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Sesshin in Daily Life: Interview with

Zen Master Dae Kwang

Pema Rinchen

Editor’s note: Sesshin is the Japanese term for what in the Kwan Um school is called a Yong Maeng Jong Jin—that is, a

short, intensive Zen retreat.

The world is upside-down today—it’s always
about 7, me and myself, and that’s not real prac-
tice. Zen is to find your true self, to help others.
—Zen Master Dae Kwang

Sesshin, which means “to touch the essence” or
“touching the heart-mind” in Japanese, is a type of
meditative training to help individuals to nurture their
buddha nature. These are often intensive meditation
retreats—typically with a daily routine where individu-
als devote time to almost exclusive zazen (meditation)
practice with numerous 30- to 50-minute-long ses-
sions of meditation (interwoven with short rests, meals,
work, dharma teachings and meetings with a Zen mas-
ter). With the numerous types of retreats available,
many are practically spoiled with choices. So For You
Information finds out more on the true meaning behind
sesshin and how should one approach it from Zen Mas-
ter Dae Kwang.

SESSHIN IN MODERN LIFE

For You Information: Based on today’s modern liv-
ing and people’s busy schedules, how practical is ses-
shin?

Zen Master Dae Kwang: Well, how practical is
birth, old age, sickness and death—human suffering?
So, it’s not about being “practical.” If the Buddha was
going to be practical, he would have stayed back at the
palace. There are things people do and there’s always the
motivation, the why to it. And there’s always a reason
why they do certain things. So, I wouldn’t use the word
practical. There are many practitioners and lay teach-
ers who lead a busy life and they definitely find time
to practice. Actually, practicing within everyday life is
the most powerful way to practice. It’s kind of like a
tree raised inside a greenhouse: if the greenhouse ever
goes away, that tree can be easily blown down. If that
tree is raised outside, it will be strong and not so easily
moved. So actually, the practice within daily life is the
strongest.

FYI: So how do you recommend we do it, the prac-
tice within daily life?

ZMDK: I recommend you do it 24 hours a day. It
means to remain aware and return to your true self all

the time, regardless of circumstances. The true self is
not based on circumstances—it’s always there, just that
you don’t know it. The Buddha said everybody already
has it, just that they don’t know that they have it. It
never gets bigger, it never gets smaller, it never comes—
it’s always there. It’s like the sun, always shining.

FYI: Does it become clearer when we take time off
to do it? For example, some people would say they feel
better after a meditation retreat . . .

ZMDXK: It’s not about feeling better, it’s about find-
ing out what you truly are. Everyone wants to feel bet-
ter, but that’s not getting an answer to the question of
what we truly are. The Buddha did not want to feel
better when he left home. So, the question goes back to
birth, old age, sickness and death.

FYI: Today, where efficiency and inclination toward
instant gratification govern our lives, we constantly ask
“How does practice help me in the immediate circum-
stances?” People want to see results immediately. How
do we make them see the need to see beyond—beyond
practicality as an entry point to start practice?

ZMDXK: That’s ignorance—always wanting to have
immediate results or needing to make it practical and
efficient. It can be seen as “How does it help me?” Zen
means find your true self, help the world. It’s not about
you. When it’s about you, human beings suffer, because
it always becomes about me—I, my, mine and myself.
The world is upside down. It’s always about “me” today,
and everyone’s concerned about themselves. For ex-
ample, people are concerned about careers, cars, credit
cards, condos, country club memberships . . . but these
things will soon go away. And that’s what the Buddha
saw. The Buddha had all that stuff, but he left. He had
the intuitive wisdom that soon these things are going
to go away. So the question is, what do we really want
and need?

In Zen, we call it the great question of life and death.
What the Buddha faced, what the six patriarchs faced,
what you and I face are all the same. All human beings
are the same, irrespective of their possessions; it doesn’t
make any difference if you are extremely wealthy or
poor, just like how the six patriarchs were very poor
compared to the Buddha, who was very rich. But one
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thing that is the same, is this question of what is life
and death.

FYI: It scems that it is easier to approach this big
question of “What is life and death?” with the older
generation. So, how do we approach this question with
the younger generation?

ZMDXK: I don’t know. Someday, it will just hit you.
Like a child who doesn’t know about fire. You can tell
him or her what fire is, what it means and about how
it is hot when touched. But they wouldn’t know until
they touch it, to have that hot and that ouch! feeling.
You can say, “No, it’s hot! Don’t touch that!” But the
child will never really know until he or she touches
it. So likewise, someday, the younger generation will
get it, someday when they “touch” that stove, match or
fire, then they will get it—the inner wisdom before the
thinking wisdom.

Sometimes, mothers intentionally allow the child to
touch something hot—not hot enough to burn but hot
enough to teach them the pain. So, every human being
is like that: we need to experience it. But today, we are
all raised as if we were in a cocoon—and Buddhists
are raised in a Buddhist palace—because parents want
their kids to be raised in good circumstances or have
good and controlled situations to learn things or im-
portant lessons. But if you think about it for a second,
it’s not possible in the end.

FYI: And this (controlled situation) is not ideal?

ZMDXK: That’s right. It’s not ideal because your per-
sonal wisdom does not grow. You don’t know what that
(hot) really means, and someday, you could get into

real trouble.

FYI: So, we should allow the time and experience
to unfold naturally, for things and situations to unravel
on their own?

ZMDK: Yes. As you can see, Buddha lived in this
cocoon, and then he looked out from his cocoon. And
this is the same for all human beings; someday, at some
point in time, we would look out from the cocoon.

FYI: If thats the case, then we all have our own
path—our own fate or destiny. There’s a popular at-
titude toward this: the Chinese would say “Let’s sui
yuan.” (BE%: a Chinese expression for letting nature
take its own course).

ZMDXK: Right, but this (breaking the cocoon) can
come in all different forms; it can be reading a book,
watching a television program, falling off the golf cart,
breaking a leg . . . all kinds of things. Because old age,
sickness and death is there. You might avoid old age by
dying young, you may be pretty healthy and not get
sick, but you cannot avoid the third thing—death. Cir-
cumstances of life are different for everybody because
everyone has different karma, but all of the different
circumstances would be teaching you. My teacher al-
ways said, “If you watch closely, life is always teaching
you. But who’s paying attention?” So, go back to the
practice of finding your true self.

Originally published in the Chinese periodical For You In-
formation (f%&%in). Note that the title is a pun: & means
“Buddha Friend” but has a pronunciation that sounds like
the English words “For You.” Their website, in Mandarin, is
at http://www.foryou.sg.
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Without obstacles, thered be no point to effort
and diligence. Without effort and diligence,
thered be no value to obstacles.

Zen Master Jok Um (Ken Kessel)

1. Response to a Letter from Prison

ZM]JU: Thanks for your letter. You mention that prison is
nerve-wracking, and that you're out of you're element. If you
didn’t feel that way, you wouldn't be paying attention. Every-
one I've met who's been in prison feels that too. Everything
you have is taken from you, so you feel that nothing belongs
to you anymore. And so naturally, you feel that you don’t
belong there, because nothing is yours. People often either go
into survival mode, or they start to look for something more
meaningful. Youre using this circumstance to find something
more meaningful, and so you will.

You're asking a fundamental question, but I don't know if
you know you're asking it. If they take everything away from
me, what is it that belongs to me that can't be taken away?
This is the same question that all Zen practitioners encounter,
regardless of their circumstances. People depend on their cir-
cumstances to take care of their feelings and needs. But when
their circumstances change, their feelings also change, and
they suffer for this. But what is it that is more fundamental
than circumstances?

Buddhism talks about the human mind in terms of six
realms of existence. This is just a map of the mind, not a real
place somewhere outside of you.

* In the god realm, there is unlimited ability to satisfy
whatever you want. But if you lose this ability, what
then?

* In the asura or demigod realm, there is great power.
Asuras spend all their time fighting and scheming,. But if
they lose their power, what then?

* In the human realm, there is the ability to see your fun-
damental nature and to understand cause and effect. But
if you don't do that, what then?

* In the animal realm, there is just the wish to satisfy sen-
sory needs. But if sensory needs can’t be met, what then?

* In the hungry ghost realm, there is unlimited craving
that can never be satisfied. The image is of someone with
a mouth the size of a cavern, a belly the size of the ocean,
and a throat the size of a pinhole. Endless unquenchable
desire; only suffering forever.

* In the hell realm, below the hungry ghost realm, it is
indescribable. More suffering than suffering.

Everybody goes through all of these realms one way or an-

other throughout life, even throughout the day. These realms
all have this in common: I want something, but I can’t get it,
so I'm suffering. It is not possible to not want, so what is this
thing that wants? What are you? This question belongs com-
pletely to you. If you see into that, then you find something
that can't be damaged by circumstances. Prison can take away
your eyes, ears, heart and voice. Finding your true self can
restore your eyes, ears, heart and voice.

There are four circumstances that you can use as practice.
First, if you have a practice space, then you can practice with
your body in that space. Sitting meditation regularly brings
you to a place where you see and remember what is most
fundamental. Thats body-practice.

Seeing what is most fundamental doesnt depend solely,
though, on what youre doing with your body. When you
get up from your meditation space, your activity changes, so
your metabolism changes, and your feelings change. Trying
to keep the feeling you had when you were meditating is like
trying to chase after the toothpaste after you spit it down the
drain. Your teeth are already clean, so why mourn the tooth-
paste?

Next, then, is mind-practice. Mind practice allows you to
find anchor points in simple routine daily activities and use
them as practice. Folding laundry, cleaning, even walking—
when you do these, do them wholeheartedly and completely.
Then you learn to see your true nature in your daily ordinary
activities.

Next is lfe-practice. All phenomena have their own par-
ticular shape, their own particular color, weight, light, sound,
scent, texture, length. If you see your mind in all these phe-
nomena, then thats life practice. Everyday mind is Zen
mind. You will discover this as you apply yourself. You find
your wisdom in the shape of things around you.

Student-practice is learning to see all sentient beings as our
teachers. All beings have mind-light. If you see that in all be-
ings, then you become their student. The mind of a student
is diligent, concerned, caring, connected, generous, grateful
and so on. This also belongs completely to you.

These are not four practices, just four circumstances you
can use for practice. The more you apply yourself in each of
them, the more you find your heart everywhere. Nobody can
take that from you.
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Please use these difficult circumstances as motivation to
apply yourself. Scott has offered to remain in touch with
you and to send you materials, and you can also write to me

through him.

In the dharma,
Zen Master Jok Um, Ken Kessel

Response to a Letter after a Solo Retreat

ZM]JU: Thanks for your efforts, diligence, and your ob-
stacles. Without obstacles, thered be no point to effort and
diligence. Without effort and diligence, thered be no value
to obstacles. Naturally, your retreat did not align with your
suspicions. How can you say you had no insight or transfor-
mations, just because they weren’t what youd thought they'd
be. If youd only learned what you thought you were going
to learn, would you have learned anything? Where is the hin-
drance to encountering fully the ordinary?

Diligent effort makes you create bodhisattvas all around
you. Please listen carefully to their teaching.

Take care,
Ken

3. Letter Forwarded from a Zen Center

Q: Is awareness like a flashlight, or a glowing ball of en-
ergy? Is the mind like a tree? Why does the mind not look or
feel like a tree? I don't see a tree at all. The mind feels like a
big empty ball. Where is the root of the tree? When I imag-
ine the mind, I feel inside the skull, and move the awareness
around inside my skull. By holding awareness on different
parts of the brain, different feeling emerge over time: Happi-
ness, Sadness, Sound, Music, Peace, Body, Heart Beat, Space,
Wonder, etc. So, where is the root? Is the root a place or
location? Does one cut the root or get under the root? Or
merely watch the root? Does the tree contain energy? s there
a relation between emptiness and the tree?

ZM]JU: You make an important point in your questions.

When you ask one question, it only generates more ques-
tions. That kind of questioning means looking for some
thing. But there is no such some thing. If you look in that
way, it cultivates the kind of suffering involved with looking
for something that doesnt exist. That is why a central ele-
ment of practice is Great Doubt. It’s the doubt of not believ-
ing an idea or a person. It’s doubt that recognizes that there is
no thing to hold on to. So if you find yourself grasping some
thing, doubt that. Then you find the freedom of not grasp-
ing. Then you see the nature of the questions youve been
asking, and beyond that, you can see for yourself. So what do
you see when you see for yourself? Please, come to our retreat
and investigate this continuously and thoroughly.

4. Letter from a Student
Hey Ken,

How are you? I have a question about seeing ones
Karma...I have been trading “only dont know” and Seung
Sahn talks a lot about seeing your Karma and then being
able to use it to help others. I also listened to Carlos podcast
on sit, breathe, bow and he discussrs the same thing. It all
makes me want to move to a zen center to practice but this is
not my Karma at this time. Being my children’s father is my
Karma and I guess I've always known being a dad was my
Karma. I'm pulled in both directions though. How do I see
my Karma when I don't have a practice group that I attend
regularly?

About the compass of zen homework you gave me...don't
know what 'm doing when I look at it as a painting. Fingers
typing on an iPhone, email is a convenient way to say

Also, answer for homework, what did it mean when Joju
put his sandals on his head and walk away? My sandals are in
my head, goodbye Ken.

ZM]JU: Thanks for writing. We just returned from out of
state, so I'm getting to your e-mail now.

You have some typos in your e-mail. How did they
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happen to appear? What can you do about them? If you
see that, then you understand seeing your karma. It’s not
a special thing, and karma is not hidden or mysterious. It’s
also not a thing. It’s a way of talking about your tendencies,
habits, character, affinities, thoughts, feelings, relationships
and actions. How could this be hidden from your view? Set-
ting up the right external circumstances is also not required
to see your own karma. Wanting special circumstances to
help you see your karma is a kind of karma to see through.
If you want to honor your karma as a father, then learn to
see your children’s mind-light. That will be your best guide.
They are most intimate with you. Because of that, you have
the most opportunity to practice with them. Are they not
your home sangha?

If you're not sure how to look at the Compass of Zen as
youd look at a painting or a landscape, then spend a week
first looking at paintings and landscapes. Then you'll see more
easily what this means. You're already very good at looking at
the ocean, so you have something to go on.

Regarding Joju—please take your sandals out of your
head. There’s a place where they do more good.

Take care,
Ken

5. Correspondence with a Student with Questions
for a College Paper

Q: What is peace?

ZMJU: What are you? If you find your true self, then you
find peace.

Q: What is forgiveness?

ZMJU: Don eat toxic mind food. Greed, hate and delu-
sion poison the mind.

Q: What is compassion?

ZM]JU: All sentient beings are your teachers. Perceive
their mind-light and be guided by it.

Q: What is the importance of compassion and forgiveness
concerning oneself and others around them?

ZMJU: Don't make self and others. Then you see your
true nature everywhere.

Q: What methods do you use to teach people to imple-
ment these qualities in their lives?

ZM]JU: These qualities only come to life when you
find that they already reside in you. Meditation practice is
body-practice—intentionally making a time and space to
be fully with your own nature without being seduced by
mind-hindrances helps you anchor in the mind-ground.
Finding this mind-ground in simple activities—groom-
ing, folding laundry, cleaning, walking: things that dont
require figuring out—can be used as practice anchors
throughout the course of the day. This is mind-practice.
Recognizing the shape of circumstances around you and
following its flow is life-practice. Eat when hungry; sleep
when tired; know how to give and how to receive. Then
seeing that all sentient beings are your teachers is student
practice. The mind of a student is generous, grateful, curi-

ous, engaged, kind, receptive and responsive. Finding a
guide for this is very important.

Q: What is the process one goes through to accept forgive-
ness?

ZMJU: Why would someone reject forgiveness?

Q: How does a community prosper when its citizens have
a compassionate and forgiving nature?

ZMJU: Buddha taught that a peaceful heart makes a
peaceful person. A peaceful person makes a peaceful family.
A peaceful family makes a peaceful village. A peaceful village
makes a peaceful country. A peaceful country makes a peace-
ful world.

Q: Thank you again for your time and consideration

ZM]JU: You're welcome. Please, if you have time and in-
terest, come and experience practice with us.

6. Question about Becoming a Dharma Teacher
Hi Ken,

We are planning to have a precepts ceremony here soon
and I have some comments and questions about making the
commitment to transition from dharma-teacher-in-training
(DTIT) to an official dharma teacher (DT). Lots of thinking!
Herewego . ..

1. I have been a DTIT for some five years. Originally I
thought that, well, “I already teach formally and informally
and with sincerity, to the best of my ability. Why do I need a
special robe or hierarchical position to confirm this? How will
you give me what I already have?” And so I did not pursue
acquiring a dharma teacher’s long robes.

2. Later I thought, “becoming a DT is a valuable creden-
tial, and since I have completed many of the required steps
already, I have earned this credential and I WANT IT” So I
stated my intention to pursue acquiring it.

3. Now, [ am of a different mind, and the path is not clear.
You gave instructions to study the Platform Sutra in detail,
and to look at and perceive the original Compass of Zen as one
would with a piece of art. While I have made some strong
effort, I have not been 100 percent diligent with either since
our last communication. And I have not been in close contact
with you regarding my progress.

You said in your last dharma talk in Gainesville (para-
phrasing here) that we have a choice: either “Don’t make any-
thing!” or “Make everything, but pay very close attention!”
‘Thank you for that teaching.

ZM]JU: Thanks for sharing your reflections. I have a brief
response.

At the end of your letter, you said, “We have a choice:
either ‘Don’t make anything!” or ‘Make everything, but pay
very close attention!”

That belongs to you. If you see how that applies to your
questions, you see how long robes support your life, your
direction, your practice and all beings. If you don’t see
that, then even the finest clothes and the best situation
won't be a path out of suffering. I encourage you to look
at this carefully. @
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On Being a Student

Editor’s note: Reflecting on my being a teacher, it occurred to me that it has deepened my appreciation of being a student.
We asked our teachers to contribute some reflections on the experience of being a student. Here are three responses.

The world is full of suffering. How
can it be stopped?

Zen Master Bon Hae (Judy Roitman)

I don’t really think of Zen students or Zen teachers.
I think of Zen practitioners. We are all practitioners,
whether we practice a lot or a little. Whether as a stu-
dent or a teacher, our job is to practice. For those of us
who are laypeople, we will sometimes be
able to practice a lot, and sometimes only
a little. But we need to keep practicing. As
students, that is the biggest gift we can give
our sangha. As teachers, that is the bone of
teaching. But how do we encourage each
other?

I was going through the Kwan Um web-
site and came across a letter that Zen Mas-
ter Soeng Hyang (Barbara Rhodes) wrote
to her sister in 1978, a year after receiving
inka but long before she was Zen Master
Soeng Hyang. She was about to sit a 100-
day retreat, and her sister wanted to know
why. Bobby wrote, “The world is full of
suffering. How can it be stopped? Every
human being has a seed of compassion and
wisdom that must be very carefully nur-
tured. It is our responsibility to find this
seed and do everything we can to make it
grow.

“First, you must believe that you have this seed.
Then you must ask yourself with all the strength you
have, “What is this seed?” If you truly search for it, you
will understand that everyone is just like you. Everyone
has it. You will have no more desire for yourself; you
will only want to teach everyone how to find their seed.

“Enlightenment is believing in yourself. Enlighten-
ment is finding your seed. But your job is not over yet.
Your mind must become strong enough to be totally
wise and compassionate moment to moment in any
situation.”

So that’s what we need to do: find that seed and
nourish it to flower into compassion. To see this seed
in others so that, without our having to say anything
directly, their own seed is encouraged to flower.

That’s what Zen Master Seung Sahn was like. He

didn’t have to say it directly, but it was clear that he
really believed in us. And that’s what we have to offer
each other: to really believe in each other. To believe in
our don’t-know mind, our strong center, our direction.
To believe in our Buddha nature: yours, mine, every-
one’s. To me, that’s the essence of being a Zen student:
practicing and nourishing that seed in ourselves and in
everyone else.

My Teacher, Zen Master Seung Sahn

Zen Master Gu Ja (Namhee Chon)

My life seemed quite OK from the outside while I
was a young student. But deep inside of me I felt a
sense of disorientation, confusion and the meaningless-
ness of this life. I believed that there must be a person
or a book that could reveal to me the one hidden truth.
And once I knew of this truth, my life would change
for the better. I devoured all the books that I could get
into my hands.

Like an Indian sage who climbed onto the roof of
his house and called for the students to come to him, I
called intensively and sincerely for a teacher. I went to
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India several times to find a teacher. There I met some
teachers. The first time I took dust from the feet of a
teacher and put it on my forehead—as was the custom
in India—TI was overwhelmed with joy. It was the very
first time I deliberately put down my ego and pride.
It was only then that I noticed that my ego and pride
could have been a burden for me for long time.

After some years of traveling and searching for the
one good teacher, I was staying for a while in a Tibetan
monastery. While there, by chance I came across one
of Zen Master Seung Sahn’s books: Dropping Ashes on
the Buddha. Since Zen Master Seung Sahn was of the
same Korean origin as myself, and the book gave me
the impression that he was a strong and clear teacher,
I yearned to meet him soon. Very soon after, I became
acquainted with practice in the Kwan Um School of
Zen. Out of the blue, Zen Master Wu Bong, whom I
met only briefly during a retreat, called me and Roland
from America and asked if we could organize a retreat
in Berlin with Zen Master Seung Sahn. Then Zen Mas-
ter Seung Sahn actually came to Berlin, as if he'd heard
me calling out to him.

To be honest, my first encounter with Zen Master
Seung Sahn did not convince me of much. My idea
that the right teacher will immediately cast a spell on
me did not come true. So I kept checking him, his
teaching, his speech and his actions for years. In that
case, my checking meant to compare the teacher with
my idea of perfection. Disillusioned that I could ever
learn from him the one truth, I asked him one day if
he could recommend a book that would show me the
truth, or if he knew where I could go to learn it. Zen
Master Seung Sahn only shook his head while mak-
ing a clicking sound with his tongue: an obvious sign
of disapproval. His reaction left me feeling ashamed.
From that point on my focus shifted slowly into silent
meditation in order to look for the truth in my mind,
rather than from outside.

Several times during retreats, when I was suffering
miserably from pain caused by my mind and body, Zen
Master Seung Sahn told me, “You look good!” I remem-
ber that after hearing it each time, I would run into the
bathroom to check what he possibly could have seen
in me except the apparent tiredness and mental pain.
Was there anything that is not affected by any kind of
circumstances and stays clear all the time? If he could
see it even though I could not, still there was hope and
solace for me that I would see it by myself one time.

One day, upon seeing Roland and me and knowing
that we had just returned from our trip to India, Zen
Master Seung Sahn asked us, “How was India?” Before
I could finish the sentence “There is so much suffering
in . ..” he strongly said “Bullshit!” and simply walked
away. It was as if I had suddenly received a strong blow

on my head. I felt so hurt and upset by his saying that.
My strong emotion pushed me to sit meditation inten-
sively day and night many long hours a day for several
months. Zen Master Seung Sahn’s words and actions
always had a big impact on me, whether they were gen-
tle or harsh. They worked as a compass that pushed me
to one direction—don’t know. My trust in his teach-
ing was uncompromised, despite my intermittent emo-
tions and checking.

I had many opportunities, while I stayed in Korea
for seven years, to attend the dharma talks given by
Zen Master Seung Sahn in the dharma room at Hwa
Gye Sa Temple every morning at 8. His health was in
bad shape then. It took a long time for him to walk
up all the stairs to the dharma room in the top floor
of the building. And once he got there it took a long
time until his breath calmed down and his sweat dried.
Seeing the Zen master gasping for breath always made
me sad and worried about him. I was often close to
tears. Regardless of his condition and situation, he gave
himself completely to teach us, nonstop. My gratitude
to my teacher now leads to my commitment to follow
his footsteps.

My dearest memory of my teacher is also the sweet-
est one. It must have been my last interaction with
him, since I left Korea soon afterward.

On one sunny day on the temple grounds of Hwa Gye
Salsaw Zen Master Seung Sahn in the distance, standing
in front of the big dharma hall. At that time he did not
speak much due to his health. He beckoned me to him,
and I almost ran there. He took out of his monK’s jacket
a small candy and gave it to me with a big smile, like a
father would to a small child. I thanked him silently with
a deep bow. The candy was very sweet, and this sweetness
has firmly merged with the memory of my teacher.

Letting Go of the Coin
Knud Rosenmayr |DPSN

We may like or dislike the experience of being a stu-
dent, but actually this doesn’t matter. During my very
first retreat at Hwa Gye Sa Temple in Korea, we had
a formal breakfast together with all the monastics of
the temple, and newcomers were instructed to come
forward on the first day and ask the monastery seniors
“Please teach me.” This can be a bit confusing for a
person who was conditioned in the West. But putting
the cultural differences aside, in fact “Please teach me”
means being a student.

In the West and in the East too we really like to
choose. We want to choose what we want to learn and
from whom we want to be taught and, most important,
when or when not. Coming home from a stressful work-
ing day, do we prefer to choose a glass of wine or switch
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on the TV instead of what’s already here in this very mo-
ment? Do we not want to stop and look at what’s right
there? Do we prefer to cover it up with whatever is at
hand, wanting neither a teacher nor a student to appear?
At these moments there is “Please don’t teach me.”
However, when we meet with each other the idea of
student and teacher can get in the way. Often we expe-
rience this with our relationships: When arguing with
our wife, husband or friends about something, what is
it that’s in the way? Is there an idea of how a person
should be or has always been? Or an idea of how my
marriage or my relationship should be or shouldn’t be?
A look or a facial expression can be enough. How is it
with my student—teacher relationship? All of a sudden,
we don’t see each other directly anymore—we only see
an idea. At that moment there is no Please, no teach;

there is only me. Can that be seen?

On that retreat in Korea there was a strong desire to
learn and to find out, ideally as fast as possible. When
we're trying really hard to understand something, usually
two results appear as a consequence: Most of the time,
we don’t understand it. We try with our whole being but
we just don’t get it. That triggers something inside, and
with it comes something like “I'm worthless” or “I'm
never going to get it.”

The other result is that we finally do understand it
and that triggers something inside too: “I've done that
really well” or “That was not bad.”

Usually we prefer the second result. However, arent
both of them just two sides of one coin? So often we are
just flipping this coin from one side to the other side,
in the illusion that this is progress. We love to run after
these coins or try to make them go away. Can we stop
both trying to accumulate them and trying to reduce
them? Then what is it that remains?

Back then at Hwa Gye Sa I had a work assignment to
brush the courtyard with a broom in a curved shape so
it would make a particular pattern. At that time I really
wanted to get teaching from Zen Master Seung Sahn, who
was always coming in the morning to comment on one of
the kong-ans and then answer students’ questions. I chal-
lenged myself to find a question that would combine all
my questions. So finally while working with the broom I
thought I had found the question that would sum it all up
for me. On the next morning after commenting on one of
the kong-ans, Zen Master Seung Sahn asked if there were
any questions. I asked him, “Why do you believe in Bud-
dhism?” He said, “Me, I don’t believe in Buddhism. But
I ask you, “Who are you?”” I answered “I don’t know.” He
said “Only keep don’t know. That is Buddhism.”

When a question is answered—or in this case, for me
it felt more like it was swept away—what happens? Are
we back in the habit of flipping the coin from one side
to the next? Or can it be left aside without touching it?

After the weeklong retreat my brother and I talked
about the experience of sitting a retreat for the first time
and how it felt. When you leave the retreat you see, hear,
taste, smell and feel differently. I remember saying to him
that for me indeed it was a strong experience, but I don’t
know if I really want it. Why is that? Is there fear of let-
ting go of the coin? What are we afraid of losing?

We say the true teacher is always in front of us. That
actually means the true student is always inside. These two
are never separate. Where is the true student right now in
this very moment? Where is it? No matter how much we
try to run away from it or cover it up, eventually it will
bubble up again. Being confronted with a situation that
hits us, suddenly—it happens real fast—here it is. Helping
us to look freshly, to find out, to open, to learn, to be alive.

Hope we all only keep true student, finding the true
teacher from moment to moment and help this world. @
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‘When big, it swallows the universe.

When small, it passes the eye of a needle.’

Interview with Ji Am Gosanim at Mu Sang Sa Temple, September 24, 2017

Editor's Note: Ji Am Gosanim lived with Zen Master Seung Sahn during the time DSSN stayed in Japan,
from 1967 to 1972, when DSSN moved to the United States. (Zen Master Seung Sahn is also referred to as
DSSN, which stands for “Dae Soen Sa Nim,” meaning “Great Zen Master.” “Gosanim” is an honorific title for
a Buddhist layman, the female equivalent being “bosalnim.”) Recently Ji Am Gosanim offered a statue of Zen

Master Seung Sahn to Mu Sang Sa Temple.

Question: When did you return to Korea from Japan?

Ji Am Gosanim: I returned in the 1990s. I went to
Japan in the 1960s, so I lived there for about 30 years.

Q: We would like to hear your story.

JAGSN: I can give you the account of how Zen Mas-
ter Seung Sahn (DSSN) ended up going to Japan, how
he lived there, and what kind of activities he did until he
left for the United States. He went to Japan sometime be-
tween 1967 and 1968. Before that
the most important event was the
normalization of the diplomatic
relations between Korea and Japan
in 1965. It took almost 11 years
to achieve normalization of dip-
lomatic relations. The reparations
for 36 years of occupation were
about $3.6 billion (in 1965 dol-
lars). But Japan was uncooperative
and the talks did not proceed well.

At that time the Korean and Japa-
nese governments were arguing. In
this context, what DSSN did was
an important event. There is no
record of it in Korean history, but
DSSN did a great thing. During
the 36 years of Japanese occupa-
tion, hundreds of thousands of
people were killed. In Seoul about
4,000 remains of Japanese occupi-
ers were found. DSSN gathered
them in the dormitory of Hwa
Gye Sa Temple and wrote a let-
ter about it to the Japanese prime
minister. A delegation came from
Japan to collect the remains. At
that time DSSN was still using
his original dharma name, Haeng
Won, and Japanese newspapers re-
ported about him and this event.
They were very thankful to this

Korean monk. The Japanese political right wing had been
saying that Japan had built many railroads and roads in
Korea and thus should not pay any war reparations. But
after this event, a $700,000 payment arrived. Consider
that at the time, the gross Japanese export was at around
$2 million, so this was a lot of money. But back home,
DSSN did not talk about it. He was really wise. Even at
Hwa Gye Sa people didnt know. He then went to Japan
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to make a Chogye-order Zen center, but he had no money
and no personal connections.

Q: He was a monk, so people didn’t make this connec-
tion with politics. Why did you go to Japan in the 1960s?
People were returning to Korea at that time.

JAGSN: [ was born in Japan. When I was three years
old, I returned to Korea. I was living in a temple until
I was 19. I was a disciple of Ko Am Sunim originally.
I wanted to study Japanese Buddhism, so in 1962 I
smuggled myself to Japan on a ship. I met DSSN around
1967 in Osaka. My older dharma brother was in Osaka,
so when I went to visit him at home, DSSN was there.
I learned he had made a temple in Tokyo, so I got the
address and followed him. From the very beginning I de-
cided I had to study under this man. Since then I worked
under DSSN as his cook, driver, secretary and so on, as
well as the temple secretary. In 1972 he went to the Unit-
ed States, after having spent about four years in Japan.
Some in the Japanese Buddhist world and political world
tried to help DSSN. One day we went with our guests to
a restaurant. The owner recognized DSSN because he had
seen his picture in the newspaper. So he came and bowed
to him. At that time I realized there were many things I
did not know about DSSN, and I was impressed by his
achievements.

In 1969, a conference of Buddhist leaders was held.
Bacek Seong (Bai Sheng) Sunim (chairman of the Chinese
Buddhist Association) came from Taiwan. The leaders of
five Japanese schools came together and held a friendship
conference. Tan Ho Sunim, Pop Soeng Sunim and others
came from Korea.

Q: The conference was held at DSSN’s temple?

JAGSN: Yes. DSSN decided the dates and sent out
invitations. Just to give you an idea of how influential
the five schools were, the Rinzai, Soto, Obaku, Jodo
and Shin schools each had more than 8 to 10 thousand
branch temples in Japan. And unlike Korea, they do not
include shamanistic shrines in those numbers. In Japan
the branch temples would often have 500 or even 1,000
pyeong [1,650-3,300 square meters, or 17,750-35,500
square feet] in the city centers, not in the mountains. So
the leader of a school has quite some authority.

Q: The place must have been too small for such an
event.

JAGSN: Yes, it was so small that the disciples could
not come in. Only the patriarchs came in.

Q: What about the program?

JAGSN: They just talked. We didn’t have money for
anything fancy, but it was very friendly. Just the fact that
DSSN contacted these people and they came shows how
much they accepted him. Remember, he was a young
monk in his forties, and they were patriarchs in their six-
ties and seventies. When the patriarchs moved around,
they came in fancy foreign cars. They even had body-
guards. So when a patriarch of a Japanese school moved,

it was quite a sight, like when a prime minister moves in
Korea. One couldn’t even get close to their cars.

So only the patriarchs entered the Buddha hall. They
recognized Tan Ho Sunim even though he was not that
well known. I saw him for the first time. He lived on
Odaesan Mountain in Korea. He was wearing sunglass-
es and, although he was small, he was robust. He was a
scholar of Chinese and had memorized all the Tripitaka
[the Buddhist canon].

Q: The Japanese patriarchs knew Tan Ho Sunim?

JAGSN: Well, no, but here they greeted each other.
He wrote a commemorative calligraphy. I prepared the
ink and paper for him. They asked him to explain what
he wrote. So he said: “When big, it swallows the universe.
When small, it passes the eye of a needle.” When trans-
lated, the patriarchs all put their palms together and said,
“We have heard a great dharma talk.” I don’t know if these
patriarchs were enlightened, but seeing their admiration,
I thought they needed to practice more. The calligraphy
was packed in a cypress box and they received it as a com-
memorative present. They treated it as a treasure. Even if
you take it out in a thousand years, it will be the same.
It is the best way to keep such a thing. They would wear
gloves when touching it, holding their breaths and wear-
ing masks when looking at it. So Tan Ho Sunim gave
a historical treasure. He received a promise of help for
spreading Korean Buddhism.

Q: What did they talk about? Monks came even from
Taiwan. What were the topics?

JAGSN: It was the first meeting of Buddhist leaders
from Korea, Japan and Taiwan, so the point was to make
friends. The purpose was to put efforts together to keep
the buddhadharma for future generations.

Q: No one came from mainland China, right?

JAGSN: At that time they could not come because of
the Communist regime. Bai Sheng Sunim was a bit un-
conventional. In Taiwan he was regarded as a living Bud-
dha, so in Tokyo he would stay in the best hotel. And
wherever he went, his disciples would come a day before
and take care of him. Our temple was very poor. The boil-
er broke down, so there was no warm water. It was winter,
but in Japan there is a thing called koratsu. It is a table
with a heater underneath, so you can at least keep your
feet warm. The Japanese would spread a blanket and cover
their legs. It was a tatami (straw mat) room, so it was not
cold. At the washbasin, we would heat up the water, seat
Bai Sheng Sunim in a chair and wash his feet. We were
sorry he could not even take a shower. But he still said he
was thankful.

Q: How old was he?

JAGSN: Quite old, around 70. We made a connection
with him by washing his feet. He smiled, as if he were
thinking, “What a temple!”

Q: He was such a figure in Taiwan. He did not stay in
a hotel?

PRIMARY POINT Spring 2019

[13



14]

JAGSN: They must have had a good connection with
DSSN. So even in uncomfortable conditions, he said “I'll
sleep here today to take part in the conference tomorrow.”

Q: Were there any Korean lay practitioners or support-
ers?

JAGSN: During the war there were no Korean temples,
so how could there be any lay supporters? There were lay
supporters from Japanese temples. DSSN attracted lay
supporters, but they would not bring monetary dona-
tions, as in Korea. There were no chanting ceremonies, no
Kwan Um school, no system. So no money.

Q: How did you manage financially?

JAGSN: It was hard. Byeok Am Sunim was the chair-
man of the board of directors at Dongguk University. So
I am not sure, but I suspect that he helped a lot. He came
often.

Q: You were in charge of the finances, right?

JAGSN: Yes, I was in charge of the housekeeping. 1
would get a few thousand yen and go to the market or pay
the electricity bill, errands like that.

Q: DSSN did not give regular dharma talks at that
time, did he?

JAGSN: No he did not, he could not.

Q: So what kind of activities did he do?

JAGSN: He was out a lot, meeting Japanese leaders,
members of Parliament, taking part in events. He attend-
ed many Japanese Buddhist assemblies, he lectured a lot.

Q: He spoke Japanese well, right?

JAGSN: In the beginning so-so, but later he spoke it
well.

Q: His high school was . . . 2

JAGSN: He graduated from Pyongyang Industrial
High School.

Q: That was a well-known high school at that time,
right?

JAGSN: He graduated from the department of electri-
cal engineering. During the Pacific War (World War IT) he
would make shortwave radios and pass information about
the Japanese army’s situation to the independence fight-
ers. Then he got caught. The police gave him a hard time.
He was imprisoned for about a year. He was a young stu-
dent, so probably in the end they were lenient. Otherwise
he would have been executed as an independence fighter.
[Dropping Ashes on the Buddha mentions this incident: he
narrowly escaped a death sentence. —Ed.]

Q: Did he have diabetes already at that time?

JAGSN: Yes, he would inject insulin at every offer-
ing [meal]. He was also taking medicine. In this respect
I couldn’t help him much. I had my own body issues. We
lived so poor, I had problems with my stomach and got
motion sickness whenever I rode the bus or subway.

Q: So you lived alone, with no family.

JAGSN: Yes, I went alone to Japan in 1961 and was
in Tofuku-ji Temple of the Soto school. I went wearing
lay clothes. I couldn’t speak Japanese. There were Chinese

characters on the temple gate, and there was a guard. He
was surprised I came from Korea. He suggested I live to-
gether with them. He told me to wait and he went inside.
So I waited some twenty or thirty minutes. He came back
and told me to follow him.

Q: Did you get Japanese monks’ robes?

JAGSN: No. I wore lay clothes. They offered me Jap-
anese-style monks™ robes. There was the patriarch of the
temple; he held an important position, stayed in a build-
ing as big as the Buddha hall. There was a waterfall behind.

Q: Tof