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Dear Spring Wi n d ,

A bel a ted but heartfelt note of a pprec i a ti on
and gra ti tu de for your publ i c a ti on in gen era l ,
a n d , in parti c u l a r, for Kon gsa Adam Lowi s’s
a rti cl e , “ Depre s s i on as Practi ce ,” in the Wi n ter
2005 issu e . L i ke him, I have been diagn o s ed as
h aving bi polar disorder, and I agree with him
that there is som ething uniqu ely human abo ut
those of us with this disorder. His words were
en co u ra ging to me, and I wish him su ccess on
this ch a ll en ging path.

Si n cerely,
Tim Den e s h a
Bu f f a l o, N Y

Rev. Toan José Castelao
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Monastic Community &
Transmission of Zen
CHINA—JAPAN—THE WEST

Venerable Samu Sunim

“Monastic Community & Transmission of Zen: China—Japan—The West” was originally published in Spring Wind: Buddhist Cultural Forum, Fall 1984.

Zen Buddhism did not take root in Japan until the
beginning of the thirteenth cen tu ry, wh en Ja p a n e s e
m onks retu rning from So ut h ern Song Ch i n a
i n trodu ced the te ach i n gs of Zen and its mon a s ti c
l i fe . The two Japanese monks re s pon s i ble for intro-
ducing Zen to Japan were Eisai (1141–1215), wh o
went to China in 1187 and retu rn ed to Japan in
1 1 9 1 , and Dogen (1200–1253) who went to Ch i n a
in 1223 and retu rn ed to Japan in 1227.

In 1202 Eisai fo u n ded Ken n i n - j i , the first Zen
temple in Kyo to, with the help of Mi n a m o to
Yoriie (1182–1204), the second shogun of t h e
Ka m a k u ra bakufu, and began to prop a ga te the
Rinzai sch ool of Zen Bu d d h i s m . The Ka m a k u ra
peri od (1185–1333) ushered in a new peri od in

Japanese history gen era lly known as the med i eva l
peri od . It was the beginning of Japanese feu d a l-
ism in wh i ch po l i tical aut h ori ty passed from the
n obles at the imperial co u rt in Kyo to, to warri or
ru l ers who establ i s h ed them s elves in Ka m a k u ra .

It was significant to the establ i s h m ent of Zen
in Japan and the impact it was later to have upon
h er cultu re that Zen was introdu ced wh en Ja p a n
was en tering this new phase of h er history.
However, Zen was slow in establishing itsel f on
Japanese soi l , for a nu m ber of f actors worked
a gainst its early growt h . F i rs t , the old establ i s h ed
s ch ools of Buddhism sti ll held mu ch sway and
Zen en co u n tered determ i n ed oppo s i ti on from
t h em . In fact , the powerful Enryaku-ji fo ll owers of
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the Tendai Sch ool su cce s s f u lly influ en ced the
i m perial co u rt in 1194 to have the new te aching of
Zen tem pora ri ly pro s c ri bed . Secon d , the el i te
s oc i ety and the pop u l ace in gen eral were ign ora n t
of the new form of Chinese Buddhism and so
rem a i n ed indifferent to it. Th ey largely fo ll owed
the te ach i n gs of the Tendai and Shingon sch oo l s
and bel i eved in the ef f i c acy of e s o teric ri tes and
i n c a n t a ti on s . Around the same ti m e , the new
s ch ools of Bu d d h i s m , the Amidist and Lo tu s
s ch oo l s , were actively en ga ged in winning con-
verts from among the local warri ors and pe a s a n t s ,
and Zen had to com pete with these vi gorous sect s .

All the leaders of the new rel i gious move-
m ents had come from the establ i s h ed Bu d d h i s t
Chu rch . The establ i s h ed sch ools had lost spiri tu-
al vi t a l i ty and were unable to provi de inspira ti on
and spiri tual training for the young monks wh o
were becoming incre a s i n gly disen ch a n ted wi t h
the wealth and secular powers of t h eir chu rch and
were looking for a new spiri tual impetu s . Cl e a rly,
it was time for spiri tual ren ew a l . The leaders of
the new movem ents capitalized on the fervor of
rel i gious aspirants and attracted people in gre a t
nu m bers . In fact , this peri od in Japanese history
is som etimes call ed the “rel i gious peri od .” Th e
n ew sch ools of Buddhism fo u n ded by Dogen
( 1 2 0 0 – 1 2 5 3 ) , S h i n ran (1173–1262), and Ni ch i ren
(1222–1282) were to have lasting impact on
Japanese rel i gious life . The three sect s , So to, Jodo
s h i n , and Ni ch i ren , fo u n ded by these three leaders
account for the majori ty of Japanese Bu d d h i s t s
tod ay. In ad d i ti on , the three powerful new lay rel i-
gious movem en t s — Reiy u k a i , Rissho Ko s ei Ka i ,
and Soka Gakkai—are of fs h oots of Ni ch i ren
Bu d d h i s m .

However, the new sch ools of Buddhism were
s ect a ri a n , devo ti on a l , and eva n gel i c a l , and they
e ach procl a i m ed that their path was ri gh t . Zen
was cl e a rly at a disadva n t a ge in this sect a ri a n
s tru ggle because it did not en j oy the dynamism of
the fo ll owers of the Lotus Su tra with their stron g
s ense of m i s s i on , n or the simple and easy
a pproach to spiri tual practi ce of the Am i d i s t s

with their absolute faith in the salva ti on of fered
by Amitabha Bu d d h a , wh i ch appe a l ed direct ly
and wi dely to com m on peop l e . The spiri tual path
of Zen was ei t h er vi ewed as a saintly path and
t h erefore a difficult one for ord i n a ry people by
the advoc a tes of the True Sect of Pu re Land, or
rej ected outri ght as an evil “tem pter ” by the
ad h erents of the Lo tus Sch oo l . I think similar
a t ti tu des to Zen Buddhism are held in Nort h
Am erica tod ay, a l t h o u gh by those of d i f feren t
rel i gious affiliati on s .

Su rro u n ded by hostile force s , Eisai had to
defend himsel f and his new te ach i n gs . Eisai wro te
the Tre a ti se on Pro mu l ga tion of Zen and Defen se of
Na ti o n and argued against the establ i s h ed
Buddhist sch oo l s’ oppo s i ti on to Zen . He main-
t a i n ed that it was in the vital interest of the state
to pro tect the Bu d d h ad h a rm a , because the
Buddhist dei ties would pro tect the state in retu rn
and the Buddhist cl er gy serve the soc i ety. He
a s s erted that Zen was the essen ce of Bu d d h i s m
and the precepts and rules of m on a s tic life were
em bod i ed in the Zen life . In Ken n i n - j i , wh i ch he
fo u n ded with the help of Mi n a m o to Yori i e , Ei s a i
t a u ght esoteric ri tes as well as Zen and erected
h a lls of worship ded i c a ted to the patri a rchs of
S h i n gon and Tendai sch ools in order to accom-
m od a te establ i s h ed Bu d d h i s m . He also em ph a-
s i zed the import a n ce of keeping Vi n aya precept s .
E a rl i er in his life as a mon k , Eisai had stu d i ed
S h i n gon esoteric Buddhism and tra i n ed in the
Tendai trad i ti on . He never com p l etely bro ke aw ay
f rom the Tendai sch oo l .

As i de from Ei s a i , t h ere were other monks wh o
tri ed to introdu ce the Zen te ach i n gs of Son g
China to Ja p a n . These monks bel i eved Zen was
the purest and most vital ex pre s s i on of Bu d d h i s m
and ref u s ed to accom m od a te any other Bu d d h i s t
te ach i n gs . It appe a rs that Eisai was em b a rra s s ed
by their aggre s s ive purism and kept aw ay from
t h em . Some maintain “ His aim was to reform and
s tren g t h en Japanese mon a s tic Buddhism both by
su b s ti tuting the newer Song Zen te aching for the
Tang Zen hitherto accepted within Ten d a i , and by
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reem phasizing the import a n ce of taking and
keeping the Vi n aya precept s .”1 Al t h o u gh Eisai is
n ow rega rded as the fo u n der of the Rinzai Zen
s ch ool in Ja p a n , perhaps it never was his inten-
ti on to found a new sch ool of Zen . Perhaps his
s y n c retism was a con triva n ce to practi ce and
s pre ad Zen sec ret ly.

Gradu a lly, the new te ach i n gs of Zen won sym-
p a t hy and su pport among the nobles and mem-
bers of the imperial family in Kyo to, as well as
f rom the warri or ru l ers in Ka m a k u ra and the mil-
i t a ry govern ors in the co u n try. Th ey were initi a l-
ly attracted not to the new, m i n d - s h a k i n g
te ach i n gs of Zen and its med i t a ti on practi ce , but
to the stra i gh tforw a rd n e s s , mindful atti tu de , a n d
physical vi gor of its practi ti on ers . The wi de
l e a rning yet simple and stri ct discipline of
m on a s tic life also attracted their atten ti on . Th ey
were intere s ted in the con ti n ental cultu re
bro u ght from China by the Zen mon k s . The Zen
m onks of the time were co s m opolitans wh o
i n trodu ced to Japan not on ly Zen and its rel a ted
m on a s tic cultu re but also the ref i n em ents of t h e
s ecular cultu re of Song Ch i n a . It was Eisai wh o
i n trodu ced tea drinking to Ja p a n . In 1214 he
wro te a boo k , Tea Drinking as a Care of He a l t h for
Sa n etomo (1192–1219), the third Mi n a m o to
s h og u n . These cultu ral activi ties by Zen mon k s
a ro u s ed the intell ectual curi o s i ty of the Ja p a n e s e
el i te soc i ety in the new Chinese cultu re . For the
w a rri or ru l ers in Ka m a k u ra , this may have pro-
vi ded them with an opportu n i ty to form a cul-
tu ral iden ti ty of t h eir own appropri a te to thei r
n ew po l i tical and military power.

Th erefore , it was mainly thro u gh the po l i ti c a l
b acking of the shog u n a te and the sym p a t hy of t h e
i m perial mem bers and el i te mem bers of the soc i-
ety that Eisai and his fo ll owers were able to estab-
lish a small but active com mu n i ty at Ken n i n - j i . In
o t h er word s , Eisai and his fo ll owers failed to wi n
popular su pport for their new rel i gi on . This set a
co u rse for Rinzai Zen and explains why Rinzai Zen
in Japan tod ay, de s p i te its wi de s pre ad influ en ce in
m a ny aspects of Japanese cultu re , has su ch a small

nu m ber of ad h eren t s . The ecl ectic ef forts made by
Eisai and his fo ll owers notwi t h s t a n d i n g, f u ll accep-
t a n ce of Song Chinese Zen in med i eval Japan and
its establ i s h m ent as an indepen dent sch ool too k
over a cen tu ry and a half f rom the late twelfth to
the early fo u rteenth cen tu ry. Du ring this peri od , a
s core of Chinese Chan monks who fled from the
Mon gol rule in China arrived on Japanese shore s
and were invi ted to Ka m a k u ra by Hojo ru l ers . Th e
“n ew ” Chinese Zen was introdu ced to Japan wi t h
its famous claims of “no depen den ce upon word s
and let ters” and “s pecial tra n s m i s s i on out s i de the
s c ri ptu re s .” One can well imagine the upset and
a n ger of the establ i s h ed Buddhist sch ools wh o
s tron gly depen ded on words and scri ptu re s . Th ey
co u n tered by cri ticizing the Zen monks for thei r
calm assu m pti on of su peri ori ty and den o u n c i n g
t h eir practi ce of m ed i t a ti on saying that they ju s t
“doze in their seats and think depraved wanton
t h o u gh t s .” It is well to rem em ber this cri ti c i s m
wh i ch should serve as a warning to all Zen
Bu d d h i s t s .

Dogen , who on ce tra i n ed under Eisai at
Ken n i n - j i , took a co u rse very different from that
of Eisai wh en he retu rn ed from Ch i n a . Upon his
retu rn , he went back to Kennin-ji and lived there
for three ye a rs . It was there that he wro te his firs t
e s s ay on Zen , Un iversal Re co m m en d a tion fo r
Za zen . However, he found the qu a l i ty of tra i n i n g
at Kennin-ji had deteri ora ted sign i f i c a n t ly.
L a m en ting the decline of Bu d d h i s m , he left met-
ropolitan Kyo to. Even tu a lly, he built a temple in
the rem o te mountains and with a small nu m ber
of his close disciples sought to devel op a pure
form of Bu d d h i s m . Un l i ke Ei s a i , Dogen con s i s-
ten t ly kept his distance from those in power. No t
on ly did Dogen refuse Regent To k iyori ’s requ e s t
to stay in Ka m a k u ra but he ex pell ed To k iyori ’s
m e s s en ger who had bro u ght his let ter of don a-
ti on . It is said that Dogen cut out the floor of t h e
temple wh ere the messen ger had sat, dug up the
e a rth underneath seven feet deep, and threw it all
aw ay. Perhaps he inheri ted his disdain for po l i ti c a l
a ut h ori ties from his Chinese te ach er, who advi s ed
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Dogen (1200–1253)
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him before his retu rn to Ja p a n , “You should not
l ive in cities or other places of human habi t a ti on .
Ra t h er, s t aying clear of k i n gs and ministers , m a ke
your home in deep mountains and rem o te va ll eys ,
tra n s m i t ting the essen ce of Zen Buddhism forev-
er, i f even on ly to a single true Bod h i - s ee ker.”2

Mindful of his te ach er ’s instru cti on , Dogen kept
h i m s el f aw ay from worl dly influ en ces and devo t-
ed his life to pure practi ce and severe tra i n i n g.
So to Zen spre ad in the provi n ces and devel oped as
a popular rel i gi on , but not until it became tar-
n i s h ed with folk practi ces su ch as magical prayers
and mortu a ry ri te s , qu i te to the con tra ry of
Dogen’s inten ti on s . In Ja p a n , t h ere is a sayi n g
“ Rinzai for the shog u n , So to for pe a s a n t s .”

Zen Buddhism finally flouri s h ed under the
p a tron a ge of Hojo regen t s , who were the de facto
ru l ers of the co u n try from the middle of the thir-
teenth cen tu ry to the early ye a rs of the fo u rteen t h
cen tu ry. To k iyori (1227–1263), the fifth regen t ,
s et the pattern for Hojo patron a ge wh en he invi t-
ed Lan-ch’i Ta o - lung (1213–1278) and Wu - a n
P’uning (1197–1276), both Chinese monks of t h e
Rinzai line who left So ut h ern Song Ch i n a
because of the social unrest caused by the Mon go l
t h re a t . He built Ken ch o - j i , the first full-scale Son g
Chinese style mon a s tery in Ka m a k u ra , and prac-
ti ced med i t a ti on first under Lan-ch’i and later
u n der Wu - a n , one of the foremost disciples of
Ma s ter Wu - chun Shih-fan (1177–1249). To k iyori
a t t a i n ed en l i gh ten m ent under Wu-an and
received his i n k a ( s a n cti on ) . Af ter the death of
To k iyori , Hojo To k i mu n e , s on of To k iyori , d i s-
p a tch ed two monks from Ken cho-ji to China and
i nvi ted Wu - h su eh Tsu-yuan (1226–1286), a disci-
ple of Wu - chu n . To k i mune appoi n ted Wu - h su eh
a bbot of Ken cho-ji and re su m ed his stu dy of Zen
u n der Wu - h su eh . In their Zen en co u n ters Wu -
h su eh did not for get that he was dealing with the
most powerful warri or in the co u n try. Th eir dis-
c u s s i ons were con du cted thro u gh an interpreter.
Wh en the master wi s h ed to stri ke his disciple, t h e
bl ows fell on the interpreter.

Two ye a rs after Wu - h su eh’s arrival in Ja p a n ,

the Mon gols launch ed a second and gre a ter
a t tem pt to land and invade the co u n try. A feel i n g
of c risis and fear ran thro u gh the nati on from the
ru l ers down to the com m on ers . As the cri s i s
m o u n ted , To k i mu n e , the man re s pon s i ble for the
a f f a i rs of s t a te , con ti nu ed to do zazen under the
g u i d a n ce of Ma s ter Wu - h su eh Tsu-yuan in order
to overcome his fe a rs and to be able to deal wi t h
the ex ternal situ a ti on . It was du ring this time that
Wu - h su eh tra i n ed his stu dent in Ri ght Now Zen
and the famous Ka m a k u ra koa n s .3 Even tu a lly this
type of Zen tra i n i n g, practi ced by the warri or
class in order to attain no mind and absolute
det ach m en t , gave rise to B u s h i d o, the Way of t h e
Wa rri or.

The invading Mon gols were again repell ed by
s torm s . Af ter the war, To k i mune built Enga k u - j i , a
m on a s tery in the Song Chinese Zen styl e , a n d
i n s t a ll ed Wu - h su eh as founding abbot of t h e
m on a s tery. To k i mune died at the age of t h i rty -
fo u r. Wh en he knew he was going to die, he asked
his Zen te ach er Wu - h su eh to ordain him as a Zen
m on k . Ho u rs later he died with his head shaven
and cl ad in a Zen mon k’s robe . Af ter To k i mu n e’s
de a t h , his con s ort became a nun and fo u n ded
To kei - j i , the Rinzai convent in Ka m a k u ra . It is said
that many of To k i mu n e’s vassals left worl dly life
a f ter the death of t h eir lord . Two ye a rs later, Wu -
h su eh also died , but sec u re in his knowl ed ge that
Song Chinese Zen had taken firm root in
Ka m a k u ra . E n gaku-ji has rem a i n ed an import a n t
m on a s tery tod ay. It was at Engaku-ji that D. T.
Suzuki (1879–1966) first tra i n ed in Zen under
Shaku Soen , the abbo t . Wh en Shaku Soen atten d-
ed the World Pa rl i a m ent of Rel i gi ons held in
Ch i c a go in 1893, D. T. Suzuki accom p a n i ed him as
his tra n s l a tor. This was the very beginning of t h e
i n trodu cti on of Zen Buddhism to Am eri c a . D. T.
Suzuki was on ly twen ty - t h ree ye a rs old at the ti m e .

With Chinese ref u gee monks from Song and
Yuan China in Ka m a k u ra and Kyo to, i n terest in
Chinese cultu re and litera tu re preva i l ed . The su c-
ce s s ors of To k i mune rega rded Zen not on ly as a
s p i ri tual training and aw a ken i n g, but as a source
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of i n tell ectual and cultu ral sti mu l a ti on . Al t h o u gh
t h ey ru l ed the co u n try, the warri or ru l ers lacked
the cultu ral ref i n em ents of the ari s toc rats and
n obles of Kyo to and as a re sult su f fered cultu ra l
su bord i n a ti on . Now they acqu i red cultu re and
a rts from their spiri tual men tors who not on ly
su pp l i ed the Hojo regents and their circle with a
ru d i m en t a ry knowl ed ge of Neo - Confucian met a-
phys i c s , s t a tec ra f t , and theories of s ocial hiera r-
chy, but also introdu ced them to the stu dy of
Chinese poetry, p a i n ti n g, and call i gra phy. The lit-
era ry - m i n ded Chinese monks spent a great de a l
of time te aching secular su bj ects to the Ja p a n e s e
m onks who stu d i ed with them and to their war-
ri or ru l er patron s . Thu s , Zen con tri buted sign i f i-
c a n t ly to the Japanese warri or cultu re of t h e
m ed i eval peri od in retu rn for patron a ge .
Pa tron i zed Zen mon a s teries fell under cl o s e
bakufu su pervi s i on thro u gh a series of g u i del i n e s
and reg u l a ti on s .

Zen spre ad under the patron a ge of the Hoj o
regen t s , in part due to its cultu ral el em en t s .
Nobles and mem bers of the imperial family in
Kyo to were attracted to Rinzai Zen by its ari s to-
c ra tic ch a racter, its lof ty silen ce and sel f - rel i a n ce ,
and also the vistas it of fered into high Ch i n e s e
c u l tu re . Hojo regents en co u ra ged provincial war-
ri ors to em brace the way of Zen and they, in tu rn ,
were drawn to the Chinese cultu re that accom p a-
n i ed Zen . Al t h o u gh one cannot disrega rd the
m i s s i on a ry ef forts made by learn ed Ch i n e s e
m onks who took ref u ge in Japan as a re sult of t h e
Mon gol con quest of Ch i n a , Zen Buddhism of t h e
Ka m a k u ra peri od was largely limited to the ru l-
ing warri or circles in Ka m a k u ra who con tro ll ed
the Zen mon a s teries with patron a ge and su pervi-
s i on . It is for this re a s on that the Zen Bu d d h i s m
of the Ka m a k u ra peri od is of ten call ed “Wa rri or
Zen .” It means that Zen failed to re ach com m on
peop l e , i n cluding middle and lower class warri ors
in the provi n ce s .

Tow a rds the end of the Ka m a k u ra peri od the
s ecular ten dencies of p a tron i zed Zen bec a m e
m ore pron o u n ced . The co ll ecting of Chinese art

obj ects and their apprec i a ti on had become a pas-
s i on among Zen monks and patron s . It seem s
that they were more preocc u p i ed with waiting for
the ve s s els sailing from Yuan China than wi t h
t h eir spiri tual tra i n i n g. The art obj ects thu s
obt a i n ed were eagerly ad m i red with popped eye s
at tea meeti n gs and then caref u lly pre s erved .
Iron i c a lly, the pri celess co ll ecti ons of Zen art ,
wh i ch inclu de portraits of Chinese Zen masters
and painti n gs of Wu - ch’ i , L i a n g - K ’ a i , and Yi n -
t’o-lo now in Zen temples and art mu s eums in
Ja p a n , a re the re sult of this passion of Zen mon k s
and their patrons at the ex pense of t h eir Zen
tra i n i n g. With the cultu ral matu ri ty and sel f
a s su ra n ce of the warri or ru l ers , Ka m a k u ra grew
to be a cen ter for co s m opolitan cultu re , and the
i n f lu en ce of con ti n ental Zen flowed bet ween
Ka m a k u ra and Kyo to, the imperial seat of Ja p a n
of that ti m e . Ka m eyama (1249–1305) was the
f i rst em peror who patron i zed and stu d i ed Zen .
He hel ped build Na n zen - j i , wh i ch was to becom e
a major link bet ween metropolitan Zen and the
i m perial co u rt . However, it was the em peror
Ha n a zono (1297–1348) who took up pure Zen
training under Shuho Myocho (1282–1337), for
wh om he  hel ped establish Daito k u - j i . Af ter
S hu h o’s de a t h , Ha n a zono con ti nu ed his Zen
practi ce under Shu h o’s disciple Kanzan Egen
( 1 2 7 7 – 1 3 6 0 ) , the fo u n der of Myo s h i n - j i . It was
f rom these two mon a s teri e s , D a i toku-ji and
Myo s h i n - j i , that modern Japanese Rinzai Zen
derived .

Ka m a k u ra Zen patron i zed by the warri or
ru l ers of Ka m a k u ra left a lasting impact not on ly
on Japanese Zen but on Japanese cultu re in gen-
era l . It was no coi n c i den ce that the young D. T.
Su z u k i , who was born to a family bel on ging to
the samu rai warri or class and the Rinzai sch ool of
Zen , tu rn ed to Zen training as a lay disciple wh en
he su f fered anguish of h e a rt while stu dying at the
Im perial Un ivers i ty of To kyo.

Du ring the Mu rom achi peri od (middle of t h e
fo u rteenth to middle of the sixteenth cen tu ry) the
base of po l i tical power shifted from Ka m a k u ra to
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Kyo to. But Zen Buddhism con ti nu ed to en j oy
official and imperial patron a ge under the
As h i k a ga shog u n a te . Du ring this peri od the of f i-
cial Zen establ i s h m ent in Ka m a k u ra and Kyo to
was reor ga n i zed into “f ive mon a s teries and ten
tem p l e s” in imitati on of the temple or ga n i z a ti on
in So ut h ern Song Ch i n a . Un der this sys tem , t h e
m on a s teries were ra n ked . The highest ra n k i n g
m on a s teries with their assoc i a te temples en j oyed
pre s ti ge , we a l t h , and influ en ce , but ra n k i n gs
ch a n ged with the different shogun ru l ers . Th e
c u l tu ral pursuits and secular interests of the Zen
m onks we a ken ed the rel i gious spirit of t h e
m on a s teri e s . From the temple diaries of the ti m e ,
we learn that the Zen monks never did any man-
ual work . Nor is there any men ti on that the
m onks did mu ch actual med i t a ti on practi ce . Th e
As h i k a ga shog u n s , who lavi s h ed their atten ti on
on the monks of the ranking Zen mon a s teries for
s ecular motive s , n ever practi ced zazen but ra t h er
a t ten ded el a bora te cerem on i e s , s pon s ored fe a s t s ,
and or ga n i zed litera ry ga t h eri n gs at these Zen
m on a s teries and their su b - tem p l e s .

It was under these circ u m s t a n ces that the cul-
tu re of the metropolitan Mu rom achi peri od bl o s-
s om ed . Art s , l i tera tu re , and crafts su ch as
p a i n ti n g, poetry, Noh dra m a , a rch i tectu re , pri n t-
i n g, and ga rden de s i gn all devel oped and flour-
i s h ed du ring this peri od . In all these cultu ral and
l i tera ry activi ties the Zen monks were in the lead
or served as an inspira ti on . The five ra n k i n g
m on a s teries and ten or fifteen su b s i d i a ry tem p l e s
became cen ters of i n tell ectual and litera ry move-
m en t s , o ut of wh i ch came what is known as “l i t-
era tu re of f ive mountains (mon a s teri e s ) .”
However, the litera tu re of the five mon a s teri e s
was not the litera tu re of Zen te ach i n gs as we
k n ow it tod ay, but ra t h er com po s i ti ons of pro s e
and verse in the best Chinese styl e . The simple te a
cerem ony that had ori gi n a ted in the Zen tem p l e s
n ow devel oped into a ref i n ed form of s oc i a l
en tert a i n m en t , wh i ch inclu ded the arts of i n cen s e
bu rning and flower arra n gem ent and the display
of works of Zen call i gra phy. Some serious mon k s

l a m en ted the situ a ti on and den o u n ced the
“s h aven - h e aded laym en” who gave litera ry
l e s s ons to their ri ch patrons and attracted intel-
l ectual circles to their mon a s teri e s . However,
t h eir con cern and con dem n a ti on had little
i m p act on these mon k s , who were the poets and
l i tera ry figures of t h eir day and sati s f i ed them-
s elves by praising their own vers e s .

Al t h o u gh the cultu ral bri ll i a n ce of t h e
Mu rom achi peri od , of ten com p a red with the
Ren a i s s a n ce in Eu rope , h ad little to do with Zen
as a spiri tual tra i n i n g, it did produ ce some indi-
vi dual Zen monks of great statu re . Am ong these,
Ik kyu (1394–1481) stands out . He , too, was a lit-
era ry figure , but he cri ti c i zed in wri ting the sec u-
l a ri z a ti on of the Zen establ i s h m ent and deri ded
the monks who went around in pomp and lu x u-
ry or sati s f i ed their en t husiasm for arts at te a
m eeti n gs by calling them “con n oi s s eu rs of po t s .”
He is gen era lly rega rded as a Zen eccen tri c . He
rej ected mon a s tic discipline to wander aro u n d
the co u n try. Th ro u gh his wanderi n gs he hel ped
s pre ad the te ach i n gs of Zen among com m on peo-
p l e . At the age of ei gh ty - one Ik kyu retu rn ed to
D a i toku-ji and hel ped its econ omic recovery.

The Zen establ i s h m ent was so inex tri c a bly
l i n ked to the ruling regime of the Mu rom ach i
peri od that their fortunes went hand in hand. Th e
m etropolitan Zen mon a s tic cen ters were made
vu l n era ble wh en the po l i tical stabi l i ty of t h e
As h i k a ga shogun we a ken ed . The en suing po l i ti c a l
s tru ggles su rrounding the su cce s s i on to power
s p a rked the Onin War (1467–1477). Du ring the
ten ye a rs of f i gh ting nearly all the major five
m on a s teries in Kyo to were plu n dered and ra zed to
the gro u n d . It was the inevi t a ble fate of p a tron-
i zed Zen . With the de s tru cti on of the metropo l i-
tan Zen establ i s h m en t , the Zen monks of t h e
Rinzai sch ool scattered thro u gh o ut the co u n try.
Some were attracted to Myoshin-ji and Daito k u -
j i , the two unpatron i zed mon a s teries in Kyo to that
h ad alw ays kept up stri ct mon a s tic tra i n i n g, wh i l e
o t h ers fo u n ded small temples in the co u n trys i de
or wandered in search of a meaningful life .
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F i gh ting con ti nu ed thro u gh o ut the sixteenth cen-
tu ry. It was a tro u bl ed time and we hear little of
Zen du ring this peri od . So it is not su rprising to
l e a rn that a few wandering Zen monks converted
to Neo - Con f u c i a n i s m , a new idea then bei n g
i n trodu ced to Ja p a n . One Zen monk was so taken
with the upri ght ch a racter of a Korean Con f u c i a n
s cholar bro u ght to Japan as a pri s on er that he
became his stu dent and con tri buted mu ch to the
e s t a bl i s h m ent of Confucian learning in Ja p a n .

Du ring the sixteenth cen tu ry wh en the co u n-
try was in tu rm oi l , Myoshin-ji and Daito k u - j i
qu i et ly grew and their influ en ce ex p a n ded into
the co u n trys i de . Al s o, So to Zen became pop u l a r
in the provi n ce s , but ex p a n s i on and pop u l a ri ty
were ach i eved by diluti on of Zen with folk bel i efs ,
of feri n gs of prayers and funeral cerem on i e s , or
with esoteric practi ce s . In 1654, Yin-yuan Lu n g -
ch’i arrived in Japan from Ming China to escape
the Ma n chu inva s i on and su b s equ en t ly fo u n ded
the third Zen sch ool in Ja p a n , Ob a k u , wh i ch
s erved as a sti mu lus to the Rinzai sch oo l , wh i ch
h ad lost its spiri tual vi t a l i ty. It was not until the
great aw a kening of Hakuin (1686–1769), h owev-
er, that Rinzai Zen revived aga i n .

The To k u gawa peri od saw several new devel-
opm ents in Ja p a n . The cultu re patron i zed by the
ruling warri or class was now a thing of the past. In
its place , n ew Confucian ra ti onalism sti mu l a ted
s ch o l a rly and ph i l o s ophical activi ty among the
edu c a ted cl a s s . Ch ri s ti a n i ty was introdu ced
a round this ti m e . The rel i gious into l era n ce of t h e
Ch ri s tian mission a ries incited oppo s i ti on from
the Buddhist cl er gy, wh i ch led to sporadic pers e-
c uti ons of Ch ri s tians by the po l i tical aut h ori ti e s .
In 1639, du ring the rule of To k u gawa Iem i t su , t h e
Portuguese people who introdu ced the Ch ri s ti a n
faith of the Roman Catholic Chu rch , were ousted ,
and Japan cl o s ed its doors to forei gn ers . Th en
Iem i t su establ i s h ed the sys tem known as d a n k a
sei d o wh ereby every Japanese household was
requ i red to regi s ter affiliati on with Buddhism at
one of the Buddhist tem p l e s , rega rdless of t h ei r
f a i t h , s ect s , or sch oo l s . Thu s , Buddhism was on ce

a gain made a state insti tuti on . Buddhism now
became a “h o u s eh o l d - cen tered rel i gi on .” This sys-
tem provi ded for the trad i ti onal Ja p a n e s e
Buddhist establ i s h m ent a very important soc i a l
su pport and econ omic stabi l i ty. However, as a
re su l t , peop l e’s rel a ti onship to the temples bec a m e
i n c re a s i n gly nominal and they came to tem p l e
pri m a ri ly for the ri tes of the de ad . This was the
beginning of degen era ti on of Buddhism into wh a t
came to be known as “f u n eral Bu d d h i s m .” Da n k a
sei d o was abo l i s h ed by law in 1871.

Wh en intern a ti onal influ en ces were felt in
s p i te of the isolati onist policy adopted by the
To k u gawa shog u n , n a ti onal Shintoism was
revived and stren g t h en ed by a litera ry movem en t
c a ll ed “ Na ti onal Le a rn i n g,” wh i ch was initi a lly
s t a rted by Confucian sch o l a rs in their histori c a l
re s e a rch . However, the most important devel op-
m ent of this peri od was the rise of com m on ers
and town s m en and the growth of com m erce ,
wh i ch con tri buted mu ch to the urban cultu re of
this peri od .

The revival of m odern Japanese Rinzai Zen is
a t tri buted to the establ i s h m ent of koan Zen prac-
ti ce by Hakuin and the set ting up of s pecial Zen
training cen ters , senmon dojo, at Rinzai Zen
m on a s teries in the co u n try. Times had ch a n ged .
Now the ari s toc ra tic Rinzai Zen had to direct
a t ten ti on to com m on people for its su pport .
Ba n kei Yotaku (1622–1693) and Shido Bu’ n a n
(1603–1676) were two pion eers in this rega rd .
Th ey pre ach ed a popular vers i on of Zen
Buddhism that was simple and unsoph i s ti c a ted .
Zen was now finally acqu i ring a Japanese taste
aw ay from the Chinese influ en ces that had dom-
i n a ted it for so many ye a rs since its introdu cti on .
It was a new age of Zen . No less than Ba n kei and
S h i do, the cel ebra ted haiku poet Ba s h o
(1644–1694) con tri buted to this new age thro u gh
his poetry. He was a gen iu s . Just as Se s s hu had
done before him thro u gh painti n g, Basho was
a ble to grasp the en l i gh ten ed essen ce of n a tu re
and insti ll it into the form of s even teen - s yll a bl e
h a i k u . The re sult was manife s t a ti on of s p i ri tu a l
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i n s i ght that is con s t a n t ly evoc a tive of the beyon d .
As a lay disciple of Zen , he wandered around and
did not cease from “l on ging for wind and cl o u d s .”

This road !
With no one goi n g
Autumn even i n g.4

Hakuin was born to a com m on er family of l ow
s t a tu s . He en tered a temple wh en he was fifteen .
However, he was not sati s f i ed with his tra i n i n g,
and he began to do u bt the Buddhist path to lib-
era ti on . His anxiety mounted . In his nineteen t h
year he re ad the story of the tra gic death of Zen
Ma s ter Yen - t’ o u , and this inten s i f i ed his de s p a i r.
Re s t l e s s , he took to wandering and vi s i ted va ri o u s
tem p l e s . In Zu iun-ji in the provi n ce of Mi n o, h e
m et the poet Ba o, who sti mu l a ted Ha k u i n’s liter-
a ry intere s t . One su m m er day, the poet carri ed
the many vo lumes of his libra ry out s i de to air
t h em in the su n . Hakuin was overwh el m ed at the
s i ght of so many tre a su res of wi s dom . He did not
k n ow wh i ch vo lume to ch oose for spiri tual guid-
a n ce . So he sincerely prayed to all the guard i a n
dei ties of Bu d d h ad h a rma for guidance and then
p i cked up a vo lu m e . It tu rn ed out to be a co ll ec-
ti on of Zen stories from Ming dy n a s ty Ch i n a .
Hakuin was gre a t ly aro u s ed wh en he re ad abo ut
the Rinzai Zen Ma s ter Shih-shuang Ch’ u - y u a n
who med i t a ted day and night wi t h o ut interru p-
ti on and wh o, wh en be s et by drows i n e s s , wo u l d
bore into his flesh with a sharp awl in order to
aw a ken his mind thro u gh the pain.

Hakuin then determ i n ed to retu rn to the Zen
m ed i t a ti on hall and pers evere until he attained
f u ll en l i gh ten m en t . At that time he received the
n ews of his mother ’s de a t h . F i rs t , he wanted to go
h ome to attend her grave . Th en , he felt it wo u l d
do more good for her dep a rted spirit if he wo u l d
devo te himsel f com p l etely to the re a l i z a ti on of
f u ll en l i gh ten m en t . With this in mind he wen t
a round in search of s p i ri tual tra i n i n g. He
a t t a i n ed his first ex peri en ce of en l i gh ten m en t
wh en he heard the Dharma talk of S h o tet su . He

t h en went to Shoju Rojin (1642–1721), t h e
D h a rma heir of S h i do Bu’ n a n , who tra i n ed
Hakuin rut h l e s s ly. No pain or hu m i l i a ti on was
s p a red him. But Hakuin was gra teful to the old
m onk for the “great kindness” of his rut h l e s s
tra i n i n g. Hakuin stayed with Shoju on ly ei gh t
m on t h s , for he was soon call ed back to Daisho-ji
to care for his sick old master.

It is most prob a ble that Hakuin did not
receive Shoju’s sancti on of his spiri tual ex peri-
en ce or sancti on from any te ach er for that matter.
But he con ti nu ed to practi ce with the gre a te s t
i n ten s i ty. His spiri tual ex peri en ces now mu l ti-
p l i ed , but his physical con d i ti on deteri ora ted
d ra s ti c a lly. He su f fered a series of n ervous bre a k-
down s . In 1710 he vi s i ted a hermit who taugh t
him a psych o l ogical tre a tm ent for his “ Zen sick-
n e s s ,” and he was re s tored to health with the hel p
of the herm i t . He retu rn ed to his native vi ll a ge
u pon the news of his father ’s death and set t l ed
perm a n en t ly at Shoi n - j i , wh i ch was to becom e
the cen ter of the stron gest Zen movem ent of t h e
To k u gawa peri od . He frequ en t ly travel ed and
d rew stu dents from far and wi de . Myoshin-ji in
Kyo to accorded him ra n k , the ri ght to su cce s s i on ,
and the name Ha k u i n . His fame spre ad thro u gh-
o ut all Ja p a n .

Al t h o u gh Hakuin insisted on stri ct and ri gor-
ous koan Zen stu dy and training for mon k s , h e
was gen erous tow a rds lay peop l e . He of ten co u n-
s el ed them in both worl dly and spiri tual matters
and conveyed his te ach i n gs to them with son gs or
t h ro u gh his now famous Zen painti n gs . Hi s
nu m erous ink painti n gs that are inters pers ed wi t h
his words and poems are rep l ete with his Zen
hu m or and wi t . The large radiant eyes that loo k
o ut at you from his portrait painti n gs speak of t h e
vi gor and insight of Hakuin Zen . For Zen practi ce
Hakuin insisted that the stu dent should have
t h ree basic qu a l i ti e s : a great faith, a great do u bt
a f ter the koa n s , and a great pers evera n ce . Ha k u i n
u n ivers a lly recom m en ded the Mu koan for seei n g
i n to on e’s own true natu re , but later in his life he
devi s ed his own koa n , the “sound of one hand.”
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In s p i red by his ex a m p l e , m a ny of his Zen stu-
dents tra i n ed them s elves fe a rl e s s ly. Some of t h e
m ore zealous ones met with early deaths bec a u s e
of the ri gors to wh i ch they su bj ected them s elve s .
Ha k u i n , who learn ed early from his own ex peri-
en ce , a t ten ded the ailing monks and warn ed them
a gainst physical co ll a p s e . “ His warn i n gs are
u n ders cored impre s s ively by the long row of
tom b s tones of d i s c i p l e s , whose remains re s t
be s i de those of the master in the cem etery of
S h oi n - j i .”5

Hakuin worked ti rel e s s ly to an adva n ced age .
He wro te in vern acular language for the com m on
people and taught the ill i tera te using their own
ex pre s s i on s , as in the son g, “While Hoeing the
Weed s .” He did not negl ect ch i l d ren and old
wom en . In a “Song of the Old Woman Gri n d i n g
Gra i n ,” he reminds her of the universal Bu d d h a -
n a tu re wh i ch is pre s ent every wh ere and has her
sing at the end of the son g : “ If the old wom a n
s e a rches her heart ri gh t ly, the true way of t h e
p a tri a rchs cannot fail. Pers evere ; keep well! Th e
old woman now parts from yo u .”6

Hakuin fell seri o u s ly ill in his seven ty - ei gh t h
ye a r. One night he had a dream in wh i ch he saw
a ll his form er te ach ers and old fri en d s . F i rs t ,
Hakuin was very mu ch impre s s ed to find himsel f
a m ong the dep a rted . He was happy to see them
a gain and felt good to be finally with them . He
t h en asked how they had ach i eved their en l i gh t-
en m ent and loo ked around for re s pon s e .
Everyone was stony silen t . Wh en Hakuin began to
feel that he was in the wrong place , s om eon e
s h o uted , “ yon gm aeng ch on g j i n” ( i n ten s ive and
f i erce ef fort) wh i ch wo ke him up from his dre a m .
Af ter the dream Hakuin su d den ly recovered from
his illness and became vi gorous aga i n . In his
ei gh ti eth ye a r, m ore than seven hu n d red disciples
ga t h ered at his temple for spring tra i n i n g. He
p a s s ed aw ay in Ja nu a ry of 1 7 6 9 .

Hakuin revived Zen Buddhism in Japan at a
time wh en the trad i ti onal con ti n ental Zen
Buddhism from China faced ex ti n cti on . Al t h o u gh
he was an indepen dent advoc a te of the pop u l a r

Buddhist movem ent that had ari s en in Edo (pre-
s en t - d ay To kyo ) , he also en ga ged in intell ectu a l
and arti s tic activi ties for the spre ad of Zen te ach-
i n gs . Hakuin discovered Zen and revived and or ga-
n i zed it. In to this revived Zen he injected Ja p a n e s e
el em ents so that Zen would appeal both to mon k s
and laym en . This disti n ct ly Japanese Zen wi dely
i n f lu en ced Zen stu dents in Japan and finally dom-
i n a ted the temples of the Rinzai sch oo l . Tod ay, a ll
the Zen te ach ers bel on ging to the Rinzai sch ool of
Zen in Japan trace their spiri tual lineage to
Ha k u i n . Th ey stu dy and practi ce the koan Zen
e s t a bl i s h ed by Hakuin and rec i te his “Song of
Med i t a ti on” and Em m ei Jikku Kannon Gyo, t h e
“Ten - P h rase Ka n n on Sutra for Pro l on ging Life ,” i n
t h eir mon a s teri e s . Hakuin recom m en ded the latter
to com m on ers and samu rais for rec i t a ti on , but it
was adopted by Zen monks bl i n dly. It is this
Hakuin sch ool of Rinzai Zen that was introdu ced
to the West in the twen ti eth cen tu ry.

S p u rred by Ha k u i n’s revival movem en t , t h e
Zen monks in the metropolitan mon a s teries of
Kyo to that had been reh a bi l i t a ted from de s tru c-
ti on got toget h er for or ga n i zed Zen tra i n i n g.
Th ere were on ly a few serious Zen monks in each
Zen mon a s tery, so they joi n t ly held the su m m er
and wi n ter training in the different mon a s teri e s
in ro t a ti on . (This was call ed “ro t a ti on tra i n i n g.” )
This sti mu l a ted interest in Zen training amon g
the monks and even tu a lly gave rise to spec i a l
training cen ters thro u gh o ut the co u n try. It is at
these special training cen ters in the large publ i c
m on a s teries that have pre s erved the med i eval and
Song dy n a s ty Zen that Zen monks sti ll carry on
in the trad i ti onal mon a s tic life .

The modern peri od began with the Meij i
Re s tora ti on in 1868. With the Meiji Re s tora ti on ,
S h i n to was made a sem i - s t a te rel i gi on , a n d
Buddhist el em ents were ousted from Shinto
s h ri n e s . This was the beginning of a n ti - Bu d d h i s t
activi ti e s , wh i ch re ach ed their climax in 1871.
This was the on ly instance of Buddhist su ppre s-
s i on in the history of Ja p a n . In 1872, by govern-
m ent dec ree the monks were all owed to marry
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and adopt a non - veget a rian (meat-eating) diet .
Wom en were ad m i t ted to the tem p l e . It was also
this year that the Japanese govern m ent adopted
the We s tern calen d a r. The Buddhist sch ools fo l-
l owed su i t . These were important ch a n ges for
Japanese Buddhism and had a far- re aching ef fect
on Zen Buddhism in parti c u l a r. As a re su l t , tod ay
most Japanese Zen monks are marri ed and lead a
h o u s ehold life in the tem p l e s , a radical dep a rtu re
f rom trad i ti onal mon a s tic life . With the sec u l a r-
i z a ti on of the rel i gi on , m odern i z a ti on progra m s
were introdu ced to the Zen tem p l e s . The Zen
temples had to cope with the ch a n ging Ja p a n e s e
s oc i ety. As a re su l t , ac ademic insti tuti ons were
c re a ted to edu c a te young monks so that they
could acqu i re basic knowl ed ge in order to serve
s oc i ety as pri e s t s . Ac ademic activi ties sti mu l a ted
s ch o l a rly interest in the studies of the sch ool by
t h eir mem bers , and the re sult was the establ i s h-
m ent of s ect a rian studies by each sch ool in order
to prom o te their own te ach i n gs .

The two main sys tems that maintained Zen
temples before the Second World War were the
s ys tem of f a m i ly temples and the sys tem of h o u s e-
hold affiliati on with Buddhist temples ( d a n k a
sei d o ) , wh i ch con ti nu ed even after its of f i c i a l
revoc a ti on by the govern m ent in 1871. The fami-
ly tem p l e s , wh i ch com prise the majori ty of Zen
temples in Japan tod ay, a re basically family own ed
and thus hered i t a ry. Usu a lly, the el dest son of t h e
pri e s t’s family becomes a monk in order to carry
on his father ’s duti e s . He would attend Ha n a zon o
Co ll ege in Kyo to if his father was from the Ri n z a i
s ch oo l , or Kom a z awa Un ivers i ty in Toyko if h i s
f a t h er was a So to pri e s t . Af ter gradu a ti on , h e
would en ter one of the Mon k’s Ha lls ( sod o ) of t h e
l a r ge public mon a s teries bel on ging to his father ’s
s ch oo l . Mon k’s Ha lls are special cen ters set up to
train monks in mon a s tic life . He would train there
for two to three ye a rs . For most mon k s , this is the
on ly time they ex peri en ce mon a s tic life . Af ter the
t wo- to three - year training he would retu rn to his
f a t h er ’s temple and take over his father ’s duti e s
within a few ye a rs .

Du ring the Pacific War (Second World Wa r ) ,
a ll Japanese Buddhist sch ools including Zen
actively co ll a bora ted with Japanese imperi a l i s m
and militari s m . Zen priests were sent to Ta iw a n ,
Kore a , and China as mission a ries to su pport the
Japanese war ef fort , t h ereby angering As i a n
Buddhists at large . It was a serious vi o l a ti on of
Buddhist precept s . However, Japanese et h n ocen-
trism and the long history of Buddhist assoc i a-
ti on with the state preva i l ed over any Bu d d h i s t
u n ivers a l s . For this re a s on and also for its lon g
h i s tory with the Japanese warri or regi m e ,
Japanese Zen is som etimes call ed “s a mu rai Zen”
or “s a mu rai rel i gi on .” The on ly excepti on to this
was perhaps Shirouzu Keisan Roshi (1897–1973),
the form er abbot of Hei ri n - j i , who cri ti c i zed
Japanese ex p a n s i on i s m . Af ter the war, Ja p a n e s e
Buddhist monks were alien a ted from other As i a n
Bu d d h i s t s , not on ly because of t h eir arrogant and
u n repentant atti tu de , but also because Ja p a n e s e
Buddhists had discarded Vi n aya rules and adopt-
ed a secular life s tyl e .

The introdu cti on of Zen to the West is the sin-
gle most important con tri buti on Japanese Zen
Buddhism has made in the twen ti eth cen tu ry.
Ever since Buddhism left In d i a , the land of its ori-
gi n , m ore than two thousand ye a rs ago, the te ach-
i n gs have been spre ad to different places by
traveling Buddhist monks and laym en , but the
ex tent of t h eir travels was largely con f i n ed to
As i a . Now, f i n a lly Zen Buddhism has been su c-
ce s s f u lly introdu ced to North Am erica by
Japanese Bu d d h i s t s . For this we are gre a t ly
i n debted to them .o
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Not e :

For the Ka m a k u ra peri od of this arti cl e , I have
con su l ted Five Mou n t a i n s by Ma rtin Co ll c ut t , i n
wh i ch the aut h or put forw a rd new interpret a-
ti ons of Ka m a k u ra Zen based on his re s e a rch ,
t h ereby ch a ll en ging the gen era lly held vi ews of
this peri od in the We s tern Buddhist litera tu re .

I have been unable to treat the So to Zen
s ch ool properly because of my ign ora n ce of t h i s
trad i ti on in Ja p a n . Th erefore , my arti cle is limit-
ed largely to the tre a tm ent of the Rinzai Zen
s ch ool in Ja p a n .

1 . Ma rtin  Co ll c ut t , Five Mountains: the Ri n z a i
Mo n a s tic In s ti tu tion in Med i eval Ja pan ( Lon don :
Ha rva rd Un ivers i ty Pre s s , 1 9 8 1 ) , 3 9 .

2 . Yuho Yo koi , Zen Ma s ter Do gen ( New York :
We a t h erh i ll , 1 9 7 6 ) , 3 3 .

3 . Trevor Legget t , “ Ka m a k u ra Koa n s ,” Zen and
the Ways , ( Bo u l der: S h a m b h a l a , 1 9 7 8 ) , 7 1 – 1 1 3 .

4 . Robert Ai ken , A Zen Wave , ( New York :
We a t h erh i ll , 1 9 7 8 ) , 8 0 .

5 . Hei n ri ch Du m o u l i n , A Hi s to ry of Zen
B u d d h i s m , ( Bo s ton : Be acon Pre s s , 1 9 7 1 ) .

6 . Ibi d . , 2 4 7 .

Rev. Toan José Castelao
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I became a Buddhist at a ru n - down movie theater
at the end of a showing of “Little Bu d d h a .” Th e
film portrayed the life of Si d d h a rtha and his jour-
n ey to becoming the Bu d d h a , but I went to see the
film on ly because it was two bu cks and it starred
Ke a nu Reeve s . The mom ent wh en Si d d a rt h a
to u ch ed the ground and the Earth con f i rm ed his
en l i gh ten m ent was the mom ent I felt a tra n s form-
ing thu n derbo l t . I saw my life very cl e a rly. I was
u n h a ppy. I did not know what I wanted to do wi t h
my life . I did not know who I was.

I rem em ber leaving the theater and feeling the
ch i lly fall wind bl ow against my face . I was feel i n g
raw and ex po s ed intern a lly. I ’d just had one of t h e
most purely painful mom ents of my life . Th ere
was no excuse I could make to deny how I felt at
that mom en t . Th ere was no story I could cre a te to
give mys el f com fort . My life at that mom ent was

ex act ly as it was. I did not know what I needed ,
but I had to find out more abo ut Bu d d h i s m .

At that ti m e , I had just gradu a ted from co ll ege
and was tra n s i ti oning to full - time work , but I fel t
con s t a n t ly afra i d . I had su f fered from worry and
a n x i ety from a very young age , and it was ord i-
n a ry for me to ex peri en ce panic attacks severa l
times a day. A panic attack would happen out of
n o t h i n g — s tra n ge noises from my car, my ph on e
ri n gi n g, or po l i ce siren s . My mind would ex p a n d
with fe a r, and I was qu i ck ly para ly zed with my
h e a rt po u n d i n g, my skin co l d , and su ch pre s su re
on my chest that I would think that I was havi n g
a heart attack . As the panic passed , my mind
tu rn ed into a vacuum of em ptiness and de s p a i r.
Som etimes while I was in high sch oo l , I was too
a f raid to go out s i de , so I would stay hom e . L ivi n g
a shel tered life was both a com fort and a cage .

Wild and Rustic Journey

Kojun Kim Rodriguez
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Du ring co ll ege , I managed to grow up a bi t
and become more com fort a ble socializing and
going out at nigh t , but I went to the ex treme of
a lw ays going out , a lw ays being bu s y, and alw ays
being on the move . I had too mu ch su perf i c i a l
a t t ach m ent to party people and not en o u gh gen-
uine con n ecti on to others . I spent a lot of ti m e
with people in noisy bars or nigh tclu b s , i n h a l i n g
a lot of s m o ke , h aving meaningless convers a ti on s
with people who were ston ed or drunk or wh o
were very statu s - ori en ted and com peti tive . Tru e
feel i n gs of j oy and happiness were misdirected
tow a rd eating out , s h opp i n g, and clu bing in an
ef fort to end my sense of i s o l a ti on and leave my
h i gh sch ool ye a rs beh i n d .

♥

I found a temple and went to med i t a ti on practi ce
reg u l a rly. I needed som ething but did not know
what it was. For a long ti m e , to be alone in silen ce
du ring sitting was very uncom fort a bl e . Si t ti n g
s ti ll on the med i t a ti on cushion was hard . I fel t
very sel f - conscious abo ut my mu s cles twi tch i n g
and my stom ach gurgling and my body making a
lot of o t h er noi s e s . My toes would feel nu m b, a n d
the pins-and-needles sen s a ti on would creep up
my legs , and I would men t a lly whine to mys el f
a bo ut how hard this was and how I must be cra z y.
That movie mu s t’ve been wron g !

My te ach er ’s en co u ra gem ent to rely upon
mys el f and to help mys el f was confusing and terri-
f yi n g. I was feeling sep a ra ti on from my family in
m a ny ways for the first ti m e . I did not move out of
my father ’s house until I was thirty, almost like
Si d d h a rt h a , except I made a ch oi ce to live an
ex ten ded ado l e s cen ce after gradu a ti on from co l-
l ege . I had few probl ems living with my dad as
l ong as I could come and go as I pleased . I had
ample spending mon ey and few re s pon s i bi l i ti e s .
Growing up and attaining full indepen den ce was
not som ething I chose to em brace but to con-
s c i o u s ly avoi d , deep ly lacking con f i den ce in
mys el f . Af ter I began attending med i t a ti on sitti n gs ,

I began to worry — could I attain en l i gh ten m ent if
I ’m sti ll living with my dad ?

Si t ting on a med i t a ti on cushion , wi t h o ut the
cocoon of my family, I came to face all my cl i n g-
i n g, de s p a i r, and fe a r, and stru ggle with com fort
and need . I would wander aw ay from my hwa du ,
“What am I?” tow a rd overwh elming worri e s . Wi ll
I die doing this? What if s om ething horri ble hap-
pens? Wi ll the temple catch on fire? My worri e s
would be abo ut the most unlikely and spect ac u l a r
t h i n gs , but it would never cross my mind to figure
what I would do if these things re a lly happen ed .

This com p u l s ive worrying made overn i gh t
retreats and my initial Yo n gm a eng Chongjin very
d i f f i c u l t . I was terri f i ed of the m ok t’ a k . I wo u l d
w a ke in the middle of the night and worry abo ut
the mokt’ak sound, and the image of that sti ck
h i t ting the wooden gong repe a ted in mind. I
would worry for hours , but slowly I would retu rn
to sleep, just to be start l ed aw a ke at five a.m. by
the true wake-up call . I would be hu rtling into an
awful panic attack .

I dec i ded to talk to Sunim abo ut it on ce du r-
ing an intervi ew. I de s c ri bed for him my waiti n g,
w a i ti n g, and waiting for the sound of the mok-
t’ a k . He loo ked at me and said, “Th a t’s very neu-
ro ti c .” He urged me to con cen tra te on my hw adu
and let my power of con cen tra ti on take over. I
could not re a lly let go and all ow that to happen .

“You don’t like ch a n ge ,” he said. “That is a
probl em for yo u .”

I have of ten heard Sunim say that on a med i-
t a ti on retre a t , we are like rocks in a bag that wh en
s h a ken , k n ock against each other and help to
s h a pe and polish each other. In this way, we hel p
e ach other to wake up. As I parti c i p a ted in more
retre a t s , I would try to keep that image in mind,
s ti ck to my hw adu , and accept stru ggle as norm a l .
I began to ex peri en ce time passing wi t h o ut a
panic attack or a worrying spell . My body wo u l d
rel a x , and my breathing would flow. I began to
ex peri en ce solitu de wi t h o ut isolati on . I wo u l d
hear a siren or ti res squeal or hear people yell i n g
at each other on the street , and it would not affect
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m e . I might worry abo ut it, but incre a s i n gly it
was easier to go back to my con cen tra ti on .

♥

I form a lly became a Buddhist in 1997, p a rti c i p a t-
ing in the precept-taking cerem ony at Zen
Buddhist Temple in Ch i c a go and becoming part
of the Dharma family “ Ko.” At the ti m e , the ide a
of being in a “ D h a rma family ” was stra n ge and a
bit alien a ti n g. I atten ded the cerem ony by mys el f
because I did not know anyone wh om I could ask
to com e .

I thought a lot abo ut my gra n d m o t h er, my
f a t h er ’s mother, du ring the cerem ony, but I did
not tell her abo ut my invo lvem ent because I did
not know how she would re act . I kept the tem p l e
and my Buddhism a sec ret from my family as
l ong as I could because I fe a red I would be dis-
own ed . I was also very afraid of my family ’s anger
tow a rds me.

I have alw ays va lu ed my rel a ti onship with my
gra n d m o t h er, and I felt I needed to be honest wi t h
h er abo ut my being Bu d d h i s t . I de s pera tely want-
ed a family mem ber to know and hopef u lly love
me and not rej ect me. I dec i ded to go to Flori d a
and visit her to tell her in pers on .

Af ter I passed the sec u ri ty ga te at my gra n d-
m o t h er ’s reti rem ent com mu n i ty, I silen t ly
reh e a rs ed how I would say that I was now a
Buddhist and what I would say in case her
re s ponse was nega tive . I took my med i t a ti on
be ad s , my precept certi f i c a te , and a mini-book of
the D h a m m a pa d a , just in case she had any qu e s-
ti on s , but more import a n t ly, to su pport mys el f i n
telling her why I was a Bu d d h i s t .

I walked up to her small pink stu cco house. It
was part of a com p l ex of o t h er similar candy - co l-
ored stu cco reti rem ent hom e s , and yet her house
was different from all the others . I saw a Bu d d h a
s t a tue on the front stoop. I for got everything I
p l a n n ed to say.

My grandma wel com ed me into her house
with hu gs and kisses, and I noti ced more Bu d d h a

s t a tues inside her house—a small Buddha by the
door, a Buddha on the cof fee tabl e , a pictu re of
the Buddha on the ref ri gera tor. I was absolutely
con f u s ed . Why does she have these things here? I
was speech l e s s .

On top of the toi l et , wh ere a ti s sue box used to
be , t h ere was a Buddha sitting on top of a pink cro-
ch et doi ly. That was it. I finally found my voi ce to
a s k , “Abu el a , wh a t’s with all the Buddha statu e s ? ”

“Oh that,” she said, tu rning aw ay from me
n ervo u s ly. “I became a Bu d d h i s t . I wanted to tell
yo u , but I wasn’t su re how you would re act .”

“I have som ething to tell yo u ,” I said. “ I ’m a
Buddhist too ! ”

“To be a Buddhist is an ack n owl ed gem ent of
the dign i ty of the human bei n g,” my gra n d m a
ex p l a i n ed . She became invo lved in Bu d d h i s m
t h ro u gh Vi etnamese co - workers at her part - ti m e
j ob at an uph o l s tery factory. She was so happy for
m e . I felt a flood of rel i ef and also great exc i te-
m ent in sharing my ex peri en ce with her. We sat
on my gra n d m a’s bed and talked for a long ti m e .
A dam of s ep a ra ti on and gen era ti on fell bet ween
u s , and we snu ggl ed on her bed , feeling love and
re s pect for each other. But gra n d m o t h er was not
h a ppy with everything I told her.

“Wh en I come to Ch i c a go nex t ,” she said, “ I ’m
going to visit your temple and become a
Bu d d h i s t . I ’m going to speak to that Sunim and
tell him to give you a bet ter Buddhist name.
‘ Koju n’ — wild and ru s ti c … ”

“The name has a high er purpose—an inner,
an outer, and a hidden meaning,” wh i ch I sti ll say
wh en ever she bri n gs it up. “ I ’ve had this name for
a long ti m e . It fits me.”

“To be ru s tic is to be an uncultu red pers on —
to be a bu m ! ” she rep l i ed . “ My be a utiful gra n d-
d a u gh ter de s erves bet ter.”

Since then, I have learned many things from my
grandmother. My grandmother has connected me
to my heritage from the past but also has served to
prepare me for the future. According to Buddhist
teachings, death is a part of life. Spending time with
my elderly grandmother gives me a perspective on
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aging that I would normally want to avoid because
I really don’t want to think that I will be sharing my
gra n d m o t h er ’s ex peri en ces wh en I’m on the cusp
of being ei gh ty ye a rs old. I am the on ly family
member outside of Florida who visits her regular-
ly. To spend inti m a te time with my gra n d m o t h er
means accepting that she can’t hear as well as she
u s ed to. She has to take many pills for assorted
chronic ailments to get through the day, and she’s
increasingly afraid of things that used to be com-
monplace, like riding in car going over 35 mph.

In a reti rem ent com mu n i ty, death alw ays hap-
pen s . It’s a com m on p l ace topic of convers a ti on ,
almost like discussing the we a t h er. She has new
f ri ends every year because most of the ones I
m eet of ten pass aw ay bet ween my vi s i t s .
Wh en ever I gri m ace or make a face wh en our
convers a ti on tu rns to her passing aw ay or her
worries abo ut po ten tial incon ti n en ce or her po s-
s i bly devel oping dem en ti a , she reminds me,
“ Everyone is going to die. I am re ady.”

My gra n d m o t h er has given me love and
accept a n ce that I hoped to receive abo ut being a
Bu d d h i s t . However, my Buddhist life s tyl e —
because the temple has become an import a n t
p a rt of my life—has been very difficult for the
rest of my family. In convers a ti ons with my par-
en t s , I stru ggle to remain truthful to mys el f a n d
also keep in mind that they worry for me and
don’t want me to be hu rt . Being a Buddhist has
s et me apart from my family because I chose to be
d i f feren t . I chose not to be a Ch ri s ti a n .

♥

Wh en I told my mother I became a Bu d d h i s t , s h e
became very angry and rem i n ded me that I was
b a pti zed Pre s byteri a n . “This is who you are ! ” s h e
i n s i s ted . She would call to remind me of that sev-
eral times afterw a rd s , e s pec i a lly du ring the day
while I was at work . “This is who you are ! ” a ga i n
and aga i n . She finally told me, “ Don’t tell me any-
m ore . I don’t want to know.”

My mother is Pre s byteri a n , but she was ra i s ed

with eva n gelical Ch ri s ti a n i ty in the mountains of
West Vi r gi n i a . She told my aunts abo ut my
Bu d d h i s m , and my aunts have of fered to hel p
a rra n ge for me to be “re s c u ed .” My ch oi ce has
been very painful for her. Af ter several ye a rs , I
open ly tell her that I’m going on retreat or goi n g
to the temple for meeti n gs , and she re s ponds by
n odding her head and smiling, but her green eye s
a lw ays look very sad .

My father is not Catholic or Pre s byterian and
rel i gious like my mother. He’s spiri tual and prays
on a daily basis but refuses to go to any chu rch ,
preferring to watch the pre ach ers on Su n d ay -
m orning TV. He feels stron gly that you don’t have
to give mon ey to any chu rch in order to ex peri-
en ce God , e s pec i a lly the Catholic Chu rch . “G od is
f ree , and you are too,” he says .

Af ter I took my precept s , my father noti ced
that I was no lon ger staying out so late on
Sa tu rd ay nights at the nigh tclubs or sleeping of f
h a n govers until Su n d ay aftern oon . In s te ad , I was
mys teri o u s ly rushing of f s om ewh ere . He usu a lly
did not know wh ere I was goi n g, and he never
re a lly inqu i red abo ut it until then . I finally to l d
him that I was attending a Buddhist tem p l e .

My father wanted to know more , so he qu e s-
ti on ed me abo ut what I do at the tem p l e . I
ex p l a i n ed that we med i t a te in silen ce and ch a n t
and try to be mindful. The Buddha attained
en l i gh ten m en t , and I was trying to do that also.

“ Do you take dru gs [for en l i gh ten m ent]? If
s om eone there of fers you dru gs , tell them yo u’re
not that kind of gi rl .”

“You don’t need that place ,” he would say.
“You can do this here at hom e , ri ght here on the
co u ch … ri ght next to me while I watch TV.”

I stu bborn ly went to the temple som eti m e s
just to defy my dad , re s en tful of his attem pts to
a l ter my dec i s i on to be a Bu d d h i s t , but more
i m port a n t ly, re active to his attem pt to keep me
the same pers on he hel ped to cre a te . O n ce as I
w a l ked out of the co u rtya rd of our bu i l d i n g, I
h e a rd a wi n dow open , and I tu rn ed to see him
pop his dark head out the second floor wi n dow
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and call out , “ Don’t eat or drink anything those
people give you! Don’t give those people mon ey ! ”

My parents are acc u s tom ed to my Bu d d h i s m
n ow, and although they re a lly do not approve ,
n ei t h er of t h em complains to me abo ut it any-
m ore . My dad even vi s i ted the temple on ce wi t h-
o ut any dra m a . Wh en I got my first apartm en t , I
ex peri en ced rel i ef and freedom that I could go to
the temple as of ten as I wanted wi t h o ut drawi n g
a nyon e’s drama or cri ti c i s m . For a while I fel t
a s h a m ed for not having moved out soon er. But
f reedom is apprec i a ted most wh en you re a l i ze
you finally have it.

♥

Med i t a ti on has provi ded me with the space to
focus on what is important and what is not
i m port a n t . Med i t a ti on retre a t s , e s pec i a lly the
past six to seven su m m er Yon gm aeng Ch on g j i n s ,
h el ped prep a re me for living on my own and to
pers evere thro u gh mu ch more difficult tra n s i-
ti ons in life , su ch as wh en my boss passed aw ay
and wh en my dog died . It is easier now for me to
ad d ress the deeper qu e s ti on s . What do I need to
be happy? What is re a lly import a n t , and what is
not important for my happiness? 

At the start of the 2005 Yon gm aeng Ch on g j i n
in Toron to, Sunim gave all the participants advi ce
on how to live du ring the retreat by telling us that
we had to figure out what was important and
what was not import a n t . I had three pleasant days
with that advi ce , but on the fo u rth day, Su n i m
gave everyone the advi ce of “one set practi ce ,”
wh i ch tra n s form ed the retreat for me.

The fo u rth day tu rn ed out to be the harde s t
d ay for me because I had slipped and fall en down
s ome stairs du ring the night so my knees were
bru i s ed and the lack of s l eep and the hu m i d i ty
m ade me very drowsy du ring the day. Ex tra
ob s t acles arose in my body and my mind wh en I
h ad thought that the most difficult day had been
the one just before .

By the time evening came, my body was slu m-

beri n g, and I was feeling the creep of n ega tivi ty
and futi l i ty in my mind. I was re ady for my “on e
s et practi ce .” I got up from my cushion and did
108 pro s tra ti on s . I did them slowly because of t h e
u gly bruises on my knee s , and soreness and ach i-
ness co u rs ed thro u gh my body with each move-
m en t . I made every one of those pro s tra ti on s
m a t ter. Wh en I finished , I felt my spiri t , my body,
and my focus ref re s h ed . This is why I think this
recent retreat sank into my bones more deep ly
than previous retre a t s . I felt en er gi zed to con ti n-
ue the retreat beyond the five days .

After the retreat ended, I renewed my precepts.
Standing shoulder to shoulder with all the other
precept renewers as we loudly chanted, “Sogamoni-
bul,” was a very affirming experience. All the voices
ch a n ting as on e , t hu n dering with the en er gy of
com m i tm en t , m ade me feel solidari ty with the
group, the room, the building, and the earth.

A week after the retre a t , I was on vac a ti on at
an Oregon be ach facing the Pacific Ocean at su n -
u p. I com p l eted 108 pro s tra ti ons and ch a n ted
“Soga m on i - bu l ” u n til I felt re ady to stop. As the
su n rise gl ow faded , I felt very warm so I pull ed
of f a ll my clothes and ran into the su rf . The silver
w aves knocked against me, and my skin tu rn ed
i c y. I bri ef ly worri ed abo ut som eone watching me
but so what? I was very aw a ke and alive . Braced
by the waves with my hair plastered to my head ,
bi t ter salt on my lips, and the force of the oce a n
pushing and pulling me to go with its flow, i t s
rustle and its hu s h , my life bl o s s om ed with ri ch
con ten tm ent and with the ease of feeling sel f -
a s su red and at home in the worl d .

oKojun Kim Rodriguez was born and raised

in Chicago and is currently a member of the

A d v i s o ry Council of Zen Buddhist Temple in

Chicago. She studies karate and is an active

member of Sierra Club. She writes when she's

i n s p i red and occasionally creates paintings

and photography.
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I was born in 1962 in Devon , in the sout hwest of
E n gl a n d . The wi n ter was unu su a lly hard . He av y
s n ow isolated the vi ll a ges from the out s i de , a n d
t h ey had to be su pp l i ed by army hel i copters . My
gra n d m o t h er and mother washed my diapers in a
bu cket with water from the one tap that sti ll
worked . We had no tel evi s i on wh en I was little
a n d , of co u rs e , no com p uter and no cell ph on e .
We were all going to die in a nu clear holoc a u s t .
The Beatles were on the rad i o, and man had not
yet stepped on the moon . It was not that long ago.

I bel i eved unqu e s ti on i n gly in the other
bei n gs—the ph a n tom s , the fairies and bl ack
dogs , the gh o s t ly hu n t s m en . Som etimes I fel t
t h em , a n d , u n til sch ool and re a s on impo s ed
t h em s elve s , s om etimes I saw them . My paren t s
d ivorced , and I moved to Lon don with my moth-
er and her partn er, who became my stepf a t h er.

I joi n ed a re s erve battalion of the Pa rachute

Regi m en t , l eft after two ye a rs , got a place on a
bi o l ogy degree co u rs e , d ropped out after six
wee k s , h i tch h i ked around Eu rope for two
m on t h s , and en ded up in Egypt . I resat sch oo l
exams and went to univers i ty to stu dy ph i l o s ophy
and Engl i s h . I was awk w a rd , t h o u gh not inex pe-
ri en ced , with wom en . I did not make fri ends eas-
i ly, and I was vi o l en t . I fo u ght in the street s , I
fo u ght in bars , I fo u ght work m a te s , s ch oo l
f ri en d s , and flatm a te s . I fo u ght from the south to
the north of E n gl a n d , and I fo u ght in Sco t l a n d ,
wh ere I lived for ei ght ye a rs . Som etimes I put
people in the hospital, but mostly I lost figh t s . I
was kicked uncon s c i o u s , s ti tch ed up by doctors ,
p i cked up by the po l i ce . I fo u ght with men more
times than I slept with wom en .

I injected mys el f with dru gs , u su a lly heroi n ,
and I even tu a lly used met h adon e , Tem ge s i c ,
Va l iu m , a m ph et a m i n e s , coc a i n e . I smoked hash,

water runs down
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s w a ll owed mu s h room s , d ropped ac i d . I measu red
o ut my life with dirty spoon s .

Why? I’d had a happy ch i l d h ood . My mother is
eccen tric and vo l a tile by tem pera m en t , but we
s h a red a sense of hu m or that of ten diffused our
f i ghts and battles of wi ll s . One of the nicest things
she ever said to me was, “I don’t care what you do
with your life ; I just want you to be happy.” Wh en
she discovered I was an ad d i ct , she wro te me a let-
ter that I sti ll have , a cry of anguish from a moth-
er unable to pro tect her ch i l d . The on ly other
l et ter I have saved is one I received from my father,
a f ter I told him I had ren o u n ced his su rname and
t a ken my mother ’s name. The tone is calm and
m e a su red but of hu rt beyond unders t a n d i n g.

▲

Du ring my ye a rs using heroi n , I knew people wh o
overdo s ed and died . I knew people who were
d ra gged unconscious out of houses by their hair
and left in ph one booths to die but for the em er-
gency call . People who were be a ten to near- p a ra l-
ysis in arguments over bad de a l s . People wh o
were ja i l ed for thieving and po s s e s s i on . An d ,
l a ter, people I knew began dying of A I D S . E a rly in
my peri od as an ad d i ct , my stepf a t h er asked for
advi ce from a street wise fri en d , who fra n k ly to l d
him that I would never quit until I made the dec i-
s i on mys el f . “The best you can do,” his fri en d
s a i d , “is to get him aw ay from it.” My stepf a t h er
and my mother were planning to move out of
Lon don , and he asked me to work on decora ti n g
t h eir new house. I stayed for three mon t h s . At the
ti m e , I thought it was I who was doing him the
f avor. He pull ed me back from the bri n k , a n d
a l t h o u gh I con ti nu ed to use dru gs later on , I
n ever went to the ex tremes of that life aga i n .

My final break with the needle came wh en I
came to share an apartm ent in Edinbu r gh . “ Don’t
do that here ,” said my new flatm a te . I saw mys el f
going under again and kept my word not to use.
But I drank heavi ly, and I sti ll smoked hash. Th e
ye a rs passed , and I saw my fri ends drop out of t h e

p a rty scen e . Th ey marri ed and had ch i l d ren . I
re a l i zed I was wasting my life . I began to seri o u s-
ly qu e s ti on what life was abo ut , what it was for.
The meaning of it all .

Bet ween 1993 and 1994, I worked with a
hu m a n i t a rian aid agency that del ivered food ,
cl o t h i n g, and medical su pplies into Bo s n i a -
Her zegovina du ring the war. I vo lu n teered for
m i xed re a s on s — for adven tu re and a determ i n a-
ti on to work against another war in Eu rope . My
gra n d f a t h er was kill ed in the Second World War a
few months before my mother was born , and my
gra n d m o t h er drove an ambu l a n ce thro u gh the
Lon don bl i t z .

Near Vi te z , our ro ute on these su pp ly ru n s
p a s s ed the bl acken ed shell of a bus by the side of
the road . The bus had been hit by mortar fire
du ring an agreem ent to evac u a te the inhabi t a n t s
of an en cl ave . The Bri tish soldiers at the local UN
base told me that old wom en with pitch fork s
j oi n ed in the butch ering of those who were sti ll
a l ive . Di sg u s ted , the Bri tish battalion ref u s ed to
l et the bus be moved and left it as a te s t a m en t . In
the hospitals were ch i l d ren who had been target-
ed by snipers . Why ?

We del ivered su pplies to ref u gee cen ters and
orph a n a ge s . Som etimes we were caught in cro s s-
f i re . We were lu cky; no one was kill ed . I met the
man who worked as our interpreter; wh en I saw
him again a few months later, his hair had tu rn ed
wh i te . The stories I heard , as mu ch as the de a t h
and near- de a t h , s h owed me the re a l i ty of vi o l en ce
and how vi o l en ce causes vi o l en ce .

▲

By the early nineti e s , raves and ecstasy had
a rrived , a l ong with the well-meaning mantra of
“pe ace , l ove , u n i ty, and re s pect .” I sti ll needed an
a n s wer. One nigh t , I took too many differen t
p i ll s . I cl i m bed the stairs to my apartm en t , a n d
s om ething ex p l oded in my head . Everything I
t h o u ght I knew abo ut my life in the world was
s h a t tered by the en orm i ty that su d den ly con-
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f ron ted me. Time stretch ed in all directi on s . I
s tood frozen on the stairw ay, a ghast and
awe s tru ck , clutching the banister. My fri end pri ed
my hands of f and led me to my room . All the
co l or, he said, h ad dra i n ed from my face . I saw the
profound con cern in his eye s , and I wanted to
re a s su re him: “ It’s all ri gh t . It’s all ri gh t ; n o t h i n g
m a t ters . Nothing matters ; i t’s be a uti f u l .” I said it
over and over. I felt I could abandon everyt h i n g
and step con f i den t ly into etern i ty, not to go any-
wh ere but just to be . I saw my sister and all the
good people who had done so mu ch to help me.
Th ey had alre ady received the knowl ed ge that was
n ow flooding over me, and they had been waiti n g
for me to understand it. I felt a great urge to
explain this knowl ed ge to my fri en d , to share its
be a uty with him, but my ign ora n t , u n d i s c i p l i n ed ,
and dru g - ad dl ed mind could not cope . He aven
tu rn ed to the hells of fear and para n oi a . The door
of percepti on , i f t h a t’s what it was, s l a m m ed shut
on me.

My fri end sat pati en t ly with me all night and
t a l ked me down . A few days later, I saw him of f on
a tra i n . I do not know fully what I put my fri en d
t h ro u gh , but I never saw or heard from him aga i n .

That ex peri en ce has haunted me. It lu rked
con s t a n t ly in the back ground of my though t s . I
felt more stron gly than ever that there was som e-
thing beyond my limited understanding of t h e
h orror of l i fe as I knew it.

▲

Gradu a lly, I began to pull mys el f toget h er. I start-
ed wri ting for news p a pers , s t a rted journ a l i s m
s ch oo l , and accepted a po s i ti on on an Engl i s h -
l a n g u a ge news p a per in Eston i a , wh ere I met the
woman who would become my wi fe . She worked
at the rival news p a per, and we met to swap ide a s .

Even tu a lly the two papers mer ged , but we
a l re ady had . We talked thro u gh the nigh t , a bo ut
our lives and abo ut spiri tu a l i ty. She had lost her
faith in the Catholic Chu rch . Her mother had
been a nu n , and her father had been a sem i n a ri-

a n , but both had lef t . The family joke was that
t h ey had met at the last-ch a n ce dance . Her uncl e
h ad rem a i n ed a priest and her aunt a nu n .

Ra i s ed an An gl i c a n , I atten ded chu rch servi ce s
every Su n d ay morn i n g. Som etimes I had to be
d ra gged to the servi ce s . G oing to chu rch bec a m e
an exercise in ex torti on : no chu rch , no borrowi n g
the car. I told my futu re wi fe of the clash I per-
ceived bet ween bel i ef and re a s on . I had been con-
f i rm ed , but I could not understand the role of
prayer. I bel i eved God hel ped those who hel ped
t h em s elve s . The priest su gge s ted I try med i t a ti on ,
and I did. I would close my eyes and try to vi su-
a l i ze a ro s e , a cro s s , or som ething el s e . Very soon
I would be asleep. Even tu a lly, I just dri f ted aw ay.
No one was able to answer my qu e s ti on s ; chu rch
h ad simply become em pty and irrel eva n t .

I spo ke to her of S p i n oz a’s noti on of one su b-
s t a n ce—that the God of the spirit and the world of
m a t ter were on e . We talked of the Gn o s ti c s , of
P l a to’s cave , and of Ni et z s ch e’s idea of etern a l
rec u rren ce . I told her I bel i eved there was som e-
thing gre a ter and that we were a part of i t . I said I
did not know what it was but I de s pera tely needed
to know. I de s c ri bed my bre a k down ex peri en ce .

Som eh ow, my futu re wi fe unders tood . S h e
u n ders tood as no one else had , and I came to love
h er deep ly.

Af ter a year or so, we left Estonia for Bri t a i n ,
and I began work at a local news p a per until red
t a pe pull ed her back to Ca n ad a . I fo ll owed .

▲

We marri ed within mon t h s , and I began the
i m m i gra ti on proce s s . My status was uncert a i n ,
and I was not all owed to work . I had been a jour-
nalist talking to prime ministers and pre s i den t s ,
and now I was nobody. I had given up my co u n-
try of bi rt h , given aw ay most of my po s s e s s i on s ,
and arrived in Ca n ada with nothing but what I
c a rri ed in a back p ack . Som eh ow, I was on a hors e
hu rtling pell - m ell into the fore s t , and my feet
weren’t even in the sti rru p s . I failed to wel com e
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my new freedom . I drank hard , bec a m e
depre s s ed , bl acked out , and ra n ted and ra ged . I
began taking my fru s tra ti on out on the wom a n
who loved me.

I had to do som ething to calm down . I
t h o u ght of m ed i t a ti on , but how was I to sit? I
rem em bered that Buddhists med i t a ted , so I wen t
to the libra ry and even tu a lly found a book wi t h
p i ctu res of po s tu re s . It was Philip Ka p l e a u’s T h e
T h ree Pi ll a rs of Zen . I ch ecked out the book and
re ad ri ght thro u gh it. I was amazed . This is it, t h i s
is it, this is everything I had come to bel i eve in, to
k n ow. This is what I had been searching for. It
was ri ght here , and it had been around for more
than 2,500 ye a rs . I never knew. I was asto u n ded .

I started sitting on my own , t h ro u gh the
a gony of the pain in my legs . I sat for abo ut six
m on t h s , u n til my wi fe su gge s ted I should find a
te ach er if I was seri o u s . I loo ked up Zen in the
Yell ow Pa ges and took a walk to a temple on
Va u ghan Road . I think a retreat must have been
in progre s s . A man answered the door. I wanted a
book to re ad , but he su gge s ted I keep an open
mind inste ad and gave me the dates of the nex t
i n trodu ctory med i t a ti on co u rs e . My wi fe and I
s i gn ed up.

An jali led the evening cl a s s e s . He taught us
h ow to sit and how to ch a n t . He taught pe ace and
h a pp i n e s s , gra ti tu de , s i n ceri ty, m i n d f u l n e s s , a n d
con cen tra ti on . Som eone asked abo ut en l i gh ten-
m en t . “Si t ting is en l i gh ten m en t ,” he rep l i ed .

One Wed n e s d ay even i n g, Sunim arrived and
l ed the sitti n g. At the intervi ew bell , I leapt from
my cushion and ran to the top of the stairs , lost my
foo ti n g, and slid down them on my back s i de . An d
so I stu m bl ed into the first of m a ny intervi ews .

I parti c i p a ted in my first Yo n gm a eng Chongjin
retre a t . On my cushion , I slowly came to re a l i ze
that my ad d i cti ons were the poi s on of greed . I
came to re a l i ze , too, that nothing is more ad d i c-
tive than the ego.

Sunim en co u ra ged me to take the precept s ,
but for a year I hesitated . I was sti ll in a battle
with alco h o l . I began a co u n s eling co u rs e , and in

the group I heard hair- raising accounts of c rack
ad d i cti on . I told my fell ow participants abo ut my
Zen practi ce and how it had hel ped clear my
m i n d . I went on the wagon for four mon t h s ; I
h ave not retu rn ed to the de s tru ctive bi n ge s , t h e
bl acko ut s , the ra ge s , and the sel f - muti l a ti on . In
the en d , h owever, I fo ll owed Su n i m’s advi ce , a n d
in the su m m er of 2001 my wi fe and I both too k
precept s .

▲

The temple te aches me to work mindfully. What I
work at does not matter. O n ce , I washed wi n dows
a round the nei gh borh oods of Toron to, and I have
w a s h ed the wi n dows of the Toron to and Ch i c a go
tem p l e s . For five ye a rs I have been a roofer, and I
h ave cl i m bed the lad der, so to spe a k , f rom labor-
ing on the ground to becoming the foreman of
the crew. “Th ere’s no ‘ I ’ in te a m ,” we say. We share
food and ciga ret tes and drink water from the
same bo t t l e ; we watch each other ’s back . I am
h a ppy they know I am a Bu d d h i s t . Wh en I get
a n gry or fru s tra ted , the crew teases me: “Think of
Zen ,” t h ey say. “ Be one with the roof .” My bo s s e s
hu m or my refusal to kill the ants and bees we
en co u n ter. A cloud passing, a bi rd flying over-
h e ad retu rns me to my practi ce .

I take my propane torch to the temple for
Yon gm aeng Ch on g j i n . The roof de s pera tely
n eeds rep l acem en t , wh i ch wi ll be a great ex pen s e .
For now, I bu rn on mem brane patch e s . It is like
rep a i ring a worn pair of m ed i t a ti on pants, pro-
l on ging its usefulness for another wi n ter.

E l even months ago, my son , Ja rvis As h o k a , w a s
born . He is pure joy to me. He is everything that
is inti m a te , i m m ed i a te , s pon t a n eo u s , and obvi-
o u s . I have been so happy to see him wel com ed
i n to the sangh a . A few months after my son was
born , Sunim held a special and be a utiful bl e s s i n g
s ervi ce that was atten ded by my mother and my
wi fe’s immed i a te family. It feels ri ght to raise my
s on as a Bu d d h i s t . I see his Bu d d h a - n a tu re shining
o ut , and he helps me see it in others .
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Wh en I started to learn to shingl e , I could not
get it. “ How do I cut this tab? Wh ere do I put this
s tep - f l a s h i n g ? ” I would ask. “Wa ter runs down ,”
was the inva ri a ble answer. One day I su d den ly go t
it—a simple revel a ti on : of co u rs e , w a ter ru n s
down . How stupid of m e ; I knew that all the ti m e .

My practi ce is step by step ; I have ut ter con f i-
den ce in this path. I make mistake s ; I fall down .
“Wh en we hit the gro u n d ,” Sunim says , “the on ly
w ay is up.” I rely on the precept s , the Ei gh tfo l d
Pa t h , and the Six Pa ramitas to help me back up. I
retu rn to my practi ce , and I try harder. I owe so
mu ch to my wi fe , Bob hya n g, who led me here ,
w a l ked be s i de me, and hel ped and en co u ra ged
m e . Buddhism is the te aching by wh i ch I live my
l i fe . I may not alw ays be a good Bu d d h i s t , but I
am a Bu d d h i s t . I know that sincere med i t a ti on
practi ce affects the people around me, my com-
mu n i ty, the co u n try I live in, and the worl d .

oBopch’ul James Carrol walks the roofs of

To ronto and enjoys rain days at home with his

wife and son.

Manora Katy Fischer
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1 . Finding a Direc ti on in Life

I dec i ded that Buddhism was the rel i gi on for me
in a washroom . In the su m m er of grade 12 my
m o t h er bo u ght me a boo k , If the Buddha Da ted .
It was meant to be a funny pre s ent because I
a lw ays com p l a i n ed abo ut not having a gi rl f ri en d
and I used to try to start arguments wi t h

Ch ri s tians by telling them I was a Bu d d h i s t . I
n ever re a lly had a clue what Buddhism was abo ut ;
I assu m ed that it had som ething to do with wor-
s h i pping statu e s . One day I had nothing to re ad
in the washroom so I took the book in for som e
c a sual re ad i n g. Even tu a lly I came to a secti on
a bo ut the Four Noble Trut h s . Upon re ading them
I felt stru ck . It seem ed as though this was the 

Chahaeng Joseph Halbgewa c h s

Seven Ways Buddhism Changed My Life
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ph i l o s ophy that I had been searching for all my
l i fe . The Four Noble Truths poi n ted tow a rd a cl e a r
p u rpose for human life — to end su f feri n g. This is
the first thing that I am gra teful to Buddhism for:
providing me with a purpose in life .

2 . Q u i t ting Thera py

Af ter re ading abo ut the Four Noble Trut h s , I
dec i ded that it was time to learn more abo ut
Bu d d h i s m . In the su m m er of 2001 I bo u ght a
book call ed The Art of Ha pp i n e s s by the Dalai
L a m a . Re ading the boo k , I was very impre s s ed by
the ra ti onal natu re of the Buddhist worl dvi ew. I
was espec i a lly impre s s ed by the principle of
c a u s a l i ty and how Buddhists def i n ed ri ght and
wrong wi t h o ut re s orting to dogm a .

At this ti m e , I had just finished grade 12, a n d
my life s tyle was very immora l . Du ring high
s ch ool I had dec i ded to take up a ga n gs ter life
s tyl e — dealing dru gs , d ri n k i n g, and get ting into
f i gh t s . I was taking med i c a ti on and seeing a ther-
apist twi ce a month to help me stave of f depre s-
s i on . Depre s s i on had been an almost lifel on g
probl em for me, but it was parti c u l a rly bad in
h i gh sch oo l .

As I re ad more of The Art of Ha pp i n e s s a n d
s t a rted trying to put some of its principles into
ef fect , I gradu a lly felt happ i er. That su m m er I was
f i n a lly able to go of f a n ti - depre s s a n t s . The more
of the book I re ad , the more exc i ted I bec a m e . As
the su m m er en ded and sch ool bega n , I began to
tell my fri ends abo ut this new ph i l o s ophy. I ra ti o-
n a lly ex a m i n ed it from all angl e s , and I talked to
t h em abo ut it at great len g t h . However, s om e-
thing was lack i n g. Gradu a lly, the good feel i n g
that I had began to wear of f , and depre s s i on
began to set in on ce aga i n . I soon discovered that
re ading a book and talking abo ut its pri n c i p l e s
a re very different from put ting the principles into
ef fect . I search ed “Toron to Bu d d h i s m” on the
In tern et and found the web s i te for the Zen
Buddhist Tem p l e . I dec i ded to ch eck it out . Every
time I came to the Su n d ay servi ce , it felt like

going to a thera p i s t , on ly far more ef fective .
Even tu a lly I took the introdu ctory med i t a ti on
co u rse and became a mem ber. I found the
Wed n e s d ay mem bership sitti n gs to be very pow-
erful and I soon re a l i zed that I no lon ger needed
a thera p i s t . Wh en I told my mother that I was
going to quit thera py and go to the tem p l e
i n s te ad , she was very happy. I asked her to pay for
my mon t h ly mem bership don a ti on s , and she
rep l i ed , “Well , i t’s ch e a per than thera py.”

3 . G et ting into Un ivers i ty

By the end of grade 12, I knew I wanted to go to
business sch oo l , but there was one big ob s t acl e —
I needed to have a grade 13 math. Un fortu n a tely,
because of the path I had ch o s en in high sch oo l , I
h ad on ly taken math up thro u gh grade 10. Ti m e
was running short . I came up with a plan: I
would com p l ete grade 11 math in a su m m er cor-
re s pon den ce and then do grade 12 and 13 math
in first and second sem e s ter.

As the su m m er wore on , I was finding it hard
to mu s ter the nece s s a ry self-discipline to com p l ete
my corre s pon den ce co u rs e , and by the end of t h e
su m m er I sti ll had n’t finished . This meant that I
no lon ger had the opti on of taking grade 12 math
f i rst sem e s ter. I felt very disco u ra ged . Lu ck i ly, I
l e a rn ed that one grade 13 math didn’t requ i re
grade 12 math. By the end of the first sem e s ter I
h ad finished my corre s pon den ce co u rs e . Now the
on ly barri er left was Finite math. I en ro ll ed in the
co u rs e , but the math te ach er su gge s ted that I drop
o ut because Finite math would be nearly impo s s i-
ble wi t h o ut grade 12 math. He said that he had
n ever known anyone to com p l ete Finite wi t h o ut a
grade 12 math. I felt very disco u ra ged , but I dec i d-
ed to sti ck with it.

As the sem e s ter went on , the co u rse was get-
ting difficult to handl e . Fortu n a tely, I had ju s t
become a temple mem ber, and med i t a ti on prac-
ti ce was improving my con cen tra ti on . I took up a
regi m en of m ed i t a ting each morning and du ri n g
my stu dy bre a k s . I also med i t a ted du ring the day
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wh en I had to wait in line or wh en I was waiti n g
at a stop l i gh t . The re sults were amazing. I was
s tu dying far lon ger than I had in the past, and I
got mu ch more work don e . I rem em ber tell i n g
one of my fri en d s , “ Ma n , you should try med i t a t-
i n g, yo u’ ll be able to stu dy for three hours ! ”
Even tu a lly, I finished Finite math with an 83%,
and I was ad m i t ted to univers i ty. I can hon e s t ly
s ay that I would never have made it wi t h o ut the
m ed i t a ti on training and guidance I received from
the tem p l e .

4 . Avoiding a Con f l i c t

At the end of grade 12 a new kid moved into our
s ch oo l ; he seem ed to think he was very to u gh .
This upset one of my fri ends who had been con-
s i dered the to u ghest guy in the sch oo l . My fri en d
got into a fight with him and put his head
t h ro u gh a wi n dow. At the ti m e , I was running a
web s i te call ed PK Gangs ter that gave the under-
ground news of our high sch oo l . On my web s i te I
wro te an arti cle abo ut the figh t , and I introdu ced
this new stu dent in an unflattering ligh t .

The fo ll owing year the new guy bro u ght his
bro t h er and a few fri ends to sch oo l . Th ey fo u n d
a ll of my fri ends hanging out toget h er after
s ch oo l , beat them up, and thre a ten ed to kill them .
The new guy made it known that I was nex t . I was
very angry. Af ter all , my fri ends and I had don e
wh a tever we wanted in the high sch ool for so
l on g. Who was this guy to think he could treat us
that way? I set up a series of m eeti n gs with my
f ri ends to plan a way to ret a l i a te . All of t h em
s eem ed to want to let it go, but I was ad a m a n t
that we should have reven ge . At that ti m e , I had
f i n i s h ed re ading The Art of Ha pp i n e s s and had
just become a mem ber of the tem p l e . In s i de I was
torn bet ween the de s i re to fo ll ow my pri de and
the de s i re to practi ce these new principles that
h ad alre ady hel ped me so mu ch .

Wed n e s d ay night mem bership sitti n gs bec a m e
exc ru c i a ti n g. The more I thought abo ut hu rti n g
this other guy, the more difficult med i t a ti on

bec a m e . One Wed n e s d ay night after sitti n g, I
a s ked An ja l i , a Dharma te ach er, for advi ce . An ja l i
told me to let it go. He said, “ If he gives you a
n o tch and you give him a notch , t h en it wi ll go on
l i ke that.” In s ti n ctively, I knew this was the advi ce
I had wanted to hear, but sti ll it was very hard to
s w a ll ow my pri de . To avoid con f l i ct I would have
to try to stay unnoti ced at sch oo l . So for my last
ei ght months of h i gh sch oo l , I parked my car aw ay
f rom the sch ool parking lot and spent a lot of my
time stu dyi n g. I took this new guy ’s stares and
i n sults wi t h o ut saying anyt h i n g. This was difficult
because I was so used to being in the group that
everyone fe a red and re s pected . In due ti m e , t h e
year en ded , and I went on to univers i ty. However,
the situ a ti on could have been very different if
An jali had n’t given me good advi ce and if
Wed n e s d ay - evening med i t a ti on had n’t been so
painful wh en I was heading down the wrong path.

5 . Q u i t ting Ma riju a n a

Because of the life s tyle that I had ch o s en to lead ,
I became ad d i cted to marijuana in high sch oo l . I
rel i ed on marijuana to sleep well and to help me
t h ro u gh stressful ti m e s . Everyone I knew smoked
i t , so it had also become important in the soc i a l
a s pects of my life . Even tu a lly I dec i ded that I
would like to quit mariju a n a , but I was finding it
very difficult. Th ro u gh o ut the 2001/2002 sch oo l
year I tri ed several things to qu i t , but I was hav-
ing a very difficult time of i t . However, on ce I
s t a rted going to the tem p l e , I soon re a l i zed that
a f ter a session of m ed i t a ti on , I felt mu ch bet ter
than if I smoked mariju a n a . In ad d i ti on , m ed i t a-
ti on cost less than mariju a n a , and I could do it
a ny time I liked . Gradu a lly, I started to rep l ace
m a rijuana with med i t a ti on , and even tu a lly I was
a ble to mu s ter the discipline to quit it com p l ete-
ly. If it weren’t for med i t a ti on I would prob a bly
s ti ll be ad d i cted to marijuana tod ay.
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6 . Forgiving Mys el f

My first two ye a rs of u n ivers i ty went by wi t h
m a ny ups and down s . However, I can sincerely say
that I would not have been able to ad a pt to and
su cceed in univers i ty wi t h o ut the power of con-
cen tra ti on of fered by med i t a ti on practi ce . At the
end of my second year of u n ivers i ty, in the su m-
m er of 2 0 0 4 , I moved into the tem p l e . That wi n-
ter, while living at the tem p l e , I began to feel very
b ad abo ut all the poor- qu a l i ty things that I had
done in the past. I was becoming con f u s ed abo ut
the precepts and how to stri ct ly fo ll ow them , a n d
was having particular tro u ble with the precept not
to lie. I felt that I was lying every time I answered
“n o” on a form that asked if I had a cri m i n a l
record . My em o ti ons began to get the bet ter of
m e . I thought that maybe I should tu rn mys el f
i n to the po l i ce for everything I had done and tu rn
my fri ends over as well . In hindsigh t , this was
n on s en s i c a l ; I had no ri ght to ju d ge my fri ends in
su ch a way. As days and weeks went by, I even tu a l-
ly re ach ed the breaking point and dec i ded I had
no ch oi ce but to tu rn mys el f i n . Before I went to
the po l i ce stati on , I dec i ded to go and ask Su n i m
for advi ce . I ex pected him to be angry or dismis-
s ive , but he was very kind and listen ed to what I
h ad to say. In s te ad of telling me that I should tu rn
mys el f i n , he gave me a 100-day repen t a n ce prac-
ti ce to help me for give mys el f . He told me to start
the repen t a n ce practi ce immed i a tely and to wri te
a con fe s s i on of a ll the things I had don e . I was
very su rpri s ed and gra tef u l , and I went to my
room and cri ed . For the next three - a n d - a - h a l f
m on t h s , I carri ed out my repen t a n ce practi ce
while trying not to think abo ut my past. I am very
gra teful to Sunim for instru cting me. My past was
a heavy bu rden to carry, so I am thankful to have
h ad the opportu n i ty to for give mys el f .

7 . Training to Help Others

Af ter I finished my repen t a n ce practi ce , Su n i m
a ll owed me to en ter the sem i n a ry. At firs t , I
t h o u ght of D h a rma stu dent training as som e-
thing like a more invo lved med i t a ti on co u rs e .
However, it has become clear to me that it is
worth mu ch more than that. In spending ti m e
o ut s i de of the tem p l e , I noti ced that people can
become inspired even wh en som eone helps them
with the dishes or wakes up early. The priests at
the Zen Buddhist Temple have hel ped me to
adva n ce my life a great de a l . Sunim and Mu h a n
h ave both provi ded me with inva lu a ble advi ce
and inspired me thro u gh their ex a m p l e . I feel
very gra teful for the opportu n i ty to learn to hel p
o t h ers adva n ce their lives in the same way.

✹

Th ree weeks ago, I moved out of the tem p l e . In
l ooking back , it is clear to me that every po s i tive
ch a n ge that has occ u rred in my life in the past
four ye a rs can be direct ly attri buted to Bu d d h i s m .
I look forw a rd to seeing what the futu re has in
s tore . I have a feeling that the ch a n ges I have seen
in my life so far are on ly a small porti on of t h e
ben efits that med i t a ti on practi ce can bri n g.o
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Buddhist Society for Compassionate Wisdom

Zen Buddhist Temple, To ro n t o

Cristina Smith—Mala
Katy Fischer—Manora
Jeffrey John Wisniewski—Mara
Timothy Ashton Wilson—Manas
Andrew Cheng—Mahyang
Lori Dee Renzi—Mallika
Leonard Earle Bass—Maitreya
Charles Boyer—Madu
Gloria Cox—Maum
Brent Eastman—Mattang
Brian Dean Gentz—Maju
Scott Matthew Harris—Marananta
Dale Lawrence Jensen—Maso
Laurie Lachance—Madana
Matthew Lachance—Mattika
Alexis Levine—Mahesi
Kathleen Moniaci—Ma
Sujitkumar Nandagawali—Manam
Eric Pinaud—Madong
Eric M. Popp—Marici
Ashley Elliot Pryor—Map’ung
Henry E. Riekels III—Maji
Matthew Sears—Mach’um
Leisa Thompson—Mazu

Michael Maurice Umbriac—Magamok
Daniel J. Watermeier—Maru
Robert Harold Wilcox—Marpa
Bryan Samuel Thomson—Marga
Jeremy Dean Hinzman—Maya
Wenny Yuan—Marang
Jason John Wells—Masa
Cho, Nam-yong—Magok
Judy Esther Brown—Mani
Marcus Quin—Manatta
Robert P. C. Nagy—Magadha
Angeline Damianidis—Mahi
Kathleen Ogino—Manim
Kenneth A. Bleyer—Madangbal
Adam Benjamin Stotts—Magwang
Michael Thorn—Maha
Thomas Richard McCallum—Mahapurusa
Idania Luz Rodriguez—Maitri
Richard J. Desmond—Mahinda
Gustavo Adolfo Cabarcas—Manoma
Shannon Elizabeth Kingsbury—Mahasal

BSCW Welcomes the “Ma” Dharma Family
On July 3, 2005, the Buddhist Society for Compassionate Wisdom held its 16th Biennial International
Precept-Taking and Renewing Ceremony at its Toronto temple, with Venerable Samu Sunim presiding as
preceptor. Forty-five participants from Canada, the United States, and Mexico took precepts as a means
of form a lly com m i t ting them s elves to the Buddhist path of pe ace and happiness for all bei n gs . Th ey
received meditation beads and Dharma names containing the root “Ma.”
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You give me gifts of c i c ada son gs and cri cket harm onies 
of time slow as molasses 
and time to vacuum my car 

You give me another year of growth 
m ore fru i t , m ore roots 
s tories to bring back to the fire 
and pens to wri te them with 

Au g u s t , you are starting to go to seed 
and on ce again tra n s form this landscape 
i n to a sea of brown broom bristles 
and pri ck ly wi tches hair 
but not before the purple bl ooms of a s ter 
m a ke me laugh and cry all mixed into one 
a gain 

You are so magical 

I rem em ber you 
wh en you pull ed me into this world 
just before you passed 
and let Septem ber take over 

That ex act mom ent left your imprint on my soul 

Your synthesis of su m m er and autumn is magn i f i cent 
You are a true gen ius of co l or and form 

Here I am again August 
re ady to em brace your mys teries of ch a n ge 
re ady to be who you call me to be 

Late  August

Joe Reilly
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Bring back the thu n der 
and let me dance in your savannas 
of oak and blu e s tems 

I wi ll dance for you so hard 
that all of the animals wi ll come to see 
this crazy August boy 
and the peop l e , my bro t h ers and sisters , wi ll 
w a ke up to you 

We wi ll cel ebra te your cycles 
We wi ll cel ebra te your abi l i ty to bring toget h er 
s ti llness 
h a rvests 
s te ady 
c u rrents 
death 
h ope 
n ew 
l i fe 

I wi ll be sad wh en you go, I alw ays am 
but you are in each mom ent of Febru a ry 
I wi ll be August in Wi n ter 
and we’ ll be there toget h er 
t h ro u gh the dark cold days 
of b a rren snow scapes 

Ye s , u n der the thick wh i te bl a n ket 
we wi ll be laughing and waiting 
to on ce again 
b a re our hearts to the worl d .

it is a v e ry w i n dy day. I can hear the wave s
c rashing in on Lake Mi ch i ga n . The wind is bl ow-
ing sand around this ancient wild lake s h ore .
Mon a rchs stru ggle to stay their co u rse in spite of
the fierce air curren t s . I am on ce again camped at
Nordhouse Du n e s , the on ly wi l derness area in the
l ower pen i n sula of Mi ch i ga n . It is a be a uti f u l ,
hu m ble place . I hear it wh i s per, “I have every-
thing you need .” And it doe s : p l en ty of f re s h
w a ter, s a n dy be ach e s , po l i s h ed ston e s , miles of
du n e s , and forests of bi rch , ced a r, oa k , and pine.

It is a perfect place for simple living and has
become one of my favori te camping retreat de s ti-
n a ti on s . I arrived ye s terd ay, my bi rt h d ay, in the
com p a ny of my good fri end and Dharma bro t h er
Ja ke . He and I were on the swim team toget h er in
h i gh sch oo l . We rem a i n ed fri ends and, a f ter co l-
l ege , recon n ected in Detroit wh ere we both fo u n d
j ob s . It was there that Ja ke gave me my first intro-
du cti on to a practicing Buddhist com mu n i ty
wh en he moved into Sti ll Point Zen Bu d d h i s t
Abbey. He is a great fri end with wh om to share
this bi rt h d ay. This marks my twen ty - s eventh ye a r
on the planet , in this life . I am happy and gra tef u l
to be alive . This mom ent is a gift—the perfect
s o l i tu de , the late August su n s h i n e , and the free-
dom and abi l i ty to use my body, m i n d , and voi ce .

I am a singer and son g wri ter and have spen t
the su m m er te aching ch i l d ren abo ut stew a rd s h i p,
n a tu re , and interdepen den ce at an envi ron m en t a l
edu c a ti on cen ter in Ann Arbor, Mi ch i ga n . I have
wri t ten several son gs with the kids, i n clu d i n g
“The Decl a ra ti on of In terdepen den ce ,” a n d
“ Human Na tu re .” I am happy with wh ere I am in
my life . Ch i l d ren , n a tu re , and music te ach me
a bo ut love and of fer me hope , e s pec i a lly in ti m e s
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of de s p a i r. Looking back on this year and on the
past few ye a rs , I see how I have been shaped and
tra n s form ed by a growing practi ce of m i n d f u l-
ness amidst ex peri en ces of p a i n , j oy, s orrow, l o s s ,
l ove , and stru ggl e s . I have re a l i zed that I am walk-
ing a spiri tual path. I con ti nue to walk, s om e-
times stu m bling in the dark , but sti ll bei n g
g u i ded by my heart and su pported by the differ-
ent trad i ti ons and spiri tual practi ces that are alive
in me.

I was ra i s ed Catholic in Ka l a m a zoo, Mi ch i ga n ,
by my Irish and Ch ero kee Am erican father and my
Italian Am erican mother. I con s c i o u s ly began to
rej ect Ch ri s ti a n i ty in high sch oo l , p a rti a lly out of
s h eer rebelliousness but also as a re sult of l e a rn i n g
a bo ut the abu s ive history of the chu rch , p a rti c u-
l a rly in rel a ti on to indigenous peop l e s . I bega n
con n ecting more with Na tive Am erican com mu n i-
ties du ring high sch ool and co ll ege . As a stu dent at
the Un ivers i ty of Mi ch i ga n , I became a singer wi t h
an intertribal Na tive drum group call ed Treetown .
I en j oyed traveling with Treetown to va rious soc i a l
and spiri tual ga t h eri n gs and cerem onies thro u gh-
o ut Indian Co u n try. On one su ch tri p, I parti c i-
p a ted in a Na tive Am erican Chu rch cerem ony, a
s ac red round of prayers that begins at su n s et and
lasts until su n ri s e . I was rem i n ded of h ow impor-
tant prayer is to me. I began to see singing as a
form of prayer and to understand more deep ly the
s p i ri tual dimen s i on of my role as a singer. Mu ch of
what I learn ed abo ut using my voi ce and singi n g
came from those ex peri en ce s .

It was su f fering that open ed my heart to
tra n s form a ti on , bro u ght me back to or ga n i zed
rel i gi on , and even tu a lly led me to the Dharm a .
One of the first major ep i s odes of despair and
a n x i ety that I en co u n tered on my path occ u rred
d i rect ly after the Septem ber 11th attack s . No t
on ly did I feel a great sense of vu l n era bi l i ty and
fe a r, I was outra ged by Geor ge W. Bu s h’s procl a-
m a ti on that waging a war was the path to pe ace
and re s o luti on . I knew deep ly in my heart that I
n eeded to find a way to co u n ter this vi o l ent cycl e
with sincere , n on - vi o l ent pe ace and love .

I happen ed to pick up a copy of Being Pe a ce by
Th i ch Nhat Hanh from my father ’s boo k s h el f . I
re ad the book inten t ly, word for word , s avori n g
the simple profound truths in its message . To cre-
a te pe ace in the worl d , the book direct s , we mu s t
l i tera lly live up to its title and first cultiva te pe ace
in ours elve s . This sounded both foolish and revo-
luti on a ry to me. I was hoo ked . I dec i ded I wo u l d
s eek this pe ace in my heart . This was my firs t
i n trodu cti on to Buddhist te ach i n gs . I was so
i m pre s s ed , I bo u ght more books by Th i ch Nhat
Ha n h , s ome for my own re ading and others to
give as gi f t s .

Yet even with this new insigh t , the pe ace I
s o u ght in my heart and mind was fleeti n g. I bega n
to ex peri en ce incre a s ed bo uts of a n x i ety and even
p a n i c . This su f fering well ed up within me and
even tu a lly bro u ght me back home to my roots in
the Catholic Chu rch . I sought spiri tual directi on
with a Catholic priest who hel ped me pray for
pe ace of m i n d . My father gave me a ro s a ry and it
became my first set of m ed i t a ti on be ad s . I said the
Ro s a ry and the Prayer of S t . Francis (“Lord , m a ke
me an instru m ent of your pe ace…) to the rhyt h m
of my breath and began again to taste pe ace . I was
s tru ck with the kinship both Ch ri s ti a n i ty and
Buddhism share in the ack n owl ed gem ent of l i fe’s
su f fering and in the te aching of paths of l i bera-
ti on . Could Je sus have been Bu d d h i s t ?

De s p i te my searching for pe ace and freedom ,
my pers onal su f fering con ti nu ed to su rf ace and at
times felt unbe a ra bl e . I tri ed anti - depressants for
a few months but did not feel that it was the ri gh t
s o luti on for me. I was referred to a therapist by
my spiri tual director and found thera py to be
very ben eficial in cultiva ting well - bei n g. Af ter my
f i rst session , I felt as if I had thrown up—in a
s en s e , I had . I rel e a s ed the stre s s , a n x i ety, a n d
guilt that had acc u mu l a ted in my mind for many
ye a rs . It felt freei n g. I stopped taking the med i c a-
ti on and con ti nu ed with thera py for an en ti re
ye a r, working on listening to and tru s ting my
i n tu i tive voi ce .

Du ring that ti m e , I had the opportu n i ty to
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attend a retreat with Thich Nhat Hanh at his Deer
Pa rk Mon a s tery in Escon d i do, Ca l i forn i a . I was
humbled by the community of monks, nuns, and
lay people who live sincere lives of peace and mind-
fulness at the monastery. Thay (a Vietnamese word
for te ach er, u s ed in en de a ring referen ce to Th i ch
Nhat Hanh) described pain as “inevitable” but suf-
fering as “opti on a l .” He iden ti f i ed anxiety as “t h e
sickness of our age” and taught that peace and hap-
piness are available in the present moment. I want-
ed more. I felt nourished deep within my heart by
his teachings and practice of mindfulness.

I retu rn ed to Ch i c a go, wh ere I had been livi n g
for the past ye a r. O n ce aga i n , su f fering arose in
my mind in the form of a n x i ety. It became ampli-
f i ed with the loss of a dear inti m a te rel a ti on s h i p.
I felt em pty, con f u s ed , and in de s p a i r. I loc a ted a
list of Ch i c a go Buddhist temples my fri ends in
Detroit had given me before I moved . I dec i ded to
try the one they had circl ed , the Ch i c a go Zen
Buddhist Tem p l e . I made my way to the tem p l e
for a Su n d ay aftern oon servi ce . Sa n h a , the tem p l e

pri e s t , con du cted the servi ce , wh i ch hel ped nour-
ish seeds of pe ace , l ove , and hope in my heart . I
s po ke with her after the servi ce and ex p l a i n ed my
su f fering and recent heartbre a k . I was su rpri s ed
and com forted by her re s pon s e . “That is good ,”
she said. “ Pain is good . It can help you grow.”
Th ere was no pity there . Th ere was deep under-
standing and com p a s s i on , wh i ch em a n a ted from
Sa n h a’s very bei n g. The ef fect was profo u n dly
healing for me. My su f fering had a place , and it
was a wi n dow into freedom . I didn’t need to stay
s tu ck there , but I could feel the pain, sit with it,
and let it go.

I found mys el f asking Sanha if I could move
i n to the tem p l e . I wanted to cultiva te that pe ace
in my heart that felt so eva s ive — but perhaps I
was the eva s ive on e . I dec i ded to attend a three -
d ay retreat at the tem p l e . Upon arrivi n g, I was
greeted at the door by Kon gs i m , one of the sem i-
n a ry stu dents and temple re s i den t s , who I think
was su rpri s ed to see a wi l d - l ooking du de with a
guitar at the door for a med i t a ti on retre a t . “ Do

Joe Reilly
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you know this is a silent retre a t ? ” he asked me.
“ No, I wasn’t su re ,” I told him. In fact , I fo u n d
that silen ce can be healing. The med i t a ti on prac-
ti ce that I learn ed over those few days hel ped me
sit with my su f fering in a noble and healthy way.
It hel ped me face my pain and the great loss I had
just ex peri en ced . I knew that I needed to live in a
com mu n i ty that would su pport this practi ce .

It was very difficult for me to fo ll ow thro u gh
with my dec i s i on to move inside the temple door.
I came close to scra pping the whole ide a . I even-
tu a lly did move in and found the life s tyle of e a rly
m orning practi ce to be most su pportive and
en er gi z i n g. I felt fuel ed with mindfulness each
d ay. Du ring sitting med i t a ti on , s om etimes I ex pe-
ri en ced glimpses of a deep pe ace that had been
with me all alon g, a wise and spacious pe ace that
is solid in the ground of my bei n g, even amidst
the wi n dy storms of my mind. I felt each pro s tra-
ti on help me let go — over and over — of my gri p
on pain and guilt, of my attach m ent to a small ,
i n d ivi dual sel f , and of my fear of being alon e .
This let ting go is so import a n t . I think it is wh a t
Je sus refers to as being “poor in Spiri t ,” and wh a t
the Buddha calls “em pti n e s s .”

Over the four months of my temple re s i den c y,
I was able to see cycles of my moods come and go.
I found my practi ce of con cen tra ti on , aw a ken i n g,
and mindfulness growing in strength with each
bre a t h . I began to see a re a l i ty that is taught also
in Na tive Am erican spiri tu a l i ty—that there is an
i n tercon n ectedness among all life , ph ra s ed by
Na tive people as “a ll my rel a ti on s .” I app l i ed this
vi ew to world rel i gi ons and re a l i zed that there is
even an interdepen den ce among these differen t
bel i ef s ys tem s . Would Ch ri s ti a n i ty exist wi t h o ut
Buddhism? Cert a i n ly it could not exist wi t h o ut
Ju d a i s m . Su n i m , the fo u n der and spiri tual direc-
tor of the tem p l e , told me in an intervi ew that
“m ed i t a ti on is con cen tra ti on” and “con cen tra ti on
is on en e s s .” The practi ce was beginning to give
me an ex peri en ce of this inter- being and an
a n ch or in the ocean of pe ace that I have come to
k n ow ten derly as Cre a tor, G od , Love , S p i ri t ,

Bu d d h a - n a tu re .
As I sit here now, in these du n e s , amidst the

grass and trees that su rvive the harsh wi n d s , I
breathe out and feel the trees breathe in; t h ey
exhale and I inhale. The tufts of clouds above the
w a ter blur the divi s i on bet ween sky and lake , a n d
h ere I am, ri ght in the middle of i t , a hu m a n
bei n g. That is what I am doing to the best of my
a bi l i ty: bei n g. And this is what is: on en e s s . I hear
the dunes wh i s per, “ Bre a t h e . Do on ly what yo u
can do ri ght now. One thing at a ti m e . O n e
m i nute at a ti m e . Be here now. Bre a t h e .”

The wind has bro u ght more clouds over the
du n e s . Ja ke is re s ting in the ten t . I see in this land-
s c a pe a ref l ecti on of mys el f , my true natu re . It is
simple yet com p l ex in its interdepen den ce wi t h
a ll of c re a ti on . Its su rf ace is shifting and tra n s-
form i n g, but it remains what it is: a sand du n e .
And I am what I am: Ca t h o l i c , Ch ero kee , It a l i a n ,
Iri s h , US Ci ti zen , Bu d d h i s t , hu m a n . I am a con-
ver gen ce of the many ance s tors , faith trad i ti on s ,
and spiri tual practi ces that flow thro u gh me. L i ke
rivers , the trad i ti ons are disti n ct but all flow into
one oce a n . The water in each is the same and is
i n tercon n ected , giving me many lenses thro u gh
wh i ch I can see my true sel f .

Beneath my su f feri n g, even beneath my rel i-
gi on and et h n i c i ti e s , t h ere lies a deep ocean of
pe ace , a knowing and unknowi n g, a great mys tery
of the univers e . I breathe into it, h oping to becom e
a little cl o s er to it in each mom en t , to know it even
m ore deep ly, to to u ch it and live it, to be pe ace .o
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I grew up in the Ari zon a - Son ora De s ert .
Su m m ers were hot, and at the beginning of e ach
su m m er, my sister and I eagerly anti c i p a ted the
opening of the local swimming poo l s . My father
would take us to a pool ac ross town . Wh en we
a rrived , I ’d strip down to my swi m su i t , run to the
ed ge of the poo l , and jump in wi t h o ut a secon d
t h o u gh t . That particular swimming pool was
f i ll ed with well water, wh i ch meant it was bi t terly
co l d . The minute my body hit the cold water, I
was tem pora ri ly para ly zed , u n a ble to bre a t h e , i n
s h ock from the tem pera tu re of the water. Th en
I ’d start moving and wo u l d n’t get out of the water
for hours . My lips and fingertips tu rn ed blu e , a n d
my body shivered . I didn’t care . It was thri ll i n g.

As I grew older, I unlearn ed the abi l i ty to let
go of trep i d a ti on and jump into a swimming poo l
of cold water. In high sch ool and co ll ege , my
su m m er job was giving swimming lesson s , and I
devel oped a ri tual of get ting into the water slow-
ly and hesitantly. I was afraid of d i s com fort . I

w a n ted to avoid that initial shock of the co l d
w a ter engulfing my body. I moved in inch by
painful inch , w a i ting until each part of my body
h ad become ad ju s ted to the water tem pera tu re .
Iron i c a lly, this fear just pro l on ged my agony.
Af ter several tortu rous minute s , I ’d be com p l ete-
ly immers ed . My mother would laugh at me as I
ti ptoed into the poo l . “ E l i z a bet h , I think yo u
en j oy su f feri n g,” s h e’d ob s erve .

I have approach ed Buddhist practi ce wi t h
similar hesitati on . I have been practicing with the
Zen Buddhist Temple in Ch i c a go for nearly three
ye a rs , and for nearly three ye a rs , I su cce s s f u lly
avoi ded five - d ay retre a t s . The mere title of t h e s e
retre a t s —Yo n gm a eng Chongjin or “fe a rless prac-
ti ce”—was en o u gh to keep me aw ay. Th e
pro s pect of what it might mean to practi ce fe a r-
l e s s ly was just too terri f yi n g. In deed , I had heard
m a ny accounts of past retre a t a n t s’ ex peri en ce s .
The com m on theme was bi t ter, s el f - i n f l i cted
s tru ggle culminating in some kind of rew a rd i n g

K o n g h wa Elizabeth Enciso

diving in
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bre a k t h ro u gh . I dre aded the stru ggle and worri ed
that I’d never have my own libera ting mom en t .
More import a n t ly, I was all too familiar with my
well - h on ed abi l i ty to cre a te the perfect con d i-
ti ons for su f feri n g. I imagi n ed the retreat wo u l d
be one pro l on ged battle with mys el f , and I co u l d
not imagine carrying that on for five days of
s i l en ce and intense practi ce .

For three ye a rs , I had fail-safe excuses for
avoiding Yon gm aeng Ch on g j i n : work , rel a ti on-
s h i p, m on ey, and so on . My re a s ons were practi-
cal en o u gh to disguise my underlying fe a r.
However, because of va rious life ch a n ges this
ye a r, my excuses all disintegra ted . Th ere was no
j ob, no con f l i cts with rel a ti on s h i p s , and no lack
of m on ey. With no excuses lef t , I went to Toron to
for the full five days of su m m er Yon gm aen g
Ch on g j i n . I even dec i ded to parti c i p a te in the
precept - ren ewing cerem ony being held after the
retre a t . I su rvived it all . I even grew to love the
ex peri en ce .

Nevert h el e s s , the retreat was anything but
e a s y. In fact , wh en I began the retre a t , I was a bi t
of a mess. I had arrived in Toron to a few days
e a rly to assist with nece s s a ry prep a ra ti on s .
Du ring this time my te ach er, Sa mu Su n i m , a s ked
me and a couple of o t h ers to be re s pon s i ble for
w a ke-up mokt’ak du ring the retre a t . We eagerly
a greed . However, it didn’t take me long to fixate
on the fact that being in ch a r ge of waking other
retreatants meant that I would be rising well
before five every morn i n g. I began to worry. Th i s
worry was com po u n ded wh en Sunim instru cted
those of us ren ewing our precepts to com p l ete
500 pro s tra ti ons du ring each day of the retre a t .
F ive hu n d red pro s tra ti ons a day! This was in
ad d i ti on to the 108 pro s tra ti ons that were part of
the regular practi ce sch edu l e . O f co u rse I imme-
d i a tely noted that there was little free time in the
retreat sch edu l e , wh i ch meant that my 500 pro s-
tra ti ons would have to be com p l eted after the en d
of the day at ten p. m . Wh en would I sleep? How
would I wake up, con cen tra te , work? Wh ere
would I get the en er gy I needed ?

By the time the retreat started , I was fully
en ga ged in fits of worry. How could I rise at 4:15
every morn i n g, do pro s tra ti ons late into the
n i gh t , and ex pect mys el f to con cen tra te thro u gh a
d a i ly total of almost ei ght hours of s i t ting med i-
t a ti on? I was doom ed . I knew it. I fantasized
a bo ut all the ways I would fail, and then I bera t-
ed mys el f for being distracted from my practi ce
by my fantasies of f a i lu re . My en ti re first day was
s pent vo ll eying bet ween voi ces of fe a r, s el f - p i ty,
and brutal sel f - c ri ti c i s m . Du ring our first after-
n oon work practi ce of the retre a t , I situ a ted
mys el f in an isolated corn er of the back ga rden
and silen t ly wept as I stu f fed med i t a ti on cush-
i on s . I felt insane and was alre ady ex h a u s ted . Th e
f ive days of retreat loom ed before me. I fe a red
that in some kind of cosmic joke , the retre a t
m i ght end up lasting forever.

That nigh t , thanks to Su n i m’s Dharma talk, I
s n a pped out of it long en o u gh to see thro u gh my
m i s ery. In his talk, Sunim instru cted all of us on
retreat to have “ D h a rma co u ra ge .” The word s
s tru ck me hard , l i ke a slap ac ross the face . I
almost laugh ed out loud at the re a l i z a ti on : I was
a cow a rd! Co u ra ge , I re a l i zed , was ex act ly what I
was lack i n g. I had squ a n dered my first day of
retreat feeling sorry for mys el f , h a ting mys el f , a n d
obsessing over the po s s i bi l i ty of f a i lu re . I som e-
h ow felt safe wall owing in gl oom . Mi s era ble wor-
rying was an easy habi t , an old pastime that
requ i red little ef fort but came at a great co s t .

I re a l i zed that I su f fered under the wei ght of
my low ex pect a ti on s . I was so con cern ed abo ut
being able to con trol the outcome of everyt h i n g
that I undere s ti m a ted my own abi l i ties to rise to
the occ a s i on . I dec i ded to take up Su n i m’s ch a l-
l en ge to mu s ter up some co u ra ge . I saw that if I
was to get anything out of the retre a t , I wo u l d
h ave to put forth a wh o l eh e a rted ef fort . No t h i n g
else would do. I needed a leap of f a i t h , the abi l i ty
to dive into the retreat head firs t . I had to rel e a rn
my long-lost knack for just ch a r ging in wi t h o ut
l ooking back or looking forw a rd .

That nigh t , a f ter Su n i m’s talk, I march ed
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u p s t a i rs to the Buddha hall , wh i ch had been de s-
i gn a ted for pro s tra ti ons du ring the retre a t . Th ere ,
I met Sa m s o, a fell ow retre a t a n t . Before the on s et
of the retre a t , Samso and I had agreed that we
would com p l ete our 500 nigh t ly pro s tra ti on s
toget h er. We also dec i ded that we could call it
quits after re aching 250 if we found ours elves too
ex h a u s ted to con ti nu e .

The Buddha hall was painfully hot and stu f f y.
All the wi n dows were open , but there was little
bree ze . Samso and I plowed into our pro s tra-
ti on s . We kept count toget h er in silen ce . By the
end of the first two hu n d red pro s tra ti on s , my
body was dri pping with swe a t , and I was dizzy
f rom the su f foc a ting heat, but I just tu rn ed my
a t ten ti on to the task at hand—moving body part s
up and down , co u n ting as I went alon g. Sa m s o
and I ch a r ged on . Wh en we re ach ed 250, we
p a u s ed . We knew we were capable of m ore . At
that mom ent we both silen t ly ack n owl ed ged that
nothing short of 500 pro s tra ti ons would do — n o t
on this night or any futu re night of the retre a t .
We con ti nu ed pro s tra ti on after swe a ty pro s tra-
ti on until we made it to 500.

At the end of this first set of 500 pro s tra ti on s ,
I re a l i zed that de s p i te the heat, d i z z i n e s s , and du ll
k n ee pain, my ex peri en ce had not been misera bl e .
In fact , I felt ex h i l a ra ted knowing that discom fort
and ch a ll en ging con d i ti ons were not en o u gh to
erode my re s o lve . In deed , Samso and I conven ed
in that hot, s tuffy Buddha hall every night of t h e
retreat for our 500 pro s tra ti on s . By the end of t h e
retreat we were gra teful for our swe a ty practi ce
and gra teful to Sunim for providing us with a
ch a ll en ge that we may never have had the nerve
to assign ours elve s .

Pro s tra ti ons were just the beginning of t h e

m a ny ways in wh i ch I was con f ron ted with the
opportu n i ty to dive into the ch a ll en ges of retre a t .
Th ere was the matter of waking up at 4:15 a.m.
every morn i n g. The alarm would go of f , and I’d
h ave a split second to dec i de how to re act . I co u l d
m oan and ro ll over for just five more minutes of
s l eep, or I could force my eyes open and bolt out
of bed . Wh en I dec i ded to wake up instantly and
wi ll i n gly, ti redness was never a probl em .

Th en there was the matter of my en co u n ters
with cold water. Pa rt of the daily retreat sch edu l e
was a qu i ck cold shower fo ll owed by the cold ru b-
down , in wh i ch you slowly and caref u lly cl e a n
your en ti re body three times with a washcl o t h
s oa ked in cold water. The dre aded shock of
i m m ersing my body in cold water retu rn ed . It is
true that I had been taking cold showers all su m-
m er while in re s i den ce at the Ch i c a go tem p l e . Yet ,
s om eh ow it seem ed the water in Toron to was
even co l der. But there was no time in the retre a t
s ch edule for any hesitant ti ptoeing into the show-
er. So, every morn i n g, I ’d throw my clothes of f ,
count to three , and step squ a rely into the co l d
s h ower. Pa rt of my practi ce was to force a bi g,
too t hy smile on my face at the mom ent my body
recoi l ed in shock . I imagi n ed the thri ll I had on ce
felt as a child diving into the swimming poo l . I
d i d n’t have to fear the shock . I could actu a lly
en j oy the way the cold water stu n n ed me into
f u lly being in the mom en t .

O f co u rs e , t h ere were also many hours of s i t-
ting med i t a ti on . Being distracted du ring sitti n g
has alw ays been parti c u l a rly fru s tra ting to me.
However, Su n i m’s words were en co u ra gi n g. We
did not have to be perfect in our practi ce . We
s i m p ly had to commit ours elves repe a tedly to our
practi ce . Co u ra ge meant trying over and over

Mi s era ble worrying was an easy habi t , an old pastime that requ i red

little ef fort but came at a great co s t .
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a ga i n , in the face of d i s tracti on and ex a s pera ti on ,
to focus on what was important—the practi ce —
and not on what was unimport a n t — everyt h i n g
el s e . I just had to try, and wh en that didn’t work ,
m aybe I could try a little harder.

My retreat ex peri en ce may sound ti ri n g, but it
actu a lly wasn’t . I was shocked to discover that by
d ay three and four of the retreat my en er gy
a bo u n ded . I found great inspira ti on in my fell ow
retre a t a n t s . Th eir pers i s tent practi ce and ste ad-
f a s tness bo l s tered me. Ma ny of t h em slept less, a te
l e s s , worked harder, and practi ced lon ger than I
even dared . Looking to them en co u ra ged me.

I began the retreat weeping over my failings
and we a k n e s s e s . I en ded the retreat te a ry that the
ex peri en ce was drawing to a cl o s e . Yon gm aen g
Ch ongjin hel ped me re a l i ze that I am capable of
so mu ch more than I of ten bel i eve . It has becom e
clear to me that I ch ron i c a lly fall into a slump in
wh i ch I ti ptoe around my practi ce . I become sat-
i s f i ed with com fort a bl e , lu kew a rm practi ce that
doe s n’t take too mu ch of my ti m e , ef fort , or en er-
gy. It cert a i n ly doe s n’t pre s ent mu ch of a ch a l-
l en ge . That is my com p l acent practi ce , and for
m e , Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin reve a l ed the fear that
re s i des beneath com p l acen c y.

In her book The Pl a ces That Scare You , Pem a
Chödrön wri tes abo ut the ten dency for us to
practi ce “l i ke timid bi rds who don’t dare leave the
n e s t .” De s p i te having out grown our nest, we
remain com fort a bly stagn a n t , terri f i ed of t a k i n g
the risk of f lying into the unknown . Even tu a lly,
Chödrön ex p l a i n s , we simply have to grow up
and push ours elves into the next step. Yon gm aen g
Ch ongjin forced me to grow up a little. I had to
ack n owl ed ge the many ways in wh i ch I had been
c re a ting my own ob s t acles and exc u s e s .

I retu rn ed from retreat determ i n ed and el a ted
in the practi ce . Yet , it on ly took a few days before
my re s o lve began to we a ken . Being back in the
“re a l ” world was difficult. Di s tracti ons soa red ,
and I easily got caught up in the minuti ae and
a n x i eties of d a i ly work and life . I began to inven t
c re a tive re a s ons for not practicing as hard as I

co u l d . Com p l acency began to rear its head .
At least now I can recogn i ze my ten dency to

become com p l acen t . I know my excuses and com-
p l a i n t s . Perhaps my gre a test lesson is that Dharm a
co u ra ge becomes all the more important in the
midst of this non - retre a t , the so-call ed real worl d .
This is the realm of our everyd ay lives and the
p l ace in wh i ch our practi ce is most needed and
also most difficult to carry out . But , we have to
try, over and over aga i n . Th en we have to try hard-
er, bel i eving that we are capable of m ore . We may
not be perfect , but we can strive to be wh o l eh e a rt-
ed and a little daring in our ef fort s . Ul ti m a tely, I
k n ow that I am fully capable of d iving into free z-
ing water and being thri ll ed by every shock i n g
m i nute of i t .

oKonghwa Elizabeth Enciso has just begun

the Maitreya Buddhist Seminary as a full-time

resident Dharma student.

Manora Katy Fischer
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Spring Wind invites readers to share the joy of
creativity and a non-consumer lifestyle in this
special section.

Temple Morning Ri ce

R e v. Sanha 

Su jata of fered a bowl of s weet milk ri ce to the
a s cetic Gaut a m a . He ate and sat in med i t a ti on
u n der the Bodhi tree and became the Bu d d h a .

★

It was a cold Ja nu a ry even i n g. We ga t h ered to cel-
ebra te the Bu d d h a’s Enligh ten m ent Day. We sat in
m ed i t a ti on thro u gh o ut the nigh t . Even though I
tri ed to stay aw a ke and con cen tra te , I was of ten
overwh el m ed by heavy drows i n e s s . So, it was a
n i ce break from sitting to go down to the kitch en
and prep a re ri ce gru el for bre a k f a s t . Coo k i n g
m ed i t a ti on! I was wi de aw a ke in the tem p l e
k i tch en , cooking brown ri ce with nut s .

★

The “temple morning ri ce” grew out of t h a t
Bu d d h a’s Enligh ten m ent Day ri ce gru el . It is del i-
cious and nutri ti o u s .

You need :
2 cups of brown ri ce (short - gra i n ed preferred )
1/2 cup each of 4 different kinds of beans 

( ga rb a n zo, bl ack , p i n k , n av y, k i d n ey, p i n to,
bl ack - eyed , etc . )

1 cup of m i xed nut s
1 cup of d ri ed fruit (ra i s i n s , c ra n berri e s , etc . )
Va n i lla soy milk
Sea salt, Hon ey
Topp i n gs : f resh cut fru i t , yog u rt

1 . Rinse ri ce and be a n s .
2 . Cook ri ce and beans with a pinch of sea salt in
a big pot of 6 cups of w a ter.

3 . As the water boi l s , tu rn the heat down , and ad d
nuts and dri ed fruit and cook abo ut 20 minute s .
4 . Tu rn the heat to low and cook abo ut 30 minute s.
5 . Ch eck if the ri ce and beans are almost coo ked .
Tu rn of f the heat, and leave the pot with the lid on .

You can free ze the almost-done morning ri ce in
s m a ll con t a i n ers . To prep a re bre a k f a s t , m i c row ave
the frozen ri ce for a couple of m i nutes and then
cook with soym i l k . Serve the ri ce topped wi t h
f resh cut fruit and yog u rt . Add hon ey wh en yo u
cook the ri ce if you like it sweet .

Amanda Innes
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Last year my partn er, D avi d , and I fell in love wi t h
a large piece of property in sout hwe s tern
Wi s con s i n . We first saw it on a late Ja nu a ry day
wh en the snowf l a kes were falling fat and wet . Th e
va ll ey was hu s h ed , i n su l a ted by hills and cl o u d s
and acc u mu l a ting snow—our own en ch a n ted
m e adow. We scuffed along while ti ny brown vo l e s
d a rted bet ween us. We caught snowf l a kes on our
ton g u e s . We cl i m bed the path that led up one of
the steep hill s , our boots slipping occ a s i on a lly to
s end us tu m bling on to our back s i de s , gi ggl i n g,
and sliding down h i ll like otters . At the top of t h e
ri d ge , the forest en ded to reveal a dom ed fiel d ,
open and va s t . In the cen ter of the field we fo u n d
the remains of an old hom e s te ad : a clu s ter of
s avannah oa k s , a limestone fo u n d a ti on , a wi n d-
m i ll tower ru s ted and over grown with vi n e s . We
ex p l ored like the Ha rdy Boys for hours .

Because we were in love with the land, we did
what every real estate ex pert warns aga i n s t — we
m ade an of fer wi t h o ut sti p u l a ting a su rvey, perc
te s t , w a ter- qu a l i ty te s t , or even a guara n tee of n o

bu ri ed dumps or fuel tanks. ( “This is cra z y. We
c a n’t simply — But we love the place! We mu s t ! ” )
The of fer was accepted immed i a tely. And then ,
a l t h o u gh we lived and worked hours aw ay, we
w a n ted to spend as mu ch time at the property as
we co u l d . We had a dre a m , i n s p i red by Hel en and
S cott Ne a ri n g’s The Good Li fe and similar
accounts of b ack - to - t h e - l a n ders , that som ed ay
we could live on the land and from the land, t h a t
we could lead a simple life there .

Now, m ore than a year later, we have moved to
the area perm a n en t ly and begun building on the
property, and nothing has tu rn ed out as we
ex pected . O f co u rse! But tru ly, nothing is even
close to what we imagi n ed . We cannot plan our
d ays . The tractor bre a k s . A faraw ay nei gh bor ’s
h orses appear in our ya rd and need to be
retu rn ed hom e . We discover a wild ed i ble plant
and spend the aftern oon co ll ecting en o u gh of i t
to make a dinner. Last week a torn ado form ed at
the top of our ri d ge and headed sout h e a s t ,
de s troying ac res of trees and the yurt we erected

Tamara Dean

building practice
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last su m m er for tem pora ry shel ter. Now our
s o ut h ernmost hill looks as if a giant plopped
down on it. To the south and east of us peop l e
lost their hom e s . In minute s , the landscape was
tra n s form ed .

I ’ve come to accept and even wel come the
va ri a bi l i ty and unpred i ct a bi l i ty of our new life
h ere . In s te ad , it is the samen e s s , the days uninter-
ru pted by passers by, s evere we a t h er, or rem a rk-
a ble en co u n ters with natu re , that have ch a ll en ged
me most.

“ Mi s era ble dru d gery! Stupid f—ing way to
build a bu i l d i n g ! ” It was sameness that led me to
yell and throw down my tools after weeks of p l a s-
tering the walls of our straw bale building in the
m i d - su m m er heat. Even after rec a lling va ri o u s
Buddhist recom m en d a ti on s — “ Just this,” “O n ly
this mom en t ,” “Ab a n don all hope of f ru i ti on” —
on that day I hated plastering and co u l d n’t bear to
be performing su ch a wort h l e s s , m i n dl e s s , f uti l e
t a s k . In fact , the more I repe a ted these recom m en-
d a ti on s , the more restless and irri t a ted I bec a m e .

In our straw bale building it is the bales,
wh i ch are 3' x 8' x 3', that make up the walls and
su pport the roof . To guard against we a t h er and
pe s t s , i t’s nece s s a ry to cover the bales with plaster.
We chose to use an eart h en plaster, wh i ch is a mix
of s a n d , cl ay, and water, bec a u s e , a l t h o u gh more
f ra gi l e , i t’s more eart h - f ri en dly than the altern a-
tive , l i m e - b a s ed plaster. Every su rf ace , i n s i de and
o ut , requ i res three on e - i n ch layers of p l a s ter, a n d
t h ere is no ef fective mechanical means of a pp ly-
ing it. We app ly the plaster by hand, s om eti m e s
using a trowel . Al ong with occ a s i onal crews of

h el pers we have put in nearly 1,000 hours of p l a s-
tering since spri n g. And we are sti ll plasteri n g.

It was fun at firs t . We began with a two - d ay
p l a s tering party in mid May. Dozens of f ri en d s
and acqu a i n t a n ces from the com mu n i ty sign ed
up to help us mix and app ly the first coat of p l a s-
ter to the ex teri or. We en l i s ted a few more fri en d s
to cater meals on site . Our bu i l der, Aa ron ,
bro u ght a large metal tro u gh in wh i ch to mix the
p l a s ter. S t a rting early on Sa tu rd ay morn i n g, we
and our guests took tu rns bl ending the cl ay, s a n d ,
and water by foo t . Ch i l d ren and adults alike
en j oyed stomping in the “mu d .” App lying plaster
to the bales took some practi ce , but in our ph o to s
f rom that wee kend everyone is smiling, s om e
s h owing of f t h eir plaster- coa ted hands or feet for
the camera . Ma ny com p a red plastering to sculpt-
i n g ; t h ey found it soo t h i n g.

The plaster is gray and feels like gruel. It doesn’t
s ti ck re ad i ly to the straw, in the case of the firs t
coa t , or to the previous layers of d ri ed plaster, a n d
so it requ i res coa x i n g, s m oo t h i n g, and patting to
s t ay put . I typ i c a lly scoop a big handful from the
bu cket with my left hand, tilt the trowel aga i n s t
the wall , slap the plaster on to the trowel , t h en
s pre ad upw a rd , pushing the plaster into the su r-
f ace while cupping my left hand bel ow the trowel
to catch what fall s . Som etimes the whole handful
f a lls to the gro u n d . Som etimes it stays on the wall .

Sm oothing the plaster is tri ck i er. For the be s t
we a t h er pro tecti on , the final coat should con t a i n
no mark s , l i n e s , i n den t a ti on s , or go u ge s . But
s traw-bale walls are not flat—they undu l a te wi t h
the con to u rs of the bales—and so smoothing on e

We had a dream, inspired by Helen and Scott Nearing’s The Good Life

and similar accounts of back-to-the-landers, that someday we could live

on the land and from the land, that we could lead a simple life there.
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c u rved patch with the squ a re bl ade of a trowel
i n evi t a bly leaves lines and creases in the su r-
rounding are a . And if you don’t push hard
en o u gh while app lying the plaster, the su rf ace
wi ll be gra i ny and vu l n era ble to the el em en t s
wh en it dri e s . If the trowel ’s face is too dry, t h e
p l a s ter sti cks to it, and what yo u’ve just app l i ed
peels of f . If the mixtu re is too wet , the cl ay and
sand wi ll sep a ra te . If the layers are too thick , t h e
p l a s ter wi ll crack wh en it dri e s . Th ere are other
va ri a bles having to do with app l i c a ti on , tem pera-
tu re , proporti on of i n gred i en t s , and even , I su s-
pect , the mental state of the plasterer.

Thanks to our fri ends at the plastering party,
we com p l eted most of the ex teri or ’s first coat in
May. But we sti ll had the second and third ex teri or
coa t s , p lus the interi or, l eft to finish. Because the
s traw bales must be kept dry, we were anxious to
finish plastering and app ly some type of s e a l a n t
before rain fell . With on ly the two of us work i n g
and curious vi s i tors interru pting frequ en t ly,
progress was slow. In Ju n e , we dec i ded to hire som e
h i gh - s ch ool stu dents to hel p. Th ey were bri gh t ,
s tron g, h a rd - working kids, and with their help we
f i n i s h ed the first coat on the interi or and the sec-
ond and third coats on the ex teri or in wee k s .

For the final ex teri or layer of p l a s ter we used a
t h i n n er mix, wh i ch con t a i n ed four parts sand to
one part cl ay and had the con s i s tency of but ter
f ro s ti n g. To this mix we ad ded a pigm ent so that
the bu i l d i n g’s ex teri or would not be simply gray.
We had ch o s en a bu f f co l or, wh i ch we though t
would bl end in well with the grasses su rro u n d i n g
the bu i l d i n g. But wh en we open ed the first bag of
p i gm en t , we discovered that what we’d received
was not a light gold but a dark ora n ge , the co l or
of Wi lly Won k a’s Oom p a - Loom p a s . We used it
a ny w ay, in sparse qu a n ti ti e s , and it made the
w a lls a pale terraco t t a . Af ter a wee k , our skin, f i n-
gern a i l s , cl o t h e s , and the porcelain tub in our
ren ted farmhouse were stained ora n ge , and our
ex teri or was com p l ete .

We ad m i red and ph o togra ph ed our bu i l d i n g
and po s ted the ph o tos on our web s i te for fri en d s

and rel a tives to vi ew. Our nei gh bor, Kevi n , a n
It a l i a n - Am erican con s tru cti on worker from
Ch i c a go, s topped haying to come over and show
our building to his fri en d , Lu i gi , who was also a
con s tru cti on worker. I walked in from the ga rden ,
feet covered in dirt and straw, s h i rt soa ked wi t h
s weat and river water, to meet them . Lu i gi intro-
du ced himsel f , t h en said, “Wh en Kev told me,
‘Th ere’s this guy building a house of s traw down
the road ,’ I said, ‘ Naw, yo u’re messin’ with me! I
gotta see this!’”

We ex p l a i n ed the straw-bale building proce s s
a n d , because it was our latest preocc u p a ti on ,
de s c ri bed the difficulty of p l a s teri n g. “We figure
we’ ll have put som ething like 700 hours into the
p l a s tering wh en it’s over,” I told him.

“Th a t’s a lotta hard work , b a by do ll ,” Lu i gi said.
D ays later, a f ter our long and dry early su m-

m er, the rains bega n . In late Ju n e , a storm from the
s o uth battered that wall of the bu i l d i n g, rem ovi n g
most of its final coat of p l a s ter. Our ex teri or
became sandy, ora n ge mud poo l ed along the fo u n-
d a ti on . We were aston i s h ed that the plaster was so
weak and worri ed abo ut the straw bales under-
n e a t h , but we didn’t feel defe a ted . At the farm er ’s
m a rket the next Sa tu rd ay we ran into a few of o u r
teen a ge fri en d s , who ex pre s s ed sym p a t hy and sad-
ness wh en we men ti on ed the rain damage . “Aren’t
yo u , l i ke , so pissed of f ? ” one asked . We shru gged
and said, “ It’s all a learning ex peri en ce .”

We were hu rri edly re - p l a s tering the damaged
s o uth wall wh en , a week later, a n o t h er storm , t h i s
one from the we s t , bro u ght torrents of rain and
g u s ting wind that sco u red the final coat of p l a s ter
of f the west wall . Al s o, our rain barrels over-
f l owed and sprayed the corn ers of the bu i l d i n g.
We ran out du ring the storm , b a refoo t , we a ri n g
our long yell ow slickers , and tri ed to divert the
rain barrel ru n of f with sheets of p ly wood , but it
was too late . The corn ers of the building were
s c ru bbed down to the second coat of p l a s ter, too.
This time the rain did piss me of f . Or ra t h er, t h e
f act that we had n’t yet sel ected and app l i ed a
sealant pissed me of f . So mu ch ef fort wasted! But
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by the end of the day I’d recon c i l ed mys el f to the
i m perm a n en ce of our wall s . We dec i ded to work
on the interi or second coat until we received the
sealant we’d finally sel ected , po t a s s ium silicate -
b a s ed paint from an eco - f ri en dly building su pp ly
com p a ny in Ca n ad a . It would take weeks to get
t h ro u gh custom s .

And then a third storm came, with sixty - m i l e -
per-hour winds and blinding ra i n , f rom out of
the nort h . D avid went out s i de and tri ed madly to
prevent the rain barrels (wh i ch were now ri gged
with makeshift overf l ow mechanisms) from
gushing water against the building aga i n . Wh en
he came home long after dark , his hair and
clothes were full of sand—sand that had been
w a s h ed and bl own of f the north wall . By late Ju ly,
the final coat of p l a s ter from a third wall lay in
s m a ll mounds at the base of the bu i l d i n g. O n ly
the east wall ’s plaster rem a i n ed intact , t h o u gh
that had su f fered some rain damage , too.

Our bu i l der, Aa ron , who had never liked the
ex teri or su rf ace—it wasn’t as smooth as he
t h o u ght it should have been — s a i d , a f ter inspect-
ing the damage , “ Excell en t . The storms perfect ly
s a n d bl a s ted of f the bad coa t .”

Before the storm s , p l a s tering had not seem ed
l i ke an en ti rely unpleasant task, just som ething to
ch eck of f our list. Af ter the storm s , it felt like
p u n i s h m en t . Tem pera tu res in Ju ly exceeded nine-
ty degrees for many days . D avid and I would aim
to get to the building site early, sift sand thro u gh
a wi n dow screen , mix a batch of p l a s ter in the
tro u gh , a pp ly it for the next four hours , and then
begin the process aga i n , s t aying and work i n g
u n til dark . At the end of the day our hands were
c ra m ped , our skin was dry and ro u gh from han-
dling the cl ay, and our mu s cles were sore .

Som etimes while we worked we listen ed to
N P R . We ra rely spo ke . If I asked David what he
was thinking abo ut , he usu a lly said som et h i n g
l i ke , “O h , p l a s teri n g.” Me a nwh i l e , my mind had
been far of f , d reaming abo ut novel s , f ri en d s h i p s ,
or plans for next ye a r ’s ga rden . In term i t ten t ly I
would interru pt my dayd reams and bring mys el f

b ack to the pre s en t . I tri ed to apprec i a te the tex-
tu re and sight of the plaster and its scen t , wh i ch
rem i n ded me of e a rt hworms and old wine casks.
Weeks of p l a s tering in Ju ly and early Au g u s t
p a s s ed this way, l i ke a lon g, restless med i t a ti on
s e s s i on . I could pay atten ti on to my work and the
i m m ed i a te envi ron m ent for a few mom en t s , but
s oon my con cen tra ti on would falter and I was
a ny wh ere but there .

Th en , s om etime in Au g u s t , I rel a xed .
P l a s tering stopped being the en emy. P l a s teri n g
was just plasteri n g. I was not striving for perfect
w a ll s , and yet my trowel moved def t ly. In fact , t h e
keys to a smooth finish seem ed to be in not try-
ing so hard , not overworking the su rf ace , b ack i n g
of f and let ting it dry a bit before the final swi pe s .
P l a s tering was okay. With a ste ady, less fra n ti c
p ace we have re - su rf aced mu ch of the ex teri or
and covered the final layer with sealant.

Recen t ly some fri ends vi s i ted us at the proper-
ty. Th ey had been unable to attend our plasteri n g
p a rty in May, mu ch to the dismay of t h eir five -
and nine-ye a r-old daugh ters . Af ter the gi rl s
ju m ped out of the family ’s van and hu gged us,
t h ey shouted , “ P l a s ter! Plaster! We want to plas-
ter ! ” Th ey ran into the building and found the
i n gred i en t s , and before we could catch up, t h ey
h ad plu n ged their hands into the bag of s of t ,
d ri ed cl ay and then into the ora n ge pigm en t . We
p ut en o u gh sand, cl ay, and water for a small batch
of p l a s ter into a bl ack plastic tu b ; t h en they too k
of f t h eir sandals and march ed in circles thro u gh
the gray mud for almost an hour, occ a s i on a lly
pausing to inspect it on their palms or spre ad it
a ll over their arms and legs . The older gi rl fo u n d
a sti ck and drew our initials in the plaster. Th en
she walked thro u gh the initials and next drew the
s etup for a hangman ga m e . “O k ay guys , g u e s s
s ome let ters ! ”

L a ter, we bro u ght inside the bu ckets of p l a s ter
t h ey ’d mixed , and the gi rls began tossing it aga i n s t
the wall , s l a pping it down , and swiping it back and
fort h . Mu ch of it landed on the floor. Wh en they
a s ked , we of fered tips for get ting the plaster to
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s ti ck and for making it smoo t h .
“This is hard ,” t h ey said.
Th ey kept at it for a short wh i l e . And then the

yo u n ger gi rl cri ed , “ Hey! Let’s go to the river ! ”
And so we left the plaster wh ere it lay and

went to the river. We watch ed minnows dart past
our toe s , d i s covered rocks that loo ked like peo-
p l e s’ f ace s , s p l a s h ed in the cold water, and washed
most of the plaster of f our arms and legs .

oTamara Dean is a writer and teaches

English literature and writing to high school

students in Vi roqua, Wisconsin. 
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Fri d ay night was pizza nigh t . I rem em ber walking
in the door with my mom , who had pizza and
Co ke in hand. I raced to the top of the back stairs ,
“ Hu rry, Mom . I ’m hu n gry ! ” O n ly, this dem a n d
d i d n’t get the usual “ Be pati en t , Ch i cky ”
re s pon s e . In s te ad , I watch ed the pizza fly thro u gh
the moon l i ght po u ring in the wi n dow and hit
a gainst the wall and saw the Co ke spill down the
s t a i rs . My mother now lay flat on the stairs , con-
vulsing vi o l en t ly and making horri f ying noi s e s
that ech oed thro u gh o ut our dark hom e .

I immed i a tely shrunk back to a corn er of t h e
k i tch en , close en o u gh to con ti nue to hear but far
en o u gh aw ay to pro tect mys el f f rom having to
w a tch my mother ’s convu l s i on s . I rem em ber sob-
bi n g, in the dark , and repe a ting over and over, “ I
don’t want my mom my to die. I don’t want my
m om my to die.” My father, an alcoholic and

work a h o l i c , was not yet home from work . I was
a l one with the terror.

This was my first mem ory of my mother ’s
grand mal sei z u re s . I was three . Wh en the noi s e s
su b s i ded , I su m m on ed all the co u ra ge that a
t h ree - ye a r-old can have and pee ked down the
s t a i rs . My mom , o ut of breath and disori en ted ,
m a n a ged to remind me of the task at hand.

“ Hon ey, s top cryi n g. I ’m okay. Now go get a
towel . We have to clean up this mess. Your father
wi ll be home soon .”

My terror of what I bel i eved to be my moth-
er ’s imminent death was diminished by my terror
of my father coming home to find Co ke spill ed
on the back stairs . I rem em bered an incident that
occ u rred the week before . Som eone left a door
open that should have been shut . Most likely, i t
was me. My father took his deep anger tri ggered

Charyu Christina Wa l l

Sitting  in  the  Forest 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by this open door out on my mother. Af ter the
u sual exch a n ge of d i a l og u e — my father telling my
m o t h er how stupid she was, my mother call i n g
my father a dru n ken psych op a t h — t h ere was a
physical stru ggl e . He hit my mom in the eye . S h e
beat him on the shoulder. I tri ed to call som eon e ,
but the ph one was ri pped out of the wall . I never
fe a red that I would be phys i c a lly harm ed ; n obody
ever laid a hand on me. I did, h owever, fear for
the safety of my mother.

I got a towel and, as qu i ck ly as I co u l d , h el ped
Mom clean up. My father came home dru n k . My
m om made pancake s . Nobody said a word .

This incident was one of the many times I was
a l one with my mother wh en she had a grand mal
s ei z u re . These sei z u res happen ed frequ en t ly over
a span of a bo ut ten ye a rs . One time my mother
and I were at the grocery store . An o t h er time it

h a ppen ed in a re s t a u ra n t . On most occ a s i on s , i t
h a ppen ed at hom e . Som etimes my father wo u l d
be hom e .

“ D ad , come qu i ck! It’s happening to Mom
a ga i n .”

My father, in his dru n ken state , would usu a lly
hold down my mother ’s feet and yell , “Ca l m
down ! ” as if she could com preh end his word s .
Th en he would look at me and tell me to stop cry-
i n g. If my mother was going to die, the last thing
I wanted was a father who was upset with me.

S t a rting at the age of t h ree , I learn ed to alw ays
keep on guard , to never rel a x . I learn ed to recog-
n i ze an imminent sei z u re a minute or two before
it actu a lly happen ed , and I found mys el f con-
s t a n t ly looking in my mom’s eyes for the indica-
ti on s . I would take a good look at the
su rro u n d i n gs wh en ever we went out toget h er.

Anjali Jacques Oule



Spring Wind58

Wh ere would be a safe place for my mom to lie
down if she had a sei z u re at this mom ent? Wo u l d
a nything here hu rt her if she fell ?

I also learn ed how to clean up the messes. It’s
6 p. m . D ad ’s home at 6:30. Is everything in its
p l ace? I walked thro u gh the house to make su re .
And I learn ed to stop my te a rs in the pre s en ce of
o t h ers .

So, h ere I sit—a cleaning maniac who has
probl ems relaxing and being vu l n era bl e . And I
am angry. Why was I, a small ch i l d , l eft alone wi t h
a parent who had grand mal sei z u res? Why was
s om ething out of p l ace a re a s on for vi o l en ce ?

I find it hu m orous that I would stu m ble upon
the Ann Arbor Zen Buddhist Temple and
i m m erse mys el f in a practi ce based on med i t a-
ti on , tra n s p a ren c y, and pe ace . Af ter a little more
than two ye a rs of practi ce , I ’m on ly now begi n-
ning to re a l i ze the intense ch a ll en ges on the path
to discovering my true natu re .

I rem em ber the first time I sat at a public ser-
vi ce . I spent the whole time worrying abo ut sit-
ting perfect ly sti ll . I foc u s ed my eyes on a speck in
the carpet and re a l i zed it was actu a lly a speck of
d i rt . I rem i n ded mys el f to pick it up as soon as the
s i t ting was over.

The temple maintains a level of ti d i n e s s , but I
s oon discovered there was alw ays a “m e s s” to
cl e a n , s om ewh ere . Weeds could alw ays be pull ed ;
the shop could alw ays be a little bet ter or ga n i zed ;
the altar could alw ays be du s ted . A match made in
h e aven for this cleaning maniac .

Af ter attending public servi ces for a few
m onths and vo lu n teering for work in the ga rden ,
I took the med i t a ti on co u rse and became a mem-
ber. I started showing up on Fri d ay morn i n gs for
s ervi ce and work practi ce . I wanted to ex peri en ce
l iving at the tem p l e , so I moved in for a mon t h .
The month of re s i dency was my first taste of t h e
s tru ggles on this path, wh i ch for me would alw ays
occur at night after evening practi ce . Af ter I had
worked around the temple for most of the day,
this down time was an opportu n i ty to rel a x . Th e
probl em was I didn’t know how. The temple at

that time of n i ght was so pe acef u l , but I had sel-
dom ex peri en ced pe ace . I tri ed to be on guard ,
but there was no re a s on to be on guard . I learn ed
that there was no need in this pe aceful envi ron-
m ent to su rvey the su rro u n d i n gs for safe place s
or to feel terror over spill ed Co ke . Yet , I fo u n d
this envi ron m ent so unfamiliar that I bec a m e
fe a rful of i t . Af ter evening practi ce I would of ten
reti re to my room , s t a re at the cei l i n g, and cry.

I of ten thought of f l eeing the pe ace of t h e
temple by plotting a 3 a.m. e s c a pe down the back
s t a i rs , but I managed to sti ck out the mon t h . It
was ironic that I fe a red pe ace , and although my
fear never disappe a red , it did diminish. I got ti red
of waking up for morning practi ce , h aving a
h e ad ach e , and feeling dehyd ra ted from crying the
n i ght before . In s te ad of retre a ting to my room , I
l e a rn ed out of de s pera ti on to go to the third -
f l oor yoga room and watch the cre a tu res in the
ga rden . I qu i ck ly discovered that while I dre aded
n i gh tf a ll , the squ i rrels became over j oyed as the
sun went down , chasing each other wi l dly alon g
the paths. As I watch ed those squ i rrel s , I slowly
re a l i zed that it didn’t matter if I ex peri en ced the
fear of a child or the joy of the squ i rrels as dark-
ness approach ed . Being stu ck with ei t h er of t h e s e
would prevent me from seeing night simply as
n i gh t . By staying with and immersing mys el f i n
my fe a r, delu s i on faded , and night cl e a rly bec a m e
n i gh t ; nothing more . Fear would sti ll com e , a n d ,
on occ a s i on , I would sti ll go to my room and cry.
But inste ad of c rying mys el f a s l eep, I would even-
tu a lly get up and go watch the squ i rrel s . This was
my first ex peri en ce of tra n s forming fear from
s om ething para lyzing to som ething em poweri n g.

In s p i red by this tra n s forming process and
e a ger to share it with others , I dec i ded to en ro ll in
the sem i n a ry. I atten ded my second Yo n gm a en g
C h o n g j i n the fall of my first sem e s ter as a sem i-
n a ry stu den t . These three days were hell i s h . My
hwa du practi ce va n i s h ed du ring the ex ten ded sit-
ti n gs . I had on ly images of my mother ’s convu l-
s i on s . I felt horri ble and cri ed most of the ti m e . I
even cri ed in front of peop l e , a n d , to my su rpri s e ,



no one told me to stop. On the evening of the sec-
ond nigh t , I slipped Ha ju Sunim a note : “I have to
l e ave now.” She en co u ra ged me to stay. I did. I
tri ed to sneak out on the third night and ran into
Ha ju Sunim on the stairs . Aga i n , she en co u ra ged
me to stay. Aga i n , I stayed . The rest of the retre a t
was not en j oya bl e , but I ex peri en ced some gra ti f i-
c a ti on for com p l eting the en ti re retre a t . I con-
vi n ced mys el f that after on ly a year and a half of
practi ce I had pushed thro u gh my stru ggl e s . From
n ow on my practi ce would be smooth sailing.

My ex peri en ce du ring the retreat wasn’t the
last of my difficulties on this path, of co u rs e — i t
was but a small glimpse of what was to com e .
Si n ce then , I have cri ed for hours at a ti m e ; n o t
just te a rs , but the hard crying wh en catching yo u r
breath is difficult. This is not su rpri s i n g : I have
t h i rty ye a rs to make up for. I of ten feel alone wi t h
the terror, l i ke the three - ye a r-old gi rl in the cor-
n er. Med i t a ti on can sti ll be painful. Som eti m e s
s i tu a ti ons tri gger deep anger, and I say things that
hu rt the ones I love . This practi ce seems to have
open ed up a whole can of worm s . Th ro u gh all of
these stru ggles I try to rem em ber that worm s , i f
given the ch a n ce to do their work , m a ke ri ch soi l
for growing be a utiful things .

I am at a cro s s roads in my practi ce . I ’ve dec i d-
ed to take a break from the ri gors of the sem i n a ry,
use this time to sort thro u gh these deep - s e a ted
feel i n gs of fear and anger, and learn how to rel a x .
I find mys el f w a n ting to make that “3 a.m.
e s c a pe” f rom my practi ce altoget h er. My most
i n tense fe a rs are now ri ght in front of m e . Do I,
l i ke the Bu d d h a , sit in the forest amidst the
u n n erving noises and wild animals until these
fe a rs become su b du ed , or do I con ti nue to all ow
my fe a rs to roam freely in my mind? If I want my
acti ons to ben efit others , I have no other ch oi ce : I
must sit in the forest until the fe a rs are su b du ed .
The process may be lon ger for me than it was for
the Bu d d h a . Th a t’s okay. I am just thankful I have
forests to sit in. How would I grow otherwi s e ?o
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A Buddhist nu n , who I was privi l eged to know,
s tood behind me as we prep a red to cross the
s treet toget h er. I was hit by a tru ck , k n ocked in
the air, and came crashing down on my ri gh t
s h o u l der. A great go u ge was ri pped into my lef t
a rm . The wind was smacked clean out of m e .

Th o u gh I stayed con s c i o u s , I co u l d n’t talk
because there was no air in my lu n gs . The nu n
k n elt be s i de me and clutch ed my ri ght hand to
h er heart . She mu rmu red a mantra into my ear.
“Say the mantra ,” she com m a n ded gen t ly, “ It wi ll
ch a n ge your karm a .”

I tri ed a few tu rns of the mantra but was daz-
z l ed by the bri lliant blue sky above . Wh i te stre a k s
of clouds filtered by. The sky and clouds seem ed
the pictu re of trut h . Be a utiful! I smiled wi t h
del i gh t .

An o t h er practi ti on er laid her hands on my lef t
a rm to stop the bl eed i n g. She smiled down at me.
I saw serene faces and the cl o u d - ri pp l ed sky. S ti ll ,
I co u l d n’t bre a t h e ; I was sti ll , l i ke de a t h . It was a
very pleasant feel i n g, to be so sti ll . Th o u gh there

must have been a hu bbub of activi ty around me,
its movem ent and sound had dissolved into the
s ti ll n e s s . Th ere was on ly the great em ptiness of
the sky and my wish that all my fri ends standing
n e a rby were having the same ex peri en ce .

I tri ed to lift my head to see what world I had
p a s s ed from—the tru ck that hit me, s ti ll idl i n g ;
the traffic passing by in a far lane, i m p a ti ent to get
t h ro u gh the ja m ; the Buddhist cen ter tow a rd
wh i ch the nun and I were headed ac ross the street ;
my fri ends mu rmu ring con cern ; and the tru ck
d river who had cl i pped me. He loo ked irri t a ted .

Th en my breath came back . I retu rn ed from
the sti ll n e s s , e a s i ly and wi t h o ut ga s p i n g. Th e
n oisy world re su m ed . I tri ed speaking to let
everyone know that here I was. The nun and
f ri end held me to the pavem en t . I heard som eon e
s ay that 911 had been call ed . Som eone else said
my wi fe was com i n g. She had been ac ross the
s treet in the Buddhist cen ter wh en the acc i den t
h a ppen ed .

I tri ed to get to my feet so my wi fe wo u l d n’t

Instant Dharma

W i l l iam Ace Remas
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think som ething terri ble had happen ed , but
co u l d n’t . My new world was fill ed with pain in
my shoulder and back . The nun ri pped my watch ,
a remnant of the past before the acc i den t , f rom
my left arm . I was faintly aw a re that the go u ge in
my arm was prob a bly caused by the watch bei n g
ja m m ed into the arm by the co ll i s i on .

I heard my wi fe’s qu avering voi ce , near te a rs .
She stood behind me, and I ti l ted my head back
to see her. She said she loved me. I was con cern ed
for her and loo ked to the nun and fri end to take
c a re of h er. I dec i ded to just rest on the pavem en t .

Soon the em er gency medical profe s s i on a l s
a rrived in their ambu l a n ce . Th ey po ked here and
t h ere asking me to iden tify wh ere I felt pain.
Th o u gh it was not qu i te tru e , I said there was no
pain to speak of and insisted I could stand. Th ey
s m i l ed as if t h ey had heard this a thousand ti m e s
before and con s i dered it foolish each ti m e . So, I
s topped pretending I wasn’t hu rt and let mys el f
be taken care of by these won derf u lly kind and
ef f i c i ent peop l e .

Everything was pleasant, even the pain in my
b ack and shoulder. The pain and stiffness were
rem i n ders that life ch a n ges mom ent by mom en t .
One mom ent I’m crossing the street , the nex t
lying on it. One mom ent pain here , t h en there ,
t h en non e . Ma n tras flowed in my ears , and I saw
in the blue sky the holy bei n gs who pro tect all of
u s . Death would be like this. In an instant I wo u l d
be alon e . Everything around me qu i eted down ,
the people and activi ty around me dimmed and
blu rred , the sen s a ti ons of pain and my body mel-
l owed and dissipated , my thoughts slowly wo u n d
i nw a rd to just the em pty sky ri fe with cl o u d s ,
etern a l , tru e , s ti ll . In that mom ent I thought I
k n ew what de a t h , a good de a t h , could be like .
Sm i l i n g, gen t l e , qu i et , em pty, a l on e .

The em er gency team gen t ly install ed a neck
brace . The brace was more uncom fort a ble than
the pain in the back or arm . Th ey ro ll ed me on to
a back boa rd and loaded me into the ambu l a n ce .
The blue sky was rep l aced by the lights and the
m etal roof of the ambu l a n ce . We ro ll ed this way

and that. I began to get car sick . The em er gen c y
m edical technician in the tru ck with me asked if
I was okay and I told him I was get ting sick . He
said it would be over in a minute .

I was moved from the ambu l a n ce thro u gh the
h a llw ays of the hospital. Doctors and nu rs e s
l oo ked me over bri ef ly. No vi s i ble bro ken bon e s .
No exce s s ive bl eed i n g. No unbe a ra ble pain. No
em o ti onal re acti on . I just lay there smiling, so they
l eft me alone so they could tend to more urgen t
cases in the em er gency ward .

I had no sky to look at. No fri ends to hold me.
I lay like a lost ghost stra n ded on a cold slab in a
bei ge room flooded by dre a ry flu ore s cent ligh t .
This was worse than lying in the street with tra f f i c
whizzing by a few feet aw ay. Maybe this is wh a t
death becom e s . No sky, no fresh air, no fri en d s , n o
exc i tem en t , no bo t h er. S ti ll , it didn’t matter. In
s ome way that is difficult to ex p l a i n , even the hos-
pital em er gency ward was as be a utiful as the sky. I
was pati ent to see what world would happen nex t .

Next was my wi fe , blu bbering but brave . S h e
h eld my hand and told me she loved me, wh i ch
was her mantra (one that work s , by the way ) . S h e
a s su red me everything would be okay. She had
a l re ady call ed our son so he wo u l d n’t be su r-
pri s ed and worri ed abo ut the news . My son! Oh,
t h en I missed him. I wanted him be s i de me too. I
was happy he wasn’t distre s s ed and worri ed .

L a ter, I was x-rayed and sewn up, t h en
rel e a s ed back to ord i n a ry life into the early
evening air, u n der my own power with my ri gh t
a rm in a sling and my left bandaged heavi ly.
Fri ends were waiting to help my wi fe and me. We
ch a t ted abo ut the thri lling ti m e . I was most
to u ch ed wh en the five - ye a r-old son of a fell ow
practi ti on er came marching tow a rd me with a
determ i n ed but fri gh ten ed look on his face . He
d i d n’t say anyt h i n g ; he just walked up and hu gged
my leg. I knelt to re a s su re him I was okay and to
thank him for com i n g. He nod ded his under-
standing and then march ed aw ay with his father.

My wi fe and I drove home reco u n ting the day,
trying to piece toget h er the events of the last few
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h o u rs . She was at on ce ex h i l a ra ted that I
a ppe a red to be safe and con cern ed abo ut the
u n k n own con s equ en ces of the acc i den t . Wh a t
would my new po s t - acc i dent life be like? Wo u l d
s ome worse inju ry appear later? A ru ptu red
s p l een? In ternal bl eeding? In fecti on? I tri ed to
l a u gh it all of f and said I would be at work the
n ext morn i n g. My wi fe knows me well and
s cof fed at su ch a noti on . I re a l i zed then that it
m i ght be pleasant to be cared for over the nex t
few days .

My son met us at the house. He was gru f f a n d
m on o s yll a bic as usu a l , but I unders tood that was
his way of h a n dling a situ a ti on that at one ti m e
a ppe a red to be worse than it tu rn ed out to be . Hi s
hu g, h owever, was bi gger and warm er than any
we had recen t ly shared . I kissed him on the ch ee k
and rem i n ded him he was the love of his mother ’s
and my life .

That night in bed , a f ter taking pain pills for
the shoulder and back , s t a ring at yet another cei l-
i n g, the one in our bed room , I ref l ected on the
d ay. My world had ch a n ged in an instant. I had
ob s erved a meaningful em pty sky. I had con tem-
p l a ted death and what happens afterw a rd . I had
been sep a ra ted from family, f ri en d s , and ord i n a ry
l i fe . Th en I retu rn ed to them all , wi s er. It seem ed
worth it.

oWilliam Ace Remas, age 60, lives in the San

Francisco Bay Area with his wife Marsha and

son Eli. He is active in Dharma and in his busi-

ness and family life.

Rev. Toan José Castelao
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