so on. 

 

So again, this is the experience of the senses. Within the sense of being a ‘me’ or an ‘I’ there’s the experiencing of body and mind taking this trajectory, changing in these ways.  And of course, it’s just very natural and very normal that when we are younger, because the body and mind seem to be a certain way and persist in being a certain way for some time, we rely on them, and take refuge in them. We kind of make assumptions about it and so on.  And this isn’t exclusively when we’re young. I bet some of us even in our older years still do that too – take refuge in, or make assumptions about, how the body is now, or how the mind is now, and we rely on those assumptions, thinking, “That’s the way it is.”

 

 We have the phrases, ‘shot across the bow’ and ‘wake up call’. That applies here, in that what I’ve been describing is this unfolding of things, and there can be times when the change can be so dramatic or radical, that it shifts our experience, and with that it shifts our understanding of what’s really going on more deeply. It becomes very clear that actually our bodies and our minds are the way they are right now, but really that’s all we can say – we can’t make any reliable statement about tomorrow or the future. The shift can happen enough that we realise that we aren’t our bodies. We aren’t our minds. What is there, then? And what I would like to do is bring up an analogy, try to verbally describe an image that you may find helpful as a way of picturing what’s going on.

 

I had grandparents that lived over in Central Oregon, and so would oftentimes be over there visiting them. And as many of you know, Central Oregon is really hot in summer. And one of the interesting phenomena that occur which utterly delighted me as a young person, possibly as a budding science-interested type was that, out in the open dusty fields when it gets really hot, you get these really cool little dust devils that arise which spin around and move along. These are little whirlwinds, swirls of dust and plant debris. I remember occasionally seeing little bits and pieces of tumbleweeds in them, and maybe there was stubble from a farm field or something that would get all mixed up in it. They were about human-sized, at least the ones I remember – maybe ten feet tall at the most – they weren’t monsters. I even went running after one once and, if it was a clear, open dusty field, I remember noticing it would persist for quite a while. It would just be swirling around and kind of walking across different fields and so on. I think eventually I got to a point where I ran into a fence and couldn’t follow it beyond that. There was something that persisted but it wasn’t there in the morning. It had to get really hot at some point, and I could watch this kind of little initial swirling going on and eventually it built and started to move across the field.

 

I feel that our own personal experience, and our description of being a body and mind, is actually somewhat similar to one of these little dust devils. How so? Oh, I don’t know about you but there have been times when I’m sitting down and meditating and the mind is swirling like crazy and things come in, swirl around, and they don’t seem to go away too easily, at least that was true in the past. You could think of us as being an aware, or conscious, little dust devil. Things literally swirl into our awareness: physical sensations, feelings, thoughts and mental activities. Our bodies are very similar to the lifespan of a dust devil. We start out pretty small. I don’t know about all of you, but I wasn’t the one that caused myself to come into existence. I wasn’t the one who made myself get born. It sort of happened – just like a little dust devil happens. There are certain causes and conditions that occur – it starts off really tiny, and depending on the conditions it grows. And what happens to us physically during our life cycle is similar to dust devils, which eventually migrate; conditions become such that the dust is pulled up from the ground or vacuumed up, goes up to the top and sort of spits out the top, and eventually it all just falls apart into a shower of dust on the ground again.

 

I’ve described this in the past using different analogies, but the thing about a little dust devil is that it’s swirling around, it’s a sort of a circle, a loop. It loops back on itself and in doing so it creates an appearance of this entity that we give words to and say, “Oh, there’s that little dust devil, there’s that little dust swirl.” But the fact that we swirl back on ourselves, loop back on ourselves; we’re a kind of tightly-looped contained being of awareness and consciousness, that gives us a sense of being a ‘me’ or an ‘I’. And yet what can be problematic is that for most of us there’s this sort of persisting sense of the body being a certain way for several decades, and our minds being a certain way for quite some time too. We take the stuff that’s swirling around to be ‘me’. 

 

And yet, the real beauty is that as we get older, as we allow time to unfold, the dust devil, the swirling dust, matures in its lifecycle such that it starts dissipating again. And we start recognising that the reason the body and the mind are the way they are, has to do with other causes and conditions. The reason the dust devil comes into being is because there’s dust available, and it’s hot – there are lots of factors. And when those conditions are there, this additional thing arises within it. But you can equally say that because there are dust devils, there’s a dusty field, and there’s a certain temperature range, etc. The dust devil actually can be looked at from the other perspective: it’s an expression of the temperature and the conditions of the dust and the field. You don’t have one without the other. 

 

What I’m leading to is that there’s actually not any separateness between the dust devil and the hot temperature and the dust and all these other things. They’re all one.

 

If you find this analogy helpful, you can go about your day being this kind of conscious, aware little dust devil. Causes and conditions change throughout our day, and so various thoughts will come swirling into our heads, various physical sensations and emotions will come swirling in. But the really key question that seems to occur within that, and the key opportunity and choice we have is, are we going to latch on to those feelings, emotions, thoughts as defining who we are? Are we going to try and hold on to that stuff that’s swirling around right now? That would be, as Shohaku Okumura said, trying to control things.

 

Somewhere within all of this swirl of our daily life, of our daily practice of meditation, and keeping the Precepts, there’s a realization that the current feelings, emotions and thoughts are there because of causes and conditions that we’re actually not in charge or in control of. Our growing clarification of this situation, our growing wisdom with all of this leads us to thinking, “Oh wait a minute, if I want this to persist, and take the steps to get it to persist, I’m setting myself up for suffering.” And what we’re also doing is setting ourselves up for experiencing separateness. We’re setting ourselves up for not being present with the compassion and care that’s inherently there within the universe. So we can start taking refuge in meditation, the practice, the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. Taking refuge in it is coming back to, “Oh, at the moment, I’m this certain little type of dust devil with these various things swirling around. Oh, isn’t that interesting? But oh look, that swirling around isn’t separate from the causes and conditions that got it going. And oh, look, those causes and conditions are there because of other causes and conditions.” And eventually, we start understanding interdependent origination. We start experiencing directly that unity, that oneness with all things.

 

We think, “At the moment, I’m a certain little dust devil. That’s fine because it is one with all things, it’s not lacking for anything whatsoever, even though at the moment the experience is that of pain, isolation, ‘It shouldn’t be this way. I don’t want it this way’, etc.” Don’t worry, it won’t be that way forever – usually much less than forever actually.

 

 Now I don’t want to talk much more about where this awareness, this practice keeps leading to, as wonderful and beautiful as it is, because that experience, that understanding will very naturally arise and unfold. Just keep coming back to your daily meditation, your daily practice; keep coming back to the awareness of body and mind, keep coming back to just softening and opening to the causes and conditions that are there. And just by continuing to do that, that’s the key, the door, it’s the opening to all of this. 

 

That’s why Great Master Dōgen talks about this human life that we have as actually the intersection of individuality and what he calls ‘universality’, the interdependent origination, the oneness of all things. If we personify a dust devil, which is a little tricky, the mistake that could be made as a little dust devil is that we think that we made ourselves the dust devil, that we made ourselves who we are, and therefore we’re the ones that need to continue making ourselves who we are. It’s much easier than that.  We just give ourselves to the causes and conditions, just allow them to keep unfolding. The universe knows what to do with you. Just let it keep doing that and let it keep unfolding you.  To me this is yet again another way of describing how our Sōtō Zen practice is fundamentally based in complete trust of the life we’re in, and the allowing of it to just keep on unfolding.

 

Notes

 

1. The Liturgy of the Order of Buddhist Contemplatives for the Laity. Shasta Abbey Press, 1990.

2. Okumura, Shohaku, Realising Genjōkōan. Wisdom Publications, 2010, pp 98-99.

3. Great Master Dōgen, Shushōgi, in Jiyu-Kennett, P.T.N.H, Zen is Eternal Life, 4th ed. (Shasta Abbey Press: 1999.)




 

Sōtō Zen – Eight Months ‘Within’

Donald Murphy

— Columbia, South Carolina ‒ USA —

I’ve been a lay practitioner at the Columbia, South Carolina Zen Priory for eight months now. Recently, Reverend Master Rokuzan invited the Sangha to write an article for the OBC Journal. I have benefitted greatly from the Journal’s articles as well as the Dharma talks uploaded to the Shasta Abbey website; consequently, I felt moved to write about my discoveries and changes in perception over the last eight months. I begin with a verse summarizing my experiences, then comes the article, and finally a short practice aid that has helped me.

 

Eight months in,

with Sōtō Zen.

Mind - rearranging.  

‘self’ - disengaging.

Zen training allows the Heart to be in charge 

And the result is my perspective has enlarged. 

 

I smothered ‘Self’ with thoughts and feelings,  

Zen practice has been the key to my healing.  

Training allows me to rise above my self’s woes.

I find I am emerging from its throes.

 

Daily, I sit looking at a wall.

In the beginning my mind races; then, not much at all.  

At times I’ve been known to blurt: 

“I don’t accept that,” or “What you say can’t possibly work.” 

Then, I recognize my delusive thinking and propensity to ‘cling.’

Becoming aware, yes, it’s my new ‘thing.’

 

“Just sit still with it all,” that’s what Rev. Master suggests I do. 

So far, everything he’s said, I’ve found to be true.

Sōtō Zen training has helped me; perhaps it’ll benefit you too.

------------------------

 

In August of 2023, I attended an orientation at the Zen Buddhist Priory in Columbia, South Carolina. I made my way up the front steps, rang the doorbell, and Reverend Rokuzan welcomed me inside. Rev. Master is an older, bespectacled monk dressed in a brown robe, bedroom slippers and an upbeat smile. I followed him into a high-ceilinged room with a fireplace and chairs. I sat on the couch and he sat in his wooden rocking chair across from me. Three other people also attended the orientation that day. 

 

Rev. Master explained the whats, whys and hows of practicing at the temple. Suddenly, a thought arose in my mind – “Too many rules and rituals.” I’m retired now and the last thing I want is to be constrained by procedures and rituals. After all, I’ve been meditating on my own for the last 30 years. I came to the temple looking for a quiet place to meditate – that’s all.

 

I had never meditated under the guidance of a Zen Master and after the orientation I realized that I didn’t know anything about the actual practice of Buddhism. This was a rare opportunity to practice under a Master. Still, I spent most of my drive home pondering ‘skillful’ ways to get around all the rituals and rules. Could I negotiate a ‘deal’ with the Rev. Master? “Sir, I don’t want to interrupt what you’re doing with others at the temple, so how about you let me stop by after-hours and I can meditate my way?” 

 

Days later, after reading through the orientation material, I discovered that what I had been calling ‘meditation’ was nothing more than ‘quietism’. Plus, the rituals and rules did have specific purposes. I let go of my opinions and views and chose to become an active participant at the temple. In time I discovered that my disinterest in the rituals and other attempts to do Zen Buddhism my way were examples of attachment to my judgments and opinions. Every verbal interaction I have with Rev. Master Rokuzan exposes some ‘thing’ that I do not want to let go of. Generally, it’s a reflection of myself that I prefer not to see. He has a way of inviting me to become unstuck from my view of the world and look from a larger perspective. What follows are other impactful discoveries from my practice of Sōtō Zen.  

 

The first discovery is that I can go ‘beyond discriminative thought’.  I didn’t know it was possible to see beyond my thoughts and feelings. As a lawyer, I worshipped at the altar of discriminative thinking, erudition, and judging. In fact, I relished the opportunity to introduce ‘the opposites’ into every conversation. (As you might imagine my habit of ‘lawyering’ people instead of listening and learning from them did not endear me and often resulted in a compassionless debate. Most of my friends were always on guard when talking to me; expecting to be cross-examined at any moment.)

 

Second, I discovered that I live and die by my likes and dislikes. That which I like and dislike has been the criteria my ‘self’ uses to make many decisions. Isn’t this, as Rev. Master Jiyu-Kennett said in one of her lectures, akin to choosing to be my own private God with my own practices and rituals? 

 

Before practicing at the temple, I considered myself a master of managing my feelings. That notion, however, proved to be a delusion. I have always worked on overriding my negative feelings and trying not to experience them. Buddhist training is about experiencing, but not indulging feelings. According to the ninth Great Precept I should do my best to live in such a way that I refrain from ‘indulging in any anger that arises’. Initially, that confounded me.  How is it even possible not to indulge anger? Everyone I know, outside the Sangha, seems to live their lives either angry or on the verge of becoming angry. I assumed that anger was immanent in all human beings. Over the last several months I have experienced another way. It is possible to experience thoughts and feelings without indulging them.

 

In our Dharma talks at the temple, the phrase ‘letting go’ comes up often. Well, I did try to let go of anger, but anger didn’t seem to want to let go of me. Whenever the Rev. Master offered advice about a personal challenge that I brought to him, it felt as if I were being asked to concede, succumb, capitulate or relinquish my personal power. So, I asked him, “Why am I the one to always give in? Why can’t the other person ‘let go’ sometime?” Rev. Master responded that letting go is letting go of my habit of clinging and attaching to my opinions, ideas, thoughts, etc. It is not about the other person. Practicing ‘letting go’ in that way has allowed me to open my heart to new perspectives and willingly give up my resistance.

 

The fifth discovery has been life changing. It is the practice of not believing or acting on everything my brain tells me. Nowadays, when my brain talks to me, I do what I do when I am sitting in formal meditation: Namely, watch my brain produce all its urgent and tempting messages without taking immediate action. Neither indulging nor suppressing what surfaces.  I try to do so while driving the car, golfing, bathing, talking on the cellphone, participating in Zoom meetings, etc. (see the ‘Practice Aid’ below). This practice allows for a ‘third way’ I never had access to. 

 

Over the last eight months of training, I have recognized some of the forces that cause me to act unwisely. For example, I have a need to be ‘better’ than the other person, and a need to be admired. I also recognize that I now do less of the following: 1) using the discriminative mind to scheme to get what I want; 2) giving in to what the self likes and dislikes; and 3) giving my ego total control. Through the Zen Master I’m learning to love and have compassion for this ‘self.’

 

In meditation, I’m experiencing new levels of peacefulness and joy. During some meditation sessions I feel I have gone “… beyond this human mind” and experienced my wise and compassionate Buddha Nature. These experiences have deepened my commitment to “…advance directly along the road that leads to the Mind…” 

 

I am grateful to Rev. Master Rokuzan and the Columbia Zen Buddhist Priory Sangha as they help me to perceive and to let go of my cravings, clingings, and delusions.

 

Practice Aid:

 

Throughout the day I ask myself the following questions:  

1. Am I being selfish?

2. After a thought arises, am I thinking and narrating?  

3. Am I believing and acting on what my brain is telling me? 

4. Am I clinging to the way I want things to be?

5. Am I relying on my habitual way of looking and are there other interpretations? 

6. Am I trying to make the world ‘behave’ in the way I want it to?

7. Have I asked my Buddha Nature for help?




 

How Do We Hold the Suffering of the World?

Rev. Master Oriana LaChance

— Eugene, Oregon ‒ USA —

An edited and expanded version of a Dharma talk given at Eugene Buddhist Priory, January 2024.

For those of you who are familiar with my talks and writing, it won’t be a surprise to you that I am going to begin with the eight worldly conditions, or ‘worldly winds’ that we find in the Pali Canon. They are gain and loss, pleasure and pain, fame and disgrace, and praise and blame. Know that these worldly winds come with the territory of being human—they are non-negotiable. We tend to go through our lives pushing away/avoiding pain, for example, and grasping onto pleasure; seeking after praise and avoiding blame.

 

The end of suffering begins when we can understand that pain (and blame and loss and disgrace) are not aberrant conditions in need of transformation or redemption. Suffering arises when we want things to be different from how they actually are, when we are unable to embrace the completeness of our life—joy and sorrow, pleasure and pain—as one. We are not going to get rid of our pain, yet do we need to suffer? In fact, the goal must not be how to get rid of the pain in our lives, but rather how to be curious about it. How do we carry our pain and what does that tell us? How is this particular story painful? Where does the pain reside?

 

What prompted me to look at this with fresh eyes is Megan Devine’s book, It’s Okay that You’re Not Okay: Meeting Grief and Loss in a Culture that Doesn’t Understand. Devine calls out the ‘culture of blame’ that is key to our Western understanding of the pursuit of happiness and avoidance of pain. For example, some believe that if your prayer is not answered, if you are not cured of a disease or protected from harm, then you are not blessed by God (usually due to bad behavior). It is your fault, the blame is ultimately on you. 

 

We may pride ourselves as Buddhist and say, well, we don’t do that, there is no punishment from a God. But look more closely. Victim blaming is pervasive in Western Buddhism as well. This arises from what Devine calls “the current cult of positivity fueled by New Age thought, yogic misunderstanding, and misinterpreted Eastern religion.”

 

I have heard myself say more than once that we cannot control what happens in our lives, but we can choose how we respond, that the response is what’s important. I believe there is truth to this, and yet hidden inside what seems like encouraging advice to take charge of your emotions and of your life is that same culture of blame. It’s the avoidance of pain clothed in positive, pseudo-spiritual speak: “You create your own reality.” “It’s intention that matters.” “It’s okay, suffering helps you grow.” “See it as a gift.” “View your pain as an opportunity.” (Any of this familiar?) It is coming back to, maybe oh so subtly, the idea that if something is wrong in your life, it’s because you’ve done something wrong or that you are engaging in deluded thought.

 

Devine calls this the ‘tyranny of positivity.’ It is your responsibility to put a positive spin on things no matter how painful they are—frequently in terms of, “This will help you grow.”—and if you are unable to do that, then you haven’t delved deeply enough, or don’t truly understand the Teaching. Again, the blame is on you. 

 

Sadness, grief, pain do not mean that you got it wrong. They mean that you are alive. They do not mean your Buddhist practice is shallow and inadequate. Sometimes life is painful. Things happen that are horrific. There is loss and the grief that comes with loss. No need to put some kind of happy or growing or spiritually-evolving spin on it. It’s the avoidance of pain, doubt, discomfort, loss that brings suffering. One of the meanings of ‘spiritual bypass’ is to put an intellectual, pseudo-spiritual spin on things so that you can bypass the inherent difficulties of being this being, in this body, at this particular time. We bypass reality for some imagined ideal. Spiritual bypass at its core is to pretend that things are different than they actually are.

 

Devine says this beautifully when she writes:

 

We’ve got this idea that being a ‘spiritual’ or ‘evolved’ person means we aren’t upset by anything. We hide out in claims to be above pain, or decide we’re skilled in Eastern ideas of ‘nonattachment’; therefore it’s unevolved to be upset about anything worldly. Remaining calm and unaffected in any situation is a sign of our spiritual and emotional development.

 

We’ve got this idea that spiritual practices, in and of themselves, are meant to take away our pain and put us in a place of equanimity. We believe that’s what those tools are for: to make us feel better.

 

It’s a misuse of so many beautiful teachings to force them into roles they were never meant to play. Spiritual practices in any tradition, including mindfulness in its many forms, are meant to help you live what is yours to live, not make you rise above it. These tools are meant to help you feel companioned inside your grief. They’re meant to give you a tiny bit of breathing room inside what is wholly unbearable. That’s not at all the same thing as making your pain go away...

 

The way to get through the pain of being human is not to deny it, but to experience it. To let it exist. To let it be, without stopping it up or holding it back, or in our newer, more modern forms of resistance, by claiming it isn’t ‘evolved’ to be in pain. That’s garbage. It’s elitist. By the same token, you don’t ‘allow’ pain so that you can go back to a normative baseline of happiness. You allow pain because it’s real. Because it is easier to allow than to resist. Because being with what is is kinder, softer, gentler, and easier to bear—even when it rips you apart. Because bearing witness to pain, without shutting it down or denying it, is enlightenment. Your emotional resilience and intelligence have to be quite secure to be able to hold your gaze on the reality of loss.

 

Whatever faith or practice you claim, it shouldn’t force you to rise above your pain, or deny it somehow. If anything, practice often makes you feel more intensely, not less. When you are broken, the correct response is to be broken. It’s a form of spiritual hubris to pretend otherwise.1

 

This is so, so important because many of us, including myself, add to our pain by believing that if we were spiritually mature, we wouldn’t feel like this, we wouldn’t suffer loss or grieve. We would somehow be unmoved by our experience. Who says that? Who believes that? More importantly, who would want to be that person? 

 

The life we have is transitory and fleeting, ever-changing: light and darkness, joy and sorrow are born together. Kobayashi Issa, Japanese Buddhist and poet (1763-1828) speaks of this in his haiku written after losing three infants to disease:

 

This dewdrop world,

is a dewdrop world,

and yet, and yet.2

 

Yes, Issa is saying, I do understand the transitory nature of existence, and yet. Everything is held by this and yet. All the spiritual acceptance and understanding in the world cannot eliminate and yet—the and yet of sorrow. It is with us. And yet underlies our interdependence, carries with it compassion and generosity, and grounds us in what it means to walk the Earth as a living, breathing human being.

 

How do we hold the suffering of the world? With equanimity, without turning away, without casting it out or philosophizing it away. We tend to think of equanimity as being perfectly calm, undisturbed by what is around us: there are no waves in the ocean. I believe this is a misunderstanding. We are not blank slates, cannot be blank slates even if we wished to—sitting in meditation, reflecting the world as if a mirror, yet not of the world. We are of the world. Then, how do we view it?

 

Koun Franz of Thousand Harbours Zen in Nova Scotia has an interesting take on this. He asks, “What does holding the suffering of the world mean in terms of equanimity?” Franz goes on to speak of the idea of congruence. That is, there is no gap between the kind of person you want to be and the way that you act. In Franz’s view, congruence is the antithesis of defensiveness—things are as they are and we join them without defending the self. Or put another way, equanimity is present when your actions are in accordance with the Precepts. 

 

I feel moved, know profound joy and profound sadness when there is no resistance between self and the Precepts. If we let go of this idea of what equanimity might look like, I think it looks like congruence, it looks like the antithesis of defensiveness. It isn’t that we aren’t touched, it is that we are. Our hearts are broken, completely. What makes it equanimity is that we don’t fight that. It is the fight within ourselves, the question of can I take it, can I handle this, should I be pulling myself together? – that’s when equanimity is lost. That’s when we are thrown off balance. We step back from what is authentic. We step back from what is real. Can we learn as a bodhisattva to come to the world in all its complexity and all of its pain without anything to protect in ourselves, without any resistance to being there? How do we hold the suffering of the world with equanimity? We say yes to the suffering of the world. We agree to it. We let our hearts be broken.3

 

Devine, a psychologist and grief counselor, and Franz, a Zen Buddhist priest and teacher, end in the same place: let your heart be broken. That may be where suffering and authentic practice come together.

 

Notes

1. Devine, Megan, It’s Okay that You’re Not Okay: Meeting Grief and Loss in a Culture that Doesn’t Understand. Sounds True: Boulder, CO, 2017, pp. 49-51. Note in particular, Chapter 4: Emotional Illiteracy and the Culture of Blame.

2. MacKenzie, Lewis: The Autumn Wind: A Selection from the Poems of Issa, Kodansha Amer Inc; 1984.

3. Franz, Koun, Thousand Harbours Zen, Zen Nova Scotia, Talk n. 242, Equanimity and Congruence, available as a podcast.




 

Light on Change

Mo Henderson, Lay Minister, O.B.C.

— Frehel, Brittany ‒ France —

The Light on Change retreat was held at Throssel Hole Buddhist Abbey in October 2007. A group of female trainees who are members of the O.B.C, Sangha, and who are all in the latter part of their lives, came together to shine some light on their mortality. The following is an edited transcript of Mo Henderson’s talk from that retreat.

I’d like to share with you some of the changes and challenges experienced in almost 30 years of training with the Serene Reflection Tradition.

 

When I first came to training, as a householder, I had experienced a kind of calling, something which pulled me to be curious, to read about Buddhism and to experience what it was like to go to a Buddhist retreat. There was also a strong feeling that something was missing in my life, and what was missing was linked to the way I experienced suffering. I knew what suffering was about, and when I first came to training I was certainly curious, but one of my main priorities was to get rid of suffering.  I recall thinking “Well, this is going to be great, because if I really, really practice hard, I’m going to get rid of suffering”. I quickly discovered it didn’t work like that. Indeed in the early years of meditation practice, for me, suffering appeared to get worse. 

 

The meditation practice helped me to become aware of the conditions in which I was suffering in an open and accepting way and for me this seemed to perpetuate even more discomfort, as my habits of mind were slowly revealed. I found this particularly challenging, and, on occasions felt l wasn’t going to be any use at being a ‘good’ trainee. On retreats I used to compare myself to others and think that everyone else was doing so well, while I was having it tough! In looking from the outside at the monks’ training, I remember thinking “Oh, it’s really easy for monks to train in a monastery and it’s much harder for me, with my job to do, looking after the family and dealing with some difficult people in my life". In other words I thought that if my life was not the way it was, then I would be able to train properly! 

 

However something moved me to continue training, and I became more aware of the examples of others and how training was in the monastery. Through going on retreats and watching the monks, and being with the other sangha members at Throssel, I began to trust in something more solid and grounded. Initially, I tried to copy, thinking “this is the way it’s done and I’ll take this into daily life and I’ll copy”. On the one hand it’s really good and necessary to follow examples and on the other hand, I realised after a while I had to find my own way within that. This was another challenge: “What was the way I need to train”? 

Finding my own way in lay life has not been without challenges. I think, particularly (and some of you might agree) when you start to practice, after a few years, when your practice has deepened a little, you begin to become quite efficient at work and employers can take advantage of that. You really want to do things wholeheartedly, and do them well. One of my main tendencies has been workaholism, this tendency is evident when I feel discomfort. And being a bit of a perfectionist I threw myself wholeheartedly into things. So, I found, based on my own experience, that I was dealing with work quite efficiently, bosses were telling me so and giving me more work. And of course that tendency to keep myself busy kept arising and I was in danger of spiralling into a cycle of burnout. I think there’s a very fine line between doing what needs doing and getting your priorities right as far as training is concerned. Actually saying “no” and making training a priority is often what is truly needed. I realise perhaps I was looking to please people, or receive rewards of some kind or another. So my wholehearted work wasn’t quite unconditional, I actually believe now that was how I ended up moving to France, and accepting the opportunity to work part-time. 

 

Training for me meant a balance of space with what I think of as ‘the monastery of life’, as well as the busy-ness of life at work and with the family. I kind of go in and come out of that. Sometimes it feels good to work really hard, and then at other times it’s good just to hold back. You can lose that heart of your meditation very easily (well, I can with that perfectionist tendency) when the cycle of work and stillness feels somehow separated! This for me was as great challenge.

 

I had, through habit, tended to be like a bull in a china shop, working very hard to in order to deny and escape from discomfort. It was my way of dealing with suffering. Following this I then tried to copy examples and do everything right. This was helpful for a while until I realised I was playing more than my own part, and had a sense of stealing other people’s parts as well. I was not deeply listening to what in reality needed to be done and I was forcing an ideal about what was good to do.

 

Over the years, training has brought a sense of trust in myself and the sangha, both outside and within the monastery. This has become very precious to me and I am beginning to sense there is no separation between the stillness of training and the rest of my life. Daily life is just as it is, the whole gambit of stillness, work, family and everything. So I can carry the ‘monastery of life’ in my own heart whenever I may be.  I still try to go once or twice a year to Throssel, being with fellow trainees is a treasure and I’m always moved by the ways we connect and help each other.  For me, a weekend on retreat with others is grounding and fruitful, reminding me of tendencies within, which need both acceptance and letting go. Learning to just sit back, deeply listen and realise that support is naturally there.  

 

However, there’s also the wider sangha.  Earlier I mentioned my attitude of, “If I didn’t have these difficulties with people, jobs, family etc. then things would be better." Basically, I wanted to change things in order to have it easy. And the very things that were pointing me to deepen my training were the people I was with. So the wider sangha is so very important. And (I can say it now but I couldn’t say it at the time) the people I had the most difficulties with were often pointing me in a direction of being still, and doing what needed to be done. That’s not easy because it takes a lot of vigilance not to speak or act too quickly, The intention is to please and do well, but I’m learning to hold back after all these years. However, on reflection, I’ve seen how mistakes (or what appear to be mistakes) have brought all kinds of situations up, so I can’t really regret anything, I’ve learnt from the people I’ve been with, all these jewels in the wider sangha that upset and challenge us, can point the way. My relationship to these challenges has certainly changed: training has unfolded a light of awareness which allows stillness to become a natural way of being when challenges arise. I am still aware of my tendencies, although I now somehow find them easier to spot.

 

I remember hearing Rev Master Jiyu say in one of her talks that one of the main kōans for females was inadequacy. Keeping this in mind I’d like to mention physical well-being. There was a danger in the past that I would ignore bodily messages when I was tired and needed to rest. I now believe that this has been closely linked to inadequacy and trying to be seen to be ‘good’ and helpful to others. Practice has helped me to become more aware of the need to take care of myself, and not ignore that danger. I recall the challenge of going through the menopause.  I was 38 when it started, and 43 when I was right through it, and I can remember having some quite severe symptoms – hot flushes, night sweats, things like that. But the main thing for me was the moods. I used to lose concentration and get really upset with myself because my mood would drop. I’d feel fine one minute and suddenly, at work or at home, my mood would drop and I’d get pretty snappy with myself and other people, mainly at home.  I remember my husband saying “what on earth’s up with you – what’s going on here?” I would make excuses as to why I was the way I was. It’s easy to say on reflection, but to take care of myself then was so important, and I didn’t. I didn’t actually accept that ‘this is the way it is’. I wanted to change how I was by thinking, “What can I do to change this? What can I do to change this change?” The best thing I could have done, on reflection, was to just be still with it and find out what was best to do about it. Did I need to go to the doctor and get something to deal with it, or did I need more rest etc.? So I think I perpetuated the change of life in a sense, and suffered a bit more because of it.

 

In order to play a true part (and I do believe we all play a unique part in the sangha) we need to take care of ourselves (in every way). So, now I do my best to rest when I need it. And so, in just accepting the way you are, I think that life gives back to you, because people accept you when you’re really and truly being you. I discovered, that unintentionally I wasn’t being ‘me’ with my excuses and justifications.  I learnt a lot from that challenge and wish to share that with you because I believe the kōan of inadequacy can be very general in females.

 

I’d like to mention loss, as change means we all lose people we love. Living with these changes in life are quite challenging. Just after I’d gone through the change of life, I lost my son in an accident when he was 25. I remember a monk saying after the memorial service, “Why didn’t you cry when you came up for the service?” I had been trying, out of very good intentions, to have the best ceremony for my son, because I knew that if I actually cried I would have ‘lost it’.  On reflection, I know I’d have had support if I had ‘lost it’. However I was kind of carried through until I got back to France, and then I lost it there. For me the crying part of grief has been personal and private and being able to share the grief with others can open up a very human connection of support. We’re all in this together, helping each other, and it’s often a very difficult adjustment living without a loved one, however as life changes and moves on it is a natural part of training.

 

For me trusting in the support of others is trusting yourself. I felt that greatly when I came to give this talk. I sensed the friendliness, help and support as I was feeling fear and still feeling fearful about talking. That’s another thing I’ve learned. It’s not about getting rid of emotion, getting rid of being human – we’re all human – it’s just kind of accepting it and knowing that it’s part of us. Being still, simply doing the best we can within it all, is the practice. Ignoring the help and support that’s around and not looking deeply enough to be aware of it can bring real challenges to training! Also seeing this support in the wider sangha too, seeing it in everybody we are with. It’s the Buddha, teaching, a good opportunity to train and its sometimes so terrifying, as well.

 

I talked to Karen on the phone before I travelled to this retreat. Karen was also going to share her experiences with us this afternoon. She said her husband was ill and she wouldn’t be coming. We had a chat about priorities and about training and she said she has her training with her husband who is ill at the moment. Sometimes we think, and I know I’ve done it in the past, “Well, there’s the retreat at the monastery, and there’s home life” but really there’s no separation. The two are different forms of training, and both are essential and Karen showed me that so well.

 

Finally I’d like to mention compassion. It took me a long time to let go of a particular view of compassion. I had an idea that compassion was a particular way and this has changed over time. I’ve learnt through the experience of training that it has many faces, and it seems to go deeper and deeper. Now, there doesn’t seem to be a fixed idea of what it is, it is something that can change and manifest on different levels. Whether training in the monastery or training as a householder, I believe, that just to be genuine, being who you truly are with integrity – that is compassion. I try not to have any particular idea of what it is. It’s really trusting your own heart enough to be ‘you’ and that is why training together is so important.

 

Sometimes, when I’ve separated myself off, I have realised just how important taking refuge is, being together with other people in training and checking things out is so helpful. I try not to forget that.

 

If I could just end by saying that recently we were very fortunate in having a retreat in France, and we studied the Diamond Sutra together. I experienced that there had been something missing in my training. I had previously read some of the Sutras on my own or together with a tape, however I hadn’t practised in the way we did at this last retreat. We had lectures, reading and discussion and we recited the Diamond Sutra as part of the afternoon ceremony together. Not being part of a meditation group, I really felt that was a good way to experience the Sutra together, I found the experience really valuable. I don’t know if some of the groups are studying together in this way.

 

It’s been good to share some of my experiences and changes in training with you and I look forward to sharing the practice and further dialogue over the weekend. Thanks for listening. 




 

 

A Note on the Names of the Bodhisattvas 

 Who Figure in The Scripture of Avalokiteshwara

Rev. Master Zenshō Roberson

— St. Maries, Idaho ‒ USA —

 

 

I was asked last winter, at a meeting of the Sandpoint Meditation Group, who Jiji Bosatsu was.  This article, and a related talk, come out of research, and contemplation, that was prompted by that question.

 

The three Bodhisattvas in the Scripture are Mujinni, Kanzeon and Jiji.  In Sanskrit their names are, respectively, Akshayamati, Avalokiteshwara and Dharanimdhara.  At the beginning of the Scripture Mujinni asks the World Honored One why Kanzeon is addressed by a name which means “the one who hears and responds to the world’s cries for help.”  The central part of the Scripture is the Buddha’s detailed explanation of the meaning of Kanzeon’s name.  The meaning of the names of the other two is also pertinent.  Evidence that this was implicitly understood from the beginning can be seen in the fact that when the Scripture was translated into Chinese, in the Fifth Century of this era by the monk Kumarajiva, he translated the meaning of their names and didn’t just transliterate the sound of their names in Sanskrit.

 

Mujinni, A-kshaya-mati, means “the one whose mind is focused on the Unchanging.”  More specifically, akshaya means “that which does not decline, decay, waste away, fall apart; what is not lost, what is not destroyed.”  Mati means “that which is sensible, intelligent, mindful; a mind that is set on an object; resolution, determination.”  One who is focused on the Unchanging surely must be aware of changeableness and of the suffering that comes from relying on what is not stable and secure, so, in this sense, Mujinni’s question of the Buddha is itself a call for help from this trainee who speaks also for the others present, asking, “Is there no more to this life than its inevitable decline and decay?”

 

As an aside here, when the Buddha describes the Life of Kanzeon He says that this Bodhisattva has served a myriad Buddhas for ages beyond understanding, “and made for aye great vows of purity.”  “Aye” would seem to be a word that is unfamiliar to many people.  It is an old, poetic word that means “ever, always, continually,” pronounced with a long “A” so it rhymes with “way.”  This is a different word than “Aye,” pronounced “eye,” which is an affirmative.

 

Jiji, Dhara-nim-dhara, means “the one who, through long experience, understands the value of being grounded and of putting the Teaching into practice.”  Literally, the name can be translated “Earth Holder,” where “Earth” implies “acceptance, patience, time beyond human comprehension, groundedness.”  “Holder” means “one who represents and who understands well and thoroughly.”  After the Buddha’s discourse Jiji says, “World Honored One, they, who this scripture hear of Kanzeon Bosatsu, must indeed no small amount of merit gain.”  Merit is positive karma and karma is activity—of body, speech and mind.  How does one gain merit?  By seeing and hearing the example of the actions and attitude of Kanzeon and trying to find and emulate them in one’s own training.

 

Parallels can be found in the meaning of these names with events in the life story of the Buddha.  Before he became a monk, Prince Gautama requested permission to go into the city that one day he was expected to govern.  There he saw four sights, an old person, a person who was gravely ill, a dead person and a monk.  When he saw the first three he asked his charioteer, Channa, what they were and Channa explained to him that they were what every person would become.  This caused the prince great, compassionate sadness; like Mujinni, he gave rise to a wish to find what was Unchanging.  When he saw the monk he understood that there was something he could do about this inescapable truth of changeableness.  The monk, for Prince Gautama, was the appearance of Avalokiteshwara Bodhisattva.  He saw that he could do something about suffering by becoming a monk himself.  That was him: understand that a lay trainee can find Avalokiteshwara just as surely.

 

On the night of his enlightenment Prince Gautama made a resolve not to leave his sitting place until he had gotten to the heart of his kōan regarding the suffering of the world and understood the truth of the Unchanging.  He was immediately attacked by the army of Mara—the doubts, fears, and anything else material or spiritual that could have gotten in the way of his understanding.  These attacks are no different than the calamities that are described in the Scripture of Avalokiteshwara.  Responding to the attacks, the Buddha-to-be touched the earth.  Asking that the Earth witness the merit and sincerity of his training, he grounded himself.

 

Mujinni’s name relates to the mind; Jiji’s, as the one who represents the earth, relates to the body, i.e. making the Teaching one’s blood and bones.  This Scripture shows how, through Great Compassion, mind and body can be in harmony.

 

After Jiji Bosatsu addressed the World Honored One, the assembly of all those present cherished a deep longing for Supreme Enlightenment, Bodhicitta, the Mind and Heart that seeks the Way.

 




 

News of the Order

North America

Shasta Abbey

— Mount Shasta, California – USA —

Monastic Dialogue: Rev. Master Meian participated in a public monastic dialogue with Venerable Guo Huei, Abbot President of Dharma Drum Mountain, at the Dharma Drum Mountain Center San Francisco Bay Area Center on Saturday, July 20. The theme of the dialogue was “Exploring, Sharing, and Applying Buddhism Across Diverse Cultures.”

Summer Retreats: Rev. Master Kōten, Prior of the Lions Gate Priory in Lytton, BC, offered a week-long retreat in June. The theme of his retreat was “To View the Morning Star.” He lectured daily on how Rev. Master Jiyu’s teachings are incorporated into our daily Serene Reflection/Sōtō Zen practice. He covered such topics as karma, rebirth, and enlightenment. Rev. Master Meidō and her disciple Rev. Clairissa of Wallowa Buddhist Temple in Oregon joined us for the retreat. Rev. Master Kōten and his disciple Rev. Owyn returned to their temple on August 3. We appreciated their spending time training with us. 
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In August Rev. Master Leon traveled from the Portland Priory in Oregon to offer a week-long retreat. His theme was “Activity in Stillness, Stillness in Activity,” with talks each day focused on the practices associated with Samantabhadra Bodhisattva, the Bodhisattva of Universal Goodness or Great Love. His perspective from many years of training was valued by those attending the retreat, in person and online.

Monastic Visitors: We enjoyed brief visits from monks from other traditions over the summer: Ven. Ayya Santacitta of Aloka Earth Room in San Rafael, California; and Ven. Bhikku Soo Seong, a monk of the Korean Jogye Order, who was traveling to visit Dharma centers in the US.

Animal Funeral: On July 16 we held a funeral for “Pushkin,” Chico lay minister Kate Transchel and her husband Dee’s cat. The ceremony in the Buddha Hall, celebrated by Rev. Master Margaret, was followed by burial of ashes in the animal cemetery and a social tea with a lovely cake.
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New Canine Resident: In early July we welcomed the addition of a new canine resident, Ranger, a four month-old mixed breed puppy. He had been an abandoned animal, rescued and raised by congregation member Suzanne Kaine, who is active in animal rescue in our area. Ranger has a very sweet temperament and is fitting in well into the community, even though he still has a ways to go in not chasing cats!
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Funeral for Daiji Rojem: On August 30 we held a funeral for Richard Daiji Rojem, a long-time Buddhist practitioner and a lay disciple of Rev. Master Daishin for 25 years. Daiji had been incarcerated on Death Row in the Oklahoma State Penitentiary system for 39 years. Daiji had corresponded with Abbey monks for many years, including exchanging personal commentaries on Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō. His steadfast devotion to practice enabled him to accept the adverse conditions of his life and to help others in the same circumstances. Rev. Master Daishin and Rev. Enya traveled to McAlester, Oklahoma in late June to witness his execution. Rev. Master Daishin was the celebrant for Daiji’s funeral.

—Rev. Master Oswin

Redding Zen Buddhist Priory

— Redding, California – USA —

Roya Linea Mozafar and Todd Edward Jones were married at the Priory on Saturday, August 24 in the festive presence of family and friends. All supported Roya and Todd as they affirmed that: “We are now being given the Light of Buddha so that we extinguish the light of selfishness.  We will make the Buddha’s Light sanctify our marriage and we will be converted deeply to the Three Treasures.  From now on we will purify our bodies and minds so that we do not make mistakes in human morals and we will help each other be successful each in our own way.  We vow to show respect for all life.  May the merits of our relationship benefit all living things.”
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The wedding was live-streamed via Zoom, so that Roya's parents – who live in Zurich, Switzerland – could join in as well.

A small funeral that included his son Joey and his brothers John Stuart, Pat, and Jim Corry, was held for Davidson Corry via Zoom on August 6.  Age 74, Davidson died at the Priory on June 19.  He was a dedicated practitioner and a generous supporter of the Priory.  He will be deeply missed by the Redding Sangha.  May he be in his own True Home in Peace.
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For nearly three hours on Monday morning, August 5, the Priory Sangha welcomed Sensei Zenshin Florence Caplow in person to offer her teaching on Chronic Pain as a Spiritual Practice, the subject of her to-be-published new book.  Twenty of us meditated together with her, as well as asked questions on the teaching she shared. Zenshin Florence is a Sōtō Zen priest in the Suzuki Rōshi and Everyday Zen lineage. She and Reigetsu Susan Moon are co-editors of The Hidden Lamp: Stories from Twenty-Five Centuries of Awakened Women.  She facilitates The Cloud Zendo Community based at Upaya Zen Center.

— Rev. Master Helen

Still Flowing Water Hermitage 

— Meadow Vista, California – USA —

On 8 September 2024 Rev. Vivian gave the Precepts to four lay participants in the Bear River Meditation Group, with the help and support of many of the local members of the group. The photo below shows Clay Johnson, Jan Phillips, Judy Browne, and Mike Lewis together with Rev. Master Vivian and the group.
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The morning began with meditation, followed by the Ceremony of the Reading of the Precepts, and then the Lay Ordination Ceremony.  Those receiving the Precepts were also given Bloodline Certificates, which was explained when the ceremonies were completed.  All was followed by a very celebratory tea with treats and lively discussion.  Our congratulations to the four Precepts recipients; we wish them well in this new phase of their training.

Rev. Vivian has initiated conversation with the Bear River Meditation Group regarding the aging and dying process that so many of us are in the midst of, and how we can support that spiritually.  After some discussion, it was found that what was most important to group participants is connection with others who are practicing.  Those connections are already present in the group, but we decided to encourage them by beginning what we are calling Second Sunday Sangha.  We meet informally on the second Sunday of the month, in a park or at someone's home, bringing our own drinks, for relaxed discussion on what is arising in each of our lives as we age and come close to death, and how our practice is a support.  Anyone in the group who wishes to come is welcome, regardless of age.

— Rev. Master Vivian

Wallowa Buddhist Temple

— Joseph, Oregon – USA —

Here at our mountain temple, initial weeks of haze from nearby wildfires glided at midsummer into pleasantly warm, long clear days of mild breezes, interspersed with passing thunderstorms. Now as daylight hours shorten, Rocky Mountain maple and quaking aspen leaves are just beginning to show gold, and to whisper their gentle autumn soughing beneath the towering firs and pines, as the season turns. 

Group Pilgrimage to the Monastery: For the last week in June, five of us travelled to Shasta Abbey to attend the retreat Reverend Master Kōten gave on the life of Reverend Master Jiyu as an example for our own Buddhist training. It was a joy to be with him and the monastic community, as well as all the others who joined in the retreat. To get there and back, the two temple monks plus three lay Buddhists from our congregation (Harold, Erica, and Erin) convoyed for the two-day drive of nearly 600 miles, each way, from our northeast corner of Oregon.
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We were grateful for the chance to stay over en route both ways as guests of Reverend Master Hugh at the Eugene Buddhist Priory. While there, we enjoyed a vegetarian bean taco meal lovingly prepared and offered by long-time friends Ernie and Jane Rimerman, which all eight of us shared together in the priory’s common room while reflecting on our experiences of practice over the years.

While at the Abbey, we were surprised and pleased by the monastery’s generous offering of a life-size statue of a seated Shakyamuni in Earth Witness. About a dozen helpers, both lay and monastic, worked together to lift it down carefully from a high sacristy storage shelf for transfer to Harold’s car for transport. This tranquil, bright gold image now abides on the Sumeru-style main altar of our temple.

Guests: In mid-June, we gladly hosted a monastic guest for just over a week of deep rest. In late August we welcomed a friend who travelled all the way from Tokyo, Japan, for her third visit, this year for one week. Throughout the summer, one by one, or in small groups, many visitors, friends and neighbors dropped by, or came for tea or refuge, or offered help with work projects and chores, or called for a phone conversation, or brought offerings of garden produce, or requested meditation instruction, or came to sit with us on Sundays or first-Saturdays, or several or even all of these things, and more. We feel truly blessed by all who have come and gone with open hearts, these last three months.

Summer Work Projects: The flora of the temple woodland continue their life cycles, and so we have continued to manage their abundant growth and natural decay for wildfire preparedness, grateful to have such fine weather for our long days working outdoors.

Haying: This year, thanks to the increased sunlight and rain after our recent efforts to release the temple’s grove of mixed conifer, the forest floor has proved especially rich in many types of prairie grasses prolific in our area. We began by haying, transforming a large swath of wild grass downhill from the temple  buildings into a new mown lawn area. Then we held workdays to rake up, load, and haul hay to a nearby transfer station compost pile.
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Grazers: Next, having considered various possible traditional grazers (goats, sheep, donkeys, mules, horses, and/or cattle), in the end we welcomed two beautiful Paso Fino horses, on loan from a neighbor’s herd, to graze down the tall grass on our remaining three or so acres of shaded forest grassland. A friend of the temple who is a seasoned cowhand kindly came to advise and help us with setting up a temporary portable pen system. The horses, one 28 and the other 6 years old, are gentle pals and a real pleasure to have on the temple grounds.

High-School Forestry Interns: Also this summer, our local non-profit Wallowa Resources sent two different crews of high-school age interns as part of their program in paid work experience in forestry, especially wildfire fuels reduction. They and their three adult supervisors pitched in enthusiastically with shovels and wheelbarrows, spreading accumulations of woodchips (that had been left overly-thick after processing slash piles from last year’s forest restoration treatment) onto forest pathways, and removing downed dead wood. One afternoon, during a rest break, we shared slabs of sweet watermelon with some of them, and we all had fun hearing of their many diverse interests, hopes, and dreams.

Podcast: We continue to offer a temple podcast, Serene Reflections: From the Heart that Seeks the Way. There are now over ninety Dharma talks available for listening or download on the Serene Reflections Podcast page of our website, or by subscription without charge via a number of popular podcast apps.

Individual Retreats: One of the main purposes of the Wallowa Buddhist Temple from its beginning over two decades ago has been to offer individual retreats. If you are opening to the possibility of a future retreat here with the temple monks, you are most welcome to contact us directly via our website, at: https://wallowabuddhisttemple.org

— Rev. Master Meidō and Rev. Clairissa

Lions Gate Buddhist Priory

— Lytton, British Columbia – Canada —

In early June, Rev. Master Kōten left for Shasta Abbey, where he offered a week-long retreat on the life and training of Rev. Master Jiyu-Kennett, first abbess of the abbey and founder of the OBC. Every day he gave a Dharma Talk on Rev. Master Jiyu’s life of training. The retreat was well attended, both in person and online. We are grateful to Rev. Master Kōten for this offering and to Shasta Abbey for giving us the opportunity attend remotely via Zoom. The talks were recorded and can be viewed on the Shasta Abbey YouTube channel.

The summer saw a heatwave in July and August, with temperatures in the high 30s to the low 40s Celsius, typical for this period of the year. As a result, the wildfire danger increased, and for a time we were on evacuation alert, due to a fire to the north of us. Fortunately, later in August we received some good rains and lower temperatures. The alert was lifted and the fire is essentially out.

Rev. Master Kōten returned in early August with Rev. Owyn, who returned for another six-month stay. We are hoping to arrange for a more permanent visa soon.

We continue to offer Dharma meetings via Zoom every Thursday evening and Saturday afternoon. All are welcome to attend. If you would like to receive a link, please feel free to contact us.

— Rev. Master Aurelian




News of the Order

Europe

 

Throssel Hole Buddhist Abbey

— Northumberland, England – UK —

The week-long sesshin in August was a highlight of the summer retreat programme, when 30 lay trainees came for a week of intensive sitting and study, many of whom we hadn’t seen since pre-pandemic. Rev. Master Berwyn led the retreat, giving lectures based on Great Master Dōgen’s Genjō Kōan. The July sesshin, led by Rev. Master Alina, was also well attended. Recordings of all their talks are on Throssel’s website, and a transcript of two given by Rev. Master Berwyn features in this Journal. 

Over the summer we also celebrated festivals for Samantabhadra and Manjusri, the Bodhisattvas of active love and wisdom respectively. Below: Rev. Caitlin gives a Dharma talk on the Sunday Festival day.

[image: ]

Monastic Guests: We were pleased to welcome former abbot Rev. Master Leandra for a six-week stay in August-September. Many lay trainees, as well as the monks, enjoyed having the opportunity to talk with her in person again. And at the time of writing (early Sept.)  we are expecting Rev. Master Daishin to join us for a short stay.


[image: ]



School Visits: In late June, 30 year seven children from Samuel King’s school in nearby Alston came to spend the morning with Rev. Kyōsei, and in July, The Durham Dales Federation – a group of small rural primary schools from the Weardale and Durham area – visited for the morning with 32 four to eight year-olds. The children enjoyed discovering what it is like to live in a Buddhist monastery, what Buddhists’ values are, and how we affect each other – which they experienced through a game of cause and effect. They were also keen to try out meditation and walking meditation. A visit to the animal cemetery and the public garden rounded off the visits. The teachers remarked on how respectful the children had been.


[image: ]



We have received a pleasing response to our invitation to lay trainees, made via our website’s blog recently, to become volunteer helpers at the monastery. Several people have been in touch, offering to contribute to the running of the monastery with their time and skills. And some have already made the trip here and helped with various jobs on the grounds and in the kitchen. To find out more about volunteering please contact our Guest dept. This is open to anyone who is familiar with our practice, has been to an introductory retreat or day retreat here, or has visited other temples of the OBC. 

— Rev. Master Roland & Rev. Kyōsei

Dragon Bell Temple


	— Drewsteignton, Devon – UK —





Christopher Drewe died in hospital on 30th June, he was 81 years old. Chris was well known to many within the OBC, in the UK particularly. He was a generous supporter in various ways, and a continuous presence for decades. Chris helped Dragon Bell for many years and, since 2020, had hosted the temple and myself in his house here in Devon. The aim of hosting us was primarily to help save money towards buying a property in the area.

Three weeks after his death, I attended a small gathering for the scattering of Chris’s ashes in the local churchyard. I offered some words of thanks for his life on behalf of Dragon Bell, and the many people in the Order associated with it, who would have wished to do so themselves.

Our thanks to Chris Drewe’s family, who have enabled the temple to remain at Cross Farm, under a generous agreement.

— Rev. Master Willard

Great Ocean Dharma Refuge

— Crymych, Pembrokeshire – Wales —

In Memory: We fondly remember Sister Ruth Kashin Furneaux, an Anglican Sister and friend of the Temple who passed [image: ]away in Llandovery hospital in April this year.  Sister Ruth was a committed practitioner in both the Christian and Buddhist traditions and was known and loved by many. All who knew her could attest to her deep courage and devotion in living the eremitical life and to her generosity in sharing the Dharma and the gift of her teaching and example with others.  When her health and vocation allowed (and her hermitage flock of sheep were taken care of) her visits to Great Ocean were a joy-- just as were our visits to see her at the hermitage near Rhandirmwyn. In the last months of her life Rev. Mokugen was in regular contact with Sister Ruth, and the memory of that poignant and deeply meaningful time is particularly treasured. She was a dear friend and will be greatly missed. 

This year many monastic visitors came to the Temple either for a short visit or longer period of retreat. It was a particular pleasure to have Rev. Caitlin here for the Rains retreat and Rev. Master Hector for a six-month stay. Rev. Master Fuden came for three weeks in August. As well as our sharing a spiritually fruitful time, Rev. Master Fuden kindly helped by making some nourishing and delicious lunches! Other treasured monastic visitors who came for shorter visits included: Rev. Master Daishin, Rev. Master Myōhō and Rev. Master Peter.[image: ]

This spring and summer, as usual many lay guests came to benefit from retreat, the Dharma, and the contemplative opportunities at Great Ocean. In addition, a particular joy was receiving a visit from Wash-ington State friends of the temple Emily and Geoff Nisbet and Oliver and Callum. Many thanks are offered to all our visitors and guests for enriching the life of the temple during their visits and stays.[image: ]

Finally, special thanks are extended to Sam Nason whose vigorous, willing help in strimming and mowing at the end of his retreat was particularly appreciated, as was Judy Moore’s kind help with raking! As we get older, it is increasingly difficult for us here to maintain the Temple grounds and buildings. Any helpful support or ideas in that direction are always gratefully received and much appreciated.[image: ]

 Autumn brings a quieter time to West Wales and the Temple, and the life of Dharma continues here with ongoing opportunities for teaching, quiet retreat and joining in with the daily monastic life. Please contact us for current opportunities.

— Rev. Master Mokugen

Norwich Zen Buddhist Priory

— Norwich, England – UK —

Visit by Rev. Master Daishin: On 23rd June, it was a privilege to welcome to the Priory Rev. Master Daishin Morgan, retired Abbot of Throssel Hole Buddhist Abbey. This was his first official visit to the Priory. It was the largest gathering of the Sangha that we have seen here and several other people were able to join the meeting online. It was a particular pleasure to have Rev. Master Leandra Robertshaw, another retired Abbot of Throssel, travel over from Cambridge to be with us. Rev. Master Daishin gave an inspiring Dharma talk (the video is online) and he was very generous with his answers to the questions that followed. 

The bring-and-share lunch afterwards gave many of the Sangha an opportunity to chat with Rev. Master Daishin. A glorious summer’s day allowed us to make good use of the garden space (including the newly constructed gazebo).

A huge ‘thank you’ to everybody who contributed to the success of the occasion. The gardens (front and back) looked the best they ever had; the provision of coffee and other refreshments to guests was a smooth operation; and the recordings and photos have given us an excellent record of the day. 

Sesshin: We held a five-day sesshin at the end of June and this was well attended, with six of us sitting the whole retreat and a few others joining for some of the time. In addition, several people joined meditation periods online throughout the retreat.

Besides sitting zazen, Dharma talks, and two sets of Dharma interviews, there were periods of working meditation. Members of the Sangha took over the Priory’s kitchen and planned and produced the meals, which were eaten formally in the meditation room. Other good work was done around the Priory, especially gardening and cleaning. There was also some time to rest and be contemplative or to go for a walk along the river. 

The opportunity to do five days of intensive training was much appreciated by everybody who took part. There was a powerful sense of practising together and supporting each other. 

Summer Party: Our Summer Party in mid-August was a very enjoyable occasion, attended by several Sangha members, some of whom were accompanied by their partners, as well as three well-behaved dogs. A particular pleasure this year was having Rev. Alicia join us for the event. It is always lovely to have this annual opportunity to socialise with people informally, away from the Priory. The party was held in the traditional venue in Erpingham in North Norfolk, with its ideal setting of a large garden, orchard and pond. The warm sunny weather enabled us to take advantage of the glorious outdoor location and enjoy some good conversation over the buffet lunch. I’m very grateful to everyone who helped the event run smoothly, especially our hosts and those people who offered lifts to and from the venue.


[image: ]



Rev. Alicia is a trustee of the Norwich Priory’s charity and it was good for her to be able to see the changes to the Priory since her visit last year (especially the newly-installed boiler and the absence of the dangerous trees in the gardens). We also went for a walk in the nature reserve that has recently opened nearby. It was a pleasure to have Rev. Alicia around and she was able to enjoy the good weather, sitting in our garden, under the new gazebo.

— Rev. Master Leoma

The Place of Peace Dharma House

— Aberystwyth, Wales – UK —

In recent months we have had a few guests, amongst them were Reverend Master Mokugen, who came for a short visit in July, and, in August, Geoff Nisbet and his family, who live in America. Geoff trained with both the Edinburgh Sangha, and then here at The Place of Peace, where he was a pillar of our community.  It was a pleasure to have two such good friends, who are fine examples of monastic and lay training, in the temple. Geoff is pictured below with Reverend Master Myōhō.


[image: ]



In August Reverend Master Myōhō drove down to the Great Ocean Dharma Refuge to spend some time with Reverend Master Mokugen and Reverend Master Fuden, who was staying there. The opportunity for us all to meet up is rare and was much appreciated.

We continue meeting regularly and the Dharma Reflections talks are sent out monthly. These are now taken by a wide variety of groups and individuals in the UK, Canada, the USA and Australia.

Thank you to all who offer support to the temple in a variety of ways. We have received donations of food and household goods. John Adams continues to offer his experience and time with our accounts and Steffan Jones is always on hand to assist with computer matters. Ceri and Gordon Jones offer practical help whenever needed. A temple is always more than one person and our interactions with each other are part of the life of that temple.

— Rev. Master Myōhō

Telford Buddhist Priory

— Telford, Shropshire – UK —

It has been a delight to see Rev. Saidō’s Memorial tree in the bottom garden bearing fruit: 17 apples have grown over the summer and are ready to be picked. In all, nine trees have been planted in the lawn, most recently a fig tree which is close to the retaining wall.

Lay minister John recently shot a short video showing the exterior of the Priory, including the garden, which can be seen on our website. This was created for the benefit of those who attend the events on Zoom, many of whom have not yet visited in person.

— Rev. Master Mugō




Further Information

 

The Order of Buddhist Contemplatives was founded by the late Rev. Master Jiyu-Kennett. The Order is dedicated to following the tradition of Serene Reflection Meditation (Sōtō Zen).

 

The main offices of the OBC are at the two training monasteries in the Order, Throssel Hole Buddhist Abbey in England and Shasta Abbey in the USA.

 

More information can be found via the Order’s website at: https://obcon.org/

 

Information on the whereabouts of the Order’s temples and meditation groups, with their website and contact details, can be found at: https://obcon.org/temples-and-meditation-groups/

 

As well as the two training monasteries mentioned above, there are a further nine affiliated priories and nine meditation groups in North America, and in the United Kingdom there are nine priories and eighteen meditation groups.

 

There are also Priories in both Germany and Latvia, plus two Priories and three meditation groups in the Netherlands.

 

Four issues of The Journal are published each year. They are available as PDF or Ebook files via the Journal’s website: https://journal.obcon.org/

There is no charge for The Journal, though donations are always welcome via: https://journal.obcon.org/donations/

An annual compendium is available at the end of the year via print-on-demand, comprising all the articles which appeared in each issue during the previous twelve months.

As Buddhism grows in the West, we wish to share the Buddha’s Teaching through our Journal; we also share our experience of practicing the Buddha’s Way, thus encouraging and supporting each other’s training. Lastly, The Journal helps to keep friends and members informed of activities and events.

The views expressed in these pages are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of the Order as a whole.

The Journal of the OBC is administered through the Order of Buddhist Contemplatives Activities Trust (reg. No. 1105634 in the UK), and the Order of Buddhist Contemplatives, a non-profit corporation, in the USA.

To receive a notification via email when a new issue of The Journal is available for download, go to: https://journal.obcon.org/e-newsletter-sign-up
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