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Nakamura Sensei's Last Tea Class 

Randall Weingarten 

In late October 1991, during the month of Nagori, the time of reverence for 
tarnished, worn-out, well-used and well-loved tea utensils, Yaeko 
Nakamura Sensei- Green Gulch Farm's resident Tea Master-decided 
with her family to return to Japan. Although strong of heart and voice and 
in excellent health, Nakamura Sensei had grown more frail. Over the next 
few weeks, the tea house at Green Gulch came to reflect her leaving. 
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I came to the tea house on Monday, November 4, to help Nakamura Sensei 
teach the Monday class; she would be leaving the following Monday. Sensei 
was in the kitchen, padding around. As in previous weeks she was full of 
song: fragments of utai (Noh chanting), old Japanese melodies, snippets of 
American folk songs. I told her we had to exchange the ro tatami, currently 
under her sleeping futon, for the one in the tea room. She laughed, express
ing how briefly disruptive this all was, but agreed and we set a time. I also 
invited her to come to the tea room at four o'clock that afternoon. No need 
to change into kimono. Informal. She looked at me with a smile, then said, 
"Tired," and went to her room for a nap. 

Later that day, Blanche Hartman and Furyu Nancy Schroeder came for a 
visit with Sensei. The three women sat around the moon-shaped table in the 
kitchen, talking of Sensei's leaving and where she would live in Kyoto. They 
sampled the okashi (tea sweets), and Fu made a bowl of green tea. 

At four o'clock Kathie Fischer and Bill Perniconi arrived . They escorted 
Nakamura Sensei into the tea room. In the tokonoma was a hanging scroll 
mount with Sensei~s calligraphy: the characters for "matsu kaze," the sound 
of the wind in the pines. Nearby, in contrast to the quiet, elegant calligra
phy, was a bamboo flower container with a camelia branch-the flower of 
the ro season-and a blazing assortment of la te fall flowers from the Green 
Gulch garden. Nakamura Sensei delighted in them. A few minutes later 
Wendy Johnson arrived. Kathie made tea for all, and I acted as honto, assis
tant. Inside, the room was bathed with late afternoon light. Outside, there 
was a resident volleyball game, and the air was filled with the sounds of 
youthful frolic. 

As we were sitting drinking tea together, Nakamura Sensei spontaneously 
began singing "Silent Night." We joined her. She laughed and said what a 
beautiful voice Wendy had, "like a bird," and mimicked her, whistling. She 
then began singing an old Japanese folk song that had the phrase "matsu 
kaze" in it. Wendy had the inspiration of inviting the volley ball revelers to 
come to the tea house windows and say hello to Sensei. Many drifted over. 
In the spirit of the moment we invited everyone to serenade Sensei with "Si
lent Night." The shoji screens were flung open and the residents came and 
stood around. The community joined in singing " ... Round yon Virgin, 
mother and child, Holy infant so tender and mild ... " 

We laughed together, gathered our glistening tears into a small Winter bowl 
and flung it toward the moon. 
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Ocean Seal Concentration and the Myth of Inanna 

Leslie James 
Tassajara, December 10, 1992 

I want to tell you about two visions I have of what we're doing, and they 
may get mixed together. One comes from my study of Dogen Zenji's Ocean 
Seal Concentration. I keep reading it over and over; for me it's very power
ful-you have to concentrate even to sit there with it. As I read it over and 
over again several things stay with me. 

As you all know, this is the dark cold time of the year, and it's still getting 
darker and colder. This is the time of year when mammals-some mam
mals anyway-hibernate. Cave people would go into their caves and there 
they'd be for months. We have a feeling of wanting to go inside, wanting to 
get quiet. For us here at Tassajara, there's sesshin, and in a way, all of prac
tice period. 

This practice period most of us knew each other from the summer and it felt 
like a very warm, safe practice period. There was a place in the beginning, 
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remember that? Golden fall light, lots of friends around, even though not 
everybody felt friendly all the time. I think one of the effects of that warm 
feeling was that we could all go down further into our vulnerable places. 
That's what I've been feeling and hearing from people. You say things like, 
'Tm so embarrassed this is coming up, I thought this was done with, this is 
from so long ago. I feel like I'm still a kid." We often come to practice period 
or to Zen practice because we want to find enlightenment or liberation or 
happiness, and then are surprised that we have to deal with all this old stuff. 
But I think what the Ocean Seal Concentration is saying-and also the other 
vision or story I want to tell you about, the Myth of Inanna-what they're 
both saying is, this is not different. This stuff, the vulnerable, old (or young) 
things that we have to deal with are, actually are enlightenment. 

In the Ocean Seal Samadhi it talks about walking on the bottom of the ocean: 
"The virtue of traveling on the ocean involves travel on the very bottom of 
the deepest ocean .... Only by the compounding of many elements is this 
body made. At the time of its appearance, only elements arise; at the time of 
its disappearance, only elements vanish .. . . The time of the ocean reflection 
concentration is precisely the time of 'only by many elements'." It is not that 
the mind, the ocean, gets calm and then everything is quiet and peaceful; at 
the time of the ocean seal concentration, everything- whatever-comes up. 

It also talks about how we have to-it's not that we have to, we do-walk 
on the bottom of the ocean by ourselves. All alone. "It's the expounding of 
only, eternally." Forever alone. 

Let me tell you the story of Inanna, here in the middle of the ocean. Inanna 
is a Sumerian goddess. Some of the texts about her are from 2000 BC. She's 
called the Queen of Heaven. There are several stories about her; this particu
lar one is about the descent of Inanna. 

She's the Queen of Heaven, and for some reason she decides to descend to 
the underworld; one way of saying it is that she "sets her ear to the great 
below." She opens her ear or her mind to the 'great be~ow', and abandons 
the world that she's queen of. Before she sets out, she adorns herself; she 
takes all of her symbols of power and identity and puts them on. She has a 
crown, a lapis lazuli necklace, a breast plate, a golden bracelet, a robe, and a 
measuring rod. She takes all of these and calls her closest servant and tells 
her that she's going to the great below. Inanna says, "Stay here, and if I 
haven' t come back in three days, go to the gods and ask them to send help 
for me." 

Then she goes (I think of the characters in this story as all parts of myself) to 
the gate of the underworld and knocks a t the door and the gate keeper asks, 
''Who's this?" 
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'1'm Inanna, the Queen of Heaven, and I wish to visit the underworld." 

'Why? You know that if you go there you can't come back. Why would you 
go?" 

'1 want to visit my sister, Ereshkigal, the Queen of the Underworld." So the 
gatekeeper goes to Ereshkigal and tells her that Inanna is at the gate. 
Ereshkigal is fierce, her hair "swirling about her like leeks." When she hears 
that Inanna is at the gate, she slaps her thighs and bites her lips and says, 
"Great." 

She says, "Lock all the gates (there are seven gates to the underworld), and 
then let her through them one by one; as she comes through each gate, take 
one of her adornments, so she has to enter the underworld "naked and 
bowed low." The gatekeeper goes back to Inanna and says, "You can come 
in." When she comes to the first gate, he takes her crown, and Inanna asks, 
'What is this?" The gatekeeper says, "Quiet, Inanna. The ways of the under
world are perfect. They cannot be questioned." So she goes through each 
one of the gates and with each one, an adornment is removed and she asks, 
'What is this?" "Quiet, Inanna. The ways of the underworld are perfect. 
They cannot be questioned." Until finally everything's been taken from her 
and she comes into the throne room of Ereshkigal, naked and bowed low. 
Ereshkigal gets down off her throne. Inanna moves toward her and the 

Snack time at Tassajara 

7 



Jamie and Jessamyn Meyerhoff 

judges of the underworld come forward and condemn her to death. And 
she's . .. dead. She's hung on the wall; her corpse is hung on the wall on a 
peg. Ereshkigal then goes into great pain. It's unclear w hether she's actually 
in labor or whether it's just like she is in labor. 

Up above, after three days have passed, the helper goes to one of the gods 
and says, "Inanna has gone to the underworld. Will you please send help?" 
And the god, I forget his name, says, "She chose to go; too bad for her . Once 
you go to the underworld you can't come back." So she goes to the next god 
and he says the same thing. Finally she goes to Enki, the god of nature. He 
says, "Oh my poor daughter, w hy has she done this?" He takes dirt from 
underneath his fingernails and fashions a teeny little creature. There are ac
tually two of them, the galatur and the k11rgarra. They're neither male nor 
female, tiny little things, and Enki gives one of them the water of life and 
one the food of life and says, "Go to the gates of the underworld, buzz 
around them like flies, and go in. When you reach the underworld, you will 
find EreshkigaJ in great pain and in labor and her hair will be swirling about 
her like leeks. Go near to her, and whatever she says-' Oh m y body, oh m y 
body,'- you just answer, 'Oh your body, oh your body.' Whatever she says, 
just repeat it and she will appreciate your empathy and will offer you a gift. 
Ask for the corpse on the wall and then give it the food and the water of 
life." 

So the gnlatur and the kurgarra go to the gates of the underworld, buzz in 
like flies, go to Ereshkigal and find her in great pain, saying, "Oh m y body, 
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oh my body." "Oh your body, oh your body." "Oh my heart, oh my heart." 
"Oh your heart, oh your heart." "Oh my back, oh my back." "Oh your back, 
oh your back." Ereshkigal stops and says, "Who is this moaning and groan
ing with me? I'll give you a gift." She offers them something and they say, 
''We don' t want it. All we want is that corpse on the wall." And she says, 
''That's the corpse of your queen." And they say, "Our queen, our king, we 
don't care, we just want the corpse." So she gives them the corpse. They 
pour the water of life on her and give her the food of life. Inanna arises and 
prepares to leave the underworld but the demons of the underworld follow 
and say, ''You can't leave; no one leaves the underworld without leaving 
someone in their place." 

So they follow her out of the underworld and each person that she meets, 
they try to take. Several of them she refuses to give, like this friend she's left 
behind, that's the first person. The demons try to take her to the under
world, but Inanna says, "No that's not the one." They meet her sons who 
are in mourning for her. Finally they come to her throne where her husband 
is sitting in her place. He's not in mourning, he's enjoying the fact that she's 
gone. He's glad to see her back, supposedly, but she says, ''Take him." He 
runs; he asks for help from various gods who keep changing him into differ
ent animals. There's a long section, pretty awful, of him running from these 
demons. He goes to his sister's and hides, but eventually they find him. 
They take him into the underworld. Then Inanna starts to mourn his loss 
and she goes to his sister, who is willing to spend half the year in the under
world. So the husband and the sister trade off. 

You wonder what this has to do with you? Maybe you don' t, maybe you 
know. The seven adornments are called me in Sumerian. The translators use 
the Sumerian word me, which fits in well w ith my interpretation All these 
ornaments are put on to be me, to solidify my identity. And at some point 
you make a decision to set your ear to the underworld, to the great below. 
This seems to me very related to concentration, and to admitting that some
how we are alone. We' re not alone in a way, it's so wonderful to have you 
all here, and yet in some way we're alone. So we admit that and set our ear 
to ourselves, to our .. . guts. We're willing just to be there with our experi
ence, and gently but firmly to tell our friends to stay behind. We ask for en
trance into this unknown, and once we have entrance, at these gates things 
are stripped from us; our identities, our mes are taken away. 

In the Ocean Seal Concentration it says: "Concentration is expression, is actu
alization, is reaching back for the pillow in the night." And then it goes on to 
say, ''Reaching back for the pillow is the nighttime reaching for the pillow." 
Concentration is light; when you concentrate, you can actually see what's 
right there. You can, you do, express what is there, but it's surrounded by 
darkness. Sometimes when you concentrate it's so absorbing that you don't 
notice what you don't know. But with a little perspective, it's very clear how 
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much you don't know. You know what's right now, right here, but farther 
away it's unknown. So this reaching for the pillow in the night-it's in the 
dark; you' re acting in the dark And yet it's a true expression. If you act in 
the dark, it's just you being you. And contrary to the way we usually are, 
there isn't a lot of strategizing about how this is going to effect everyone else 
and how they are going to respond. It's dark; you just do it. 

"Reaching for the pillow in the night is the nighttime reaching for the pil
low." Everything is active, the nighttime itself is active. We aren' t doing this 
by ourselves. At the gates, things are taken away. We don' t decide which me 
to drop at each gate. Life works on us and things get removed. 

The most striking thing for me about Ereshkigal is how fierce and imper
sonal she is. All the pain and the attachments didn't affect her a bit. "Okay, 
let her in. Lock the gates but let her in." Once she gets in there, it's just, 
"You're dead." Nothing special, just, "You're dead; get up on the wall." But 
it's part of ourselves that's killed. The Queen of Heaven is set aside for 
awhile. The mind we use in the light, how we put things together, how we 
rule the world-it's hung up on the wall for awhile. Then Ereshkigal goes 
into great pain, the pain of giving birth. I don't know if she's mourning 
Inanna, or if it's just this birth-giving pain. 

Then the little empathetic creatures come. Doesn' t this remind you of ses
shin? Moaning and groaning, "Oh, my back, oh my knees." By the magic of 
just being with it, being willing to be there with the struggle, the gift of life 
comes back But that's not the end. Inanna's ready to go back, greet the 
world, become the Queen of Heaven again, but somebody has to keep going 
down there. Again, this is another part of ourselves. The husband has to go 
down, the sister has to go down. All the different parts of ourselves; we 
have to make this trip over and over and over again. 

In the story it doesn't get any easier. In a way, it was harder for the husband 
than it was for Inanna in the first place. Mostly because she chose it, and he 
tried to run away, he panicked. When you read that p~t of it, his panic is 
much worse than just going through the gates. That's how it is for us, too. 
We decide, "Okay, I want something different in my life, this looks like a 
good shot," and we naively step into something like Buddhist practice. It 
seems pretty good for awhile, and then at some point, a t various times, a 
kind of panic sets in because we didn' t expect it to be ... even;thing. It's the 
things we haven' t discovered yet, the ways we're identifying ourselves and 
existing and living and loving. It's all those ways, and we haven' t even 
separated them out; we're just depending on them. So we get some little in
timation of how deep this is going and there may be a moment or two (or 
more) of panic. But as we go along our trust grows. At any particular mo
ment it can seem overwhelming. But trust of the nighttime grows. Trust that 
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Bocce ball at Tassajara 

the nighttime, the part of life that we can't see or understand, is also reach
ing back for this same pillow: our freedom, our liberation. 

The last part of the Ocean Seal Concentration is a story. A monk goes to Sozan 
and says, "It says in the teachings that the great ocean does not retain a dead 
body. What is the great ocean?" Sozan says, ''The great ocean contains all 
existents." 

'1£ it contains all existents, why doesn't it retain a dead body?" 

'1t's not that all existents don't have breath in effect." 

He's talking about this great ocean that we are walking on the bottom of; it 
contains everything. Everything's in there including your past, whatever of 
your past that still comes into the present, whatever comes up. It's all con
tained within this ocean, and it doesn't retain a dead body. He's saying that 
anything that's here is not ... without effect. Everything is worthy of our 
attention, our respect, our notice. It's not that we can notice everything or 
that we should notice everything. It's that whatever we do notice, whatever 
comes to us, is worthy. There's nothing that is just a kind of dead body 
hanging around. Something may seem like it's just a little fly buzzing 
around, but it may actually be a galatur or a kurgarra. 

So listen carefully. It may seem like there's something that should be swept 
up, cleaned off the surface of the ocean-"Get those dead bodies out of 
here." But no, there couldn't be such a thing in the great ocean. So it's up to 
us to set our ear to the great below, and listen for all existents. 
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Zen Center News 

Tassajara Bakery 

After several years of struggling with management and financial problems 
at the Tassajara Bakery, Zen Center is close to signing a licensing agreement 
with the Just Desserts company to produce Tassajara bread and to operate 
the Tassajara Bakery a t Cole Street. 

The Tassajara Bread Bakery on Cole Street grew out of our experience bak
ing bread during Guest Season at Tassajara. The bakery created employ
ment for the practicing community and self-support income for Zen Center. 
In 1986, Everyday, Inc. was formed as a for-profit corporation to run the 
bakery and Zen Center's other businesses. This was done because there 
were fewer zen students involved in the businesses and because new tax 
laws made it unwise to continue operating them under Zen Center's non
profit umbrella. 

In 1987, Everyday and the bakery entered into the wholesale manufacture 
and distribution of its popular breads, leasing and remodeling a large pro
duction facility on Third Street. This was not entirely successful due to inad
equacies of the Third Street site and our lack of experience in wholesale dis
tribution. Although the bakery has made great strides in solving these prob
lems, it is currently operating at a barely break-even point. It needs addi
tional skills and energy to grow and thrive. 

Zen Center has had a long and close relationship with Just Desserts' Presi
dent Elliot Hoffman and we believe that his company shares our deep inter
est in quality products, service and social commitment. Furthermore, Just 
Desserts has the expertise in wholesale baking and distribution which we 
lack Through the Licensing agreement with Just Desserts, we will still have 
quality control over the bread with the Tassajara label. 

Zen Center is proud of founding the Tassajara Bread Bakery, and grateful to 
all those who have been involved as workers, bakers or customers. And we 
wish good luck to the Tassajara Bakery in this new incarnation. 
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1992 Zen Center Board of Directors 

We are very grateful to outgoing Board members Dan Howe, Huey John
son, Katherine Thanas, and offer a special thank you to Emila Heller for her 
effective and generous work as Board Chair. 

The 1992 Board is: AbbotTenshin Reb Anderson, AbbotSojun Mel 
Weitsman, President Michael Wenger, Chair Alan Margolis, Treasurer Bill 
Lane, Secretary Jeffrey Schneider, Ty Cashman, Grace Dammann, Martha 
de Barros, Kathie Fischer, Gary Friedman, Paul Haller, Blanche Hartman, 
Marc Lesser, Peter Overton, Peter Rudnick, Furyu Nancy Schroeder, Steve 
Stucky, Gladys Thacher. 

Alan Margolis was re-elected to a three-year term and has accepted the posi
tion as Chair with Marc Lesser as Vice Chair. Elected to their first three-year 
terms: Darlene Cohen, Martha de Barros and Kathie Fischer. 

Ben Discoe, Hilan; Rand and Micah Sawyer 
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Board Decision Regarding Abbots' Terms 

In February the Zen Center Board held a weekend retreat at Mt. Madonna 
Center. The discussion focused on the upcoming end of Abbot Tenshin's 
current term, and the following resolution was passed unanimously. {Min
utes from Board meetings are posted at the three practice places.) 

"We developed the following criteria ... We support the community as a 
whole to develop and thrive; our process should be one of consensus; we 
honor and support Abbot Tenshin to continue as a prominent teacher; we 
agree that Abbot Tenshin continue to receive housing and financial support 
at current levels. 

''Whereas the Zen Center by-laws limit an abbot to two consecutive 
terms ... And because the orderly ending of an abbot's term ... is a new 
and thorough-going process ... And because we are undertaking an inclu
sive revisioning of the Zen Center organization/ community as a whole .. . 
We resolve to: 

"1. Extend [Abbot Tenshin's] term, which ends December 1992, by two 
years, to December 1994. 

"2. Create a ceremony of gratitude to mark the end of his final term as 
abbot. 

113. Ask Abbot Tenshin to continue as a Zen teacher in residence for at least 
three additional years ... 

"4. Extend Abbot Sojun Weitsman's term an additional two years until De
cember 1996 ... 

11 All other issues regarding abbots' and former abbots' roles will be re
viewed during a community revisioning process." 

Possible Change in the Corporate Structure 

The current legal structure of Zen Center is a "corporation sole." Under this 
form of governance, put in place when Zen Center was first incorporated 
during Suzuki Roshi's abbacy, all decisions, whether secular or spiritual, are 
made by the chief religious officer, the abbot. 

In practice, since 1984 Zen Center's secular decisions are made by a Board of 
Directors (elected by voting members), which includes the abbots; religious 
decisions are made by the abbots. The Board would like Zen Center's legal 
structure to be congruent with its actual mode of self-governance, and has 
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Micah Sawyer and Steve Allen 

been working with legal counsel for several years to understand all the im
plications of such a change. 

The Board is now ready to solicit voter approval to change Zen Center to a 
"California nonprofit religious corporation." The initial Board of the new 
corporation would be identical to the current Board, and its bylaws would 
be identical to the current bylaws. Voting members will be receiving more 
detailed information regarding this decision. 

Membership at Zen Center 

Members of Zen Center are those who feel that Zen Buddhism is an impor
tant part of their lives and wish to express that feeling by joining the com
munity of practitioners and supporting the Sangha. Members may choose a 
temple affiliation at either City Center or Green Gulch Farm; joining at ei
ther location makes one a member of Zen Center. 

Members receive the Wind Bell magazine and other mailings announcing 
activities. Three years after joining, members are eligible to vote in the an
nual election for the Board of Directors. 

For more information, please visit the City Center or the Green Gulch office, 
or write or call the City Center office, (415) 863-3136. 
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Jamesburg Chicken House Transformed 

Eleanor Edwards Howe 

The practice of sitting is an old tradition in the new Jamesburg zendo. 
ijamesburg is the way station at the head of the dirt road to Tassajara.] For 
years before the building became a meditation hall, it was home to a flock of 
chickens. This fall, after months of hard work by a dedicated group in the 
local community, the zendo was officially opened by Abbot Mel Weitsman. 
The ceremony on September 2, 1991 drew nearly a dozen people, several 
from Carmel Valley. 

"Now that we have this nice space for zazen, people w ill come," said Mel in 
his remarks during the ceremony. And as an encouragement to the group, 
Mel brought with him the altar that had once been in the old Berkeley 
zendo, when that Zen Center was just beginning. 

There has been a zendo and a small sitting group at Zen Center's Jamesburg 
house for many years. But the room used for zazen was in the main house, 
sharing space with the people who lived there. Through the years the num
ber of people who met for zazen has fluctuated. Almost three years ago the 
Monterey Zen Center held two one-day sittings at Jamesburg, and resident 
caretakers Dan and Eleanor Howe realized that a place separate from the 
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house would be more suitable and perhaps would encourage the develop
ment of a local sitting group. 

A building was available-the old chicken house at the back of the prop
erty. About ten feet by twenty-two feet, the building was spacious enough 
for at least fifteen zabutons. With windows just under the roof-line and an 
open ceiling and skylights, the building let in a soft light reminiscent of the 
Green Gulch and Tassajara zendos. And set away from the house as it was, 
there was no noise of telephones, traffic around the food stand or the 
comings and goings in the compound. 

There was a slight problem, however. The previous occupants, who had 
been moved out of the building about a year earlier, had left quite a mess. 
The building very clearly had been, and remained, a chicken house. It 
would take a lot of time, effort and money to transform it. But the idea took 
hold. 

When two Jamesburg residents, Mara Freeman and Mark Olson, began to 
sit zazen regularly, Dan and Eleanor moved the zendo out to a small room 
connected to the shop. For a year the four discussed how to pull off the 
transformation. Mark, a contractor, offered to do the carpentry. A donation 
of a small private library, which was then sold, brought in about five hun
dred dollars. Still, the most formidable task seemed almost insurmount
able-scraping off years of chicken droppings from the walls and floor. En
ter Janene Sclawy, a Jamesburg resident whose practice is Siddha Yoga. She 
had heard of the plan to create a meditation hall and wanted to help. Janene 
offered to donate 150 hours of community service to the zendo project and 
immediately set to work scraping down the walls and floor. 
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In May of 1991, the group formally presented the project to the Zen Center 
Abbots and to President Michael Wenger, and asked for their approval and 
for $800 for materials. 

In July a community work day was held. About eight people showed up to 
help install wiring, sheetrock the walls, put up new window screening and 
clean the grounds. A week later Mark Olson installed a new pine floor, and 
the following week zazen was offered in the new building for the first time, 
even though the project was not yet complete. 

After work began it was decided to go back to the Abbots and Officers and 
ask for additional funds to replace the old tin roof and fiberglass panels with 
a more secure p lywood and roll roofing. Mark made skylights to preserve 
some of the natural light; the new roof could now be insulated and made 
watertight. 

At the opening ceremony in September the smells of the incense, the new 
pine floor, and the flower petals that were tossed about melded together in a 
heady aroma. There was no hint of the hundred or so chickens who had 
once made the building their roost; but somehow their presence was felt. 
The building that had nurtured years of sitting will now, in its new life, nur
ture our practice for many more. 
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Childcare in the City Center courtyard 

Growing Up at Zen Center 

We sent letters to over forty people who have spent or are spending part of their 
growing up years at Zen Center, inviting them to contribute to this article. Most of 
them tried to put pen to paper; it turned out to be a difficult assignment. We send 
gratitude and wann wishes to those who sent items as well as to those who didn't, 
and humble apologies to any who were overlooked. We invite contributions on this 
theme for a future issue. 

Elena Rivera 

Arrival 

Tassajara was a crevice, a cracked rock; sulfur poured· out of its robes, a hot 
spring for visitors; water flowed to smooth the bumps while all the while 
creating new ones. We arrived, my brother, sister and I, on an orange after
noon. The hills were dry and the dust rose beneath the wheels of the jeep. I 
was fifteen. We stood at the entrance, up above the zendo, after our adven
turous ride over rocks on the winding door which had opened at 
Jamesburg. Tommy came out to greet us with shiny head smiling and some
thing cool to drink. 

In my dream I was a monk in India. I was very happy to be there, except 
that there is a period where everybody should be silent; I don't understand 
why. I pay admission to the museum; it's a huge mountain with holes. I am 
silent, everything is silent. I walk. 
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We looked down from the high spot where we stood and saw that our 
mother was there; we had felt her immediately among the faceless black 
robes. She looked surprised, a doe's glance that has smelled change. She had 
been at Tassajar3 for a year-she, the deity who came forward. "Mommy!" 

We had come from Los Angeles and it was the beginning of summer. We 
had lived with our father in a house off Santa Monica Boulevard. We had 
lived in the screened heat of a town making itself into a tragic land, tap 
dancing classes, two new brothers for the year, and Wonder Woman and 
Spiderman. 

Our mother came up towards us. The Zen students watched, watched si
lently as she held and touched her children, a laugh echoing in our skin. 
They watched us, beheld the mother in her black robe and her children, full 
of her smell and eager to see her. We felt them, these black robes like tall 
trees. (This was not the first time. We were used to differences. We had lived 
with Sensei Deshimaru in France, our hair had been touched and cut by 
Kalu Rinpoche.) A syllable to be spoken, a meal to be made, a chant to be 
repeated-"Innumerable labors have brought us this ... "-that was the 
adventure, and the mountains and hills became a familiarity to dive from, 
w here we put on concerts (which wasn' t very Zen), wrote newspapers 
(which survived the first fire but not the second), and cut gallons of lettuce, 
onions, and grated carrots. 

JaymzAsher 

A Fireside Chuckle 

So I got to thinking about ol' Green Gulch Farm and being reared there an' 
all, and I was reflecting on the notion that my memories and ideas are con
tinually being restructured in retrospect as time flails away. Sounds obvious 
an' all but, By Gum, it just occurred to me that for several years after mov
ing from Green Gulch I was quite embarrassed about having lived in a Zen 
monastery. Then in high school it became a small source of pride; it was 
"cool" and "alternative" when the sixties-seventies revamp was becoming 
popular. In England I hesitate to mention it because reactions have been 
particularly snide. However I'd like to believe that the spirit of children has 
some sort of universal consonance and I still remain imbued with fond sen
timent for my childhood at Green Gulch, though at the time my feelings 
were more ambiguous. 

For instance I can chuckle now over certain anguished m oments which tor
mented me as a child. The whole idea of living on a Zen farm with a bunch 
of mysterious bald people was always embarrassing at school, and having 
my father show up to my soccer games, bald head a' shining, cheering 
wildly from the sidelines still wearing half his zazen wear (if not robes), be
came a constant fear after the first time it happened. 
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The usual social hierarchy amongst children growing up together was espe
cially prevalent at Green Gulch as I remember. The harassment was passed 
down the line. As a "little kid" I received endless torment from the "big 
kids" and doled out my share of it in turn. Excluding the omni-presence of a 
hoard of parental figures, there were essentially three types of people at 
Green Gulch for us kids: there were the babies, like my sister, who were too 
small to torture (at first); there were the little kids, that was me for the long
est time; then the big kids, which usually included one or two stray Muir 
Beach hooligans. Every morning during the school year all of the kids 
would gather at the base of a hill where cows and horses grazed. We would 
wait for all the kids to assemble before climbing over the fence and trudging 
up the hill to the highway where the school bus stopped. I recall one morn
ing as a young'n when the bigger kids waiting with me were particularly 
friendly; they had given me a chocolate chip cookie to bring to school. It was 
a giant one, the kind you get out of a big glass jar at a delicatessen and I was 
advised not to open my lunch box till I got to school or some hoods on the 
bus might take it from me. Oh boy, did I covet that cookie!-and it surely 
was huge as it clunked about in my Incredible Hulk lunch box. But I kept to 
their advice and happily scampered up the hill to catch the bus to school, 
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Buddha's Birthday at Green Gulch Farm 

beaming with joy. That kind of thing just makes a kid's day; the world is a 
happy place, the big kids are suddenly your best friends, school becomes 
fun, dogs no longer appear to be waiting to bite you, the school bus isn't 
doomed to drive off a cliff after all, why heck, even brussel sprouts could be 
edible! Well, maybe not brussel sprouts but certainly asparagus ... Squash? 
Eggplant? 

When you're a little kid and you have a giant chocolate chip cookie in your 
lunch pail you're invincible, the Incredible Hulk. Nothing can bring you 
down when you' re the owner of an ENORMOUS CHOCOLATE CHIP 
COOKIE! And so, when I eagerly joined my comrades, the lunch box bri
gade, out on the benches for recess, I was glowing like a sweepstakes win
ner, a newly-wed, (a taker of saunas?). With an irrepressible smile I tore 
open my lunch box like a Christmas gift and revealed the biggest, most gi
gantic dried cow-pie in the ENTIRE UNIVERSE, crumbling and flaking 
onto my carrot sticks, scattered over my peanut butter sandwich, contami
nating my whole lunch! I heaved the lunch pail to the ground in horror. The 
sky went black with thunder-clouds, the braying of a million rabid dogs 
filled the school-yard, somewhere a school bus careened off a cliff, Lucy the 
cook was steaming up a heaping pot of brussel sprouts for dinner. And egg
plant ice cream for dessert. 
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The big kids got me that day; but perhaps it was just some kind of karma for 
days to come when I ruled the farm with my tyrannical cohorts, dishing out 
constant ridicule and harassment to those younger than I, playing my part 
in the timeless ritual. 

No doubt the details of our memories are different, individual, but would it 
be fair to say that the spirit of children remains the same? Regardless of i:he 
environment we were raised in, regardless even of the political climate of 
that environment? I'd like to believe so. Iraq, Russia, South Africa, Califor
nia, England, China, Croatia, etc ... You know, nothing heavy; just the spirit 
of children ... you know? 

Nova Ray 

Diving In 

(Nova says, "I spend most of my summers at Tassajara. I decided to write about it 
because it's my favorite place in all the world.) 

Jessamyn and I started our long walk to the Tassajara pool. Jess is my buddy 
from way back when. We went into the changing room and put on our 
bathing suits. Then I sailed out to the edge of the pool and did a dive with a 
flip. Touching the water, I felt like a pin landing on the ground. I didn' t 
seem to make a shiver in the water's pattern. I felt cool and buoyant, with
out a care in the world. 

Free and lively, I sank to the bottom of the pool and did a back somersault. I 
lay at the bottom of the pool for awhile and looked up at the trees hovering 
in an endless sea of lights and darks. The shapes were blurry and water
logged. 

Swimming up to the water's surface, I felt very content. Suddenly, Jessamyn 
started to charge me. I tore across the water and jumped up onto the edge of 
the pool. I dived back in, swam to the deep end, hopped out, turned, and 
tried to do a racer's dive. Jess and I quickly switched positions and I began 
to charge her. She was too fast for me; she skimmed across the pool and 
stopped suddenly. I smashed into her. We started laughing like crazy. 

Soon we were both practicing our front flips and she taught me how to do a 
tricky somersault act for two people. The water felt cold and soft, like a silk 
ribbon curling around a present. Jess and I stayed in the pool for an hour 
and a half straight. It was a good place to be on a sizzling 107 degree day. 

We finally hopped out of the pool and leaped into the changing room. My 
skin felt like a prune. We walked up the dirt road to the grassy lawn holding 
hands, playfully giggling and skipping our way home in the sunshine. It 
had been a happy and fun day for both of us ... 
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Sarah Nancy Cutts Weintraub 

Zen Parents 

My parents say some unusual things. For example, a few days ago I pushed 
my little brother and pretended nothing happened. My mom, instead of 
saying "Don't push your brother," or something like that, said, ''Think 
about your state of mind when you push your brother." ! 

Another incident happened this morning: I was about to eat my cornmeal 
and molasses when I noticed two brown dots on the edge near the side of 
the bowl. "Daddy," I said, "What are these things?" "They are the pre-voice 
of the ten thousand molasses," answered my dad. "What's pre-voice?" 
asked my brother Dave. So my dad explained: " ... There are ten thousand 

Robert Lytle with Robin Clymer, Lauren Wholey and Jessamyn Met;erhoff 

Sarah and ten thousand Davey," finished my dad. ''If I'm ten thousand I 
don't have to ask to be excused from the table!" cried Dave. He jumped off 
his stool and put his head through the arm of my dad's vest, then he began 
dancing around the room. 

To remember to write this I wrote Zen Center Story on my hand. My 
brother Dave told me to write ''Davey is ten thousand," on his hand. So 
much for a Zen Teaching. 
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Robin Coonen 

For me, growing up at Green Gulch was like having a huge family. At any 
given time there were at least twenty people to whom I could go to ask ad
vice or opinions. Not only did this give me a sense of assurance, it gave me a 
range of values and ideas to choose from. While all of my friends outside of 
Green Gulch adopted only the values of their parents, I had a broad range of 
values to think over and to decide which to accept as my own. 

Bathing babies in the courtyard fountain 

Unfortunately, this did not last. The closest I can come to pin-pointing a 
time for the change was when Baker Roshi, a man whose advice had been 
very helpful at times, left. A division formed between the people of Zen 
Center. Some were "for" and some were "against" him; the discontented 
left. It seemed to me that one day I came home and I didn't know anyone. 
My vast source of information was depleted at what seemed like a drastic 
rate. From then on things continued to change. The search for a new abbot 
began, producing controversy yet again. Little things which mattered so 
much changed: the main office was locked after certain hours, I was no 
longer allowed to roam freely, I had to be quiet so as not to "disturb" the 
guests, Tassajara bread could be found on supermarket shelves, and Greens 
became trendy. 
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Green Gulch is still a very beautiful place. I have gone back and walked 
through it and been asked if I needed any assistance finding my way 
around. When I do go back, though, I try to look at it as a p lace I have never 
been before, simply a lovely place to walk where I may perhaps see a few of 
the people I knew in my childhood. I would only be searching in vain if I 
looked for the place of my childhood memories. Green Gulch, like every
thing else, must grow and modernize in this world of ours. 

Nevada Lane 

When I was young, not a toddler but also far away from being a teenager, I 
ate with my parents every evening in the dining room at Zen Center after 
taking the short walk from 340 Page together. I would serve myself confi
dently (those red-floored halls were after all my home), bump through the 
swinging door, and search out a good spot in the hall, looking eagerly 
around for available after-dinner playmates. The stained glass windows en
cased in the upper halves of the doors were an enigma to me; somehow I 
never stopped to notice that the images were of bowing hands. Only in go
ing back to Zen Center after being away for a time did I see the form for 
what it is. Everything was familiar; chant, eat, silence, clappers, talk, eat, 
then run off to play on the chartreuse, worn, welcoming carpet at the back 
of the room with the other children. Tuesday, because of Kid's Dinner, was 
the anticipated day of the week; running wildly around the rectangular 
table in the "flop" room aJmost unsupervised was always pleasant. Besides, 
we got to buy peach or raspberry push-ups at the Green Grocer afterwards. 

I was never self-conscious about living at a Buddhist center. I knew other 
people lived differently, but it never occurred to me that my experience 
growing up was strange or unacceptable. Typical of my state of mind at the 
time would be something like: Dad enters room in robes, head freshly 
shaven, as friend and I play Barbies on the tatami mats. Friend looks ques
tioningly at me after he has left. ''Why's your dad wearing a dress?" 'That's 
not a dress, silly, those are robes for meditation." Friend would now nod 
knowingly, then say ''Why doesn't your dad have hair?;' Pause; I didn' t 
know. "I don' t know; pass me the dress with the ruffle and the purple polka 
dots, okay?" 

I didn' t understand exactly what my parents did for zazen or service al
though I knew it had something to do with being Zen Center in San Fran
cisco. I don't know if I will ever do a practice period or if the thought of 
tangaryo will ever stop making me nervous, but it is important to me not to 
simply leave Zen Center without looking back, for that would be disowning 
my childhood in a way. So I return to Tassajara each summer, and perhaps 
one of these years I will grasp what role Buddhism is going to play in my 
life and how really, fabulously lucky I was to grow up in a community like 
Zen Center. 
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Daniel Watson-Weller 

(as told to his mother, Mary Watson) 

I remember when I was two or three at childcare. I have a picture of Gra
ham. We would eat ice cream at the Mini Park. We would play games. 
Janine, Dhyana, me and Kieran and a few other people were there. We went 
to Koshland Park or the Mini Park. 

Then me, Kieran, Dhyana and Janine would play in the back courtyard and 
in the apartment building. I would have my ball and we would bounce it 
down the stairs. We would have races of balls down the stairs. 

This last summer [at Tassajara] I h elped make bag lunches. If I wanted, I 
could taste some of it. I pulled the leaves off radishes; I whipped eggs and 
made foamy stuff, like a dessert. It was really yummy. Davy and Keiran 
were there. Katherine, my Buddha mother, was there. I have an American 
mother and a Buddha mother. At Tassajara we would go to lunch by the 
stream and feed the fish crumbs. 

Especially there's two holidays we do that I like: Christmas and Halloween. 
In the dining room one year for Halloween there was a yellow light bulb 
and they hanged a white sheet over it to make it like a ghost. I would go be
fore and put up black and orange stream ers-just like Giant's colors. The 
part I liked was getting candy. In fact, I still have a piece of Halloween 
cand y now. I've saved it for four months. 

Buddha's Birthday is at Green Gulch. They send up a big dragon with bal
loons. I would throw up flower petals like it's raining. I remember the white 
elephant in the play that went to the bathroom- brown s tuff. They wanted 
to make it more exciting for the kids, I bet. 

I go to the Children's Tea at Zen Center. I collect pillows for it. I think a 
funny lecture was when somebody was talking about the life of the Buddha. 
They were tempting him with precious jewels and Nintendo. To scare him, 
evil demons came and when he touched the ground, a big earthquake hap
pened and they ran away. I like when Deanna comes and she reads us a 
story. I like the tea and when she does her art project. Last time she read a 
book about a big wave coming. A wise man set his com fields on fire and so 
all the people came up and were saved. 

Kelly Chadwick 

Eric B. and Rakims "In the Ghetto" sends little shock waves through the few 
remaining drops of macha. Leftover globs of poorly stirred tea powder have 
been streaked by my tongue toward the lip of the bow l. 
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Children's service circa 1970 

I am often asked, or told for that matter, what a profound effect growing up 
in a Zen community must have had on my life, how unique an experience it 
was. It's always very funny to hear my childhood environment described in 
such reverent esoteric terms. To me, and I think to most of my fellow survi
vors, it was just life. What one knows as familiar is just reality. I never felt it 
was more exciting or depthful than anyone else's life. As a child the forces 
that determine wonder are not any stronger in a monastery than elsewhere. 

However, as life continued and I grew older, it became clear that my reality 
was quite different than everybody else's. Midway through elementary 
school, I decided that making it through one's childhood at Zen Center and 
entering the world as a functional citizen was just about the hardest accom
plishment in the universe. It's not that it's a bad place per se, I just was never 
taught that the rest of the world was a little different, that the values and 
basic assumptions that my parents and everyone else in Zen Center held did 
not correspond with those of anyone in America east of Oakland and west 
of D.C. Well, I guess I was told that on a regular basis, but I didn' t ever be
lieve it. We did talk about the outside world quite a bit. It was the reason 
most people claimed to be Zen refugees. I just found it hard to believe that 
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Hannah Shicky, Sarah Bockhorst and Jason Lesser 

this was a country of war-mongering, meat-eating, sitcom-watching, apa
thetic, racist Christians. 

Could it be true? Zen Center and the people associated with it did not have 
an overwhelming appearance of highly developed consciousness. On the 
contrary, many seemed a tad lost, slightly confused, or just plain bonkers. 
How could there possibly be a world so screwed up that all of these people 
sought out places like Green Gulch where they could sit silently on pillows 
every morning and night? So at an early age I began to wonder if it was not 
one giant horrible plot of the Zen Center Board to make all of these confused 
people feel they could not survive away from its omnipotent supervision. A 
miniature 1984. The newscasters were actors, the Chronicle was published 
and printed in the hidden basement press below the old furnace, and the 
personal accounts of the ominous world lurking outside the Bay Area were 
the words of the brainwashed-once great minds reduced to lowly pawns 
of the Zen Center Board of Directors. Was this the secret reason my mother 
had left Zen Center when I was only seven? And what about my father, 
who always seemed a little funny? Was he somehow involved in the com
plex Zen State tyranny? 

The years sped by and my friends and I learned the many important lessons 
that this Zen world had to offer. How, far before we reached puberty, to lure 
beautiful cosmic junkies from the midwest with all those key words like 
heart, strength, vulnerability, zazen, questioning, and teacher. How to make 
pipes from old furnace parts, climb any wall, locate the key to any and every 
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door, memorize the migration patterns of local food distributors, and most 
importantly tha t school, unlike quality zazen time, had no real tangible 
value. Of course my demented but well-intentioned parents deviated a little 
from general Zen Center parenting practices, but how was I to know? 

In '87 my mother and I drove into the heart of the U.S.: Spokane, Washing
ton, our new home. I realized as we drove in on Division Street in our or
ange '76 VW bus, all horizons endless rows of Mc Donalds, Ford dealer
ships, supermarkets, and Arvy's, that all of those messengers passing 
through our monastery were not brainwashed pawns after all. They were 
terrified victims of an alien world. After a vague year of smeared together 
days like the macha in my bowl, I began to grasp my surroundings and 
found them to be not all that bad. The only problem was I had been, during 
my many years in and around Richard Baker's empire, rendered incapable 
of living harmoniously in the "real world." Slowly it became clear that the 
reality which shaped my childhood was rather unusual, and I would never 
be able to function in this world using the basic assumptions others took for 
granted: nothing is actually wrong, that as long as you're not honest about 
who you are everything will be okay, that one can say whatever one likes as 
long as it is not dangerous to the structure of our society, pop tops are better 
than pull tabs, dandruff is worse than cancer, and so on. 

What horrible misguidance had I received? Why had my parents withheld 
such essential lessons from me? My mind had been polluted with virus ide
ologies and evidently there was no cure. I was lost. I knew I would never be 
able to function in the society I lived in. Left with a terrible emptiness de
vouring my soul I turned to the only refuge I knew- indulgence. A life of 
endless feeding of my insatiable desires. Broken by zazen, delirious from the 
smell of incense and tatamis, I am left with only one escape-the most diffi
cult path of all-the tantric path! I write this to express my undying grati
tude to all the characters of the Bay Area Zen and weirdo community. With
out your infinitely faceted array of influences I might have thought it was all 
about discipline, direction, deep thought and a clear mind. I would not have 
had the wisdom to follow what I desire. As a renowned English professor at 
John Woolman School reminded us at least once a week, "Expectation is the 
absence of wonder." 

Anna Sopko 

On my fifth birthday I broke my tooth on the drinking fountain near the 
Tassajara creek. Besides a few vague recollections of cooking eggs in New 
York City and driving through the Grand Canyon in a blue van on the way 
to California, I think this is my first real memory. It was at Tassajara that I 
first learned to love reading, sitting in the tree house by the lower gardens 
listening over and over to the story of Gilgamesh. I spent what would have 
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David and Kelly Chadwick 
and Lew Richmond 

been my first grade year getting what my dad now terms a "royal educa
tion" with a host of Zen scholars, artists, writers and intellectuals as my per
sonal tutors. I remember sitting at a redwood picnic table in the 110 degree 
summer heat, neatly copying rows of "Emily, Baby, Mommy" into a blue
lined notebook, because ''Y" was my favorite letter. 

When I moved to San Francisco so that I could start second grade at a real 
city school, I naturally assumed that everyone's parents went off to sit ses
shin once in a while, and walked down the street every night carrying 
heavy red-rimmed plates to eat dinner with their friends. But little by little I 
realized that most of my friends' families didn' t bow before they ate dinner. 
Gradually I stopped talking to my class at school about how much fun I had 
on Buddha's Birthday at Green Gulch every year. 

I don't remember the Japanese chants that I could recite so easily at Tassa
jara anymore. But I can' t forget the community. Today Zen Center, for me, 
is represented by a collection of people who I meet on the street every 
evening and who always say hello to me and smile as I walk by. Just this 
year, as I approach the birthday that, according to some, will mark the legal 
end of my childhood, I have come to the conclusion that every little person 
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should be allowed to spend at least a few years of his or her childhood at a 
Zen Center somewhere in the world. I know that the sense of community 
and the support I have always felt growing up here is something I will 
never forget. 

Jessamyn Meyerhoff 

Dear Friend, 

I started remembering all my past summers at Tassajara yesterday. You 
probably don't remember them very well. Would you mind if I told you 
about some of them? 

The first thing that comes to mind is all the dust and heat and wearing worn 
out sandles. Coming out of the pool, when our feet were all shriveled up 
like prunes from being in the water so long. I remember stepping out of the 
creaky gate, letting it slam behind us and then running to tea. 

Before that though, I remember childcare. The bridge that passed over the 
rushing creek, or still, filled with algae sometimes. I remember bounding 
across it, stopping in the middle to jump, making the whole bridge shake. 

Do you remember the big swing? All the kids would rush out to swing on it, 
it was so much longer than the other ones. Remember when Jamie would 
twist us up in the big swing so that when she let go we'd whirl around so 
fast our hair would swirl out all around us? And when we'd get off we 
would be dizzy and sick, but it was fun! We'd play Circus on the big swing 
and House in the fallen trees. Oh, and the haunted house; that was freaky! 

I have to go now, friend. Love, Jessamyn 

Anna Sopko and 
Mithra Saun;er 
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Dhyana Cabarga 

During the meal chant before dinner at Zen Center, sometimes Audrey and 
I would say the chant adding "not": 

Innumerable labors did not bring us this food, 
We should not know how it comes to us. 
Receiving this offering, we should not consider whether our virtue 
and practice deserve it. 
Not desiring the natural order of mind, we should not be free from 
greed, hate and delusion. 
This food is not for the Three Treasures, it is not for our teachers, 
family, and all beings. 
The first portion is not for the Precepts ... 

Saying the chant this way was fun, and no one knew we were doing it. And 
we didn' t know if our virtue and practice deserved it anyway. 

Aron Fischer 

When we reached ten, Noah, Jesse, and I shifted from building go-carts and 
spray painting abandoned sheds to playing baseball and patronizing the 
snack area. We would return from school at four, eat, leaving cereal spills 
and buttered toast crusts in our trail, and play baseball loudly during zazen 
on the lawn outside the zendo. This didn' t last. 

Green Gulch solved the snack area problem by banning us from it. We pro
tested outside the door, with picket signs. I don't know if it was the picket 
signs, but we were back in the snack area within a week. 

The zazen problem was solved more artfully. Someone had the idea of put
ting up a flag-pole in front of the zendo, and flying a flag during zazen to 
signify to us kids that we were to stay off the lawn. What's more, we could 
decorate the flag. We agreed. One Sunday afternoon, we all sat on the deck 
with a white sheet and various fabric paints. We put a· large, orange and 
green Buddha in the middle, surrounded by reminders such as "Quiet!" 
and "Zazen." 

We never stopped playing baseball during zazen, but adults kept raising the 
flag before zazen for several months. The daily flag raising was a neat spec
tacle. It reminded one of a morning at an elementary school, if the janitor 
happened to be wearing robes. 
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Suzuki Roshi
Questions and Answers 

(continued from Fall 1991 issue) 

SR: Do you have some other questions? 

Q: You mentioned some practice that we 
could do daily besides zazen which might 
help us. 

SR: Although I said that, right now I 
would like to put emphasis on emotional 
activity rather than thinking mind. But it 
does not mean thinking mind is bad. It 
too is important. In our daily life it will 
help us to know this point. But actually 
the best way is to practice Zen and to have 
this kind of naturalness which can be ex
tended to your everyday life, your usual 
activities. That is more what we try to do. 

Q: The difficulty seems to be that I use my 
thinking mind to rid myself of the influ
ence it has on my thinking mind. 

SR: I think that knowing this kind of thing 
doesn't help much. Even though you know it, even though you have a lot of 
money in the bank, it doesn't help so much. When you actually use it, it will 
be a great help, but just to know something about it, this kind of teaching or 
explanation, is not much help actually. So, the best thing is to have actual 
practice to control your thinking mind, and just to use your thinking mind 
when it is necessary. Just to know this kind of thing is not enough. The only 
way to do it is to have the actual power to do it. And to obtain this kind of 
power we practice zazen. 

That is why, when you practice zazen, you must have strong determination 
or confidence in your practice. The way you practice zazen should not be 
like reading some book to find out something good, or being fascinated by 
some beautiful experience. This is very shallow and shows a lack of deter-
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mination. So, when you practice zazen, you must have strong confidence: 
'Whatever happens to me, I will not stop my zazen." You should be willing 
to die in your practice, that kind of attitude is necessary. It is not just to think 
something or to find out something. 

Q: There are many types of work we can do. We can do work which is just 
physical, however it is very tiring. And all these different kinds of work en
tail different considerations. Lately I've been giving it quite a bit of consider
ation and sometimes I don't really know what kind of work would be most 
beneficial for a frame of mind which would be good for zazen. I wanted to 
ask you if there are certain kinds of work or employment that should be 
avoided and certain kinds that are more beneficial. 

SR: Yes, it is of course better to choose your work. But I think there will be 
two kinds of work. One is physical work without using your mind so much 
and the other is the opposite, like office work or calculating. This kind of 
work is mental work during which you cannot practice koan study. You 
cannot practice koan study when you are counting something. But if it is 
just physical work, you can do it. I classified it in this way, but most work is 
not purely mental or physical-maybe a mixture of both. I think the best 
way is to be concentrated on what you are doing. That is how we apply our 
practice in our everyday life. Maybe most work is more mental than physi
cal. Don't you think so? 

Q: I think it must be better for us if it is more physical than mental. 

SR: I don't know which is better. Physical work is difficult and you will be 
very tired, physically tired. If you are too tired I don't think you can practice 
zazen after your work. So, even though you practice zazen it will not help 
you immediately. Little by little you will gain some power, but it will not 
help you like drinking some honey. When I cough if I take some water it 
helps a lot; zazen will not help so immediately. But what you gain in zazen 
will not go away; that is the advantage of our practice. Our practice makes 
our mind clear and makes our physical and emotional activity natural and 
strong, and your character will also be more like this, more natural. You will 
give your good feeling to others. This is also important; when you give your 
good feeling to others, at the same time you will have good feeling too. Do 
you agree with that? 

Q: What is the place of love and devotion in our practice? 

SR: Both love and devotion are very important, but love and d evotion 
should be defined. We do not believe in some label, love and devotion, or 
some beautiful words. That is just a paper picture. We are not so interested 
in just a picture; what it means is more important. Love or devotion is some
thing which can be recognized by others so they can respond with confi-
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dence. Even though you say, "I love you," "I love our practice," or "Oh, 
thank you," it doesn't mean much. So again naturalness is important. Some
thing that comes from the source of your hara is more important than some 
idea or some beautiful words. 

Q: For about the last hundred years, in western culture, the idea has 
emerged that we are civilized. Sigmund Freud said that the repression of 
many instincts, such as anger, may lead to more problems. U you allow the 
complete freedom of animal instincts you have chaos, but if you repress 
them too much people become unhappy and destroy themselves in other 
ways. How would Zen Buddhism look upon that problem and how would 
it resolve that? Freud could not see any resolution. 

SR: I couldn't clearly follow you, but as for Zen, our way is not like "this" or 
" that." We don' t like to say, "This is Zen" or, "That is Zen." "This is true 
way, that is not." Tonight I have no time to explain it, but we have some for
mula to avoid going to extremes, and to have always right judgment about 
things that you see, about what you do, or about what you want to do. 
There is some way, not teachings, but some way to observe things more ef
fectively and more clearly, and to know what is wrong with your activity, 
w hat you did or what you want to do. So, usually, I am sorry to say, when 
you ask questions you want to know exactly what is Zen, but we don' t want 
to say what is Zen because something which is said will create problems. 

Q: My question wasn't, "What is Zen." It's more, just, how to live? Maybe it 
would be simpler if I give an example. If I am angry at something and con
tinuously repress my anger it may be bad for me, for my life and for my 
practice. If I express it, I get rid of it but I may hurt som ebody else. So what 
am I going to do? 

SR: I think it's more harmless to express it than to repress it, but at the time 
you must know what anger is. Actually we cannot be angry with anything, 
you know. When you are angry with something you should at the same 
time understand something about yourself. To show, ''I am so foolish," you 
should be angry. Not to stop someone from doing something but to show 
your foolishness you should be angry. "Oh, I am sorry, I must be angry!" 
Then it will be a help to you and to others also. At that time you are free 
from anger, and being angry you will be helped because you don' t suppress 
your feelings. 

We have precepts like: Don't be angry. Dogen Zenji's explanation of it is: 
Anger will be like a beautiful cloud in the sky, or beautiful waves of water 
when the sun or the moon lights them. Anger is something like that. So ac
cording to him there is no need to repress it because it is so beautiful. But 
when you say it is beautiful it is not so beautiful. When you are just angry, 
like a boy, like a naughty boy, it may be very beautiful. That kind of 
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humbleness is more important. If you practice our way you will understand 
how difficult it is to be humble. It may be better just to be honest whatever 
you do. We should know that whatever we do or have done is not perfect, 
so we should say, "Oh, excuse me." If a master slaps his s tudent he should 
say, ''Excuse me." But usually after hitting someone you feel you should 
kick him too. That is not so good. 

Q: You have suggested to us that as students we should try to steal our 
teacher's way. 
SR: [He misunderstands "way'' as "wife."] Did I say this or not? I have no 
idea about my wife being stolen. 
Q: Will you please explain how we commit that crime? 
SR: H ow? Do you want to commit that crime? 
Q: Steal your way. 

SR: Oh, "way." I thought you said "wife." ''How can I steal my teacher's 
wife." Way! Oh, I shall be very glad if you steal my way. To steal your 
teacher's way may not be difficult, but it may take a pretty long time. If you 
are patient enough or if you like him, naturally you will eventually steal his 
way completely. It happens in that way. Even though you don't try to imi
tate his way, even though you hate to steal his way, it is quite so. I don' t 
know why it happens in that way. To be a teacher is awful, you know, be
cause we don't know w ho is stealing our way. You reminded me of an aw
ful thing. Students will learn something that a teacher will not want them to 
learn or to steal. If the teacher is forgetful, his student may be forgetful quite 
easily. And even if the teacher is very pa
tient it may take a long time for the student 
to be as patient as the teacher. Something 
that the teacher wants his students to steal 
from him they may not steal. Dogen Zenji 
says, ''We must practice hard for our de
scendants, for our disciples." Not for our
selves. If we know how important it is to 
have good disciples, then we will practice 
very hard. When we come to this point, our 
practice is not just for us. It is for our dis
ciples or for others rather than for ourselves. 
When we have real relationship of teacher 
and disciple, that relationship is much 
deeper than the relationship between you 
and your children, or you and your wife or 
husband. It is much deeper than tha t. 

Thank you very much. 
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Participants in the Hokubei Sesshin 

East Meets West at Tassajara 

Last fall at Zen Mountain Center, thirty Soto Zen teachers from Europe, Bra
zil, Japan and the United States met at Tassajara for a two-week intensive 
training sponsored by Sotoshu Shumucho, headquarters of the Japanese 
Soto Sect. Termed Hokubei or "North American" Sesshin, this historic meet
ing was the first time Western representatives of Soto Zen lineages met offi
cially with their Japanese counterparts outside of Japari. Three earlier 
month-long Tokubetsu or "special" Sesshins were sponsored by Sotoshu in 
Japan in 1986, 1988, and 1990, designed for Westerners whose training had 
been entirely outside of Japan. 

Whether in Japan or America, these gatherings have demonstrated the ben
efits of face-to-face meeting. The Soto Zen tradition has been flowing to us 
from Japan for nearly a century now. The open-hearted offering of the 
Dharma by Japanese teachers was received here with "beginner's mind." 
Still, the parent generation in Japan and the Western practitioners have felt 
some natural distancing. This difference in outlook and perception was con
fronted at Tassajara, both sides offering, both receiving. Participants sensed 
that the meeting was a historic moment. 
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The group of teachers and senior monks included two Europeans, nine 
Japanese and sixteen Americans. The chief lecturer was Taizan Maezumi 
Roshi, Abbot of the Zen Center of Los Angeles, who gave nine lectures on 
Gakudo Yojinshu-Points to Watch in Obseruing the Way by Dagen Zenji. 
Other lecturers were Tsugen Narasaki Roshi of Keijuji Temple in Japan, and 
Tozen Akiyama Sensei, Abbot of Milwaukee Zen Center, and our Abbots, 
Tenshin Anderson and Sojun Weitsman [Abbot Sojun' s lecture follows this 
article]. 

Participants followed the practice period schedule of zazen, oryoki meals, 
study periods, lectures and work. Tassajara witnessed much informal inter
change, as Westerners from different groups and the Japanese participants 
shared styles of serving meals, playing drums and bells, and chanting. This 
intimate exchange helped to ground the training and simultaneously to lib
erate it from cultural stereotypes. 

The question of certification of Western teachers and training centers has 
been a background issue in these gatherings, and time was scheduled for 
continued discussion. Priests at Zen Center have not been certified within 
the Sotoshu system since Suzuki Roshi's death. Western teachers and repre
sentatives of Sotoshu have been working to create some new criteria forcer
tification, which would have many benefits, including allowing ordained 
Westerners to be recognized as such when studying in Japan, and providing 
verification from outside the individual groups. A new proposal to the 
Sotoshu Shumucho was unanimously approved at the meeting. 

The Hokubei Sesshin was a new but natural step in the march of Soto Zen 
brought to the West by Shunryu Suzuki Roshi, Dainin Katagiri Roshi, 
Hakuun Yasutani Roshi, Kodo Sawaki Roshi, and so many others, and the 
depth of our gratitude to the early teachers was vigorously underscored in 
the talks. One day all participants and practice period students made the 
climb to the ashes sites of Suzuki Roshi and Katagiri Roshi for a monthly 
memorial ceremony. In the words of Tassajara Ino Setsuan Gaelyn Godwin, 
'That morning we all gathered in the warm October air and walked in a 
slow, cheerful procession up the hillside to the memorial site. The inkin led, 
followed by Narasaki Roshi, his two attendants, Zen Center's Abbots, 
Maezumi Roshi and the rest of the sixty people, in a long snaking line. At 
the site, Narasaki Roshi spoke to Suzuki Roshi and to Katagiri Roshi in Japa
nese. It was profoundly moving to stand in the midst of this rare gathering, 
simply acknowledging the tremendous effort that had been made on our 
behalf in Japan, and the many decades of devoted effort in this country to 
teach us and to help us stand up . Tears were falling all around." 
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Raise a Speck of Dust, 
Reunite the Dharma Family 

Sojun Mel Weitsman 
October 13, 1991 

First of all I would like to extend my gratitude to the practice period stu
dents for sharing their space and practice. It's very unusual to have this kind 
of meeting the first two weeks of practice period. The tanganJO [entering] 
students didn't even have a day off after tangaryo because they were help
ing us get everything ready. And I really appreciate the way the practice 
leaders have kept things together and helped the sesshin to work. I feel a 
wonderful sense of harmony between both groups, sesshin and the practice 
period. It seems like momentum is beginning for all of us to continue for the 
next two months. So we've cancelled all of the flights (laughter) .... We're 
sorry to see everyone go, actually. It seems like a shame to gain momentum 
just when everyone's leaving, but that's good. It makes us want more. A 
little taste, and that's good. 

I especially want to thank Yamamoto-san and Yoshinami-san from the 
Sotoshu, who organized this sesshin. Last year when Tenshin-san, Keido
san, Jakusho-san and I went to Japan for Zuisse, we stopped in at the 
Sotoshu and met Yoshinami-san and Yamamoto-san and spoke with them 
about what we are doing, and how we could work together. At that time 
both groups were approaching each other cautiously and carefully. Then 
this year we received a letter from Sotoshu that said we'll have a Tokubetsu 
Sesshin at Tassajara in the fall. It seems that Maezumi Roshi had talked to 
the Sotoshu people and suggested that, and it had been suggested by us too, 
but suddenly here it was. A two-week special sesshin. So we said, "Okay, 
let's do it." 

Since Tassajara runs year round without any gaps, we were not quite sure 
where to place it. So we decided that it would be the first two weeks of prac
tice period, and somehow we'd put it all together. We didn't know how, 
and we knew there would be problems, but we would figure them out as 
we came to them. So that's what we did. I was rather surprised that so many 
people could do it on such short notice. 
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I must say that I was really pleased to see how Yamamoto-san relaxed into 
Tassajara, and that we could communicate so well. By the time he left, I felt 
that he was really pleased to have been here and to have experienced what 
was going on at Tassajara. I'm really happy at the way Yoshinami-san is 
also flowing into Tassajara and the way we're treating him. You know, 
Yoshinami-san is right at the turning point of our relationship between East 
and West. I think it was Rudyard Kipling who said, ''East is East and West 
is West, and never the twain shall meet." This is Yoshinami-san's koan. 

So both Yamamoto-san and Yoshinami-san have been really encouraging to 
us. They are between two worlds, getting pressure from the 700 year-old 
tradition of Japan and the young upstart tradition of the West, trying to 
make some kind of cohesive relationship that works. That's their job. I really 
appreciate the work they already have done. 

I also want to extend my respect to Saikawa-san, who wasn't quite sure of 
what he was getting into when he came here. We've had our jockeying 
around, but he proved to be very flexible and open. One of the highest mo
ments for me was yesterday when we went to the back porch of the zendo 
early in the morning to do a little chanting practice. There were a few other 
people from here, from practice period, and instead of doing chanting prac
tice, we just started talking in a very casual way. There was no barrier, no 
agenda. Everything fell away and we were just standing there talking to 
each other like old friends, interested in each other and in what each one of 
us had to say and to give to the other. To me, that's the real accomplishment 
of this whole thing, that we can just do that. That's the pure practice I'm in
terested in. 
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I also want to extend my gratitude to Maezurni Roshi for giving his time 
and his support, not just to this sesshin, but to Zen Center. I remember in 
the years after Suzuki Roshi died, when Jakusho-san and I were on our 
own, and Maezurni Roshi was always very encouraging, confirming, and 
helpful. He remains that way today. I think we don't always know what he 
has done for us, but I appreciate it very much. Thank you very much, 
Maezumi Roshi. 

I also want to thank Shosan Vicki Austin, our abbots' assistant, for organiz
ing the sesshin and coordinating it with the practice period, communicating 
with the Shumucho in Japan, and taking care of all the confusion-not 
knowing if everybody's coming, when they're coming, or what their names 
are. She just sailed right through it all. 

I feel that there is a koan that epitomizes our situation with Japan and the 
Shumucho at the moment. This is Case #61 in the Blue Cliff Record, 
Fuketsu' s "One Particle of Dust." There are various ways of approaching 
this koan, so please give me the space to interpret it in this way. Engo intro
duces the koan saying "Setting up the Dharma banner and establishing the 
Dharma teaching- such is the task of a teacher of profound attainment. Dis
tinguishing a dragon from a snake, black from white, that is what the ma
ture master must do. Now let us put aside for a moment how to wield the 
life-giving sword and the death-dealing blade, and how to administer blows 
with a stick. Tell me, what does the one who lords it over the universe say?" 

The main case: Fuketsu said to the assembled monks, "If one particle of dust 
is raised, the state will come into being. If no particle of dust is raised, the 
state will perish." Later on, Setcho, holding up his staff, said to his disciples, 
"Is there anyone among you who will live with him and die with him?" 

And then Setcho has a verse. ''Let the elders knit their brows as they will. 
For the moment, let the state be established. Where are the wise statesmen, 
the veteran generals? The cool breeze blows; I nod to myself." 

Raising a particle of dust is a way of saying "starting a practice place." Start
ing a place like Tassajara is raising a speck of dust. Zen Center is a speck of 
dust. Los Angeles Zen Center is a speck of dust. Eiheiji is a speck of dust. If 
one raises a speck of dust, the state will come into being. If we don't do 
something, it won't happen. So the question is, what should we do? This 
was Suzuki Roshi' s koan. Suzuki Roshi had been invited from Japan to 
Sokoji Temple in San Francisco to take care of the Japanese congregation. 
Many Western Americans started to sit with him. He invited people to sit 
with him and Zen Center sprang into existence. That was the first speck of 
dust. It just happened. But in deciding to do something, you don't know 
what's going to come up along with this speck of dust. I heard one time that 
when we were buying the building in San Francisco on Page Street Suzuki 
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Roshi said, "I'm so nervous, so anxious about this that I don' t know 
whether I'm going to the bathroom in the sink or washing my face in the 
toilet." 

Setcho later holds up his staff and says to his disciples, "Is there anyone 
among you who will live with him and die with him?" The first part, raising 
a speck of dust, is to decide to do something. The second part, to "live with 
him and die with him," is how do you maintain it? How do we know what 
we're doing? Back then we thought, "This seems possible. Why don't we 
just do it?" But Suzuki Roshi knew that if you raise up a particle of dust 
you're liable to raise up a whole cloud of dust. So this is like parents and 
children. Suzuki Roshi was like the parent, and we were like the children. 
The parent has understanding and maturity; the dtildren just want to go 
ahead and do something. We still have this kind of problem. 

Suzuki Roshi came in 1959. In 1967 we bought Tassajara. In 1969 we bought 
the Page Street building, and in 1970 Tatsugami Roshi came to Tassajara 
and developed the monastic system that we now have. There were a lot of 
people at Zen Center at that time. Some people just wanted to develop a 
community style. So when we brought Tatsugami Roshi from Eiheiji-he 
had been Ino at Eiheiji for ten years-to set up the monastic system, it sepa
rated the people who just wanted to live in a commune from the people 
who actually wanted to practice at a monastery. That whole practice period 
we spent forming the doan-n;o, the tenzo-n;o, the rokuclziji, all of the systems 
that we now have. He taught us how to chant, how to hit the drum, how to 
serve. Before that time we had no formal training. 

I was shuso [head monk] with Tatsugami Roshi, and it was wonderful to 
practice with him. He didn't speak any English, I didn't speak any Japanese, 
but he would speak to me in Japanese and I would speak to him in English, 
and we seemed to understand each other. I don' t know how that happens, 
but it does. Before Suzuki Roshi died we had lots of Japanese teachers. I can 
recall at least five Japanese teachers I directly practiced with at Zen Center, 
and it was a really wonderful time. All those teachers were so gracious and 
generous, and we really enjoyed their presence and enjoyed learning from 
them. 

After Suzuki Roshi died, Zen Center really took off. Katagiri Roshi and 
Chino Sensei had gone, and we didn't really have any Japanese teachers 
around. We decided to see what we could do on our own. So for twenty 
years we've been practicing without Japanese teachers. Zen Center went 
psssshew! like a rocket, and then kapow! it crashed. Zen Center made a spec
tacular rise, and we wondered, "God, where is it going?" But it couldn't 
maintain itself because it didn't have the structure. It wasn't built to do what 
it did. And it just crashed. 
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Tassajara Ino 
Gaelyn Godwin 

For four or five years the members scattered and the people who remained 
dealt with their grief. That was the dominant feeling at Zen Center-grief. 
So in the last years we've had a process of stabilization, and Zen Center's 
doing pretty well- picking up the pieces and trying to maintain a simple, 
thorough practice. Now here we are back again after twenty years, making 
some connection with our Japanese brothers and sisters. We've grown up a 
bit. 

Tatsugami Roshi used to say, ''You are all baby bodhisattvas in a baby mon
astery." We used to enjoy that. "Yeah, we're baby bodhisattvas in a baby 
monastery." Now we've been out on the street. The kids have been out on 
the street, and had some hard knocks, learned a thing or two, and now we 
want to go back to our familial roots and say, "Hi. What can we do now? Is 
there any way we can continue together?" From my point of view that's 
what's happening at this moment. 

One of our questions is, what do we have to offer each other? When I think 
what can we give to our Japanese brothers and sisters, I can't think of any
thing. I feel kind of presumptuous or arrogant. If you have children, then 
you realize that children are your teachers. I don' t know anybody with a kid 
that hasn't said, "This is my teacher." But the kid does not say, "I am my 
parents' teacher." That's presumptuous. So the kid can be the teacher, but 
the kid should not know that he's the teacher. If I say, "I have something to 
teach you, or give you," that's assuming some kind of role. So really all I can 
give is my sincerity ... my dedication to practice. 
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At a certain point kids always wants to be left alone to do what they want. 
My son Daniel is almost ten, and whenever I tell him anything, he says, 
"That's obvious. Don't tell me something that's obvious." So now I keep my 
mouth shut and don' t tell him anything. But I understand his position. He 
wants to stre tch his own arms and legs, and find his own way. I have to let 
him make his own mistakes, with watchful guidance. And then when he 
hurts himself, he comes back to me because he knows I'm there for him. 

Daniel also used to say, "Let's go out and get some candy." And I would 
say, "No, we can' t buy it. Candy's only for special occasions, and only a 
little bit." "Then why do they sell it?" (Laughter) It's perfectly logical. He's 
got his logic down. Why do they sell it if you can't just go out and buy it? 
But his logic is not tempered with experience. I feel sometimes that we're 
perfectly logical in our assumptions, but our experience isn't always deep 
enough to temper our logic. So we have to be very careful. We want our 
candy, we want what we want, and there it is ... why can't we have it? 

Our practice is the practice of great patience. If we want something too 
much, this is what spoils oui practice. It comes up in all of us. When I 
started to practice at Berkeley Zen Center, I decided that zazen was what I 
was doing. Every day I would sit zazen. If somebody wanted to sit zazen 
with me, that was wonderful. If nobody came, O.K. Feeling good, feeling 
bad, liking it, not liking it, it doesn' t matter. If we have a flourishing Zen 
Center, great. If it falls apart, O.K. The main thing is, every day we just sit 
zazen. It doesn't matter where we are, or how we feel. Very simple practice. 

We don' t like our practice to be complicated, but the more people we have, 
the more complicated it gets. How do we keep our practice simple in the 
midst of all these complications? And when we start relating to our Japa
nese brothers and sisters more closely, our lives will get more complicated. 
How can we keep our practice simple and pure? How do we meet? Where 
do we meet? Should we become more Japanese, or should the Japanese be
come more Western? We can simply respect our differences. We can honor 
our Japanese brothers and sisters for being Japanese, and they can honor us 
for being who we are. This is universal practice. It doesn't belong to any
body, but it belongs to all of us. 

When I was young, I was looking for my Jewish roots. I was looking for a 
HasidicJewish teacher, and I found Suzuki Roshi. And that's what he was. 
(Laughter). It's true. I'm sure that deep down he knew it, because where we 
met was the place where sectarianism or tribalism doesn't matter. You 
know, Jewish people are a tribe. Japanese people are a tribe. So tribal feel
ings create a barrier, and we can only go so far. I feel that in a certain way 
with Japanese Buddhism. But I also feel that Suzuki Roshi had crossed that 
barrier. It was no longer a problem for him. So we could enter into the same 
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space. I could be me, and he could be him. And we could both include the 
whole world within ourselves. 

We need to trust each other, offer the best we possibly can, and really try to 
come to some pure synthesis which may take a long time. Nobody knows. 
Setcho in his verse says, "Let the elders knit their brows as they will." This 
means the old people who know a lot will say, "What are those youngsters 
doing? Are they doing the right thing?" They knit their brows. Setcho says, 
"Let them knit their brows as they will .... For the moment, let the state be 
established." A positive note. "Where are the wise statesmen and seasoned 
generals?" That means, where are the Zen masters and mistresses? Where 
are the leaders? Who's going to do this? And then Setcho says, "The cool 
breeze blows. I nod to myself." This is a very important point. ''The cool 
breeze blows" means whether it happens or doesn't happen, every day I sit 
zazen. 1£ it works, great. If it doesn't work, O.K. I just do my best, and every 
day I sit zazen. This cool breeze means nothing can disturb us, we are not 
attached to anything. When we come to the zendo, we let go of everything. 
When we go outside, it's all new! It's up to us. What do we want? 

In a way it's like being an illegitimate child. Does the illegitimate child 
want to be part of the family, and does the family want to accept the child as 
legitimate? And supposing that happens, how do we act? Does that mean 
the child takes on all the family customs? After you've been out in the 
world, you may not want to take on all the family customs. You have your 
own customs. And does the family really want this ruffian running around 
the house? These are interesting questions. 

So all of this comes up with a speck of dust, but I feel very encouraged. The 
various facets of this gem-Japan, Europe, South America, all over the 
world-how do we make this gem shine? We've set up the Dharma banner. 
We've raised the speck of dust. We're ready for new horizons. So we can 
make a big effort, but our effort should be to maintain pure practice. That's 
all. I'm really not asking us to do anything else, but all of us together to 
maintain pure practice. If we take care of Buddha, Buddha will take care of 
everything. 

As Maezumi Roshi was saying last night, quoting Dogen, "Just turn the 
Dhanna, and then let the Dharma take care of it." We need this trust. We 
have to have this faith. This has been my experience, my direct experience. 
So let's not get fooled by anything, or overly ambitious. Just to learn how to 
let go and be together is enough. 
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