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Dear Readers,
You are buddhas and bod h i s a t t va s . Your everyd ay stories of
aw a ken i n gs and stru ggles wi ll help each of us find wi s dom
and com p a s s i on and build an en l i gh ten ed soc i ety. P l e a s e
su bmit arti cl e s , a rt work , and let ters to Spring Wi n d .

o Coming Themes

S pring ‘ 0 5 : Bu d d h i s m , Divers i ty and Plu ra l i s m
Su m m er ‘ 0 5 : D h a rma for Ch i l d ren 
Fa ll ‘ 0 5 : How Buddhist practi ce and va lues ch a n ged my life .

o Please mail or email to:

Spring Wind: Buddhist Cu l tu ral Fo ru m
1710 W. Corn elia Avenu e
Ch i c a go, IL 60657, U S A
su bm i s s i on @ s pri n g wi n d . or g
w w w. S pri n g Wi n d . or g

o Please note that there is no guara n tee unsolicited manu-
s c ri pt s , l et ters and art wi ll be publ i s h ed , and they are su bj ect
to ed i ti n g.



May the merit from this issue be tra n sf erred to all bei n gs throu gh out the universe !

A lotus was tra n s p l a n ted and is taking root in Mex i co. The year 2004 marks the 20th annivers a ry of
Ven . Sa mu Su n i m’s dharma activi ties in Mex i co. Sunim is on his 16th te aching trip to Mex i co this wi n ter.
The cover ph o to is Ven . Sa mu Sunim and ch i l d ren from the vi ll a ge of San Bl a s , Nayori t , Mex i co in
Ja nu a ry 1997. Buddhist Soc i ety for Com p a s s i on a te Wi s dom arch ive s .

on the cover
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The five ex - m i l i t a ry com fort wom en1 c a rri ed wi t h
t h em rep a tri a ti on permits sign ed by Com m a n der
Izumi with instru cti ons that all military fac i l i ti e s
at rel ay stati ons on their travel ro ute provi de them
with nece s s a ry accom m od a ti on s . Th ey travel ed
overland to Korea via nort h ern Ch i n a . Th e
Japanese military was pre s ent every wh ere . Th e
m i l i t a ry machine was well or ga n i zed and the sol-
d i ers disciplined . Soon - Duk and her fri ends were
i m pre s s ed with the servi ce they received on thei r
j o u rn ey. However, t h i n gs became different wh en
t h ey cro s s ed the Korean border. Japanese po l i ce
became suspicious of t h em and asked abo ut thei r
rel a ti on to Com m a n der Iz u m i . Soon - Duk poi n ted
o ut the “ Due to disease” de s i gn a ti on on thei r

p a pers as their re a s on for retu rning hom e , a n d
t h ey made it past the po l i ce wi t h o ut furt h er qu e s-
ti on i n g. The universal military pre s en ce and
u n l i m i ted power of the po l i ce cre a ted fear and ter-
ror for the Kore a n s . S ti ll it was beyond the ken of
Soon - Duk and the four gi rls to grasp the ex tent of
the crimes against hu m a n i ty being con tem p l a ted
by Japanese imperialism and militari s m .

Ret u rn Hom e

It was in April 1940 wh en Soon - Duk finally
a rrived back home in Korea after three ye a rs of
m i s ery. She was happy to be reu n i ted with her
f a m i ly, but the co u n try was bl eeding under

Forgotten  Victim Comfort  Woman  Soon-Duk

Ven. Samu Sunim

1In the fall 2004 issue of Spring Wi n d the nu m ber of m i l i t a ry com fort gi rls who retu rn ed to Korea with the help of Izumi was erron eo u s ly listed
as six. The correct nu m ber is five , i n cluding Soon - Du k .

Ed i to r ’s Note: Soo n - Duk was born in 1921 in Ko re a . As we learn ed in the fall 2004 issue of S pring Wi n d ,
she was left fatherless as a small gi rl wh en the Ja pa n e se occ u pa tion fo rces beat her father to death. W h en she
was sixte en , she sign ed up to wo rk in imperial Ja pa n , but instead found hersel f a sexual slave for Ja pa n e se
sol d i ers in China. But wh en she was assign ed to serve a high - ranking of f i cer named Iz u m i , t h ey fell in love .
As Wo rld War II approa ch ed , Izumi sent Soo n - Duk home to Ko re a .
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Soon-Duk Kim, Bellflowers, acrylic on paper, 1994.
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oppre s s i on . The situ a ti on had gone from bad to
worse while Soon - Duk was aw ay. Un der the order
for war labor mobi l i z a ti on , the co u n try   was
tu rning into a military su pp ly base for the
Chinese inva s i on . Peasants left their land to work
in the factori e s . Un der co l onial ru l e , the co u n try
was deep ly su bju ga ted and Koreans were silen ced ,
doing their work at the bidding of the Ja p a n e s e .
This dom i n a ti on ex ten ded even into the sch oo l s ,
with public sch ool te ach ers carrying their sword s
i n to the cl a s s room along with their tex tboo k s .
In June 1941, Koreans lost their names, bei n g
forced to adopt Japanese names. Co l onial po l i c y
a gainst the con qu ered was alw ays forced and
d ivi s ive . The Japanese su cceeded in fractu ring the
s p i rit of the co l on i zed Koreans and pitted co ll a b-
ora ti onists and non - co ll a bora ti onists aga i n s t
e ach other.

Soon - Duk soon recovered from her poor
h e a l t h , but the joy of h er hom ecoming did not last
very lon g. The vi ll a gers were curious abo ut her
activi ties du ring her three - year absen ce , and they
began to su s pect the truth of the ru m ors spre ad-
ing in the face of h er silen ce . It was painful, but
even more painful was her stru ggle with a mis-
g u i ded sense of shame and the fear of f acing more
shame and deri s i on from others . In trad i ti on a l
Confucian Kore a , female ch a s ti ty was so impor-
tant that the loss of it before marri a ge bro u gh t
d i sgrace to a gi rl ’s family and a lifetime of s ti gm a ,
of ten so great as to force the gi rl to commit su i-
c i de . Soon - Duk was ira te at having been , f i rs t , a
vi ctim of the en s l avem ent of wom en by imperi a l
Japan and, s econ d , su bj ect at home to con tem pt
and deri s i on by Korean male ch a uvi n i s t
Confucian bel i efs that had dispara ged wom en for
cen tu ri e s .

Soon - Duk received let ters from Izumi after
retu rning hom e . She was to u ch ed and moved by
his con cern , but she was also deep ly ashamed of
h er own ill i terac y. Wh a tever she knew of re ad i n g
and wri ti n g, she learn ed from him. So she com-
po s ed a let ter as best she could and sent it of f wi t h
a pack a ge of roa s ted sweet ri ce and hot 

pepper powder. She rec a ll ed fon dly and with 
s adness that it was the first love let ter she ever
wro te . In his rep ly, Izumi thanked her and joking-
ly men ti on ed that the hot pepper powder almost
k i ll ed him. Al ong with his let ter he sent a correct-
ed vers i on of Soon - Du k’s let ter with com m ents on
h er misspell ed words and a ligh t - h e a rted pun.
Th ey exch a n ged let ters for a couple of ye a rs . Soon -
Duk con fe s s ed with rem orse that it was Izumi wh o
wro te her reg u l a rly from Na n j i n g, Ch i n a . She was
not alw ays faithful in re s ponding to his let ters . S h e
said ru ef u lly that she was alw ays busy earning her
l iving and had difficulty wri ting let ters .

In trut h , Soon - Duk was in deep de s p a i r.
Ru m ors had been circ u l a ting that she had been a
m i l i t a ry pro s ti tute serving the Japanese army. Her
m o t h er wept and cri ed , and her family pre s su red
h er to tell the trut h . Soon - Duk was not afraid of
telling the trut h , but dre aded having to inform
the vi ll a gers abo ut the sordid details of h er for-
m er “com fort stati on” l i fe . She con tem p l a ted
com m i t ting su i c i de several ti m e s , but felt stron g-
ly she had done no wron g. Realizing that her
pre s en ce was a constant source of pain for her
f a m i ly, h owever, she dec i ded to leave hom e . O n e
m oonless mid-su m m er nigh t , Soon - Duk slipped
o ut of h er home and vi ll a ge , te a rs blinding her
vi ew. It bro ke her heart , thinking that she wo u l d
n ever see her mother and home vi ll a ge aga i n . S h e
h ad dep a rted with the sole purpose of h elping her
f a m i ly. Q u i te the con tra ry, she bro u ght her fami-
ly not on ly disappoi n tm ent but also disgrace .

L eaving Hom e

Before lon g, n ew re a l i ties began to set in. With a
bu n dle of clothes in hand, Soon - Duk faced a new
worl d , one that was bleak and wasted . She had no
s k i ll s , and her on ly re s o u rces were her sinceri ty
and wi ll i n gness to work hard .

She went to Seoul and of fered hers el f to any
odd and trifling job wi t h o ut pay. She did laundry,
coo ked meals, and took care of b a bi e s . She alw ays
did ex tra work . She was thankful just not to be
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s t a rvi n g. She felt genu i n ely gra teful for bei n g
a l ive , being among the livi n g, and working for
h ers el f . Wi n ter came and odd jobs dwi n dl ed . S h e
l e a rn ed of h a n dy wom en’s jobs ava i l a ble in the
m a rketp l ace . She vi s i ted marketp l ace s , i m m ed i-
a tely liking the assortm ent of peop l e , the food
and groceri e s , the hustle and bustle! And there
was all kinds of work to do indeed! She hel ped
o ut at a food stand, t h en atten ded a veget a bl e
s t a ll , and scurri ed around all day. She soon
became indispen s a ble to those looking for good
tem pora ry hel p. She finally had plen ty to eat and
e a rn ed some mon ey! More import a n t ly, she was
h a ppy and en j oyed hers el f working with so many
people in the market .

More than a year passed . It was Ja nu a ry 1942
wh en Soon - Duk heard the news of the Ja p a n e s e
bom bing of Pe a rl Ha rbor in Hawaii and the inva-
s i on of Hong Kon g. With the ex p a n s i on of t h e
w a r, the Japanese introdu ced military edu c a ti on
i n to sch ools and began to draft Korean yo uth into
the army. Th ey sent yo uth to Ch i n a , So ut h e a s t
As i a , and faraw ay islands in the So uth Seas to figh t
the English and the Am eri c a n s . Th ey shipped men
in their forties and fifties to Japan to work in coa l
mines and mu n i ti ons factori e s . People were mobi-
l i zed to attend prayer meeti n gs for the “h o ly war”
and asked to con tri bute to the war fund. Gre a t
s ac ri f i ce was dem a n ded of Koreans to co ll a bora te
with the Japanese war ef fort .

Soon - Duk rem a i n ed undistu rbed while the
world around her tu m bl ed and ra t t l ed alon g. S h e
h ad a simple and clear bel i ef : no matter wh a t
h a ppen s , one can alw ays help on e s el f as long as
one is intact in body and mind. So she worked
h a rd to help hers el f and alw ays did so with a
h elping hand for others . Even tu a lly she was su c-
cessful and open ed her own veget a ble stand in
the market . Not on ly did she thrive on her own
s tren g t h , but she was also mu ch apprec i a ted by all
with wh om she worked .

Soon - Duk almost for got her three ye a rs in the
Japanese military bro t h el as a sex slave . But she
did not wish to for get Iz u m i , the man who loved

h er and hel ped her escape the com fort stati on .
However, it was a cru el irony that her mem ori e s
of Izumi and the military bro t h el could not be
s ep a ra ted from each other. For now, she felt it was
good en o u gh to have mem ories of Iz u m i . Th a t
she was on ce loved warm ed her heart . She wor-
ri ed abo ut him and hoped he would stay alive ,
and vi s i ted a Buddhist temple and Shinto shri n e
to pray for his safety.

Time flew and events unfo l ded one after
a n o t h er. Af ter half a cen tu ry of the frenzy and
m adness of m i l i t a ry aggre s s i on and ex p a n s i on-
i s m , i m perial Japan lost her holy war wh en atom-
ic bombs were dropped on Hi roshima and
Na ga s a k i , and World War II en ded in Au g u s t
1 9 4 5 . Korea was libera ted from Japan and then
occ u p i ed by Am erican force s . Th ree ye a rs of U. S .
m i l i t a ry govern m ent fo ll owed in So uth Kore a ,
while Sovi et Russia set up its com munist regi m e
in North Kore a . In June 1950, the Korean Wa r
bro ke out , in wh i ch Un i ted Na ti ons forces under
U. S . command fo u ght against North Korean and
Chinese com mu n i s t s .

Soon - Duk lost everything in the vi o l en ce and
de s tru cti on of the Korean Wa r, but her body and
mind su rvived intact . Af ter the war, she started
a ga i n . She was not alon e . Af ter the great de s tru c-
ti on , everyone was starting out aga i n . Th i n gs
were to u gh and difficult. However, she felt good
s t a rting out aga i n , working with others tow a rd a
com m on futu re . The nece s s i ties of l i fe were
s c a rce and there were people ex po s ed to the el e-
m ents wi t h o ut pro tecti on . People vi ed fiercely for
scant su pp l i e s . Th en they re a l i zed that they all
h ad to su rvive and learn ed to share things , p a r-
ti c u l a rly with the sick and with ch i l d ren . Th ey
even learn ed that poor people could be more gen-
erous than ri ch misers , both in heart and deed .

Meeting with Mr. Pa k

With the end of the war in 1953, Koreans rega i n ed
t h eir spiri t s . Sl owly but ste ad i ly, t h ey picked up
t h eir live s , su rviving with limited means. Du ri n g
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these poor but happy days , Soon - Duk met a man
n a m ed Mr. Pak who occ a s i on a lly dropped by the
f ruit stall wh ere she was helping out . Soon - Du k
was alw ays hel pful and wel com ed him. Th en she
n o ti ced that he came more to talk with her than
to buy fru i t . One day wh en he came he wen t
d i rect ly to the own er inside after greeting her.
Th ey talked for a while in wh i s pers . Af ter he lef t ,
the own er said to Soon - Du k , “ M r. Pak works for
the ra i l road of f i ce .” Th en after a pause she said,
“ He wants to have a meeting with you in priva te .”
She ad ded , “ He appe a rs to be a good pers on .” It
was clear from how the own er spo ke that she was
en co u ra ging Soon - Duk to attend the meeti n g.

On the appoi n ted date , Soon - Duk put on her
best dress and fo ll owed Mr. Pak to a tea salon . S h e
h ad never been to su ch a place before . She felt like
a co u n try gi rl in a poor dress en tering a high soc i-
ety clu broom by mistake , rec a lling the first ti m e
she had en tered Iz u m i ’s of f i ce . M r. Pak asked a few
qu e s ti ons but Soon - Duk rem a i n ed qu i et , s t a ri n g
i n to her te acup and out the wi n dow. Af ter her life
at the com fort stati on and with Iz u m i , she had
given up on men . Th erefore , it never occ u rred to
h er that she would be sitting seri o u s ly with a man.
Al t h o u gh no words were exch a n ged , she felt warm
being with him. Th ey parted after drinking te a .

On their second date , M r. Pak ex p l a i n ed his
s i tu a ti on to Soon - Du k . Pak was fifty ye a rs old
and marri ed . He said he was attracted to Soon -
Du k , and would like to invi te her to come and live
with him as his second wi fe . Soon - Duk was lis-
tening with growing su rpri s e . Th ey loo ked at each
o t h er wi t h o ut displaying any em o ti on . Th en , M r.
Pak gen t ly held her hand and said, “I promise I
wi ll do my best to make you happy.” Soon - Du k
i n s t a n t ly felt an el ectric su r ge of h a ppiness and

could barely contain hers el f f rom bu rs ting into
te a rs . It was not until their third date , h owever,
that she was able to give her heart to him and
accept his invi t a ti on .

As a def i l ed wom a n , Soon - Duk knew that she
would never be able to marry som eone form a lly
and become a legi ti m a te wi fe . In order to ra i s e
h er own family, becoming a man’s second wi fe
was her best opti on . Previ o u s ly, she had never
even dreamt of m a rrying som eon e , l et alone ra i s-
ing a family. She was thri ll ed and exc i ted at the
po s s i bi l i ty. However, she sti ll carri ed the invi s i bl e
blot of being an ex - com fort woman like a dark
cloud thre a tening the sky. Should she inform Pa k
of h er past life? She had long ago prom i s ed her-
s el f not to fall vi ctim to her past, but it was haunt-
ing her again! However, she did not su ccumb to
de s p a i r. She felt stron gly that she should not be
ju d ged by her past, on ly for what she is tod ay. S h e
dec i ded not to inform Pak of h er life as a com fort
gi rl . Her con clu s i on was that it would help no on e
but would ra t h er cre a te unnece s s a ry pain.

Ma rri a ge

Th ere was no formal wedding cerem ony for the
s econd wi fe . Af ter paying her re s pects to her
m o t h er- i n - l aw and father- i n - l aw, Soon - Duk and
Pak marri ed each other in a simple cerem ony.
Th en she moved into his house and began her
m a rri ed life . At the ti m e , Pa k’s first wi fe was aw ay
in North Kore a , just ac ross the 38th Pa ra ll el . So
Soon - Duk took ch a r ge of h o u s ehold affairs ri gh t
aw ay, c a ring for her paren t s - i n - l aw and Pa k’s two
ch i l d ren until his first wi fe retu rn ed . She wen t
f rom being a hom eless hel per to a housewi fe
overn i gh t .

She had long ago prom i s ed hers el f not to fall vi ctim to her past, but it was

h a u n ting her aga i n !
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Soon-Duk Kim, Colonial Mushroom Taxation, acrylic on paper, 1995.
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While as a young gi rl Soon - Duk had dre a m t
of m a rrying a man and making a sweet hom e , s h e
t h o u ght her dream was cru s h ed in the military
bro t h el . Ha pp i ly, even bro ken dreams can som e-
times come tru e . Soon - Duk em braced her new
h om em a ker ’s life wh o l eh e a rtedly and did her
utmost to help and serve her ex ten ded family
with care and tact . Wh en Pa k’s first wi fe retu rn ed ,
she and her ch i l d ren moved to her paren t s - i n -
l aw ’s house. Soon - Duk hon ored her and the two
l e a rn ed to get alon g. Over the ye a rs she had her
own ch i l d ren , t h ree sons and one daugh ter. S h e
felt that she had fulfill ed her duties as a wom a n .
She spent happy days raising ch i l d ren and taking
c a re of h er hu s b a n d . In 1980, Pak died of a heart
a t t ack . Af ter that, she spent her days qu i et ly vi s i t-
ing her el dest son’s family and playing with her
gra n dch i l d ren .

Truth and the Way of Recon c i l i a ti on

It was early fall 1991 wh en Soon - Duk heard the
n ews that a form er com fort woman publ i cly
i den ti f i ed hers el f and te s ti f i ed against the
Japanese govern m en t , wh i ch was denying the
ch a r ge s . Her name was Ha k - Soon Ki m
( 1 9 2 4 – 1 9 9 7 ) . In her te s ti m ony she said, “I have
lots of u n s pe a k a ble gru d ges against Japan and my
l i fe has been full of m i s ery because of what Ja p a n
did to me. I had to tell som eone abo ut this. I
dec i ded to reveal that I was a com fort wom a n .” As
the Japanese govern m ent con ti nu ed to deny the
truth of the military com fort wom en , it was vi t a l-
ly important to co ll ect as many te s ti m onies as
po s s i ble from ex - com fort wom en . Th erefore ,
su pport groups were or ga n i zed to red ress the war
c rimes com m i t ted against young Korean gi rls and
wom en . C h o n g d a ehyu p, or the Korean Co u n c i l
for Wom en Dra f ted for Mi l i t a ry Sexual Sl avery by

Ja p a n , was headed by Profe s s or Jung-Ok Yu n . Th e
Council spe a rh e aded the movem en t , making a
n a ti onwi de appeal to ex - com fort wom en to com e
forw a rd and te s tify and receive medical and
financial assistance .

The difficulty was that many of the ex - com-
fort wom en had died of disease or abuse du ri n g
the co u rse of t h eir servi ce . Ma ny more were slain
by fleeing troops seeking to erase any trace of
t h eir war cri m e s . Some were simply left to starve
in the ju n gl e , wh ere the Allies found them . Th o s e
who made it home bore the scars of b a t t l e . Wi t h
t h eir bodies cri pp l ed by sex u a lly - tra n s m i t ted dis-
ease and physical abu s e , t h ey su f fered from a
deep sense of shame and stayed aw ay from thei r
own families, not even con s i dering publ i c
ack n owl ed gem ent of t h eir past.

Ha k - Soon Ki m’s te s ti m ony was fo ll owed by
that of O k - Ju Moon , who te s ti f i ed in Decem ber
1 9 9 1 . As Soon - Duk watch ed the news progra m s
a bo ut the com fort wom en and their te s ti m on i e s
on the tel evi s i on , h er three ye a rs as a com fort gi rl
came back in a flash. Soon - Duk was com p l etely at
a loss and could not sleep at nigh t . She had alw ays
t h o u ght of h ers el f as an ex - com fort gi rl who had
retu rn ed home men t a lly unscathed , thanks to
Iz u m i ’s love and hel p, and had su cce s s f u lly
ad ju s ted hers el f to soc i ety. Th erefore , h er initi a l
re acti on was, why scra tch and reopen old
wo u n d s , e s pec i a lly since she had mu ch to lose by
going public? Th en aga i n , she thought she wo u l d
be the ri ght pers on to te s tify against the Ja p a n e s e
govern m en t , s om eone who could speak wi t h
calm and dign i ty abo ut the Japanese war cri m e s
and the Korean co ll a bora ti onists for their dirty
su bord i n a te ro l e .2

S ti ll , Soon - Duk could not make up her mind.
So she sought advi ce from her neph ew, the son of
h er el der bro t h er, a high sch ool te ach er, wh om

2The Japanese govern m ent ad m i t ted the Japanese military ’s invo lvem ent with com fort stati ons in Ja nu a ry 1992, a f ter ye a rs of den i a l , but flatly
den i ed the dra f ting of com fort wom en . The Japanese govern m ent has con s i s ten t ly ref u s ed to make rep a ra ti ons for the war vi cti m s . In April 1996,
the UN Human Ri ghts Com m i s s i on announced the Coom a ra s w a my ’s “ Report on Vi o l en ce Against Wom en” and ack n owl ed ged the crimes of t h e
Japanese govern m en t . Ma ny Koreans and Asians of the co u n tries occ u p i ed by the Japanese are re s en tful for the lack of a formal Japanese apo l o-
gy and for given e s s - s ee k i n g. “ No [Japanese po l i tician] has done what Wi lly Brandt (of G erm a ny) did: got down on his knees in the Wa rs aw gh et-
to and asked for given e s s” (New Yo rk Ti m e s , Novem ber 12, 2 0 0 4 ) . Pa rti c u l a rly in light of a war crime “so sickening…that even Na z i s … were
h orri f i ed ” ( i bid) and hu n d reds of Ca n adians  “in Japanese POW camps…faced tortu re , s t a rva ti on , a troc i ti e s , and use as slave labo u r … . The de a t h
ra te in the camps was som ething like 10 times high er than if you were captu red by the Germ a n s … ” ( “ Lest We For get — Hong Kong Vets Rec a ll
Sac ri f i ce ,” To ro n to St a r, Novem ber 11, 2 0 0 4 ) .
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she hel ped financially to finish co ll ege . He was
very nega tive . He poi n ted out that in the past,
m a ny war vi ctims and forced laborers tri ed to get
rep a ra ti ons from the Japanese govern m ent but in
va i n . “You have nothing to gain but everything to
l o s e . You wi ll hu rt your ch i l d ren deep ly. Please do
not do it,” he pleaded . Soon - Duk went to see
a n o t h er neph ew living in Taej on . Upon learn i n g
the purpose of h er vi s i t , he begged her to stay
qu i et and not distu rb the pe ace and harm ony of
h er family.

Back home her mind went bl a n k . Un l i ke other
ex - com fort wom en , Soon - Duk did not have bi t-
terness or re s en tm ent against the Ja p a n e s e . S h e
h ad retu rn ed home with her body-mind rel a tive-
ly intact and had not su f fered any depre s s i on or
m ental dera n gem en t . But there was som et h i n g
i n s i de her that tro u bl ed her deep ly for bei n g
s i l en t . This kept her aw a ke for many nigh t s . Ha l f
a cen tu ry ago she su ppre s s ed her trut h , and let
s i l en ce speak to the people wh en ru m ors circ u l a t-
ed in her home vi ll a ge . However, this time her
s i l en ce bo t h ered her. If she rem a i n ed silen t , s h e
would not on ly betray the war vi ctims and the
m ovem en t , but also hers el f .

More and more it seem ed clear to her that
truths should be told and not silen ced . She vi s i t-
ed a po l i ce stati on for hel p. With their help she
went to the of f i ce of Korean Council for Wom en
D ra f ted for Mi l i t a ry Sexual Sl avery in order to tell
h er own trut h . She felt very rel i eved after givi n g
h er te s ti m ony, retu rning home and falling into
deep sleep for two days . Wh en she wo ke , she wen t
to see her el dest son and con fe s s ed . “ How co u l d
you keep su ch a painful past all to yo u rs el f for so
l on g ? ” he asked . “You are just marvel o u s ! ” So say-
i n g, he cri ed bi t terly. However, h er second son
and daugh ter- i n - l aw fell de s pon den t . Su rely it
s ad den ed Soon - Du k’s heart to see their re acti on s ,
but she felt rel i eved having unbu rden ed hers el f .

With a newly found ligh t - h e a rted n e s s , Soon -
Duk atten ded the wee k ly Wed n e s d ay pro te s t
m eeti n gs in front of the Japanese Embassy in
Seoul that started in Ja nu a ry 1992. While at the

pro test meeti n g, Soon - Duk su d den ly thought of
Izumi for the first ti m e . She asked hers el f wh a t
Izumi would say if he saw her pro te s ting aga i n s t
the Japanese govern m ent for its war cri m e s . Th en
she asked hers el f wh et h er Izumi was a war cri m i-
nal or a war vi cti m . She was su re that his hands
were stained with bl ood . However, he may have
been a vi ctim of blind patri o tism and mass war
hys teri a . Can one be a criminal and vi ctim at the
same time? Ye s , i f you fall under a chain of com-
m a n d . Moreover, people also fall vi ctim to thei r
own ign ora n ce and delu s i on and can wake up.
Both of fen ders and vi ctims can wake up. See k i n g
ju s ti ce is important but salva ti on for all is even
m ore important for lasting pe ace and happ i n e s s .
Soon - Duk would never know how Izumi wo u l d
re s pond to these though t s , n or even if he was
a l ive . But she bel i eved he would side with ju s ti ce
and salva ti on .

The more invo lved Soon - Duk became in the
work of the Korean Council for Wom en , t h e
m ore she saw the need for her hel p. The yo u n ge s t
su rviving ex - com fort wom en were in their late
s i x ti e s , and the majori ty were in their late seven-
ti e s . Th ey all came from poor peasant families
and never went to sch oo l , being lu red into the
com fort wom en’s life by tri ckery and decepti on .
Th eir body-minds were vi s i bly worn and em pty
of j oy and happ i n e s s . Th ey had su rvived ye a rs of
a buse and sexual slavery as well as the war, but
most lived their lives in fear and shame, em o ti on-
a lly unstabl e , f u ll of h a tred and re s en tm en t
a gainst the Ja p a n e s e . Soon - Duk shared the poor
co u n try back ground of the others , but did not
h a rbor gru d ges against the Ja p a n e s e . More and
m ore she re a l i zed that her lack of re s en tm en t
a gainst the Japanese was due to her good ex peri-
en ce with Iz u m i .

Soon - Duk began to have scruples abo ut her
own life . She re a l i zed that she had tu rn ed a bl i n d
eye to the cause of com fort wom en because she
en j oyed her own good fortu n e s . Now the pligh t
of the ex - com fort wom en anguished her and the
u n repentant atti tu de of the Japanese govern m en t
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d i s tu rbed her. She had a strong feeling that 
nothing mattered in her own life , that she on ly
w a n ted to help these wom en regain dign i ty,
h on or, and happ i n e s s . Th ereu pon , she dec i ded to
devo te the rest of h er life to the cause of war vi c-
tims and wom en .

D u k - Kyung Kang (1929–1997)

It was around this time wh en the Buddhist mon k
Hyejin Su n i m3 e s t a bl i s h ed the House of S h a ri n g,
a shel ter for ex - com fort wom en in Seo u l . Soon -
Duk moved into the shel ter ri ght aw ay. One of
the early re s i dents of the House of S h a ring was
Du k - Kyung Ka n g. As an ex - com fort wom a n , s h e
was unu sual in that she was edu c a ted , t a l en ted ,
and spo ke Japanese flu en t ly. Un fortu n a tely, s h e
su f fered from cancer. By vi rtue of edu c a ti on and
calm dign i ty, Du k - Kyung and Soon - Duk disti n-
g u i s h ed them s elves among the h a l m o n i4 ( gra n d-
m o t h er) and of ten repre s en ted the com mu n i ty.
Du k - Kyung and Soon - Duk became close fri en d s .
Du k - Kyung was intell i gent and el oqu en t .
Al t h o u gh she was yo u n ger than Soon - Du k , Soon -
Duk hon ored her for her intell i gen ce and high
pri n c i p l e s . However, it was Soon - Duk who of ten
repre s en ted the com mu n i ty at meeti n gs due to
the unava i l a bi l i ty of Du k - Ky u n g. More frequ en t-
ly than not, h er calm and dign i f i ed pre s en ce ,
u n d i m i n i s h ed by the life of a sex slave , s po ke
l o u der than her word s .

In Novem ber 1995, the House of S h a ri n g
m oved to a co u n trys i de loc a ti on in Kyon ggi - do
provi n ce out s i de Seoul wh ere they built two dor-
m i tory bu i l d i n gs , a dining hall and Buddha hall
to accom m od a te an increasing nu m ber of h a l-
m on i . As i de from the wee k ly Wed n e s d ay trip to
Seoul to attend the pro test meeting at the
Japanese Embassy, the halmoni received vi s i tors
almost daily. Th ey came from ac ross the co u n try,
s ome from Japan and some from abroad .
Wom en’s gro u p s , s ch ool gro u p s , rel i gious and
profe s s i onal gro u p s , and the media all came to

vi s i t , l e a rn and stu dy the modern history of Kore a
and Ja p a n , ex tend their sym p a t hy and su pport ,
and con du ct intervi ews and pictu re - t a k i n g.

Even in her sick bed , Du k - Kyung impre s s ed
h er vi s i tors with her dem e a n or and po l i te , d i s-
p a s s i on a te convers a ti on . Ma ny Japanese vi s i tors
rem em bered her long after leavi n g. To help tre a t
hypoch on d ria and pent-up re s en tm ent of t h e
h a l m on i , a rt thera py vo lu n teers of fered drawi n g
and painting classes so that the halmoni would be
a ble to give free ex pre s s i on to their innerm o s t
feel i n gs and em o ti on s . Af ter some persu a s i on and
prod d i n g, the vo lu n teers su cceeded in hel p i n g
the halmoni ex press their anger and re s en tm en t
wi t h o ut shame. G en era lly, t h eir drawi n gs were
s t a rk , ch i l d i s h , and som etimes cru el . However,
Du k - Kyung and Soon - Duk ra i s ed their works to
a high er standard . Everyone recogn i zed Du k -
Ky u n g’s work as seri o u s ly arti s ti c . Soon - Du k
l acked Du k - Ky u n g’s talen t , but she was a hard
worker. She made a constant ef fort until she
acqu i red the talent and skill . Ma ny halmoni su r-
ren dered their paintbrushes and picked up a hoe
for ga rdening after the House of S h a ring moved
to the co u n trys i de . Af ter all , as daugh ters of
pe a s a n t s , t h ey were at home working outdoors
with their hands. Soon - Duk too acqu i red her
own plot for veget a ble ga rden i n g. Being a diligen t
pers on , she kept up with both her art work and
h er ga rden i n g.

Du k - Kyung was su f fering from terminal cancer
and had been in and out of the hospital. Her ill n e s s
became of grave con cern to everyone at the Ho u s e
of S h a ring and its fri ends and patron s . As cl o s e
f ri en d s , Soon - Duk and Du k - Kyung su pported
e ach other and worked toget h er for the com m on
c a u s e . Soon - Duk stopped painting until Du k -
Ky u n g’s health improved . In October 1996, Du k -
Kyung came home from the hospital in app a ren t ly
good health, as if re s ponding to the prayers of
well - wi s h ers . She started attending the Wed n e s d ay
pro test meeti n gs again and re su m ed her painti n g.
However, Du k - Ky u n g’s bri ef recovery was like the

3For Hyejin Sunim and the House of S h a ri n g, s ee Spring Wi n d , Fa ll 2000, pp. 1 3 – 1 5 , “Com fort Wom en”.
4In So uth Korea and espec i a lly at the House of S h a ri n g, ex - com fort wom en are known as halmon i , or gra n d m o t h er, a term of en de a rm en t .
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bri ll i a n t ly ref l ected light of the set ting su n . S h e
p a s s ed aw ay on Febru a ry 3rd of the fo ll owing ye a r5

amidst the gri ef of the halmoni and fri en d s .
Du k - Ky u n g’s loss was felt wi dely in the move-

m ent for war vi ctims and wom en against vi o-
l en ce . It took Soon - Duk a few days before she
recovered from her sorrow. At her de a t h bed ,
Du k - Kyung wh i s pered to Soon - Du k , “ Keep yo u r
faith in all the Buddhas and Bod h i s a t t va s . Keep
our com mu n i ty toget h er and go forw a rd wi t h
your bel i efs , so that never again wi ll wom en su f-
fer from vi o l en ce . Never aga i n .” Soon - Duk qu i et-
ly repe a ted this to hers el f , “ Never aga i n . No, n ever
a ga i n .”

Never Again Bod h i s a t t va

Now more than ever before , the halmoni com mu-
n i ty was looking to Soon - Duk for leaders h i p. But
she knew she was not a leader. She liked to work ,
h er life was work , and she was a bod h i s a t t va work-
er at that. She liked that. But she was old, s even ty -
s even ye a rs old. The futu re of the halmon i
com mu n i ty was not bri gh t . In 1997, a total of 1 9 2
su rviving ex - com fort wom en were reported in
So uth Kore a . Ei gh teen months later, on ly 153 were
a l ive . So the com mu n i ty was racing against old age
and de a t h . Fu rt h erm ore , the majori ty of the 153
would receive financial assistance from the Kore a n
govern m en t , but avoi ded public ex po su re . Th e
c u l tu re of m i s p l aced shame sti ll preva i l ed over
t h eir life .

In August 1998, the Hi s torical Mu s eum on
Sexual Sl avery by the Japanese Mi l i t a ry, a hu m a n
ri ghts mu s eum on com fort wom en , was ded i c a ted
on the premises of the House of S h a ri n g. Th e

opening of the mu s eum solved mu ch of the 
probl em of s erving the vi s i tors and rel i eved the
bu rden from Hyejin Sunim and the halmon i .
Soon - Duk and Hyejin Sunim now tu rn ed thei r
a t ten ti on overs e a s . With the help of t h eir su pport-
ers in Ja p a n , t h ey or ga n i zed a tour of Ja p a n
ex h i bi ting the art work of form er com fort wom en
accom p a n i ed by Soon - Du k’s te s ti m ony. This was
what Soon - Duk and Hyejin Sunim alw ays wanted
to do — to bring the message of the war vi ctims to
the perpetra tor ’s home co u n try. The travell i n g
ex h i bit gen era ted deep soul-searching on the part
of the Japanese public and at the same time ra i s ed
the eyebrows of the many die-hard nati on a l i s t s .
More than anything el s e , the tour was en t hu s i a s ti-
c a lly em braced by progre s s ive wom en’s groups in
Ja p a n . At their urgi n g, a second tour was su cce s s-
f u lly or ga n i zed the fo ll owing ye a r.

In Ja nu a ry 1997, one week pri or to the visit of
the Japanese Mi n i s ter of Forei gn Af f a i rs to So ut h
Kore a , the Japanese Asian Wom en’s Pe ace
Fo u n d a ti on del ivered prom i s s ory notes to a few
Korean com fort wom en who agreed to receive a
priva te fund. It was a cl ever two - d i m en s i on a l
f ace - s aving tactic for the Japanese govern m ent to
avoid the historical bu rden on one hand and ful-
f i ll nominal obl i ga ti ons on the other.

Hyejin Sunim and Soon - Duk ex p a n ded thei r
activi ties ac ross the Pacific to the U. S . a n d
Ca n ad a . In 1997, t wo U. S . Con gre s s m en intro-
du ced re s o luti ons to the House to urge the
Japanese govern m ent to ex tend a formal apo l ogy
and of fer rep a ra ti ons for the war vi cti m s . In 1999,
Soon - Duk and mem bers of h er su pport gro u p
vi s i ted the U. S . and went on a speaking tour at
the invi t a ti on of l ocal human ri ghts and wom en’s

This was what Soon - Duk and Hyejin Sunim alw ays wanted to do, to bring the

m e s s a ge of the war vi ctims to the perpetra tor ’s home co u n try.

5In Spring Wi n d, Fa ll 2002, p. 1 5 , Du k - Ky u n g’s death year was erron eo u s ly pri n ted as 1992.
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groups in the U. S . In the same ye a r, Ca l i forn i a
S t a te As s em blyman Mi ch ael Hon d a , of Ja p a n e s e
de s cen t , i n trodu ced a re s o luti on into the state
l egi s l a tu re calling upon the U. S . Con gress to
a ppeal to the Japanese govern m ent to issue a for-
mal apo l ogy and pay rep a ra ti ons to the vi ctims of
its war cri m e s .

The year 2000 was de s i gn a ted as “Year 2000
Rem em bra n ce : Wom en and Hon or ” by the
In tern a ti onal Human Ri ghts Law Group and
Wa s h i n g ton Coa l i ti on for Com fort Wom en
Is sues (WC C W) . It com m em ora ted all gi rls and
wom en who died in Japanese ra pe camps and in
s exual slavery. This bro u ght a measu re of h e a l i n g
and hon or to the su rviving military ra pe vi cti m s .
On Septem ber 18, 2 0 0 0 , WC C W, wh i ch was
form ed in 1992 to “f u rt h er re s e a rch and edu c a-
ti on con cerning crimes against the com fort
wom en of W W I I ,” or ga n i zed a press con feren ce
at the Na ti onal Press Club in Wa s h i n g ton , D. C .
for ten su rviving com fort wom en from As i a
( s even from Kore a , i n cluding Soon - Du k , t wo
f rom the Philipp i n e s , and one from Ta iw a n ) . Th e
press con feren ce was fo ll owed by a silent march
to the Japanese Embassy. On Septem ber 20,
WC C W, t h ree co - h o s ting or ga n i z a ti on s , and nine
co - s pon s oring intern a ti onal or ga n i z a ti ons pre-
s en ted Wom en of Di gn i ty and Hon or plaques to
the ten su rviving war vi ctims in a Rem em bra n ce
Cerem ony. Du ring the cerem ony, t wo key n o te
s pe a kers , Con gressman Lane Evans of Ill i n ois and
Nancy Ru bi n , U. S . Am b a s s ador to the U. N .
Com m i s s i on on Human Ri gh t s , pra i s ed the
wom en for their co u ra ge and en du ra n ce and
u r ged all to “s peak out and stand up for the vi c-
ti m s , and fight inju s ti ce” so that we would “n ever
for get” and it would never happen aga i n . In con-
ju n cti on with the even t , WCCW publ i s h ed

Co m fo rt Wo m en Speak: Te s ti m o ny of S ex Sl aves of
the Ja pa n e se Mi l i t a ry, and the House of S h a ri n g
rel e a s ed Mod d a p’ i n - k kot ( Un bl o s s om ed Flowers ) ,
a co ll ecti on of the art work of Du k - Ky u n g, Soon -
Du k , and other halmon i .

In 2002, Soon - Duk vi s i ted the U. S . a n d
Ca n ada for the last ti m e , on ce again to speak out
for public aw a reness thro u gh her te s ti m ony and
the ex h i bi ti on of h a l m oni art work . Al t h o u gh she
was a vi ctim of Japanese su bju ga ti on as a sex
s l ave and later a vi ctim of a n ti - co l onial Kore a n
n a ti on a l i s m , Soon - Duk ref u s ed to remain a 
vi ctim of the past. She rose above her sense of
shame and re s en tm en t , refusing to stay mired 
in the patri a rchal po l i tics of n a ti on a l i s m . S h e
s o u ght solidari ty with com fort wom en in other 
co u n tries and vi s i ted them in the Philipp i n e s ,
Ta iw a n , and Ja p a n . As the sen i or pers on of t h e
House of S h a ring and the oldest su rviving com-
fort wom a n , h er pre s en ce provi ded strength and
s t a bi l i ty to the com mu n i ty of wo u n ded com fort
wom en and her qu i et dign i ty inspired vi s i tors .

On June 30, 2 0 0 4 , Soon - Duk passed aw ay
while sti ll figh ting for the cause of war vi cti m s
and against vi o l en ce against wom en . She lef t
behind el even fell ow halmoni of the House of
S h a ring to carry on the task. She was the ti rel e s s
Never Again Bod h i s a t t va , s aying “n ever aga i n” to
m i l i t a ry ra pe and vi o l en ce against wom en .

Ep i l og u e

I met Soon - Duk halmoni five ti m e s : t wi ce at the
House of S h a ring in So uth Kore a , and thri ce at
the Zen Buddhist Temples in Ch i c a go and
Toron to du ring her and Hyejin Su n i m’s Nort h
Am erican tour in 1999 and 2000. I intervi ewed
h er twi ce , and interpreted for her C h i c a go
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Tri bu n e i n tervi ew in Septem ber 2000. Soon - Du k
devo ted the last twelve ye a rs of h er life to see k i n g
ju s ti ce and the re s tora ti on of ex - com fort wom en
and war vi cti m s’ h on or.

To me, h owever, she was more like an ex i l ed
bi rd or deer out of the mountains than a soc i a l
activi s t . She was a tall wom a n , a lw ays we a ring the
trad i ti onal Korean wh i te ch’ i m a and ch o go ri ,
l ooking plain but upri ght with a twi n ge of s ad-
n e s s . In some way, she was aloof and det ach ed ,
even in the midst of h er su pporters . More than
on ce I thought that she bel on ged to another cl a s s
of bei n gs . I of ten thought of h er as a bi rd wi t h o ut
wi n gs lon ging for the em pty sky. I like to bel i eve

she would wish to be reborn as a bi rd or deer in
h er next life so that she could live free from harm
and vi o l en ce , en j oying freedom of m ovem en t . We
m o u rn her demise until her rebi rt h .o

Soon-Duk Kim, Self-Portrait—Upside Down, pencil on paper, 1993.
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Mex i co is a land of su ch strong con trasts in its
l a n d s c a pe s , peop l e s , c u l tu re , and history. We
could say there are many Mex i cos within Mex i co,
f rom the diverse cultu res of pre - Co lu m bi a n
ti m e s , t h ro u gh the trem en dous impact of t h e
con quest and co l on i z a ti on with its implantati on
of a forei gn rel i gi on , the dom i n a ti on of the peo-
p l e , the racial interm i x i n g, and the plu n der of t h e
n a tu ral re s o u rce s ; a con quest that in many form s
is sti ll taking place . Buddhism in Mex i co is too
young a movem ent for one to perceive its impact .
However, the history of our own sangha may
ref l ect in some ways the path and stru ggles that
o t h er Buddhist groups are going thro u gh in try-
ing to bring the ben efits of Bu d d h i s m’s non - du a l
te aching of l i bera ti on to our diverse and essen-
ti a lly divi ded co u n try.

The Begi n n i n g

In August of 1 9 5 7 , D. T. Suzuki con du cted a
gro u n d breaking con feren ce with Eri ch Fromm on
Zen Buddhism and psych oa n a lysis in Cu ern avac a ,
Morel o s . The joint seminar was or ga n i zed by the
Ps ych oa n a lysis Dep a rtm ent of the Fac u l ty of
Medicine at UNAM (Un ivers i d ad Nac i on a l
Aut ó n oma de México ) . One of the atten dees was a
p s ych oa n a lyst from Mex i co Ci ty named Jor ge
Derbez Mu ro. In the sixti e s , D r. Derbez started
m ed i t a ting with his pati en t s , becoming the firs t
t h erapist in Mex i co to integra te Zen and psych o-
a n a lys i s . He built a small zen do in his clinic wh ere
he sat with his pati ents several nights a wee k . Hi s
Buddhist name was Ji myo.

Lotus Transplanted in Mexico
A History of the Mexico City Zen Buddhist Temple, 1984–2004

R e v. Toan Sunim 



Spring Wind 17

In the early ei gh ti e s , a stu dent from Toron to
n a m ed Daniel Ch a m berlain was living in Mex i co
Ci ty stu dying Spanish at UNA M . He marri ed a
Mexican gi rl and for some time he and his wi fe ,
M ó n i c a , were in thera py with Dr. Derbe z , wh o
i n trodu ced them to Zen med i t a ti on . D a n i el
became very intere s ted in Zen , so wh en he and
Mónica rel oc a ted to Toron to in 1983, he search ed
for a Zen master under wh om they could con ti n-
ue their practi ce .

D a n i el rec a ll ed his search :
In the yell ow pa ges I found the en try “Zen

Buddhist Tem pl e , u n d er the dire ction of Ven . S a mu
Su n i m .” My idea of a Zen master was that of a tall ,
f i erce - l ooking figure . W h en I arrived at the tem pl e ,
a thin, you n g , gentle Ko rean gre eted me. I assu m ed
he was the atten d a n t . But du ring the sitting med i-

t a tion that even i n g , I re a l i zed , t h rou gh the power-
ful way in wh i ch this “a t ten d a n t” was pra cti ci n g ,
that this was indeed Samu Su n i m . S oon I felt a
s trong affinity with him. Within days , a pre cept -
taking cerem o ny was going to be hel d , so Mónica
and I started to do the re q u i red 3000 pro s tra ti o n s
in ord er to pa rti ci pa te . T h rou gh the cerem o ny we
fo rm a lly became Buddhists, re ceiving the names
Ansim and Ma n i .

S a mu Su n i m’s Fi rst Vi s i t , “Set the Dharm a
Above All Else”

In the spring 1984, Ansim made arra n gem en t s
with Dr. Ji myo Derbez to invi te Sunim to Mex i co
to give talks and lead a Yo n gm a eng Chongjin
( i n ten s ive retre a t ) . A Fren chwoman named Edith

Rev. Toan Sunim and Ven. Samu Sunim at the opening ceremony for Templo Budista Zen in December 2003, nearly twenty years after Samu Sunim’s first
teaching visit to Mexico. Photo by Tom Musselman.
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L a Brely and several others who used to sit at
Cen tro Zen , a f f i l i a ted with Maezumi Ro s h i ,
h el ped to or ga n i ze the vi s i t .

Ansim de s c ri bed Su n i m’s first visit to Mex i co :
Mo n d ay, May 21, S a mu Sunim arrived in Mexi co
Ci ty, beginning a dynamic fou rte en - d ay vi s i t .
Within hou rs of his arriva l , Sunim was at wo rk in
the med i t a tion room of his host Dr. Derbe z ,
s tra i gh tening ba ck s , s h owing how to do pro s tra-
ti o n s , and urging a so m ewhat amazed sangha to
train hard .

Up at five the next day, t h en pro s tra ti o n s , m ed i-
t a ti o n , a breakfast of pa paya , f i gs , m a n go, a n d
m el o n , and we were of f to At l i h u ayan in the state of
Mo relos to look for a faci l i ty for the retre a t .

We vi s i ted the cou n try market and a sixte en t h
cen tu ry ch u rch at Tepoztlán in the va ll ey of
Cu ern ava c a . The cou n try folk re s po n d ed wa rm ly to
Su n i m , who quick ly establ i s h ed a ra ppo rt of f ri en d-
ly co n f i d en ce , re s pe ct and understanding wh i ch wa s
rem a rk a ble to se e . La ter, u pon retu rning to his
No rth Am erican stu d en t s , Sunim said that the
Mexican cou n try pe ople were so spo n t a n e ous and
n a tu ral that they had no need of Zen tra i n i n g .

We then hurri ed ba ck to Mexi co Ci ty for the firs t
of two Dharma talks. Am a zem en t , bemu sed gl a n ce s ,
and great enthusiasm ch a ra cteri zed the re a ction of
guests and sangha mem bers as ideas and pre co n cep-
tions about Zen mel ted away, repl a ced with the fre s h
pers pe ctive Sunim provi d ed .

Wed n e sd ay, a gain up at five , pro s tra ti o n s , m ed-
i t a ti o n , b re a k f a s t , t h en of f to the pyramids of
Te oti h u a c á n . Sunim cl i m bed all 365 steps of the Su n
pyramid in his ba re fe et and paid homage to this
a n ci ent pl a ce of s p i ri tual pra cti ce with hapch a n g
and a deep bow upon arriving at the top.

From the summit of the pyramid we wa tch ed a
group of sch ool ch i l d ren approa ch i n g . Two boys
s hyly asked if t h ey could have their pictu re taken
n ext to Su n i m . Within se conds twen ty - f ive to thir-
ty ch i l d ren scra m bl ed to be incl u d ed , a ll cl a m o ri n g
to have pictu res taken with their own camera s . Ye s ,
t h ey had learn ed about Buddhism in sch ool , a n d
t h ey all pro m i sed Sunim that they would grow up

to be pe a ceful and kind to all bei n gs .
T h u rsd ay, Sunim met Ejo Takata Sen sei , a

Rinzai priest from Ja pa n . He was one of the firs t
pe ople to introdu ce Zen to Mexi co. He was the Zen
te a ch er at the Zen , A.C (Zen Civil As so ci a ti o n )
wh i ch was incuba ted in his acupu n ctu re cl i n i c .

Sunim gave a se cond Dharma talk at the Cen tro
Zen de Méxi co. Af terwa rds pe ople lined up to of fer
f l owers and express gra ti tude to Sunim for the
pe a ce and sincere humility he had co nveyed . He in
tu rn en cou ra ged everyo n e , even those who had
n ever sat in med i t a ti o n , to throw his or her “ i ce-
berg” of k a rma into the boiling cauldron of t h e
u pcoming Yo n gm a eng Chongjin.

A fou r- d ay Yo n gm a eng Chongjin began the fol-
l owing T h u rsd ay at Río Frío in the mountains east
of the ci ty. For some this was their first experi en ce
with sitting med i t a ti o n . However, for begi n n ers
and experi en ced stu d ents alike , this retreat wa s
t h eir first expo su re to Samu Su n i m’s inten se tra i n-
i n g . The vi go rous morning ru b d owns at four in a
cold mountain stream ch a sed away drowsiness and
set the tone for the all - out ef fo rt that foll owed .

As the retreat was over, Su n i m’s wh i rlwi n d
fou rte en - d ay visit was drawing to a cl o se . We ra ced
ba ck to the ci ty for a final meeting at the Cen tro
Zen . “S et Dharma pra cti ce above all el se on you r
jou rn ey along the Bod h i s a t t va pa t h ,” Sunim urged
by way of f a rewell .

The next morn i n g , just hou rs befo re his depa r-
tu re , S a mu Sunim re ceived a final vi s i to r. Ju a n
Ma nu el Ma d ri ga l , a pra cti cing Buddhist fro m
Mi ch oa c á n , had travel ed all night for an intervi ew
with Su n i m . Ju a n’s wi fe had pa rti ci pa ted in the
retreat and had call ed him immed i a tely afterwa rd s
to descri be what a wo n d erful experi en ce it had be en .

That su m m er, Edith LaBrely and Ma rcela Ze a
travel ed to Mi ch i gan to parti c i p a te in the su m-
m er Zen training at the Ann Arbor tem p l e .

My  Discovery of Zen

I lived near the ac u p u n ctu re clinic and Zen , A . C .
of Takata Sen s ei . Ma ny times I had passed by Zen ,
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A . C . , not knowing what Zen was, and not bei n g
i n tere s ted in finding out . For many ye a rs I had
felt that I needed to deepen my spiri tual practi ce
in the Catholic trad i ti on in wh i ch I was ra i s ed .
But as time passed , I sen s ed the need to open to
o t h er spiri tual practi ce s . One day I heard som e-
one at the UNAM art sch oo l , wh ere I was stu dy-
i n g, talk abo ut the Zen , A . C . and dec i ded to try
Zen med i t a ti on . It was Septem ber 1984.

Five days a week, I made my way to the clinic for
their 4:30 a.m. sittings. Over the next few months,
my interest in Zen grew steadily. Then I learned of
a n o t h er Zen gro u p, the Cen tro Zen de México,
wh i ch was affiliated with the Zen Cen ter of Lo s
Angeles  under the direction of Maezumi Roshi.

“So, You Become a Mon k ! ”

Mem bers of the Cen tro Zen—Edith Le Brely,
Artu ro Pozo and others — a l ong with Dr. Derbe z ,

were co ll a bora ting with Ansim and Mani in
Toron to to prep a re for Sa mu Su n i m’s second vi s i t
to Mex i co in wi n ter 1984.

Ansim arrived first in order to make the nec-
e s s a ry prep a ra ti ons for the retre a t . Edith LaBrely
and I hel ped and parti c i p a ted in his daily morn-
ing practi ce doing 300 pro s tra ti ons and ch a n ti n g.
Sunim arrived by plane on Decem ber 24 wh i l e
s everal mem bers from the Toron to and An n
Arbor sanghas drove all the way to Mex i co in an
old Ch evy va n . Su jata Linda Kl ev n i ck , the direc-
tor of the Toron to tem p l e , came with Davi d
S teel e , Yu s i m , Yo s i m , Musim Pat Ikeda and Ri s i m .
Th ey dre s s ed and ate so simply, traveling like
f l oa ting cl o u d s . I was deep ly affected .

A five - d ay Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin took place at
the Hac i enda de la Ma n z a n i lla in the state of
Pu ebl a . Sunim gave two intervi ews daily to each
of the approx i m a tely sixty - f ive parti c i p a n t s . I
rec a ll vivi dly one of my first intervi ews wi t h

Precept-taking ceremony on August 17, 1985 at Zen Buddhist Temple, Ann Arbor, MI. Toan José Castelao and Torim Marcela Zea were the first
Mexicans to take precepts from Samu Sunim. Photo Buddhist Society for Compassionate Wisdom (BSCW) archives.
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Sunim wh ere he ra i s ed his ri ght hand em ph a ti-
c a lly and shouted , “ Zen is rel i gi on in movem en t ! ”
Juan Ma nu el from Mi ch oac á n , who had been
i n s p i red by his el eventh-hour intervi ew wi t h
Su n i m , also parti c i p a ted in the retre a t , a l ong wi t h
José Ra m í rez Gu z m á n , who would even tu a lly
l e ad a group practi ce in Morel i a .

Af ter the retreat Sunim gave two talks in
Mex i co Ci ty, the first at the Conven to del Ca rm en
in San An gel . I vivi dly rem em ber the image of
Sunim sitting in med i t a ti on before giving his
t a l k . His cushion was placed before a ri ch ly deco-
ra ted co l onial altar gl i m m ering with baroqu e
gi l ded woodc a rvi n g, a strong con trast with his
a u s tere , powerful and silent figure . I was
i m pre s s ed with this dem on s tra ti on of bo l d n e s s ,
openness and re s pect in te aching Zen Bu d d h i s m
before a Ch ri s tian shri n e .

One night I was walking down a street wi t h
Su n i m . As we cro s s ed a wi de avenu e , Sunim ligh t-
ly took my hand and said, “So you come to
Toron to and become a mon k .” Very natu ra lly, as if
re s ponding to som ething qu i te obvi o u s , I said
ye s . Even though I wasn’t re a lly thinking abo ut
becoming a mon k , I wanted to devo te more to
m ed i t a ti on practi ce . In Ma rch 1985, I took a bu s
to Toron to for a three - m onth tra i n i n g, wh i ch
tu rn ed into ei ght and a half ye a rs of temple life .

Bi rth of El Cen tro Zen Loto de México

In early 1985, Edith LaBrely arrived in Toron to
for three weeks of tra i n i n g. Upon retu rning to
Mex i co, she converted the living room of h er
a p a rtm ent on Berlin Street into a small so n ba n g .
This became El Cen tro Zen Lo to de México (Th e
Zen Lo tus Cen ter of Mex i co ) . Edith was ch a r ged
with the re s pon s i bi l i ty of maintaining reg u l a r
practi ce for the sangh a . She or ga n i zed wee ken d
retreats on ce a mon t h .

On August 17 at the Ann Arbor tem p l e , t h ere
was a precept-taking cerem ony for the “To”
D h a rma family, wh ere Ma rcela Zea and I were 

present. I received the Dharma name of Toan (the
Way of Peace) and Marcela Zea, Torim.

On August 20, Sunim arrived in Mex i co wi t h
Ku m a ra , a Dharma te ach er from Ann Arbor. A
Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin was held at a mansion
c a ll ed Ca s ti llo de la Serena in Cu ern avac a ,
Morel o s . Every day the twen ty - f ive parti c i p a n t s
sat thro u gh hard rain and thu n ders torms late
i n to the nigh t . Th en they would be up and sit
a gain in the morning su n l i gh t . Th ey cut weed s ,
p a i n ted the wall s , f i xed the roof and cl e a n ed the
ya rd . Some participants did pro s tra ti ons on the
s tone floor du ring the rest peri od . It was a very
s trong retre a t .

Su n i m’s last day in Mex i co was an em o ti on a l
evening for some of his stu den t s . The sangh a
i n cluding Toyun (Edith LaBrely) and Tori (Eligi o
Ra m í rez) ren ewed their com m i tm ent to form i n g
a group that would establish a perm a n ent place
for Dharma in Mex i co.

Ea rt h qu a ke

The morning of Septem ber 19, 1 9 8 5 , Toy u n , Tori
and Leopo l do were sitting in med i t a ti on at
Toy u n’s place wh en a strong eart h qu a ke hit
Mex i co Ci ty. Th ey qu i ck ly found ref u ge in the
f rame of the kitch en door, hu gging one another.
Th ere , t h ey con ti nu ed their med i t a ti on practi ce ,
“h a n a , tu l , s et . . .” while watching the con c rete
room of the sonbang move like a boat upon water.
Wh en the qu a ke bri ef ly su b s i ded , t h ey snatch ed
up the mokt’ak and the Buddha figure on the altar
and ran into the stairw ay. We sti ll have the
Buddha statue whose head bro ke of f that day.
However, h a l f the building com p l etely co ll a p s ed
a f ter their escape and all the mats and cushion s
were lost. It was a great shock for everyon e . It too k
Toyun several months to fully recover. She asked
o t h er med i t a ti on groups for assistance in arra n g-
ing another loc a ti on to practi ce . D r. Derbe z
of fered his place .
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St a rting Aga i n , “ Urban Zen”

In Ja nu a ry 1986, I retu rn ed to Mex i co because my
m o t h er became incre a s i n gly we a k . She was diag-
n o s ed with cancer a few ye a rs before , and it was
s pre ading ra p i dly. She died in August of that ye a r.
I spent those months being close to her, doi n g
a rt work and sitting with our gro u p. E a rly in the
m orning several days a week I would go to
Toy u n’s apartm en t , n ow in Río Elba close to El
An gel de la In depen dencia monu m en t . Toy u n
came from a strong Catholic trad i ti on in Fra n ce .
One of h er cousins became a Catholic nun and
was serving in So uth Korea at the ti m e . But after
a close family mem ber com m i t ted su i c i de , s h e
h ad found it difficult to sustain her bel i efs .
Th ro u gh Zen med i t a ti on , h owever, she even tu a l-
ly overcame this and had an even deeper
en co u n ter with Ch ri s ti a n i ty. On her home altar,
Toyun had two figure s , the Buddha and the
Ch ri s t . She had a non - dual approach to spiri tu a l-
i ty with a profound re s pect for each trad i ti on .

Toyun tra i n ed in Ann Arbor that su m m er and
wh en she retu rn ed her son moved in with her, s o
she ren ted a second apartm ent for the sangh a ' s
regular practi ce . It was a single midsized room in
an of f i ce building loc a ted on División del Norte
at Glori eta Rivi era in the south of the city. Bei n g
on su ch a busy avenu e , we got a good taste of
“u rban Zen .” Abo ut seven of us would sit there
t wi ce a wee k . Al t h o u gh rent was low, people of ten
f a i l ed to con tri bute and Toyun en ded up payi n g
most of the ren t . She to l era ted situ a ti ons like this
for a long ti m e .

I stayed in Mex i co for the rest of the ye a r.
Sunim retu rn ed in Decem ber. For the secon d
ti m e , he con du cted a retreat at Ca s ti llo de la
Serena in Cu ern avaca from Decem ber 26 to 31.
Abo ut forty people parti c i p a ted in the retre a t .

I had a strong flu for several days before the
retreat and won dered how it would be po s s i ble to
do the daily ru b down with cold water. Af ter the
s econd day, the flu was gone! Tow a rds the en d , I

felt a special joy doing the practi ce , s i t ti n g, ru n-
ning vi goro u s ly around the castle in single file.
One night du ring an intervi ew with Su n i m , my
te a rs flowed for no app a rent re a s on .

Af ter the retre a t , Su n i m , Toy u n , and I went to
Morel i a , Mi ch oacán at the invi t a ti on of Jo s é
Ra m í rez Guzmán and his wi fe Ol ivia Mej í a , bo t h
of wh om had parti c i p a ted in earl i er retreats wi t h
Su n i m . Th ey made arra n gem ents for a talk and a
t h ree - d ay retreat in Morel i a , the first of s evera l
activi ties that Sunim con du cted in the state of
Mi ch oac á n . From that ex peri en ce , a group was
form ed with José Ra m í rez and a yoga te ach er,
María Lu i s a , as its leaders . Th ey began sitti n g
on ce a week in María Lu i s a’s yoga cen ter in
Morel i a . This arra n gem ent was short - l ived and
s oon there a f ter José con ti nu ed leading the gro u p
reg u l a rly at an ec u m enical cultu ral cen ter named
Casa José M. E s trad a .

D h a rma Jo u rn eys Down and Up

I retu rn ed to the Toron to temple in Febru a ry  1987
and re su m ed my re s i den tial tra i n i n g. That wi n ter,
Pobnyom Su n i m , a vi s i ting nun from Kore a , Su ja t a
and I, a l ong with five other practi ti on ers from the
t wo temples drove in the Ann Arbor Tem p l e’s old
Ch evy van all the way to Mex i co Ci ty. Su n i m
j oi n ed us later by plane. Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin was
h eld in a small town call ed Don a to Gu erra , n e a r
the well - k n own to u rist town Va lle de Bravo in the
s t a te of Mex i co. The site was qu i te pri m i tive and
s ti ll under con s tru cti on . Toyun bo u ght som e
pet a te s ( s traw mats) to place bet ween the con c rete
f l oor and the mats and cushion s . The caret a ker
h ad several dogs that barked con s t a n t ly du ring the
d ay. With the ad d i ti on of p a s s i on a te music occ a-
s i on a lly bl a ring from nearby rad i o s , the bells of
Don a to Gu erra’s chu rch , and firec rackers
announcing the end of the ye a r, t h ere was cert a i n-
ly no ch a n ce to get drows y.

Su n i m’s visit would alw ays inspire som eone  to
h elp su pport the sangh a . That ye a r, Ju l i eta de la
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Cruz atten ded a talk Sunim gave at the Cen tro
M é d i co Na tu rista In tegral and even tu a lly came to
l e ad the regular sitti n gs of our gro u p. José Alva re z ,
who had been a disciple of Ejo Takata Sen s ei in the
s i x ti e s , p a rti c i p a ted in our retreats and was very
su pportive . He of fered his apartm ent for mon t h ly
on e - d ay retreats and occ a s i onal all - n i ght sitti n gs .

E ach year Mexicans con ti nu ed to make the
j o u rn ey up to the Toron to or Ann Arbor tem p l e s
for training with Sunim and fell ow practi ti on ers to
deepen and rei nvi gora te their practi ce . In su m m er
1988 Toyun travel ed from Mex i co for the su m m er
Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin as did Ra f ael Vel a s co, a ph o-
togra ph er, and Anne Ma rie Kobl i ze k , who worked
in va rious holistic thera p i e s .

Af ter the Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin in Toron to,
Anne Ma rie spent six months living at the An n
Arbor tem p l e . She retu rn ed to Mex i co and parti c-
i p a ted in the 1988 wi n ter retreat with Sunim at
Tepoz t l á n , Morel o s . The retreat took place in a
l a r ge , a b a n don ed house at the base of t h e
Tepoz teco Mo u n t a i n . The house had a ch a pel ,
wh i ch served as the son b a n g. It was a powerf u l
retre a t , a t ten ded by approx i m a tely thirty peop l e .
Being very close to the mountain seem ed to cre a te
a very special en er gy. In the morn i n gs , Su n i m
would lead the group up to the mountain. Af ter
the retreat was over, s om eone thanked the moun-
tain spirit for all owing them to do a strong retre a t .

This was the last retreat or ga n i zed by Toy u n .
The increasing work l oad , s ome health probl em s ,
the lack of financial su pport from mem bers and a
tu rning point in her life all con tri buted to her
dec i s i on to leave the sangh a . We wi ll alw ays be
gra teful and rem em ber her gen ero s i ty and good
hu m or. Ma ny times she singl e - h a n dedly paid
Su n i m’s plane ti cket , h o s ted him, l oo ked for
p l aces to have talks and retre a t s , and led reg u l a r
s i t ting session s . She was a bod h i s a t t va .

In terru pti on 

For the next five ye a rs Sunim was unable to vi s i t
Mexico. The renovation of the new Toronto temple

and the opening of a new temple in Ch i c a go
dem a n ded constant atten ti on on Su n i m . In ad d i-
tion, without Toyun there was a lack of leadership
in Mexico for organizing Sunim’s trips. I was train-
ing in Toronto during this period.

In 1989, Ju l i eta de la Cruz went to Toron to for
Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin and took precept s , receiv-
ing the Dharma name, Ch ija . Sukha (now Ha ju
Su n i m ) , the director of the Ann Arbor tem p l e ,
Su jata and I were ord a i n ed as pri e s t s . Upon
retu rning to Mex i co after a three - m onth stay,
Ch ija led the group sitti n gs wh i ch were now
l oc a ted at the Cen tro Médico on Ferroc a rri l
Hi d a l go 790. She con ti nu ed to attend Yon gm aen g
Ch ongjin in Toron to for the next two su m m ers
and to stay for ex tra training in the Toron to and
Ann Arbor tem p l e s . But in 1990, the reg u l a r
group practi ce in Mex i co Ci ty discon ti nu ed . In
Decem ber 1990 and Ja nu a ry 1992, I made trips to
Mex i co to visit family. I con t acted mem bers of
our sangh a , who were at that time practicing on
t h eir own or with other gro u p s . I gave severa l
D h a rma talks and led work s h ops and a retre a t .

Coming back , 10th An n ivers a ry

Sunim retu rn ed to Mex i co in Ma rch 1994, on the
i nvi t a ti on of Anne Ma rie Kobl i ze k , a lon g - ti m e
su pporter and practi ti on er. She was living in a
com mu n i ty form ed by te ach ers and stu dents of
U NA M . Th ey lived in a house in Tu lyehu a l co,
Mex i co Ci ty. People in the com mu n i ty were very
i nvo lved with social ju s ti ce issu e s . An d r é s
Ba rreda and Jor ge Vera z a , the fo u n ders of t h e
com mu n i ty and econ omics profe s s ors at UNA M ,
were cl o s ely fo ll owing the con f l i ct in Chiapas that
h ad eru pted on Ja nu a ry 1st that ye a r.

Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin was held at this com-
mu n i ty house, wh i ch was a on e - l evel bu i l d i n g
with a ga rden . With forty participants every
s qu a re inch was used . D h a rma meals were eaten
in the middle of the ga rden . The com mu n i ty fo l-
l owed a mac robi o tic diet and su pported them-
s elves by selling goods and their delicious bre ad .
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Af terw a rds we went to Morelia wh ere Jo s é
Ra m í rez Guzmán had or ga n i zed a talk and a
retre a t . The cen ter used for the retreat was a
house that could accom m od a te abo ut twen ty
peop l e . It had a small ga rden and three rooms on
the second floor. One of the rooms had a small
s h rine wh ere the te ach er usu a lly stayed . One day
s om ebody asked me to leave the room for an
hour so that he could “e s t a blish a cosmic con-
t act .” This place tru ly served as a cen ter open to
d i f ferent practi ce s .

A ga t h ering of Buddhists from different trad i-
ti ons took place in Mex i co Ci ty short ly before
Sunim lef t . It was held at the Sem i n a rio Con c i l i a r
de México. Ejo Takata Sen s ei repre s en ted the
Buddhist com mu n i ty in Mex i co at that ti m e . He ,
Pra su pon ayana Th era , Sa mu Su n i m , and Te s s h i n
Sa n ders on , a disciple of Maezumi Ro s h i , ch a i red
the en co u n ter.

Wh en the meeting en ded , Guy de Saint Cyr, a
disciple of Ejo Takata Sen s ei in the late sixties and
e a rly seven ti e s , a pproach ed Sunim intere s ted in
practi ce . Kn owing that we didn’t have a place to
hold our regular sitting practi ce , Guy kindly
of fered his own apartm en t .

Sunim left for the new Ch i c a go tem p l e , and I
s t ayed in Mex i co to devel op my art work alon g
with med i t a ti on practi ce .

We sat in Guy ’s apartm ent twi ce a wee k . For
e ach session we converted the living room into a
s m a ll son b a n g. Upon finishing our practi ce we
m oved the furn i tu re , p i ctu res and decora ti on s
b ack into place so that wh ere a Buddha statu e
h ad stood , a coat of a rms with two sword s
re su m ed its ri gh tful loc a ti on . Du ring walking
m ed i t a ti on we had to be very careful not to hit
our heads on the hanging lamps. Even tu a lly,
i n evi t a ble differen ces rega rding practi ce aro s e
and we split with Guy later that ye a r.

By that ti m e , Vi ctor Rivero, Tori m’s partn er,
of fered an apartm ent he own ed at Mérida 90,
Co l onia Rom a , for regular sitti n gs . This arra n ge-
m ent lasted until 2003, wh en we purch a s ed our
own temple bu i l d i n g.

Samu Sunim and Ejo Takata Sensei during an encounter for Buddhists at t h e
Seminario Conciliar de México in Mexico City, 1994. Photo BSCW archives.

During Yongmaeng Chongjin at the community house of UNAM students in Tu l y e h u a l c o ,
Mexico City, 1994. Photo (BSCW) archives.

Celebrating the 10 year anniversary of Sunim’s teaching in Mexico. From left to right:
Liliana Islas, Ilsu, Ansim, Mani, Sunim, Torim, Toan, Gloria, Irin. Photo (BSCW) archives.
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Again in October 1994 Sunim retu rn ed to
Mex i co. He gave several public talks, one of wh i ch
f i ll ed the Scien ce Au d i torium at UNA M . P i l a r
Urret a , a dancer and ch oreogra ph er who met
Sunim at a work s h op that ye a r, a rra n ged his firs t
i n tervi ew in Mex i co with Radio Edu c ac i ó n .

We held a Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin at the be a uti-
ful form er Hac i enda de Zava l et a , l oc a ted near
T l a l m a n a l co, E s t ado de México, and close to the
Iz t acc á huatl vo l c a n o. It had a cen tral patio full of
ora n ge trees and other plants, a large ga rden at the
f ront en tra n ce , and even a chu rch . In the after-
n oons we would do some manual work and go for
l ong walks in the nearby mountains. At night it
was very cold and we would practi ce in a lon g,
wi de room with a firep l ace . Af ter the retre a t , we
cel ebra ted the tenth annivers a ry of Su n i m’s firs t
visit to Mex i co in 1984 with cake and some wi n e .

Af ter the retre a t , Sunim and I went to
E ron ga r á c u a ro, Mi ch oacán to give a work s h op at
the invi t a ti on of a com mu n i ty form ed by three
f a m i l i e s . The com mu n i ty aspired to live close to
n a tu re . Th ey set t l ed on three ac re s , wh i ch they
c u l tiva ted , producing and selling bre ad .

Af terw a rd s , we went for a three - d ay vac a ti on
to Ixtapa and Zi hu a t a n ejo in the state of
Gu errero. On our way back , we stopped in
Cu ern avac a , Morelos to take a break from the
l ong drive and en j oy the famous ice cream down-
town . While we were pe acef u lly en j oying ice
c re a m , s om ebody bro ke the car wi n dow and too k
Su n i m’s bag with his passport , plane ti cket and a
ch a n ge of cl o t h e s . “At least the robber was kind
en o u gh to leave me my med i t a ti on pants, o t h er-
wise I would have had to come to our meeti n g
ton i ght in bathing ge a r ! ” Sunim said that night to
our gro u p.

We dec i ded to hold a regular group practi ce at
M é rida 90 on Sa tu rd ay morn i n gs , and at Tori m’s
a p a rtm ent in Co l onia Xoco on Wed n e s d ay
even i n gs . That year four people en ro ll ed in
Ma i treya Buddhist Sem i n a ry. The Mex i co sang-
h a’s first Dharma stu dents were Illi Lu c i l a
M é n de z , who was ord a i n ed in 2003, Tori m

Ma rcela Ze a , Irin Rosa María Ta l avera , Il su Lu i s
Fel i pe Seg u ra and Rowina Mora l e s .

P i l gri m a ge to Korea

In 1995 several of our sangha mem bers went to
the Toron to temple for the su m m er Yon gm aen g
Ch ongjin and the precept-taking cerem ony: Ill i ,
Irin and her son Ra f ael , Il su , and Irban Al eja n d ra
O rti z . Af terw a rds we cel ebra ted the tenth anniver-
s a ry of Su n i m’s te aching in Mex i co. Ansim and
Mani were pre s en t . Irban became a Dharma stu-
dent and stayed a couple of m onths for tra i n i n g
and the rest of us retu rn ed to Mex i co.

In Septem ber, I went to Korea with Sunim and
t wo others for a two - a n d - a - h a l f - m onth pilgri m-
a ge . That Decem ber, Sunim retu rn ed to Mex i co,
gave five talks and two radio intervi ews , and con-
du cted a retreat .

Fi rst Precept - Taking Cerem ony,
Fi rst Wedding Servi ce

In Decem ber 1996, Chang Seu n g - Yo u , who we
h ad met while on a pilgri m a ge in Kore a , m ade
a rra n gem ents with a Korean film crew to doc u-
m ent Su n i m’s te aching in Mex i co. Ha ju Su n i m
and a few others drove the temple van to Mex i co.
Sunim arrived later by plane. He gave el even talks
and four work s h op s , his most active visit to date .
Sunim had the first te aching trip in Verac ru z ,
wh i ch was or ga n i zed by Lo u rdes Fern á n de z , a
s a n gha mem ber who moved to Ja l a p a , Verac ru z .
Sunim perform ed his first wedding servi ce in
Mex i co for the couple Anita and Enri que Pére z .

Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin took place in Cu a ut l a ,
Morelos at a yoga cen ter of the G.F. U. ( Gre a t
Un iversal Fra tern i ty ) . It had a hu ge ga rden with a
s tream of c rys t a lline water and a geodesic dom e .
Abo ut forty - f ive people atten ded the retreat and
s ome had to sleep in ten t s , p a rti c u l a rly the snor-
ers! The Korean film crew accom p a n i ed us every-
wh ere : t a l k s , work s h op s , the retreat and Su n i m’s
f i rst precept-taking cerem ony in Mex i co.
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In clu ded in the cerem ony were Kasan Jor ge
Va l en c i a , Kalapa María An ton i eta Arreo l a , a n d
Kayu Gioconda Pon z a n ell i , who all bec a m e
D h a rma stu dents after the retre a t .

Casa Ton a lli 

In Decem ber 1997 Sunim retu rn ed to Mex i co.
Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin was held at Casa Ton a lli at
Ten a n c i n go, E s t ado de México. Every aftern oon
we went for long walks ei t h er to a nearby moun-
tain or on a lon g, u n p aved road . A stream happ i-
ly accom p a n i ed our walking med i t a ti on alon g
with tree s , mountains and cl o u d s . Af terw a rd s ,
Sunim con du cted the second precept-taking cere-
m ony, giving bi rth to the “ Mu” D h a rma family.

In Decem ber 1998, Sunim and Ju n gs oon Pa rk
( n ow Sa n h a ) , who had met a few months ago,
came to Mex i co. We had a retreat and a precept -
taking cerem ony for “Sa n” D h a rma family aga i n
in Ton a ll i , a f ter talks and work s h op s .

One of the talks was su ppo s ed to take place at
the Escuela Su peri or de Edu c ación Fósica. Wh en
we arrived , it was cl o s ed . The sec u ri ty guard
i n form ed us that the sch ool was cl o s ed for vac a-
ti on , and that he had not been given spec i a l
i n s tru cti ons to open for any even t . In order not to
d i s a ppoint all the people arriving du ring this
ti m e , Sunim dec i ded to give his talk in the park-
ing lot. We sat on the pavem ent and listen ed to
Su n i m’s true urban Dharma talk.

Sanha qu i ck ly became very dear to us. Her sin-
ceri ty, big heart and simple ways del i gh ted every-
on e . Sunim call ed her ch i q u i t a or “little on e ,” but
we said, “ No! She is ch i q u i ti t a” or “ti ny on e .”

Helping Onesel f

Sunim was not able to make his annual wi n ter
trip to Mex i co in 1999 and 2000. Some of us wen t
to Ch i c a go each su m m er to parti c i p a te in a
retre a t . Du ring this peri od , we were left alone to
maintain practi ce and to take care of the sangh a .

Samu Sunim, Toan Sunim and retreatants after Yongmaeng Chongjin at Hacienda de
Z a valet, 1995. Photo (BSCW) archives.

Anita and Enrique Pérez, Samu Sunim, and a Korean film crew after Sunim conducted
his first Buddhist wedding ceremony in Mexico. Photo (BSCW) archives.

The first precept-taking ceremony in Mexico on Dec 30, 1996. Photo (BSCW) archives.
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However, we su f fered from the lack of l e aders h i p.
Su n i m’s vi s i t , his powerful pre s en ce and te ach i n gs
would inspire many people to parti c i p a te in the
retreat and practi ce . But , on ly a small nu m ber
would remain constant in our wee k ly practi ce . I
was frequ en t ly absent due to my trips to Son ora
doing my art work . In my absen ce , Illi and Ka s a n ,
both Dharma stu den t s , tri ed to lead the sangh a .

Sunim en co u ra ged me to or ga n i ze and con-
du ct retreats in Mex i co. In October 1999 I gave
my first Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin in Mex i co. Th e
retreat was held at Quinta del So l , a Ch ri s ti a n
cen ter in Tlalpan, Mex i co Ci ty. We did long peri-
ods of walking med i t a ti on in the aftern oon . We
would pass by an old man in a wh eel chair wh o
was taken out s i de every aftern oon to en j oy the
su n l i gh t . The ga rden flowers , the old weak man
u n der the su n , and our silent med i t a ti on proce s-
s i on evo ked a powerful sense of i m perm a n en ce .

In 2000 Tori m’s apartm en t , wh ere Wed n e s d ay
s i t ti n gs were hel d , was sold. So, our group prac-
ti ce redu ced from twi ce to on ce a wee k : Sa tu rd ay
m orn i n gs at Méri d a . I con du cted two retre a t s —
du ring Easter and after Ch ri s tm a s .

Growing Up

Du ring Easter 2001, I was invi ted to con du ct a
fo u r- d ay retreat in Pátzcuaro, or ga n i zed by a
group from Mi ch oac á n . Several of t h em had
practi ced med i t a ti on with a group rel a ted to Ca s a
Ti bet . The place was large with a spacious ga rden
and many avoc ado tree s . Kalapa and Muhan Jo s é
Ma nu el Palma parti c i p a ted from our Mex i co Ci ty
s a n gh a . Muhan had been living in Cu i d ad Ju á re z ,
Ch i hu a hu a , and travel ed a long way to parti c i-
p a te . Everyone con n ected with his eagerness and
s i n ceri ty. In the fall he went for a two - m on t h
training at the Ch i c a go tem p l e , and then started
f u ll time training at the Toron to temple in
Febru a ry 2002.

In Mex i co we cel ebra te our ance s tors on
Novem ber 2, Día de Mu ertos (Day of the De ad ) .
We took adva n t a ge of the holiday for a retreat to

“cel ebra te” our being among the living with the
ch a n ce of waking up. We had a second retreat at
the same place in Pátzcuaro.

In Decem ber we wh o l e - h e a rtedly wel com ed
Sunim back . Sunim inspired us con ti nu o u s ly.
F i f ty people atten ded the retreat held in Ton a ll i .
Af terw a rds we had a precept-taking cerem ony for
“ Bop / Bob” D h a rma family. At the sangha meet-
i n gs , Sunim urged us to learn to take re s pon s i bi l-
i ty for the Dharma in Mex i co. He was giving me
i n s tru cti ons and advi ce until the mom ent he
p a s s ed thro u gh the airport ga te . In s p i red by his
s trong en co u ra gem ent and ad m on i ti on , ten peo-
ple became Dharma stu dents after this vi s i t .

O h , Sweet Hom e

In Decem ber 2002, Sunim made his annual vi s i t
and con du cted va rious talks, work s h op s , and a
retre a t . We made an important dec i s i on to buy a
house and move to a bet ter loc a ti on . We envi-
s i on ed that this would help re ach more people in
the city and serve the sangha bet ter.

Several months of s e a rching for a futu re tem-
ple building bore fruit wh en we found a house in
Actopan 30, Co l onia Roma in October 2003. Th e
house is cen tra lly loc a ted and has a silent atm o s-
ph ere . We were able to purchase this house wi t h
gen erous help from the Buddhist Soc i ety for
Com p a s s i on a te Wi s dom , wh i ch shouldered abo ut
ei gh ty percent of the total va lu e .

We had the opening cerem ony on Decem ber
2 0 , 2 0 0 3 . I immed i a tely moved in and became a
f u ll - time re s i dent te ach er at this new hom e . Th e
f act that som ebody lives at the temple and receive s
ph one calls and vi s i tors seems to cre a te a sense of
s t a bi l i ty in the sangh a . The feeling of owning our
own space helps the sangha work toget h er to
grow.

Now, in line with the Soc i ety ’s guidelines for
temples and affiliated gro u p s , we of fer two
Su n d ay med i t a ti on servi ces to the publ i c . E ach
week there are one or two new people who com e
to our servi ce s . We faithfully maintain daily
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m orning and evening practi ce for the re s i den t s
and wee k ly sitti n gs for mem bers .

Taking Roo t

A ch a ll en ge for Bu d d h i s m , not unique to Mex i co,
is to re ach out to more people from more divers e
b ack grounds and to take real root in the lives of
i n d ivi duals so that Buddhism would becom e
m ore meaningful and vi a ble to soc i ety at large . If
Buddhism does not find ways to become more
rel eva n t , it may end up being a mere fashion or
one of the many shall ow practi ces in the spiri tu-
al market of our con su m er soc i ety. This is a his-
torical task, in wh i ch we each take part and fulfill
our own share of re s pon s i bi l i ty. Sunim has
bro u ght the Dharma to Mex i co by em bodyi n g
the Dharm a . Buddhists in Mex i co wi ll fo ll ow his
example so that we become strong roots of
D h a rma in the Mexican soi l .

o R e v. Toan Sunim (José Castelao Camara) is

a Dharma successor of Ven. Samu Sunim and

an artist. 

Haju Sunim, Toan Sunim, Samu Sunim and retreatants after Yongmaeng Chongjin in
Cuautla, Morelos, 1996. Photo (BSCW) archives.

Toan Sunim, Samu Sunim and sangha members meeting in the apartment at Mérida 90,
C o l o n ia Roma, 1996. Photo (BSCW) archives.

Samu Sunim conducting a meditation workshop in Mexico, 2003.
Photo by Tom Musselman.
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1957

Erich Fromm invites D. T. Suzuki to participate in a joint

conference on Buddhism and psychoanalysis at

Cuernavaca, Morelos. Their book Zen Buddhism and

Psychoanalysis is published in 1960.

1960’s

Dr. Jorge Derbez, a follower of Erich Fromm who attend-

ed the conference, practices meditation with his patients

as part of their therapy.

1967

Ejo Takata Sensei settles in Mexico City. Takata Sensei had

trained in Japan at Shofuko-ji under Mumon Yamada

Roshi before being invited by American Richard Crowly

to teach in the United States and Mexico. In Mexico, he

collaborated with Erich Fromm for over a year, and was

invited by Dr. Jorge Derbez to work with patients.

1969 

Ejo Takata Sensei founds Zen A.C. (Zen Civil

Association).

1973 

Takata Sensei works with the peasants at Sierra Mixe,

teaching them to cultivate soybeans and organizing self-

aid programs.

Late 1970’s

A group of Mexicans contact Maezumi Roshi of Zen

Center of Los Angeles; some go to ZCLA to train.

1979

Maezumi Roshi leads a 7-day sesshin at Cuernavaca,

Morelos. Centro Zen de Mexico is founded.

1983

Seung Sahn Sunim visits Mexico.

1983–1984

A crisis at ZCLA suspends visits by Maezumi Roshi.

Centro Zen de Mexico splits, and the Centro Zen de la

Ciudad de Mexico is founded. Edith LaBrely, originally

from Centro Zen de Mexico, and Dr. Derbez invites Samu

Sunim of Zen Lotus Society.

1984

Samu Sunim visits Mexico and leads retreats in May and

December. Dr. Jorge Derbez contacts Philip Kapleau

Roshi, who spent winters in Tepoztlan, Morelos.

1985

El Centro Zen Loto de México (The Zen Lotus Center of

Mexico) is founded, led by Toyun Edith LaBrely. Ven.

Prasupromayanathera of Thailand visits Mexico and

founds the Centro de Meditacion Vipassana, with

Chakkaratani Vicky Gurza as director. Mr. Sato comes to

Mexico City and founds Dohbo Sangha of the Jodo

Shinshu sect.

1986

Tesshin Sanderson, Maezumi Roshi’s senior disciple,

unsuccessfully tries to unite the two sanghas of Centro

Zen de Mexico and Centro Zen de la Ciudad de Mexico.

1987

Tesshin Sanderson stays in Mexico to direct CZM, while

Maezumi Roshi directs CZCM from L.A. Philip Kapleau

Roshi leads a meditation workshop. Several attendees

commit to regular group sittings.

Late 80’s

Buddhist groups initiate informal meetings to get to

know one another and to share experiences.

1988

Toyun Edith LaBrely discontinues her leadership of El

Centro Zen Loto de México; Samu Sunim’s teaching visits

are suspended.

1989

Philip Kapleau Roshi leads a sesshin in Cuernavaca,

Morelos. Casa Zen is founded, led by Gerardo Gally, the

director of the publishing company Arbol Editorial. Roshi

Kapleau’s books are published in Spanish. H.H. the Dalai

Lama visits Mexico. Cardinal Norberto Rivera hosts an

Buddhism in Mexico Timeline
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interfaith event at Metropolitan Cathedral. The Dalai

Lama addresses the need for tolerance and the develop-

ment of a good heart regardless of one’s religious view-

point. Marco Antonio Karam founds Casa Tibet, the first

official representative of the Tibetan people in Latin

America.

1992

An ecumenical event is held and the Consejo

Interreligioso de Mexico is founded. Ejo Takata Sensei is

appointed representative of the Buddhist Community in

Mexico. Regular meetings of Buddhist groups are formal-

ized. The Ley de Asociaciones Religiosas y Culto Publico

(Law of Religious Organizations and Public Cult) is pro-

mulgated to protect rights and freedom of practice.

Various religious organizations register, including Centro

Zen de Mexico. Chakkaratani Vicky Gurza of Centro de

Meditacion Vipassana publishes the ecumenical magazine

En Tiempo Presente.

1993

Ajahn Sobin S. Namto of Thailand visits Mexico.

Fundacion Vimutti (originally Fundacion Nibbana) is

founded in Tequisquiapan, Queretaro with Carola

Andujo as director. Geshe Kelsang Gyatso opens Centro

Budista Dharmachakra of the New Kadampa Tradition, a

group founded in 1975 in Ulverstone, England.

1994

Samu Sunim resumes annual teaching trips to Mexico.

Regular weekly practice is reestablished, led by Toan José

Castelao. Centro Budista de la Ciudad de Mexico, an affil-

iate Friends of the Western Buddhist Order, is founded by

Dharmachari Upekshamati, a Mexican who traveled to

London and became a disciple of Sangharaksita.

1995

Ven. Lama Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche arrives in Mexico.

1997

Wangyal Rinpoche founds Garuda Asociacion Cultural

Tibetana A.C. with Amalia Gomez as director. Centro

Mexicano de Budismo Theravada, A.C is established in

Xalapa, Veracruz  with U Silananda and U Nandisena as

teachers. Centro Zen Maezumi Kuroda is founded, suc-

ceeding Centro Zen de la Ciudad de Mexico. Takata

Sensei passes away. Tesshin Sanderson became the repre-

sentative of the Buddhist community.

1998

Lama Yongdzin Tenzin Namdak Rinpoche visits Mexico.

1999

Lama Lungtok Tenpa’i Nyima visits Mexico. Bon

Buddhism centers are established at several cities. Tesshin

Sanderson organizes the first annual Encuentro Budista at

Jardines de San Mateo, Estado de Mexico. The gathering

lasts three days, on the theme “The Four Noble Truths.”

2000

Instituto Loseling de Mexico is founded as the official

Mexican headquarters of Drepung Loseling Monastery. A

second Encuentro-Retiro is held in Zitacuaro, Michoacan.

2001

Ch’an master Ven. Sheng Yen and Rev. Guo Yen Fa Shih

visit Mexico. Tambor del Dharma in Mar de Jade is estab-

lished and led by Laura del Valle.

2002

The third Buddhist Encounter is held in Mexico City

amid general concern over the events September 11 and

their aftermath.

2003

The fourth Encounter is held with the theme “Buddhism

and Daily Life.” Chakkaratani Vicky Gurza of Centro de

Meditacion Vipassana is appointed representative of the

Buddhist Community in Mexico. Samu Sunim’s sangha

establishes the Templo Budista Zen with Toan Sunim

(José Castelao) as resident teacher.

2004

The Dobho Sangha splits, with the Jodo Shinshu adher-

ents forming the Hongwanji-ja Mision de Mexico, A.C.

under the leadership of Rev. Masao Ishii and Rev.

Michinori Honkawa. The other branch forms a nonsec-

tarian Buddhist Group, Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai (BDK), or

Templo Budista Eko. BDK is directed by Rev. Koichi

Jyohsin Todaka.The fifth Encounter is held in Mexico

City with the theme “Buddhism Alive.” The Buddhist

Community initiates meetings with national government

authorities.
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The first time I heard the word “ Bu d d h a ,” the figure of
a bald man with a big belly and a smiling face came to
mind as did su pers ti ti on and magi c . In Mex i co there is
a saying “ Rub the Bu d d h a’s belly for good lu ck .” Ma ny
people have a Buddha statue su rro u n ded by ch a rms in
t h eir businesses for good fortu n e . I never imagi n ed
that Buddhism was a rel i gi on .

Af ter fri ends and I were in a car acc i den t , I re a l i zed
h ow important it was to be alive . I became more
re s pon s i ble for mys el f and I began searching for a spir-
i tual path. I was twen ty ye a rs old. I practi ced yoga from
a book for a while and from there em er ged an intere s t
in med i t a ti on . A fri end taught me Zen med i t a ti on . I
d i d n’t give it mu ch con s i dera ti on because med i t a ti on
s eem ed like re s o lving an intell ectual probl em . My
f ri end used words that I didn’t understand like
Bu d d h a , bod h i s a t t va , and Bod h i d h a rm a . Coming from
the Catholic faith, I rej ected these words since they
s eem ed esoteri c .

R e v. Muhan José Manuel Palma
Translated from the Spanish by Bopkyong Lisa Galicia

constant practice

Toan José Castelao
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At that ti m e , I had a gi rl f ri end who was goi n g
t h ro u gh some probl em s . I wanted to help her and
I bo u ght a book to do so. In re ading the boo k ,
h owever, I re a l i zed that it wasn’t for her but for
m e . The aut h or said that the on ly way to find
h a ppiness is thro u gh prayer or Zen med i t a ti on . I
t h o u gh t , “ I ’m alre ady familiar with prayer, but
what abo ut Zen med i t a ti on ? ” I began inve s ti ga t-
ing Zen . I was in co ll ege and found the boo k
T h ree Pi ll a rs of Zen at the univers i ty libra ry. I re ad
it and fo ll owed the instru cti ons to practi ce med-
i t a ti on . One day, while walking thro u gh the uni-
vers i ty ga rden s , I came upon a Zen med i t a ti on
po s ter announcing Sa mu Su n i m’s visit in
Decem ber 1996. My life at that time was a disas-
ter. I had bro ken up with my gi rl f ri en d , my grade s
were bad , and I had no mon ey and no job. My
d i l emma was wh et h er to con ti nue stu dying geo l-
ogy or get a full - time job. I had final exams but
d i d n’t take them in order to attend all of Su n i m’s
talks and work s h op s , h oping to find an answer
for my life .

A fri end and I went to Su n i m’s med i t a ti on
work s h op. We arrived late . We were in a hu rry
and en tered the room wi t h o ut rem oving our
s h oe s . Sunim shouted from the front of the room
“ No shoe s ! ” Toan approach ed and asked us to
rem ove our shoe s . We took them of f and bo l ted
i n . Toan call ed to us again and showed us how to
accom m od a te our shoes and socks in an orderly
w ay. He said, “With just a bit of a t ten ti on , you can
s ave yo u rs elves a lot of su f fering in your live s .” At
the work s h op there was an altar with an image of
the Vi r gin of Gu ad a lu pe . This stru ck me as od d . I
f i g u red that the te ach er must favor the Vi r gin of
Gu ad a lu pe . Ye a rs later I learn ed that the fac i l i ty
h ad been ren ted the day before the annivers a ry of
the Vi r gin of Gu ad a lu pe’s appe a ra n ce and that
t h ere wasn’t en o u gh time to dismantle the altar
before the work s h op.

It was a year later in Decem ber 1997 that I
a t ten ded my first five - d ay Yo n gm a eng Chongjin
retre a t . On the second day of the retre a t , I was
thinking that the practi ce just wasn’t for me, t h a t

it was very hard , requ i red mu ch discipline, a n d
that it would be bet ter if I retu rn ed to the
Catholic Chu rch . But after the retre a t , I took pre-
cepts and even tu a lly became a Dharma Stu den t
in Ja nu a ry 1998. Sunim invi ted me for training at
the Ch i c a go tem p l e . I attem pted to travel to
Ch i c a go in Decem ber 1999, but the Un i ted State s
Embassy ref u s ed my request for a visa since my
econ omic situ a ti on was unstabl e . At that ti m e , I
worked as a re s t a u rant manager. The next ye a r, I
s t a rted a new job in mainten a n ce at a boxing gym
in order to have more time for practi ce and for
a t tending sangha servi ce s . The pay was very poor,
but I was gl ad to have time for my practi ce .

The fo ll owing mon t h , a fri end got a job in
Ciu d ad Ju á re z , Ch i hu a hu a . He worked for the
govern m ent and he needed people wh om he
could tru s t , so he invi ted me to work with him. I
d i s c u s s ed the of fer and my sem i n a ry tra i n i n g
with Toa n . I saw the job as an opportu n i ty to
obtain my visa and save mon ey to pay of f my
debt s . Toan advi s ed me not to go. He said it
would be ch a ll en ging to keep up my sem i n a ry
training wi t h o ut the su pport of the sangha and
with the many distracti ons of Cu i d ad Ju á re z , a
c i ty full of vi o l en ce and drug tra f f i ck i n g. I didn’t
h ave an altern a tive but to accept my fri en d ’s of fer
because I needed a visa and the mon ey. So, i n
Febru a ry 2000, I went to live on the border.

I had been working for Cu s toms for almost
t wo ye a rs . I had go t ten invo lved in a very active
s ocial life full of vi ce s . I was earning a lot of
m on ey, thanks to corru pti on . One could say that
I had every com fort , but I was unhappy. I lacked
the happiness that I had known in Mex i co Ci ty
wh ere I had men i a l , poorly paid job s , but the
time to do my practi ce . In Ciu d ad Ju á re z , I lost all
con n ecti on with the sangha and  my practi ce .

I obt a i n ed my visa for the Un i ted State s , and I
prom i s ed mys el f that for my first vac a ti on du ri n g
Ho ly Wee k , I would go to the Ch i c a go tem p l e .
Wh en my vac a ti on arrived , I call ed Ch i c a go. I
d i d n’t know how to speak Engl i s h , but I wanted
to tell Sunim that I wanted to come to Ch i c a go
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and that I had my vi s a . Fortu n a tely, Sunim recog-
n i zed my voi ce and the on ly thing he told me was
to speak with Toa n . It was impo s s i ble to spe a k
with Sunim because I didn’t know Engl i s h . Wh en
I spo ke with Toa n , he advi s ed me to wait for the
su m m er retreat in Ch i c a go. He su gge s ted that I
a t tend the Mex i co Ci ty retreat du ring Ho ly Wee k
i n s te ad . My dream of going to Ch i c a go eva pora t-
ed aga i n . I atten ded the retreat with Toan in
Mex i co Ci ty. That retreat was one of the most dif-
ficult that I’ve ex peri en ced since I had not prac-
ti ced for a ye a r. My whole life in Ciu d ad Ju á re z
f l ooded my mind, but by the end of retre a t , I had
red i s covered my practi ce . Yet after a mon t h , I lost
my regular practi ce again and retu rn ed to my old
h a bi t s .

I got drunk one day after a ga t h ering with my
co lleagues from work and wh en I wo ke up, I was
at home in a terri ble state . I re a l i zed that I had
d riven my car hom e , but I didn’t rem em ber how
I got there . I had lost my cell ph one and my wal-
l et was em pty. I loo ked in the mirror and I was
d i sg u s ted . Th a t’s wh en I wo ke up and dec i ded to
ch a n ge my life s tyl e . I though t , “ If I con ti nue like
t h i s , I wi ll kill mys el f one day. This life s tyle isn’t
taking me any wh ere . I took this job in order to
obtain my vi s a . Now I have on e , so it is time to
l e ave this job.”

Su m m er was coming and I knew there was
going to be a retre a t , but now I had no vac a ti on
ti m e . I had to nego ti a te with my boss for a wee k
of vac a ti on before I had earn ed it. Th ere was a
s pecial task that con s i s ted of or ganizing the
a rch ive of Cu s toms perm i t s . It was a seri o u s ,
ted i o u s , and time con suming job that nobody
w a n ted since the building housing the arch ive
was abandon ed and out of the opera ti ons are a —

that is, wh ere there were no opportu n i ties to
receive bri be s . So I made a deal with my boss that
I would or ga n i ze the arch ive in retu rn for a wee k
of vac a ti on . The job took me months to com-
p l ete , but it was good practi ce since I co u l d n’t
t a ke pay - of fs there .

In su m m er 2001, I arrived in Ch i c a go with the
aim of ren ewing mys el f s p i ri tu a lly. Sunim su r-
pri s ed me with the invi t a ti on to re sume tra i n i n g,
and I was accepted as a Dharma stu dent aga i n .
Sunim told me: “ Don’t put of f what is good .
Alw ays do it even if yo u’re not su re . Si n ce it is
good , you won’t be harm ed . But alw ays po s tpon e
what is bad .”

Ever since I met Sunim the first ti m e , I had the
de s i re to parti c i p a te in Zen training at a tem p l e .
For me it was a dream to live in a temple with a
Zen master. Wh en Sunim invi ted me the firs t
ti m e , I prom i s ed mys el f that I would do every-
thing nece s s a ry to tra i n . Af ter the retreat in
Ch i c a go, I re a l i zed that I en j oyed Dharma prac-
ti ce more than anything el s e .

I retu rn ed to Mex i co to re s i gn from my job
even though my co lleagues and my family did not
accept the dec i s i on I was making. At ti m e s , peo-
ple are caught up by appe a ra n ce s . Every on e
t h o u ght that it was bet ter to con ti nue work i n g
and acc u mu l a ting wealth than pursue spiri tu a l
tra i n i n g, but nothing had made me happ i er or
m ore pe aceful than Dharma practi ce . Doi n g
retreats and helping the sangha could help me
keep my mind at pe ace and live a happ i er life . So
I had another opportu n i ty to tu rn my life tow a rd
the Dharm a .

Wh en I arrived in Ch i c a go in fall 2001 for ten
weeks of re s i den tial tra i n i n g, I didn’t know wh a t
aw a i ted me. Above all , I didn’t know Engl i s h , but

Every one thought that it was bet ter to con ti nue working and acc u mu l a ti n g

wealth than pursue spiri tual tra i n i n g, but nothing had made me happ i er or

m ore pe aceful than Dharma practi ce .
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I tru s ted my practi ce and I tru s ted that Zen has
no language . So I took ref u ge in this, nothing to
do but practi ce . The language barri er was, on on e
h a n d , a ch a ll en ge , but on the other, it was an
opportu n i ty to practi ce . I maintained silen ce
most of time and ob s erved what was happen i n g
a ll the time and intu i ted what needed to be don e .

L iving at the temple is different than atten d-
ing a retre a t , wh i ch is a short but very inten s ive
peri od . Temple life is a constant practi ce , not so
i n ten s e , but constant like a river current that
f l ows yet alw ays seems the same. My ch a ll en ge
was finding the Dharma while doing the most
simple and ro utine things . I tri ed to keep my
mind in the here and now. Ch a n ting practi ce was
the anti do te that redu ced my distracti on s — my
t h o u ghts abo ut the futu re and the past. At times I
became disillu s i on ed because I made mistake s ,
but there was nothing for me to do but try aga i n
a n ew. Every day was a new day. Every day there
was som ething I had to learn abo ut mys el f . I
l e a rn ed the discipline of con s i s ten c y. The tra i n i n g
in Ch i c a go went beyond that ten wee k s . I re a l i zed
that it was just the begi n n i n g.

I retu rn ed to Mex i co and bro ke up with my
gi rl f ri en d . It was painful, but I had to do it.
“Som et h i n g” told me I had to leave . I didn’t know
a nything abo ut my futu re , on ly that I would be
going to the Toron to temple to con ti nue my
tra i n i n g. I co u l d n’t imagine what was going to
h a ppen and how it was going to tra n s form my
l i fe . Before dep a rting from Mex i co, I vi s i ted som e
of my best fri ends who had just had their firs t
ch i l d . I was sti ll thinking abo ut my gi rl f ri en d .
Wh en I was with my fri en d s , I saw the image of a
f a m i ly: hu s b a n d , wi fe , s on . Th ey were happy wi t h
l i fe and their new baby. This image made me
t h i n k , “I could have had this,” but I also though t
of a verse from the D h a m m a pa d a— ren o u n ce a
s m a ll happiness in vi ew of the great happ i n e s s . I
s pent the night with my fri ends and at dawn the
b a by began to cry. I awo ke and re a l i zed the
Bu d d h a’s first noble truth that life is su f feri n g.
The baby was just days old and was su f feri n g.

That cry inspired me to re a f f i rm my dec i s i on to
fo ll ow the Dharm a .

In Febru a ry 2002, I arrived in Toron to wi t h
Su n i m . Everything was new to me. I was alon e
with Su n i m . I alw ays had to be alert and accom-
m od a ti n g. S h ort ly after arrivi n g, the tem p l e
m oved to a new loc a ti on . Si n ce I didn’t under-
stand Engl i s h , I had to guess what was happen-
i n g. It was a great practi ce of a t ten ti on and
i n tu i ti on .

The move was a great ex peri en ce for me as the
n ew building was tra n s form ed to functi on as a
tem p l e . Th ere was mu ch work to be don e ; a bove
a ll , cl e a n i n g. E ach small and simple task com p l et-
ed was an ach i evem ent and progress could be
s een daily. Every day I had to do my practi ce . I
was the on ly re s i dent and, at ti m e s , it was difficult
to get out of bed in the morn i n g. I wanted to con-
ti nue sleeping and not practi ce . I though t , “ I ’m
a l on e , no one is going to know,” but su ch dishon-
est thinking with mys el f m ade me get out of bed .
I also said to mys el f , “ I ’ve left too many things
beh i n d , I ’ve sac ri f i ced too mu ch to con ti nu e
being the same and to con ti nue cultiva ting the
same old habi t s . I might as well retu rn to Mex i co.
I came here to ch a n ge , to be bet ter, not to be the
s a m e .” With this I got up and did my practi ce ,
u n con cern ed with the con d i ti ons in wh i ch I
found mys el f . One of the gre a test sati s f acti ons in
my life is to wake , go out s i de to ru n , and to see
the parking lot and the pines covered with snow
in the wi n ter.

Now my life is com p l etely ded i c a ted to the
D h a rm a . My training wi ll never cease for I am
a lw ays cultiva ting begi n n er ’s mind, e ach day
f resh and new. We are con s t a n t ly ren ova ting the
tem p l e . It is be a utiful to see the sangha work i n g
toget h er with one goa l , l e aving behind indivi du a l
i n terests for the sake of a ll bei n gs .

o Muhan is now a Zen Buddhist priest,

o rdained in July 2004 by Ven. Samu Sunim.
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I was born in Mex i co Ci ty in 1967. As the daugh-
ter of t wo profe s s ors , I received a liberal and sec-
ular edu c a ti on free of rel i gious preten s i on s . My
f a t h er stu d i ed law and actively parti c i p a ted in the
s ocial and union movem ents of the ti m e . My
m o t h er taught English classes and ded i c a ted her-
s el f to raising the family. Al t h o u gh my father ’s
s ocial ideals influ en ced me thro u gh o ut my yo ut h ,
o t h er more immed i a te con cerns predom i n a ted in
my earl i er ye a rs .

My health was qu i te we a k . At seven teen , I had
the begi n n i n gs of asthma and severe sinu s i ti s . I
began a cycle of i ll n e s s . I con s t a n t ly vi s i ted cl i n-
i c s , h o s p i t a l s , den ti s t s , and trad i ti onal healers . It
was then that I dec i ded to become a doctor, so I
could rel i eve my own pain and that of o t h ers .
While I gradu a ted from high sch ool with that
i n ten ti on , a single idea was to ch a n ge the co u rs e

of my life . How could I cure others wh en I mys el f
was so ill? I would first need to be cured in order
to help everyone el s e .

I met many people du ring co ll ege ye a rs wh o
h el ped me regain my health. I began to practi ce
m ac robi o tics and was able to re s o lve my main
health probl em s . In ad d i ti on , I had the opportu-
n i ty to stu dy Ma rxism and theories cri tical of
m odern capitalism. This wi den ed my pers pective
and all owed me to see beyond my own ex peri-
en ce s . It was a time of great ch a n ge and I pers on-
a lly was happy with my ch oi ce s . I had fo u n d
m edicines for both my body and my social con-
s c i en ce . However, these ch a n ges were difficult for
my family to unders t a n d , and our differen ce s
f i n a lly pushed me to leave my hom e . It was a dif-
ficult dec i s i on ; yet , I felt the world smiling on me
as I moved forw a rd .

Bopkong Juanita Ochoa Chi
Translated from the Spanish by Konghwa Elizabeth Enciso

a medicine to cure all illness
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Buddhist Society for Compassionate Wisdom archives.

I moved into a com mune wh ere I found a
wealth of u n derstanding and ex peri en ce s .
Al t h o u gh the people at the com mune were kind,
com munal life was not easy. I was con s t a n t ly con-
f ron ted with my own attach m en t s , and my ego
of ten made me su f fer. How could I give up all that
was familiar and ad just to this new group life? My
i n ex peri en ce led me from one thing to another in
s e a rch of s t a bi l i ty. I re ad a great deal but found it
difficult to reconcile my ideas with my re a l i ty. Th i s
bro u ght me trem en dous anguish and su f feri n g.
Th ro u gh o ut the next ye a rs I altern a ted bet ween
em o ti onal highs and lows .

One of my favori te activi ties at the com mu n e
was the practi ce of Sydha yoga med i t a ti on .
Ch a n ting mantras hel ped me to en ter into a sen s e
of em pti n e s s . This med i t a ti on proved to be 
of i m m ense ben ef i t , but I practi ced it on ly 

s porad i c a lly. Nevert h el e s s , it served as a tru e
ref u ge wh en ever I retu rn ed to it.

In 1993, I atten ded an inten s ive med i t a ti on
work s h op. Du ring the work s h op, a sense of pe ace
i nu n d a ted my ex i s ten ce . For minutes I was noth-
i n g, everything was clear and I needed nothing.
Gra tef u l , I cri ed with joy. Ma ny of my cert a i n ti e s
d i s s o lved , and I had the opportu n i ty to see mys el f
t h ro u gh new eye s . It was no lon ger en o u gh to
h ave physical health and a broaden ed social per-
s pective . I re a l i zed I needed to cultiva te my spiri-
tual health.

In the spring of 1 9 9 4 , Anne Ma rie Kobl i ze k , a
m em ber of the com mu n e , i nvi ted her Zen te ach er
to con du ct a retreat at our house. He was Sa mu
Su n i m , a Korean Zen master. He came to stay
with us a few days before the start of the retre a t .
We found him simple, hu m bl e , and en er geti c . I
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was taken by his shaved head , wi de face , a n d
be a utiful almon d - s h a ped eyes thro u gh wh i ch yo u
could barely see his bri lliant pupils. The retre a t
began and I was in ch a r ge of the kitch en . I had to
cook for a large nu m ber of retre a t a n t s . Work i n g
with other kitch en staff wi t h o ut words was ch a l-
l en gi n g. I felt nervo u s . I was more distracted and
con f u s ed than usu a l . Wh en I had an intervi ew
with Su n i m , he asked me abo ut my practi ce . I
told him that I was preocc u p i ed because my life
was not going well and I didn’t know what to do.
Sunim said, “Yo u’re here on ly for five days and
yo u’re not going any wh ere . So do what I say:
m ed i t a te inten s ely. I guara n tee that by the end of
the retreat yo u’ ll know what to do.” Su d den ly my
h e a rt fill ed with hope . My breathing bec a m e
pe acef u l . I gen t ly lowered my ga ze , d rew my
hands toget h er.

My med i t a ti on con ti nu ed like never before ,
f u el ed by an inner determ i n a ti on to remain free
f rom distracti on . I felt very light and free .
Everything shone with the hope of finding re s o-
luti on . I could be in the darkest corn er of t h e
house and it wo u l d n’t matter. I was nearly intox-
i c a ted by my med i t a ti on and, at mom en t s , I
would tu rn and see everything around me spin-
ning out of con tro l . I would qu i ck ly lower my
ga ze and again take ref u ge in my bre a t h i n g,
“ Ha n a a a a a .”

At one point of the retre a t , I ex peri en ced a
profound state of s ti llness and puri ty. I felt as
t h o u gh I were su bm er ged in crys t a lline blu e
w a ters in wh i ch even breathing was unnece s s a ry.
By the end of the retreat I was qu i te sati s f i ed and
i n deed felt as though som ething within me knew
what I had to do. Ex pressing my profound gra ti-
tu de , I parted with Su n i m .

For days after retre a t , I con ti nu ed to feel at
pe ace . Those of us who had atten ded the retre a t
rem a i n ed impregn a ted with Zen . For severa l
m onths many of us con ti nu ed a regular practi ce .
My life , in gen era l , i m proved in many ways . Wh i l e
I sti ll had mu ch to re s o lve , I was sati s f i ed .
However, as the ye a rs progre s s ed , the del i c a te

t h re ad of equ a n i m i ty and tra n qu i l i ty began to
f ray. O n ce again my em o ti ons began to rise and
f a ll . The econ omic and po l i tical crisis in Mex i co
was com po u n ded by my own em o ti onal cri s i s .
My convi cti ons and knowl ed ge were useless in
con f ron ting this old su f feri n g.

It was not until six ye a rs later that I dec i ded to
find Sa mu Su n i m . What a joy it was to see him
a gain! I parti c i p a ted in the Yon gm aeng Ch on g j i n
retreat in Decem ber 2000. The day before the
retreat en ded , Sunim gave a talk on taking pre-
cepts and becoming a Bu d d h i s t . I was initi a lly
resistant because of my secular upbri n gi n g.
However, I re a l i zed that I had been seeking out
the Buddhist va lues all my life , to pro tect and
h elp libera te all bei n gs . So, I took the precept s
and received the Dharma name, Bop kon g
( D h a rma of E m pti n e s s ) .

Ri ght after this retre a t , I became a Dharm a
s tu dent in the Ma i treya Buddhist Sem i n a ry. E ach
su b s equ ent retreat carved a deeper space in my
consciousness and my heart . The instru cti on s
were simple and prec i s e : p ay atten ti on in all that
you do ; h elp yo u rs el f ; ri ght now, ri ght here , ju s t
t h i s ; just do it. Gradu a lly, the acc u mu l a ted ten-
s i ons began to release their hold on me.

A few months ago I moved into the temple so
that I could improve med i t a ti on practi ce with a
s tron ger discipline. Ri ght now I work at a holisti c
clinic and con ti nue my studies in Chinese med i-
c i n e . I ch a ll en ge mys el f to harm on i ze my daily life
with my work and med i t a ti on practi ce . This give s
me trem en dous sati s f acti on . My new ch eerful and
m ore to l erant atti tu de has ben ef i ted my pati en t s
and fri ends alike wh i ch , in retu rn , bri n gs me gre a t
j oy. In Dharma I have found not on ly a ref u ge but
a great medicine for the heart . o
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Son (Zen) Ma s ter Seung Sahn Haen g won1 p a s s ed
aw ay of h e a rt failu re on Novem ber 30, 2004 at
H w a gye - s a , his home temple in Seo u l , So ut h
Kore a . He died pe acef u lly after ut tering his last
words to his con cern ed disciples:

Do n’t wo rry, d o n’t wo rry.
Li ght (of wi sdom) prevails ten thousand ye a rs .
Mountains are gre en , rivers flow.

The funeral and crem a ti on servi ces were held on
Sa tu rd ay, Decem ber 4 at Su do k - s a , his mother
m on a s tery, on To k sung-san mountain in So ut h
Ch’ u n g ch’ ong provi n ce . The funeral cerem ony
was or ga n i zed by the Council of E l ders of t h e
Korean Buddhist Ch ogye Order, of wh i ch Seu n g
Sahn was a mem ber.

It ra i n ed all that day over the mountain. Cl o s e
to ten thousand people braved the wet day to
a t tend the funeral cerem ony and to pray for Seu n g
Sa h n’s retu rn . Ma ny of his We s tern disciples—
We s tern ers make up the majori ty of his ord a i n ed

disciples—came from abroad . Fo ll owing the
f u n era l , t a bi or crem a ti on (j h a p i t a in Pali) too k
p l ace at the crem a ti on site 600 meters aw ay from
the main temple com p l ex . It took six hours unti l
the pyre was redu ced to ashes and bon e s . Bon e s
were ga t h ered and caref u lly placed in the wh i te
porcel a i n .

In Am eri c a , Seung Sa h n’s Kwan Um Sch ool of
Zen hosted a mem orial cerem ony Sa tu rd ay,
Decem ber 4, at its head tem p l e , Provi den ce Zen
Cen ter in Cu m berl a n d , Rh ode Is l a n d . D h a rm a
f a m i ly mem bers from New Haven Zen Cen ter in
Con n ecti c ut , Ca m bri d ge Zen Cen ter in
Ma s s achu s et t s , Ch ogye In tern a ti onal Zen Cen ter
in New York Ci ty and two Zen groups in Ma i n e —
m ore than two hu n d red te ach ers and stu dents in
a ll — a t ten ded the cerem ony to mourn and
rem em ber Son Ma s ter Seung Sahn Haen g won .

In this wo rld of i m perm a n en ce , we of fer this cer-
em o ny to Zen Ma s ter Seung Sahn…The four el e-
m ents disperse as in a dre a m . The six du s t s , six root s
and co n sci ousness are ori gi n a lly em pti n e s s . To

Don’t Know and Don’t Worry
The life and teachings of Seung Sahn Sunim (1927–2004) 

Ven. Samu Sunim

1 Seung Sahn began to use the name, Seung Sahn, after he came to the U.S. in 1972. Previously he was known by his Dharma name, Haengwon.
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u n d erstand that, the Buddha and the em i n en t
te a ch ers retu rn to the pl a ce of l i gh t . The sun is set-
ting over the we s tern mountains; the moon is ri s i n g
in the east.

In Los An gel e s , the Federa ti on of Kore a n
Buddhist Temples of So ut h ern Ca l i fornia hel d
a n o t h er mem orial servi ce at Dharma-sa temple on
Su n d ay, Decem ber 5.

S tu dents and Dharma fri ends are advi s ed to
chant S o ga mu n i - bul ( S h a kya muni Buddha) 
or Na mu Am i t a - bul du ring the forty-nine day
observance.

Seung Sahn Sunim was born Du k - In Lee in 1927
in Su n ch’ on of P ’ yon gan provi n ce , North Kore a .
In 1945 he gradu a ted from a technical high sch oo l
in P’yon gya n g. Af ter a bri ef i nvo lvem ent in the
a n ti - com munist stu dent re s i s t a n ce movem en t ,
Seung Sahn fled to the Myo hyang-san mountains
wh ere he stayed at the Sa n g won-am herm i t a ge of
Po hyon-sa mon a s tery for the wi n ter. This was his
f i rst en co u n ter with Bu d d h i s m . In spring the fo l-
l owing ye a r, he cro s s ed the 38th Pa ra ll el and wen t
to Seo u l .

Du k - In left behind in North Korea his paren t s
and yo u n ger sister, his on ly sibl i n g, and his wi fe
and a baby daugh ter. Af ter the Korean war, he met
his sister in So uth Kore a . His daugh ter has been
l iving in L.A. s i n ce 1980’s .

In Seoul he earn ed his living working at a rad i o
repair shop while stu dying Buddhism at Don gg u k
Un ivers i ty. S tu dent soc i ety was deep ly em broi l ed
in ideo l ogical stri fe . Seung Sahn was thoro u gh ly
d i s i llu s i on ed in Ma rch 1947, wh en he saw the ri gh t
and left facti ons figh ting against each other.
The fights bro ke out after the facti ons held sep a-
ra te meeti n gs com m em ora ting the annivers a ry 
of the Ma rch First non - vi o l ent uprising for 
i n depen den ce , that had taken place in 1919 du ri n g
the Japanese co l onial ru l e .

So, he left Seo u l , bri n ging with him ten vo lu m e s
of the great thinkers . With the help of a fri end from
the Buddhist cl a s s e s , he ren ted a room in one of t h e
su b - temples of Ma gok-sa mon a s tery near Kon g ju ,

Ch’ u n g ch’ ong provi n ce . It was his inten ti on to re ad
t h ro u gh the great classics East and We s t . Af ter
going thro u gh We s tern ph i l o s ophy and Con f u c i a n
cl a s s i c s , he finally came to the Buddhist boo k s ,
wh i ch he had set aside for last. O f a ll his re ad i n gs
E a s tern and We s tern , it was the Diamond Su tra t h a t
i m pre s s ed Seung Sahn most. For the first time he
began to take Buddhism seri o u s ly.

While Seung Sahn was stu dying at Ma go k - s a
monastery, a ranger monk Togyun, whose duty was
to keep the mountains, came by and asked him,
“What are you doing, student?”

“I’m learning Buddhism,” Seung Sahn replied.
“What for?” asked the monk.
“So that I would become a worthy person.”
“Buddhism is not something you can learn and

study!”
“Th en , what is Buddhism good for ? ” a s ked

Seung Sahn.
“ Buddhism is to for get . Buddhist stu dy is to

unlearn what you’ve learned.”
This seeming non s ense made sense to the

young Seung Sahn. “From now on I have to learn to
unlearn,” said he to himself. He figured that he had
to learn to rec i te a mantra . He then thought of
becoming a mon k . Som eh ow it appe a l ed to him
more than politics and science and technology. So
he consulted with his monk adviser Chu Sokch’an.
He went to the main temple complex at Magok-sa
and shaved his head with Cho Suhae Sunim as his
teacher in October 1947. After becoming a junior
monk, Seung Sahn asked his advisor:

“What’s the most difficult kido? I’ll achieve it or
die, or go insane, one of the three.”

“Great Co m passion Dhara n i ! If you do the
Dharani kido2 for 100 days, you’ll become free, or
die, or go mad.”

Ten days after his ord i n a ti on , Seung Sahn set
out on a 100-day kido on a diet of raw pine needle
powder. The kido was full of s tru ggle and cri s i s ,
physical, psychological and spiritual, until the sev-
entieth day. Eight times Seung Sahn packed up to
leave, but he changed his mind nine times. On the
ninety-ninth day, when he heard a crow singing, his

2 Purification and wish-fulfilling chanting practice.
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mind opened up and he realized the truth of “True
E m pti n e s s , Won d rous Bei n g.” So he com po s ed a
Dharma poem:

The road down the mountain of Co m pl ete
En l i gh ten m ent is not new,
The travel er carrying a ba ck pa ck is not an anci en t .
The sound of walk ta-ta-ta co n n e cts the past wi t h
the pre sen t .
The crow flew away from the tree singi n g .

Af ter the 100-day kido, Seung Sahn met his futu re
te ach er, Ma s ter Kobong (1890–1961) who came to
Ma gok-sa to con du ct a retreat for Son practi ti on ers .
Seung Sahn was serving the group as koyangju ( coo k ) .

“How long have you been a monk?” asked
Kobon g.

“A few mon t h s .”
“Wh a t’s your cultiva ti on ? ”
“I rec i te the Great Com p a s s i on Dhara n i .”
“Reciting the Dharani helps removing your

Seung Sahn Sunim (1927–2004)
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karmic obstacles and fulfilling your wishes and
prayers , but it does not help aw a kening your mind.
Now, you listen to me. Once, a monk asked
Zhaozhou, ‘What’s the great meaning o f
Bodhidharma’s co ming from the W est?’ And
Zhaozhou replied, ‘Big Cone Pine Tree!’ Do you
u n ders t a n d ? ”

Kobong was telling Seung Sahn a story of t h e
great master Zhaozhou who lived from 778 to
8 9 7 . Seung Sahn thought to himsel f , “Wh a t’s the
m a t ter with big pine cone or small pine con e .”
Si n ce he was not su re , he said, “ No, I don’t .” “ If
you don’t know, you have to keep inqu i ring wi t h
growing do u bt .” So advi s i n g, Kobong gave Seu n g
Sahn a Buddhist name, Haen g won (Practi ce of
Vow) and told him to go to Su dok-sa mon a s tery
for k yol je retre a t .

In the fall of 1 9 4 8 , Seung Sahn arrived in
Su do k - s a , the home of the Dharma family of
Ma s ter Ma n’ gong (1871–1946). Seung Sahn did
not yet have mon k’s cl o t h e s , n or did he have a
proper robe . So he was we a ring a kind of
m a keshift robe on top of his We s tern dre s s . He
must have loo ked a stra n ge and funny fell ow.
“Who are yo u ? ” a s ked a du m b fo u n ded mon k . “ I
am a stu dent of Ma s ter Kobon g. He sent me here
to stay and tra i n .” The monk loo ked Seung Sa h n
up and down and then took the new “s tu den t”
m onk inside . This uncom m on “s tu den t” m on k
became a spect acle for the com mu n i ty and a su b-
j ect of s c ruti ny. However, Seung Sahn received
i m m ed i a te atten ti on and favora ble tre a tm ent on
the rep ut a ti on of Kobon g, who served as ch a i rm a n
of the Dharma Pro tecti on Com m i t tee of Ma s ter
Ma n’ gon g’s Dharma family. This hel ped him ga i n
easy access to Son adepts and great disciples of
Ma s ter Ma n’ gon g.

Seung Sahn had arrived at Su dok-sa barely two

ye a rs after the death of Ma n’ gon g. In this po s t -
Ma n’ gong peri od , s e a s on ed old hands, prom i n en t
practi ti on ers and Son eccen trics were all in the
l i n eu p. The su preme master of the training cen ter
was Yongum Sunim (1887–1951). In his absen ce ,
Toksan served as his su b s ti tute , while Ch’ u n s on g3

(1891–1977) del ivered Dharma talks. Ip su n g
( d i rector of the med i t a ti on hall) was Pobj i n
Sunim (1898–1986). In ad d i ti on to these, Ma n h o
( 1 9 0 6 – ? ) , Si n su , Suman and Taeo all co u n ted as
equals in their capac i ty. All toget h er there were
s i x teen good - for-nothing nahans ( a rhat) lu rk i n g
in their ad j oining room s .

It was wh en the young Seung Sahn inadver-
ten t ly stepped into one of those ad j oining room s
that one of the adepts su d den ly ch a ll en ged him.
“Tell me, wh ere is Amitabha Bu d d h a ? ” And then
the adept rec i ted a vers e :

W h ere is Am i t a bha Buddha?
Ke ep it in your thou ghts and never fo rget .
W h ere no thou ghts rem a i n , ex h a u s ting thou gh t
a f ter thou gh t
Your six ga tes (eye , e a r, n o se , to n g u e , b ody, m i n d )
wi ll emit a flood of gol d en ligh t !

“This is full of de ad words! Wh ere is yo u r
Amitabha Buddha? Wh ere is it? Show me!” yell ed
the adept . Seung Sahn mut tered , “Well , you know
i t . Why are you asking me?” Th en came an unex-
pected re acti on from the adept . “O h , this is the
young fell ow who wi ll stir up a great tro u bl e ! ” It
was a com p l em en t .o

This arti cle wi ll co n ti nue in the next issu e .

“ If you don’t know, you have to keep inqu i ring with growing do u bt .”

3 For the story of Ch’unsong, see “Korean Zen and Humor,” Spring Wind, Spring 2003, pp. 10–11.
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Buddhist Society for Compassionate Wisdom

Zen Buddhist Temple, Ann Arb o r, MI
On June 10, 2004, the Ann Arbor temple purchased
its next door com m ercial bu i l d i n g, 1224 Pack a rd .
Perhaps this important event was envisioned in the
early 1980’s.

Sujata Linda Klevnick, an artist and designer in
Zen training at the Toronto temple, stood looking
across Packard at the temple—viewing, sketching,
and deciding what our new wall at 1214 should be
l i ke . F i n a lly the de s i gn came and she determ i n ed
the bricks should go with the neighborhood—like
the golden yellow bricks on the bike shop and vac-
uum shop, our neighbors to the east.

The old hed ge was rem oved , we dug the fo u r-
foo t - deep by fifty - foo t - l ong tren ch for the foo t-
i n gs , po u red con c rete and hauled bl ocks and
bri ck s , and hel ped John Ma rh ofer build the wall
for weeks and wee k s . Ku m a ra Dino Wi l s on care-
f u lly built the covered ga tew ay. The new wall and
ga tew ay put our temple on the map.

Du ring the next twen ty ye a rs our sangha has
grown ste ad i ly. We did a lot of ren ova ti on , ex p a n d-
ed our gro u n d s , p u rch a s ed a small house at the
b ack of the property. For several ye a rs we inve s ti-
ga ted en l a r ging our premises since the so n ba n g
( m ed i t a ti on hall) was small and there was no space
for big Dharma events inside . One idea was to
build in the back ya rd , a n o t h er to ren ova te our bi g
old hom e , a n o t h er to move to a new loc a ti on .
Th en , last spring the bi ke shop came up for sale.
Wh en we had a good look inside the bi ke shop, i t
was obvious we should purchase the bu i l d i n g. An d
great plans came to mind—more wi n dows and
l i gh t , m oving the furn ace down s t a i rs so that the
room could be bi gger, building a side en tra n ce to
con n ect the building with the rest of the tem p l e
property thro u gh the ga rden . A land con tract was
s i gn ed on June 10.

We immed i a tely took up the Soc i ety ’s trad i ti on

of ren ova ting yet another old bu i l d i n g. At the firs t
Sa n gha Work d ay on Ju ly 17, a bo ut thirty mem-
bers , f ri en d s , and ch i l d ren showed up. Sm i l i n g
f aces and a stron g, rhythmic en er gy fill ed the
bu i l d i n g. We tore down wall s , p u ll ed up old car-
peting and the tile undern e a t h , and painted the
f ront of the bu i l d i n g. The go l den yell ow paint
a pp l i ed to the building front match ed the go l den
brown temple wall . Ma rvel o u s ly the two proper-
ties loo ked like they bel on ged toget h er.

Si n ce this first ren ova ti on day, we have been
making ste ady improvem en t s : sanding the tar of f
the wood floor, rep a i ring and painting the east
w a ll , p a tching the basem ent fo u n d a ti on and
i n s t a lling larger gut ters to prevent basem ent flood-
i n g, i n su l a ting the cei l i n g, i n s t a lling a new back-
door, and making a special altar area for ch i l d ren .
This new ch i l d ren’s altar en s h rines the Bu d d h a
s t a tue that Sunim ori gi n a lly had at his basem en t
a p a rtm ent temple on Ma rkham Street in Toron to
in the mid seven ti e s .

We are gra teful to the many people who have
gen ero u s ly of fered time to hel p, and to those wh o
re s pon ded to our su m m er appeal for financial
su pport . Over $15,000 was ra i s ed tow a rd the to t a l
e s ti m a ted ren ova ti on cost of $ 1 6 0 , 0 0 0 . In ad d i ti on
to the ren ova ti on co s t , we need $3,000 mon t h ly to
f u l f i ll our fifteen - year land con tract agreem en t
and to cover opera ting ex pen s e s .

This is a Dharma building for the long ru n —
s l ow and ste ady and pati en t . “The kind of p a ti en ce
that is very spacious and serves as a kind of n o u r-
ishing con t a i n er and place of c re a tive cultiva ti on
for wi s dom , gen ero s i ty, and pers evera n ce ,” to
qu o te Musim Iked a - Na s h , a form er re s i den t , wh o
was thinking of s om ething else but it applies here !
Please come and wi tness our Dharma work and
provi de your su pport gen ero u s ly.
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Wh en I first arrived at the Toron to Zen Bu d d h i s t
Tem p l e , Sa mu Sunim all owed me to think of
mys el f as a vi s i tor, providing me a small , priva te
guest room in wh i ch I found a fra m ed copy of
Con tem p l a ti on on the Six Pa ra m i t a s . Sunim qu i-
et ly su gge s ted that I con s i der staying for a few
m ore months in Toron to inste ad of exec uting my
recent plan to abandon tra i n i n g. As I had a del i-
c a te , precious feeling abo ut my Buddhist life and
practi ce , it was hard to walk aw ay from my
D h a rma home and family.

Wh en I dec i ded that I would give my tra i n i n g
a n o t h er try in Toron to, I was prom pt ly evi cted
f rom the little guest room . Th ere a f ter, I unro ll ed
my sleeping bag on the dorm i tory floor with the
o t h ers . Su jata en tru s ted some of the tem p l e’s
of f i ce work to me and showed me how to be of
h elp with pati en ce and kindness. Several days
l a ter, Sunim no lon ger thought it all ri ght for me

to stay on there , training full - ti m e , while sti ll
i n tending to leave some months down the road .
He asked me to dec i de if I was in or out . I said,
“ In ,” and re s o lved to make this pseu do - m on a s ti c
l i fe and the way of the Bod h i s a t t va a lifel on g
en terpri s e . For the most part , I came to feel it was
a good fit. While not perhaps made of the same
s tu f f that great spiri tual heroes are , I was su re
that this was a wort hy path of genuine be a uty and
i n tegri ty. I wanted to be a part of this awe s om e ,
n ew rel i gious movem en t . I felt that even I co u l d
m a ke some important con tri buti on to the flower-
ing of Buddhism in North Am eri c a , the meeti n g
of East and We s t .

The Toron to temple was very different from
the one in Ann Arbor. O n ly a few ye a rs ago, it had
been a run down flophouse in bad need of rep a i r
in a not-so-up-and-coming re s i den tial nei gh bor-
h ood of Ca n ad a’s largest city. Now it was be a uti f u l

Yosim Ken Norman

Joyful Mind Seeking the Way
Toronto in 1984, part two in a series
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with a serene ambi a n ce thro u gh o ut — wh i te wall s
and high cei l i n gs , wood trim and tasteful As i a n
accen t s , a con tem p l a tive ga rden with a te a h o u s e ,
s tone pagoda and the sound of tri ckling water.
The basem ent had been exc ava ted by hand and
was now finished with a po l i s h ed flags tone floor,
w a s h room s , and sauna. The care , c ra f t s m a n s h i p,
s ac ri f i ce and toil of the Toron to sangha had
m i rac u l o u s ly tu rn ed 46 Gwynne Avenue into a
gl owing shrine of mindfulness and com p a s s i on .
Yet the Toron to temple shared mu ch with that of
Ann Arbor—the practi ce sch edu l e s , the te ach i n gs ,
the love and su pport of s a n gh a , the devo ti on to
the Way, and the fri s ky camaraderie of those of u s
who had nowh ere else to go wh en servi ces were
over and everyone else went hom e . In Toron to,
Sunim was a ubi qu i tous pre s en ce , a force to be
reckon ed wi t h , and a warp core of su rpri s i n g
vi t a l i ty and Dharma cl a ri ty. Sunim repri m a n ded
m e , en co u ra ged me, m ed i t a ted , a te meals and ra n
errands with me, te a s ed me and sang son gs wi t h
m e , and did what he could with this innocent and
i de a l i s tic Am erican yo ut h .

Playing My Part in All of This

Work practi ce has alw ays been an important part
of f u ll - time temple tra i n i n g, and I had alw ays
l oved to sing. Now I wanted to retu rn con s t a n t ly
to my practi ce while working by ch a n ting in a
s i n gs ong voi ce . I typed up the Great Com p a s s i on
D h a rani in a way that was easier to see and mem-
ori ze and learn ed it by heart so I could chant it
a nyti m e , a ny wh ere . This inspired Sunim to
requ i re all of us to mem ori ze it and to test us on
our acc u racy of s yll a ble and pitch . For a ti m e , i t
became my job to do the morning wakeup ch a n t
and to perform the awe s ome morning bell ch a n t
in Kore a n , with ear splitting peels of the large
temple bell .

With on ly minor, finishing to u ches to make
on the ren ova ti on , Su n i m , Su jata and the rest of
us tu rn ed our atten ti on to the publ i c a ti on and
worl dwi de distri buti on of a new journ a l , Spri n g

Wind: Buddhist Cu l tu ral Fo ru m. Sunim impre s s ed
us with his abi l i ty to wri te in Engl i s h , and arti cl e s
s o l i c i ted from su n d ry sources appe a red . We laid
o ut Spring Wi n d the old fashion ed way, did our
own ph o togra phic work at a nearby print shop,
and bo u ght an old, of fs et pri n ting pre s s . I learn ed
the stra n ge art of running the pre s s — becom i n g
one with the fast moving mach i n e , con ti nu a lly
balancing the yin and yang of the flow of ink and
w a ter, keeping vi gil over the cl a ri ty of text and
h a l f tone ph o togra phs while ch a n ti n g. E ach issu e
s eem ed to be twi ce the size of the one before .
Co ll a ting it all by hand was a big job, requ i ri n g
the help of the whole sangh a . Wh en I’d finally
produ ce the last page s , we’d spre ad it all out in
the so n ba n g on lon g, n a rrow tables and assem bl e
it in secti on s , hour after hour—a ted i o u s , j oyo u s ,
com munal ef fort . Th en , we’d take them all to the
print shop for the sti tching and tri m , and retu rn
t h em to temple for the final stage of s tu f f i n g
envel opes and app lying ad d ress label s . A co t t a ge
i n du s try, a gra s s roots movem en t , a labor of l ove ,
an impo s s i ble dre a m — s ome things never ch a n ge .

In those days , t h ere was an active Korean con-
grega ti on in ad d i ti on to the mem bership of
North Am erican Zen stu den t s . By far, my favori te
time of the week was Su n d ay morning wh en the
Koreans would come for their servi ce . E a rly in the
m orn i n g, or even the evening before , the gra n d-
m o t h erly posalnims ( wom en devo tees) wo u l d
a rrive and begin their culinary devo ti on s .
Squ a t ting over their ri ce cake s , k i m ch ees and
o t h er su m ptuous side dishes, t h ey ’d talk and
exclaim and carry on with their selfless work ,
com p l etely unconscious of t h em s elve s . The aro-
mas of toa s ted sesame oil and soybean paste min-
gl ed with the sounds of l a u gh ter and Kore a n
gossip amidst the com i n gs and goi n gs of f a m i l i e s
in their Su n d ay be s t , greeting us almost-mon k s
with uncom m on re s pect and of fering large bags
of ri ce , f l owers and fruit at the altar. Th eir rel i-
gious servi ce produ ced a cacoph ony of ch a n ti n g
and unstru ctu red pro s tra ti ons fo ll owed by an
a n i m a ted Dharma talk by Sunim in his native
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ton g u e . O n ce wh en Sunim was aw ay, it fell to me
to play mokt’ak and lead their k i d o, ch a n ti n g
“ Kw a n s eum Po s a l ,” and I was su re I had en tered
an en ti rely different ga l a x y. Looking back , it is
a lw ays the unswerving devo ti on of the po s a l n i m s
that impre s s ed me most: givi n g, work i n g, s erv-
i n g, bowing and ch a n ting wi t h o ut re s erve .

Wi n ter, wh i ch had given way to spring and the
s wel tering heat of su m m er, t h en passed thro u gh
a utu m n , a rrived again with its bi t ter ch i ll . Su n i m
went on pilgri m a ge to Korea with Supa and
Sa n bu l , and I split firewood , ch i pped ice of f t h e
s i dew a l k , and marvel ed at the poi gnancy of
n a tu re thro u gh fro s ty wi n dows . Our full sch edu l e
of m ed i t a ti on and servi ces con ti nu ed fifty - t wo
weeks per ye a r, and gradu a lly I picked up a mod-
icum of the strength and stabi l i ty of my Dharm a
com p a n i on s . O cc a s i on a lly, I arrived at an
u n preceden ted sense of dynamic pre s en ce and
wh o l eness—a bri ef , ec s t a tic ex peri en ce of pro-
found calm—as though everyt h i n g, ex act ly as it
i s , were su perch a r ged with el ectri c i ty. In
m om ents of great cl a ri ty like those, I was
n owh ere to be fo u n d ; t h ere could be no ju d gm en t
of a ny sort , except that I su d den ly loved and
tru s ted everything wi t h o ut excepti on , beyon d
a ny re a s on .

Epiphany in Mexico

Our lives were so ut terly regular and pre s c ri bed
that I was su rpri s ed wh en Sunim had announced
that we should have part of one Su n d ay of f . We
h ad been given ten do ll a rs and told to go out and
do as we pleased for several hours , p a rt of a wi s e
c a m p a i gn to ward of f bu rn o ut . But I was tru ly
s h ocked wh en I learn ed that we would all go to
Mex i co to meet Sunim on his retu rn from Kore a ,
do Yo n gm a eng Chongjin with the Mexican sangh a
in an old hac i enda out s i de of Mex i co Ci ty, a n d
a f terw a rd have a bit of a Mexican seaside holiday !
Fri ed on rel entless work practi ce and errand 
ru n n i n g, I co u l d n’t wait to relax on the be ach ,
l i s tening to the sound of breaking wave s . As many

of us as could piled into the temple van like hip-
pie va ga bonds and drove stra i ght thro u gh from
Toron to to Mex i co Ci ty.

A couple of d ays into the retre a t , I was ex peri-
encing some genuine accord with my practi ce . My
con cen tra ti on became a ste ady, wi lling fri en d .
Du ring work peri od , I assign ed mys el f the task of
p i cking up ti ny pieces of bro ken glass and ru s ty
nails that littered the su n ny co u rtya rd . The su n
beat down , I fo ll owed my bre a t h , and I rem oved
the ti ny bits of trash one by on e . But I bec a m e
overwh el m ed by a stra n ge fati g u e , working calmly
in the aftern oon su n . I didn’t know it yet , but I was
a l re ady coming down with Mon te z u m a’s Reven ge .
I on ly though t , I have got to re s t . In a move
u n ch a racteri s tic of Yon gm aeng Ch on g j i n , I simply
l eft my work in search of a qu i et place to sit down .
I didn’t know that in a couple hours’ ti m e , s evera l
of us would be stretch ed out on the floor in mis-
ery, vom i ting con ti nu o u s ly. All I wanted was to
rest a bi t .

Behind the hac i en d a , I found a low, s h ady spo t
beneath a tree , rem oved from the others , wh ere
green things grew around a little pool of w a ter.
Gra tef u lly, I sat down among the living things . Th e
d a pp l ed shade shifted in the bree ze , and I watch ed
the water stri ders darting abo ut on the su rf ace of
the water. I fo ll owed my bre a t h . I watch ed the
w a ter bu gs . I felt the bree ze shift in the shade of
the little tree . All of a su d den , I unders tood the
f reedom of the water stri ders . I unders tood my
own , n a tu ral freedom—the freedom of a ll things .
And at the same time I knew that I must leave the
tem p l e , for I had som eh ow been coercing mys el f
to stay. I knew I would not abandon my practi ce
but could no lon ger stay in an artificial envi ron-
m en t . Bu d d h i s m , it seem ed to me, was ri d i c u l o u s ,
an arti f i ce , a thing of n o t h i n g. I would leave !

Im m ed i a tely, I got up, found Su n i m , and to l d
h i m . I insisted that I would finish the retre a t ,
retu rn to Toron to as planned , and pass my duti e s
on to others in a re s pon s i ble way. This was no pas-
s i on a te impulse. I was not de s pera te — on ly
re s o lved .
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I ’ve of ten won dered if this wasn’t the bi gge s t
m i s t a ke of my life , a delu s i on in disg u i s e . Perh a p s
t h ere was just too mu ch that lay beyond the
m on a s tery walls for a re s t l e s s , t wen ty - on e - ye a r-
o l d , rom a n ti c , i n tell ectual type . Any w ay I did
l e ave in Ma rch 1985. Sunim and Su jata stood in
the doorw ay and watch ed me go. I walked out
i n to the unknown—and it led me here .

Fast Forward

Wi t h o ut a clue as to what I would actu a lly do
with my life , I ven tu red out to Bri tish Co lu m bi a .
I thought Ka s ya p a , who had left the temple a few
m onths before and gone back to his hom etown of
Va n co uver, m i ght be the on ly one on Earth wh o
could understand wh ere I was coming from . I
d i d n’t know if I would stay for a wee ken d , or a
dec ade , or forever—I just wen t .

I thought perhaps I was losing my mind. I
t h o u ght perhaps I was a rel i gious fanati c . I prac-
ti ced as earn e s t ly as I could wi t h o ut stru ctu re .
Ka s yapa and I were del i gh ted to see each other
a ga i n , and we spent a mem ora ble su m m er
toget h er. I set mys el f up for the wi n ter in a ti ny
little cabin on the Olympic Pen i n sula and tri ed
the career of a herm i t , but that failed , too. I was
l on ely and wanted to help others . I was made of
s of ter stu f f . I wandered a bi t . I made new fri en d s .
My formal practi ce was margi n a l i zed , and I
s te ad i ly lost my focus on the Dharm a .

In Febru a ry 1986 I met Sa ra and her two
young sons and became the lover and family man
I ’d alw ays wanted to be . We made our home in
the hills of n ort h - coastal Ca l i fornia (near
Eu re k a / Arc a t a ) , a place of trem en dous natu ra l
be a uty wh ere Redwood Creek cuts its way
t h ro u gh steep mountains covered in Do u glas fir
and assorted hardwood s . In 1992, Julian was
born , and my devo ti on to family and dom e s ti c
j oy went of f the ch a rt s .

Wi t h o ut a fo u n d a ti on of m ed i t a ti on , s tu dy or
devo ti onal practi ce , h owever, I was vu l n era bl e . I
gradu a lly lost the thre ad of mindfulness and
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became too bu s y, a m bi ti o u s , and poi s on ed by
p u rpo s e . By 1997 I knew I had to ch a n ge and
recover the Bod h i s a t t va spirit of m ed i t a ting in
the midst of com p a s s i on a te acti on . So I went to
hear a female monk from Shasta Abbey give a talk
at the yoga cen ter in Arc a t a . I learn ed there was a
s m a ll , l ocal Zen gro u p, and I began to atten d
s ome of t h eir sitti n gs .

By the time my dad died unex pectedly in
1 9 9 8 , I ’d incre a s ed my invo lvem ent with the loc a l
Zen group to wee k ly sitti n g, and I’d cl e a red out a
fo u r- foo t - s qu a re cl o s et for an early morn i n g
m ed i t a ti on space with a ti ny, l ow altar. I did a lit-
tle Dharma re ading and som etimes used my
break at work to med i t a te for a few minutes out-
s i de on the parking lot curb. I ’d become a cl o s et
Buddhist at home and uneart h ed my form a l
practi ce in little, d a i ly ways .

My father ’s death had a stra n ge ef fect on me.
For several mon t h s , I felt el a ted , f u ll of en er gy,
and in to u ch with my inner life . L a ter, I wo u l d
en ter a mild depre s s i on and stru ggle with old
dem on s . I was sad den ed by the loss of my dad ,
but initi a lly, i n s te ad of gri ef , t h ere was joie de
vivre and overf l owing love for others .

One day while driving home from work , I
ref l ected on how my father ’s death had robbed us
of a ny furt h er devel opm ent in our rel a ti on s h i p.
He was gone forever, and the po ten tial that was
t h ere bet ween us was lost. I won dered if Su n i m
was sti ll alive , or if I ’d run into an old Dharm a
f ri end one day wh o’d say, “O h , ye a h . Su n i m , h e
d i ed two ye a rs ago.” I re a l i zed that it was
i n evi t a ble that I would con demn my rel a ti on s h i p
with Sunim to the past if I maintained this dis-
t a n ce and silen ce bet ween us. I was all owing a
great tre a su re to slip thro u gh my fingers .

It had been thirteen ye a rs since I had seen
Su n i m — except in my dre a m s , wh ere an unset t l ed
m ood preva i l ed . But the minute I got home from
work that day, I picked up the ph one and call ed
h i m . I asked him how I could keep this feeling of
i n ten s i ty and con n ectedness from fad i n g. I invi t-
ed him to the west coast to give a talk and lead a

retre a t . He su gge s ted in tu rn that I come to the
temple in Ch i c a go to do Yon gm aeng Ch on g j i n ,
and we’d take it from there . I was non com m i t t a l .

I spo ke with Sunim on the ph one a co u p l e
m ore ti m e s , and in early 1999 he said, “ L i s ten ,
Yo s i m . You come do Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin before
this year is over, or I’ll come out there to
Ca l i fornia and find you and kill yo u ! ” Now, I
k n ew he was joking, but with Su n i m , you never
re a lly know. Any w ay, I took his point and faced
my fe a rs that su m m er by actu a lly going to the
Ch i c a go Zen Buddhist Tem p l e . E n tering this tem-
ple I’d never been to before and seeing Su n i m
a gain was a bit like the dreams I’d had so many
times before but wi t h o ut the alien a ting sense of
being in the wrong place or doing the wron g
t h i n g. It was like a hom ecom i n g, and I was
rel i eved to find my people again and to retu rn to
the practi ce and cultu re that seem ed so mu ch a
p a rt of m e .

A New Beginning

Af ter Yon gm aeng Ch on g j i n , I ren ewed my pre-
cept s . That evening I wept and wept — o ut of
gra ti tu de and out of rem orse for all I’d don e
wron g. The next day, Sunim told me that as lon g
as he was alive , t h ere’d alw ays be a place for me in
the Buddhist Soc i ety for Com p a s s i on a te
Wi s dom . Before I left to retu rn hom e , he su gge s t-
ed I con s i der en ro lling in Ma i treya Bu d d h i s t
Sem i n a ry, wh i ch he insisted I could do even at my
great distance if I could come to temple just on ce
a year for retreat and Dharma stu dent tra i n i n g. I
said that I’d think abo ut it.

In Au g u s t , Sa ra and I had a go l den opportu n i-
ty to make some sweeping ch a n ges in our life s tyl e
t h ro u gh ch a n ging jobs and dom e s tic re s pon s i bi l-
i ties that, a m ong other things , would afford me
m ore time at home to do formal practi ce each
d ay. Ra t h er than en ro lling in the sem i n a ry as I
was incl i n ed to do, I began a year of d a i ly practi ce
m orning and aftern oon , to see if my heart and
re s o lve were strong en o u gh to start som ething as
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demanding as the sem i n a ry and see it thro u gh
wi t h o ut losing mom en tu m . I didn’t want to get
in deep with the Soc i ety again and not fo ll ow
t h ro u gh , so I put my en t husiasm to the te s t .

One year later, my feeling for the tra i n i n g
h ad n’t ch a n ged . My practi ce had been ste ady, a n d
I dec i ded I was up for wh a tever the sem i n a ry
program dem a n ded of m e . I knew it would be
difficult and far more conven i ent for me to prac-
ti ce inste ad with one of the groups in Arcata or
Eu re k a . But I though t , i f I ’m to go more deep ly
i n to this, and even become ord a i n ed as a lay
Buddhist te ach er, I should pay atten ti on to my
a f f i n i ty for this te ach er, this style of practi ce , a n d
this lineage and trad i ti on that feels native to
me—that I grew up wi t h , in a sen s e . So, in the
el eventh hour, I sent in my app l i c a ti on , p a s s port
ph o to and a ch eck and became a firs t - year stu-
dent in Ma i treya Buddhist Sem i n a ry. A prod i ga l
s on had come hom e .

Four ye a rs later, this su m m er, I of f i c i a lly com-
p l eted my sem i n a ry training and was privi l eged to
received ord i n a ti on within the Buddhist Soc i ety
for Com p a s s i on a te Wi s dom as a Dharma te ach er.
Words cannot ex press my joy to have arrived at
this new day. I ’d like to ex press my love and gra t-
i tu de to the Th ree Jewel s , to my Dharma bro t h ers
and sisters , to my family and fri en d s , and to Sa mu
Sunim for su pporting me in this en de avor.

May we within the tem ple of our own hearts dwell ,
amid the myriad mou n t a i n s !

oYosim Ken Norman plans to found a temple

a ffiliated with the Buddhist Society for

Compassionate Wisdom in the near future .

Spring Wind 49

Yosim at Zen Buddhist Temple, 46 Gwynne Ave., Toronto in 1984.

Yosim during ordinantion at Zen Buddhist Temple, 297 College St., Toronto in 2004.



Spring Wind50

Korean Bhikkuni on
Hu n ger Stri ke to Save
Co l ony of S a l a m a n ders

Ch iyul Su n i m , a female mon k
at Naewon-sa Med i t a ti on
Cen ter, became an envi ron-
m entalist wh en she learn ed
the So uth Korean govern m en t
would tu n n el thro u gh
Ch’ on s ong-san mountain
(One Thousand Sa ges) to
build a high - s peed ra i l road
wi t h o ut proper inve s ti ga ti on

of envi ron m ental impact . Wh en she and fell ow
female monks re a l i zed the su rvival of t h i rty
s pecies of animals and plants and twen ty - t wo
wetlands were thre a ten ed , t h ey filed suit aga i n s t
the govern m ent on beh a l f of s a l a m a n ders in dan-
ger. Fu rt h er, Ch iyul Sunim and su pporters or ga-
n i zed “ Fri ends of Sa l a m a n ders ,” get ting 240,000
people to join their su i t .

In Novem ber 2002, t h en pre s i den tial candi-
d a te Roh Moo - Hyun pled ged to su s pend the tu n-
n el i n g. However, in late June 2004, Ch iyul Su n i m
went on a hu n ger stri ke in front of Blue Ho u s e ,
the pre s i den tial palace , because Pre s i dent Moo -
Hyun wasn’t fulfilling his campaign pled ge . Af ter
f i f ty - s even days , Ch iyul Sunim was near co ll a p s e
and dyi n g. That day, the pre s i dent persu aded her
to stop, promising his govern m ent would stop
con s tru cti on of the secti on on Ch’ on s on g - s a n
mountain and order reeva lu a ti on of the eco - s ys-
tem impact . But on Novem ber 29, the Hi gh
Co u rt of Ju s ti ce of Pusan dismissed the lawsu i t
by “f ri ends of s a l a m a n ders .”

In re s ponse to the setb ack , Ch iyul  Su n i m ,

with the help of Catholic nuns and Won
Buddhism sisters , began a proj ect em broi deri n g
1,000 salamanders on a hu ge piece of yell ow
cl o t h , raising hope with each salamander em broi-
dered . Tod ay, en co u ra ged by the co u rt dec i s i on
and under mounting pre s su re , the govern m ent is
re ady to re sume con s tru cti on . So, Ch iyul Su n i m
is back to her hu n ger stri ke . She bel i eves she and
Ch’ on s ong-san mountain are one and the same,
and that tu n n eling thro u gh the mountain is bor-
ing thro u gh her heart .

Mi ch i gan Temple At t a cked by Va n d a l s

According to a report in the Livi n gs ton Cou n ty
Da i ly Press and Arg u s , Am erican Bu d d h i s t
Tem p l e , an ethnic Chinese temple loc a ted in
L ivi n gs ton Co u n ty, Mi ch i ga n , was va n d a l i zed
s everal times in Novem ber 2004. It’s su s pected the
c rimes were com m i t ted by wh i te su prem acist hate
group the Ku Klux Kl a n . The Co u n ty Sheri f f ’s
Dep a rtm ent and the FBI are seeking inform a ti on
rel a ting to recent temple thef t s , i n cluding a sto l en
gold Buddha statu e , as well as profane gra f f i ti on
the temple bu i l d i n g. The temple rel oc a ted from
Cl evel a n d , O h i o, in 1994 to its pre s ent fifty - ac re
h ome in Mi ch i gan and has been vi cti m i zed at
least twen ty-six times in the last el even ye a rs by
va n d a l s , according to the Da i ly Pre s s . Am eri c a n
Buddhist Temple fo u n der Rev. Ch eng Ku a n
bel i eves that those re s pon s i ble for the recen t
a t t acks are acting out of fear of a rel i gi on they do
not recogn i ze or unders t a n d , and out of h a tred
and fru s tra ti on rel a ted to the war in Ira q .o
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Chiyul Sunim on a
hunger strike in front

of Blue House, August
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Tongsan Catherine Brown

Temple tof u . We put it on the table and it disap-
pe a rs , and people say, How do you do it? Wh a t’s
the sec ret? Wh a t’s the sec ret? Th ere re a lly isn’t
on e , or if t h ere is on e , i t’s the open sec ret of a t ten-
ti on . The cre a my bl ocks of tof u , the qu i ck flash of
s e s a m e , the heat and sizzle of the pan.

G o l den Cu be Temple Tof u

Yo u’ ll need :
- ex tra - f i rm tof u
- nutri ti onal yeast flake s
- s oy sauce
- toa s ted sesame oi l
- s a l t

1 . Cut your tofu into slices abo ut 1/2" thick . If
1 . you have ti m e , i t’s nice to blot the slices dry on
1 . a clean kitch en towel . Th en cut into fingers 
1 . a bo ut 3/4" wi de , t h en into squ a re s .
2 . Put a heavy frying pan (we use cast iron) on the
1 . flame to heat. Pour in veget a ble oil to cover the
1 . bo t tom of the pan. Add a splash of sesame oi l .
1 . G et this nice and hot—but not smoking—and 
1 . d rop in the tof u . S pre ad it out qu i ck ly so that 
1 . the bo t tom is even ly covered .
3 . S prinkle with salt and nutri ti onal ye a s t . Let it 
1 . cook undistu rbed over med ium heat for abo ut
1 . 3 minute s . Now get out your spatula or sti r- f ry
1 . f l i pper and loo s en the tofu from the bo t tom of
1 . the pan, f l i pping it aro u n d . S prinkle a little 
1 . m ore nutri ti onal yeast and a little more salt.
1 . Cook undistu rbed for another 3-5 minute s . F l i p
1 . the tofu around aga i n . Keep doing this until a

little nibble makes you want more . Now splash in
s ome soy sauce . A wh oosh of s team bi ll ows up.
Cook until the soy has eva pora ted , and yo u’re
don e .

A ga rnish wi ll give ex tra joy. S prinkle wi t h
sesame seed s , ch opped pe a nut s , p a pri k a , ch opped
c i l a n tro, or anything else that you have on hand
that looks nice on the go l den cubes of temple tof u .

Va ri a ti ons 
You can also give your temple tofu a sweet gl a ze .
Wh en it’s don e , rem ove it from the pan. Now
work qu i ck ly. In to the hot pan add a tabl e s poon
or two or three of su ga r, depending on how mu ch
tofu you have , and let it mel t . Wa tch it like a hawk .
Don’t sti r. (Tilt and shake the pan if you need to
h elp the su gar melt even ly.) 

Yo u’ve just made cara m el . If yo u’re not mind-
ful yo u’ ll make bu rnt su ga r. Wh en the su gar is all
m el ted and before it bu rn s , add a gen erous splash
of s oy sauce . An o t h er hu ge bi ll ow of s te a m . S ti r
en er geti c a lly to dissolve the cara m el in the soy.
Tu rn of f the heat. Now throw your tofu cube s
b ack in and toss them to cover them with the gl a ze
so that they shine. Th ere should be just en o u gh
gl a ze to cover your tof u . You can throw in som e
sesame seeds now. Th ey ’ ll sti ck to the gl a ze and
m a ke your tofu look re a lly pret ty.

If t h ere are any lef tovers (as if!), t h ey make nice
c ro uton s .o

Spring Wind invites readers to share the joy of
creativity and a non-consumer lifestyle in this
special section.
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Su n d ay, Novem ber 14, 2 0 0 4
Af ter all these ye a rs , why now do I need to go on
a retreat? Is it the constant wei ght of the half-a-
hu n d red proj ects I seem to have little hope of f i n-
ishing around our large , el derly house? Or is it
the fatigue of h aving vo lu n teered , with my wi fe ,
to feed some sixty to seven ty Kerry campaign
workers every day for most of the month of
O ctober, co u p l ed with the disappoi n tm ent of t h e
final vo te ?

And why do I, a lu kew a rm Ep i s cop a l i a n , t h i n k
a week at a Zen Buddhist temple is the best rem-
edy? Is it that my faith, torn by con trad i cti on s ,
n eeds a different brand of s p i ri tual glue? Or is it

that Ann Arbor, on ly an hour from Detroi t , is ju s t
far en o u gh aw ay to make it seem like a real escape
but close en o u gh to rush back in case all our
p i pes dec i de to bu rst at the same time? This said,
am I doing the ri ght thing by leaving my car, ju s t
a n o t h er tie to my “n orm a l ” l i fe , at home and tak-
ing the train inste ad ?

How wi ll I, the ex - j o u rn a l i s t , get by wi t h o ut
my daily dose of n ews p a pers , h o u rly updates vi a
rad i o, and nigh t ly barra ge of TV rei tera ting all
the crises on the planet , l a rded with copious com-
m ercial breaks to remind me how inadequ a te and
u n f u l f i ll ed I wi ll be if I refuse to buy en o u gh stu f f
to fill a wareh o u s e ?

Editor’s Note: Temples in the Buddhist Society for Compassionate Wisdom offer the Visitor’s Program in which
those interested in temple life can live at a Zen Buddhist Temple for a period of time. Ken Eatherly lived at Zen
Buddhist Temple, Ann Arbor on the Visitor’s Program for one week.

Ken Eatherly

I have wa l ked in the ga rd en

of the tem ple of B u d d h a .

S e eds sti ck to my coa t

and I carry them away.
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Put ting Bu d d h a - n a tu re aside for a mom en t ,
h ow wi ll an all - veget a rian temple diet set with my
c a rn ivore - n a tu re? Wi ll the four tabl ets a day
worth of Beano that I packed be en o u gh to stave
of f em b a rra s s m ent? Wi t h o ut any formal tra i n i n g,
wi ll I know how to beh ave? Al t h o u gh I bro u ght a
cloth belt for the occ a s i on and left my calfs k i n

w a ll et at hom e , wi ll my su ede Rock port s , even if
I leave them out s i de , be an affront to sen ti en t
bei n gs ?

At sixty - s even , am I too old to hope for any
great ch a n ges in my life , or is it, i n s te ad , that I am
f i n a lly old en o u gh? Why does the cab driver at
the Am trak stati on , wh en he spies this gray hair
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lu gging a back p ack and sleeping bag, w a rn I “ wi ll
n ever make it all ac ross the Un ivers i ty of
Mi ch i gan campus and up and down all those
h i ll s ,” even though I know it is on ly two miles to
the temple and I proceed to hike it in thirty - f ive
m i nute s , b a rely wi n ded? And why does that, m ore
than anything el s e , m a ke my day ?

Mon d ay, Novem ber 15, 2 0 0 4
Free day at the tem p l e : Wh ere did I ever get the
n o ti on to take a big plastic bag and pick up all the
l i t ter it wi ll hold on my aftern oon walk back up
Pack a rd Road? Was it the sidewalks I saw on my
w ay thro u gh this co ll ege town ye s terd ay, awash in
d rifts of n ews p a per, b a t tered pop cans, bri ght red
or blue plastic cups, s i lvery shards of foi l ,
S tyrofoam take - o ut carton s , a s s orted small veh i-
cle part s , em pty ciga ret te ligh ters , and all the
o t h er castof fs of s tu dents too hu rri ed to find a
trash barrel? Or was the final straw for me the cir-
cle of c i ga ret te but t s , the last drag of m ort a l s
before seeking gre a ter puri ty inside , that I noted
just out s i de the temple ga te? Does this odd little
s ervi ce to the world at large seem like a crazy act
or the most sen s i ble thing I can be doing with my
time? Would a Zen master stoop for an em pty
Ma rl boro pack? But does it matter what it seem s ?
Ca n’t some paths to en l i gh ten m ent simply ben e-
fit from a little spiffing up?

Tu e s d ay, Novem ber 16, 2 0 0 4
Why does a mokt’ a k , waking me from a sound
s l eep at 6 a.m., sound like som ething out of pre-
h i s toric time? Is it OK to chant “ Kw a n s eu m
po s a l ” wh en I don’t know what it means? (Com e
to think of i t , d i d n’t I used to chant “ Kyrie el ei-
s on” in chu rch wi t h o ut knowing what it meant?)
How can I be at breakfast on ly an hour and a half
a f ter the morning sitting began wh en it felt like at
least two hours of pro s tra ti ons fo ll owed by two
h o u rs of m ed i t a ting with my legs all twi s ted up
u n der me?

And is it po s s i ble I’m en j oying this?

Wed n e s d ay, Novem ber 17, 2 0 0 4
Work det a i l : How is it that I came here to get
aw ay from the bu rden of c a ring for a big old
h o u s e , and I’m finding it stra n gely sati s f ying to
do ex act ly the same kind of thing around the
temple? Is it re a lly just bet ter to help others
before yo u rs elf? Or is it because this, too, is on ly
tra n s i tory, f l eeti n g. . . ?

T hu rs d ay, Novem ber 18, 2 0 0 4
What next? Is “walking med i t a ti on” the fart h e s t -
o ut thing I’ve ever seen or wh a t ?

Fri d ay, Novem ber 19, 2 0 0 4
Why does Buddha have su ch long earl obe s , a n d
h ow come I never noti ced this before ?

S a t u rd ay, Novem ber 20, 2 0 0 4
7:30 p. m . As I ga ze out the third - f l oor, yoga room
wi n dow on a Sa tu rd ay night in a big co ll ege town ,
the streets alive with young people out in thei r
c a rs looking for odd divers i on s , s tra n ge exc i te-
m en t s , exo tic brews sti ll to be tasted , and new
w ays to bl ow their minds thro u gh ce a s el e s s ly
a s cending oct aves of s ti mu l a ti on , wh en did I start
feeling more sad for them than envi o u s ?

Su n d ay, Novem ber 21, 2 0 0 4
Is it my imagi n a ti on or, as I walk back to the tra i n
s t a ti on , does it feel as if my load is ligh ter? Did a
week of temple food two times a day agree wi t h
me after all? In a week of total immers i on in a dif-
ferent cultu re , did I gain any lasting insights? Wi ll
I actu a lly be able to get aw ay from eating meat,
a f f i rm the world and all life , clean my plate , a n d
l ive fully in the mom ent? With hardly any litter in
s i gh t , is it po s s i ble other people have started pick-
ing up trash along the sidewalk?  If I stu dy it for
the rest of my life , wi ll I ever understand Zen ?
Why am I alre ady thinking of coming back here ?

Zen : Is it the answer that is important? Or the
qu e s ti on ?o
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b rown so n g bi rds in the bra n ch e s
pu f f up their fe a t h ers ,
trying to be bi gger than the col d

Kelly Shepherd
w w w. ravi n gpoet s . com
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It was so hot and sti ll I left all the wi n dows open .
This was unu su a l . On our de s ert ra n ch , wi n dows
a re norm a lly cl o s ed ti ght to keep out the nigh t .

The nigh t’s sounds fill ed my room . In s ects ru s-
t l ed thro u gh dry leave s , the flut ter of bat and
bi rd s’ wi n gs hu m m ed now and aga i n , an old tru ck
on the highw ay a mile aw ay blu rred the sti ll air,
ra bbits and kanga roo mice scra tch ed and bu r-
rowed , and a lon ely dog on the nei gh boring ra n ch
b a rked distantly.

I en j oyed these sounds and fell asleep as if I
were listening to a radio tu n ed to some spec i a l
pri m eval ch a n n el . My sleep was som n o l en t , h a l f
doz i n g, h a l f a l ert , d reaming and not dreaming at
the same ti m e , p a rt in the bed room , p a rt floa ti n g
l i ke a ghost over the long and lon ely de s ert . Wh en
a terri ble howl and shri ll , de s pera te screech bo l t-
ed me from my bed , I at first thought I was
d re a m i n g. Soon I recogn i zed the howling as a
coyo te , a real coyo te . In fact I recogn i zed the ti m-
bre of his growl as the coyo te I heard occ a s i on a l-
ly on full moon nigh t s . The de s pera te screech was

n ew, h owever. Its ex pre s s i on of fe a r, p a i n , a n d
ut ter despair was unmistakabl e . With nervo u s
h orror, no lon ger som n o l en t , I re a l i zed I had
h e a rd the last mom ents of a ra bbi t’s life just out-
s i de my wi n dow.

Wild ra bbits make a happy home on my
ra n ch . Th ey lounge on the lawn , bu rrow bel ow
fen ce po s t s , and gen era lly pass to and fro wi t h o ut
rega rd for my occ a s i onal appe a ra n ce s , k n owi n g
that I would never harm them . I had made them
my fri ends and family. E ach wee kend wh en I
retu rn ed to the ra n ch to repair rock walls and
weed the drivew ay, I bro u ght with me bags of
b a by carrots and red let tu ce that I laid out like a
su m ptuous feast on a big stone by their bu rrows .
In the morning wh en I ch ecked the banqu et are a ,
i nva ri a bly all of the del i c acies were gon e . Th e
coyo te at last, I unders tood , h ad been su cce s s f u l .
A mem ber of my ra bbit family had su cc u m bed to
his pati ent ste a l t h .

The next aftern oon I was performing my
wee k ly ri tual of m owing the qu a rter- ac re lawn

W i l l iam Ace Remas
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that graces our ru gged estate . The sun shon e
i n ten s ely. The air was hot in my nostri l s . O ut of a
s p l endid de s i re for exercise and a stupid dogged-
ness not to spend mon ey, I mowed the lawn wi t h
an old ro t a ry mower. Si n ce the lawn slanted
u ph i ll , a bo ut half of the time I was pushing the
m ower up against gravi ty. This exerti on , toget h er
with the heat, ex h a u s ted me.

As I flopped down carel e s s ly to re s t , I discov-
ered I had lain be s i de the carcass of a small ra bbi t
p a rti a lly hidden in the long gra s s . No, not re a lly a
c a rc a s s , just some shreds of f u r, a lone paw, and a
s m a ll smear of bl ood . This must have been my
f ri end of last nigh t , the coyo te’s dinner.

I was too ti red to jump aw ay from these small
bits of de a t h , so I lay there panti n g. The su n
bu rn ed my face , the wind coo l ed the sweat stain-
ing my t-shirt , and the aroma of the fre s h ly
m owed grass mixed pleasantly with the du s ty dry

a i r. I re s ted there od dly con tent with death be s i de
m e , t h o u gh last night in the darkness I had been
h orri f i ed by the pain I heard in my ti ny fri en d ’s
final screech .

L a ter I found a small finch on the pati o, feet
poi n ting to the heavens from wh ere he had fall en ,
de ad and sti f f . With a shovel I moved him uncer-
em on i o u s ly to the wild de s ert beyond the fen ce
line so that his ro t ting corpse wo u l d n’t attract
m ore va rmints to my pati o.

That night in bed , t h o u gh it was coo l er, I lef t
the wi n dows open so that I could tune in again to
the wild soc i ety out s i de , dealing death or escap-
ing it. I was asto u n ded to hear all of the mu n ch-
ing and cru n ch i n g, s c reech i n g, and ste a l t hy
adva n ces of one cre a tu re trying to eat another or
escaping som eon e’s dinner plan.

From my bed room wi n dow, with the nigh t
bree ze flut tering the curtains sligh t ly, I could loo k

Toan José Castelao
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up at the bri gh t , cold stars , s i l ent and sti ll , so far
a bove this or ganic tu rm oi l . I re a l i zed , as I ga zed
at Venus in the we s t , that I had been like the stars ,
cool and far rem oved from the business of de a t h
and su rviva l . Wi t h o ut heed to the reckless natu re
of l i fe , I had plu n ged into my activi ties with no
rega rd for the inevi t a bl e .

The jaws of death are as close to me, and to all
of u s , as they were to my ra bbit fri end or the
s m a ll finch whose grand flight en ded in a leaden
d rop from the skies. So, too, can I drop from my
l of ty perch , fell ed by lord death wi t h o ut warn i n g,
wi t h o ut recogn i ti on of this last and most impor-
tant event of this life .

So distu rbed was I abo ut my ign ora n ce , I
ro u s ted mys el f f rom the house and sat on the
p a tio not far from wh ere I had found the bi rd .
Al one in the de s ert dark n e s s , except for the
mu n ch ers and escapees who scurri ed in the bu s h-
e s , I sat and waited for de a t h , not just my de a t h ,
but the death of a ll around me and all wh om I
k n ow.

The most terri ble thing abo ut death is not my
own but ra t h er that of my family and fri en d s .
Th ey wi ll be gone one day, ei t h er preceding or
fo ll owing me. Con tem p l a ting this, I grew sad ;
te a rs well ed up in my eye s . I wanted to howl like
the coyo te and screech with pain like the ra bbi t .
Th ere was no escape from this terri ble re a l i z a-
ti on . Death is be s i de me alw ays . All my life I had
i gn ored its shadow by averting my ga ze to the
p u re heavens of my imagi n ed life ra t h er than
w a tching the dark shadows that fo ll ow my feet in
the du s t .

regret regret?
At my age there is but one word to de s c ri be my
m ental state : regret . I regret having lived the life I
h ave lived . I regret the people I harm ed , ei t h er
i n ten ti on a lly or uninten ti on a lly. I regret the debt s
that I acqu i red . I regret the focus on materi a l
well - being at the cost of my spiri t . I regret not
keeping my son home the night he never
retu rn ed .

His absen ce breaks my heart . Now I re a l i ze
t h a t , even before that horri ble nigh t , my heart
was alre ady bro ken . I had gone too far down a
road I didn’t want to travel . I have all owed mys el f
to come too close to the day of my death wi t h o ut
f u l f i lling the purposes and promises I had
d re a m ed abo ut as a yo u n ger and happ i er man.

As I sit at a popular bakery and cof fee shop
down town , i dling aw ay my morning over cof fee
and a Danish, I see other peop l e , a ll my age , wh o
ex h i bit evi den ce of the same mind of regret . Th ey
m ay cover it over with an air of worl dl i n e s s , a n i-
m a ti on , or wi s dom , but they are no more set t l ed
or happy than I am. Me a su ring their life with cof-
fee spoon s , t h ey too think abo ut a life bet ter lived .
Now sec u re financially, t h ey spend their ti m e
planning vac a ti ons or inve s tm en t s . This is cl ever
c a m o u f l a ge . Th ey are de s pera te to assu a ge regret .

Th en there are those times wh en regret cap-
tu res us by su rpri s e . De s p i te our ef f i c i ent ded i c a-
ti on to our distracti on s , regret for the life that
m i ght have been lived arises unbi d den , vivid and
u n rel en ting like an old war wo u n d . We are halted

Toan José Castelao
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in our track s , c a u ght in the bri ght gl a re of o u r
own clear wi s dom . S t a ring bl a n k ly at the news p a-
per we’ve been re ading or slowly sti rri n g, s ti rri n g,
s ti rring our cof fee (although the su gar and cre a m
h ave long ago mel ded indisti n g u i s h a bly with the
bl ack cof fee ) , we muse abo ut a life that didn’t
h a ppen . A faint word heard over the din of t h e
n oisy espresso maker uncovers a du s ty shoebox of
old aspira ti on s . If I had on ly the vi s i on to make
my son stay home that nigh t , not out of fe a r, but
o ut of the pure joy of being in his com p a ny.

Time is a myt h . We have no ti m e . We’ve never
h ave had ti m e . We have dreamt foo l i s h ly that we
h ave time to make ad ju s tm en t s , to defer aspira-
ti on s , to learn from error, to make amen d s , to love
our family and fri en d s . It is like a dre a m , i s n’t it,
this life? In one mom ent we live in a world full of
promise and yo ut h , and in the next we’re bu r-
den ed with our reck l e s s n e s s . Th ere is no past, n o
f utu re , and never has been . Regret is realizing too
l a te there is on ly now and it has alw ays been that
w ay. Mem ories are nothing but pain. Wh en yo u r
s on is gon e , he is gon e .

Regret is not just sad n e s s , t h o u gh there is
mu ch of that in it. A su btle joy slowly arises also,
the joy of k n owing that now I know. Events have
u n fo l ded . What used to be mys tery is now histo-
ry. The anxiety of u n cert a i n ty has dissolved into
grim fact . Th ere is no secon d - g u e s s i n g, wi s h i n g,
or dayd reaming a pers on can do, unless cra z y,
wh en you know the fact s . So it is with my son . I
am pro h i bi ted from the foolish act of wishing he
were sti ll here because it is impo s s i ble that he
could be .

While it of fers on ly bare com fort , k n owi n g
what is certain helps the mind. Maybe that is why
t h ere is some grace in growing older. Gradu a lly, a s
the ye a rs pass, we trade our dreams for re a l i ty.
Wh ere we were on ce hopeful and ambi ti o u s , we

a re now wi s e . We know how things are , and we
k n ow it was foolish to ever think that they are not
what they are or that we could ch a n ge what is into
what I want. This wi s dom , e a rn ed after so many
wrong tu rn s , m i s con cepti on s , and pain, is joy.

Can I say that regret is joy? Or perhaps a door-
w ay to joy? Like many doorw ays , it may appe a r
i m posing and solid, but sti ll it functi ons as a
doorw ay, providing en try to a new place .

I am on slippery ground here . At anytime I
can slip from one state to another. Su ch a balanc-
ing act , unfamiliar for most of my life , is difficult.
I feel like it is dangero u s . I can slip from joy to
s adness in an instant. I fear banging my con-
sciousness too hard on ei t h er.

Do I regret my regrets? Or can I ch oose to find
j oy in them? If I had the power to make a ch oi ce ,
I would ch oose to have my son back . But I don’t
h ave that ch oi ce . So I ch oose joy, the joy of h av-
ing loved and known him, and keeping him sti ll
and alw ays at my heart .

oWilliam Ace Remas, aged 60, lives in the

San Francisco Bay Area with his wife Marsha

and son Eli. His first son Jacob died in a car

accident at age 19 the night he re t u rned fro m

college for the holidays six years ago. Ace

owns a small data processing company and

has been active in his Buddhist community

for nearly a decade. Originally from nort h e rn

Nevada, he manages occasional meditation

re t reats in his desert home.
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Th ere are times wh en the smile of t h e
S h a kya muni Buddha statue on the altar seem s
a l toget h er sinister to me—a cosmic tri ck stri n g-
ing us all along to the tune of a promise that, for
a ll I know, m ay never be del ivered . The bron ze on
my altar is an aut h en tic Thai piece that I bo u gh t
f rom a de a l er in Ven i ce Be ach , Ca l i forn i a .
Buddhas from Thailand are most of ten dep i cted
with flames em a n a ting from the top of the head .
This particular style has alw ays appe a l ed to my
ae s t h etic sen s e . It seems to ex press how the ex pe-
ri en ce of s a m adhi is tru ly an illu m i n a ting fire .
S h a kya muni sits there so com fort a ble and at ease
in his fire with his impish little smirk while I
tu m ble thro u gh time and space bu rning up in
m i n e .

Th ere are times wh en I have to t a lly bell i geren t
convers a ti ons with the man on the altar. “ Hey
you! What makes you so special? Why should I
bel i eve yo u ? ”

He replies by just sitting in pleasant abi d i n g,
not moving from the po s tu re as if to say, “ Don’t
bel i eve me. The earth is my wi tn e s s .” And he
n ever leaves that seat, and the ri ght hand forever
i n d i c a tes the earth as wi tn e s s .

A fri end of mine who comes from a Jewi s h

b ack ground tells me that there is a lon g - s t a n d i n g
trad i ti on of s c reaming at God (indeed one need
on ly re ad the first five books of the Bi ble to dis-
cover that this is the trut h ) . He laughs and seem s
t h oro u gh ly amu s ed at how I seem to be scre a m-
ing at the Bu d d h a . He tells me there’s a sayi n g, “ If
G od lived in a house, a ll His wi n dows would be
bro ken .” I ’m amazed that so mu ch stained gl a s s
remains intact every time I walk by a chu rch . O f
co u rse I know bet ter than to hu rl anything at the
Bu d d h a , I know it wi ll just fall like flowers . I ju s t
wish he would te ach me that tri ck .

L a tely I’ve been moving thro u gh a depre s s ed
ph a s e . Th ere are times wh en I just can’t get above
the fog, and I’m all caught up in the sad n e s s ,
malaise and anxiety. Just staying above gro u n d
and get ting from one side of a day to the other
s eems dra i n i n g. It’s like being a spirit passing
t h ro u gh the Ba rd o : You feel de ad , everyt h i n g
l ooks pret ty scary, and you don’t know wh a t’s on
the other side .

I ’ve alw ays been the type to gra pple wi t h
qu e s ti ons of f a i t h . I did so all thro u gh my
Ch ri s tian upbri n gi n g. Just because I’ve shifted
f rom Pro testant samsara into Buddhist practi ce
does not cause the on - going boxing match wi t h

when the sickness is the

Kongsa Adam Lowis
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do u bt to diminish. And for this ro u n d , my ass is
k i cked .

I ’ve heard our te ach er, Ha ju Su n i m , s ay, “Yo u r
own natu re is the Buddha natu re .” My thought is,
“G ee wh i z , I didn’t know Buddha was su ch a mis-
era ble S.O. B.” Ha ju has also said, “The Bu d d h a’s
Ma h ayana path en compasses everything in the
k n own univers e .” If s o, t h en it must also en com-
pass my mel a n ch o ly state and crisis of f a i t h .
Th ere must then som eh ow be a truth to my
re s i s ting the truth and my rel entless qu e s ti on i n g
of even basic tenants like the Th ree Jewel s .

S ti ll , I ch oose to remain alive ; but why, I don’t
k n ow. Times like these I keep thinking, Why
bo t h er? It repeats in my mind like a new hwa du .
Sun is shining, bi rds are singi n g, and all I want to
do is sleep. I can’t get past the feel i n gs of f a i lu re
and wort h l e s s n e s s . All my ef forts at cre a ti on seem
to yi eld nei t h er profit nor the re sults that I envi-
s i on . To date I have not made a living at anyt h i n g
I have found to be meaningful and fulfill i n g, yet
in bet ween I keep living for the mom ents of
a pp l a u s e . I ’ve had the privi l ege of s eeing my
m a terial publ i s h ed in place s , and my cred i bi l i ty is
bu i l d i n g. S ti ll , I ’m so far from what I want—to be
i n depen dent and sel f - su pporting doing what I

l ove . I keep thinking there must be som ething not
ri ght with me because I sti ll feel the pre s en ce of ,
and sti ll gra pple wi t h , the ob s t acl e s .

And Buddha sits smiling from within the fire ,
and I’m bu rning up in mine.

I bel i eve I was twen ty ye a rs old wh en I firs t
became diagn o s ed as “bi po l a r.” Most of the time I
actu a lly prefer not to think on this. Mu ch of t h e
time I also prefer not to be med i c a ted . I am re s i s-
tant to dealing with psych i a trists and drug com-
p a n i e s . I want to bel i eve that there is a differen t
trut h . Perhaps it is I, and ones like mys el f , wh o
tru ly, f u lly em body what it is to be hu m a n .
Wh en ever I look at an illu s tra ti on of the six
realms of ex i s ten ce , the human realm shows peo-
ple both in the throes of tortu re and the hei gh t s
of s en suous pleasu re . The human realm is wh ere
the heavens and hells inters ect — wh ere we are
actively de s troying and actively cre a ti n g — wh ere
one mom ent yi elds the hei ghts of p l e a su re and
a n o t h er the depths of p a i n . Those of us ch a l-
l en ged by this mood disorder cert a i n ly travel the
ex tremes of both directi on s . And I bel i eve there is
a particular wi s dom and insight that comes from
traveling these ex tremes that we should not bl i n d
our eyes to nor med i c a te out of ex i s ten ce .
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I on ce re ad som ewh ere that bod h i s a t t vas trav-
el thro u gh all the realms of ex peri en ce that
hu m a n s , a n i m a l s , and gods have in order to
a rrive at the fullness of wi s dom and com p a s s i on .
So, even though in times like these I feel so of f -
track , I feel just a thre ad of h ope that perhaps I
am on the path to fully discovering com p a s s i on .

The second sen ten ce of Jack Kero u ac’s On the
Roa d re ad s , “I had just go t ten over a serious ill-
ness that I won’t bo t h er to talk abo ut except that
it had som ething to do with the misera bly we a ry
split-up and my feeling that everything was
de ad .” Th ere is alw ays som ething that prec i p i t a te s
these ep i s odes of traveling thro u gh the do l d ru m s .
For Kero u ac it was the break-up of a marri a ge .
For me it was losing my job.

Recen t ly I was fired from a job that was su p-
porting me meagerly but well . I was afforded
ben efits for the first time in ye a rs . I was let go on
the day it was all su ppo s ed to get bet ter for me. I
was to be starting in a bet ter, h i gh er- p aying po s i-
ti on with the daytime hours I’d been wanting for
awh i l e . So wh en the boss told me that I was dis-
ch a r ged , I ref u s ed to sign the doc u m en t . I
s torm ed angri ly out of his of f i ce and the bu i l d i n g
while he ran after me shouti n g, “Adam! It’s not
worth it!”

My re s ponse to this was, “A wh i te - bre ad , well -
fed , chump-ass like you has no idea what it take s
for a pers on like me to stay above gro u n d ! ” Af ter
this I cl i m bed to the top level of one of the park-
ing stru ctu res in town and just stared out over
the ed ge for awh i l e . I ’d alre ady failed at keep i n g
my Buddhist re s tra i n t . My em o ti ons were on
overl oad . I didn’t know wh et h er to scre a m , c ry,
smash som et h i n g, or jump of f the stru ctu re .
Even tu a lly I was found by the po l i ce and ra t h er
vi o l en t ly escorted to psych i a tric em er gen c y.

Af ter waiting out the days until my rel e a s e , I
retu rn ed home to my bewi l dered housem a te s
who were won dering wh ere the hell I’d been .
D ays went on , and I had a few mom ents wh ere I
felt clear and very mu ch rel i eved . I said to mys el f ,
Ye a h , I can do this. It’s all going to be fine. I bega n

practicing as a dru m m er with my fri en d , Ch ri s ,
and a new bassist. We had high hopes for the tri o.
It all seem ed to be going fine.

A short time later, the pers on a l i ty dynamics of
our house began to decl i n e . I wasn’t going to be
a ble to pay the rent any w ay. I knew it was time for
me to move on , yet I felt wort h l e s s . Af ter all the
progress I had made , just wh en it seem ed that I
was on the threshold of c re a ting a more stable sit-
u a ti on in my life , I was back to hom el e s s , b ack to
u n em p l oyed , b ack to co u ch su rfing amon g
f ri ends and family. I then became ill , wh i ch com-
p l i c a ted things even furt h er. I dec i ded to accept an
of fer to stay with an aunt and uncle here in An n
Arbor — wh i ch is bet ter than being on the street
but is a tro u bl e s ome situ a ti on . This hu rts me. I
n eed more than anything to be indepen dent so
being back among these eva n gel i c a l , f u n d a m en-
talist Ch ri s tians is som ewhat bo t h ers ome to me.

All I can think abo ut is how worthless I feel ,
everything I’ve done wron g, and everything I
c a n’t for give mys el f for. All the feel i n gs of wort h-
l e s s n e s s , s ad n e s s , and de s pon dency catch up wi t h
me like a wh i rlwind I can’t outru n . Adding insu l t
to inju ry is the ju d gm ental voi ce in my head say-
i n g, “Yo u’re Bu d d h i s t . Yo u’re bet ter than this.”

A Fri d ay night arrives wh ere I’m ex pected to
re ad poetry to the music of a n o t h er band I’ve
come to know. I feel ex h a u s ted . Th ere’s no way I
can handle perform i n g. Wh en I finally ch eck
b ack in with my tri o, I learn that there’s all man-
n er of ru m ors going around that I’ve died , been
ja i l ed , etc .

I practi ce a few more times with these guys ,
but as I head into the week I wi t h d raw com p l ete-
ly. I don’t leave the house. I don’t answer call s :
Sa tu rd ay, Su n d ay, Mon d ay, Tu e s d ay. F i n a lly
Wed n e s d ay evening I dec i de to ven tu re out to a
l ocal blues jam wh ere I som etimes break my
ch op s . It tu rns out to be a disaster. I ch o ke . O n
the first two son gs I’m clumsy as hell and all over
the place . At one point I drop a sti ck , and there’s
no spare wh ere I can re ach , so I fumble aro u n d
for the one I drop. The bassist dec i des to poi n t
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o ut the fact that I bl ew it. I very nearly throw
n on - vi o l en ce out the wi n dow. I want to thro t t l e
the guy. In s te ad I just walk of f before finishing
the set .

I remain bi t ter abo ut this for a couple of d ays .
At one point I was actu a lly convi n ced I wo u l d
n ever play drums aga i n . Soon , h owever, I ’m met
with a re a l i z a ti on abo ut this whole ep i s ode . Th e
bass player who dec i ded to casti ga te my playi n g
a bi l i ty is indeed my own ref l ecti on . For days on
end I’ve been punishing mys el f — en tertaining my
feel i n gs of worthlessness and sel f - l oa t h i n g. So it
goes that wh en I ven tu re som ething with an
i m p u re mind, I get impure re su l t s . My dem ons of
s el f - deprec a ti on manife s ted in flesh and bl ood on
that very stage . This was my cre a ti on .

This same wee kend I’m invi ted to re ad at our
Bu d d h a’s Bi rt h d ay poetry even t , but I’m in a
s p ace wh ere perform a n ce anxiety is too mu ch for
m e . I show up afterw a rd s , ex pecting a lectu re on
h ow disappoi n ted everyone is, but wh en I arrive ,
Ha ju just greets me warm ly, bows and says ,
“ Ha ppy Bi rt h d ay ! ” I re s pond by looking at my
s h oe s . She then grabs my arm and gives me just a
w a rm , re a s su ring look in the eye — s aying noth-
i n g, yet saying so mu ch . I ’m not feeling my
Bu d d h a - n a tu re just now, but she reminds me that
I ’ve on ly been born just now and that som et h i n g
is to em er ge from behind the cl o u d . It’s a
m om ent of s i l ent tra n s m i s s i on that my eyes were
open ed just en o u gh to receive .

I don’t in any way con s i der mys el f a good
example of what a Buddhist should be . Al t h o u gh
I ’ve taken precepts and ref u ge , I ’m not alw ays
en ti rely certain I should have . I may be playi n g
for the te a m , but I of ten feel like the one wh i te -

k nu ckling on the ben ch . I ’m qu i te of ten fe a rl e s s
to the point of reck l e s s . Re s traint is difficult at
ti m e s , and I have a sen sualist ben t . I re a lly like
everything that feels good . Th ere’s this side of m e
that so mu ch needs to be out loud and unre-
s tra i n ed , yet my wildness keeps bri n ging me back
h ere — to this hellish place .

I on ce re ad an intervi ew with a famous
wri ter / actress who de s c ri bed her bi polar ill n e s s
by saying she feels as though she is three peop l e :
the practical one who builds her house, the flam-
boya n t , f u n - l oving pers on who decora tes it, a n d
the orn ery worl d - we a ry crank who has to live in
i t . This mirrors ex act ly how I feel .

Th ere are times wh en the practi ce for me is
just being with the sick , s ad feel i n gs , just waiti n g
u n til I em er ge on the other side . If I can’t swi m ,
t h en I try to em brace the dri f t . These days I’m not
smiling so mu ch , but I feel the bu rn . I find my
h ope in having faith in imperm a n en ce . Ri gh t
n ow, I re a lly don’t bel i eve in anything el s e .

And Buddha keeps sitting in the fire smiling
his madman smile.o
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