An international * journal of Buddhism

Volume 9, Number 2 Summer 1992 $4.00




In this 1ssue

These days our world is changing very rapidly. Although this gives
rise to many serious problems, it also provides an opportunity for an
expansion of our awareness of what it means to be human. Today people
of diverse religious beliefs find themselves living together in the same
country or even next door to each other. Qur present world situation
challenges us to let go of our preconceived concepts and opinions of the
ways things are, whether they be political, ethnic, economic or religious,
and return to our original nature, our birthright as human beings.
Indeed, it is our clinging to these views of who is right and who is wrong
that creates our suffering. Though it is spoken of in many different ways
our birthright is to respond to this world with love and compassion.
Without a return to this, true human life is not possible. :

One interesting current of modern religious dialogue is the cross-
fertilization taking place between Christians and Buddhists. Though we
usually think of dialogue as an exchange of views, it can also refer to a
coming together on a deeper level. This issue of PRIMARY POINT
focuses on Christians and Buddhists who have come together to prac-
tice, to share their meditation traditions, and to directly experience their
original human nature. In fact, it is this direct experience, however it is
conceived of, which will bond us together in love and compassion.
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True God, True Buddha

Zen Master Seung Sahn

Adapted from a talk during a retreat at Providence
Zen Center in December, 1990.

Question: I'm a Christian, and I would like to know,
is there anything you would like us to understand that we
tend not to understand?

ZMSS: Christianity says God made everything—
good and bad, heaven and earth, human beings and
animals and so on. He worked for six days, then rested.

But in Buddhism, there is no original cause or creator;
there is no coming, no going, no existence, no non-
existence; all of these are opposites
thinking. Sun and moon, light and dark,
day and night—all these are names; the
world of names is opposites thinking.
“God” is also a name; it’s also opposite
thinking. True God has no name, no
form. In no name/no form, there is no
coming, no going—no opposite think-
ing. That which is beyond all names
and forms is always bright. That is
True God.

The purpose of Buddhism is to find
primary point. What is the primary
point of this universe? The Bible says,
“God made everything.” But what is
the primary point of God? Where does
God come from?

These days, not many young people
are becoming monks or nuns. I wasin
Paris—a big Catholic university had
closed its doors. No more students! Any society that has
a “good situation” doesn’t have young monks, only old
monks. This is a different age, a different mind. Old-style
religion was to just believe in God. Now people check—
what kind of religion will help me, help society? Monk
or not monk is not important. They like new idea, new-
style religion, perhaps some meditation.

This is a time of great change and religions need to
adapt; a change in teaching style is necessary. A simple
belief in God is no longer enough for many people. They
want to understand: What is God? What is my true self?
In the Bible, it says, “I am the Way, the Truth, and the
Life.” What is this “I"? Is this “I” God? Is this God
separate from me? If this God is not separate from me, are
God and I two or one? Through meditation practice these
questions can be resolved on a deep level. Then one can
truly understand religion, understand this world. In
meditation all opposites become one point: mind, God,

Zen Master Seung Sahn

dharma, truth. You can call it many things, but this point
is before all names and forms.

If you only talk about a belief in God, then there are
many questions: Where is God? Inside the body or
outside? Someone says God is in heaven; nowadays
spaceships roam about in vast outer space, but don’t find
any God because all is curved space. Here is God? Here
is God? True God has no inside and outside, no name and
form.

Nowadays many Christians like Thomas Merton’s
books. He didn’t only analyze Bibli-
cal words. He understood and prac-
ticed Zen meditation, so he was able to
connect with his true self, and wrote
about this connection.That’s why his
books are so popular.

Any kind of religion, any kind of
style doesn’t matter. Why do this?
Making this direction clear is very
important; if this direction is clear,
then your life is clear. If you only hold
your religion, your idea, then you have
a problem. If you are not holding “my
religion,” not holding “my practice,”
have a clear direction, and only try, try,
try, then you attain something.Clear
direction and try mind are most impor-
tant.

Zen mind means put down any idea,
any form. If your direction is clear and
you completely put down everything, then you will attain
something. When you attain something, you connect
with everything else.

All religions are like different paths to the mountaintop.
The top of the mountain is very clear; it’s the primary
point. But there are many paths leading to this point; there
is the eastern road, western road, southern road, and
northern road. When people begin climbing the moun-
tain, they are always fighting: “My way is correct, your
way is not correct.” But from the bottom of the mountain,
they cannot see the top, so they are very strongly attached
to “my way.” Having clear direction and try mind means
just going up, going up, one step after another. So you
don’t spend energy in fighting other people or their ideas;
you just practice. Then you can reach the mountaintop.

The different paths to the mountaintop are made by
our mind. But what is mind? If you try to understand it
intellectually, you will not find it. Our mind is very big,
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but it’s also small. A very sharp needle cannot touch this
mind, because this mind is smaller than the tip of the
needle. But our mind is also bigger than the whole
universe. Sometimes our mind is very bright, sometimes
very dark. If you make “my path,” you also make “my
mind.” But if you let go of “my mind,” you become a
Buddha. Then any path will lead you to the mountaintop.

If you control your mind, you control everything. But
if you say, “I control my mind,” then what is this that
controls the mind? Is it some other mind that controls the
mind or is it no mind? Also, how do you control your
mind? Where is your mind? Are you and your mind two
things or one? Same or different? Big problem! That’s
all thinking. POW! Put it all down, OK? Don’t think!

The Diamond Sutra says “All things are impermanent.
A pure view is to see all appearances as non-appearances.
When all appearances and non-appearances disappear,
that’s complete stillness. Then you can see Buddha-
nature.” But if everything is impermanent, I am also
impermanent; Buddha is also impermanent. Then how
can I see Buddha? How can impermanence see imperma-
nence?

If you check the words in the Bible or in the Diamond
Sutra, then it’s all checking, all opposites thinking. But
truth means there are no opposites. No opposites means
the absolute. If you are checking, then everything is not
correct. If you are not checking, everything is correct.
That is Zen. The Diamond Sutra teaches that silence is
better than holiness. And the Bible says “Be still and
know that I am God.” This silent mind is very important.
How do we transmit this silent mind from me to you?
Buddha picked up a flower, and only Mahakashyapa
smiled. Then Buddha said, “My true dharma, I transmit to
you.” But that was a big mistake on Buddha’s part. If I
was Mahakashyapa at that time, I would have said, “No,
thank you, Buddha, I already have dharma.” Then Bud-
dha would have a problem!!

So, already everybody has dharma, already everybody
has truth, already everybody has the correct way and
correct life. Already everybody has, “I am the Way, the
Truth, and the Life.” So why does anyone need transmis-
sion from someone else? Open your mouth and it’s
already a mistake. But our job is to help all beings. So, we
only use this mouth to teach the dharma and help all
beings. That, we say, is “tongue formula.”

If you only keep a try mind, a don’t-know mind, then
your center becomes stronger, stronger, stronger. Then
everything you hear, smell, see, taste, touch is better than
the Buddha’s speech, better than the Bible’s speech.
That’s enlightenment. Then you can save all beings from
suffering.

Zen Master Seung Sahn is founding teacher of the
international Kwan Um School of Zen. 0
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Centering prayer

Or, Teachings From the
Hotel California

Father Robert Morin, OMI

Adapted from a talk at a Christian-Buddhist workshop
at Providence Zen Center in January, 1991.

I"d like to address the practice of centering prayer as
a form of contemplative prayer. I'll begin with something
that Zen Master Seung Sahn said, that the basis of all
religion is the phrase contained in Psalm 46: “Be still, and
know that I am God.” Sounds very simple; actually, it’s
a lifetime project.

When we hear the phrase “centering prayer,” people
naturally think, “find your center.” But where is your
center?

It’s not something you can find, so to speak. It’s more
intuitive than that. I know, afterwards, when I’ve been
acting in a centered way, when I've been behaving out of
that center. Other times I know very well I'm acting like
a perfect airhead, when the internal chatter is covering
over all of reality. In the West we tend to practice religion
from the ears up: very cerebral, sort of like the rock group
Talking Heads. We have a lot of words about God and
relatively little experience of God. In the words of one old
priest, who used to smoke regular cigarettes and was
offered a filtered cigarette, “Bah! That’s like kissing a
girl through a plate glass window. You get the idea, but
not the effect.” Ideas-about and experience-of are two
entirely different realms.

When we live from up here, the rest of the body
dangles from that center of consciousness and gets ig-
nored. We don’t have that much of a body consciousness
until you sit down to practice and your legs say, “Guess
who’s here?” A certain wisdom comes right back up from
the body. The Orthodox Christians locate the spirit in the
top third of the heart. While practicing the Jesus prayer
they stare down at the heart, the top third, the part we fill
in with cholesterol. That’s where they’d say your soul is.
In Oriental tradition, the center is the nerve-knot about
two inches below your navel; literally, your physical
center. If you were to stand me up, measure me, and find
the halfway point, you’d see that’s just about where it is.
But if I were to say, “My center is right here in my head,”
you’d say, “You don’t know how to measure too well.” I
wouldn’t know how to live too well, either!

Finding one’s center in centering prayer is done in
God. It’s not just a project we do. Otherwise, it’s simply
narcissism, navel-gazing. I'm reminded of the parakeet



we had in the monastery laundry room. It spent a
considerable amount of time chattering away at a mirror,
thinking it was another parakeet. Unfortunately, I sus-
pect that a number of people pray that way, too: a long
dialogue with oneself. “Be still, and know that I am God.”
It's very easy mistakenly to think, “Oh, if I'm still, then
I’ll know God.” God is unknowable. We can have an
experience, but not conceptual knowledge.

Where did this all come from, this kind of practice that
has come to be called “centering prayer”? A monk
named John Cassian travelled to various monasteries in
the East, talking to people about their spiritual practice,
gaining bits of wisdom.
When he returned to his
monastery, he taught
what is sometimes called
“monologistic prayer,”
from two Greek words
meaning “one word.”
What he did was simply
teach a phrase from the
Psalms: “O God, come
to my assistance; O
Lord, make haste to help
me.” Repeat that con-
tinually, he said, and you
will be in the presence
of God.

As a matter of fact, in
Christian tradition, there
is nowhere you can be
that you are not in the
presence of God. I re-
member a voice in the
back of a chapel where I
was a seminarian that
would say, “Let us place
ourselves in the presence
of God and adore him.”
And I’d think “Where in
the heck do you think
you’re going to go?” As
the Book of Jonah points
out, you can’t run away
from God, you can only run around in God. We are
already enfolded. It’s like the song from the Eagles, Horel
California: “You can check out any time you like, but you
can never leave.”

It’s a little distance from the Eagles to John Cassian,
but I return to John. He taught his monks what we call
“mantra prayer,” which frightens some people. They
think a mantra is something very exotic, a magical word.
It’s simply a phrase, repeated, that helps to induce calm:
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In Zen, “clear mind, clear mind, clear mind: don’t know.”
In Christianity, “O God, come to my assistance, O Lord,
make haste to help me.”

From the fourth century and John Cassian, we jump to
the fourteenth century and England, with the unknown
author of The Cloud of Unknowing. It’s more a letter, a
very lengthy letter written from a priest or a monk to a
young disciple. The point that he makes is this: God
cannot be grasped by our concepts. Between ourselves
and God is a cloud of unknowing. “Anything you think
you know, forget it.” The only way to break through the
cloud of unknowing and know God is through love, and
love is expressed in that
prayer word.

That’s the basis for
centering prayer. It came
to us through various
routes. In the eyes of
some people, centering
prayer is simply baptized
transcendental medita-
tion—*"the Catholics did
it again!” Much more
than that, I think, center-
ing prayer is an attempt
to regain something that’s
always been there in the
tradition that got lost, ig-
nored. At any given point
in the history of any reli-
gion, people have to
move often and rapidly.
We throw stuff in boxes
and put it in the attic.
Later we wonder, “Where
is that?” So you go back
to the attic and fish around
until you find it—"I need
this, this is valuable.” The
tradition has always been
there, but it went under-
ground.

In the eyes of a lot of
people, if you’re going to
do this kind of prayer and quiet, well, sock yourself away
in a monastery. Double-lock the doors, stay there, and do
it. The fact is, it’s our common heritage. A contemplative
dimension is part of everyone’s life. When we stop long
enough, when we stop grasping, wanting, objecting to the
world, we can discover something within us, another
dimension of ourselves that wants to be still.

Father Morin is director of the Oblate Retreat House
in Hudson, New Hampshire. Q
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The Jesus Prayer

Sanctifying the Present Moment

Father Kevin Hunt, OCSO

Adapted from a talk at a Christian-Buddhist workshop
at Providence Zen Center in January, 1991.

The Jesus prayer is a very short phrase: “Lord Jesus
Christ, son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” It
springs from the word of
Jesus that we have in the
Gospel of Saint John,
where Jesus in his last
discourse to his disciples
says, “You have never
asked anything in my
name. Now, anything
you ask in my name will
be given to you.” The
idea of asking in the name
of someone is something
we’re not too accustomed
to these days. We think
instead of back door poli-
tics: Knock, knock,
knock. “Who’s there?”
“George sent me.” The
door opens and out comes
the little money bag and
off we go.

In the Near East of
Biblical times, “name”
meant the presence or
reality of the one whose
name was called. That’s
part of the reason why
the name of the God of
Isracl became unspeak-
able: the name was never
adequate to the reality. So asking in Jesus’ name is
making present the full reality of what Jesus is, which is
being present immediately to God.

This presence is not a confrontational one. It’s not the
presence of speaking with somcone on the phone. It is an
immediate and absolute union, like the presence of two
people in love: not something you intellectualize, not
even necessarily emotional. It’s just there.

One of the best examples: two people who’ve been
married a long time and have been through the good times
and the bad together. One can be in the kitchen and the
other in the living room, but they’re completely aware.
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Or one is doing a crossword puzzle and the other writing
a letter, but they’re absolutely present to each other.

The Jesus prayer is a vehicle to achieving that pres-
ence with God. Using words makes it easier for us, just as
between two people who
love each other a glance
or kiss makes it happen.

The Christian monas-
tic tradition as a formal
way of living goes back
to the late third and early
fourth centuries. The
early monks, like the first
Zen monks, were basi-
cally an uneducated
people. They were the
peasants of Egypt and
Syria: hard-headed, ig-
norant, dumb people, at
least according to the
intellectuals of Alexan-
dria and Jerusalem. At
that time the name of
Jesus was used as a
prayer, in conjunction
with various techniques.
One of them, was even
watching your breath,
which is so common in
Zen meditation.

The monks would go
into their cells and sit on
small benches, four to
five inches high. In
Egypt they were made of papyrus; in Syria and Israel,
probably clay or wood. Sitting on the bench, they would
repeat this short prayer over and over again.

In repeating the Jesus prayer you are vocally making
concrete who and what you are exactly at this moment. In
Catholic tradition, we use the phrase “sacrament of the
present moment,” indicating the reality of God right here.
God is present because we're sitting here, not because we
would like to be walking outside. While fully conscious
that I am sitting right here, I use this short prayer.

Tradition tells us that the prayer is a complete compen-
dium of the Christian revelation. “Lord”: a term reserved



for God, a translation of the word “adonai,” used in the
Septuagint version of the Old Testament. “Jesus Christ™:
Jesus the ultimate and full revelation, God’s self-giving
to us. “Son of God”: expressing the Christian realization
that God in this person has given himself completely.

“Have mercy on me, a sinner””: this phrase is the hang-
up for many of us. “Sinner” seems to represent all of our
faults, all our failures to live up to some standard. Ishave
my head, my colleague doesn’t: sinner, sinner!

But the term “sinner” has a different significance in
this prayer: we accept our condition as limited human
beings, with all of the aches and pains that involves. We
don’t set ourselves up as being holier-than-thou. We
don’t make moral judgments on ourselves or others. In
fact, in the Christian tradition, if anybody is sin, it’s Jesus
Christ. The Epistle to the Hebrews tells us, “he became
sin for us.” In the same way, he becomes sin for the
totality of humanity. Christians believe that in Jesus, God
himself became man: there’s nothing outside of the
human condition that is foreign to him. He became a
human being exactly the way that you and I are human
beings. All of my emotions, all of the things that transpire
within me are brought into the loving compassion and
mercy of God when I repeat the prayer.

The vocal repetition of this prayer creates a rhythm
which becomes part of us as we go through life, especially
when we go into meditation—and there’s no place like
meditation for experiencing the limitations of what it
means to be a human being. All of our pains and frustra-
tions come back to us. The greatest problem in medita-
tion is that we start chasing after all of these things, like
a dog chasing its tail: around and around she goes, where
she stops, nobody knows. “Why did I do this?” “Why
didn’t they realize what I meant?” “But of course they
should have known.”

To take all of that as it flows in and bring it to this
prayer is to bring forgiveness. God’s forgiveness means
we forgive ourselves, and in so doing accept ourselves for
who we are.’

Because I am who I am concretely, right here, right
now, I am the totality of the pain of humanity. I am the
pain of what’s occurring in Iraq right now. I am the pain
of all those whom I hurt. The mercy of God is poured
forth in me and through me upon the whole of creation.

One of the great aids to this prayer over the ages has
been beads, such as the rosary. It’s amazing how just
making a bead pass through your fingers as you say a
short prayer can be helpful to you. It makes you do
something simple and physical. The traditional Eastern
Orthodox set of beads has one hundred.

A lot of people find it helpful to set a certain number
of repetitions a day. In “The Way of the Pilgrim,” the
seeker asks how to pray and is told, “Pray continually;

this is the way.” How do I do that? “I'll say this Jesus
prayer a thousand times a day. Twenty-eight beads: if I go
around this many times a day, I'll do a thousand.” You
reach a thousand. “Then I'll do two thousand.” You reach
two thousand. “I’ll do three thousand.”

And you do it no matter what happens. If someone
starts banging an ashcan and you think, “They know I'm
in here meditating. Look what they’re doing!,” you’ll
never get it done. But if you say, “I've got to go around
this string twice in the next five minutes,” you’ll do it.

Gradually the prayer travels away from your lips. It’s
a good thing to start off saying it aloud. There are even
times when you have to go back to doing that. I've been
in a monastery over thirty-five years. There are still days
that I have to go back, moments when I'm as mad as can
be with the people I live with. I go into church or go off
by myself to meditate, and find that I'm strangling So-
and-so. If they were there, aaarrrgghh!

John Climacus wrote a book called The Divine Ladder
in the sixth century. He says, “Here I am, walking around
the monastery. I go by the cells of hermits and I hear these
raging arguments going on. I go in and I knock on the
door, figuring that someone is being killed, and a solitary
hermit comes and answers the door.” John was one of the
great teachers of this prayer.

Or I find myself starving for affection. I go off by
myself in the woods and shout “LORD JESUS CHRIST,
SON OF GOD, HAVE MERCY ON ME, A SINNER!”

Gradually, it goes from the mouth to the ear. You find
yourself running out of breath, running out of voice, just
forming the words with your lips. Then the lips stop, and
it goes in deeper, to the inner ear. The words are still there.
It goes from the inner ear to the breath, by itself, as you
inhale, exhale: inhale, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God,”
exhale, “have mercy on me, a sinner.”

We are accepting the totality of our humanity and
transforming it. Not making it into an angelic nature,
because we’re not angels—we’re human beings. Trans-
forming it into what it is: that is the work of the prayer. Not
looking for experiences, visions, special states, the twenty-
five levels of consciousness, to walk on water, but to
know that this, right now, is Jesus Christ, present to the
whole world, in me, through me, because of me.

And so the Jesus prayer becomes a refrain. Driving
your car, the Jesus prayer can be in your car. Taking a
shower, the Jesus prayer is there. Going to sleep, the
Jesus prayer is there. But as you do it, don’t get attached
to the Jesus prayer. In the quiet, be quiet. The name of
Jesus after a while becomes, as St. Bernard of Clairvaux
says, “honey on the lips, music in the ear, and a melody
in your heart.”

Father Hunt is at Saint Joseph's Abbey in Spencer,
Massachusetts. 0
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The Mustard Seed

Barbara Rhodes, JDPSN

(Editor’s note: The author draws from the Gospel of
Thomas, a Gnostic Christian text dating to the first few
centuries A.D. Since their discovery in Egypt in 1945, the
“Gnostic Gospels” have inspired a renewed exploration
of Jesus’ person and message. Although not considered
authoritative by Christian churches, these texts continue
to gain in influence both within and beyond Christianity.)

Adapted from a talk at a Christian-Buddhist confer-
ence at Providence Zen Center in October, 1990.

In Christianity and Buddhism, the heart of true medi-
tation is to be intimate with your own experience. One of
the inspiring things in the lives of Jesus and Buddha is
their innocence, their questioning. They had examples
and teachers, but ultimately each went off on his own.

There are some quotes from Jesus that I find particu-
larly relevant. One is, “If you bring forth what is within
you, what you have will save you.” One of the first things
Zen Master Seung Sahn taught me to do was to ask,
“What am I?” Suppose you were sitting at Jesus’ knee
two thousand years ago, and he said that about “bringing
forth that which is within you.” And then he didn’t say
any more, he just walked away. Those would be your
instructions. Over time, maybe you would begin to ask,
naturally, what it is within you that could save you? What
is that?

In our school, we have three month retreats in the
winter called Kyol Che, “tight dharma.” We repeat and
repeat and repeat the same schedule every day, in silence.
There are about ten hours of just gazing at the floor in
silence. Every day there’s a work period, every day
there’s breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The repetition is so
that our mind can rest a little and ask, “What am 1?,” or
“What is within me that is going to save me? How can I
find that?” There’s a tremendous gift in that repetition.

It doesn’t take too much life experience to realize that
we could use a little saving; that there is discomfort,
disease, sadness, selfishness. Religion gives us qualities
to aspire to, such as generosity, patience, and forbear-
ance.

There are mantras and phrases used in Buddhism, as
with ejaculatory prayer in Christianity, that replace a
discriminating mind—a mind that has preferences and
aversions and attractions which are out of balance—with
just that prayer, that repetition. Just as a child will touch
something hot out of ignorance and burn her hand, so
adults will touch hot subjects—or objects that we’re
attached to—and get into trouble. If we repeat the phrase
or prayer, we replace what hurts with a mind that is
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steady, clear, open, and present.

Jesus talked about the mustard seed, “the tiniest of all
seeds. But when it falls on prepared soil, it grows into a
large plant and shelters the birds of the sky.” The mustard
seed has been used metaphorically in Buddhism, too. Our
mind is the same. Sometimes our Buddha-nature, our
God-nature, our ability to see clearly is very, very tiny.
We have bad days. We have bad lives, some of us! So you
start right now. You don’t think of yourself as being bad
or good or proficient or clumsy. Simply regard yourself
as having that seed.

Prepared soil is very important. With a casual lifestyle,
it’s difficult to attain your true self completely. But it’s
also said, “in sterile water, fish cannot live.” If the water
is too clean, there will be nothing to eat. Each of us has
to find the “middle way” for ourselves. We have to find
the relationship with this world that will work for us. It
can’t be too loose or too tight.

I lived at Providence Zen Center for seventeen years.
Every morning, the wake-up bell would remind me, “It’s
time to practice.” The Buddha taught that food, sex,
sleep, fame, and wealth are especially sticky. They keep
you in bed in the morning; you’re exhausted from not
being in a balanced relationship with one or another of
them. The bell helps you stay in balance. You’ve gotten
up early, so you have that time to ask, “What is it within
me that can save me, keep me out of that stickiness?”

Those five sticky things are inherently neither good
nor bad; it’s our relationship to them that matters. Zen
Master Seung Sahn says, “Why do that—for what and for
whom?” That can be one of our ejaculatory prayers, one
of our questions. If you wake up, then it’s, “For what and
for whom? What am I doing just now?”

Prayer and contemplation don’t stop in the monastery
or Zen center. If taught and practiced sincerely, they’re
totally portable. As a visiting hospice nurse, I’'m exposed
to endless opportunities to wake up to life situations, to
incorporate meditation into my nursing practice. Many
of the patients I work with personify what goes on with all
of us. We get despondent, we feel like giving up, we can
be self-destructive.

Many of my patients have a history of severe drug
abuse. Shoving heroin up your veins is overtly self-
destructive. Sometimes it’s very challenging to be present
and supportive with someone who has been eroding the
field that the mustard seed needs to settle in.

But I realize that there are also more subtle forms of
self-destruction that we all fall prey to. Perhaps sleep-
ing—mnot being truly present—when praying or meditat-
ing is just a more subtle form of the heroin addict’s
actions. We have this wonderful opportunity, we’ve set
time aside in our lives, and we’re not staying awake to
ask, “What is it within me that can save me?” It’s very
interesting how we can get right to the edge of liberation



and then not stay awake.

Two other quotes from Jesus are very striking consid-
ered together: “Whoever has come to know the world has
discovered the body, and whoever has discovered the
body is worth more than the world ... Seek a place of rest
for yourselves, that you may not become a carcass and be
eaten.” The carcass represents attachment to food, sex,
sleep, fame, and wealth—worldliness. So one who has
become a carcass is one who has a perverted knowledge
of the world. A Zen Master might say, “How long have
you been carrying around that corpse?,” or, “You’re just
a rice bag!” A rice bag is a heavy, hard-to-handle
object—so calling someone a rice bag means they have
no direction, no vocation.

Each of us needs to find our vocation so we don’t
become a carcass and get eaten. I can’t tell you the
number of people I’ve watched die who felt like a carcass.
Before they take their last breath they’ll say in a discour-
aged way, “What was this life all about?” It’s so sad. It’s
possible to find good teachers and traditions that can help
us to get in balance with our carcass, so that it becomes a
vehicle for our vocation rather than the container of our
greed, anxieties, and misconceptions.

But there’s no need to hold to that idea of “I am a
carcass; I'm going to be eaten.” Jesus said that to wake
us up. It’s a little warning: “Oh yeah, I know what it feels
like to be stuck in my body, kowtowing to every desire
that it has.” So just wake up.

Someone once asked Jesus, “When will the final rest
for the dead take place, and when will the new world
come?” People wanted to know that from the Buddha,
too. They would ask, “What is Buddha? What is dharma?
Show me the way!” We all think, this life is not so great,
so when is it going to get better? Jesus answered, “What
you look for has already come, but you do not know it.”
The Buddha said it’s like a fish swimming in water and
saying, “I’m thirsty.”

Sometimes it’s easier for someone else to see your
Buddha-nature than it is for you. But the work begins
with each of us. It’s in our center. We have to find our
guts, our ability to be in balance with those five things:
food, sex, sleep, fame, wealth. Dying without ever really
knowing who we are can seem easier than finding out
what we’re responsible for in this life.

Each of us has the ability to open to “what am 1?,”
whatever the situation. There are tremendous opportuni-
ties to learn, to get out of the safe zone and into the regions
that are more difficult. What’s important is to be
uncontrived, not to have an idea, but to open up each
moment to what’s going on right now. We may need to
prepare the soil, but we always have the mustard seed.
Nobody is ever born without it.

Rhodes PSN is guiding dharma teacher of the Kwan
Um School of Zen. 1

The Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky

Living the Life
of Charity

Brother Benjamin, OCSO

Once a young monk said to an old monk, “What is a
monk?” The old monk answered him, “A monk is one who
asks every day, ‘What is a monk?’”

The Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance is a
branch of the Order of Cistercians, a monastic family of
Roman Catholic monks and nuns which was founded in
1098 in France. In that year a small group of monks left
the Benedictine Abbey of Molesme to build what they
called simply the new monastery and to live quietly their
monastic life. The Order has continued from that time
until now with varying fortunes, and we now have houses
of monks and nuns throughout the world. In the seven-
teenth century there was a further reform of our way of
life which had its clearest expression at the Abbey of La
Trappe in France; thus, our branch of the Cistercians
came to be known popularly as the “Trappists.”

I have experienced Cistercian life as a unity of two
opposites. The daily life of a monk or nun is highly
scheduled, arranged in a series of moments of prayer,
chanting, study, work, solitude, communal action, eating,
and sleep. Within this schedule one moves gradually
more and more freely, less and less tightly, more and
more like a stream flowing, less and less obstructed by the
pebbles on the bottom. Control and freedom. Discipline
and liberty. At first, and even for some time, these can
seem like two things. But are they really the same, or
different?

What is it that one monk might say in a journal such as
this to a readership which is generally Buddhist? I find
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our traditions say one word very clearly: charity. Charity
in its most classic root, caritas, the immediate and heart-
felt going out to the other, the question “can I help?”
There is no other purpose to our discipline, our training,
our beliefs, our dialogue, our sitting, our meditations, our
labors. There is no other root to the Gospel, and what
other meaning is there to dharma? If the one next to you
is cold, give him a coat. If she is thirsty, give some water.
If you have nothing, what can you do? Find the answer to
this question right away!

So why live in a monastery?

You have to live somewhere. I mean you have to do
this thing called life in some concrete location every day,
which is the location in which you find yourself. It is a
great waste to begin thinking it needs to be done some-
where else. I may not have come to the monastery with
this in mind at first, and I suspect the average man or
woman who has set out in a Zen monastery may have his
or her understanding jolted along the way, or for that
matter every married man and woman as well, but right
now and here I do find myself in a monastery and here I
have this job to do.

There is, of course, a more metaphysical approach to
our Cistercian monastic life. But it is a metaphysic that is
also very grounded in everyday life, as is Zen monastic
life as I understand it. A monastery is a microcosm.
Living in a monastery for any extended period of time
only intensifies this experience of the amazing “connect-

edness” of all of life. As I listen to others who come here
on retreats, or friends who visit, I hear the same questions
I ask myself. “Why am I here in this world?” “Why do we
suffer as we do?” “Why am I (either loved or not loved,
depending)?” And all of the usual interpersonal struggles
of friends, acquaintances, spouses, and lovers, and the
resulting confusions, pain, or joy. In the monastery we
live these human questions within a very definite struc-
ture, one refined over centuries to blend work, prayer, and
interaction with the Christian view of life and meaning.

This is not to say that it simply “works.” There is no
magic to life, only life itself. Life in the monastery is only
life and one makes it by getting up in the morning, making
one’s way to the church to chant, to study, to work, to eat,
to go to sleep.

I don’t think it would be of value to engage here in
theology, except perhaps to say that, in my experience, to
attempt to approach this style of life without a broad
understanding which transcends the small self, the ego
world, my opinions, desires, etc., is to ask for more
confusion, suffering, and misunderstanding. Zen, in par-
ticular kong-an work, seems to lend itself very well to our
monastic life. How? It requires doing it to know that. But
I believe that living in a correct understanding, able to
function correctly in each situation, is to participate fully
in this moment in the living person of Christ.

Brother Benjamin lives at the Abbey of Gethsemani, a
renowned Trappist monastery. Q

Sitting

A dampened zendo, poorly lit,

Long silence, the chugpi’s hollow hit;
This fine eve ’fore Kyol Che's end,
The oldest nun returns to sit.

Outside the sounds of insects blend
To fill the darkness they attend,

The sitting woman doesn't hear,

But feels their presence like a friend.

With gentle breath and heart sincere
She long outlasts the candle there;

Till suddenly in early morn,

The strangest sound through frigid air.

A floor board creaked with voice forlorn,
Just at the place where it was worn.
In recognition, mind was torn;

And something died, but what was born?

Bob Powers
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Do the Birds Still Sing?

Do the birds still sing in China,

And do whiskered fish still play;

Do blue brooks still touch the willows,
That cascade along their way?

Do the hills still hide the morning,

Till each mossy crag lets go;

And the dew burns straight like incense,
From the ricelands’ gentle flow?

Do the cities fill with faces,

Each one bent, intent to run;

And do markets hum with business,
Smells of spices in the sun?

Do the young still talk of freedom,
And their songs still fill the air;
Do they meet and plan their future,
In Tienanmen Square?

Bob Powers



Contemplative Living: A Compass(ion)

Marilyn King, SM

Sentient beings are numberless. I vow to save them all.
—Morning prayer of a bodhisattva.
These words of the Zen teacher have been serving as a
kind of koan from the time I heard them in my concluding
interview. He had asked me why I came for the retreat; why
did I choose to “sit” in silence for eight hours a day; why
would I enter into the discipline of pain of doing nothing?
As he spoke I was mentally adding other questions: What
is a Sister of Mercy doing by just sitting? How can I set
aside so much time for myself when there are so many
needs in our world, not to speak of the incomplete projects
on my desk at home? Remembrances of my novitiate
training replayed tapes about how a Sister of Mercy does
not spend too much time “with her sleeves on” but “pins up
her skirts” and tends to the needs of others. There I sat
before the teacher, struggling again with the elusive bal-
ance of duties of Mary and Martha.

Contemplation is compassion

Our interview continued. Why do I engage in prayer?
There were some obvious practical explanations I could
give for types of prayer such as intercessory prayer, scrip-
ture-based prayer, liturgical prayer, guided imagery, chant,
and the like. But the prayer of just sitting? In reply to the
teacher, I explained that I have been drawn to a quiet type
of prayer for many years because I sense it is a way to a
direct experience of deepest reality and with this comes
enlightenment and with enlightenment comes wholeness
and with wholeness comes fulfillment of God’s design.
The teacher nodded in agreement, but led me a step further.
He recounted how most who come to him to learn the art
of Zen come seeking happiness, the end of their suffering,
the liberating experience of knowing truth. That is, they
come for themselves. But the only way that they will
continue in the practice of Zen is to take a second step, and
that is to sit for others, to be with others, all others, in utter
simplicity. The reason for Zen sitting is compassion.

“How is this?” I asked. “I can understand being com-
passionate in my attitude towards others, and in my service
to others in need, and in my prayers for others. But how is
the prayer of no-mind, what I call contemplative prayer,
compassion?” He responded with an example. “Let us say
that you began your practice of Zen today with a sadness
coming from something that is going on now in your life.
In your sitting that sadness fills your mind and body. It
makes ‘clear mind’ impossible. How are you going to let
go of that sadness and just sit? Simply pay attention to it.

Be with the sadness that is the only reality here and now.
Don’t analyze it or go back to its supposed cause or
circumstances. Simply realize the sadness that is there
right before you. It is all you have; it is all you are. That
sadness is the sadness of the whole world. Breathe it in,
breathe it out. In this single-mindedness you will find the
healing of sadness, yours and the whole world’s.”

The teacher continued. “We make this vow each
morning: ‘Sentient beings are numberless. We vow to save
them all.” How is this possible? Certainly not by individual
acts, but by sitting. In this practice one gets to the root of
all that is, moment by moment. When one puts aside the
measuring mind, all falls away but one thing: compassion.
Everything is one: your suffering and my suffering, your
need and my need, your song and my song. All divisions
are relativized. All becomes one and the salvation of all is
realized for that moment. This is our vowed life.”

I left the interview astonished. I had just heard one of
the most profound teachings about the purpose and mean-
ing of my life as a Sister of Mercy.

Later on during my retreat, I asked the teacher how Zen
could stop the war in the Persian Gulf, which for me was a
global example of the disunities within each of us. Can just
sitting bring world peace? Can prayer be a work of mercy?

He answered: “Both Saddam Hussein and President
Bush want Kuwait. This is a dilemma. Shall it be given to
the one or the other, or perhaps cut in two, as Solomon
proposed to do with the baby presented to him? What do
you think should be done?” He waited for me to answer.

I came up with solutions that dealt with political action
to be taken to change our foreign policy, by which we think
we are the police of the world, or to advocate an economic
policy which would free us from reliance on imported oil.
I spoke of making a choice myself of simplifying my own
lifestyle in the belief that it is the consumerism of the U.S.
which is at the root of our action in the Gulf. He just shook
his head and said, “You are treating the symptoms. This is
what you can do. Drink a cup of tea with a friend.” The
interview ended with that.

I am still trying to comprehend the full meaning of his
words (a foolish thing to do with Zen teaching!). But they
reminded me so much of Catherine’s commendation to
make sure that the Sisters all had a comfortable cup of tea
when she was gone. Just be with. Do mercy by paying
attention to your breathing, by being with a friend, by
drinking a cup of tea, “and no exterior action should
separate us from Him.” The center of the compass is
compassion.

Reprinted with permission from the The Mercy Associa-
tion of Scripture and Theology Journal. Q
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The Elephant in the
Room

Brenda Everson

In social work school, one hears a lot about the so-
called “elephant in the room”—that obvious, giant, loom-
ing creature consisting of a particular issue (or idea,
behavior, etc.) which the client has brought into a session.
The therapist may utilize a number of clever techniques
to get at the heart of what they believe to be really
bothering the client—thus avoiding the elephant.

My Christian practice was often like that elephant. I
attempted to go around the reality rather than through it.
But I found I could not practice Buddhism and deny my
Christian roots any more than a therapist could deny what
was really taking place in a session.

Acknowledging my Christian roots while practicing
Buddhism is not simply a nice thing to do along the
spiritual journey, like that finger forever pointing to the
moon. For me, it is the moon. Acknowledgement of my
Christian roots is part of the practice itself. It is a living,
breathing element.

So many times in our culture we try something new,
not because it is inherently appealing to us, but because
we are catapulted out of our dislike for something else.
We try a new brand of this or that, whatever suits our
surface needs at the moment. It is sometimes no different
with our practice direction. We often make “like” and
“dislike” under the guise of “spiritual growth.” This is the
way my Zen practice began.

Christianity (Catholicism in particular) carries with it
a reputation for being highly word-oriented. This is
unfortunate because non-verbal contemplation, which
over the centuries became an almost exclusively monas-
tic practice, is what lies at the heart of the Christian
tradition.

Nurturing the contemplative-at-heart in me, formal
Zen practice (as well as Zen-as-everyday-practice) has
worked quite well for me for some time. My need for a
consistent method and outlet for contemplation with
other lay people had found a home. And my “Christian
karma” came tailing along, bringing up some key ques-
tions for me: How best could I now practice, given that I
felt a direction to practice both Christianity and Bud-
dhism? Most importantly, how best could I help others?
How best could I love?

This “Christian karma” can best be described as the
need to practice Christianity formally. It is not enough to
say, “I am a Christian,” if I do not have a direction with
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the tradition or the practice. It was within this spirit that
I'returned to utilizing three techniques for practice: work-
ing with a spiritual director, the use of a Christian mantra,
and daily readings of the monastic psalter.

The purpose of a spiritual director in the Christian
tradition is much the same as that of a teacher in our own
Zen tradition. It is someone who can provide “hits” when
needed, as well as listen in a non-judging way to what is
surfacing in the student’s spiritual life. He or she can also
serve as a human bridge between Christianity and other
spiritual traditions. I chose a director who is a Catholic
priest, and has also practiced Zen.

I find using the Jesus Prayer as a mantra and the
recitation of psalms very useful tools. The Jesus Prayer
(“Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy on me, a
sinner”) can be broken into two parts during sitting. On
the inhalation, I say “Lord Jesus Christ, son of God ...”
and on the exhalation, I say “..have mercy on me, a
sinner.” I also say this mantra when using beads.

While some in the Eastern tradition (as well as some
of us in the West!) have trouble with the word “sinner,”
I turn to its literal translation of “to miss the mark” to aid
me in understanding. To miss the mark means keeping
myself veiled in ignorance of my true nature. Zen Master
Seung Sahn has remarked that to be born is “already a
mistake.” I equate that with what one might cali “original
sin.” The Jesus Prayer, then, becomes a powerful mantra
to help unveil the ignorance of the self.

The recitation of psalms in the daily monastic psalter
is similar to the chanting one might do in a Zen center.
Both have more to do with the power of the present
moment and allowing clear perception to exist than with
the meaning of the specific words.

These techniques have the same intention as bowing,
sitting, and chanting. They are all formal ways in which
the in-dwelling God can be recognized, in which Buddha-
nature can be realized. The solutions to the questions I
posed earlier were not to be found in resisting one path
and putting the other on a pedestal. Nor were they to be
found in attempting some dramatic reconciliation of the
two. Original nature can be perceived without diminish-
ing the unique treasures that are inherent in both Bud-
dhism and Christianity.

With the elephant in the room now overt, the tools
needed to simply practice are more clear. When I am at
liturgy, I am just at liturgy. When I am in the dharma
room, I am just in the dharma room. That is the way to just
practice, to just help others, to just love.

Brenda Everson is a licensed social worker and a
graduate student at Boston University School of Social
Work. She lives at the Cambridge Zen Center, where she
is housemaster. 0



Second Woman Certified as J1 Do Poep Sa Nim

On December 7, 1991, Jane McLaughlin became the eleventh Ji Do Poep Sa Nim (senior teacher) in the American sangha.
She was the second woman to be so certified. McLaughlin PSN has lived in Zen centers in Los Angeles, Providence, and
Cambridge, and participated in several long retreats here and in Korea. She currently directs the AIDS Care Project
Acupuncture Clinic in Boston. This fall she will move to Europe, where she will be teaching at Kwan Um School of Zen
centers. The talk and dharma combat that follow are excerpted from her certification ceremony at Providence Zen Center.

Addpress to the Assembly

Jane McLaughlin, JDPSN

(HITs the podium with the Zen stick.)

Mountain is blue, moonlight is shining.

(HIT)

Mountain never said, “I am blue.” Moonlight never
said, “I am shining.” '

(HIT)

Which one is true?

If you say “true,” you can never find the truth.

Why?

KATZ!

The blue mountain is complete
stillness.

Moonlight shining everywhere.

Thank you all for coming this
evening. Even though it’s a very
happy occasion, I was a little ner-
vous before the ceremony. Then I
remembered a story about how Mu
Sang Sunim once kept a clear mind
in a potentially nerve-racking situ-
ation. This story reminded me to
return to “don’t know mind,” so if
you’re ever in an emergency, you
can use it too. Don’t know mind
gives us a clear mind in any kind of
situation, even the most difficult.

Maybe some of you remember
the summer of 1982, when Zen
Master Seung Sahn was doing a lot
of special energy practice. In addi-
tion to doing a thousand bows ev-
ery day, he was trying all sorts of
techniques which we had never seen
before. Sometimes we even heard shouts coming from
his room between midnight and two a.m.!

Once during this period of special energy practicing,
Zen Master Seung Sahn was traveling on an airplane with
Diana Lynch and Mu Sang Sunim. En route, Zen Master
Seung Sahn perceived that the pilot was thinking about
his girlfriend instead of paying attention to flying the

ViR

Jane McLaughlin, Ji Do Poep Sa Nim

plane. So, he said to Diana and Mu Sang Sunim, “This
pilot’s mind is not clear. I must wake him up!” The next
thing they knew, he flipped down the tray on the chair in
front of him, and began banging on it while chanting at
the top of his lungs, “Kwan Seum Bosal, Kwan Seum
Bosal ... !” (the mantra for the bodhisattva of compas-
sion) The other passengers became visibly confused and
upset. Within seconds, two or three flight attendants
came over to say “Sir, calm down, please, you are
disturbing the passengers. Can I get you a drink?” But
Zen Master Seung Sahn only chanted louder, “Kwan
Seum Bosal, Kwan Seum Bosal ...”

Mu Sang Sunim thought to himself, “What shall I do?
The Zen Master is causing a scene!”
He looked at Diana, who had al-
ready decided her best response
would be to keep reading her maga-
zine. As he was contemplating what
to do, he remembered Zen Master
Seung Sahn telling him once, “Your
computer is number one high class.
Sometimes a high class computer is
not so good. Too much thinking.
Anytime you have a question, ask
the question up here (points to head),
but don’t listen to any answers that
come from up there. Only use the
answers from your don’t know cen-
ter, down here (points to belly).” In
the midst of all the commotion—
his teacher shouting and banging
on the tray, the flight attendants
rushing around, the passengers cran-
ing their necks to see what was
going on—Mu Sang Sunim decided
to try this advice. He asked his
computer: “What should I do?” In-
stantly, an answer appeared from his don’t know center.
“Eat a banana!” He thought, “That’s odd. Maybe I'd
better try again.” So again he asked, “What shall I do?”
Again the answer came: “Eat a banana!” So, he reached
into his bag, pulled out a banana, and ate it. He felt much
better.

In this situation, everyone was just doing their job: Zen
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Master Seung Sahn chanted to wake up the pilot, Diana
continued reading not to add to the commotion, and Mu
Sang Sunim only followed his teacher’s advice. As he
was disembarking, Zen Master Seung Sahn apologized
profusely for the disturbance. “I am sorry for the trouble
I caused you” he said, bowing to the flight attendant.

That’s Zen. Each moment is complete. But everything
is also always changing—one moment banging and shout-
ing, the next moment apologizing—not attached to either
one. Use your karma, whatever it is, to help others. Zen
Master Seung Sahn’s teaching is always the same. He
always talks about direction, never technique. Never
once, in all of these years, has he shown me a meditation
technique. Only “don’t know!” And only direction: why
do we do what we do?

My first formal interview with Zen Master Seung
Sahn was in 1983 on the first day of Winter Kyol Che, a
ninety day retreat. He began by saying, “Good morning!
Do you have a question?”

“No, I have no question.”

“Then I have a question for you! Why do you come and
sit ninety days of Kyol Che?”

“Because I want to!”

He burst out laughing. “That’s number one bad reason,
okay? Now you ask me!”

“Okay. Why do you sit ninety days of Kyol Che?”

“For you.”

That was a very striking answer. The next morning he
asked again, “Why do you come and sit ninety days of
Kyol Che?”

“For you,” I replied, in a somewhat tenuous manner.

“Correct!! That’s wonderful!”

After Ileft the room, though, Irealized that I wasn’t so
noble as that. The truth of the matter was, I hadn’t come
with the desire to practice for others. I only wanted to
understand my true self.

Over the course of the next ninety days everyone
practiced very sincerely. Because our thinking wasn’t so
constant and ever-present, often we all had the exact same
mind: when breakfast was served, we were all happy.
When it rained, we all got wet. That was it. Nothing more
than that. On the last morning of the retreat, Zen Master
Seung Sahn came back to give interviews. I thought to
myself, “He knows we’ve been sitting here for ninety
days—I bet he’s going to ask a very difficult question.”
I bowed and sat down.

“Good morning! Do you have any questions?”

“No.”

“Then I have a question for you. Why did you sit
ninety days of Kyol Che?”

“For you.”

He smiled and said, “Thank you very much.”

As we practice, this “for you” mind slowly becomes
ours. It is the beginning and the end of the teaching. We
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can spend our whole life growing into it, finding the
million ways there are of practicing it. Sometimes we fail.
Failing gives us inspiration to keep trying. First it’s
Buddha’s idea, or a Zen Master’s idea, but when you
practice don’t know mind, there is no thinking. When
there is no thinking, there is no separation between “me”
and “you.” The real wonder of Zen practice is that we can
experience this ourselves. That’s the meaning of “inside
and outside become one.”

This “for you” teaching is not dependent on Zen or any
other form. There is no prescribed “package” in which to
find it. If we can take away “I” even for a moment, then
we are already in harmony with the universe.

What a wonderful evening! Thank you all for your
support, and for practicing together. And thank you, Zen
Master Seung Sahn, for your teaching.

(HIT)

Jesus said, “The way is wide, the gate is narrow.”

(HIT)

Buddhism says, “The Great Way has no gate.”

(HIT)

Taoism says, “The Great Way cannot be perceived.”

Which one is correct?

KATZ!

Out the door, through the gate, into the evening wind.

Thank you.

Dharma Combat

Q: As I was driving here today, I was listening to a
song on the radio. It said “I’ve been gone around and
around but where do I find my soul?” So I ask you, where
do I find my soul?

JM: What are you doing now?

Q: Sitting here tallking to you.

JM: Then you’ve already found your soul.

Q: Thank you for your teaching.

Q: Is Kwan Seum Bosal (the bodhisattva of compas-
sion) male or female?

JM: You already understand.

Q: No, I don’t.

JM: How may I help you?

Q: Thank you for your teaching.

Q: When I'told Zen Master Seung Sahn that I practiced
Sufism, he said “Better than doing nothing.” When I told
my Sufi master I practiced Zen he said “It’s not complete,
only Sufism is complete.” I'm confused, help me!

JM: What are you doing right now?

Q: Talking to you.

JM: Is that Sufism or Zen?

Q: (pause) Thank you for your teaching. 1



Gathering Flowers in a Circle

Tom Campbell

Last summer, my wife and I cared for my mother as she
died in our home. I want to share this experience, as it
continues to be a very powerful teacher for my Zen prac-
tice.

My relationship with my mother was frequently turbu-
lent, especially after my father died. I struggled to sort out
what I could give my mother, how much responsibility I
should take, and what I could give to her when her needi-
ness and alcoholism took over. Zen Master Seung Sahn, in
an interview, told me to just give your parents what they
need. That is our primary responsibility to our parents.
Strong advice, but difficult for me to fully understand.

My mother had never been a deeply spiritual person, so
when we discovered that she had advanced throat cancer,
I had no expectations of how she would die or how much
strength she had to cope with the great questions of life and
death. Fifty years of smoking and drinking had not left an
insightful mind, but she retained the warmth and deepest
caring that comes from being a mother, even when masked
by fear and loneliness.

Over the year and a half that we struggled together with
treatments, I realized that she probably would not reach
any real acceptance or reconciliation with death. Each
treatment only served to provide a small hope to carry her
through to the next traumatic event. In the last month,
when she left the hospital for the final time, she began to
lose verbal communication. Moments of clarity were
increasingly small, as we began to increase her doses of
morphine.

We began to juggle professional in-home care with care
from our family, which seemed to increase her disorienta-
tion. She began to struggle and resent all the changes.
Finally we decided that she needed full 24-hour care by her
family. Since my wife, Stephanie, has been a hospice
nurse, we brought my mother into our home.

One day, I was sitting with her on her bed. She had just
awakened from a long afternoon nap. Her first words were,
“What is real?” I gave her a big, long hug. Then she said,
“What is truth?” I said, “I love you.” And then she
disappeared again. “What was this?” I said to myself. Here
I’ve hardly ever had a spiritual conversation with my
mother and now I’m in interview with her. I was stunned
and moved.

A few days later, she asked me again, “What is real?”
And I said, “I don’t know Mom, what is real?” She said,
“You and me.” Now, I didn’t answer, “You already
understand,” but she did understand and she gave me the
most wonderful, heartfelt answer I could ever experience.
She immediately cut through all the barriers and questions

in our relationship. There was no separation, no thinking,
just us.

In her last days, deep suffering came up. Death is so
intensely revealing and intimate. She did not want to wear
clothes. We had to do everything for her, wash and clean
her. One night she struggled constantly, with incredible
strength, trying to get up, writhing and hitting the bed. We
could not help her. Higher doses of morphine did not help.
We finally realized that she just had to struggle until she
could not move anymore. All we could do was to be there
and protect her.

Katagiri Roshi, in a dharma talk just before his death,
spoke clearly about suffering together when one dies. In
death, he said, “You should really understand deep human
pain and suffering ... when a person is facing his or her last
moment, then you can really share your life and death with
him or her.”

I am still realizing how much my mother’s struggle is
my struggle, where this suffering comes from, and how we
suffer together. Finally, the lesson of Zen Master Seung
Sahn became clear. Just fully being present is our correct
situation, function, and relationship. One of the hospice
nurses that visited us told me how one of her patients had
said, “Once I knew I was going to die, I thought all I had to
do was let go. But Irealized I had to have patience to die.”

So there it is. Continuing until the end. Learning about
suffering and pain. Understanding its subtle and vast
influences in each moment is what Zen practice helps
clarify. The clarification of life and death is our most
important lesson. We are not learning about death in order
to transcend it, but to see its depth and impermanence.

The energy in our home before she died was positively
electric. It was like the energy you get from strong sitting
periods. Our family had all gathered. We did not see her
last breath—she took it alone. But we were in the room as
she passed away and I felt her heart slowly begin to recede
into complete peace. After she died, there was absolute
emptiness and stillness in the house. The breath and the
heart. Energy and stillness. Struggle and release. These
are the constant companions in our Zen practice.

After a ceremony at the Seattle Dharma Center, my
brother, sister, and I combined my mother’s ashes with
those of my father and scattered them with flowers off an
island in Puget Sound. As we sat and watched, an eddy
gathered all the flowers into a circle, precisely where the
ashes had disappeared into the deep blue.

Tom Campbell is a dharma teacher and abbot of the
Seattle Dharma Center, which is located in the home of
Tom and his wife, Stephanie Sarantos. 1
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Group Practice: Two Personal Perspectives

Caring for the Fragile Shoot
of Lay Practice ...

Ellen Sidor

Ellen Sidor, a senior dharma teacher, established The
Meditation Place in Providence in 1985, and is moving
out of Rhode Island this summer. Here she shares some
reflections on her many years of lay practice.

Lay practice, when it begins in an individual, is like a
fragile shoot breaking through hard ground: while it has
a lot of vital energy and direction, it can be easily bruised
or trampled. There are important conditions we need to
establish in our personal greenhouse in order to nurture
this tiny green shoot. Once it has grown into a young
sapling, it is a lot tougher and will stand a fair amount of
neglect or abuse. But at the beginning, we must take care.
If we are too harsh, we will wilt it. If we are too lazy to
nurture it, it won’t grow.

Simplifying Your Life

When we talk about lay practice, we are not talking
about being monks or clergy. We are talking about living
as householders in the ordinary world: going to school,
earning a living, being primarily concerned with family,
friends, home, and career. Lay life usually means taking
care of lots of material things: living space, clothing,
means of transportation, food, recreational equipment.
That is one of the primary differences between monastic
and lay life: lots of personal possessions.

Monastic vows usually include poverty, celibacy and
obedience. For householders, there is no such set of vows.
We find ourselves saddled with a complexity of posses-
sions, without clear guidelines as to the correct relation-
ship. In this glitzy American culture, it is very easy to go
astray. The media shouts, “Buy! Buy! Buy!”—as if it
were true what the ironic bumper sticker says, “He who
has the most possessions when he dies, wins.”

But some of us feel at least slightly sick or guilty about
having lots of possessions, and this is healthy. There is
something we can easily do about possessions: have less
of them. Give away or sell what you don’t need, and don’t
add to the pile you already have.

Simplicity and unclutteredness is one of the reasons
why we feel calmer when we enter churches or temples.
There may be a myriad of objects in these spaces, but they
are harmonious with each other. Our home spaces are
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often cluttered. Objects pile upon objects, gathering dust
because there are too many things to which we must
attend. Visual clutter is very distracting to the mind. What
you must have, keep neatly.

A Sacred Space

The “de-sacralization” of our planet is one of the
saddest developments of the modern world, because it
means we no longer treat it with reverence, we just regard
it as a trash barrel. But we can “re-sacralize” our lives, and
this is important work. What makes a space sacred, and
why do we need it? A sacred space is a space which we
treat with respect. It is an outer manifestation of the inner
peace and order we hunger for. It sends signals to our
nervous system to relax, it prepares and encourages us to
practice.

A sacred space can be inside of our home, or outside.
Where we do our regular practice should be clean and
simple—a bare expanse of wall in our apartment which
we face when we sit on our cushion. It can be a small altar
on a bookshelf where we light incense or a candle. It can
be much more elaborate. But our practice will become
more easily habitual if it is done in the same space, and a
space which will become loved. I've had a dharma room
in my apartment for seven years, and it has become the
jewel of the house. It draws me in and refreshes me. It has
become a sacred space for me and others.

Even with such a space in your home, you will still
benefit from regular visits to churches or temples or the
great outdoors. Sacred spaces have an unusual energy for
us; they make us feel better, mo