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INTRODUCTION

“The land of the white barbarians is beneath the dignity of a Zen master,” ar-
gued Soyen Shaku’s monks when Soyen was invited to the World’s Parlia-
ment of Religions in Chicago in 1893. But the Japanese abbot already had
high expectations for the New World. Disregarding the objections of his
monks, Soyen Shaku (1859—1919) became the first Zen priest to visit the
United States. In Chicago he represented Zen Buddhism with diplomatic
discretion. Privately, however, Soyen felt that Zen in Japan had grown im-
poverished, sapped of true spiritual inquiry. On Soyen’s horizon, the future
of Zen rested with the barbarians in the West.

In less than a hundred years the United States produced its own genera-
tion of Zen teachers, attesting to Soyen’s foresight. But the contradictions
suggested by Soyen’s monks still had to be overcome. Japanese Zen first
struck many Americans as indeed too dignified. Compared with casual
American behavior, it appeared mannered in the style of aesthetes. From cer-
emonial tea parties to rigid class hierarchies, things Japanese appeared too
close to the old British order that Americans had once rejected. Zen might
appeal, as it in fact did, to the intelligentsia, to artists, and to refined New
Englanders influenced by the Transcendentalists, but the precise formalities
of ancient Japanese customs, all of which are reflected in Japanese Zen, in-
hibited the possibilities for establishing Zen roots in the United States.

Despite these obstacles, the relative emptiness of the American cultural
landscape continued to attract Japanese Zen masters. By the carly r960s
Japanese teachers began developing Zen centers in the United States. Al-
though none of these urban centers resembled the mountain monasteries of
Japan, their archetype for Zen training—from the environment to interior
design, utensils, dress, and personal demeanor—remained firmly rooted on
the other side of the Pacific. Then in just one generation, with the passing of
Zen from Japanese to American teachers, there was a dramatic changein the
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INTRODUCTION

insistence on the individual experience of emptying the mind of ali personal
and cultural descriptions. Dissolving discursive thoughts and stilling the ha-
bitual chatter of what Buddhists call “the monkey mind” offer therapeutic
benefits. But as a spiritual discipline, zazen not only tames the monkey mind,
it channels the religious impulse to surrender the discrete ego-bound mind to
the infinity of “skylike” mind.

Suzuki translated the Chinese characters for “skylike” into English as
“emptiness.” Skylike emptiness implies a boundless state of unity through
time and space in which the concepts of objectivity and subjectivity are
abandoned. Skylike is so empty, it can receive absolutely everything; it is—
to use another translation

“all-encompassing mind.” Emptiness is now
thoroughly integrated into the English terminology of Zen, but it has gen-
erated misconceptions of Zen as a philosophy of nihilism. Yet one empties
the small mind not to extinguish one’s humanity but to uncover its deepest
levels. Releasing what already exists is the process of Zen practice, and it ex-
plicitly primes spiritual awakening.

Between the philosophical inquiries spawned by Suzuki and the formal
Zen training that soon followed, Suzuki’s recurrent references to enlighten-
ment and emptiness led to an unusual chapter in the history of Zen. From the
1930s to the 1950s, Zen traveled a fairly narrow channel in the United States
from a recognizable intelligentsia to the avant-garde underground. With the
emergence of the Beat generation in the fifties, the emptiness of Zen became
a critical reference for a new social iconography. Formal Zen practice was
correctly identified with traditional monasticism. But in Beat Zen, form was
“square.” Only the romance of emptiness was hip. For the Beats all institu-
tions, including those of religion, were rejected for categorically assaulting
one’s spirituality. The Beats championed the emptiness of Zen as they had
American space, an unexplored territory where the past wasn'’t acknowl-
edged and the future was always in the present. The freedom of mind taught
by the Buddhists was confused with freedom from social convention. Life
beyond reality, as it was known, was suddenly the only life worth living. For-
ays into drug-induced enlightenment states did not resemble traditional
Zen; but they were often called Zen, and their effect changed America. Zen
practice centers eventually transformed much of this fashionable intoxica-
tion, but the popularization of Zen lunacy has continued to evoke a faddist
curiosity that the practice itself contradicts.

7



2o

L imia Vg
1 1 . 1
~ == = 10 1 .
N g N | ™ .-
I 1
1 i '.':. : f -
- _

: -_=' '

=4l

b " H "L .

- s mn'

o ol el

N B I-J 1m Kam -Idlh

-l. *l hl 1

.-' II

Il <N

-~ ’lh -.-I l

iy -H .
S

R

ll."
-'l'-l-l B o

v el g
N .

ol .].'..:-‘.‘.*""

_fiﬁ-

-l'_. .'.




-II‘—I l‘-"l

s =l .

1 - — |
1 inm =
1 m~ | |
1l L} 1 . T~
il I
" 1
~
= = - -
i ] in 3

[N EE BN

Lm g= 01 vl - a_ . 2ol - ol
S T iy, g e
- Fwowll - . 1= -

m s = s =11 |8 #1 =" NHeress
e wmamr Ww I g om IS




ol o

, Al [ I*- .
" B

ﬁi-l.l-l'----

-lln_ld-_l_*_-

L IH’I '-._ -

T LJI] l.vl.l. -uay

-l T W S - - s
.ﬁ H Iam I-H | "§ "“aa=
mJsr-a - | | m .. H B I .

- | I | " I.'-L

- | | | - ‘1.

e - L

v I m B B

H . lh_l

1 - <A H N

Bl r v ]

T
' _ -
' B vl " nm
ST .
- - 4 | n -
o o LI .vv—
- Ei- = i m - ™
=i n = Emm
_ 1 - W -
. TR v - mpgm _
— il +'ru|---” =, '" L]
B - Mo
" mi = e -
n C LR
= “w= B 1




- s "L | =
il ~- - an ~- SN

T ™ S e sl = e

i hel | SR <

ey ' . ~ v

l- . I Im Nl ] J‘
- N 1. I.I

N " -l
ST = " n- -~
h- LA )

1 == o
: an BE g [J-.--I'I-'- l.
3 E * - = ey il
N | | S T - e PO P S
N ) = *‘Ill - -to:'l -—J\l'l rm

] [y =




' B mmls | wees il
» I, -y E Em

| IF




- Y - i
g -
= il | e =
1 e, 3 g U
- 1 - - R T N
Y- ~ - ]
o
S b - = B wl sg e
- , W, ._ == e e

N .”' 1) Il;l_ T NRE ﬂ .'.1

.Ti' sl t' = “-';_
||*1|H I P - -l'" ; ; =
AL JF | - r:.'lh -

— -.':;_"l _g s l-.-u'l o'* st N
B b E oy - - II[‘,‘.— -

ma ' = mrI B M AR '
- B _Iq;"f 'J_.-:*'Ji. n
n | H || - | .






- -:"I:: -l_'. -
- :.- - 7'*-\_- e I
N -;III_.lt_ |4 B 3
== P
; - “ia .--|| |- - U
- 1, | | -
--A-A.— - h ‘-_ - - ™~
o l-LI—- --l- - N
- I
R 1l
__- - | N | -I*I
Fl . | . -_—
~1|. a \h’ A = | . n 1
JI-‘ T' = ™
i --nnc am - cm Bl 1

-~ lil I I l

n
- M -

Al -
n -J i .

“ | -Il m
. , s - . |

I L ZH - ! I

I e
L - . "'

el e B a2 | Rl S =" -H F'F
‘ E Fe= - r "R { .
1 m il

V) _:—x*'
—pee g, e e
- TS e

A " &

5 =

"2
m i
- - - 21 m - e =

'y



||-|"I l -|| I|I| I ‘I_'Il II-.III Hﬂx. ..-.
| 1 (P :-||| [ B o m -:
AN | . L - i |-

15 AN
- 218
mm 4 A

1 A N [ B
e
= icm
[ L | — ey
= [, Eoge am
115
1 [ |
- - n
. ILI L
- P 1
X A B




...4"_'_||" T

I .#_IIHF I.:_

ol i
m— R -
. - .
I imEN = LJ L™~ - -
-'_ an ) il " u
N 2 R . r.l
e . Ll B . n
-"

- myn

b d N oNem = ]
g oA A - ' L
- T ! CE r o2 “mm < [

II-—I- 11 | __lld -
-

= 1B 11 N .

1n - - .
N e s "
-".. -_H\l - B, Ill-

F A

AN EEIIR A = 1M =u e .
- _-1| _h,. TR Ty =7 ™ l-lnlj
TR S e R
- Ims, = [ R e




mrafs 1 "1
T § R SRR P —— (- ...-i

R

TN NI AlemE N M LE F =
g = . =k I Eom

11
= A 1 1 r

u u Tl I | 41 B 11i s LR




.L'. n - Al - - -

.= B '
k= o = ) ' m Y - -
et CHEE TR B | - - = ([

ll_ i 1l i HE=s I - §F Bal

| ~ - L




INTRODUCTION

American teachers have appeared under unique circumstances. Their his-
torical position requires considered distinctions between the traditional
styles of Japanese Zen and the essential spirit of Zen teachings. Atonce bear-
ers of the old and pioneers of the new, they must withstand the fragmentation
of tradition and the reinvention of form and arbitrate the possibilities for
continuity through trial and error. Each of these teachers is currently en-
gaged in new directions, experiments, or major ventures. All their choices
are themselves the transmission of Zen and contribute to the ongoing trans-
lation of Zen into an American vocabulary. And while their individual
teaching styles are distinct voices engaged in a common search, at this time
there is nothing that can properly be called “American Zen.”

20
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Master Sekiso said, “How willyou step forward from the top of ahundred-
foot pole?” Another eminent master of old said, “Even though one who is
sitting on the top of a hundred-foot pole has entered realization, it is not yet
real. He must step forward fromthe top of the pole and manifest his whole
body throughout the world in ten directions.”

What does “the top of a hundred-foot pole” mean? Figuratively, it is the
stage of complete emptiness. When you attain self-realization, your eye
will open first to the state of consciousness where there is absolutely noth-
ing. Thatstageiscalled the “great death.” Irisastage wherethereis no dual-
istic opposition such as subject and object, good and bad, saints and ordi-
nary people, and so on. There is neither one who sees, nor anything seen.
Zen usually expresses this stage with the words, “There is not a speck of
cloudin the spacious sky.”

Anyone whowantstoattain thetrue Zen experience must pass through
this stage once. If you remain there, however, you will be unable to attain
true emancipation from deep attachment to this emptiness. This stage is
often referred to as the pitfall of emptiness. It becomes a kind of Zen sick-
ness.

When we attain kensho, we come to the top of the high pole where most
of us are seized with this malady. It is said that even Shakyamuni suc-
cumbed toit for two or three weeks after his greatenlightenment. The Zen
master in this koan warns us notto linger at this point when he says, “Take
astep forward from this stage, and you will be able to manifest your whole
body throughout the world in ten directions.” That means that you must
become completely free from all kinds of attachments.

Yamada Koun
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Koko An Zendo occupies a large white house in the hills above Honolulu.
Over sloping vistas of coconut and banana trees lies the crater Koko Head,
close to where Robert Aitken grew up, not far from Pearl Harbor. On the
main altar inside the zendo, looking grumpy as ever with his sagging fleshy
jowls and fierce scowl, sits the unmistakable Bodhidharma. Aitken bought
this statue in Japan in 1951 after studying Zen there for a year. A few days
before returning to Hawaii, as he meandered through the back streets of To-
kyo with Nakagawa Soen, Bob Aitken confided his misgivings about his ac-
complishments, if any. Passing a Buddhist bookshop, they spotted the Bo-
dhidharma image in the window. Dismissing the self-preoccupied doubts of
an American beginner, Soen urged Aitken to purchase the statue, telling him
that someday it would be the central figure in a temple that he would estab-
lish in the United States. At that time, recalls Aitken, “such a thing was be-
yond my dreams.” Slow in coming, Soen Roshi’s prophecy took a course that
Aitken would later describe as “Willy-Nilly Zen.”

Zen master, scholar, author, and radical pacifist, Aitken Roshi is the un-
official American dean of Zen, a respected elder to Zen Buddhists across the
United States. Born in Philadelphia on June 19, 1917, he came to Hawaii at
age five and was educated with children who were to become prominent
state leaders. But since his early childhood, conventional values had so
eluded Aitken that his contribution to society, however willy-nilly, seemed
destined for another direction.

In 1959 he and his wife, Anne Aitken, opened their living room in Hono-
lulu two evenings a week to anyone interested in zazen. The meditation pe-
riods were opened and closed by the rap of a wooden spoon hitting a Pyrex
mixing bowl. At first these meetings were attended by only one other couple,
but they marked the beginning of the Diamond Sangha. Ten years later the
Aitkens moved to the Hawaiian island of Maui, settling in an area propi-

25



ROBERT AITKEN

tiously named Haiku. There they started a Maui extension of the Diamond
Sangha, and it was from this remote tropical paradise that Aitken emerged
as leader of American Zen Buddhism. For fourteen years he traveled fre-
quently to Honolulu, and in 1983, with the energy of the sangha as a whole
stabilized in Honolulu, the Aitkens moved back to the capital city.

Sitting barefoot in the living room of their rented house near Koko An,
wearing blue jeans and a faded work shirt, Aitken conveys the dignity of a
gentleman farmer, while his gray hair has the slightly disheveled look of pro-
fessorial abandon. His current reading selection, scattered on the nearby cof-
fee table, includes The Tales of Genji, The Selected Poetry of Rainer Maria
Rilke, Childhood, Youth and Exile by Alexander Herzen, and a photo-
graphic study of Hawaiian birds. Reflecting on his relocation back to Hono-
lulu and all the years of self-doubt that followed that first year of Zen train-
ing, he says, “What with all the problems we had in establishing the Maui
zendo and the turnover of people and all the problems with having two cen-
ters and going back and forth between Maui and Honolulu—I don’t think
I’ve ever gone through a crisis of faith at anytime. But I'm always on the edge
of doubting method, questioning method. Are we doing it the right way?”

Aitken, a lay roshi, has been described as a teacher who asks a lot of ques-
tions and doesn’t pretend to know all the answers. His qualifications were
certified in 1974 when he received dharma transmission from the eminent
Japanese roshi Yamada Koun. The only Westerner whois a documented suc-
cessor of Yamada Roshi at this time, Aitken is also the only American mem-
ber of the recently established Zen sect Sanbo Kyodan, the Order of the
Three Treasures. While this sect retains orthodox methodology, its founder,
Haku’un Yasutani Roshi, departed from the Zen monastic convention by
starting a temple for nonordained, nonresidential students.

With the Sanbo Kyodan lineage invested in Aitken Roshi and the Ameri-
can expression of Zen still evolving, Aitken has unintentionally become the
authority on lay practice. Removing a pair of thick glasses, he rubs his eyes
““What's lay practice?’ That’s like asking a fish, ‘Hey,
how’s the water?’” But his life doesn’t beg the question. He demonstrated

and repeats wearily,

against nuclear testing in the fifties, for unilateral disarmament in the sixties,
and against the Trident submarines in the eighties; he counseled draftees
during the Vietnam War and cofounded the Buddhist Peace Fellowship in
1978. He has called himself a feminist, performed ceremonies for aborted

26



ROBERT AITKEN

babies, and advocated sexual equality within a Buddhist community where
historically none has existed. In 1982 he and Anne crossed the legal line for
the first time by withholding from the Internal Revenue Service that portion
of their federal income taxes slated for military expenditures, a stand they
have continued to take each year. This action alone departs radically from
the Japanese Zen tradition in which opposition to political authority has
been negligible and civil disobedience unknown.

Aitken’s political convictions developed long before the Diamond San-
gha existed, so that his involvement with politics—however contrary it may
be in terms of Japanese Zen—has never aroused controversy in his own
community. As a lay roshi, he cannot ordain students; he has never taken
monastic vows nor advocated traditional monkhood as a model. Yet he has
continued to invest in the traditional practices of his spiritual discipline. His
radical divergence from the cultural expression of Eastern Zen, combined
with his adherence to orthodox Zen training, represents a direction that has
far-reaching implications for Zen in the West.

By the age of twenty-two, Bob Aitken had quit college once, flunked out
once, and was working with a construction crew on Midway Island where
he had risen from messman to timekeeper. In July 1941, after a one-year con-
tract on Midway, he returned home to Honolulu. His father, a first lieuten-
antin the reserves, had just been called into active duty; his younger brother
was also in uniform. Everyone was talking about the war. Two years carlier,
Aitken’s patriotic father had persuaded him to join the National Guard. To
Robert Aitken Senior the sight of an American flag unfurled past sundown
was so blasphemous that he fele morally obliged to rebuke whoever was re-
sponsible for the violation. In Honolulu the inescapable signs of the coming
war were so oppressive to Aitken that he stayed drunk for several days in a
row. When he sobered up, he made his way to the construction employment
office again. He registered for the draft, which had just come into effect, and
after one week in Honolulu shipped out for his new construction job as time-
keeper again—this time in Guam, the farthest U.S. possession in the western
Pacific.

From the moment he arrived on Guam, he felt caught behind enemy lines.
Many men could see the war coming; they could predict the consequences,
butinertia and fear kept them from taking action. A superintendent assigned

27
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ROBERT AITKEN

nation-state. His brand of free thinking offered an imaginative, eagle-eyed
watch on cultural and political shifts, and his analysis of international
power-plays remained detached from the sentimental patriotism that pro-
vided most of the homesick captives with whatever little hope they had left.

Blyth had started the application procedures for Japanese citizenship be-
fore the war began but then allowed the process to lapse, vowing to renew his
application only if Japan lost the war. In an essay on Blyth, Aitken later ex-
plained that “somehow he sensed how badly the Japanese were handling
their responsibilities as occupation forces in Southeast Asia, and he knew
that a national defeat would be the salutary experience the country needed
for true maturity.” While this kind of creative logic infuriated other inmates,
Aitken learned from it something of the wisdom of paradox.

When the Japanese surrendered, the American occupation forces offered
the internees the option of remaining in Japan. Aitken did not want to stay.
Heleft Japan knowing that he would study Zen, a decision not influenced by
Blyth, who had little use for formal Zen training. He also knew that he did
not want to be Japanese, making a distinction between Zen and Japanese
culture that often escaped Western enthusiasts of Japanese Zen, especially at
that time. He did not realize, however, that the war had altered the collective
consciousness of the United States. In the midst of a national community cel-
ebrating its victory, his inglorious exile from military duty left him isolated,
ashamed, and more cut off from the mainstream than he had been in Japan.
Even his knowledge of the atomic bomb had been delayed. The Japanese-
English newspapers had reported “a new type of molecular bomb,” and en-
gineers detained in the camp had figured out that the new bomb had been
achieved by splitting the atom. “But the implications of it didn’t hit me until
I'got back to the United States,” Aitken says. The dampness and poor diet
had aggravated his bronchial ailments, moreover, and he returned to Hono-
lulu gaunt and infirm. The immediate effect of coming home after the war
was a crippling disorientation that lasted for several months.

Then, determined to overcome past academic failures, Aitken reapplied
to the University of Hawaii and was accepted on probation. Confident and
content in school for the first time, he easily earned his B.A. in English Lit-
erature. He continued to explore political ideologies but, influenced by
Blyth, did so with new-found discrimination. He also attended meetings at
the university to discuss peace and labor issues. In the cold-war climate of the
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ROBERT AITKEN

tation on Basho. In his book, Zen Wave: Basho’s Haiku and Zen (1976), Ait-
ken writes that his dissertation drew a sharp admonition from one member
of his thesis committee: “He said that just because its subject is everywhere,
[ must be careful not to claim universal manifestation for Zen Buddhism.”
Aitken concludes that Zen Buddhism “does not pervade the cosmos. It pre-
sents essential nature—universal mind—but it does so as a particular teach-
ing. Confusing the specific teaching with its vast and undifferentiated sub-
jectis a trap that has caught many tigers.”

One of these tigers, Aitken realized, was Blyth, whose attempt to illumi-
nate the universal truth of Zen through world literature made him a ready
victim of this trap. Like D. T. Suzuki, he stressed the amorphous, ecumenical
Zen spirit; for Western readers this spirit contributed to Zen’s influence on
the life of the intellect, butit obscured the practical efforts of Zen training. “I
used to think afterward,” writes Aitken, “that both Suzuki and Blyth were
presenting Zen the way a florist presents flowers, minus the dirt and the
roots. And you just presume that—boom!'—there are the flowers.” So Ait-
ken resolved tostudy formal Zen. In 19 50, with the help of D. T. Suzuki, who
had been in residence at the University of Hawaii the previous year, he re-
ceived a $1,000 fellowship to study Zen in Japan. That same year his son
Thomas was born, and Aitken returned to Japan alone.

In November 1950 Aitken sat his first sesshin—a week-long intensive
meditation practice—at Engaku Temple in Kamakura, where both Senzaki
and D. T. Suzuki had trained together almost fifty years earlier. Senzaki had
never held formal sesshins, but in a dharma talk to his American students he
had explained that “sesshin has two meanings—since there are two Chinese
characters, both having the same pronunciation. One meaning is concentra-
tion of mind, the other, unification of mind. In the first sense, mind has a psy-
chological meaning. For example, when one reads a book and forgets his
surroundings, he is concentrating his mind on that book. This is sesshin in
the first sense. In the second sense, mind means the essence of mind. It is this
sort of sesshin we are concerned with. In Zen meditation we think non-
thinking—that is, we think nothing. What this means is that our whole psy-
chological mind ceases to function, and as a result, our whole being becomes
united with the essence of mind, which we signify by Mind. You call this es-
sence the God within you, absoluteness, Ultimate Reason—it doesn’t mat-
ter. No matter what you callit, to unite with this essence is the very reason we
are gathered here to meditate together.”
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On that first morning of sesshin at Engakuji, Aitken at long last took his
assigned seat in the meditation hall of a Japanese monastery. The heady
smell of incense and the staunch resolve of the black-robed monks were just
as inspiring as he had always imagined. Unsmiling and self-contained, Asa-
hina Roshi, the abbot, fulfilled Aitken’s image of a Zen master. The boom of
the wooden fish drum accompanied the recitation of the monosyllabic su-
tras, the Buddhist scriptures. Then Asahina Roshi made nine formal bows
before the altar. Suddenly Aitken realized that he, too, would have to make
nine formal bows. And just as suddenly, Zen practice appalled him.

Until that very moment, Aitken’s studies had not included any aspect of
traditional Buddhist services. From Senzaki he had learned only the Four
Great Vows: to save all creations (“sentient beings”) without restriction, to
put an end to ever-arising delusions, to perceive reality, and to embody the
enlightened way. Now he was expected to perform the Japanese full bow,
which requires standing with palms flat together at the chest, then kneeling
and placing the top of the head on the floor between opened and upraised
hands in a gesture of supplication, vulnerability, and surrender. “Not just
three bows, you know, but nine bows, before and after service,” remembers
Aitken. “And I was thinking, what is this bowing? What am 1 doing? It was
as though all the beliefs that I had about the righteous importance of the in-
dividual were suddenly just snatched. And I thought, my God, what am 1
doing?”

It wasn’t until after Aitken started studying with Yamada Roshi in 1971
that he began to internalize bowing practice. In Taking the Path of Zen
(1982), a detailed manual for Zen practice, Aitken explains that when bow-
ing, “we are lifting the Buddha’s feet over our heads. It is a sign of throwing
everything away, or as one of my students described it, the act of pouring
everything out from the top of the head. All our self-concern, all our preoc-
cupations are thrown away completely. There is just that bow.” But for his
very first sesshin, Aitken persevered by telling himself, “This is your sitting-
up exercise.” And as he pressed his swollen knees into the wooden tloor, per-
haps he was beginning to learn that, as another of his students put it thirty-
five years later, “the wonderful thing about Zen practice is that you get to do
it whether you like it or not.”

Aitken got to do Zen practice, but without the kind of guidance that his
own Taking the Path provides. Newcomers to a monastery traditionally re-
ceived no prior instruction in form, ritual, or sitting practice. As a Westerner
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ROBERT AITKEN

of tolerance among the four children, taken for granted along with music les-
sons and summer camps on Wisconsin lakes.”

The liberal spiritual investigations of her family did not predispose her to-
ward the rigors of Zen training. Her romance with Aitken did little to dispel
the cautions of a neophyte, and she approached Zen practice very warily.
Years later she was startled to discover a letter she had written to her father
at the age of eighteen; having just read a book on Zen, she wrote that she had
now found her spiritual path.

In the summer of 1957 the Aitkens traveled to Japan on a wedding holi-
day. They arrived at Ryutakuji, where Aitken had trained seven years earlier,
one day before sesshin began. Anne had tried zazen in Ojai and had no in-
tention of doing it for seven days. Soen Roshi, now the abbot, had arranged
for her to stay in a guest room that looked out over a small pond and garden,
and he sent her gifts of fruit and cake along with whatever books he had in
English. “One of these books provided me with a fine pitfall,” wrote Anne.
“It was a nineteenth-century translation of some sutras and precepts, and |
happened upon a section that was enumerating the various ways in which
one accumulated merit. Somehow that word ‘merit’ set off a strong reaction.
Accumulating merit! What was this anyway? Was Zen a kind of superior
Boy Scout hierarchy with little gold stars and an Eagle badge on a flapping
black robe as a goal? With no one to talk to who might provide some sensible
frame of reference against which my indignations could bounce back at me,
I indulged in finding increasing causes for irritation, never stopping to con-
sider that there might be some mistake in my perceptions.”

After an isolated week of such disturbing ruminations on Zen, Anne
found herself traveling with her husband and Soen Roshi to yet another ses-
shin, a very special one she was told. It would be led by Yasutani Roshi, the
independent, fiery Zen master who had removed himself to a rural outpost
of Tokyo. In the community of Tokorozawa, in a temple not much bigger
than a house, Yasutani worked with nonresidential lay students. Whatmade
this sesshin so special was not only the singular attributes of Yasutani him-
self, but also that Soen Roshi, abbot of a prestigious Rinzai monastery, was
traveling to Yasutani’s humble environs to be his attendant. Soen’s teacher,
Gempo Roshi, had been the spiritual adviser to the emperor, so it was said,
and now his successor, the current abbot and most famous haiku poetin Ja-
pan, was leaving his monastery to attend a Soto Zen renegade. In Japanese
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social hierarchies, all of which are reflected in Japanese Zen, this behavior
turned the tables upside down. It was, explains Anne, “unheard of, even for
one always doing the unexpected.”

Once the Aitkens arrived at the small country temple, Soen Roshi failed
to locate the inn that he had chosen for Anne while her husband did sesshin.
So he arranged for her to stay with a doctor-friend and share a room with the
doctor’s aged mother, herself a devout practitioner. By the second morning
Anne was accompanying the old lady down the dark path to the zendo,
where Yasutani provided her with a stiff high-backed Western chair uphol-
stered in bright blue plush and invited her to attend dokusan, the face-to-
face encounter between master and student that takes place during zazen. “I
sat the sesshin looking past the shoji panels to the green bushes on the other
side of a public path, watching the passers-by watch me,” recalls Anne. “I
didn’t care. [ didn’t want to do zazen. I had no idea really how to do zazen
and—at least half the time—I kept telling myself, [ wasn’t going to try. And
yet when I'would go to dokusan with that wonderful old man with the burn-
ing vitality, it was impossible not to be moved; and so at intervals, [ did begin
totry.”

In the fall of 1957 the Aitkens left Japan and went back to Ojai for their
final year at the Happy Valley School. They had planned to return to Hono-
lulu the following summer so that Aitken could spend more time with his
young son. In May 1958 Nyogen Senzaki died. Soen Roshi came from Japan
to lead two memorial sesshins with Senzaki’s students. The Aitkens attended
the first one before leaving for Hawaii. The sesshin was conducted in Sen-
zaki’s ground-floor apartment on Second Street in Boyle Heights, East Los
Angeles. Soen Roshi, always inventive, swept out the garage behind the
apartment for his dokusan room and brought in a folding chair, a portable
card table, and a candle. Each morning everyone rose at 4 A.M., and under
the cloak of darkness Soen Roshi led the fifteen retreatants ona quick-paced,
single-file walk to Hollenbeck Park. During the day students left the apart-
ment for walking meditation, crossing the enclosed laundry yard where
Soen Roshi led them through a forest of hanging wash.

Senzaki’s memorial sesshin was the first full, seven-day traditional ses-
shin to be held in the United States. While Senzakiwished to be as ephemeral
as amushroom, with his help Zen had taken root, and he has emerged as the
most widely shared Zen ancestor of American students. As for Soen Roshi,
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ROBERT AITKEN

American Friends’ Service Committee (AFSC), which he had joined during
those difficult years in the early fifties.

The Aitkens always announced their ongoing political activities to the
Diamond Sangha in hopes that some members would join them, but these
announcements were usually to no avail. For the most part the sangha took
the view that, as Aitken puts it, “If you are a Buddhist then you’re not polit-
ical.”

In 1965, with both the “dope revolution,” as Aitken calls it, and the Viet-
nam War well under way, Yasutani Roshi came to Honolulu to hold sesshin.
By then the composition of the Diamond Sangha had shifted from older the-
osophists to younger dropouts. One evening a man with his hair in a pony
tail asked Yasutani Roshi, “What should I do if I'm drafted into this unfair
bloody war in Vietnam?” “If your country calls you,” replied the venerable
master, “you must go.” In the days that followed, Aitken, in the role of senior
student, tried to explain that Yasutani Roshi, like anyone else, was subject to
the time and place of his own karma, and that he had come of age during the
Russo-Japanese War, which had evoked jingoistic fervor in Japan. Most stu-
dents were troubled by Yasutani Roshi’s answer but tended to suspend judg-
ment; a few could not fathom it, however, and dropped out of the Diamond
Sangha right then. For those students, Zen Buddhism seemed to be as allied
with right-wing patriotism now as it had been with the Japanese military a
generation earlier. And although some could accept Zen’s association with
a warrior code that exalted the loyal samurai, no one could abide the war in
Vietnam.

Unlike the young man who had asked Yasutani Roshi about being
drafted, Aitken had a firm grasp on the distinctions between Zen practice
and Japanese culture. He also had learned from the Japanese something of
the diplomacy of discretion; familiar with the political allegiances of most
Japanese teachers, he had long ago concluded that certain activities were
simply not discussed.

By the time of Yasutani’s visit, Aitken was counseling draft resisters. Fol-
lowing the guidelines established by the AFSC, he presented to the draft in-
ductees all their options and what consequences they could expect from their
decisions. If an inductee decided to plea for conscientious objection, then
Aitken made an all-out effort to help arrange his papers.

42



ROBERT AITKEN

The pressure of leading the Diamond Sangha in the ambiguous role of se-
nior student had become exhausting for Aitken, for it required taking re-
sponsibility without having authority. In June 1965, however, Katsuki Seki-
da, alay student from Soen Roshi’s monastery, joined the Diamond Sangha,
bringing with him a simple, impersonal version of the way Zen was practiced
in Japan. Endless, steady, and undramatic, Sekida-san’s version was dubbed
“Applied Zen” by a student who explained that “Zen was so unfamiliar to
us, it was hard to just get past its newness. Sekida-san showed us a way of
doing this practice and not making such a big deal out of it. It began looking,
less like some quixotic American fad.”

In 1967, with Sekida-san in residence at Koko An, the Aitkens vacationed
in Haiku, an area of Maui rich in pineapple plantations. There they came
across a former plantation house for sale—a small wooden house shaded by
banana trees and approached from the road by a path lined with mango-
colored day lilies—and they spontaneously purchased it as a future retire-
ment home. Aitken was then fifty and Anne six years older. They returned to
Honolulu after arranging for the current tenants—*“some very unusual
young people”—to pay twenty-five dollars a month in rent as well as cut the
grass. “Finally,” recalls Aitken, “we just said, ‘Forget about the twenty-five
dollars, just keep the grass cut.’” Well, they didn’t do that either. They were
very interesting people who were experimenting with many different sub-
stances.”

Maui was one of the many beautiful havens discovered in the late sixties
by New Age nomads in need of refuge from mainstream America. The island
offered a variety of rent-free shelters, isolated from the towns and public
beaches. “The New Age people”—as Aitken respectfully calls them—could
live in the open, wash in the sea, and stumble stoned and naked upon ba-
nanas, pineapples, and guavas that had fallen onto public ground or could be
unobtrusively “liberated” from private gardens. Everything about the island
offered a welcome contrast to segregated housing, restrictive clothing,
chemical food, and parents who confused the reality of who their children
were with who they wanted them to be.

While the 1968 Democratic Convention galvanized the political com-
ponents of the counterculture, Maui attracted hard-core hedonists from
flower children to jock surfers. Though the surfers may have taken adoles-
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and rigid, it quickly screened out students who were not committed to Zen
practice. Marine boot camp is the only American experience that has ever
been compared to life in a Zen monastery. For Maui’s new population boot
camp was the last hell, and few could sustain this daily routine:

5:00A.M. riseand wash
5:10 zazen
§:50 study period
6:30 breakfast
7:00 work meeting, cleanup, work period
9:30 refreshment break
10:30 work period ends
11:10 zazen
I1:50 zazen ends
Noon dinner, short rest
1:00P.M. work period
3:00 work period ends, refreshment, rest
4:30 zazen
5:10 zazen ends
§5:20 supper, silent rest
7:10 zazen (talks twice a week)
9:00 lights out

The designated work periods, or samu, involved household and garden-
ing chores. For many students new to Zen, the emphasis on work was asso-
ciated with bad memories of a detested Protestant value. In “A Note on
Samu,” Aitken writes: “Terms in Zen Buddhism often point to both the
world of practice and the world of essence . . . [samu] refers to the work nec-
essary for the upkeep of the monastery, and on the other hand to the act itself;
just the sweeping, just the hammering.” Samu lacked the exoticism that
glamorized Zen and it contradicted preconceived ideas of spiritual practice.
“Getting high” on drugs had been an invitation to “space out”™—not to take
care of business, cook, or wash dishes. When the spaciousness induced by za-
zen became as seductive as the spaciousness induced by drugs, then work
practice became the equivalent of “coming down.” “We used to think,” re-
calls an early member of the Maui Zendo, “what a terrible waste to apply this
wonderful meditative quality of infinite mind to washing the dishes! We just
didn’t getit.”

Another student remembers that it wasn’t just the rigidity of the schedule
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that challenged a nebulous sense of freedom: “Roshi himself seemed very
rigid to us. He was kindly, but formal, like a minister. But some of us, like my-
self, were so tired of floating around. And suddenly, like a mirage, this good
man appears and says, ‘Here, my child, why don’t you sit down on this black
cushion.” You could call it meditation. You could call it Zen. I didn’t care. |
just needed to stop.”

Some people floated briefly through the Maui Zendo but have identified
their experience there as a turning point in their lives. Whereas in cities and
on campuses across the mainland the ideals of the counterculture had gained
respectable adult support, Maui was divided by segregated polarities, with
the middle-class and middle-age residency at odds with nomadic and
younger members of the counterculture. There the Aitkens were a rare cross-
breed: adults who could be trusted. For some wanderers, this alone was a
welcoming roadsign. Anne calculated thatatone pointas many as seventeen
people were living in their house, and that over two hundred people had
passed through in one year: “People came for a night, three nights, or a week
or as long as they could stand our program, and we tried to do our best for all
of them—not realizing at the time that you can’t do everything for every-
body. You have to define your objectives and limit them in order to be of the
most help.” In general, very few of these people had the will, stamina, disci-
pline, or interest to pursue Zen studies.

Then there was the man who arrived at the Maui airport, walked up to the
information desk, and asked, “Can you show me the way to the monastery?”
The information clerk was clearly baffled, but a man standing nearby di-
rected the newcomer to the Maui Zendo. He was led into the house to meet
Aitken, who wasstanding next to a beautiful young woman wearinga flimsy
summer dress. Aitken recalls this man saying in a very solemn manner,
“‘Greetings! 1 have come to enter the monastery,’ one huge suitcase in each
hand, all the while looking out the tail of his eye at the young woman. I said,
‘I’'m sorry, this isn’t a monastery, but come in anyway.” He’s still here.”

Aitken was skilled in diplomatic relations with social agencies, having
worked in several community organizations, and he arranged a meeting
with the mayor of Maui to introduce himself and foster good relations be-
tween the city and the zendo. Word filtered down that a professional man, an
older, conservative, well-educated gentleman, was interested in Maui’s new
population. Subsequently, if under the influence of hallucinogenic drugs
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kind of life. Soit’s very difficult to change. I also worked with a masseuse, one
of those marginal masseuses—I have other students who do massage and
they’re professional but they’re straight. This gal wasn’t straight. And I told
her the same thing. But she was fascinated by zazen.”

Aitken may have seen himself as the adviser, older brother, senior student,
and tanto (zendo monitor); but surrounded by students thirty years his ju-
nior, he was cast into a parental role, as an authority figure, with all the con-
voluted emotional ambivalence that attends that projection. When the Maui
Zendo first started, he himself still harbored a political and psychological
mistrust toward authority figures. He was an anarchist by preference, a
leader who wanted to guide without goading, direct without enforcing, be
patient and permissive; but he could not readily abandon his own rigidities
and judgments. His facial gestures and finger tapping gave away his disap-
pointment when discussions didn’t go his way. And to students young
enough to be his children, disappointment was generally experienced as dis-
approval. Students now recall that his style in the beginning was tentative,
hesitant, groping, and that he compensated with a carefully ordered envi-
ronment. When it came to ethical codes of behavior and the daily schedule,
he was inflexible. A therapist, after studying for fifteen years with Aitken on
Maui, said: “People came here looking for this nonhuman and what they
found was this guy in his sixties wrestling with the integration of his char-
acter through Zen practice.”

Aitken’s ideals were sometimes at odds with his personality. He encour-
aged democracy butinclined toward paternalism. He encouraged openness
and direct expression, but he was hard to get to know. “Roshi’s desire to be
open,” said the therapist, “did not automatically make him open, but his
commitment to the process was always in evidence. He made every effort to
reveal his personality, to show us his ‘imperfections.” Students who wanted
a demigod were disillusioned by his humanity; students who wanted a hero
were abused by his humility.”

“I came to practice wanting to idealize a teacher,” said a woman in her
early forties. “And so anything that was ‘human’ shook up my faith. But then
I saw that if he was in any way like me, then I could attain what he had at-
tained. His humanity inspired me. The very things that were obstacles fifteen
years ago became the most valuable assets.”

Not everyone around Aitken has been able to use his personality or his
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struggles for integration as a source of inspiration. For some students the gap
between the real and ideal democratic process for community decisions be-
came untenable. Although Aitken Roshi has strayed far from the autocracy
granted the Japanese roshi, for some American students it will never be far

enough.

In an essay entitled “The Vocation of Zen,” Aitken outlines the basic dif-
ferences between Japanese and American notions of authority:

Inour Western society we don’t have a built-in support system for cleaning up
the residues of self-centered compulsions. In the East, an authority figure
stands forth and says, you clean the toilets and you ring the bells. The students
know that cleaning the toilets and ringing the bells are both part of the practice
andthatthelikes and dislikes of particular tasks are vainand ultimately empty.
So they just do what they are told. I am sure that often it is difficult to accept
ordersinthe Asian monastery, butthe precedent is therein the Confucianideal
of loyalty to the superior. So the students stick it out, obey orders, and gradu-
ally their rough edges are worn smooth, and character change does occur in
conjunction with their zazen and their koan study. They are able to face their
selfishness and overcome it and to give their experience of empty oneness a
good chance to expand and fill the universe.

Thus the monastery works in the East, but in our own Western egalitarian
society there is no authority figure to set forth a program of change, and in-
deed, if some such figure does emerge and is the ultimate boss of everything,
then by our heritage, naturally we feel a lot of discomfort, alot of questioning,
alot of doubt, a lot of dissatisfaction.

So really for us the responsibility of change lies with ourselves, individually
and as a community. We are faced with resolving the uniqueness of the indi-
vidual and with the unity of the Sangha, entirely on our own.

Although never able to shed the vestiges of authority entirely, Aitken has
steered clear of formal teaching modes that reinforce the autocracy of the
Japanese roshi. To attend the roshi is, by Japanese standards, a privileged po-
sition that allows for an intimate relationship between the master and an ex-
ceptional disciple. For Aitken this is not only antithetical to American ide-
ology but reflects the complex investment that Japan places in social
hierarchies, religious or secular. And as far as he is concerned, this is not in-
trinsic to Zen. The Aitkens employ students to help with household and of-
fice work, and they pay them the going hourly wage. In restaurants Aitken
insists on paying his share and discourages gifts. “When it comes to money
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matters,” explains one student, “Roshi is like a fanatically honest cop.
Hardly a free cup of coffee.”

Throughout the late sixties, while Aitken was leading the Diamond
Sangha, he and Anne made lengthy trips to Japan to continue their studies.
They worked with Yasutani Roshi, as well as with his principal disciple, Ya-
mada Roshi. After conferring with both Nakagawa Soen and Yasutani, the
Aitkens invited Yamada Roshi to lead the Diamond Sangha. Yamada ar-
rived in Hawaii in 19771, just as the county decided finally to close down
McKena’s Beach and the Banana Patch. An inordinate number of the dis-
possessed landed on the lawn of the Maui Zendo. “Very strange, very un-
usual,” Yamada Roshi kept murmuring. As for the Zen students, their style
too was perplexing, and Yamada Roshi was alternately amused and of-
fended by their informality but consistently impressed by their sincerity.

Aitken’s studies with Yamada during this visit were critical, and in “Willy-
Nilly Zen” he writes: “Looking back, I understand my ‘dark night’ from
1961 to 1971 much better than I did a decade ago. My experience with Na-
kagawa [Soen] Roshi in the first 1961 sesshin was not deep enough to give
me significant insight and it took several more years of zazen to prepare me
to really begin Zen practice. This kind of chronology is not usual but I do oc-
casionally meet others with similar histories.”

During each spring from 1972 to 1974, the Aitkens returned to Japan and
engaged in intense koan study with Yamada Roshi. When Aitken received
dharma transmission in 1974, it was a point of maturation for the entire
community, at once a public recognition from teacher to student as well as a
confirmation of the faith that the Diamond Sangha had already placed in
Aitken. Yamada Roshi’s acknowledgment did not put an end to all the ques-
tions that Aitken or his students had about the authority of the teacher in
general or about Aitken’s authority in particular. According to sangha mem-
bers, however, it did spur a sense of confidence in the practice and in the de-
velopment of the community. Not coincidentally, it was now time for the
Maui Zendo to move out of the Aitkens’ home.

The new zendo was relocated a mile down the road in a secluded hilltop
lodge that had been built during the First World War. After the war it was
purchased from its Japanese-American owners by the Baptist Church and
used as a retreat for overseas Baptist missionaries. Surrounded by gardenia
bushes, birds of paradise, banana and guava trees, the house was sold to the
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ROBERT AITKEN

the basis of morality? Ultimately, good is the Tao. Recently in Los Angeles,
this fellow from Vietnam asked me, ‘Is warfare real?” “You bet your life it’s
real, if anything is real, warfare is real.” That’s what I told him. We can’t duck
around such issues. Emptiness is form.”

In Zen the tendency for spiritual seekers to cling to the mountaintop—
despite the universal pleas for them to return to the lowlands—is reflected
not only by traditional monasticism, but in the proclivity of monks and lay-
men—Japanese and American alike—of “getting stuck in emptiness,” of
overestimating the value of emptiness at the expense of form. “It’s really hard
for students to get this,” Aitken says, and he repeats, “emptiness is form.”
That one cannot use an encounter with emptiness to justify staying on top of
the pole has been an especially difficult lesson for students who discovered
Zen in America while America was in Vietnam and who identified spiritual
practice as a noble and somewhat romantic exit from the profanity of ma-
terial greed and political passion.

While Aitken avoids imposing social concerns on his Zen students, his
planetary-political vision reflects basic Buddhist teachings and, further-
more, elucidates that aspect of Buddhist doctrine recently complemented in
the West by quantum mechanics. His teaching emphasizes a classic under-
standing of the Jeweled Net of Indra, the Buddhist image for “the interrelat-
edness of all things without restriction.” Each intersection of Indra’s net has
ajewel that reflects every other facet of every other jewel. No thing exists out-
side this net, this “one body.” According to quantum theory, the world can
no longer be disassembled into independent entities. The isolated building
blocks of the past are now perceived as a complex web of interrelations
within a unified whole, and trying to maintain even theillusion that any man
is anisland is fast becoming impossible.

Baby mice in their nest
Squeak in response
To the young sparrows.

Aitken writes on this poem by Basho: “Not only baby mice and sparrows,
but all people, animals, and things are intimately interconnected. The word
‘symbiotic’ means the living together in mutual dependence of dissimilar or-
ganisms. That says it all. We are a symbiotic universe, a symbiotic family of
nations, a symbiotic country, state of that country, island, community, fam-
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ily and even individual (for we have all kinds of creatures living in our in-
sides).”

According to Zen teachings, each individual has the capacity to change
his or her own consciousness, and as the one body is “all creations without
restriction,” it follows that changing one’s consciousness is changing the col-
lective whole. This reasoning has been used to advocate meditation as the su-
preme political act. If zazen is the molecular seed of change—the most effec-
tive, the most potent activity—then why, Aitken was asked, leave the
cushion? Aitken responded, “Why did the Buddha get up from the bodhi
tree? He walked the Ganges Valley afterward all his life. Turning the wheel
of dharma. Never stopping. I don’t think that people are ready to hear this,
for one reason or another, and besides, just as there are people who are not
active in my own sangha—most people are not active in my own sangha—
they’re not ready and that’s all right.” With all his political commitments, za-
zen is still the most important activity for Aitken. “Unless you yourself are
clear,” he said, “nothing you do will be clear. If you have a busy mind, you get
burned out.”

Aitken values the ritual of Japanese Zen and, comparing ceremony to
cooking, says that “every cultural entity has its own way of cooking, and we
need to develop our own way; but unless there’s some configuration to the
ceremony, then it’s tasteless and secular.” Like many American Zen centers,
the Maui Zendo has served as an experimental kitchen, testing recipes and
assessing the results. English translations have long since been added to the
Sino-Japanese sutra recitations, for example, and a ceremony called juhai,
which publicly acknowledges a student who has passed the koan 711, was
dropped from the program after provoking too many complaints that it in-
duced an uneasy and useless sense of competition.

Aitken has advocated communication workshops as a way of replacing
the Japanese monastic model of submission to a well-defined authority with
one that relies on consensus as a method of governing the center. Over the
years he has tried to shift the decision-making operations of the sangha from
a democratic voting system to a nonvoting method of group consensus. It
never worked on Maui, but in his absence it met with some success in Ho-
nolulu. “People aren’t used to this way of working,” Aitken says, “and it has
taken a long time to get used to theidea. The responsibility imbued in the vot-
ing members of the sangha shifts considerably with consensus. You have to
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ROBERT AITKEN

dulgences of island living. “People came to Maui to get something,” said a
student. “Space, sun, quiet, Zen. But ‘getting’ didn’t fuse with ‘giving.””
Maui’s high unemployment rate, its lack of growing industry, the seduction
of the sun and the beaches all combined to promote an indolent and languid
life. One Koko An member who left Maui several years ago to escape an en-
croaching lethargy said, “You bring your whole bag of tricks with you to the
zendo. If your lifestyle is indulgent and pleasure secking, then it seems coun-
terproductive to practice.”

By 1982 the energy of the Maui Zendo had ebbed so low that in an effort
to revitalize it the Aitkens drew up plans to build a residence for themselves
on the zendo property. This measure was not endorsed by the membership,
however. The island had stopped attracting new Zen students, while many
of the older ones had moved to Honolulu. Some of the members did not share
Aitken’s assessment that his presence would regenerate the zendo, and others
resented the possibility of feeling pressured into attendance. Still others who
had arrived on Maui drugged and disillusioned at the age of twenty had
grown up and married and had children to support. As the years went by it
was no longer feasible to rely on young parents for daily participation and
even less so when it came to the three-month intensives; not even installing
the roshi in residence could change this.

The discussions about the Aitkens’ residency plans intensified conflicts in
the decision-making process of the Maui community. It brought to the fore
questions concerning the authority of the Zen teacher and Aitken’s authority
in particular. The students had been getting crossed signals, which, as they
saw it, reflected Aitken’s confusion as to where to draw the line between the
teacher’s authority and the students’ autonomy. No one mistook them as
teaching devices, for Aitken has been openly critical of what he calls the
“Gurdjieff syndrome”: “I want to get away from this whole guru-image that
if [ disrupt a student’s life it’s always for his own good. Gurdjieff was an ex-
treme violator of this sort of thing, sending a woman back from the Crimea
through the battle lines between the Reds and the Whites, back to Moscow
to pick up a rug that he left there in his apartment. It was an incredibly dan-
gerous trip and she writes about it as if it were her practice! You see the same
thing in early Benedictine history where they told neophytes to plant the car-
rots upside down. 1 want there to be some substance in what I tell people to
do and if they ask why | want to be able to meet their challenge.”
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“I think that to some degree I'm always the teacher and I never lose that
role,” Aitken continues, “but [ don’t have a guru role and don’t want it.” In
distinguishing himself from a guru, he has implied an invidious comparison
between Vedanta and Tibetan traditions on the one hand and Japanese Zen
on the other. In Taking the Path of Zen he writes:

The guru, too, encourages falling away, but in the act of identifying with the
guru. The guru is omnipotent, and though he or she may try to encourage the
student to find independence, the Dharma will have a specific name and face
and the student cannot truly be free.

I may not be making an accurate presentation of guru-student relation-
ships that would apply in all cases, but I want to show that the roshi wishes
each person to develop to the highest potential. The roshi is not interested in
being deified and will refuse to be placed in such a position.

Just as one must have faith in one’s own guide in order to traverse an un-
known forest, so faith in the roshi is essential. This is not a matter of personal
aggrandizement for the roshi, but a matter of utmost importance for the stu-
dent. Without that faith, zazen becomes only a sterile practice in concentra-
tion, with no movement toward realization and beyond. The student cannot
trust himself or herself truly to let go.

Atthe persuasive counsel of three senior students, plans for the Aitkens to
relocate to the zendo grounds were abandoned. By 1983 it had become ob-
vious that the most effective forum for Aitken’s energies was no longer the
Elysian fields of Maui, and he made plans to return to Honolulu. “I don’t
want to be like a junior high school teacher,” he said, “left high and dry on
the podium. [ want to be in the life of the community.”

The following year Yamada Roshi came to Honolulu to perform a cere-
mony that permitted Aitken formally to transmit the precepts and officiate
at the jukai ceremony. During this ceremony the student receives a rakusi, a
black halter that represents the Buddha’s robe. To Aitken’s displeasure, jukai
has been defined in the United States as “lay ordination.” According to Ait-
ken, there is no such thing: “There are no etymological roots for that term.
[t certainly isn’t what jukai means. You either receive the precepts or you
don’t.” Students strongly resisted wearing a rakusu because of the way it dis-
tinguishes between sangha members and because of its particularly Ameri-
can association with the ordination of monastics. In defense of laypeople’s
Zen, Diamond Sangha members have been openly disdainful of what they
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perceive as the false picty of American Zen monks, with their ostentatious
robes and shaved heads but secular lifestyles; for these students, the overt
distinction of the American Zen monk contradicts the teachings. Aitken has
made it clear, however, that offering jukaiis not within the jurisdiction of the
sangha, and the ceremony is held for those senior students who elect to have
it. In Aitken’s case, furthermore, offering jukai reflects his commitment to
making the Zen precepts as personal as possible. For his students, Aitken ex-
emplifies the application of the precepts in one’s daily life and the world in
which onelives rather than in some kind of moral vacuum.

In Zen, the Ten Grave Precepts are guidelines for an ever-changing pres-
ent that by its nature demands both creative and appropriate response. Writ-
ing on the first precept, “No Killing,” Aitken recalls “that someone once
asked Alan Watts why he was a vegetarian. He said, ‘Because cows scream
louder than carrots.” This reply may serve as a guideline. Some people will re-
fuse to eat red meat. Some people will not drink milk. Some people will eat
what is served to them, but will limit their own purchases of animal prod-
ucts. You must draw your own line, considering your health and the health
of other beings.” Aitken, who generally maintains a vegetarian diet, has said
thatif he goes to a dinner party and is served meat he will eat it because “The
cow is dead and the hostess is not.”

Similarly, there are ways of understanding the Ten Commandments in
terms of time, place, and function—not as hard-and-fast injunctions. But
for those Americans who came to Zen through rejection of their own Judeo-
Christian heritage, the Ten Commandments represented a rigid, blind, su-
perstitious belief system perpetuated for the good of the nation-state. The
myth about Zen and morality, partially inherited from Beat Zen anarchists,
suggests that in the falling away of body and mind, in the realization of life,
all belief systems have to go; correct behavior will then arise spontaneously,
rendering ethical systems obsolete. Aitken, however, challenges students to
investigate their attraction to Zen practice and reconsider their own beliefs
about Zen itself. In his essay “Zen and Ethics,” he writes: “I have heard some
people say that since Zen says we must be grounded in the place where there
is no right and wrong, it follows that Zen has no ethical application. But if
there were no application of our experience of the unity and the individuality
of all beings, then Zen would be only a stale exercise in seclusion, the way of
death.”
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ROBERT AITKEN

Buddha,’ just as in the Christian ceremony you take the flesh and blood of
Christinto yourself. But that doesn’t mean that you are a saint like Jesus. You
open up the way and then it’s important for you to pursue that way. You
could just let it close up again. Yamada Roshi uses the image of cutting a
piece of mochi with a sharp knife. He said thatif you just cut that piece of mo-
chi with a sharp knife it’s going to come back together again. We spend our
lives actualizing what we realize. There is a saying in Zen: ‘Buddha Shak-

ERT)

yamuni is only halfway there.
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Priest Pad-ch’e of Ma-ku shan was fanning himself. A monk approached
and asked, “Sir, the nature of wind is permanent, and there is no place it
does not reach. Why, then, must you still fanyourself?” “Although you un-
derstand that the nature of wind is permanent,” the master replied, “you
do not understand the meaning of its reaching everywhere.” “What is the
meaning of its reaching everywhere?” asked the monk. The master just
fanned himself. The monk bowed with deep respect.

Thisis the enlightened experience of Buddha-dharma and the vital way
ofits correct transmission. Those who say we should not use a fan because
wind is permanent, and so we should know the existence of wind without
using a fan, know neither permanency nor the nature of wind.

Because the nature of wind is eternally present, the wind of Buddhism
actualizes the gold of the earth and ripens the cheese of the long river.

From Genjo Koan, Eihei Dogen Zenji
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Jakusho Kwong is standing at the gate of a California vineyard under clear
skies while half a dozen students question him about the jurisdiction of the
Zen teacher. The morning work at Sonoma Mountain Zen Center has just
ended, butno oneis eager to leave the unseasonable January sunshine for the
climb back to the Community House for lunch. While American Zen stu-
dents have learned to question the teacher-student dynamic, investigating
new terms for a relationship that has a long and dogmatic history has its
awkward moments nevertheless. Kwong’s students hesitantly probe the ex-
tent to which the authority of the Zen teacher should preside in all areas of
life and how this might apply to their ownsituations. Putting down his prun-
ing shears, Kwong stretches his arms out toward a grid of dormant grape-
vines as t-shaped and austere as the unmarked graves of a Benedictine cem-
etery. Responding directly to their hesitation, he shouts “Welcome Dharma
USA!”

According to Kwong, the Buddhist teachings are only now beginning to
enter the United States. To cultivate the American Buddha fields, he says, re-
quires confusion, change, even deep despair. “The first two decades of Zen
in America were about the meeting of Japanese and American cultures. Be-
cause we were so new to the form, we leaned on our teachers, projected
everything onto them, and in some ways lost our center point. This is the be-
ginning of a digestion period.” Then laughing, he adds: “It’s always just be-
ginning. Everything is always just beginning.”

Carrying tools and sweaters, Kwong and his students start up to the top
ridge of the land, passing groves of scrub oak and peeling eucalyptus. “Isn’t
that wonderful work?” Kwong asks of no one in particular. But a fine-
featured woman answers, “Hard for someone afraid of making mistakes.”
Every snip of the pruning shears requires choices that affect the yield of the
five-acre crop. In the fall the palomino grapes will be harvested, sold toalocal
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flashy technique—they’re beautiful—but it was the emptiness, the naked-
ness, that moved me.”

In the Community House hangs a picture of a very differenc kind. It is a
framed poster of the colossal thirteenth-century bronze Buddha at Kama-
kura, in Japan, and behind it lies the story of Kwong’s first encounter with his
teacher. In 1958 Shunryu Suzuki Roshi came from Japan to serve the
Japanese-American congregation at Sokoji, the Soto Zen temple in San
Francisco’s Japantown. The Kwongs had been living in Palo Alto, reading
D.T. Suzuki and listening to Alan Wiatts on the newly invented FM radio.
The poet visionaries of San Francisco, fomenting the social revolt of the
1960s, were polarizing forces into “hipsters” and “squares.” Inspired by the
hipness of Zen and lured by the promise of a benevolent and radical life, the
Kwongs moved to the city. Shortly afterward, with more curiosity than con-
viction, Kwong wandered into the Japanese Zen temple wearing dirty dark
clothing and heavy boots. “I always dressed in black then,” he says. Then
staring down at his baggy black pants and the black work jacket worn by
Japanese monks, he laughs at another cycle—from Beat black to Zen black.

At Sokoji he had expected the traditional mats and cushions used in Jap-
anese meditation halls. Instead rows of wooden pews filled an ungainly
room. “It looked like a Sunday school. Suzuki Roshi entered the room and I
just stood there thinking, this is very square. He noticed me but I didn’t even
turn my head to acknowledge him, my ego was so big. [ waited for him to get
tothe altar,and then Ilooked up and all he was doing was arranging the flow-
ers, and I'said, “Thisis really square.”” On his way home, passing through the
final hour of a Japantown street bazaar, he saw the Buddha poster discarded
in an alleyway. He carried it home and tried to put it in the closet, but it was
too large. Finally, not knowing what else to do with it, he hung it on the
kitchen wall, and to this day he credits it with calling him back to Suzuki
Roshi.

Kwong and his wife, Laura, attend zazen regularly, rarely leaving Sonoma
Mountain. A small exuberant woman, Laura is also Chinese-American and
since 1982 has been a full-time Zen student. From their house to the zendo
is a ten-minute walk down the narrow Sonoma Mountain Road. Jakusho
walks quickly with his torso bent slightly forward and his feet straddled far
apart. For the dawn and evening zazen, they arrive in full-length robes.

In the redwood zendo there is nothing to look at, no gross distractions to
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entertain and amuse the mind; the message that resonates from the thirty-
foot-high walls seems to be: “No looking out, go inside, go deeper, and then
deeper.”

It’s 5:00 A.M. Outside the zendo, a wake-up attendant gently shoves a sus-
pended log into the center of a big bronze gong to announce dawn zazen.
Making their way through the woods, students silently file into the zendo
through the double barn doors. They bow to their empty seats, turn, bow to
their dharma brothers and sisters, and begin two forty-minute meditation
periods during which a falling leaf can sound like thunder. Meditation is fol-
lowed by a standard Soto Zen Buddhist morning service at which Kwong
Roshi officiates. The Heart Sutra is chanted in both English and Sino-
Japanese. The recitation of the lineage lists each teacher in Kwong’s line back
through ninety-one generations. On the altar is a photograph of Suzuki
Roshi, the same well-circulated picture that is on the back of the slim volume
of his only collected lectures, Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind. It portrays an in-
tensely calm face with a highly arched, almost quizzical left eyebrow. Walk-
ing up to the altar to offer incense, Kwong comes eye to eye again and again
with his watchful teacher.

He has not employed the customary prerogatives of the Japanese temple
abbot. He has no private attendants, nor has he ordered the theatrical build-
up of gongs that signal an abbot’s entries and exits to and from the zendo or
the drumrolls used to announce a master’s talks. Greeting people informally,
he makes a slight bow more as an instinctive expression of his own humility
than in imitation of Asian custom. A young man from Germany recalls that
on his first visit to the center he walked by Jakusho, who was sitting outside
his house. “He was bald and sitting quietly. [ asked if he knew where I could
find Kwong Roshi. [ thought he was the master’s gatekeeper.”

Ona recent winter morning, Kwong stood near the bedded vegetable gar-
den and watched students hurrying from the zendo into the Community
House for breakfast. It had been so cold during meditation that students
could see their own breath. Says Kwong: “They’re hard practitioners, Zen
students. And they strive toward some kind of perfection. The practice is so
difficult, so severe and uncompromising. It was so cold in the zendo and
everybody was sitting. And to sit for hours and be impeccably perfect.
Maybe perfection is one of the sicknesses that we have to get over. And to re-
alize that, especially in the Soto school, it takes a long, long time. And it’s an
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attitude toward life. It doesn’t come in a big flash butin very subtle ways. Zen
students tend to get stuck in the perfection of the form. It took me a long time
to let go of it. 'm still relaxing into it. Students become attached to the sitting
form, to the perfection of form. When they are beginning to learn zazen—
and even when they’ve been practicing for some time—they forget the spirit
behind the form. When someone points a finger at the moon, something ini-
tiated the finger to point to the moon. And spirit is like that. It’s behind the
action, behind the form. Suzuki Roshi taught the spirit of the form. If it
doesn’t have spiri, it’s dead. Without the spirit you don’t have the authentic-
ity. Many Americans left their Judeo-Christian heritage because they felt
that the spirit behind the ritual was dead. And when they came to Zen it was
anew form, so it felt alive. But if you only perfect the form without getting
the spirit, Zen is just as dead. When the spirit is alive you can see changes in
people’s lives and this is expressed outside of the zendo.”

“Zen is tough,” acknowledges Kwong Roshi. “At every turn the wander-
ing mind is thrown back on itself.” And getting the spirit has sometimes been
made especially difficult by Sonoma Mountain’s rural isolation. Efforts to
promote the assimilation of Buddhadharma into the American mainstream
through businesses, restaurants, publications, and academic or social insti-
tutes are missions that Kwong has so far left to others. The smallness of this
center, with its atmosphere of rural containment, has been experienced as
both pure and problematic. Not many Americans attracted to Zen have
been prepared to sacrifice worldly pleasures to pursue with all their might a
life that is like a sleeping man groping for a pillow. And as yet Kwong has
shown little inclination toward making the practice more enticing or easing
the demands made on residents.

Sonoma Mountain Zen Center is run on an annual budget of about
$50,000. Membership dues and contributions are subsidized by resident
fees of $3 25 per month. To meet their financial needs, students work outside
the community. The hours allocated for employment are from nine to six,
Monday through Thursday, almost double what they were a few years ago.
Still, residents are expected to attend the monthly retreats, which vary in
length from one to seven days, as well as the one-month July intensive. Most
employment is therefore limited to odd jobs that pay little, preventing mem-
bers from pursuing professional careers. This sacrifice of a career or trade for
Zen training has traditionally defined the role of monkhood.
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The integration of monastic values and secular living has helped define
Zen in the United States, but it hasn’t been an untroubled marriage, either at
Sonoma Mountain or elsewhere. Like other residential Zen communities,
Genjoji has tried to merge the monastic and the secular by implementing the
intensity of monastic practice within secular communities of men, women,
and children. Asin orthodox monasticism, a strict routine not only regulates
and bonds the life of the community but supplies the fundamental mecha-
nism thatundercuts personal need. Adherence to animpersonal schedule of-
fers the first roadblock to surrender. “The schedule is itself a vital and dy-
namic way of rounding off the edges of egocentric and selfish behavior,” says
Kwong. “Itis notjust a routine. The ego is the grist and the schedule is the ac-
tive grinding stone that wears us down and uncovers our buddhanature. The
schedule also implies the rules and regulations. But people get caughtin a lit-
eral association of ‘schedule’ with sequential time slots. There is tremendous
resistance to the schedule but I think it is the same as that fear of meeting God
that Thomas Merton writes about in The Desert Fathers. The schedule is de-
signed to invoke buddhanature, to encounter the Buddha within. That is
very frightening.”

Balancing financial support, school buses, and PTA meetings with this
schedule has been difficult at best. Individual routines can be negotiated but
always against the prime virtue of community activity. Partly because of
these strictures, the residency has been almostentirely transient. Itis the non-
residents, who have no formal commitment to daily zazen or the morning
work period, who provide a stable constituency.

On Saturdays nonresidents come to the center for a morning of zazen,
work-practice, dharma talk, and lunch. In the zendo Kwong takes his place
next to the altar, which faces rows of meditation cushions placed on perfectly
aligned straw mats. Addressing the assembly of practitioners, Kwong says,
“In the past, when we’ve read about zazen practice, we've discussed the ways
that the old masters would say ‘shikan taza is just sitting’ or ‘just let your
mind follow your breath.” Today I think it’s okay to describe how I—or Jaku-
sho—sits. Inotice everytime [ sitdown, I try to make a mark, a commitment
to the mind-sitting posture, and I mark this spot with my bottom as well as
my knees. If you watch a hen sit on her nest, she really sits. She doesn’t have
to think too much, so that’s perfect. Then the movement you do from left to
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right, nestling into your place, is marking Buddha’s spot. That’s your spot.
You’re sitting on it. Not my spot but your spot. Yousiton it.”

He often reminds students that “Zen is nothing but this life.” From his
spot his life is the Soto way, cultivated by just sitting, a steady, undramatic
form of single-minded meditation. “Don’t chase after thoughts,” he ex-
plains, “and don’t push them away. Just let them come in and go out like a
swinging door.” In just sitting there is no system through which one ad-
vances, no objective measures of progress, which often leaves students feel-
ing that they are gettingnowhere. Having realized the teachings of Zen, there
is no place to get to, so getting nowhere is precisely where you want to go. For
the goal-oriented American novice, however, this can prove too frustrating.
“The heart of meditation is basically the expression of who you are,” says
Kwong. “This is the point: to fathom all the intricate layers of who we think
we are until we become fully who we are.”

While the common distinctions between Soto and Rinzai schools are
often defied by particular teaching styles, Kwong embodies the classic attri-
butes of his lineage and in particular the teachings of Dogen Zenji. Prior to
Dogen, enlightenment was considered the fruit of practice. In Dogen’s teach-
ings practice itself expresses enlightenment, and the practice of Zen is zazen.
Zazen is not confined to a black cushion, however; rather, daily activity is
centered in the serenity of zazen. Dogen spoke of “practice-enlightenment,”
fracturing the singular quest for realization into practice as daily life. Ada-
mantly antisectarian, he idealistically hoped for a universal Zen and would
not allow his disciples to identify with any Zen school. But to challenge the
preoccupation with enlightenment in thirteenth-century Japan was so rad-
ical that, ironically, his insight became the cornerstone of the Japanese Soto
school.

Formal zazen occupies the essential place in Kwong’s teaching. The me-
chanics of zazen are simple but so fundamental that Kwong stresses them
continually and will get up during zazen to correct sitting posture. The ideal
position is full-totus with both feet turned up on opposite thighs. Less stren-
uous versions are common, but the full-lotus creates the most solid founda-
tion and most effectively reduces back and shoulder strain. In all of the for-
mal postures, the buttocks and knees sink firmly into the ground, the back
straight and unsupported, the cyes lowered, and the head bent slightly for-
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ward. In Soto Zen the hands are placed in the cosmic mudra—left hand rest-
ing on right palm with the thumbs barely touching. “In this mudra the hands
are then placed three-fingers’ width below the navel,” Kwongexplains. “This
is the tanden, considered the power spot of the body. The Chinese translation
of this spot is ‘the field of essence.” This hand mudra enshrines this temple
area of the body.”

Over and over Kwong emphasizes posture and breathing, not because
they have a beneficial effect on the mind but because “In Zen the mind-body
dichotomy is the ultimate delusion: to sit well is to be well,” he says. “Itis like
the phrase about horsemanship: above the saddle no rider, below the saddle
no horse. That’s zazen. That’s present. No subject, no object. So we can’t
know what’s happening. Only afterward, we say, ‘Oh, that was a good sit-
ting.’ Recently Ilooked up the word ‘present’ in an American dictionary and
it means ‘before being’; that’s zazen. When the body sits well, the mind is in
the body. Then there’s not much thinking. And when this whole chest area is
in alignment, it’s like an orchestra—the heart, the lungs, the spine, the kid-
neys, the liver—and it makes wonderful music. And you feel this energy
coming out and that’s the feeling of sitting well. Not sitting well reflects the
conditioned mind. When the hand mudra rises, for example, it is a sign of
emotion; if it is too tight and your fingers jam, there is too much mental ten-
sion. If itis too relaxed and the mudra collapses, it means the sitter is spaced
out, asleep, or in some way not present. When the trunk area breaks and you
get a concave posture, there is too much mental activity, like Rodin’s The
Thinker.”

“And breath sweeps mind,” says Kwong, referring to the inherent capac-
ity of breathing to cleanse the mind. “Breath will cut through thinking be-
cause you have to let go to breathe. The power of breath is beyond the dis-
criminating mind. Numbers are primarily used when your mind is very
active and you need some kind of handle for your meditation practice. Your
exhalation breath is your strength breath and you count ‘one’ and exhale.
Then ‘two’—inhale, ‘three’—exhale, and so forth to ten. When you get to
ten, you go back to one and start again. There are variations but this is the
basic way of counting, The method in breath-counting is a way of occupying
the mind so that the mind doesn’t occupy you. Even though we say ‘one, two,
three,’ the sequenceis really just one, one, one. Itis not dependent on memory
or consciousness. Even though it sounds linear, this repetition becomes
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mantric and in this way releases the sequential mind. Each time you exhale,
the exhalation is compassion. Itis the breath of giving or letting go. The in-
halation is receiving. It is like birth and death. Inhaling is being reborn. It is
saying [am capable of taking in life.” After doing zazen for some thirty years
Kwong has begun counting breaths again. “It’s very difficult to count num-
bers, but actually you’re counting your existence and something wonderful
happens.”

Forseveral years Kwong has been concentrating on the quality of zazen in
forms other than sitting meditation. “As the Chinese Master Sekito Kisen
said, ‘Anyway you do it is okay, but the most important thing is to realize
your own buddhanature.” Sitting cross-legged cannot be for everybody.
Even Hakuin Zenji had some students reciting mantras because they
couldn’t sit,” he explains. “And I feel we should apply skillful means to the
form and accommodate those who are sincere. So now 'm paying more at-
tention to walking meditation, bowing practice, and mantra. Not as substi-
tutes for zazen butin addition to zazen. Bowing practice is very good for an-
gry people and for people who are very closed and withdrawn. Bowing
practice brings their energy forward. You need energy for practice. We talk
about the silent illumination of Soto Zen. But too often the silent illumina-
tors are sleeping. They lack the energy of activity. If they are not sleeping they
are thinking. But that’s about the same thing. Every year there is a man who
comes from Iceland to the July intensive. He has terrible arthritis and for one
month hesits every zazen period in a chair. He proved to me that you can at-
tain shikan taza in a chair.” '

Kwong considers group practice essential to Zen training, and the annual
July retreat not only provides a month of group practice for nonresidents but
also intensifies practice for the residency. “There are people who practice at
home, and they do practice sincerely, but if they don’t practice with a group
of people their edges stay too rough. There are people who like the dharma
but they don’t like Buddha or the sangha. Or they like the Buddha but they
don’t want the dharma or the sangha. Each is one of the three refuges. And in
many ways, the sangha is the hardest to cut. But the altruistic act is depen-
dent on sangha. Compassion cannot be realized without practicing with
others.”

At Sonoma Mountain the week-long retreats demand fourteen hours a
day of zazen. Students sit through formal meals served in the zendo, sit with
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JAKUSHO KWONG

you have to keep working. That really was a kind of training. And staying in
one place. We had to sit on these little wooden stools. You can’t move that
fast. You can’t walk. You have to getup early and sit on your butt all day. Just
like now! Sitting all day from dawn to dusk. Same thing, see what I mean?
My karma didn’t change that much,” he says, laughing. With raised eye-
brows and wide eyes, he looks, as he often does, totally surprised by what
strikes him as most obvious.

Dr. Kwong had attracted a number of clients on the margins of white cul-
ture, and by the early 1940s bohemians and artists were coming to his office
regularly for herbal cures. Some noticed a shy boy drawing in the corner, and
unlike his family or teachers they suggested that making art was a good
thing. “Confusion at home, confusion in the world, confusion everywhere,”
he explains. “You look for some place to hide. So it was in my art. There was
no artexpressed through my father. He wrote with brushes like any Chinese.
But [ would notice those brushes. Art was sane. It was an oasis for me. Some
resting place.”

While he was studying commercial art at San Jose State College, he met
Laura, who was then attending San Francisco State College. “This was 195 5
or s0. At San Jose, there was nothing happening, but Laura began telling me
about the Beats and the Upanishads.” Laura’s parents were also immigrants
from Canton but, unlike the Kwongs, raised their six children in the protec-
tive refuge of San Francisco’s Chinatown. Her father was a cook, an accoun-
tant, and a commercial artist, a combination she describes as “Chinese sur-
vival.” When she was eight her family moved six blocks to the adjacent
Italian neighborhood of North Beach. By the time she entered high school,
North Beach and Greenwich Village were fast becoming the continental
outposts for the Beat generation. She attended high school outside her home
district, which was her first immersion into non-Chinese culture. She says, “I
felt excluded. I felt angry and then I felt sad. [ didn’t want to join them if they
didn’t want to join me. Then I didn’t want to go back to the Chinese com-
munity because Chinese people didn’t prepare me for the bigger world, so |
gotmad atthem. I felt their world was too small and I didn’t know if  wanted
this one. Naturally I'm wondering if anyone knows of anything different. So
you can imagine I’'m looking at these strange people in North Beach with
beards and penetrating eyes and thinking they must be feeling like I do be-
cause they don’t seem to fit either.”
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In the fall of 1957 Laura and Bill decided to marry. The following Me-
morial Day he was in a near-fatal car accident. After staying up late for sev-
eral nights studying for exams, he had gone to visit Laura in San Francisco.
“We stayed up late talking philosophy,” he says—or as Laura’s version has it,
“We were talking about the philosophy of free love.” In any event, on his way
home Bill fell asleep at the wheel and smashed the car into a steel girder on a
freeway overpass. The patrolman who finally stopped saw a completely ver-
tical car, with Kwong hanging upside down out of the front window, his foot
caught in the steering wheel. When he got to the hospital doctors found his
back smashed, his crushed foot as big as an elephant’s, and bits of glass stuck
all over his body. “That was an awakening. That was my memorial. | wasn’t
the same afterward.”

Oneimmediate effect of the accident was that it unleashed his impatience
with academic conventions; he became critical of the department of art ed-
ucation and was finally expelled for refusing to comply with the dress code
required for student teaching. After that he began his own personal explo-
ration of art, recognizing in the simplicity and emptiness of Chinese Zen
paintings a sensibility that would shape the rest of his life.

Once married, the Kwongs lived in Palo Alto. Never having obtained his
teaching certificate, Bill went to work as a mailman. One day as he was de-
livering the mail, he noticed an English story in a Japanese newspaper about
the new abbot of Sokoji. He recalls that “Suzuki Roshi had given a talk about
liberation, and a student had asked him, ‘If you believe in that, why do you
keep your bird locked up in a cage?” And Suzuki Roshi just opened the door
and the bird flew out the window.” The empty birdcage remains a compel-
ling image for Kwong; but through the fifties, he typified the Zen enthusiast
who was more attracted to the stories than to the formal practice, and to a
lifestyle that simulated the freedom of the enlightened masters.

Bill and Laura’s first son, born in July 1959, was named after Ryokan, the
eccentric and beloved eighteenth-century poet-priest who called himself
Daigu, “Great Fool,” and left his mountain hermitage to play with the village
children and pick flowers, bowing on his way to all laborers and with special
veneration to farmers. Shortly after Ryokan Kwong’s birth, Laura went to
work part-time while Bill stayed home with the baby and painted. Together
the couple engaged in the casual, experimental atmosphere of Beat living,
wearing black, playing drums on their doorstep, hanging outin coffee shops,
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JAKUSHO KWONG

uing to reside outside oneself. In Dogen’s Zen, by contrast, no one moment
is targeted as the goal of practice; Soto Zen is the way of gradual, not sudden,
enlightenment. The differences between Soto and Rinzai have never held
that much sway in the United States, but D. T. Suzuki’s emphasis on satori
initially defined Zen for Westerners. Satori provided a powerful—and ro-
mantic—attraction to Zen; as a concept of spontaneous liberation it trig-
gered an image that Americans could grasp. In the midst of an enigmatic phi-
losophy, emerging from an enigmatic culture, satori was something to get,
something to have, something to go for—all of which contributed to the
psychological pitfall of what the late Tibetan teacher Trungpa Rinpoche
called “spiritual materialism.” Disengaged from the prosaic rigors of daily
practice, satori became both finite and dramatic. And with its allusions to
abrupt dislocations of time and space, it provided descriptions familiar to a
generation experimenting with consciousness-expanding drugs.

By the early sixties San Francisco was rapidly emerging as Planet Earth’s
Aquarian spa. In the midst of California’s excess of New Age alternatives,
Zen training outdid its reputation for paradox. The association between
consciousness-expanding drugs and satori highs and no-mind mind-states
had already assured its iconic status in the counterculture. Jack Kerouac’s
Dbharma Bums (1958), one of the counterculture’s most consecrated texts,
radiated a glorious vision of the “rucksack revolution” in which Zen lunatics
would sanctify the universe with prayer, dance, drugs, meditation, and free
love in the floating zendos of the mountains. Ironically the dharma bum
whom Kerouac used as his model was the poet Gary Snyder, who was back
in Kyoto sitting rigorous seven-day sesshins in a Rinzai monastery. [n sesshin
the hour-by-hour discipline of precise uniform activity is nothing less than a
frontal attack on “doing your own thing.”

Alan Watts, who along with Kerouac was preeminently responsible for
advancing Beat Zen, referred to Japanese monastic training as “Square
Zen.” In his 1958 essay “Beat Zen, Square Zen and Zen,” Watts in fact dis-
puted both extremes, savoring only the simplicity of the early Chinese mas-
ters, but that did nothing to diminish his tremendous influence over the Beat
generation.

In the early 1960s some Zen readers in San Francisco began moving away
from Beat Zen and toward the benevolence of Shunryu Suzuki Roshi. Some
of the self-styled explorations of consciousness had become pretty weird,
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JAKUSHO KWONG

itarists took control of the government, he continued to publish lectures
warning against the consequences of aggressive military policies. Following
Japan’s defeat, the occupational government of the United States uniformly
revoked the teaching licenses of all Zen Buddhist priests because of their cat-
egorical support for the war effort. Suzuki Roshi appealed, using his publi-
cations to prove his dissidence. His license to teach Zen, which had never
been used, was reinstated by the United States government.

In 1958 Suzuki Roshi accepted a three-year position as the resident priest
of Sokoji in San Francisco. Still standing on the corner of Laguna and Bush
streets, Sokoji is a conspicuously dilapidated 1890s wooden building on a
block that has been notably upgraded since Suzuki Roshi first arrived. The
Star of David, set into stained-glass windows, recalls the building’s original
use as a synagogue, as does the Hebrew writing carved into the cornerstone,
now partially hidden by a rusty drainpipe. The Japanese community bought
the synagogue in 1934 and nearly lost it during the Second World War, when
virtually its entire membership was interned in inland camps for Japanese-
Americans. In panic and humiliation, the parishioners of Sokoji had gath-
ered up children and aging parents, abandoned their homes, shops, and pos-
sessions, and turned themselves in for relocation to barbed-wire camps pa-
troled by armed guards. As part of hisown hurried preparations to evacuate,
the head Japanese priest had judiciously entrusted Sokoji to an Indian Hindu
priest and arranged for the mortgage to be maintained by payments sent by
parishioners from the camps. With its crumbling black dome towers and
peeling gray balustrade, Sokoji looks today like a grand abandoned bird’s
nest; along timein the coming, anew temple was recently built a block away.

When Suzuki Roshi first arrived he did zazen alone each morning. Tra-
ditional Buddhist services were performed later in the day for the Japanese
congregation, who showed little interest in zazen. When Americans in-
quired about Zen meditation, he told them that he sat at 5:40 in the morning
and that anyone was welcome. Soon young Americans were showing up to
sit with him. Some were barefoot and some hadn’t been to bed yet.

It was these earnest Westerners showing up for dawn zazen, not his Jap-
anese parishioners, who tapped Suzuki Roshi’s immense and subtle talent
for Zen training. Their openness, their naivete, their clumsy American big-
hearted willingness presented a kind of beginner’s mind—not at all free in
the true Buddhist sense but relatively free from ideas about Zen training.
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come an obsession that subsumes the practice. Kwong calls it “a Zen sick-
ness,” in which the messy emotional interior is obscured by an aura of ex-
cellence and the elasticity of a relaxed mind rigidifies into a moribund
“perfection.” “lused to push in a very macho way. I could sit full-lotus longer
than anyone. I wanted to be ‘the best sitter.” It was like a competition, which
is okay for a while. The form itself is okay. But each person has his own re-
lationship to it. Maybe someone else doesn’t have to compete. [ had to do
that. That was my karma—the set of conditions that [ came to Zen with. |
found myself trying to outsit everybody until I realized—what am [ doing?”
Quoting a passage in the Platform Sutra by Hui Néng, the Sixth Patriarch of
Chinese Zen, Kwong reflects on his early quest for perfection:

Sentient beings are immobile
Inanimate objects are stationary
He who trains himself by exercise
to be motionless

gets no benefit

other than making himself as still
as an inanimate object.

Facing his students in the zendo, Kwong recalls his first ten years of sitting
practice: “I think I was trying to become an inanimate object. This kind of
inanimate object or blankness in the Zen school is a Zen sickness. When we
sit, we are not just trying to make our minds blank or trying to be motionless
but we’re expressing our buddhanature. The Sixth Patriarch is not belittling
zazen practice but giving us some deep instruction on what can happen. It’s
possible to spend ten or fifteen years—or even more—becoming an inani-
mate object. Zazen is subtle motion. The Platform Sutra asks, ‘How will |
ever get to the platform?’ But everybody’s on the platform. This whole room
is the platform. You don’t get up toit, you don’t climb it, you’re it. Your body
is the Platform Sutra. l imagine that for the teacher itis equally as hard as for
the student because we’re a team. 'm not over here and you’re not over there.
So we come here for the dharma talk and the bells ring, we make bows, light
incense, and we feel like we’re on some kind of platform. The idea is to lift, to
erect our platform. And then I sit down and I do what I do, and some people
are trying to do zazen. That’s good. But people wantso much. We want to be
someone else. ‘I want to be stronger.” ‘I want to be more directed.” ‘l want to
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be superwoman.’ But it’s not possible. You must accept your condition. But
‘accept’ is active. Who you are is active. Passive acceptance—that’s the im-
mobile, inanimate Zen. It’s not the Zen I'm talking about. There’s passion
here. Spirit for the quest. This is important: the sincerity of our quest and
how we go about it. It’s along path. Are you prepared? Do you want to walk
on this path? Don’t think about it too much. Just walk! C’mon, let’s go!
That’s Zen.”

Shortly after Kwong started sitting in 1960 he had jukai, the ceremony of
receiving the Buddhist precepts. Suzuki Roshi performed the ceremony with
no prior explanation, telling his students, “No problem. You’ll learn later.”
Kwong says, “We didn’t even know what it meant to have jukai because it
was all in Japanese. And in a way that was good because it kept us pure. It
was his way of protecting our ‘beginner’s mind.” At the time of the ceremony,
you’re given a square, biblike cloth called a rakusu, which represents the
Buddha’s robe. Raku means ‘to hang’ or ‘encircle.” Su means ‘child.’ So to
take the Buddhist precepts is to become Buddha’s child and to live with be-
ginner’s mind.” Suzuki Roshi said, “In the beginner’s mind there are many
possibilities; in the expert’s mind there are few.”

The following year, 1961, the Kwongs’ second son, Cam Shunryu, was
born, and a year later came Evri, who was named after The Everyman, a tri-
maran sailboat used in a peace-keeping mission in the Pacific to protest nu-
clear testing. Jakusho supported the family from 1960 to 1968 as a window
designer and sign painter for Cost Plus Imports. Laura stayed home those
years with three baby boys and wondered if Zen meditation might ease her
day.

By 1964 the Kwongs had outgrown the Octavia Street apartment, and
they moved across the Golden Gate Bridge to Mill Valley. Jakusho left each
morning to bike over the bridge in time for 5:40zazen. Cost Plus didn’t open
until nine, leaving a gap between meditation and work during which Suzuki
Roshi invited him to stay for breakfast; soon he was teaching Jakusho how
to cook. In Zen monasteries the position of zerzo or monastery cook is one
of the most venerated and is given to a senior monk. Soto tenzos today still
follow the detailed instructions that Dogen Zenji outlined in the thirteenth
century. These include how, when, and where to clean and prepare rice, how
not to waste even one grain, how to use inedible vegetable stems for broth,
how to clean and place the kitchen utensils, and how to let go of one’s per-
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sonal likes and dislikes of certain dishes. “See the pot as your own head,” ad-
vised Dogen. “See the water as your lifeblood.”

“One time, | had just made some rice gruel,” recalls Kwong, “and Suzuki
Roshi asked me if I knew how to make rice gruel, and I said, ‘Of course [ do.’
And he proceeded in minute detail to tell me how to make rice gruel, and |
told him I already knew how to make it. It’s very difficult being a student. It
was only in retrospect that I thought, what a fool! I should have just listened
and received.”

Another time Suzuki Roshi asked, casually, if Jakusho had finished wash-
ing the sink. He assured the master that he had. Suzuki Roshi then poured a
potof tea leaves into the clean sink. Only later did Jakusho realize that wash-
ing the sink, like birth and death, has no absolute beginning and no absolute
end.

One year at robatsu, the Zen retreat that commemorates Shakyamuni
Buddha’s enlightenment on December 8th (at Genjoji it commemorates Su-
zuki Roshi as well, who died on December 4th, 1971), Kwong told of having
had breakfast with Suzuki Roshi and Katagiri Roshi. “We were all sitting at
the table, and it was not like having breakfast with a friend. It was more like
aformalinterview. [ had hair then and itwasall standingup onend. Iwas real
uptight and I thought [ was relaxed. That’s how [ was. When Suzuki Roshi
stood up, that was my signal to wash a particular cup. And this teacup was
avaluable temple treasure. So when I went to pick it up of course Iused two
hands, and somehow—I didn’t drop it—the teacup dropped itself. You
know how those things go? You’re sure you didn’t drop it. You’re positive
you didn’t drop it, but somehow the teacup left the table. And it went
through the back of the chair. And I missed it and it fell to the floor and broke!
And I felt so bad. And then Katagiri Roshi went, ‘Oh 0oooooh.” And then
Suzuki Roshi went ‘c0o0000h, oooooooh, ooooh, ooh oh.” It was like an al-
ternating chorus. [ was very attached to the teacup. Then my mind started
working: maybe they’ll throw it away and I can keep it. I could glue it back
together! Suzuki Roshi came over and we picked up all the pieces. And he
took the pieces and he stuffed them into the garbage so deep that even my
mind couldn’t get at them.”

With more and more Japanese roshis arriving in the United States, and Zen
training centers developing from Hawaii to New York, the Beat Zen of Watts
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and Kerouac continued losing ground to Square Zen, which by the mid-
sixties was rapidly becoming the one and only true Zen. More than one hun-
dred Westerners were packing Sokoji for sesshins, and thirty to forty stu-
dents were coming regularly for dawn zazen. Suzuki Roshi’s zazen students
had incorporated themselves into San Francisco Zen Center in 1962, and in
1966 Zen Center purchased Tassajara Hot Springs, a one-hundred-year-old
resort deep in the California coastal mountains south of Monterey. This was
the first Zen monastery in North America and has continued to be known by
its Spanish name, Tassajara. The original summer programs were soon ex-
tended to year-round residency, and the three-hour car ride between San
Francisco and Tassajara became a common run for Suzuki Roshi and his se-
nior student and future successor, Richard Baker.

Kwong anticipated living at Tassajara but was instructed not to leave Mill
Valley. “Tassajara is not for you,” Suzuki Roshi told him. The timing was not
right, Kwong realizes now. “Not just because of my family and my commit-
ments in Mill Valley, but because of my own fragility, too. Of course,  would
go there for practice periods, but I did not move there. From then on, I real-
ized I had to let Suzuki Roshi go. I'loved him so much. As he became busier
and busier, [ saw him less and less. There was a kind of weaning process going
on.”

In 1969 Zen Center vacated Sokoji, leaving the temple to function once
again solely as a parish center for the Japanese community. A fifty-room dor-
mitory at 300 Page Street in San Francisco, formerly a Jewish women'’s resi-
dence, became the new home for the center as well as for Suzuki Roshi and
his wife. The following year Laura had jukai with Suzuki Roshi, receiving
the name Shinko Musho, which means “Heart Fragrance Empty Nature.”
That same year Jakusho became a monk. “Suzuki Roshi said, ‘I would like
you to become a monk.” When he said that, it scared the hell out of me and,
at the same time, I felt it was a great honor. [ had no thoughts of becoming a
monk, although [ identified with Roshi very much. Butstability was needed,
and we were all lay students and when one becomes a monk, obviously that
defines your life.”

With ordination Kwong acquired the status of a “Zen professional” and
was offered a teaching position in the psychology department of Sonoma
State College. For its tolerance of a hip, alternative, and “flakey” curriculum,
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JAKUSHO KWONG

does not entail teaching, and at the Mill Valley Zendo Kwong continued his
weekly talks in the capacity of senior student, not authorized Zen teacher.

During this time Jakusho became increasingly alienated from San Fran-
cisco Zen Center. His initial offers to share the responsibilities of the com-
munity with Baker Roshi were not acknowledged. With no one to champion
his cause, the absence of written documentation from Suzuki Roshi seemed
to aggravate his ambiguous status. According to Richard Baker, however, it
was actually quite the reverse. By Baker’s account, if Suzuki Roshi had
spelled out hisintentions it would have sealed Kwong’s commitment to com-
plete the transmission process with Baker himself. “Suzuki Roshi knew that
Jakusho had problems with me,” explains Baker Roshi, “and he didn’t want
to tie his hands in this way. He wanted him to be free to leave Zen Center and
to choose who to work with. That had its difficulties, but Suzuki Roshi knew
he wasn’t doing Jakusho any favors by forcing his commitment to me.” Fur-
thermore, while Richard Baker had demonstrated a brilliant talent for
administration, Kwong had not. Suzuki Roshi had kept Kwong away from
the administrative side of running the center, which made it all the more
problematic for Suzuki’s successor to find a role for him there.

Most of Suzuki Roshi’s original students had their problems with Baker.
Twelve years after his installation as abbot of San Francisco Zen Center,
Baker Roshi resigned under pressure from his students, ushering in an era of
examination that explicitly questions the nature of dharma transmission.
But as Kwong sees it, “Suzuki Roshi was a hard act to follow,” and from the
beginning the myths of dharma transmission did not serve Baker well. “We
wanted Baker Roshi to be like Suzuki Roshi,” Kwong says. “Butthat was not
fair. Baker Roshi was an extrovert, the opposite of Suzuki Roshi; he was
young, and Suzuki Roshi was the mythic old wise man; Suzuki Roshi was a
subtle Japanese and very profound, and Baker Roshi was typically Ameri-
can, smart and cerebral. And I felt that in some way because Baker Roshi was
so American, part of Suzuki Roshi’s message was that if Baker Roshi could
attain Bodhi Mind, any American could. But I could not relate to Baker
Roshi as a teacher. We had been peers, dharma brothers. And I could not ac-
cept the distinction after Suzuki Roshi died. I tried. We all tried, including
Baker Roshi. When Suzuki Roshi installed Baker Roshi as abbot of San
Francisco Zen Center, he asked all of us to call him ‘roshi.” And we did. We
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served his meals first and tried to walk out the door behind him, although
often he made us go first. It was a difficult time for everyone. Very few of us
shared Baker Roshi’s interest in or capacity for corporate organization, and
we had a kind of cultural prejudice against it and didn’t appreciate ics value.
But for myself, I knew T had to do something. But I got no support for leaving
and no support for staying,

“Suzuki Roshi always kept me out of the picture. Even when we were car-
rying his casket, my picture wasn’t there. | was there, carrying the casket, but
in the background. Or like telling me, “You can’t go to Tassajara.’ So that gave
me a long period to flower without pressure. The spotlight went onto Baker
Roshi, and this little flower was left to grow at his own pace. In retrospect I
am very grateful for this. But that gratitude came slowly, only with matura-
tion.”

Kwong moved to Sonoma in 1973 without the support of his peers. In the
wake of Suzuki Roshi’s death, the community became the vehicle for the
propagation and support of the late master’s work. For those senior students
who elected to stay on, loyalty to the community and to Suzuki Roshi’s
dharma heir was inseparable from commitment to the late master. Dharma
transmission, as it was understood at that time, confirmed a sacred unity be-
tween Suzuki Roshi and Baker Roshi that bequeathed unquestionable au-
thority. To leave San Francisco Zen Center was tantamount to a break with
the old master himself. Striking out on his own, Kwong was criticized for
being self-centered and immature and for playing teacher before his time.
“For eleven years | had been so closely affiliated with Zen Center that when
I left there was a tremendous vacuum. But when 1 went back to visit it was
like I had the plague. Not many people wanted to talk to me.” As Kwong un-
derstands it, there was never any possibility of a break with his teacher, no
matter what form his life took. And his position at San Francisco Zen Center
was untenable, a conclusion shared even by his critics.

The year before he died, Suzuki Roshi had asked Jakusho to give a
dharma talk to the general assembly at Page Street. He had given talks at Tas-
sajara but Suzuki Roshi hadn’t been there and, as Kwong says, “It’s casy to
talk when the master’s not there.” For this talk, he prepared all week long. As
the evening approached, his nerves began to quiver. Half an hour before his
talk was scheduled, Suzuki Roshi casually said to him, “I think I'll give the
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talk this evening.” The subject was the enlightenment poem of the ninth-
century Chinese master Tozan Zenji. Afterward Suzuki Roshi gave Jakusho
a copy of the poem in Japanese with his own translation underneath.

Do not try to see objective

world

You which is given as an

object to see

is quite different from you yourself.
[am going my own way

and I meet myself

which include every-

thing I meet.

Iam not something which I can

see (as an object)

When you understand self which include every-
thing you have your true way.

Almost twenty years later Kwong says, “In retrospect [ see that this poem,
and Suzuki Roshi’s giving it to me, helped me go on my way. Butnot ‘my way’
in a personal sense. That ‘way’ includes everything. I never felt separated
from Suzuki Roshi. Because I felt that there was no invitation from Zen Cen-
ter, [ had to do something. To start a little sitting group.”

Sonoma was a logical move. Kwong’s students at Sonoma State had been
rising at 4:00 A.M. every Wednesday to drive to Mill Valley for his morning
talks at the Wisteria Way Zendo. At Baker Roshi’s suggestion, Sterling Bun-
nell, an old friend of Suzuki Roshi’s, offered Jakusho the eighty-acre parcel
of land to start a Zen center. Laura returned to Sonoma State to start an in-
dependent career as a psychologist. Following Jakusho’s Zen path suddenly
felt like walking down the street ten steps behind her husband. She main-
tained her sitting practice, but for the first five years stayed away from the ad-
ministrative and social concerns of Sonoma Mountain Zen Center.

With his move to Sonoma, Kwong relinquished all formal ties to San
Francisco Zen Center. It was his conviction that his commitment to his
teacher did not require him to remain loyal to his teacher’s dharma heir and
to a community increasingly informed by Baker’s vision. “I think the fact
that [ had started transmission studies helped give me the confidence to
leave. I felt that [ had some kind of empowerment—however fragile—some
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edge over the others who felt that they had to stay because of Suzuki Roshi.
When he was alive I couldn’t go anywhere, physically, because I felt that I had
to be near him. After he died others felt that they had to stay in the house that
he built, in his center, near his presence.”

At around the same time that the Kwongs moved to Sonoma, Japanese
teachers in both the United States and Japan agreed that Jakusho should
continue transmission teachings with Kobun Chino Roshi, who had come
to San Francisco in 1967 to help Suzuki Roshi and was then heading a lay-
people’s group in Los Altos. Chino Roshi recently said from his home in
Taos, New Mexico, that when he examined the calligraphy that Jakusho had
been doing for his transmission studies, “There was no doubt about Suzuki
Roshi’s intentions.” For five years Jakusho traveled two hundred miles to
Los Altos one day a week. It was understood that the transmission ceremony
would be performed in Japan by Suzuki Roshi’s son Hoichi, who would
stand in as a replacement for his father. Within that ceremony, Kwong says,
“something very vital happens. And it has also been happening ever since
you met your teacher. Some wisdom and knowledge and experience are
being transmitted to you in a very intimate way. Subliminally. Much later
you realize what he gave you, but at the time it’s happening, no one knows.
Then there are the bowls and robes and calligraphy that verify that transmis-
sion has happened. Studying for the transmission ceremony isitself a form of
advanced practice. Studying the way you fold your bowing cloth, how one
end goes over the other, or the different ways of bowing and why you bow.
Learning to laugh and cry at the same time, learning what the sages said to
each other, studying the Zen literature, being asked questions, being on the
spot. Just the intimacy. Mind to mind and heart to heart. After that, each per-
son’s practice is to cultivate that. For the rest of our lives. The whole trans-
mission is the tip of a lighted incense stick pointing directly at you.”

At Sonoma, Kwong was Zen priest, senior student, and, since his creden-
tials had not yet been validated, unofficial teacher. “I knew I had to continue
the transmission study, but I didn’t realize how much it was a study of myself.
Those early years were like a foggy dream. [ wasn’t empowered yet. | hadn’t
been sanctioned by the Buddhas and the patriarchs. It was like a bardo state
in between leaving San Francisco Zen Center and arriving in Sonoma; [ was
already here, but Thadn’tarrived yet. To have a community was very difficult.
It scared me half to death. I am such a lazy person, I knew I had to practice
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with others. But I didn’t know how to plant the seeds and I didn’t know how
to do my role.”

In other words, Kwong was left with the role of leader without the au-
thority needed for effective functioning. His ambiguous position fueled an
uneasy accord between Zen training and communal living. Attracted by
Kwong’s gentle nature, students availed themselves of a permissive social
structure. In the absence of clear leadership, spiritual or political, the hope
that strong practice would generate guidelines was undermined by divisive
self-interests. From every angle—Kwong, his students, community, Zen
practice, Zen in America—too much was too new.

Incapable of the patriarchal severity of his own father, Kwong passively
hoped that his students would respond to a soft and reasonable style. “The
way my father taught me was through unwarranted punishment. I saw it as
his own anxiety being projected out to the children. It was not just. [ knew I
had to find another way. But because | was subjected to such punitive mea-
sures, [ always gave students the benefit of the doubt. [ was not mature
enough to be sure of my own needs and feelings. But I did not want to project
this on the students the way my father had on me. When I look back, I see
how valuable a training this was. When you select your own friends they usu-
ally perpetuate your own delusions. But in a community you are stuck with
each other. This is the difficulty and the richness of community.”

Kwong says now that one problem in the early days was that he took Su-
zuki Roshi’s cow-image too literally. In Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind , Suzuki
Roshi talks about order and control in everyday life: “Even though you try
to put people under control it is impossible. You cannot do it. The best way
to control people is to encourage them to be mischievous. Then they will be
controlled in a wider sense. To give your sheep or cow a large, spacious
meadow is the way to control him. So it is with people: first let them do what
they wantand watch them. This is the best policy. To ignore themis no good;
that is the worst policy. The second worst is trying to control them. The best
one is to watch them, just to watch them, without trying to control them.”

“In those days,” says Kwong, “I was more focused on the exterior—what
are the students doing? Now, I'm focusing more on the interior—what am [
doing? And the control of these cows is this cow,” he says, placing his palm
flatagainst his chest. “How am [ doing? How am [ practicing? Now [ can say
to them, ‘I don’t think your practice is so strong. [ want you to do more. I de-
mand more of you.” That was hard for me to say.”
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In 1976 Kwong developed testicular seminoma, a cancer he associates
with personal confusion. “The community was going,” he says, “but some-
thing was not working right.  wasn’t able to communicate with the people.
I'had let anyone come into the community. In a way that was compassionate,
in a way foolish. But I thought that was my job, and our rules and regulations
weren't as strict as other Zen communities because [ was trying to provide
for people. If I saw someone having a difficult time, | would change the rule.
When I got sick, I felt that being able to express myself better would help
make me well again. Also, my teacher had cancer, and there was my love for
my teacher and still not knowing how to let go of him. Every good teacher is
going to take a fall. Without exception. The star falls out of the sky. It’s the
law. It’s the dharma. When it’s happening, I don’t wish it on anyone. It’s a
very painful time. And the healing process takes an equal amount of time.
Butit’s God’s grace.”

By the doctors’ account he had “the best cancer,” and they were optimistic
about its surgical removal. From his hospital bed in San Francisco he
watched the Kurosawa film Ikiru, which just happened to come on televi-
sion the night before the operation. Ikiru means “to live.” A petty burcaucrat
with no ambition, no passion, no interests—in short, no life—has stomach
cancer. The film opens with an x-ray of an inoperable tumor and the words:
“This is the cancer of our hero.” From that grim beginning follows the story
of a man who at the age of sixty is brought to life by the awareness of his
death. This man was to be Kwong’s personal guide through the wilderness of
his disease. “The most important teaching for me was that I realized what an
ass | was,” says Kwong. “I could sit for a long period of time, for four hours
in full-lotus, and didn’t seem afraid of the unknown. I could really do that,
but I felt like I had mastered something. As I got closer and closer to the gate
of death, I felt that I was ready to go. I forgot about my wife, my family, my
students, my friends. You see how selfish and ignorant [ was? [am very much
a part of this whole environment and I thought I was ready. That was a
teaching. 1 had too much pride. Then with the cancer, I couldn’t even sit
down for zazen. The practice was completely taken away and [ was justin a
tailspin. Everything was out of control. No more control. So I was really
lucky. ‘Big Luck!” Mrs. Suzuki said.”

He was also really angry. Having identified the cancer as a growth of
repression, for the first time he openly chastised students who had misused
the center, who had not pulled their share of the work load, who were not
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practicing, who had violated the rules against drugs and liquor, or who cur-
ried favor with him while deceiving others. He was angry, too, at his own in-
ability to say what he felt. The perfect alignment of a cushion to a tatami mat,
or the perfect alignment in zazen of the back to the neck—these were the lines
that Kwong knew. But the lines between himself and the students—the lines
of authority—had remained hazy.

“After the cancer came,” he says, referring to itas if it had been a season of
hard rain, “I knew [ would get better by being more expressive, more com-
municative.” He also became less friendly. Students were asked to leave as
the community underwent its first purge. Bitterness and betrayal flared up
on both sides. Students were as angry with his attempts to seize contro] of his
pasture as they had been with his failure to do so before. “That’s the double
bind for the teacher: the students themselves know that authority helps cut
the confusion. But they resist it at the same time. There must be a benevolent
or compassionate intention behind the authority—that’s crucial for the
teacher—although the students generally will not distinguish between this
and their associations of repressive authority. There was an in-group of six
or seven students who had been here for three or four years. They were not
sincere Zen students. And they wanted to run the community in their own
way. Butitwas still hard to make the decision thatit was better—both for the
community and for them—that they leave. Thisis a kind of rite of passage for
every teacher. Even Shakyamuni Buddha had great difficulties with his
sangha. That’s why one of the five greatsins in Buddhism is messing with the
sangha.”

Even with successful surgery, Kwong knew his life would be at risk until
he remained cancer-free for six years. In the face of what he perceived as a do-
or-die choice, his health and confidence strengthened rapidly, and within a
year he was ready for the transmission ceremony. In December 1977 he went
to Los Altos to tell Kobun Chino the news. “Five years of study,” says Kwong,
“and Chino was patiently waiting for me to tell him when I was ready, and
the day I decided he jumped up and down and said, ‘Let’s call Hoichi in Ja-
pan!”

Feeling ready is not independent from the teacher identifying the readi-
ness, indicating, as in this case, something of the self-revealing nature of
transmission. From a relative view, the ego is so disinclined to let go of itself
that a teacher is necessary to help the disciple discover what already exists.
Yetas nothingis “added,” nothing is given. Therefore from an absolute view,
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In a bigger way, I think of everything as the teachings. So that the difficulties
Ihad coming into my own authority here in the community were also part of
the transmission. The most important thing I see for the future is to deepen
the practice. When the teacher becomes good, it makes the students good.
When the students become good, they make the teacher good. They are the
same.”

The resolution of Kwong’s status did not eliminate the difficulties faced by
secular students trying to adhere to a monastic routine. Nor did it stabilize
the residency. “The big difficulty is continuity,” Kwong says. “I've been dis-
appointed when people have left. T used to think it was a failure on my part.
Now I'm just disappointed. [ understand more that some will stay and some
will leave. It can be very strange when a student leaves. You’ve shared some-
thing very intimate over a period of years and then it’s over. Either the ending
wasn’t clear or there was a tizzy or your hearts are in different directions. But
when they leave, they have to find something equally intimate, and until they
do they will not have left.”

At Sonoma Mountain some residents have left and later returned, if not
to live, at least to sit regularly. Some former residents have never returned to
the zendo but come to help with carpentry, electrical work, or gardening.
Some have stayed away, and stayed angry, but have continued to live in the
immediate area, posing a dilemma particular to the American Zen com-
munities. In Japan monks dissatisfied with their lot in one monastery pack
their eating bowls into their sacks and move on to another, unencumbered
by possessions, jobs, or family. But in the United States relocation becomes
problematic for parents who would prefer to remain in the area for the sake
of their children, especially in rural areas, where social contact between for-
mer and current students is inevitable.

Although the Sonoma Mountain center’s board of directors votes on ma-
jor community decisions and a residential council governs the daily func-
tions of the community, the abbot holds the ultimate authority and can veto
decisions made at any level. In this respect Kwong has recreated Suzuki
Roshi’s structure for San Francisco Zen Center, which conformed to the tra-
dition of granting power to the abbot. In Japan the Soto bureaucracy is vast,
and temples and teachers under the aegis of Soto headquarters are respon-
sible to a higher organizational authority. The Soto school even has its own
tribunal court which decides ethical as well as organizational matters. Tech-
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to do their very best—without worrying about results. “Students are always
inclined to confine Zen practice to the zendo,” explains Kwong, “but orga-
nizational work is one of the simplest ways of affecting practice in everyday
life.”

Kwong plots the relations between students and teachers along horizon-
tal and vertical lines. The horizontal axis represents the sangha, the com-
munity of practitioners, and the vertical axis the lineage of teachers. Kwong
hopes that on the horizontal plane students will develop a greater sense of
trustin each other and experiment more consciously with the applications of
Buddhist teachings to social relationships. “lused to let anyone into the com-
munity,” he says. “Now, another voice is coming out: ‘Don’t come here for
social reasons, don’t misuse this place. Come to realize who you are and to
help all people.’ The sangha must support dharmicrelations. Now [ think it’s
necessary to make a distinction between friendships and dharmic relation-
ships.” At the same time the vertical plane, the lineage of teachers, must be
expressed with the authority appropriate for the role of lineage holder. “Ul-
timately, the vertical and the horizontal are the same. They must intersect at
one point. Maybe that’s where the collapse has been.”

Kwong also sees great advantages to creating horizontal lines of com-
munication among teachers as well as students—"to protect each other
from going astray, because we’re all so very young.” He has frequently
warned against dependency on external models and has urged students to
internalize their practice. “If anything appears, it can disappear. This is the
universal law,” said Kwong Roshi in a talk delivered in 1985. “Sometimes I
sit by the window and smoke cigarettes and drink coffee and think about
what to say to people. I'm not much of a thinker. [ don’t sit and think for a
long time about something. Then I read the text we’ve been studying. How
to put it all together? I guess, maybe in one way 1 got pretty good at putting
it all together, like a summary, and presenting it. And there’s a lot to read;
there’s a lot to learn. But for me the most important thing is what is yours?
What can you call your own? And to share that with each other. Not what
Suzuki Roshi said, or Maezumi Roshi said, or Katagiri Roshi said. Whatyou
say. What it means to you. That’s the only way. Zen teachers are human
beings, too, and all of us struggle just like you do to know it firsthand, to have
no illusion about study or about some religion doing it for you.”

In residential communities, even when spiritual aspiration remains dor-
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mant, the expectation of “religion doing it for you” often goes hand in hand
with the sacrifice of worldly comforts. One man in his early thirties came to
Sonoma Mountain following the dissolution of his marriage. For several
years he worked at odd jobs to maintain the residency fee and followed the
schedule. When an opportunity came to work full time at a local school, he
took it, describing it as his first “real work™ in several years. Kwong insisted
thathe maintain the center’s schedule or leave. Establishing an adult identity
through income and “meaningful” work, though, suddenly looked more re-
warding than the residential regime. As Kwong put more pressure on him,
the student became more critical of the rules and of Kwong’s refusal to com-
promise. As exceptions had been made in the past, he interpreted Kwong’s
decision as a personal assessment of his commitment to Zen practice, and
Kwong did nothing to contradict this impression. The young man finally
moved out of the community with the intention of being a nonresident mem-
ber. Brooding as he packed his bags, he explained: “Basically, the problem is
that ’m not a monk and I'm tired of living like one. Here, it’s give, give, give,
but you don’t feel like you’re getting anything back.” According to Kwong,
to give without investment and without reward expresses the Bodhisattva’s
vow and defines the rule that governs practice in and out of the zendo.

Ordaining monks has been Kwong Roshi’s prerogative since hisabbot in-
stallation but he has considered this step only recently. “I'm slow,” he ex-
plains softly. “That’s my style. And 1 want to make sure. We’ve been here
more than a decade without monks. It’s important to have monks, to help
contain the energy. There’s been too much coming and going. When some-
oneis ordained, that puts a priority on their life. A definite direction. It is that
person’s livelihood. And it makes stability more possible for others. Then we
could consider a more extensive livelihood project and students would not
have to work outside the community. That too would stabilize and contain
the energy of the practice.”

Laura Kwong is one of several students considering ordination. “The
feminist movement made me too self-conscious to follow my husband. And
[ got into some kind of competition. Then I realized with all this fight, who
cares what it looks like? I am involved with Zen and it so happens that my
husband is a teacher and it so happens that my situation is set, so I will use
this situation to actualize my life. [used to think that I could never become a
monk because I'm too small, too much of a beginner. But it would really
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make me feel that I'm putting myself out there, saying, “This is my work and
itis from this that [ give.’ 1 also used to think I shouldn’t be Roshi’s closest dis-
ciple. 1 thought he should have his own monk, but then that’s what’s happen-
ing now. ’m more trusting.”

With his own shift from thinking about those cows to thinking about this
cow, Kwong has come to inhabit his own authority with greater ease and has
relied less on the authority of Zen form. He has been talking more about the
need to be relaxed, a recognition he attributes to his friendship with the Ko-
rean Zen Master Seung Sahn, more commonly known as Soen Sa Nim.
“Soen Sa Nim is very relaxed and his practice is one hundred percent. Years
ago, Suzuki Roshi used to say to me, ‘You should appreciate your own heri-
tage, that you’re Chinese.” In those days, I was trying to become more Japa-
nese. Soen Sa Nim brought me back to my own roots. Korean style is much
closer to Chinese than Chinese is to Japanese. Koreans are very passionate
people, very human. They talk loudly; that’s justhow they are. The Japanese
are very wonderful, too. They talk softly; they’re very formal, very conser-
vative. But Soen Sa Nim brings out that real human quality that for meisa
sense of being more relaxed.”

One Saturday morning Kwong urged his students, “Be friendly to your-
self. Pm trying to be more friendly to myself. More relaxed. No more ‘be per-
fect Zen.” At the same time, he has warned that while trying to be perfectis
trying too hard, “we can’t afford to let go of being ‘perfect’ until we gain a
sense of confidence. We can restructure the forms but not the actual practice
of Zen. The practice is just the practice and can’t be defiled. It’s impeccable
because each person has to do it himself, from where he or sheis. The practice
is perfect but we think we’re not perfect. By realizing our practice in our
everyday life we realize our own ‘perfection,’ which includes our ‘imperfec-

33

tion.

Parallel to Kwong’s rejection of “be perfect Zen” are his experiments with
practices outside the Japanese Soto tradition. When he first started Genjoji,
he imitated Suzuki Roshi whenever possible. The format for Buddhist ser-
vices, the selection of liturgy, zendo procedure, and so on were all replicated
from his own studies. Only in retrospect has he been able to compare thatera
of Genjoji to San Francisco’s Chinatown, where certain customs have be-
come rigidly fixed though in China they have evolved and changed. But re-
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structuring the forms of Zen has not diminished Kwongs relationship to Su-
zuki Roshi, whose benevolence, according to Kwong, not only continues but
has increased with time. In fact, the latest addition to Sonoma Mountain is
a stupa, or shrine, that marks the ashes of Suzuki Roshi. The stupa is a two-
ton rock selected by Kwong from the Tassajara Creek, which runs through
the grounds of the monastery that Suzuki Roshi founded. Wading knee-deep
in the creek, Kwong rejected rocks laced with quartz and colored by minerals
in favor of something very ordinary. The rock was hauled out of the creck
and loaded onto the back of a rented four-ton flatbed for—as Kwong puts
it—"his” trip to Sonoma Mountain. “He had to travel with his face down,”
Kwong explains apologetically. The rock stands in a natural circle of small
oak trees on a flat ledge overlooking the Valley of the Moon and changes so
radically from every angle that it resanctifies the very act of looking, “I
wanted to make it as simple as possible,” says Kwong, kneeling by its base as
he gathers small brown oak leaves and places them in a straw basket.

Suzuki Roshi’s ashes were divided between Tassajara and Japan. In 1984
Hoichi Suzuki Roshi arrived at Sonoma Mountain with some of his father’s
ashes from Rinso-in for a traditional “ashes ceremony.” On an April Sunday
morning, hundreds of guests gathered as a bronze gong tolled 108 times to
initiate the formal procession to the stupa. After Soen Sa Nim opened the
ceremony with a Korean chant, Kwong Roshi, followed by senior students
and family members, placed the ashes in the ground, using, each in turn, a
pair of redwood chopsticks that had been made by Hoichi the day before.
Standing before the stupa Hoichi used a series of karate-like mudras to ignite
and release his father’s spirit. As the wind came up some guests looked ap-
prehensively at the sky; others, including Suzuki Roshi’s widow, just smiled.
Mrs. Suzuki had often said that wind was the element most characteristic of
her husband and thatit manifested whenever he was presentatan important
event. To the continuous accompaniment of the Heart Sutra, everyone took
turns making their offering to Suzuki Roshi, dipping a bamboo ladle in tubs
of artesian well water and pouring it over the rock. In true Zen style, the
highly ritualized ceremony opened and closed a cycle in a transmission that
has no beginning and no end.

The ceremony was all the more poignant for coming at a time of turmoil
at San Francisco Zen Center over the resignation of Baker Roshi; it offered a
respite from doubt and from the labored and often self-conscious efforts to
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transmit the dharma to America. And the picnic that followed even ap-
proached Kerouac’s vision of tribal Zen. More subdued than the wilder an-
tics of Zen lunatics, East or West, it still expressed a particularly American
version of celebration, with people sprawled around the grounds on colorful
blankets, children running through the woods, and students playing banjos
and guitars well into the night. At the end of the long day, Kwong said, “The
longer you practice, the more you practice not for gain but for the sake of
gratitude. Gratitude becomes the biggest treasure and practice is a way of re-
turning it.”

The next morning zazen was cancelled, and the Kwongs brought Hoichi
to the Community House for a late (8:00 A.M.) breakfast. Sitting at a long
table under the Kamakura Daibutsu poster, Jakusho and Hoichi contrib-
uted their own jocular commentaries on the ceremony, rating the gongs,
bells, and chants for accuracy and precision. Hoichi ate his pancakes with
chopsticks and, unaware of the no-smoking rule, litup a cigarette and drank
more coffee. Soon he was joined by everyone who smoked and some who
usually didn’t. A young woman who had recently joined Sonoma Mountain
asked Hoichi if he thought that his father had made some mistakes. “A Zen
master’s life,” answered Hoichi, “is one continuous mistake.” Kwong Roshi
laughed the loudest.

Three years later, Sonoma Mountain hosted a picnic for all the centers af-
filiated with Suzuki Roshi’s lineage, and it started off with a slow-moving
gatha walk to the stupa. “Thatrock is like a ballast, an anchor,” says Kwong,.
“Buddhists say there is merit in erecting stupas and pagodas. I believe that.
For me, the stupa seemed to purify the land and the community. We have
problems. But they no longer seem big.”

The meditative gatha walk is similar to zazen in that it is so concentrated
on just walking that it breaks the mental expectation of going anywhere. In-
troduced to the community by Thich Nhat Hanh, the Vietnamese Zen mas-
ter, itis one of several practices that Kwong has adopted in the past few years.
“lam trying to be more experimental,” he says. “l am trying to find out what
works. With confidence and maturity, I was able to give up my attachment
to the Soto Zen form, to doing things as close to the way Suzuki Roshi did
them. What is the form? No one has the answer. [ used to think that some
other teachers had the ‘right” answer or had the ‘right’ form. Now [ know
thatwe are all in the same boat, trying to keep these teachings alive in this ag-
gressive land of confusion.”
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THE CASE
A monk asked Joshuin all earnestness, “Has a dog Buddha nature or not?”
Joshu said, “Mu!”

MUMON’S COMMENTARY

For the practice of Zen, you must pass the barrier setup by the ancientmas-
ters of Zen. To attain to marvelous enlightenment, you must completely
extinguish all the delusive thoughts of the ordinary mind. If you have not
passed the barrier and have not extinguished delusive thoughts, you are a
phantom haunting the weeds and trees. Now, just tell me, whatis the bar-
rier set up by the Zen masters of old? Merely this Mu—the one barrier of
our sect. It has come to be called “The Gateless Barrier of the Zen Sect.”

Those who have passed the barrier are able not only to see Joshu face to
face, but also to walk hand in hand with the whole descending line of Zen
masters and be eyebrow to eyebrow with them. You will see with the same
eye that they see with, hear with the same ear that they hear with. Wouldn’t
it be a wonderful joy? Isn’t there anyone who wants to pass this barrier?
Then concentrate your whole self, with its 360 bones and joints and
84,000 pores, into Mu making your whole body a solid lump of doubt.
Day and night, without ceasing, keep digging into it, but don’t take it as
“nothingness” or as “being” or “non-being.” It must be like a red-hotiron
ball which you have gulped down and which you try to vomit up, but can-
not. Youmustextinguish all delusive thoughtsand feelings which you have
cherished up to the present. After a certain period of such efforts, Mu will
come to fruition, and inside and out will become one naturally. You will
then belikeadumb man who has had a dream. You will know yourself and
for yourself only.

Then all of a sudden, Mu will break open and astonish the heavens and
shake theearth. Itwill bejustasif you had snatched the greatsword of Gen-
eral Kan. If you meet a Buddha, you will kill him. If you meet an ancient
Zen master, you will kill him. Though you may stand on the brink of life
and death, you will enjoy the great freedom. In the six realms and the four
modes of birth, you will live in the samadhi of innocent play.

Now, how should you concentrate on Mu? Exhaustevery ounce of en-
ergy you have in doing it. And if you do not give up on the way, you willbe
enlightened the way a candleiin front of the Buddha is lighted by one touch
of fire.

Yamada Koun
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Greyston Seminary is the only house on Dodge Hill that is all lit up. In the
cold dark of a December morning, the imposing stone mansion looks re-
mote, grand and mysterious. Lights framed by gothic windows begin going
out and the back door opens. Bundled up against the cold, twenty men and
women come outand pileinto two vans and one small Honda. Itis 5:30 A.M.,
and if Zen teacher Bernard Glassman is among his students there is no way
of telling.

They drive through the silent lanes of Riverdale in the Bronx, one of the
most affluent neighborhoods on the East Coast, and follow the Hudson
River north for three miles to a run-down section of the Yonkers industrial
waterfront. Here the offices of the Zen Community of New York (ZCNY)
occupy a dilapidated three-story building on Woodworth Avenue. A con-
crete structure connected to the first floor houses the Greyston Bakery, the
wholesale business that supports this community. The vans pull into an en-
closed loading dock while the car parks on the sidewalk—a common prac-
tice on this desolate block, removed asit is from the routine concerns of local
police.

Minutes later a mallet striking a wooden board announces zazen in the
“bakery zendo” on the third floor. Five monks enter in full-length black
robes, while the lay residents wear clothing comfortable for cross-legged sit-
ting: full skirts, blue jeans, sweaters. No longer inconspicuous, Glassman
appears in the brown robe reserved for teachers of Soto Zen. A short, portly
man who has grown considerably more rotund since the bakery began in
1982, he enters the zendo on the last hit of the han. Ninety minutes of total
silence follow. Silence, save for the delivery trucks pulling up to the meat dis-
tribution plant and cargo warehouse that share Woodworth Avenue with
the Zen Community.

Emerging from the zendo, two monks discuss a special order of five hun-
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dred shortbread cookies to be delivered by 4 p.M. to the World Trade Center
in Lower Manhattan. The Christmas rush has already started and with it the
pressing request for nonresident members to help out. The monks are joined
by a large bearded man who has missed zazen in order to provide the bakers
with a complete computer printout of the day’s orders and deliveries. One
van has already left for Manhattan. Another will leave shortly to make the
Westchester deliveries. If it isn’t back in time, the cookies will have to go
down in private cars. The monks disappear into a changing room and come
out in bakers’ whites and blue hairnets. Half the residents work on the floor
in the production area, the other half in the first- and second-floor offices.
Glassman changes from robes into slacks and a black cotton jacket, the kind
used by Japanese monks for working on the grounds, and goes downstairs
to join his students for breakfast. Scrambled eggs, cooked on a stove that
melts down kilos of Godiva chocolate every hour, are served with blueberry
mulffins, scones, and Danish—a small selection of the gourmet product line
sold to the Russian Tea Room, Bloomingdales, Macy’s, and Sardi’s, as well
as to art museums and the fanciest hotels and charcuteries in Manhattan.

While this combination of wealth, want, hi-tech, bakers’ whites, and
black robes has confounded visitors, for community members it is all part of
“the practice.” That practice is Zen Buddhism. And even though Bernard
Tetsugen Glassman Sensei is the first American holder of his Soto Japanese
Zen lineage, few visitors have been more surprised by this community than
Japanese Zen clergy.

Ordained a Soto Zen priest in 1970, Glassman is abbot of Zenshinji, the
Soto Zen Buddhist Temple of ZCNY. He is number eighty-one in a line that
claims direct descent from the historical Shakyamuni Buddha. He is also the
executive director of ZCNY and head of the Greyston Bakery. Against one
wall of his cramped, windowless office is a small Buddhist altar. Above his
desk hang photographs of Japanese Zen masters, including his own teacher,
Taizan Maezumi Roshi. Aside from a chrome-framed swivel chair and anin-
tercom phone system, the only signs of executive action are the titles of a
dozen hardbacks: Management, Strategic Management, The Changing
World of the Executive, The Harvard Business Review, The Chief Execu-
tive’s Handbook, and so on.

Glassman started ZCNY in 1979 and set himself up as both spiritual di-
rector and executive administrator. After one year he was criticized by the
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board of directors for wearing two hats. Then when he started the Greyston
Bakery two years later he was criticized for wearing two hats too many. The
sole job of the spiritual director, it was argued, was to teach Zen. Glassman
claimed he was doing just that. But many students had very specific ideas
about Zen training, and these did not include making apple pies and choc-
olate cakes, driving delivery vans, or learning how to program computers for
bakery production. Then again, of all the classic metaphors used to describe
the job of Zen teacher, one of Glassman’s favorites is that of a thief in the
night who steals away preconceptions and attachments. And if he has his
way, which has been the case more often than not, he will soon be the exec-
utive director of more affiliate enterprises.

Placing a pair of slippers neatly by his chair, he pulls his legs into the lotus
position and explains why busy Zen is only an apparent contradiction: “Zen
is ot about nonmovement. That’s a romantic idea, and a lot of students
both here and in Japan have gotten caught in it. Sitting is a centered, strong
position in the midst of movement. When you get a top spinning just right,
even though it’s going very fast, it’s so stable that it doesn’t even look as if it’s
moving. Ifit’s slightly off balance it wobbles. It has to be centered and moving
very fastin order to be stable. That's what Zen is all about.”

While the Zen path has been somewhat slow for other adherents, and
painfully wobbly at times, it apparently never was for Glassman. Born in
Brooklyn, New York, on January 18, 1939, he began Zen practice in Los An-
geles with Maezumi Roshi in 1968. At the time he was designing shuttle sys-
tems between Earth and Mars for the aerospace corporation McDonnell-
Douglas. In 1970, while McDonnell-Douglas was sponsoring his doctoral
work in mathematics at the University of California, Los Angeles, he became
a monk and was given the name Tetsugen. Tetsu means “to penetrate” and
gen is sometimes translated as “mysteries,” although Tetsugen himself pre-
fers “subtleties.” “Gen,” he explains, “is the stuff that’s right in front of you
that you can’t see.” In 1971 he moved into Maezumi Roshi’s residential cen-
ter with his wife, Helen, and their two young children, Alisa and Marc. For
the next five years he lived and studied at Zen Center Los Angeles (ZCLA)
and was its chief administrator while holding down his full-time job at
McDonnell-Douglas. After finishing koan practice in 1976 and acquiring
the status of teacher, he quit the aerospace industry to work full time at
ZCLA. He did not wait until he had his own center to initiate a very fast-
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moving Zen practice. As executive director of the Los Angeles center, he ac-
cumulated an entire quadrangle of city real estate, led demolition crews, ren-
ovated old buildings, started a publishing company, helped establish a clinic
for the largely Mexican-American neighborhood, led the monthly week-
long retreats, and administered a staff of sixty resident trainees.

“I'm a fan of Tetsugen’s,” said a monk at the Los Angeles center, “but he
rns a community like a juggernaut. The biggest problem around him is al-
ways going to be burnout. Nobody can keep up with him.” His students in
New York agree, but for those committed to a long tenure the trick is to stop
trying. Glassman has advised his students to pace themselves, to eat when
they’re hungry, sleep when they’re tired, and assess their needs with the same
discernment that monks apply to filling their eating bowls. But the pressure
to work as hard as he does pervades. Usually called “sensei” (“teacher” in
Japanese), he is also called “the boss"—more often than not behind his
back—which indicates just how extensive the business of ZCNY is. At this
center the question of what Zen is all about has focused on hard work and
work-practice. For those who have studied with traditional Japanese teach-
ers or have visited Japanese monasteries or have read D. T. Suzuki, Glass-
man offers a version of Zen so different that to believe it is Zen at all requires
an implicit trust in this teacher’s understanding and in his capacity to rein-
vent authentic expressions of Zen Buddhism.

Japanese monasticism has historically been supported by patronage. In
Shakyamuni’s time monks begged for their keep, and even today the Ther-
avadin monks of Southeast Asia are not allowed to handle money. The orig-
inal founders of the Zen School in China, however, developed self-sufficient
communities, partly because their teachings were too new and radical to se-
cure patronage. Self-sufficiency is not new to Western monasticism, either,
but neither this nor Chinese Zen has had much effect on legitimizing the
Greyston Bakery for ZCNY’s members. Their attitude seems to be “Yes, but
isitZen?”

ZCNY’s bakery was modeled after the successful Tassajara Bread Bakery
run by San Francisco Zen Center. Students there, however, have alternated
between urban livelihood projects and intensive practice periods at that cen-
ter’s rural monastery; the very existence of a monastic center, moreover, fig-
ures prominently in the overall structure of that organization. Many urban
Zen centers in the United States now maintain mountain centers that, rem-
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iniscent of secluded Asian monasteries, remain the archetypal training mode
for Zen practice. Of all the various projects Glassman foresces, however, a
mountain center, or anything vaguely resembling the isolation of traditional
monasticism, is not one of them.

In May 1987 Glassman initiated the Greyston Family Inn, taking a holis-
tic approach to the crises of homelessness. Not just another shelter, the inn
directly addresses issues that perpetuate homelessness: lack of affordable
housing, unemployment, and drug and alcohol abuse. An abandoned public
school, still under the jurisdiction of the Yonkers School Board, has been
proposed for aresidence that would both house ZCNY members and home-
less families and offer job-training programs and therapeutic counseling.
While members of the Yonkers business and political consortium, familiar
with Glassman and ZCNY through the bakery, have been instrumental in
helping the inn get started, it has met with opposition from real-estate de-
velopers as well as neighbors fearful of both homeless shelters and religious
communities, and so far no location has been approved.

Glassman had always said he would move into social action as soon as the
bakery stabilized ZCNY’s finances. The bakery has supplied soup kitchens
with day-old baked goods and delivered a weekly order of bread for the hun-
ger program at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, but it has attempted
nothing on the order of the projected Greyston Family Inn. Since 1982 at
least a dozen students who have objected to the emphasis on business have
left the community. For some dissidents, Bernie Glassman, Brooklyn Jewish
businessman, had finally found his true vocation in commercial baking. As
social concerns move into the forefront of ZCNY’s programs, some of those
students have contacted Glassman to see how they can participate. “Social
action,” he said wryly, “looks so much more glamorous than the bakery.”

The Greyston Family Inn is Glassman’s most ambitious project to date,
but until it moves off the drawing boards ZCNY is a community that will
continue to be defined by the Greyston Bakery. Social action may look more
glamorous, it may be ingeniously timely, and it may capture the imagination
of the membership in ways that the bakery has not. But in terms of work-
practice, hard work, and Glassman’s willful determination to make his
dreams come true, there are already indications that social action at ZCNY
will provoke as many questions about Glassman’s teaching as the bakery

has.
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‘high seat’ and talk about Zen. The teachings were embodied by the teacher.
He taught by being who he was.”

Glassman not only gambles on the model of Chinese Zen working in
America but has no trouble identifying himself as the teachings, the em-
bodiment of Buddhist dharma. With disarming confidence in his own at-
tainment, he takes the liberty of experimenting freely. He has retained some
of the most un-American aspects of hierarchical Japanese monasticism,
such as having personal attendants and commanding the drumroll for the
abbot’s dharma talks. Yet he will also wash dishes and drive the delivery van;
he will place meditation cushions in a circle “like the Indians”; he will have a
nondenominational zendo adjacent to an interfaith service hall. To his fans
these experiments are liberating and creative; to his critics they are irritating
and irreverent.

Glassman has been described as both too radical and too conservative.
His natural comfort with Japanese Buddhist ritual as well as Japanese social
custom is considered unusual for a Westerner. Indeed several other Ameri-
can teachers have thought his use of personal attendants as a training mode
and of Japanese dharma names within the community inappropriate for
their own culture. And whereas the life of his monks bears little resemblance
to the life of the traditional monk, he still considers the full-time commit-
ment of monkhood as a model for spiritual aspiration. He has simulta-
neously displaced the traditional emphasis on zazen and koan study by in-
tensifying work-practice.

Advocates of classical Japanese training argue that American students,
unlike Chinese Zen monks, need the restrictive methodology of Japanese
Zen to attain some inkling of the nature of their own minds before they can
avail themselves of a more active practice. They argue that without this foun-
dation students have no personal experience from which to assess Glass-
man’s experiments. This, claim his harshest critics, leaves him free to do
whatever he wants as long as he keeps calling it “Zen,” a freedom they con-
sider perilous for a community leader.

“If I had to choose between being something called ‘spiritual director’
and being ‘business manager,” I'd choose the business,” Glassman says.
“That’s how [ want to teach. It looks radical because we're shifting from a
Japanese form. If we use a Cistercian model, it's not radical. If we use a
Chinese model, it’s not radical. Sitting together is definitely the most inti-
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mate way of being together. No doubt. But work-practice affords me more
possibilities of working individually with students. It gives me an opportu-
nity to work with who they are, or who they think they are. I know what
people think are their own limits. I see potentials that they don’t. I see the but-
tons. They stand outin allof us. It’s easier for all of us to see them in each other
than in ourselves. But we don’t always give others the opportunity to help us
see ourselves. If people come and sit zazen and get up and leave—there is no
way to work with them. Sitting is the most direct way to let go of body and
mind. But without a laboratory it’s very, very difficult. There’s no feedback.
I agree with Yasutani Roshi, who said that zazen can be a trap. He used to
say, “The dolls in the window are doing perfect zazen but they are not open-
ing their eyes.” And I've seen that in groups where zazen is emphasized in an
extreme way. You can be a zazen freak without putting emphasis on really
opening up, and thatbrings a bigger problem because you get attached to the
form. And the form becomes a substitute for life. As a teacher, zazen doesn’t
give me enough interaction. Work-practice is not necessarily the best way,
but the way I'm going to be doing it.”

Glassman assumes, perhaps idealistically, that everyone comes to a Zen
center to learn zazen. Using a definition derived from Hui Néng, the Sixth
Patriarch of China, he presents zazen as the elimination of the separation be-
tween subject and object. According to Buddhist doctrine, this separation is
essentially not real but the fictive projection of the self. The elimination
therefore refers more specifically to the notions of self that generate this il-
lusion. For Hui Néng zazen is a state of mind that can be cultivated any-
where; in his day there were no such special places as zendos. “People see the
work-practice as a means by which they can then do ‘real’ practice,” says
Glassman. “But the work-practice in and of itself has to become zazen. We
are not doing anything ‘in order to'—what we are doing is the practice. In
Japan you had only the monastic practice. Lay people came to the temples,
but there was really no concept of a strong practice outside the monastery.
There are always going to be people who want to go to a zendo and sit and
leave and not talk to anybody, including the teacher. They don’t want any in-
teraction. They want a church or a synagogue or a temple

aplace togo and
get some peace and quiet and leave. Zen can offer that. You cansitand derive
from zazen a sense of well-being, but that is not the marrow of Zen training.
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The issue here is: is there a Zen practice that doesn’t really get into your life-
style? Can I practice Zen in some way without its affecting me, affecting the
way I live? [ don’t think you can have true practice without that interaction.
And the issue for me is what form that takes. It’s very explorative, and for me
it’s taking the form of business right now. Then we’ll explore social action.”

A famous Chinese quotation captures the Zen ideal of enlightened pres-
ence in the midst of ordinary activity: “I draw water. I chop wood. How mi-
raculous!” But for Americans, Zen was anything but ordinary. ZCNY ini-
tially attracted many students between the ages of forty and sixty who had
been among the first generation of American Zen practitioners. For those in-
clined to spiritual practice in New York’s greater metropolitan area, not
much was more special than the silence of Zen, the luxury of sitting in ele-
gant zendos listening to words of esoteric wisdom, waking before dawn to
Japanese gongs.

One of Glassman’s toughest tasks has been to disabuse his students of a
persuasive attachment to the specialness—and preciousness—of Zen train-
ing. It was D. T. Suzuki, who, with typical foresight in 1936, while address-
ing a conference on world religions in London, asked the questions for con-
temporary Zen everywhere: “How can [ construct my humble hut right here
in the midst of Oxford Circus? How can I do that in the confusion of cars,
buses, and all kinds of conveyances? How can llisten to the singing of birds,
and also to the leaping of fish? How can one turn all the showings of the
shopwindow displays into the freshness of the green leaves swayed by the
morning breeze? How am I to find the naturalness, artlessness, utter self-
abandonment of nature in the utmost artificiality of human works? This is
the great problem set before us these days.”

Work-practice has been one way that Glassman has addressed this prob-
lem. Though it has met with strong resistance within his community, Glass-
man has done little to appease the mounting dissent. Allowing the demands
of the business to take top priority, he has regularly missed scheduled sitting
periods and has often been unavailable for seminars on Buddhist texts and
for koan study. For several years the subject of his talks was commonly work-
practice and the Greyston Bakery. The ZCNY calendar, from 1980 on, re-
cords a steady variety of programs that include retreats, liturgical study,
classes, workshops, and ecumenical events; but starting in 1982 Glassman

119



BERNARD GLASSMAN

himself gave the impression that very little interested him as much as the bak-
ery. If one wanted to study with him, the bakery was where to find him. He
called it “Zen,” but many others did not.

Glassman had initiated several livelihoods at Zen Center Los Angeles,
but work-practice was never accepted as a prime mode of Zen training and
after his move to New York, ZCLA's livelihoods dissolved. “In the early days
in Los Angeles most Zen students considered work-practice as a means to
support themselves,” he explains. “They used the term, but they didn’t really
consider it a part of training. And you saw all the seniors as they were being
trained leaving the work-practice to go on to “serious’ training. The feeling
was that once you got to a certain level you could do ‘real’ Zen training. And
you hear that attitude a lot here. At the last council meeting a senior monk
was still saying, ‘I'm worried about the tail wagging the dog,” and I keep say-
ing, ‘the tail is the dog.” It is for me. That’s where I'm training. It doesn’t mean
that I’'m not training in other ways, but this is essential.”

During an evening discussion in the zendo at Greyston, a nonresident
psychologist in her fifties who comes regularly from her townhouse off Park
Avenue questioned Glassman on the objective virtues of work-practice. Pre-
senting a case for the therapeutic value of free time, she asked why “work-
ing” was better than “messing around.” Quoting Dogen Zenji, Glassman
answered, “ “To study the enlightened way is to know the self. To know the
self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to be enlightened by all phenom-
ena.” There are lots of different ways of doing that. There is no particular
value to my style. A fish swims and a bird flies. Does one have more value
than the other? I like to keep us on the edge, but for some that edge mightbe
five hours of zazen or work or whatever. For someone else, it might be one
hundred. Everybody should go up to his limit—and then a bit more. Over-
doing itis too much. If you underdo it, you don’t learn anything about your-
self. Where is that edge? You can’t compare two people. I've never under-
stood the concept of not liking work. For so many people, what they do not
like in life they call work.”

Underlying the resistance to work-practice and hard work has been an in-
dependent antagonism to the bakery as a business, as a competitive enter-
prise that pulls ZCNY into the corporate structure of capitalist America.
Here Glassman is in many ways at odds with students of his own age. Unlike
most of them, he maintained his distance from the cultural revolution of the
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ZCNY’s precarious financial balance direct from Chemical Bank. “That’s
her soap opera,” observes her Zen master on his way downstairs to meander
through the production floor.

Another episodic drama that has engaged the membership at large con-
cerns the role of the Greyston mansion itself. The sale of Greyston has been
considered four times in its short history as a Zen seminary. Three times
these proposals were brought to the governing body by Glassman and voted
down. While Greyston’s enormous maintenance costs have always entered
into the discussions, money has not been the sole issue. Glassman has always
been ambivalent about the role that the mansion itself has played in the for-
mation of the community, and ever since the bakery began he has wanted to
consolidate living and working areas. In the spring of 1985 a council of se-
nior students approved putting Greyston up for sale with the intention of
buying residential property close to the bakery. As usual Glassman wasted
no time. The next day he was driving around Yonkers looking at houses and
talking about the virtues of consolidation. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll end
up at Greyston. And that would be fine, too.” Paraphrasing Zen master
Ikkyu, he adds, “If you don’t know where you are going, you can’t get lost.”

The following year, with no prospective buyers in sight, he began trans-
ferring community activities from Greyston to Yonkers. Of all his unex-
pected moves, abandoning the mansion surprised many of the original mem-
bers most, even more than his starting a bakery had. Zen claims that
ultimately there are no beginnings and no endings, no birth, no death; but
leaving Greyston would certainly close a chapterin ZCNY’s history.

That chapter began before Bernie Glassman returned to hishometown as
Tetsugen Sensei. Atleast five members of the original board of directors were
New York residents who had come into contact with Maezumi Roshi and
were ready to roll out the carpet for his first dharma heir. In keeping with Jap-
anese customs regarding lineage, Maezumi Roshi was the first abbot of the
Zenshin Temple and therefore the original occupant of ZCN Y’s high seat.

Born in 1931, Maezumi Roshi is only nine years older than Tetsugen, but
having developed one of the most extensive and public Zen communities in
the United States, he is often identified with the older generation of Japanese
teachers who first introduced Zen to the United States. A slight, dignified
man, he has the refined facial features associated with Japanese nobility. He
speaks English slowly, which doesn’t make him easy to understand, and he
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always seems ready to listen. By the end of the 1970s he was listening to the
complaints of East Coast students disillusioned with their Zen teachers. By
1978, as Tetsugen was making plans to leave Los Angeles for New York,
Maezumi Roshi suggested to these people that they not only study with Tet-
sugen but help organize his new center. As one person recalled, “Roshi has a
way of asking you to do something that makes it more like a privilege than a
favor.”

Foridealists a request to build a community from scratch, whether issued
by Maezumi or not, was a privilege in itself. For East Coast students older
than Glassman, an American Zen teacher was still something of a contra-
diction in terms; to support this ambitious young utopian was to put one’s
own shoulder to the Americanization of Zen. According to Glassman,
“Maezumi Roshi deliberately stayed away so that we would not be influ-
enced by Japanese flavors.” Maezumi himself had high hopes for his favored
son and for how his lineage would be represented by this American heir. His
own father was a respected member of the Soto establishment, and both his
brothers are priests in Japan. He, too, had alot riding on Tetsugen.

People in New York were captivated by Tetsugen’s conviction that any-
thing was possible, and there was no shortage of money or people to get
ZCNY going. The community’s first purchase was a three-story brick build-
ing on Mosholu Avenue in a middle-class section of Riverdale. The ground
floor was converted into a zendo and an office; the apartments above were
shared by resident members. The Glassman family rented a modest house
nearby. Two months later Columbia University put the twenty-six-room
Greyston property on the market for $600,000. Designed as a summer
home for the Dodge family in 1868 by James Renwick, Jr., the principal ar-
chitect for St. Patrick’s Cathedral, the estate had been donated to Teacher’s
College of Columbia University by its founder, Grace Hoadly Dodge. At a
cost of $175,000, the Mosholu building, which sufficed as a basic facility,
had already absorbed the first donations, but Greyston offered a new set of
possibilities.

As an invitation to Zen practice, Greyston would make a sensational
drawing card. Cloistered from the urban ghettos of the South Bronx as well
as from the rough southern tip of Yonkers, it offered a rare corner of peace
and privacy in New York City. Opponents of the purchase feared that “the
middle way”—the Buddhist tightrope between absolute and relative reali-
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BERNARD GLASSMAN

would emerge, he was as patient as he was skillful. Zen enthusiasts may have
captivated their audiences at Greyston’s communal meals with stories of ex-
emplary devotion, such as that of Bodhidharma, who faced the wall for nine
years, or of Eka, who proved his zeal with an offering of his self-amputated
arm, or of Japanese aspirants, who would sit knee-deep in snow for a week
before gaining admittance to the temple to pursue “the great matter of life
and death.” But in 1980 the slightest of entry trials would have all but emp-
tied Greyston’s halls.

Glassman’s style in the beginning was so accommodating that he was per-
ceived by long-standing Zen students as too relaxed, too permissive; he
didn’t present “real Zen”—an accusation he seems to provoke no matter
what he does. During the first winter ten residents were employed outside the
community, leaving after the morning practice period for jobs thatincluded
teaching school, editing Russian journals, working on the Long Island Rail-
road, and nursing at Roosevelt Hospital. Another ten students were sup-
ported by ZCNY and helped run the center out of the Mosholu office. The
schedule was followed faithfully by the monastics, who created an atmo-
sphere of hard-core practice that was cohesive enough to absorb personal ir-
regularities. Still, several men—men being more prone than women to iden-
tify Zen with samurai rigor—thought it sacrilegious that students whosslept
in weren’t roused from their beds or that the “encouragement stick” was not
used to hit people nodding off on their cushions.

For the first two years the residency remained small, while workshops
and talks were often attended by more than fifty people. Glassman com-
manded attention from an elevated platform in the service hall of Greyston,
placedin frontof a row of arched windows thatlooked out over the dramatic
cliffs of the Palisades. For Sunday dharma talks the assembly was asked to
“please stand” for the abbot’s entry. To the accompaniment of brass gongs,
he situated himself as two attendants arranged his robes. On winter after-
noons, with the hall flushed with streaks of red from the western sky, the high
seat seemed just a little higher; yet even his adversaries admit that when Tet-
sugen talks dharma, he needs no seat at all. In addition, he was the only
American Zen teacher in the metropolitan area, and even if the qualities of
enlightenment remained ineffable, he talked smart and thought fastin a way
that New York intellectuals appreciated. They came to his talks, nodded
with sagacious approval, and left. The more adventurous moved in for an
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occasional retreat, but very few ever considered giving up their worldly lives
for full-time Zen training,

Greyston’s civilized style came as close to the mannered aristocratic aes-
thetics of Japanese Zen as America allowed. It did function effectively as a
showcase, but Bernie Glassman never quite pulled off being lord of the
manor. He has little affinity with the WASP courtesies of the immediate
neighborhood and minimal interest in talking about such abstract things as
art or politics. A reserved man, he is impatient and somewhat uneasy with
small talk; he takes little pleasure in social events within the community and
even less for those that he’s occasionally obliged to attend on the outside.

While the showcase continued to attract new students, financial re-
sources dwindled. The large donations that accompanied the first wave of
enthusiasm were not repeated and cash-flow crises were frequent. Speaking
with the authority gained from his corporate past, Glassman informed a
board with little collective business sense that “if an organization doesn’t
have a cash-flow problem, itis not growing.” Nor was it his job to placate the
anxieties of a middle-class student body with its inevitable leanings toward
financial security. More than once he indicated that keeping the community
on the financial edge helped create the very unpredictability most suitable
for Zen training.

In June of 1981 ZCNY was offered a one-year contract to run the kitchen
concession for the exclusive Riverdale Yacht Club, which caters to River-
dale’s most wealthy residents. ZCNY needed money, but the proposal an-
tagonized members who did not endorse serving the rich as an appropriate
expression of Zen practice. Zen practice, retorted Glassman, was about cul-
tivating an attitude of service without discrimination. For a teacher who had
defined one aspect of his job as making students “uncomfortable,” of tug-
ging away at their preconceptions, the Yacht Club offered a perfect oppor-
tunity: it fit virtually no one’s idea of service. It was also an opportunity to
cultivate Greyston’s neighbors and to assuage their suspicions about “the
Zens,” as they called them. For one year ZCNYY staff cooked and served din-
ners to club members, but when special events taxed their limits community
volunteers were recruited. Club members applauded the quality of service
but wages averaged only $2.50 an hour. Students confronted their own fixed
attitudes toward the very rich and toward where and with whom the practice
of Zen applied. At the same time more neighbors started attending events at
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BERNARD GLASSMAN

emony co-opted for a moment all the glorious expectations of Zen in Amer-
ica. For how long and under what circumstances Japanese customs would be
replicated was fast becoming a thorny issue for American students. For the
Shinsanshiki, however, the old alliance between Japanese Zen and political
leadership was mostly shrugged off as a polite gesture of hospitality to the
Japanese guests.

Tetsugen’s opening remarks emphasized that although the Shinsanshiki
might appear to be filled with things symbolic, there are no symbols. The
heart of the Shinsanshiki is jodo, or “dharma combat,” in which “dragons
and elephants in this assembly” are urged to “contemplate the prime prin-
ciple of reality” and invited to test the realization of the high priest. During
the jodo a young monk rushed forward, banged his head three times against
the altar, and asked, “How can I not bang into things like this?” Tetsugen re-
plied, “Open your eyes.” The monk banged his head three more times, with
eyes wide open, and repeated the question. “Open your eyes,” Tetsugen re-
plied. “Senseli, if there is nothing at all,” asked another man, who was wear-
ing a gray robe over a pin-striped suit, “how did you find your abbot’s job?”
“Igotit through the New York Times.”

W. S. Merwin then offered a poem on behalf of Aitken Roshi and the Dia-
mond Sangha in Hawaii. The ceremony ended with the reading of a telegram
from an old priest in Japan who apologized for his absence “due to circum-
stances beyond control”; by the time the telegram was read the old priest had
peacefully passed away.

The Shinsanshiki was grand. The Riverdale residents and the ecumenical
clergy were duly impressed. The professionals, the poets, and the middle-
class membership that Glassman had courted were all there to witness his as-
cent to the mountain. With his legitimacy so publicly confirmed, the view
from the top must have indicated clear sailing ahead. But as Glassman’s fa-
vorite koan asks: where do you go from the top of a hundred-foot pole?

Glassman went to a defunct bakery just north of the Bronx-Yonkers line
and leased it for two years. A $175,000 loan from a founding member cat-
apulted twenty-five resident trainees into the nitty-gritty of commercial bak-
ing. Four monks were dispatched to San Francisco to train at the Tassajara
Bakery, while others concentrated on equipment and sales. Glassman
trained a dozen people to use the first of four Apple computers, which was
then fed a list of every gourmet shop and restaurant in Manhattan. Not one
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D. T. Suzuki. Photo courtesy of Ruth McCandless.

D. T. Suzuki and Nyogen Senzaki, circa 1947. Photo courtesy of Ruth McCandless.



Haki'un Yasutani, circa 1973. Photo courtesy of the San Francisco
Zen Center.



Shunryu Suzuki at lassajara, circa 1969.
Photo © Robert S. Boni.

Shunryu Suzuki at Tassajara, circa 1969. Photo courtesy
of the San Francisco Zen Center.




Robert Aitken and members of the construction crew at the Palolo site, 1987.
Photo © Francis Haar.



Robert Aitken, circa 1982. Photo courtesy Robert Aitken.




Robert Aitken and others at sesshin held between the two samu training
periods that focused on the Palolo construction, 1987. Photo © Francis Haar.

Robert Aitken and Koun Yamada at Koko An Zendo, 1981.
Photo © Francis Haar.
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Jakusho Kiwong in the kitchen of Sangha House at Genjoji, 1984.
Photo courtesy of the author.
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Jakusho Kwong and his wife, Laura, standing i front of Shunryu Suzuki’s
memorial rock, 1983. Photo courtesy of the author.
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Jakusho Kiwong, circa 1968. Photo courtesy of the
San Francisco Zen Center.
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Taizan Maezumi, Bernard Glassman, and Lou Nordstrom inside Greyston
zendo preparing for Glassman’s abbot installation ceremony, 1982.
Photo © Peter Cunningham.
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Bernard Glassman and Taizan Maezumi in front of Greyston Seminary, 1981.
Photo © Peter Cunningham.

Bernard Glassman officiating a Buddhist service at the Zen
Community of New York, 1982. Photo © Peter Cunningban.



Bernard Glassman and Taizan Maezuni sharing a meal at Greyston.
Photo © Julie Thayer.



Photo courtesy of Maurine Stuart.

Maurine Stuart offering incense at the altar of Cambridge Buddhist
Association, 1989. Photo © [ulie Thayer.




Maurine Stuart in the zendo of Cambridge Buddhist Association, 1989.
Photo © Julie Thayer.



Richard Baker, circa 1965.
Photo © Robert S. Boni.

Richard Baker in Germany, circa 19835.
Photo courtesy of Jiirgen Tapprich.



Richard Baker in Japan, circa 1968. Photo courtesy of the
San Francisco Zen Center.



Richard Baker in Thailand.
Photo courtesy of Richard Baker.

Richard Baker and Philip Whalen in Santa Fe, New Mexico, 1987.
Photo © Ulricke Schmidt-Aberjan.
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person on ZCNY’s staff was familiar with professional baking, a problem-
atic fact for everyone except Glassman, who insisted that “if you put your
mind to it you can do anything.” The new abbot put on coveralls and led
work crews who removed massive quantities of debris to prepare for the in-
stallation of rotating ovens, mixers, racks, and dishwashers. Trade maga-
zines cluttered the Mosholu office. When the Tassajara apprentices returned,
they led all-night baking crews at the Greyston kitchen. The experimental
samples were delivered daily to soup kitchens and church organizations.
Sweet-smelling cakes permeated dawn zazen.

By 1983 new residents could no longer live at Greyston and work outside
the community; they entered a “seminarian program.” They were assigned
jobs, roommates, cleaning tasks, and dishwashing schedules and, in addi-
tion to a full day of work in the managerial or production spheres of the bak-
ery, were expected to sit zazen regularly as well as participate in evening
classes and weekend programs. In addition to room and board, residents re-
ceived monthly stipends of $100. Although alimony payments, therapy bills,
clothing allowances, and vacation spending monies were provided by the
community, Greyston was no longer anyone’s Zen Hilton.

With the bakery consuming the time and energies of the teacher and the
residents, nonresident members felt increasingly isolated from the commu-
nity. Some felt “seduced and abandoned” by a community that initially
promised to accommodate and support their spiritual practice wherever and
however they chose to pursue it. A sportswriter who had studied with Jap-
anese teachers before coming to ZCNY recalled: “In the first two years,
Glassman took great pains to create the idea that this was the opposite of an
autocratic situation. The myth was that the student could have it almost any
way that suited his or herinclination. If you wanted strong Rinzai Zen, great.
If you wanted to come and sit and have no relationship with the teacher,
great. If you wanted to be a monk and live with your wife, fine. If you wanted
to live at Greyston and watch soap operas all afternoon, that was fine too. If
you wanted Judaism or Catholicism, we’d provide that, too. Notonly did he
permit all that, but he constantly adjusted the definition of Zen so thatit was
consistent with any or all of these preferences.”

But by 1983 it seemed to nonresidents that the bakery was the only place
that the teacher was teaching. “He betrayed my vision of Zen,” said the dis-
illusioned writer. “You can call anything you want Zen, but I felt like I signed
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other bakeries is that money is not the bottom line,” said a twenty-six-year-
old former monk and bakery manager who left the community to pursuc a
career in baking. “Without constant consideration to money, inefficiency is
rampant. After all, a straight business can’t turn around and receive dona-
tions on behalf of its spiritual contribution to society or get loans as a not-
for-profit religious organization. I can’t say whether or not the Greyston
Bakery is “Zen training.” I only know that for a manager it was totally frus-
trating. In an ordinary bakery cost considerations are the constant reference,
and that can be a teaching t0o.” This same baker was fired from his first
straight job when six dozen cheesecakes were ruined by incorrect scaling.
When he had been a baker-monk, similar mistakes had been written off as
opportunities for learning and had never carried the vaguest threat of un-
employment. Soon, fortified by this lesson, he got a job with one of Grey-
ston’s most formidable competitors, and within three months of lcaving
ZCNY, this same monk who had lived on stipends for virtually all his adult
life was making $40,000 a year.

While the conflict between profit motive and learning experience is a
common problem for the bakery staff, Glassman has continued using the
bakery as his laboratory, placing people in new jobs at the expense of con-
ventional organizational wisdom. “Just when you get comfortable with a
job, when you think you know how to do it right,” explained a student who
had been working at the bakery for three years, “he gives you something to
do that makes you feel dumb all over again. Then after a while you begin to
feel that you can do anything. At first you have these ideas about what you
can and can’t do. I can drive the van but I'll never learn the computer. I can
make the Danish but I can’t do sales; [ can be a Zen student but [ can’t be a
baker. You begin to see yourself differently, to think about yourself differ-
ently, to give up your attachments to fixed ideas about yourself. And there
has been a loss of ‘efficiency’ in running the bakery this way. Sensei has al-
ways said that this was a training, not a profit-making enterprise, but the
community has been under extreme financial pressures. We are trying to
support the place and we are the livelihood, so it can be contusing to switch
gears between profit and practice.”

One Saturday morning, wearing a brown beret and a blue down jacket,
Glassman drove a delivery van down the Major Deegan Parkway to deliver
breads to D’Agostino’s and Sloan supermarkets throughout Manhattan. *In
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a Japanese monastery the tenzo is the cook,” he explained. “We say that the
most experienced person, or the most attained monk, should be the cook.
And that when people eat the food they will taste that attainment. And how
does that happen? What is the training of the tenzo? Certainly that training
is not happening here yet. It’s not so simple to get it all together to get to a
place where that can happen. Jishu {his attendant] is preparing to lead a one-
month training period and she is studying The Diamond Sutra. She has al-
ways been curious about how it starts off—Shakyamuni got up, he cleaned
himself, he got dressed, he got his bowl, he went into town, and then he
started to teach. And it finally struck her that it was all preparation. You have
to get it all together, and then you can teach. We can look at that in many
ways—like we have to get our community together before we can even teach
ourselves—but getting it together is the teaching. That’s a big problem for a
lot of people. They miss the fact that getting it together is it. We have a won-
derful koan about that: how can the water buffalo jump through the window
when his tail can’t fit through? That koan is considered one of the most dif-
ficult. This bakery has brought us into contact with business leaders like Pe-
ter Grace. A religious leader accepting Zen doesn’t have the same effect. This
country has a built-in acceptance of business. In order for Zen to really getits
bearings in this country, it has to adapt to what’s happening in the society. So
many people still want the magic of an Oriental teacher. They say to me, ‘I'm
notatease with a Japanese teacher, or Tibetan, or Korean.” But when they see
an American Zen teacher doing business, it’s not magical enough.”

Glassman grew up on the border of Brighton Beach and Coney Island, half a
block from the Atlantic Ocean. His father had come from Russia, hismother
from Poland. He is the first and only son, born when his foursisters were nine
to sixteen years older. Standing in the kitchen of the same apartment in
which she was raised, Edith, his eldest sister, explains, “We weren’t that re-
ligious. Still we were Jewish, and after four girls you mightsay that when Ber-
nie was born it was like Jesus Christ arrived.”

When Glassman was seven his mother died of cancer. The family was
“more socialist than Jewish,” and for one vear following his mother’s death,
the boy went alone to the synagogue to say the mourner’s prayer. Zen lore is
filled with outstanding figures who lost one or both parents in childhood,
learning life’s crucial lessons of impermanence and suffering at an early age.

134



- - 11
| 1 i
1 e - 3
Hl- 1 1
- . N ||.—I 1 -
- — 2 am * ~u I 1l

- I I mili 1m0
M

- HIm - . .
- ]
” -
[ ] - ]
|L... - =10
= ¢ wE E 1 u

I 1l | I-.I

- : - ll.'.'.l b!.}

& II- ] h-_ " -
- I 1.l\ I N - - - F F

el - - U o'm
|| B S R P S E |

_"'_II_ II)-_'. i | N 0 |

“d « " Fel = |

u 1
s ) : l .

i 'ol-l---l . u'f 1
'll_ * ol = ™= . III-.I-‘I
! mELA e e

" LIRS L - -II il Ll | 3
" .Pl_-l., I.Illl'nll -t FII_‘-‘;

E  ImEE . EI | Emme




—-H 1

-
o

- g4 EY A
: r
e - 5
. aHItH PR RNk
‘ ., L = - -

_ HEHTE 1 = I
m_ﬂ_.‘ . n“_..—l. %I.—. LA
L e T
MI -.I:Il “ﬁ”ll ﬁﬂhf I-_W.MI_IIH- --
= .. i 4 T m.r_._ 7

Ee T n-..” __....... s e
i —..-_l..m..”u"ru. e L R
_- -l w0 e R R :



BERNARD GLASSMAN

ommended Somerset Maugham’s The Razor’s Edge. In her letter she told her
conservative Jewish parents that the novel’s idealistic hero, Laurence Dar-
rell, who leaves behind the vacuous preoccupations of English society to fol-
low the Vedanta path in India, was a lot like Bernie himself. Mrs. Silverberg
flew to Israel in alarm.

Two years later the bride-to-be absently said to her mother, “What if ’'m
marrying someone who ends up becoming a Zen monk?” They married in
1963 and settled in Santa Monica, California. According to Helen, their
friends were an eclectic group of itinerant boat-dwellers, accomplished ec-
centrics, including a mathematician obsessed with elegant proofs, and a sui-
cidal pianist turned optometrist. “It was very much a men’s group,” she says.
“Buddies. Bright young men. They sat around our living room drinking beer,
eating pizza, smoking cigars, reading Alan Watts, and talking about enlight-
enment.” By 1966 Glassman and his friends were making periodic visits to
the Japanese Temple in downtown Los Angeles where the elderly Bishop To-
gen Sumi had been sent by Soto headquarters to preside over the Japanese-
American congregation. One Saturday afternoon Glassman asked Sumi
Roshi about the walking meditation that is done between periods of sitting.
Sumi Roshi spoke little English and referred the question to his attendant
monk, who answered, “When we walk, we walk.” The young monk was not
yet Maezumi Roshi and Bernie Glassman didn’t see him again for almost
two years. 2

When The Three Pillars of Zen appeared in 1965, it had a major impact
on Glassman as it had on many readers of Zen. Compiled by the American
Zen teacher Philip Kapleau Roshi, it combined basic Zen texts with the first
how-to instructions for Westerners. No longer could an American read
about Zen and not know where to begin.

After reading The Three Pillars of Zen Glassman started doing zazen at
home. One evening, as he sat before an unlit fireplace in the dark, he began
to experience himself disappearing. “I began to have a sense that 1 was losing
myself—like whoooosh. And I panicked. I didn’t want to lose myself. |
thought | was going crazy. And there was a real sense of fear. I went into the
bedroom and turned the lights on and woke Helen up. I couldn’t stay in the
dark. I was terrified. It took the whole night for me to calm down. And |
stopped sitting. And I remember at that time wishing there had been some-
one to tell me that it was okay to go on. 1 was afraid to doitalone.”
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BERNARD GLASSMAN

wants something, he’s a sledgehammer.” More than anything, he wanted
Zen teachings, he wanted enlightenment. “I was a fanatic,” he says. “I had
nothing else on my agenda.”

Six months later they reunited on the condition that Helen and the chil-
dren live at the Zen center, but a common commitment to Zen practice was
slow in coming. Tetsugen’s talents for accomplishing the Buddha Way may
have been a source of rejoicing for his teacher, but his wife had a different re-
sponse. “ Bride magazine,” she says wryly, “does not tell you how to deal with
your husband’s kensho experience.” Soon she began dealing withitby giving
zazen another try. After five years of steady zazen Helen became ordained,
formally entering the lineage of her husband and his teacher. Maezumi
Roshi gave her the name Yuho, which means “Subtle Dharma.” An effusive
and articulate talker, she laughingly explains that “Maezumi Roshi usually
gives a name that he wants you to grow into.”

The succession to which Glassman is lineage holder descends through
Maezumi Roshi and his father, Baian Kuroda. In addition to being certified
by his father, Maezumi Roshi also received dharma transmission from Ya-
sutani Roshi and Osaka Koryu Roshi. After studying with Koryu Roshi, a
lay Rinzai teacher, for four years, Maezumi went to Sojiji, one of the two
main Soto training centers, before coming to Los Angeles in 1956. On trips
back to Japan he continued his koan practice with Koryu Roshi, and in
1972, after twenty-five years of study, Maezumi Roshi received Koryu
Roshi’s seal of approval. Maezumi met Yasutani Roshi for the first time in
Los Angeles in 1962 and immediately asked to be his student. For the next
ten years Maezumi Roshi studied with both teachers.

During an “Introduction to Zen” workshop, Glassman attributed the
type of preliminary talk he was giving to the Harada Roshi-Yasutani Roshi
influence. Dai’'un Harada Roshi did sitting practice for many years as a
young monk before straying from the Soto fold in his search for an enlight-
ened master. After studying at a Rinzai monastery for seven years, he left to
go to the Soto university, and then, determined to pursue koan study, contin-
ued to wander until he went to Nanzenji, a Rinzai training compound in the
eastern hills of Kyoto. Here he completed koan practice with Master Toyoda
Dokutan (1841—-1919) and received this master’s seal of approval. At age
fifty he became the Soto abbot of Hosshin Temple, demanding vigorous
koan practice from his Soto students. He is considered responsible for re-
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BERNARD GLASSMAN

In Los Angeles Glassman is remembered for his tough, aggressive style of
teaching, a style influenced by both Koryu and Yasutani. “1 followed a stan-
dard textbook way of passing 171 which doesn’t happen all that often. And
ina way [ got trapped by that. It took me a few years to realize that it doesn't
happen that way all the time. [ was naive and thought that ‘I’ worked really
hard. So I thought all you had to do in the zendo was push a person really
hard and that ‘it” would happen. And, also, I felt that it was extremely im-
portant for some kind of opening to occur. In this [ was influenced by Yasu-
tani Roshi. I felt that openings were critical and that you really had to push.
Andlsaw alot of effect from doing that. I saw that by pushing people in cer-
tain ways you really could get them to let go and they really did have some
kind of experience. So there was reenforcement for this style. Then, over the
years, I began to see the shallowness and decided that it was not the best way
of doing things. It’s very dramatic and you gain a lot of power and everyone’s
having these far-out experiences, but over the long run my own sense was
thatit wasn’t where Zen practice was at.”

Although Glassman refers to the Harada-Yasutani line as the one that
most influenced Maezumi Roshi’s teaching methods and therefore his own,
itis Maezumi’s relationship to his “source teacher,” his biological father, Ku-
roda Roshi, that moves Glassman the most. This is the relationship that
most expresses the actualization of nonseparation—the foundation of
Zen—and this intimacy is what Glassman sces as the heart of dharma trans-
mission. In response to a question about teacher-student relationships,
Glassman once told a woman who had come to a formal interview with an
infant strapped to her breast: “The relationship that I have with Maczumi
Roshi is more intimate than the one between you and your baby.”

Glassman’s own memory of Kuroda Roshi is one of seeing compassion in
action, “watching him accept people who came to him without discrimina-
tion, withoutjudgment. To see his availability, his openness to others, his pa-
tience, his capacity to give and to comfort—and you got to sce that in his
daily life, in his house, with his family, with all the different people who
would visit. Yasutani Roshi was probably the sharpest teacher in terms of
prajna wisdom, the clearest. His understanding of dharma was truly bril-
liant. And as for Koryu Roshi, I never metanyone with that kind of samadbhi,
that kind of sitting power. But Maezumi Roshi always said that he learned
the most from his father. He lived with him. He learned day-to-day func-
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BERNARD GLASSMAN

doesn’t work. At ZCNY there is no one uniform practice. Different paths
can be addressed, but the form can be misleading. There are traditions where
the form is secular, but surrender to the teachings through the teacher, the
guide, or the guru is total, complete. And in a way, that’s true monasticism.
And in the same way, you can have monks who wear robes but with no sense
of surrender at all. The same thing is true with celibacy. You can interpret it
strictly to mean no sex. But another way of understanding celibacy is in terms
of availability, of being wholeheartedly available to the teachings, to the
teacher. And again, you can have celibate monastics who are not available.
It gets tricky. You have to have the form. But just having it isn’t enough
either.”

In all Glassman’s teaching modes, paths, and organizational structures—
which he restructures continually and unabashedly—there is an underlying
concern with dharma succession. “Anyone can teach Zen,” he says, “but the
unique vow of a lineage holder is to maintain the lincage.” Specifically, this
means acknowledging individual dharma heirs. The commitment to main-
tain the lineage is Glassman’s priority. In his current view, notall heirs will be
Zen teachers. Poets, plumbers, philosophers—and bakers—can be Zen
teachers insofar as their work inherently expresses their attainment. “I want
to open it up,” says Glassman, who foresees many successors but has none
to date. These would-be teachers will receive shiho, a Soto term for trans-
mission, but the Rinzai inka will be reserved for only the deepest level of spir-
itual realization. In Japan the terms shiho and inka have been roughly equiv-
alent; both indicate a final, formal recognition by one’s master. But inka is
now being used by Glassman as the highest step on the Soto ladder. This
change was introduced by Harada Roshi and used by Maezumi Roshi.
“These descriptions may change tomorrow,” says Glassman, “but [ want to
create ways for people to question themselves. All these structures are ex-
pedient means. If you decide not to use a structure, that’s an expedient
means, too. I see the problem with structures, but I see more problems with-
out them.”

Community affords Glassman the familial conditions for the intimacy
that occurred in the transmission between Maezumi Roshi and his father. In
1983 the Glassmans left their own house and moved into Greyston, occu-
pying a suite of rooms on the second floor. Like all the rooms at Greyston,
theirs are never locked and students are free to wander in and out of their
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apartiment. Although the model of Chinese masters laboring alongside their
students was incorporated into Japanese Zen, itis unlikely thatany Japanese
abbot has come close to embracing a lifestyle that has as much parity with
his students as Glassman has. In Japan intimacy is not necessarily associated
with informality; Glassman’s style of familial informality is particularly
American.

“I want you to know who I am,” Glassman told an assembly of students
in the Greyston zendo. “l want you to see me at my best and at my worst. It’s
very standard that anyone who is really serious about practice will discover
that their teacheris human and you either deal withitor youdon’t. It depends
on how close you are to the teacher. I was extremely close to my teacher. The
only times [ was discouraged in my Zen studies had to do with the human
character of my teacher. The closer you are to the teacher, the harder it is to
deal with his humanity. Half the time the student breaks away. Very, very
rarely is realization matched by actualization, and it can get discouraging.”

Asked by a monk how he had resolved those difficulties for himself,
Glassman answered: “Part of it was tied in with what Dogen Zenji said: you
find ateacher and you don’tlook at what you consider negative aspects—not
necessarily negative but what you consider negative; don’t pay attention to
those and study as hard as you can. I was very rigid in those days, so [ just
dove in. [ took everything I could get from Maezumi Roshi. | was there to
chew him up. There was no way for him not to transmit the dharma. And
just said to myself, okay, I'll study as hard as I can and then Il get enlight-
ened. But not so simple, huh? In order to accept somebody else’s humanity,
their so-called weaknesses, you have to accept your own. Not so easy. Roshi
knew, for example, that [ didn’t approve of the way he used to drink and |
never drank with him—well—not never. But in any relationship, as we un-
cover each other’s weaknesses—I don’t like that word ‘weaknesses'—but, as
we uncover the places in the other person that we don’t want that person to
have, because we don’t want to face the fact that we have them in ourselves,
we either work with them or we walk away. Like a marriage. In dharma it’s
the same. Those aspects are always there. That’s what the practice is all
about—giving into the humanness in all of us, the ‘isness’ of who we are.
Everybody has the ability to work with these things, no matter who they are,
and you cither stay or you don’t. I don’t believe there’s ever been a teacher-
student relationship that didn’t have doubting moments.”
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Assessing a teacher’s realization seems to be the favorite game of Buddhist
students, although one seasoned player compared it to playing tag in a hall
of mirrors. Another student left ZCNY after telling Glassman, “Enlight-
ened people can’t be fat!” While ZCNY has not experienced the turbulence
that has marked other centers, including Maezumi Roshi’s, it has not re-
mained indifferent to the investigations concerning what it means to be a
Zen master and what it means to be a Zen student. In 1984 the Zen centers
of Los Angeles and San Francisco initiated reforms that would allow greater
student control over the operations of the community. Glassman Senser’s re-
sponse to this was swift and direct: *I'm going to become more autocraric,”
he announced softly—and repeatedly.

“In Buddhism,” Glassman explains, “we study the world of differences,
that’s the world of form; we study the world of emptiness, the realm of one-
ness; and we study the relationship, the mapping, the isomorphism between
those two, which is called ‘harmony.’ These are the Three Treasures: the Bud-
dha is oneness, emptiness; the dharma is form; and the sangha is the rela-
tionship between the Buddha and the dharma, which says that they are really
the same thing. Form is emptiness and emptiness is form. Nowadays we use
sangha to refer to community. So all the members of a community make up
the sangha and this is theoretically one of the three treasures. But the term
‘sangha’ originally meant ‘the community of enlightened disciples’ that
formed around the Buddha. The enlightened sangha does notinclude people
who wander in on Sunday mornings to hear a talk or who come to the zendo
a couple of evenings a week. They may call themselves Buddhists or Zen stu-
dents or whatever, but a community based on the Buddhist treasures must
rely for its principal guidance on the realization of the teacher. Otherwise
you have a secular community. That might be a very nice thing, but it’s not
what ’m interested in and it doesn’t allow me to fulfill my commitments as
alineage holder. You can’t get the best part of a teacher and deny who he is at
the same time. Here [ was being asked not to express Zen teachings in terms
of the bakery or work-practice. So it felt like the best thing to do was to be
much more expressive of who I am, if I can. It’s up front.

“The notion of a sangha taking over—becoming the driving force—
won’t work unless it’s an enlightened sangha—that is, unless it’s a fully in-
tegrated Buddha-Dharma-Sangha. That’s not impossible, but it 1s so hard
for that to happen that, as I see it, it’s safer if it’s weighted the other way, on
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the side of the teacher. If there is a strong, enlightened teacher things will con-
tinue because there will always be a couple of students around a real teacher.
If a student doesn’t have confidence in the realization of the teacher, then it
can’t work. But that confidence has got to ride out the judgments of personal
behavior. If it doesn’t, the student should leave. At a certain point each stu-
dent really has to ask himself or herself what he or she is doing in a Zen cen-
ter. At ZCLA and San Francisco all these nice people came together, many
were married couples, many had small children, and they evolved a way of
life. And this way of life itself became very attractive to others. For many
people it became more attractive than Zen practice. And at a certain point,
like any other community, the consensus is for stability, security, protection.
That’s human nature. As the masses grow their needs will be defined by their
interests. Ithappens in every tradition. The questions being raised about the
behavior of the teacher are not unimportant, but my own feeling is that if a
student is really determined to accomplish the way, is wholeheartedly set on
knowing what this life is about, those questions will fall into place.”

The autocracy of the Zen master has its counterpart in surrender as an
ideal form of spiritual practice. In Japan surrender to the master is taken for
granted not just for the attainment of Zen teachings but for the attainment
of harmony with the entire universe. It has existed between Zen master and
disciple with no more urgency or virtue than between warlord and samurai,
feudal landlord and serf, mistress and maid, or boss and employee. Ameri-
cans, however, show little instinct for the kind of submission and obedience
that has been indigenous to Japan as well as to any area that has come under
the influence of Confucianism.

At ZCNY the monastic ideal of ‘doing what the teacher says” has rarely
been achieved with any consistency by the monks and far less by the laity, for
whom this Japanese prototype has set an unworkable standard. Yet without
any real recourse to monastic orthodoxy, Glassman continties examining
seven hundred years of Japanese Zen convention while reinventing practice
forms for contemporary America. “In the monastery,” he says, “the illusion
is that the monks have a desire for nakedness. In a monastery they all share
the same illusion. In this country we don’t know what the rules are. Zen
monks here won’t know what they are fora couple ofhundredyears. 'm very
critical, too. I have very tough standards. I don’t think any of us are monks. |
have this sense that as Americans we’re very attracted in some kind of intel-
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The Master took the high seat in the Hall. He said: “On your lump of red
flesh is a true man without rank who is always going in and out of the face
of every one of you. Those who have not yet experienced him—Ilook!
look!” Then a monk came forward and asked, “What about the true man
without rank?” The Master got down from his seat, seized the mionk, and
cried: “Speak! speak!” The monk faltered. Shoving him away, the Master
said: “The trie man without rank—uwhat kind of shit-wiping stick is he!”
Then be returned to his quarters.

Rinzai Gigen

“Your lump of red flesh” is your own body. This is “a true man without
rank.” All right? Everybody has a rank of some sort; but the rank Rinzai is
speaking of is rankless rank. It is all right to have a rank, but this is rankless
rank. This true man without rank “is always going in and out of the face of
every one of you”—this is probably very difficult for you to understand.

This true man goes in and out of each pore of your skin, in and out of
your whole body—not only in and out of your face. And don’t make the
mistake of thinking there are two things here: the true man and yourself.
Theyarenottwo!Itisonly that theexpressionis misleading. Recognize this
true man! “Those who have not yet experienced him—look! look!” Have
you looked? Well?

“Then a monk came forward and asked”—he asked for all of us. This
translation says that Rinzai “cried,” but in the original it reads simply
“said.” Noneed for a loud voice; a mild, soft voice is all right. What Rinzai
saidis wonderful, if welook at the original Chinese. The Chinese character
meaning “speak” also means “Tao.” “Speak! speak!” also means “Tao!
Tao!” This translation says the monk “faltered”; but the original says he
“bowed his head.” And, finally, the Master said: “The true man without
rank—what kind of shit-wiping stick is he!”

Nakagawa Soen
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When Maurine Stuart talks about “practice,” it may refer to either Zen stud-
ies or playing the piano. A former concert pianist, she spent hours of every
childhood day doing “practice, practice, and more practice.” After that, Zen
studies offered nothing new in the way of discipline, concentration, spon-
taneity, or will. “I always felt that I was an instrument just as much as the
piano,” she says. “To know formal Zen practice simply deepened that. Just
as you must have your technical equipment to be an artist or a musician, so
the technical equipment of Zen is zazen. It provides a fundamental feeling
thatyou are based in your own true nature, and from this comes the faith, the
confidence, the courage to let whatever you are doing work through you.
You're not doing it, it’s doing you. From this foundation, you can feel that
doing-Zen in mothering, cooking, playing the piano.”

President of the Cambridge Buddhist Association in Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts, Stuart Roshistill teaches the piano as well as Zen. In 1982 Naka-
gawa Soen conferred on her the title “roshi” in a private ceremony between
Stuart and himself. An informal transmission, the ceremony was lacking in
standardized procedures and remains unrecorded in Japan. Yet Soen Roshi’s
stature loomed so large among the first generation of American adherents
that his recognition of Stuart, however informal, was enough suddenly to
capture the attention of the Zen Buddhist community atlarge. Furthermore,
an American roshi is such a rare phenomenon that every instance substan-
tiates the transmission of Zen to the United States, locates it on the map, and
offers a particular vantage on the transmission process as well as the teach-
ings themsclves. That Stuart is a woman in a tradition dominated by men did
nothing to diminish curiosity.

She had been quietly teaching Zen in the Boston area for ten years before
her last encounter with the late master in the summer of 1982. His instruc-
tions were: “Please tell everyone that Soen has made you a roshi.” As news of
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her title spread, the questions proliferated. Did this qualify as a “real” trans-
mission? Or was this Soen Roshi, the ultimate Zen trickster, offering one last
outrageous paradox, happily assured that American students would grind
their teeth over this koan for years to come? Or was this Soen’s heretical
warning to Japanese and American students alike about the fallibilities of
formal transmission? And if so, did that diminish his recognition of Maurine
Stuart?

Soen Roshi formally transmitted the dharma to five people, all of them
Japanese men. His unconventional procedure with Stuart has led some
members of Zen clergy in both Japan and the United States to disqualify the
authenticity of her transmission. That women have historically been ex-
cluded from the official wings of the Zen School has made it all the more easy
for them to do so. But to disaffiliate Stuart still begs the question of Soen’s au-
thority. Soen Roshi was not just a seminal influence in America; on both
sides of the Pacific he is considered one of the truly great Zen masters of this
century. And he earned a reputation for peculiar methods long before he
honored Stuart. His creative relationship to Zen form could be as profound
as it was playful; but whether or not his intentions were understood never
jeopardized their integrity.

Stuart’s transmission contradicted established ethics, but not the varie-
gated dimensions of Soen’s Zen, making its status all the more difficult to cat-
egorize. She has accepted the title as an indication of genuine transmission
but has never called herself Soen Roshi’s dharma heir nor a holder of his lin-
cage. Rather, her dharma transmission specifies for her a horizontal under-
standing between teacher and student independent of the vertical concerns
of Zen genealogies. By Stuart’s assessment, Soen intended this title to sanc-
tion her authority to teach Zen, which had not been legitimized by her train-
ing as a Zen student or her ordination in 1977 as a Rinzai Zen priest. Yet for
using the title roshi, she has been faulted by those Buddhists who identify or-
thodoxy as the best means to safeguarding authenticity. Zen training cannot
circumvent the transformations exacted by cultural adaptation; but conser-
vatives consider the protective guardianship of orthodoxy essential to Zen’s
early attempts to define itself in the New World.

“Zen trying to define itself is not Zen,” says Stuart. “Zen must be flexible,
must respond to time, place, and circumstance. In Japan dharma transmis-
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MAURINE STUART

ance between tradition and legitimacy. In addition there are men as well as
women for whom this doctrinal alliance has been contaminated, if not al-
together destroyed, by personal experience, and the conference drew its fair
share of women disillusioned with legitimately sanctioned male teachers.
Only with the introduction of Zen to the West are practitioners divided
equally between the sexes. Whereas men have wrestled with the ethical po-
lemics posed by orthodox transmission and its alternatives, these women
suggested that the subject held little to no interest.

In formal black robes Stuart had cut a dramatic figure on the podium. A
solid, compact woman, she holds her shoulders, neck, and head very erect.
Out of clerical vestments, she wears colorful dresses, makeup, and jewelry.
“Makeup!” exclaimed an unadorned Zen monk in her thirties after meeting
Stuart at the conference. “Iwas so delighted to see her wearing makeup. And
earrings! She’s not an aging hippie. She’s a professional woman from a dif-
ferent generation.”

With the trappings of Japanese Zen culture under examination, makeup
and earrings were not the only surprise. “Why robes?” she was asked. “Why
Japanese chanting? Why bowing in something called a ‘zendo’?” An Amer-
ican female roshi, apparently, was expected to advocate radical stylistic de-
partures from Japanese Zen, but Stuart maintains that true freedom is in the
form, that the tradition empowers the practice, and she has no difficulty
identifying herself with her stern Rinzai heritage. On a break between sched-
uled talks she looked around a noisy common room filled with women and
children. “You can’t throw away the form,” she said. “It doesn’t work. Not
in Zen. Not in music. Not with raising children.”

At the end of the conference, she changed into loose pants and let her
shoulder-length hair down for the return drive to Sparks Street, the collo-
quial name for the Cambridge Buddhist Association. She was not altogether
pleased: “Too much talk talk talk. Not enough time to sit together.” Asked
to return to a similar conference nextyear, she accepted on the condition that
she colead three days of silent sitting and leave before the talking began.

Slipping into the driver’s seat of a Datsun Maxima, she laughed at all the
different images that people have of women and of Zen masters. Makeup,
diapers, pots, and pans may mark the ordinary territory of a woman, burt,
she said, “There has never been anything very conventional about my life.”
In fact, with her hair flying sensuously in the wind and with an obvious de-
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MAURINE STUART

ing, and the culinary habits and cuisines of cultures around the world. She se-
lects red currant tea.

With the slow regal grace of a diva, she carries the tea tray up a wide oak
staircase and into a comfortable meeting room. Setting down the tray, she
sits forward in an armchair and crosses her legs. Her rounded hands have ac-
quired the heavy padding that comes from strenuous piano playing, and she
cups them primly over her knee. Stuart has been described as “half lion, half
kitten,” a contrast that appears even in her physical presence, for demure and
even dainty gestures are offset by bold black eyebrows and a square-jawed
chin that can assume the stubborn determination of an Irish cop.

Born in the Canadian prairies, she grew up in Keeler, Saskatchewan, a
tiny village set in the midst of summer wheat fields and impassable winter
snows. North of Moose Jaw, it inhabits the same flat, uneventful landscape
that passengers on the Canada via Rail arrange to sleep through in favor of
the more dramatic Rockies. But even as a young girl, summoned by receding
horizons, she would pack up cold pancakes and wander into the fields to sit
quietly for hours at a time. “There was always that need in me,” she recalls,
“to feel that the dimension of my mind extended to this whole universe—
even when confined in a little five-by-five-foot cubicle as I so often was at the
piano. That feeling began in the prairies.”

Stuart’s father owned the last private bank in Canada. Having held out
against the government conglomerates, his bank was of much greater service
to the local farmers than the restrictive, impersonal government banks, and
it proved particularly beneficial during the droughts of the “dirty thirties.”
Maurine’s early years were divided between the town and a 640-acre farm
owned by her mother’s father, a renegade socialist to whom she refers as her
first teacher. Born in the United States, Sam Haight pioneered his way to
Canada, leaving behind the sulfurous indoctrinations of his father, a rabid
hellfire-and-brimstone preacher. North of the border, Haight proclaimed
himself an atheist, skillfully deflecting the efforts of the local minister who
visited regularly to warn against the damnation of nonbelievers. All too fa-
miliar with the subject, Haight switched it from God to gardening and sent
him off with baskets of fresh vegetables. “He looked after his farm meticu-
lously,” recalls Stuart, “and with such love and care that every single blade of
grass and every piece of manure was treated with respect and used to replen-
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MAURINE STUART

flaps like bats’ wings and left four dejected Zen students standing at the
kitchen doorway. Turning at the back entry she winked and quoted Robert
Browning: “Grow old along with me, the best is yet to come.”

Stuart’s teaching style is to listen for the individual beat. In the middle of a
recent retreat, in her deepest full-bodied baritone, she implored students not
to adhere to the rigidity of Zen practice at the expense of spontaneity. Quot-
ing her former piano teacher, the late Nadia Boulanger, she said, “Don’t play
as if you've swallowed the metronome!” A staunch advocate of laypeople’s
Zen, she makes a point of seeing students at their homes and workplaces,
even trudging through knee-deep snow to visit the former CBA caretaker in
his yurt in the New Hampshire woods. “Her visits leave the house feeling a
little different,” said a young mother. “Itisn’t quite the same as it was.” Stuart
represents the CBA and specifically the zendo, the physical and archetypal
location identified with Zen practice, and these visits help dissolve the hard-
edged dichotomy between one’s home and the zendo, between daily life and
formal Zen. The young mother continued, “It’s a dissolution of privacy and
that can be threatening, but when you face her in dokusan it makes for more
intimacy. My hidden places do not reside in my home, but having her in my
home makes me more willing to entrust her with the hidden places of my
mind.”

Stuart’s teaching takes various forms. A young man who now works in a
restaurant received cooking lessons from Stuart. “I learned more from her
over a pot of soup than I did in the zendo,” he said. “It suddenly seemed so
simple that this whole practice is about how we cook our lives.” Before
adopting two Korean children, one student received weekly piano lessons
from Stuart at her home. Formerly a public relations liaison between the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the Boston business community,
she said that Stuart’s message in Zen and piano training was the same: ““Let
go. Don’tletup.’ She pushes harder in Zen practice, but there’s the same sus-
pension of judgment, the same acceptance, the same confirmation. In ses-
shin we contend with my demons; in my lessons, it’s my fingers. But I learned
about the way she gives from the way she plays the piano; whether it’s zazen
or music, there’s an expansiveness in the form and the more you give, the
more it gives.”

“There’s not so much difference between teaching Zen and teaching the
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piano,” Stuart says. “It’s a question of being with each person, of helping
them find the way themselves, of helping them to become their own teachers.
[ was so fortunate in having wonderful teachers, great musicians, and to pass
this on is very important to me. | enjoy the contact with students and making
music together and seeing the light go on. Someone starts off feeling so
dumb; they don’t understand what’s going on, why they’re being asked to do
certain exercises, and then you see this change and they come alive and begin
to get it. | can’t give anything to anybody. Teaching is about being present.
Just being there.”

Another woman revived her Zen practice through studying the piano
with Stuart. She had once attended a talk by a Zen monk in San Francisco
who, holding up one finger, had said: “Consider doing this for the rest of
your life.” The woman didn’t do zazen again for ten years. Recently, she in-
terrupted a piano lesson to say: “Playing the pianois just like zazen.” Replied
Stuart, “Everythingis just like zazen.”

This wasn’t always so for Stuart. When she started Zen studies, her chil-
dren were four, seven, and nine years old, and she battled with a conflict that
has more often than not plagued young mothers engaged in Zen training. “It
was part of my struggle to feel that there was my family and then there was
my practice, and for a while I didn’t put the two together very well. When |
went off to sesshin I sometimes felt disloyal to my family, and when I was
with them I felt I should be practicing. [ was going to every sesshin I could,
but periodically I would think, if only I could go away to a monastery. But fi-
nally that wasn’t my way of practicing, and my teachers made me aware that
my life involved other people and that it was the quality, not the quantity, of
my practice that was important. There were times, at the end of a sesshin,
when I wouldn’t want it to end, when [ didn’t want to leave, and then I could
understand renouncing the world. And that was a very big pull for me. To
walk away—from everything. But I realized that was too easy. To come back
and deal with everything—that’s the big practice. One week of sesshin, as
difficult as it was in the beginning, was so easy compared to my everyday life.
Dealing with small children—that was difficult.”

Her husband, Ossie Freedgood, a toy manufacturer and artist, was never
involved with Zen nor in his wildest dreams had he ever imagined himself
married to a Zen Buddhist priest. Yet to all appearances, the Freedgoods
seemed to have overcome the problems that surface all too easily when only
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one partner is involved with Zen studies. To what extent these later precipi-
tated their separation in 1986 remains a matter of private concern. “My life
is no one else’s life,” says Stuart. “I must do what I have to do. Some students
were surprised when Ossie and [ separated and a few were disappointed. But
any model is an unworkable model. It means you are looking outside, not in-
side. Your life is your practice, your life is your koan. Once I went to New
York to see Soen Roshi. ‘How did you get here?” he asked. ‘I drove my car, |
said. ‘And how are you driving your life?” he asked. That's the question.”

The following year she resumed her maiden name. Her marital commit-
ments had precluded the possibility of residing at Sparks Street or running a
residential center. She does not now consider either of these options, how-
ever, convinced that residential centers generate dependencies that inhibit
the self-reliance required for Zen training and perpetuate an infantile rela-
tionship to society. Wary of the false homogeneity that can regulate behavior
at residential centers, she encourages students to express their Zen practice
unobtrusively in the community at large and warns against “the elitism that
comes with being exclusive Buddhists.”

“In Japan,” explains Stuart, “the monastery was another aspect of a
community-oriented social system, and one didn’t join up in order to fulfill
a need to belong or to identify with a group. There is nothing wrong with
those feelings or with those needs, but I question the use of a Zen center as a
place to work them out. My experience with residential centers in the United
States is that they attract very immature people. They have been set up along
the lines of Japanese male hierarchies, and the Americans who have a need
to be in the protective shadows of these systems are not particularly mature.
Unless you have a strong sense of self, you cannot understand letting go.
Keepingan open mind does not mean standing in the middle of the street and
getting run over by a car anymore than it means getting run over by another
human being. American Zen students are a little confused about the ego.
They think they’re supposed to check it at the door like a hat. Of course you
have your ego, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. You have to have that ego in
order to want to clarify your life and understand it. But from what I've seen
in the residential centers, this confusion has served to maintain an unhealthy
dependency on the teacher.”

According to Stuart, the exclusivity promoted by the residential centers
also generates a tendency toward “professional Buddhism,” in which the
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MAURINE STUART

School in Winnepeg, Manitoba. At this strict English-style boarding school
she entered into the first of several significant apprenticeships. “I had one
teacher who could have told me to put my toes into the icy waters of the Red
River each morning, and, yes, [ would have. The real teachers in my life in-
spired me to find out things for myself, to go more deeply. If I trusted them, |
was ready to do whatever they asked. I was so sure they knew what they were
doing. I would practice from five in the morning until late at night because
they made me feel this is a wonderful thing to do.” Her religion instructor
was the one teacher whom Stuart did not trust. She excelled in academic sub-
jects, particularly math and science, but consistently flunked courses in Bib-
lical scripture. “1 failed because 1 asked questions,” says Stuart. “When it
came to Biblical scripture I did not unequivocally accept. That attitude was
considered delinquent, and flunking me was my punishment.”

At Riverbend, acquiring the social manners of English society was the un-
derlying agenda of the educational program. Emotional displays were con-
sidered vulgar and home offered no relief. Myrth Stuart’s repeated instruc-
tions to her daughter were: a lady never complains and never explains.
“Musicsaved me,” says Stuart. “It’s where [ expressed my emotions passion-
ately. L always felt that if [ got angry all of my education would be taken away
from me. If I had ever said to anyone, “You know, [ don’t like working fifteen
hours a day. It makes me tired and it makes me angry,’ then they would have
said, ‘If you don’t behave you can go home to Saskatchewan and hole up in
the fields.””

Much as she loved the prairies, Saskatchewan did not offer the life Stuart
had in mind. On graduating from Riverbend, she joined its music faculty and
continued studying at the music school of the University of Manitoba. At the
same time, she started performing on the concert circuit, traveling alone
throughout the western parts of the United States and Canada. Of the many
awards she received, the most prestigious came in 1949 from the French gov-
ernment: to study at the American Conservatory in Fontainebleau with
Robert and Gaby Casadesus and with Nadia Boulanger. Sitting in her living
room on Mount Auburn Street opposite her own piano, a Mason Hamlin,
Stuart says, “What a lady Nadia Boulanger was! She was a passionate
teacher, an inspired teacher. The more gifted you were, the harder she made
you work. Of course, she was teaching us all kinds of technical things and in-
spiring us to look into the literature of music and quoting from every com-
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MAURINE STUART

turing on Zen Buddhism. “It was D. T. Suzuki, and I just went right into that
television and sat down beside him,” she recalls.

Less than a year later, while walking toward her apartment, she impul-
sively detoured from her regular route. Heading down an unfamiliar block
off West End Avenue, she passed a small sign on abrownstonethat read “Zen
Studies Society.” This was 1965 when, prior to its move to East 67th Street,
the Zen Studies Society was located on West 81st Street in a ground-floor
apartment. Organized in 1956 by Cornelius Crane, its original function was
to propagate the work of D. T. Suzuki. Crane had subsidized Suzuki’s semi-
nars at Columbia University on the condition that they remain open to aud-
itors. Those New York intellectuals who had already been reading—and re-
reading—Suzuki could now, thanks to Crane, attend his lectures.

On entering the apartment she found herself facing Eido Roshi, then the
industrious young monk Tai Shimano. Tai-san, as he was called, had been at-
tendant monk to Nakagawa Soen Roshi at Ryutakuji and first came to the
United States with the help of Anne and Robert Aitken to assist the Diamond
Sangha in Hawaii and subsequently toured the United States as Yasutani
Roshi’s attendant monk. In the fall of 1964 Tai-san spent four months in Ja-
pan considering his options before concluding that his future lay in serving
the transmission of Zen to America. On New Year’s Eve 1964, he arrived at
Kennedy Airport with no money, few acquaintances, and no previous ex-
perience in worldly employment. But with warrior willfulness and engaging
manners he soon attracted a sitting group that met regularly. Subsequently
he was informed that, this being America, he needed a legal cachet to receive
the benefits accorded tax-exempt religious organizations. It was discovered
that with the death of Cornelius Cranein 1962 and the return of D. T. Suzuki
to Japan, the society had become virtually defunct while maintaining its tax-
exempt status. Tai-san had become a board member of a society thathad no
assets, no obligations, and by 1964 no purpose—a perfect slate for a new
Zen center.

“I asked the young monk what was going on and could I come and sitand
what was the schedule,” Stuart recalls of her first encounter with Tai-san.
“He handed me a sheet of paper and I went away. | came back for an intro-
ductory lecture three days later and I've been there—on the cushion—ever
since. It was so natural to just sit.”

After coming to zazen three times, she signed up for an intensive week-
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long retreat in which the required ten to fourteen hours of zazen each day can
aggravate the knees even of the professed. “You are mad,” she was told. “ You
don’t know what you’re getting into.” She signed up anyway. The sesshin
was held at Pumpkin Hollow, a retreat center of the Theosophical Society in
Clarenville, New York, and led by Yasutani Roshi, who was then eighty
years old and still wearing American sneakers and the shabbiest of robes.
“That little grasshopper of a man,” as Stuart calls him, had held sesshins
across the United States from 1962 to 1969, and they were a far cry from the
anticipated silence of Zen. This skinny Zen master, with his long head and
ears like teacups, filled the zendo with his exuberance. Sesshin was for him
time-out from daily life, a short-lived opportunity for kensho, “seeing into
one’s own nature.” Students were exhorted with frequent and unsolicited
whacks on their shoulders from the “encouragementstick.” The zendo mon-

3« 3«

itor burst out with “go for it,” “get it,” “strike while the iron is hot,” and
stories were told of death-defying determination such as the one about the
monk who sat with a stick of incense in one hand and a knife in the other and
vowed to kill himself if he didn’t get enlightened by the time the incense
burned out. As always—at least in the stories that are passed down—he got
itjust in time, pushed to the breaking point by the pain of the burning stub.

Stuart’s enthusiasm was quelled in one day. This is madness, she thought.
What am I doing here? I don’tknow why they’re bowing. I don’t know what
they’re chanting. I don’t know what’s going on. In addition, her hip injury
from an old skiing accident made cross-legged sitting an exercise in nothing
but pain. She telephoned her husband in Manhattan and asked him to come
and get her. But having watched her finally go off to a Zen retreat after fifteen
years of yearning, he suggested that she wait one more day. She told Yasutani
that since she found it impossible to maintain the lotus posture, perhaps this
practice was not for her. “I don’t care how youssit as long as you sit,” he said.
“Sit on your piano stool if you like, but sit!” (Now she sits zazen in the seiza
position, kneeling bolt upright on two round pillows and looking like a for-
midable masthead.)

“The second day,” she recalls, “it began to take, without anyone explain-
ing anything, and by the fifth day | was hooked.” From then on she attended
sesshins regularly with Yasutani Roshi, Nakagawa Soen Roshi, and Tai-san.
Today she is one of several American teachers who acknowledge their debt
to Yasutani while steering clear of his zendo tactics. “I thought I would just
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be sitting quietly, you know,” she says of her first sesshin. “I had read an ar-
ticle by Gary Snyder on going to sesshin in Japan, and that sounded all very
jolly. You sat and sat and then went to smoke with the monks and had a little
cup of tea and then you came back and sat some more. I had no idea it was
anything this tough. There was lots of yelling and screaming and the keisaku,
the ‘cautionary’ or ‘encouragement stick,” was quite frightening. This was
Yasutani’s style and Tai-san’s too. He wanted people to get there very fast.
“You gotit? Have you gotit?’ ‘No,’ I said to him one day. I thought this was a
place where you were supposed to get rid of your ego and all of this just
seemed to encourage it. So Yasutani Roshi and [ had a long talk about that.
And he said, “Well, okay, do it your own way.” And [ said, ‘All right, [ will.’]
felt that it recreated an atmosphere of competition, confusion, and hysterics.
I didn’t like that. I'still don’t.”

But even those who most resented feeling bullied toward enlightenment
responded to Yasutani’s sincerity. Says Stuart, “All method and style aside,
the most resistant student finally knew that he was there for them, present
with wholehearted effort to wake them up, that the boundless vow to ‘save
all beings’ was compressed into this small, frail body.” Despite the jarring in-
terruptions, “There was this feeling of my mind expanding from the cushion
to an infinite, clear space. And then to take that feeling into activity was such
anourishing experience. To know that you could use that as a base—like the
piano—and that it was available just from sitting on a cushion, counting
breaths, or whatever, and that it could provide this condition of mind—that
was worth anything! You can’t really be more explicit than that because then
people anticipate something for themselves and you don’t want them to.
say to people now, ‘Have your own experience. Sit down. See what hap-
pens.”

Stuart now conducts zazen in an atmosphere of condensed silence. “The
enlightenment experience,” she explains, “is after all the very heart of Bud-
dhist practice, any Buddhist practice. Buddhism is the path of awakening.
That’s what it means. To emphasize this is very important and to encourage
people is very important, but Yasutani Roshi’s sesshins were frightening to
me.”

AtSparks Street there are open sesshins during which the frontdoor is left
unlocked for students to join anytime. Each year there are three or four
closed sesshins when attendance must be full-time or not atall. For this non-
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MAURINE STUART

tended to activate the Bodhisattva spirit and raise the mind of compassion.
That afternoon, during walking meditation, Soen Roshi began the chant, in-
creasing the volume as the staid, uniform line slowly broke into swaying
movements. Stuart recalls, “I was having a really great time dancing around
in the zendo. At one point I thought, wouldn'tit be lovely to turn this into an
allemande left, as in folk dancing, when you take people’s hands and weave
around, and Soen Roshi stopped me and said, ‘No. Don’t touch. Just by
vourself. Justlike on the cushion.’ Justdancing. He was a great artist in what-
ever hedid.”

In rural settings, Soen sometimes led the walking meditation line out of
the zendo and into the woods, saving, “Look at the stars! Look at the moon!”
Or he would decide the time wasjust right for a tea ceremony. “You know tea
ceremony, with its formal style,” explains Stuart, “its proper bowls, whisks,
pots, proper everything! And so quietandlovely and simple. Attea ceremony
vou are not supposed to wear any jewelry. But Soen Roshi would sometimes
borrow women'’s earrings and put rings on all his fingers and instead of hav-
ing tea would whisk up instant coffee. On other occasions, it was very seri-
ous, formal, absolutely cormmeil faut.”

One summer day in New York, Stuart accompanied Soen to one of his fa-
vorite movies, Fiddler on the Roof, which he had already seen eight times.
Suddenly in the middle of the movie, it was time for a tea ceremony. Reaching
into a monk’s pouch hanging from his neck, he pulled out a packet of mini-
arure crackers and a little case, which had been a World War I gunpowder
holder and now contained powdered green tea. He put a little on her tongue
and a little on his own. Tea ceremony performed, they returned their atten-
tion to the fiddler.

In 1970 Ossie Freedgood’s toy business relocated to the Boston area and
the family left New York for Newton. From Stuart’s earliest days in New
York, the city not only supplied her demands for an exalted life but seemed
to affirm her right to one. By the time she left, her spirinual home had become
specifically identified with the Zen Studies Society. Leaving the city and her
piano students behind was painful enough, but leaving the zendo and its
community of practitioners was as wrenching as going off to boarding
school all over again.

Treating Newton more as a suburb of greater New York than of Boston,
she returned to the Zen Studies Society for sesshin every month. Soen Roshi
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was unacquainted with Zen practitioners in Boston, but he offered a simple
solution: “Find Elsie Mitchell and you'll be all right.” It was a prophetic sug-
gestion, for it was Elsie Mitchell who founded the Cambridge Buddhist As-
sociation, but it was a year before the two women met. In the meantime
Stuart sat alone on her living room floor, hiding her cushion under the couch
and her altar in the bookshelf so as not to offend the visiting neighborhood
ladies. She felt sorry for herself, having to practice without the guidance of a
teacher or the support of a group. “One day in New York [ said to Soen
Roshi: ‘I have grave doubts about what 'm doing. I sit down on this cushion
every day. What am I doing?’ He said: ‘Your very best teacher is your own
practice.” The fact that [ was sitting there doubting made me go more deeply
into it, made me ask, *“What is this?” And finally this was much stronger than
sitting in a comfortable place where everybody was handing me the spoon,
saying, ‘Here, eat this.” Now [ often encourage people to sit alone.”

Late in the summer of 1971 she kept a journal of a sesshin that was led by
Soen Roshi at the Montfort House of Renewal in Litchfield, Connecticut.
Surrounded by forty-seven people, Soen Roshi made an oblique reference to
the story of The 47 Ronin and concluded that this was indeed an auspicious
number. What also struck this singular Japanese abbot was that although
participation was equally divided between men and women, all the official
positions such as zendo monitor, lead chanter, tea server, incense carrier, or
bell ringer were assigned to men by the male attendants who had organized
the retreat. Soen then requested that Maurine be “the women’s representa-
tive” at the daily morning meetings of the officers and position holders. Re-
calls Stuart, “He asked me to attend and to speak up on behalf of the women
about what was going on. And that was the beginning of something,” she
concludes wryly.

Following Soen Roshi’s first dharma talk, Stuart wrote in her journal:
“He talked about communication. Used the word ‘intercourse’ with Bud-
dha and with Bodhisattvas and being mindful with no-mind. Transparent,
clear. And everything will go smoothly. Wonderful teisho. Where is the
truth? Not in the books, not in the mountain. Have the courage to throw it
all away every day, every action, every work, no-mind mindfullness.

“Second day. Some trouble today. Some sleepiness. Some tiredness. But
got through it and somehow got much stronger from the struggle. Always
get much stronger from the struggle.”
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MAURINE STUART

felt him giving himself to mu so completely that suddenly Ijust couldn’tbe a
listener anymore. It just took me up and threw me around. This was a very
important experience, because we are outside so much of what we do.
Maybe not when we make music and maybe not when we make love, butin
so much of mundane experience we’re too much outside of it. And suddenly
that feeling of being absolutely in it came through to me, through this mu-
ing, which [ had resisted like mad.”

“Sept 2nd. In the morning teisho, Soen Roshi said all thought and conjec-
ture are the enemies of zazen. But out of zazen grows all thought. Then in
dokusan, he said to me, ‘Just go ahead quietly in your zazen. Step by step
without thought of good or bad, success or failure. Carry this into the pres-
ent and saturate your everyday life with it.”

That same morning Soen had talked about the Gospel of Saint Thomas,
in which heaven is described as a kingdom liberated from dualities:

They said to Him: Shall we then, being children, enter the Kingdom? Jesus
said to them: When you make the two one, and when you make the inner as
the outer and the outer as the inner and the above as the below, and when
you make the male and the female into a single one then you shall enter the
Kingdom.

“He liked Saint Thomas better than all the rest of the New Testament,”
Stuartexplains. She recorded in her journal: “He related one partofitto Rin-
zai: ‘Of course, the kingdom of heaven is within you, notin heaven, notin the
ocean, and Rinzai said the same. Inside and outside. All one breath. Mind
like crouching lion or diamond-cutting sword. Hardest is softest. Sunyata:
hardest and softest.” [ have never felt for anyone in my life what I feel for him.
He makes me happier than anyone in the whole world. Much clearing in my
loneliness.”

“Sept 3rd. Dokusan. What is mu? When Mount Fujismiles, [ will tell you.
When my mind can become pure enough to really unite with that mountain,
we will all smile together. That mountain of a man. Mount Fuji. Me. You.
Christ on the Cross. The pure-mind Christ on the Cross saved himselfand all
others. Pure mind way. Came that we might have life and more abundantly.
Bodhisattva mind.”

Old photographs that Stuart had tucked into the journal fall loose around
the couch. There are post-sesshin group photos that show a younger, slim-
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MAURINE STUART

tures of the school curriculum. I found them drab, alien, and unpersuasive.”
But in the school library, Elsie came across The Story of Oriental Philoso-
phy, the same book that would introduce Stuart to Zen some ten years later
in Paris.

For Mitchell, Buddhism was also a gateway to Christianity, and the dia-
logue between these two traditions has continued to preoccupy her interests.
As an English language tutor at Harvard University’s Yenching Institute in
the 1950s, she befriended many Asians—Buddhist and Christian—who
persuaded her that an Asian journey wasin order. In 1957, on the first of sev-
eral trips to Japan, Elsie and her husband, John Mitchell, recorded the ritual
chanting of Zen monks at Eiheiji, the Soto training complex in Fukai Prefec-
ture founded by Dogen Zenji in 1244. Folkway Records later released these
recordingsin analbum called Zen Buddhist Ceremony. Four years later they
returned to Japan and Elsie had tokudo, a ceremony in which she became an
ordained Soto priest.

In Cambridge the Mitchells started attending lectures on Zen by Dr. Shi-
nichi Hisamatsu, the first Asian Buddhist scholar to conduct seminars at the
Harvard Divinity School. Before leaving Japan, Dr. Hisamatsu had founded
ameditation group for lay practitioners in Kyoto, and he remained a firm be-
liever in nonsectarian, laypeople’s Zen. “Itis not real Zen if it cannot be prac-
ticed without the support of others,” Dr. Hisamatsu had told his class, “or if
it can only be done in a certain special place. Only you can find the answer to
your koan, only you can make yourlife a true expression of Zen Mind. Or No
Mind.”

Not content with explanations only, the Mitchells asked Dr. Hisamatsu
for guidance in Zen practice. A small group began to meet weekly in the
Mitchells” house; in addition to a few American academics, most partici-
pants were Asian students from the Yenching Institute. They were joined pe-
riodically by visiting scholars, among them D. T. Suzuki, who had come to
Cambridge for an extended visit after leaving Columbia University in 1957.
Two years later this group became the Cambridge Buddhist Association; its
ideals had been established by Dr. Hisamatsu, and D. T. Suzuki became its
first president.

After meeting Elsie Mitchell, Stuart began to attend the CBA meditation
meetings while continuing to lead sittings at the Chestnut Hill Zendo. She
also returned regularly to New York to study with Tai-san, who in 1972 re-
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MAURINE STUART

perform her wedding, Stuart replied that she was not ordained. Mitchell
suggested that as the growing Buddhist community could use a priest for
such occasions, perhaps Stuart should speak with Eido Roshi about filling
that role. “Yes,” replied Eido Roshi, “I think it’s your karma.”

Her ordination took place in 1977 on Bodhi Day, December 8th, the day
that commemorates the enlightenment of Shakyamuni Buddha. Eido Roshi
officiated at the ceremony, which was held at Dai Bosatsu, the Zen Studies
Society monastery in the Catskill Mountains, and gave Stuart the name
Chico, “Wisdom Light.” After this, at Eido’s suggestion, she was called sen-
sei. In Japan priestly ordination in neither the Rinzai nor the Soto sect qual-
ifies one to teach, and in Japan, moreover, the Rinzai sect never even used the
term sensel. Presumably this divergence from historical usage was Eido
Roshi’s way of helping authenticate Buddhism through American systems of
accreditation. It was neither the first nor the last time that the elasticity of no-
menclature facilitated the adaptation of Zen.

In 1976 the presiding president of the Cambridge Buddhist Association
died. Dr. Chimyo Horioka, a Shingon priest and curator of the Boston Mu-
seum of Fine Arts, had been president of the CBA for the ten years following
D. T. Suzuki’s term. Stuart was asked to take over. With her acceptance, the
trustees decided that it was time for the CBA to have its own residence, sep-
arate from the Mitchells’ home, so that it could function as a training center.
The Sparks Street house was purchased with private contributions, and
costs are covered by contributions and monthly membership dues of twenty-
five dollars.

Elsie Mitchell is the latest patron, and probably the last, in a long line of
very generous sponsors in Maurine Stuart’s life. And she presents to Stuart
the koan she has struggled with all her life. How do I accept this generosity?
How do [ express my gratitude?

Both Stuart and Mitchell represent the Cambridge Buddhist Association
and envision it as a singular American offering to Buddhism in the West. Al-
though the CBA is still, in theory, a nonsectarian Buddhist organization,
from D. T. Suzuki to Dr. Horioka to Stuart Roshi it has focused on the dis-
semination of Japanese Zen Buddhism. Yet unlike either the lay organiza-
tions in Japan or those Japanese lineages debilitated by temple conglomer-
ation, the CBA has never contended with the monastic model. It was not
organized to counter the corruption of the priesthood or the degeneration of
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monastic vitality. In Japanese Zen the uphill struggle to maintain lay orga-
nizations through time is partly explained by the inability to gather momen-
tum outside the long shadow cast by the monastic ideal. When the Cam-
bridge Buddhist Association was founded, there was virtually no Buddhist
monasticism in North America. It was never intended to address the needs
of the counterculture or to serve as an alternative to anything, which allowed
its integrity as a lay organization to tlourish. Not only did its secular presi-
dents disavow the exclusivity of monastic practice, but teachers like Soen,
who helped spawn the Zen monastic tradition in the United States, fully sup-
ported the intention of the CBA to activate Buddhist practice within the
mainstream of society. Soen and Yasutani, both of whom were affiliated
with the CBA through the Mitchells, had so questioned the benefits of mo-
nasticism in Japan that a rigid belief in orthodox monastic practice was not
theirs to impose.

Five years after Stuart’s informal transmission ceremony with Soen
Roshi, she said, “The more [ think about it, the more I realize how much this
title of roshi was Soen Roshi’s way of acknowledging the Cambridge Bud-
dhist Association. He asked me many questions about how we were practic-
ing. He spoke over and over of his respect for Elsie Mitchell and for Dr. Hori-
oka. He spoke about how important our contribution was. Not to impose
Buddhism, or to impose a way of life, but to take this practice into your very
life, whoever you are, wherever you are.” Elsie Mitchell, with a quiet mod-
esty of her own, insists that “Soen Roshi made Maurine a roshi purely be-
cause of her own attainment. Ithad nothing to do with the CBA.”

In May 1979 the CBA signed a purchase and sale agreement to pay
$225,000 for 75 Sparks Street. Immediately following this agreement, the
CBA ran into unexpected resistance from local residents who rallied to pro-
hibit the purchase, claiming that it would further the “deterioration of the
fabric of neighborly life, which in Cambridge is already delicate.”

Because fifty-two percent of Cambridge property was already tax-
exempt, there was reasonable concern about the effects on the economic
health of the community with the addition of yet another tax-exempt insti-
tution. In fact, the city was in the process of trying to remedy its depressed tax
base, but at the time of the purchase agreement no legal recourse had been
ratified. A more pressing concern to local residents was the disturbing vision
of hordes of spiritual seekers causing congested traffic on an otherwise ex-
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MAURINE STUART

You don’t express them.” This prompted the defense to admit that they were
trying to establish whether or not the activities of the CBA were “religious.”
John Mitchell informed the court that the Commonwealth of Massachu-
setts had in fact already recognized Buddhism as a religion; still the request
continued for exactly what books led to an understanding of Zen. Contin-
uing a line of inquiry that annoyed sympathetic members of the ecumenical
and academic community by its use of Christianity as a moral standard, the
government lawyer asked if any fealty was paid to a supernatural being and,
“in order to get a reference point,” asked Mitchell in which branch of the
Christian religion he was raised.

“If you were going to attempt to demonstrate personal commitment to
Zen Buddhism,” John Mitchell was asked, “is there any particular way that
you would have to modify your behavior from that of a law-abiding citizen
of Cambridge who practiced the Christian religion?” The CBA had aided
Japanese scholars and Tibetan refugees, as well as other Zen Buddhist cen-
ters in the United States, without any trouble, but the problem here was sup-
posedly the size and noise of the zazen meetings. In any case, John Mitchell,
an English Catholic born in Austria, reassured the court that the ethical val-
ues of Zen Buddhism complemented the highest ideals of Christian probity.

What remains an occasion of private irony, attributable perhaps to dis-
creet New England manners, is that deleted from the trial was any mention
of Sun Buddhas Moon Buddhas, Elsie Mitchell’s personal account of “A Zen
Quest.” Published in 1973, it records her immersion in the Christian-
Buddhist dialogue and has a foreword by Dom Aelred Graham, the Bene-
dictine Prior whose own book Zen Catholicism had been published ten
years earlier.

Undeterred by the opposition and confident of legal confirmation, the
Cambridge Buddhist Association had moved into Sparks Street in May be-
fore the trial ever began. The installment of the two-thousand-book library,
the caretaker, and the caretaker’s dog had been cited by the press like an ad-
monishing litany throughout the summer news coverage. The formal inau-
guration was scheduled for June 12th. Members of the CBA and of the
Chestnut Hill Zendo and friends from the Harvard Divinity School had been
invited to an opening ceremony.

The expected guest of honor was Eido Roshi, but he did not appear and
no formal opening ever took place. The relationship between Stuart and
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MAURINE STUART

appointed arbitrators of true and false teachers as well as fortune tellers of
the New Age who swear that the real turmoil within religious communities
has not yet begun. What this means is hard to assess, but without doubt the
concurrence of similar eruptions from so many Eastern traditions confirmed
the need for serious examination. Within the Zen communities this pro-
voked such general acceptance that it was time to drop the idealized myths
of Zen and look at the actual situations, to put the practice into practice—
which always requires pulling up the anchor.

Beneath the polite, restrained etiquette derived from the Zen of Japan,
some ponderous deliberations regarding moral authority have been steadily
brewing. These questions have not been restricted to sanghas with public
problems or to resident students. The concerns are generic and the stakes are
high, for the inquiry seeks nothing less than the direction of American Zen.
Echoing the reflections of many Zen students, Stuart asks, “Who teaches
you? How am [ taught? Whatdoes it mean to be ateacher? What does ‘trans-
mission’ mean?”

When Japanese teachers came to the United States in the 1960s, it was im-
possible to separate the personality of the teacher from his cultural context
and from the teachings; it was a package deal. In order to make what she
now deems a necessary distinction, Stuart pits the absolute reliability of
practice against the relative vagaries of human behavior: “We sit zazen be-
cause we have absolute faith in it. We do sesshin because we know that for
centuries and centuries this has had a profound effect on the efforts to realize
our essential selves—what we call buddhanature. We chant the Dianond
Sutrabecause we know that when you chant with your whole being ithas the
capacity to center you deeply and to help you realize the Way. And if you see
that someone is not reflecting the dharma, then question. This is a human
being. This human being has all kinds of flaws. The practice is what you
throw yourself into. Unconditionally. Without any question. No doubt. The
practice is the teacher. Your practice is your teacher.”

Stuart insists that sex was not the issue at the Zen Studies Society, but
rather the misuse of people. “I felt that everyone in the sangha had been be-
trayed. [ wasn’t judgmental about sex, or about a teacher having sex with a
student, but in this situation it was an unloving act. It was the misuse of sex
and of women and the manipulations that were so devastating.” A woman
now in her mid-thirties who left the Zen Studies Society in 1980 said: “Of
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MAURINE STUART

what you can learn from it. What is in this teaching? The fact that you can
learn fromit, that you can make it a teaching, doesn’t justify or qualify or ex-
plain the behavior of the teacher. And you don’t walk into the fire and burn
yourself over and over again. Everything can be a teaching. That doesn’t
make everything or everyone a teacher. Crises are to be used. They force
questions. Disillusionment is wonderful for growing.”

Inthe summer of 1984 Stuartled a women’s sesshin in California. She her-
self doubted the benefits of limiting participation to women only but told the
San Francisco Bay Area organizers, “If you feel that there will be some spe-
cial quality in our being together as women then let’s do it and find out what
happens.” Whathappened had such a profound impact on Stuart that she re-
turned there tolead sesshins for women twice a year for several yearsinarow
until she felt that they had outgrown their usefulness. She now recalls that
“many of these women had somehow been intimidated by sesshin atmo-
sphere and also had become somewhat fearful because of things that have
happened in relation to male teachers. I discovered that these women felt a
new kind of strength when there were just women and a woman leader,
when they felt less judgment about how they were behaving. They were not
up against a kind of macho style where they were made to feel that if they
could not endure there was something wrong with them. In a very good
sense, they were warrior women cutting off delusive ideas about who they
are, who we are. They had a great sense of their own strength and of their
own warmth in supporting one another. | hate this word ‘sharing,” but
women really opened to each other, were there for each other, and there was
a profound intimacy between all of us. The practice itself was so strong and
so warm and intense and it did have a special feeling of being women to-
gether. So much of Zen practice has this quality of coldness in it. It comes
from the samurai tradition, but it’s not useful for us.”

One participant of the all-women’s sesshin had been practicing at San
Francisco Zen Center for twelve years. An ordained priest, she was a sup-
porter of Baker Roshi’s, but her curiosity about a female teacher was con-
nected in part to the turbulence at her own center. “Physically, there was
much greater ease,” she remembers. “If a man comes into your bedroom,
you feel like you have to be dressed. If a woman comes in, well, it’s okay to be
half naked. In sesshin, you can come apart. And it felt more private with just
women. I felt more permission to be emotionally naked.”
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At the sesshin a woman became consumed by a traumatic event in her
childhood. While silent tears are not uncommon, this woman sobbed nois-
ily, without restraint. A student from Maezumi Roshi’s center in Los Angeles
commented: “Rather than feeling that our zazen was being interrupted, that
we were being inflicted upon, there was a sense of going through it with her,
of supporting her, and she was not embarrassed. I can’t imagine a woman
feeling that she would be given that permission by men in other zendos or by
male teachers.”

Women are not alone in identifying Stuart as emotionally nurturing. A
psychotherapist who began studying with her while he was still a student at
Harvardsaid that the fact that Stuart was a woman definitely allowed him to
open up emotionally, to cry more easily, to be less evasive than usual about
events that made him sad. “In the beginning,” he says, “I was very conscious
of her being a woman. And I brought to that all of my projections of moth-
ering and emotional comfort. And I used them to make the kind of connec-
tion I needed then. But as time went on, all the classic gender distinctions fell
away. Now when someone asks whatitis like to have a woman Zen teacher,
I can barely relate to the question.”

While many students have come to Stuart for a warm, maternal response,
she has also been criticized for being too complying, for offering a “soft
touch” rather than the “tough love™ associated with Japanese Zen. Even
women from other centers who seek the support she is reputed to provide
have held her instincts against her; for these students, wielding the Buddhist
sword of compassion that cuts off delusions has regained their favor over
what they see as Stuart’s maternal indulgences. For her supporters, this crit-
icism reflects the sorry state that even women have fallen into, whereby the
standards of Japanese Zen remain so qualified by its masculinity thatbehav-
ior associated with feminine archetypes is disparaged.

A woman in her thirties from San Francisco Zen Center said that she had
“actually heard women express discomfort with the way Maurine will mas-
sage someone’s shoulders during zazen instead of using the keisaku. The tra-
dition is for men to walk around the zendo holding the bottom of this phallic
rod at the crotch and whacking each other with it. Is that Zen? Is it Japa-
nese?” Another woman from the same center who has been a monk for seven
years said, “All you have to do is sit in her zendo to know that Stuart Roshi is
a Zen teacher. But she is not working with a monastic model. And she is a
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woman. Both aspects diverge from orthodox Japanese style. At our center
we are definitely used to a tougher, harsher response to what we see as our
dilemmas. And that has confirmed our ideas of orthodox Zen practice. But
I think we need more loving kindness in Zen. If that’s what you call ‘Epis-
copalian,’ fine. If we need to explore love through the Christian tradition, or
the Tibetans, or the Vedandists, let’s doit. Thereis a warrior spirit that s cru-
cial for spiritual attainment in any tradition. But there has been too much
‘toughness’ that is not translating from Japanese to American culture.”

Outside the zendo Stuart remains faithful to the tradition of Zen by her
refusal to define fixed political or ethical positions, thus frustrating the in-
clinations of some of the same women she has attracted. Whether it is in re-
sponse to her own womanhood or to questions of sex within and without
Zen communities or to questions of zazen itself, she insists that “in all of life
you have to find out if it’s good for you. The Buddha said this himself. You
must test it. Heart to heart. If it’s no good for you, it’s no good. Find out.
Nothing s safe. The teacher can’t make anything safe. The teacher is there to
inspire the student, to say, ‘Don’t give up. Hold toit. Practice.’ [ can’t do it for
you. I'm here. I'll sit with you. I'll listen to you. Il hit you with a stick. But
you must practice.” Zen is not safe. Letting go is a big risk. People are scared
out of their minds to let go. To really let go of everything. To let go of every-
thing! That’s the big one, isn’tit?”
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The sixth patriarch was once pursued by the monk Myo as far as Mount
Daiyu. The patriarch, seeing Myo coming, laid the robe andbowl ona rock
and said, “This robe represents the faith. How can it be competed for by
force? I will allow you to take itaway.”

Myo tried tolift it up, but it was asimmovable as a mountain. Terrified
and trembling with awe, he said, “I came for the Dharma, not the robe. I
beg you, please reveal it to me.”

The patriarch said, “Think neither good nor evil. Atthat very moment,
what is the primal face of Monk Myo?” In that instant, Myo suddenly at-
tained deep realization, and his whole body was covered with sweat. In
tears, he bowed and said, “Besides the secret words and secretmeaning you
have just now revealed to me, is there anything else deeper yet?”

The patriarchsaid, “What [ have now preached to youisnosecretatall.
If you reflect on your own true face, the secret will be found in yourself.”

Myo said, “Though I have been at Obai with the other monks, I have
never realized whatmy true selfis. Now, thanks toyour instruction, I know
it is like a man who drinks water and knows for himself whether it is cold
or warm. Now you, lay brother, are my master.” The patriarch said, “If
that is the way you feel, let us both have Obai for our master. Be mindful
and hold fast to what you have realized.”

Yamada Koun
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On his hands and knees washing the floors of his pink adobe residence in
Santa Fe, New Mexico, Richard Baker pauses long enough to observe that
“housekeeping is so time consuming!” Backing out of the bedroom, he
washes the area that connects the two small rooms of his private upstairs
apartment, then turns and eyes his study. There is barely enough floor space
towalk on, let alone wash. Half the room is taken up by a long, low table with
papers, a computer, and two printers; on the far end are close to a dozen ad-
dress books catalogued according to location: San Francisco, New York,
Germany, Japan, and so on. Everywhere are piles of books—on the desk, on
the edges of full bookshelves, under a chair, and in neat towers all over the
floor. Wringing out the sponge into a bucket of soapy water, Baker laughs
and says, “I never thought I’d see the day when I would consider hiring a
housekeeper.”

Not so long ago his housekeepers came free. As abbot of San Francisco
Zen Center from 1971 to 1983, Baker Roshi maintained households at each
of that center’s three locations: Page Street in San Francisco; Zen Mountain
Center, the monastery in Carmel Valley known as Tassajara; and Green
Gulch Farm in Marin County. Of the two hundred and fifty to three hundred
residential students, nine were his personal aides and attendants.

Baker’s study proves impassable and he moves his bucket out to the bal-
cony that leads to his rooms. Lining the ledge is a collection of hats that are
used in more modest moods to cover a gleaming shaved head. According to
Baker, “wearing different hats” in America is perceived in terms of “iden-
tity,” whereasin Japan itis perceived in terms of “role,” which is independent
of identity. His headgear includes baseball, cowboy, and Borselino hats,
Mexican sombreros, and Kid Coogan caps. He continues, “By emphasizing
identity, Americans don’t handle roles very well. In Buddhism it is roles that
are emphasized, and once you’re released into roles, there is freedom from
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identity. You know what Keith Richards once said about Mick Jagger: ‘He’s
alovely bunch of guys.’”

Baker Roshi now leads the Dharma Sangha, a group of twenty to thirty
members who live in the Santa Fe area but not at the center. There are no full-
time secretaries, no receptionists, no cooks, no personal attendants. Its four-
man board of directors includes no students. As abbot of San Francisco Zen
Center, between the abbot’s budget and use of community-owned resi-
dences and resources, he lived in a style that he estimates could be duplicated
by a private citizen with an annual salary of close to half a million dollars a
year. Then again, the Buddhist teachings begin with the recognition that the
true nature of life is change, that permanence is a delusion. And washing
floors is okay, even fun. “You might as well enjoy doing what you have to
do,” he says, reflecting Zen at its most pragmatic.

Under fire from his students, Baker Roshi resigned his position in Decem-
ber 1983 as abbot of the largest and best-known Zen community in the
United States. He was denounced for misusing the abbot’s authority to go
beyond the appropriate duties of his office and faulted on issues of money,
sex, and power. He was also accused of misusing the center and its member-
ship to promote personal status in the world at large. Baker has agreed to
some of the facts that provoked his resignation, but his interpretations have
differed widely from those of his detractors. His own understanding of him-
self as a man of integrity has remained intact.

Indicative of its preeminence, San Francisco Zen Center is known as just
Zen Center. Founded in 1962 right in the crux of the transition from Beat
Zento Zen training, the long interlocking history of Zen Center and Richard
Baker has absorbed most—if notall—the issues basic to Zen in America: the
nature of spiritual authority, dharma transmission, the relationship between
enlightenment and personality, the American experiment of combining mo-
nastic tradition with communalism. While these issues have concerned
other American Zen centers, the internal conflicts they incite are to be found
in religious congregations of every denomination. Even the rise and what he
calls “the meteoric fall” of Richard Baker reiterate a theme classic to Amer-
ican literature, testifying to the prophetic warnings about the unreliable na-
ture of rank. But two circumstances account for the widespread public in-
terest prompted by Baker’s resignation. One is that Zen Center was viewed
from the outside as a model community, the fulfillment of all the promises of
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Buddhism in the New World. Its San Francisco businesses, especially the
Tassajara Bread Bakery and the restaurant Greens, were so successful that
from a Protestant perspective they confirmed the virtue of clean, hard work.
Between the businesses and the properties, Baker estimates the assets that he
created for Zen Center over a period of fifteen years at $2.5 million with an
annual $4 million gross income. Although California was an agent of suc-
cess for every kind of Aquarian experiment, Zen Buddhism had an uphill
struggle for acceptance throughout the nation; for the thousands of Ameri-
cans who came into contact with it, Zen Center offered reassurance. It ap-
peased cynics of Zen and New Age communities as well as Judeo-Christian
skepticism toward the Oriental influence. It provided residence for Buddhist
scholars and hosted respected intellectuals and religious leaders. Jerry
Brown’s association with Richard Baker and Zen Center was public knowl-
edge during the time that he was governor of California. From Hollywood
to the New York art world, people with the most tangential exposure to Zen
referred to Baker as the roshi. The high-visibility role that Baker’s center
played in the diplomatic relations between American culture and Buddhism
extended far beyond the boundaries of the community itself.

The second circumstance has profound implications for Zen practice in
the United States: for the first time the collective judgments of a student body
took precedence over the authority of the teacher. While various congrega-
tions of Western traditions choose and change their spiritual leaders, com-
munity control over leadership has remained antithetical to Japanese Zen
tradition. What happened at Zen Center in 1983 was widely acclaimed as a
quantum leap toward the Americanization of Zen. Yet what this means re-
mains equivocal and unresolved. Is it Zen coopted by the bureaucratic
machinations of a democratic process? Or is it Zen modernized, surgically
removed from the obsolete autocracy of the Zen master?

For his part Baker Roshi has not always accepted his circumstances with
the same equanimity with which he now washes the floor, and the present is
still largely preoccupied with his past affiliation with Zen Center. Yet, while
the abbacy defines a role attached to time and place, dharma transmission
imparts responsibilities with no end, and he has continued to do what he was
chosen to do by his teacher, Shunryu Suzuki Roshi. “I don’t teach Zen be-
cause lam particularly good atit,” he says. “I teachitbecauseitis what1do.”

He came to New Mexico in 1984 with half a dozen students, “a motley
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crew who went into the desert in shame and disgrace,” as one of them put it.
For these desert exiles, the rambling, neotraditional adobe purchased for
$385,000 by the Dharma Sangha with monies raised by Baker provided
rather extravagant accommodations. The house was sold by a friend of Bak-
er’s, a wealthy self-styled seeker who had built a private meditation wall off
the western wall of a courtyard two hundred feet below the house. The inclu-
sion of a built-in zendo made the property so appealing that for Dharma
Sangha’s abbotit would have been cheap at twice the price. “And besides, it’s
only money,” he explains with the kind of insouciance toward the subject
thatinfuriated his former students. The only other residents have been Mir-
iam Bobcoff, a studious forty-year-old woman who spends her days work-
ing at the Oliver La Farge Public Library in downtown Santa Fe, and Philip
Whalen, one of the original and most respected Beat poets. Until his return
to San Francisco in October 1988, Whalen functioned as head priest, filling
in when Baker was out of town.

In photographs Baker can affect what he calls his “raccoon mask” with
his deep-set eyes made deeper by a prominent nose and black eyebrows. Yet
in person he bears no resemblance to a furry little animal. New England-
born and Harvard-educated, he is a large, imposing man with all the confi-
dence of his patrician heritage and the charismatic charms of a flamboyant
and commanding intellect. It has been said that when he enters a room,
power follows right behind. He thinks out loud and talks fast and is at once
restless and probing, as if testing the limits of a private voltage regulator.
“Ninety percentof whatIdo can be explained as the avoidance of boredom,”
he says. This may well explain why despite enormous changes in the scale of
his job, he continues to thrive on self-perpetuating chaos, rushing in late for
appointments, making and receiving dozens of calls on his designer tele-
phones, working on too many essays, letters, and lectures. In addition to the
floors, these days there are the dishes, the laundry, the post office, the bank.
“But,” he insists, “I’'m exactly the same now as [ was then. [ don’t want a res-
idential community. I don’t like fund-raising, but I'd rather fund-raise than
run a community-owned business. I don’t want to create anything that
needs people. But in terms of who I am, I haven’t changed. I have no money,
no savings, no income-producing job, and I live the way I've always lived be-
cause my resources are not just financial.”

Since his move to Santa Fe, he and his wife, Virginia, have lived separately
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but remain close friends. She and Elizabeth, their younger daughter, have
stayed in California, while an older daughter, Sally, has been living in Europe
since graduating from Brown University. As in California, Baker continues
to live in rooms cluttered with family heirlooms and personal acquisitions,
and he has added new acquaintances in Santa Fe to an extensive network of
old friends. At Zen Center he consistently reengaged those students who
were dissatisfied or ready to move on. His attempt to accommodate every-
one bespoke an American idealism about the possibilities of practice for
everyone, as well as a strategic device to build the community. It also re-
flected a personal and anxious response to loss. “Dick can’t get rid of any-
thing,” explains an old friend. “Look at his house!”

In the living room alone are art deco lamps, 1950s standing lamps, mini-
malist cube lamps, and spotlights. Over an art nouveau fireplace screen is a
Japanese wooden fish surrounded by Hopi kachina dolls. There are two sit-
ting areas, three couches, two coffee tables, two rugs, eight chairs. Every
square foot of wall space is covered with art. The selection of each individual
object may reflect Baker’s obsession with the look of things, but in its en-
tirety, it is a room that suffers from excess, put together by a man who says
he cannot say no. Putting designer placemats on the table for lunch, Baker
says, “There were students at Zen Center who would put a carton of milk on
the table instead of a pitcher and not see the difference. You got the Orien-
talization of the New Age movement because people were looking for some-
thing new, but it prevented them from looking at the possibilities of change
within their own culture. American Zen students were aesthetically inter-
ested in detail and craftsmanship when it was Oriental, but when I intro-
duced Western aesthetics to Zen Center, students felt it was upper class.
There was support for the $2 50,000 Japanese teahouse at Green Gulch, but
when I restored the Victorian guest house on Page Street to its original style
it was seen as some personal indulgence on my part.”

For each of Zen Center’s three locations Baker needed robes. He needed
books; he needed to have the same books in each place. He needed house-
keepers and assistants. He needed a good car for the four-hundred-mile trip
between the three centers. And it had all made such good sense at the time.
“] certainly have more robes than any Westerner in history,” he says. “A for-
mer student once said that [ have more robes than a rock star has shirts.” In
blue jeans, a cowboy hat,and aloose silk jacket, Baker looks like any number
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of Santa Fe’s hip coastal immigrants. Getting ready for an evening out, he
rolls up his sleeves and says plaintively, “I didn’t dance enough when I was at
Zen Center. I should have danced more.”

With characteristic overdrive, the minute he left Zen Center he moved out
inmany directions at once. While fund-raising for the property in New Mex-
ico, he tried to establish a San Francisco center on Mariposa Street, but it was
too soon to compete for the Zen market in the Bay Area and that venture
quickly fizzled out. Independent of the Dharma Sangha, he made plans to
open a restaurant in Santa Fe. With his entrepreneurial talents publicly es-
tablished with the restaurant Greens, he raised $1.2 million for the Santa Fe
restaurant from forty investors, including members of some of America’s
wealthiest families, Hollywood contacts, and Werner Erhard, the messianic
founder of EST.

From the outset, a minimalist vegetarian restaurant with large Noguchi
lamps struck the local consortium as a high-risk endeavor. Santa Fe is a tour-
ist town that attracts artists, restless dilettantes, and landed gentry from
across the country, but its most reliable trade comes from beef-eating Tex-
ans. Yet the Desert Café opened in the spring of 1987 to rave reviews. Delays
caused by perfecting the interior design, however, created financial burdens
that the spring season could not sustain. Baker worked around the clock
trying to keep the restaurant afloat until the summer season, but it closed at
the end of May. As a Santa Fe businessman said, “That was the fastest loss of
amillion dollars this town has ever seen.” Beset by investors and legal entan-
glements, Baker explains, with his singular sense of objectivity, “The restau-
rant was a total success in every way except financially.”

At the same time that the Desert Café folded, the Lindisfarne Association
turned over their mountain retreat center in Crestone, Colorado, to Baker,
which he now directs as part of the Dharma Sangha. A four-hour drive from
Santa Fe, the Crestone property comprises two main buildings on cighty
acres of spectacular land 8,400 feet up in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains.
Founded by William Irwin Thompson in New York City in 1972, Lindis-
farne is dedicated to exploring pragmatic possibilities for the transforma-
tion of human culture. An honorary society, Lindisfarne has forty-five fel-
lows to date, almost a quarter of whom have had close associations with
Baker and/or Zen Center. Among them are Michael Murphy, founder of Es-
alen Institute and current board member of the Dharma Sangha; Benedic-
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tine monk Brother David Steindl-Rast, popular exponent of contemplative
Christianity and former board member of Zen Center; astronaut Rusty
Sweickart; architect Sym Van der Ryn; poets Wendell Berry and Gary Sny-
der; Stewart Brand, editor-publisher of the Whole Earth Catalogue and Co-
Evolution Quarterly; and Paul Hawken, founder of the phenomenal Ere-
whon Trading Company and Smith & Hawken as well as author of The
Magic of Findhorn and How to Grow a Business. The late Nancy Wilson
Ross, who wrote extensively on Buddhism, and Gregory Bateson, the an-
thropologist who in 1980 left a hospital ill with cancer, preferring to die at
Zen Center’s San Francisco Guest House, were also fellows of Lindisfarne.

The Lindisfarne membership will continue to hold annual meetings
which are intended to inspire the transcendence of artificial boundaries be-
tween nature and culture, the sacred and the profane. But Crestone proved
to be too expensive and too remote—two factors that influenced the mem-
bers’ decision to release the property to Baker, who is currently vice-
president of the board. Of all the representatives of Zen Buddhism, East and
West, no one comes as close to the Lindisfarne ethos as Baker: “I didn’t like
war. L didn’t like our government. I didn’t like what people did to each other.
And so I decided to create an ideal society. That was part of my motivation
for doing Zen Center. And my aim was not only to bring Oriental culture to
the West but to bring Western culture to Zen in America. I don’t consider my-
self all that cultivated, but ’'m interested in culture and art and science and
life, and I think that all that has to be put together.” How Crestone will be
restructured is not yet clear; but having earlier secured Tassajara and Green
Gulch—two of the most sensational properties in California—for Zen Cen-
ter, and having now secured Crestone, Baker has emerged once again as a
wizard of real estate.

In July 1987, in a private week-long ceremony at Crestone, Baker Roshi
transmitted the dharma to Philip Whalen. The Sunday following their return
to Santa Fe, teacher and dharma heir took up their placesin the zendo, on op-
posite sides of the small altar, facing a group of about forty people, members
and guests. “What dharma transmission really means,” Baker told the as-
sembly, “is really between Phil and myself, myself and Phil. Practically
speaking, it means that Phil is now authorized to teach and he can wear the
brown robe, which is the Japanese custom. But in a sense there is nothing
thatis not transmission. Your speaking is transmission, your activity is trans-
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mission, everything you do is transmission. So to become quite conscious of
that and responsible within that is a very important dimension of our prac-
tice. All culture or history is an attempt to establish some kind of societal or-
der and we are involved in that order. And Buddhism is an attempt to create
akind of order within that order. So whatis transmitted within practice itself
1s also societal order.”

Whalen has the fresh-faced look of a toddler—which is all the more ex-
aggerated by a shaved head and narrow shoulders that slope down to a big
belly; yet he moves with a perpetual shuffle, one feature in an extensive rep-
ertoire that he calls his “ancient and musty ways.” Perusing the aisles of a lo-
cal Santa Fe supermarket, he and Baker appear as the oddest version yet of
Don Quixote and Sancho Panza. While Whalen has graciously played the
role of loyal retainer, he makes no bones about preferring a more solitary life
to the social whirlwind his Zen teacher likes to generate and is more inclined
toward a conservative view of Zen than Baker. “I’'m too old to start a mon-
astery,” he says. “But I'd like to run as much of a traditional number as the
traffic can bear. What we Zen teachers have to offer is zazen.”

Richard Baker was born on March 30, 1936, in Biddeford, Maine, on a
street where every big white house was occupied by his cousins. His grand-
father’s brother owned six clipper ships that made regular runs east of the
Bosphorus, and Richard grew up with Oriental chests and Chinese Buddhas
displayed for aesthetic pleasure only. His parents were tough-minded ratio-
nalists, and his father used to say, “Ministers and priests are people who can’t
do anything else.” Baker grew up the eldest of four children (he has a half
brother ten years his senior) and traces his American roots to the Arbella, the
first boat to arrive after the Mayflower. On the Arbella was his direct ances-
tor, Thomas Dudley, four times the elected governor of the colony of Mas-
sachusetts Bay, and with Benjamin Franklin, James Monroe, and Oliver
Wendell Holmes included in the outer limbs of his family tree, Baker says, “A
lot of people have always assumed that | was born with a silver spoon in my
mouth. [ wasn’t. One of the qualities of my New England upbringing was
thatit was considered wrong to be rich. So much of the early money in Amer-
ica was made from the rum slave trade that there was a feeling that money
was ill-gotten and that any show of it, like new furniture or new cars, was
vulgar. For my family, being middle class was a moral position. That was the
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flavor. There was never any ‘putting on the dog.” You became a doctor or a
lawyer or a teacher or a businessman, but you did not try to be rich or suc-
cessful.”

His father, Harold Munroe Baker, had studied engineering at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology and, shortly after Richard was born, re-
turned to Cambridge with his family to do graduate studies at Harvard in
science and education. After teaching briefly at Harvard, his father took up
posts in Indiana and later, when Richard was in high school, at the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh. Each summer the family returned to Richard’s maternal
grandmother’s house in Maine. “When I went back to New England, I had
the fecling that I owned it, that l owned America. It was a feeling that I had
when [ was a kid—and that all these other people were guests.”

In addition to being a scholastic genius, Richard’s father had been the
youngest ham radio operator in the United States and, by the age of twelve,
one of the top young pianists in New England, but he was never ambitious
and he never accomplished much. “He was kind of a Milquetoast in a way.
For all his brains there was a kind of resignation that went with it. The whole
atmosphere in my family was: never put yourself forward.”

To settle a debt that George 11 of England owed Baker’s mother’s family,
the crown turned over a land grant for thousands of acres in what is now
New Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine. Even as late as Baker’s own boy-
hood, the family owned more than twenty thousand acres in the White
Mountains: “When [ was little and the family would return to Maine, we
would be driving along and my mother would say, “When my mother was a
little girl, her family owned this part of the state.” And every place 1 went,
everybody was a relative. [ am the first family member born in New England
who left and was raised elsewhere. Everyone else stayed in New England and
I 'had the feeling of starting over. I am always willing to start from scratch.
My interest was experimenting with social forms. I knew that a number of
my ancestors had helped write the constitution—and I felt that it had all
gone awry. So I thought, I have to start over again. Buddhism offers the op-
portunity to start and say, what’s an ideal way for people to live? So that
question was rooted in a kind of traditional feeling. The shadow side of Zen
Center was my desire to create a way of life and a society and an institution.
It sounds so grandiose, but starting Zen Center had something to do with

starting America. Notonly was Americastarted as aninstitution—and as an
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idea in recent memory—but it was very much specifically in the memory of
my relatives. That made it even more forceful.”

Elizabeth Dudley Baker wrote poetry and worried that her son would
never marry because he was so difficult and always alone and asked too
many unanswerable questions, like “Why does our moon swim across the
lake?” When he was six, there was a fire in his grandmother’s house, and after
that he appointed himself chief guardian, getting up every night to patrol
the grounds and check the stoves. When his parents found him wandering
around in the middle of the night, they took him to a psychiatrist who sug-
gested that the boy spend more playtime with other children. By the time he
was twelve he was taking six books out of the library three times a week. “I
read differently. I saw the world differently,” he says, “so it was hard for me
to have friends.”

While Richard was at Harvard studying European history and architec-
ture, classmates took to calling him “the outsider” after Colin Wilson’s pop-
ular book of the same title, which had just been published. Wilson writes,
“At first sight, the Outsider is a social problem. He is the hole-in-corner
man.” The outsider’s lonely salvation lies in holding out against the cultural
assumptions that make up what others call “reality.” Wilson draws his com-
posite picture from the works and lives of, among others, Nietzsche, Kier-
kegaard, Dostoevsky, Blake, Camus, Sartre, H. G. Wells, Ramakrishna,
Gurdjieff, and Siddhartha Guatama. Through the existential nightmares of
detachment to the detachment that makes available religious awakening,
and through the disembodied experiences of metamorphosis, crime, and in-
justices of the soul, Wilson concludes that the maligned journey of the social
misfit may just end in sainthood. It was the formative years of Wilson’s out-
sider rather than the later glimmers of sainthood that earned Baker the com-
parison to the book’s elusive hero. A few years ago, heran into a former class-
mate who told him that friends at Harvard thought he was crazy: “You
weren’t ambitious, you didn’t care about grades, you didn’t seem to care
about anything.”

“It’s true,” says Baker. “People would ask me what I wanted to do and |
would say, “Well, I'd like to design my own house. And I'd like to have fresh
flowers in my house everyday.’ That’s what [ used to tell people because 1
couldn’t think of anything else to say.”

After three years he left college for a year and joined the merchant ma-
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nines. On his return to Harvard he studied with Orientalists John K. Fair-
bank and Edwin O. Reischauer. During one lecture, Reischauer, the man
credited for saving the Japanese temple-city Kyoto from American bombs,
read Basho's famous haiku:

Old pond
Frog jumps in
Watersound

“Iwassitting there,” recalls Baker, “in this semi-satori experience of light and
bliss, and then Reischauer said, ‘Well. I never understood it. I still don’t get
it.” Shortly after that I quit Harvard forever.”

In the fall of 1960, Baker arrived by bus in San Francisco with twenty-five
dollars in his pocket. From the Greyhound depot, he wandered to North
Beach and into Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s City Lights bookstore and quickly
became acquainted with the Beat poetry scene. He got a job with a book dis-
tribution company, rented a room with no kitchen, ate in cheap Chinese res-
taurants, and wished that he could meet “some kind of Zen master in China-
town, maybe hang out with him, maybe observe from a distance.”

The following summer he and a friend stopped in a bookstore on the way
to a samurai movie. Baker was dramatically illustrating an episode from the
samurai movie he had seen the week before. He let out one final imitation
karate yowl, and the owner of the bookstore looked up and said calmly, “ You
should meet Suzuki Roshi.”

Shunryu Suzuki had arrived from Japan in 1958 to lead the Japanese-
American congregation of Sokoji, the Soto Zen Buddhist Temple in San
Francisco’s Japantown. He was fifty-three years old, and among his many
talents, he had a knack for being in the right place at the right time. The un-
derground Beat intellectuals had already sanctioned Zen for the emerging
counterculture. With the revolution gearing up, “Zen” was a trusted pass-
word. Idolatrized for its fervid rejection of the material world, it not only
pointed to emptiness but was used colloquially in ways that communicated
next to nothing. What this indicated to Suzuki Roshi was that, unlike in the

Orient, here there were no preconceived ideas about Buddhism—at least not

too many—and none of the sectarian judgments and rivalries that had un-
dermined the vitality of the Japanese Zen schools. For Suzuki Roshi, Zen in
Japan had become so stultified that he had studied English in high school in
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hopes of coming to America. Even at that early age he was convinced that
only in the West would Zen find fresh minds. He was not to be disappointed.
Nor did he deliberately start a Zen center. As Sokoji’s high priest, he was re-
sponsible to the Japanese-American congregation, who displayed little in-
terest in zazen. There were no outreach programs, public relations, bro-
chures, or announcements. The small master just sat zazen every morning at
5:40.

“So I put away my imaginary sword,” recalls Baker. Suzuki Roshi was
givinga lecture that evening and plans for the samurai movie were scratched.
Baker began attending the lectures regularly and dawn meditation occasion-
ally. About three weeks later, he was walking down the street with one of
D. T. Suzuki’s books and thinking that he was “not good enough to medi-
tate”; he would attend the lectures but skip the zazen. He stopped, flipped
the pages of his book, and read: “Itis a form of vanity to think that you are
not good enough to meditate.” Over the next five years, he rarely missed a sit-
ting period.

In his Santa Fe study Baker sits on the edge of his chair and speaks with an
implosive intensity: “From the minute I connected with Suzuki Roshi [ had
no hesitation or reservation. I took to zazen like a duck. I wasn’t very good
atitbut I was completely comfortable with it. Once I did it [ immediately be-
lieved in it. T knew it was better than psychotherapy, and I knew thatit wasa
good way for me to work with myself, which [ knew that [ had to do. [ had
so many complications jammed up in me that I felt relieved after each time |
did zazen.”

Gesticulating passionately, he pronounces “Suzuki” so fast it sounds like
“Suki.” He continues, “There were two independent things: one, Suzuk:
Roshi talked about zazen, and two, [ was convinced by doing it. My zazen
was in no way independent of Suzuki Roshi because  did my zazen in Suzuki
Roshi’s mind. I felt [ was doing zazen inside him even if he wasn’t in the
zendo. His mind was bigger than mine. So my mind was expanded by being
inside his mind. And I got inside his mind by listening to him lecture.” Prone
to summing himself up, he concludes: “One: he was what he was talking
about. Two: everything he said 1 agreed with. And three: he was like a Bud-
dhist text come to life. I was reading Huang-Po at the time.”

He leans back and clasps his hands behind his head. To his right is a black
and white photograph of Suzuki Roshi in exactly the same position, sitting
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back, hands clasped behind hishead. “Iloved Suzuki Roshi. And [ was in love
with him. Notsexually. Butjust tosay lloved him isn’t strong enough. [ cor-
pletely loved him and would have done anything for him. I had only one de-
sire, which was to be Suzuki Roshi’s attendant. | was not studying Bud-
dhism. I was studying Suzuki Roshi. He could have been anything. [ was
studying him as a person. He was the finest man [ ever met. 1 was also study-
ing Buddhism parallel to studying Suzuki Roshi. It happened they were the
same. But that wasn’t necessary. I would have continued studying Buddhism
if he had been a Hindu because intellectually I was interested in Buddhism.

“Suzuki Roshi once said to me, ‘1 need people who are already prepared.’
He was not going to be alive long enough or live in America long enough to
really work with students who were not already prepared. His idea was that
New England Transcendentalism—Thoreau, Emerson—was a good prep-
aration for studying Buddhism. And my whole family was immersed in
that.” Baker was also singularly available. He had developed no career in-
terests, continued to see himself outside the establishment, had no pressing
needs to make art or to earn money. For the time being, he was his father’s
son: academically brilliant, emotionally isolated, sullen, with no direction
and no ambition. He says, “My only interest was in understanding things
and I wasn’teven very good at that.”

Three critical experiences in Baker’s early studies helped him focus on a
direction. A couple of months after his first sitting at Sokoji, he was riding in
the back seat of a car, with Suzuki Roshi in the passenger seat and another
student driving. “I had been reading the Lankavatara Sutra and asked Su-
zuki Roshi, ‘Do you think that Americans like us can really understand Bud-
dhism? Can we realize Buddhism?’ And he turned back to me and said, ‘If
you try, you can.’ For me, that was: okay—that’s it.”

The second experience occurred when another student said to him, “If we
really knew what we were doing, we would devote our lives to Buddhism.”
Baker recalls that he took this “as a fact, as a completely true piece of infor-
mation. Later on, that same guy didn’t even remember saying that. He was
just the agent for me to hear it.” And the third experience occurred after he
had been practicing for about a year, when Suzuki Roshi stopped speaking
to him. “We were still sitting at Bush Street, and every morning Suzuki Roshi
would stand outside the exit of the zendo and bow to each student as they
came out. And then suddenly one morning he stopped. He bowed but he
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wouldn’tlook at me. And then I’d go to his office and he wouldn’tlook up and
I’d leave. This went on for a year. But after about a month [ decided: he is my
teacher whether he likes it or not, and [ don’t care how he treats me. It makes
no difference. | am going to study with him and I will just study at whatever
distance is necessary. He is my teacher. That’s it. It wasn’t his decision. It was
my decision. So ljust kept studying. And after about ayear he started smiling
at me again. And we never mentioned it.”

Five years later they were on an airplane together. The tired roshi leaned
his head against Richard’s big shoulder like he often did on car trips. They
were returning from Los Angeles after meeting with Japanese Soto officials
who kept asking Richard if he was Suzuki Roshi’s disciple. On the plane he
asked, “Can I say that I am your disciple?” Without moving, Suzuki Roshi
said, “Yes. You can say that.”

After beginning his studies with Suzuki Roshi, Baker stopped playing the
outsider role and returned to school, studying Oriental history and the his-
tory of science and technology at the University of California, Berkeley. At
the same time he got a job organizing conferences for the university’s letters
and science extension. One of his earliest ventures was the first “World Con-
ference on Shell Structures.” That was followed by, among others, confer-
ences on “Botanical Histochemistry,” “Transportation of Radioactive Ma-
terials,” “Existentialism and Zen,” and “Rock n’ Roll,” as well as one on
“The Problem of Identity” for which he designed a brochure with quotations
from Erik Erikson, Saint Paul, Dogen Zenji, and Thoreau. In 1965 he orga-
nized the historic Berkeley Poetry Conference thatincluded Robert Creeley,
Robert Duncan, Allen Ginsberg, JoAnne Kyger, Charles Olson, and Gary
Snyder—most of whom would pass through Zen Center in the years to
come. With the conferences, Baker reflected the intellectual renaissance that
California was cultivating and that had no home on the East Coast. In New
York the poetry scene was isolated; art was distinct from religion, the mys-
tical coalition was still fragmented, and science was confined to the acade-
mies. In California a lot of people were beginning to learn a little about a lot
of things, which, viewed from the East Coast, seemed superficial and intel-
lectually spurious. But among the eclectic advocates of the New Age were
dedicated pragmatists who took the life of the mind seriously. Real work was
getting done within a holistic framework, and under Baker’s direction Zen
Center would become one of California’s most lively forums for this work.
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In 1962 the American zazen students of Sokoji incorporated themselves
into San Francisco Zen Center. Baker was Suzuki Roshi’s right-hand man in
several ways—and not just for administrative functions or the mechanics of
operating in a new land. He has been compared to a walking computer with
sensory antennae that reach to the outer limits. An intermediary without
equal, he could translate the culture for the teacher and strategically map out
an American context for the transmission of the teachings. “Zen Center,” he
says, “was founded by me, Suzuki Roshi, and the sixties. 1t's complicated, be-
cause everyone who was there feels that they did it. It’s like radar. When the
United States government made the decision to go ahead on radar, forty
people later claimed that they made the decision to go ahead with the re-
search. And in a sense they did. But who made the decision? Suzuki Roshi
founded the teachings. He’s the one who inspired people. He’s the one who
gave people the intangible sense of quality and integrity and enlightenment.
And that’s absolutely the most important. But when you look at the structure
of Zen Center, the place, the location, the rules—I did all that. I did it with
him. I did not make a single decision without his okaying it, but basically he
always agreed with me.”

With Suzuki Roshi in residence on Bush Street, students began renting the
low-income apartments in the adjacent town houses. By 1962 twenty to
thirty people came regularly to dawn zazen and the weekly lecture. Within
five years these numbers quadrupled, but with no sweeping vision beyond
the fundamental practice of zazen. Students maintained jobs, made art, "
went to school, spent evenings with their friends and families. Suzuki Roshi
favored this. He did not want momentous changes in lifestyle and discour-
aged students from sitting too much, afraid that they would rushin and over-
do it. But the apartments near Sokoji nonetheless became small satellite
communities on their own, with residents stipulating that practice at Sokoji
was a prerequisite for incoming roommates.

Once students began living together, ideas of working together soon fol-
lowed. One plan proposed a Buddhist bookstore under the aegis of Zen Cen-
ter. For the first time, students saw an angry Suzuki Roshi. “This is just a self-
ish idea,” he told them. Anything that would take business away from
existing shops was incorrect. Special books should be ordered through local
bookstores. They had not thought about others. Recalls Baker, “We were all
standing there looking down at the floor. That way of looking atit had never
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occurred to us. After that I thought he would never agree to doing busi-
nesses.”

Inevitably the possibility came up for Zen Center to rent the nearby apart-
ments and sublease them. Baker was all for it but not Suzuki Roshi. At var-
ious times the master told him: “If you mix family and residential concerns
with practice, practice will always lose. If people get involved with spouses
and children, those feelings will be stronger than whether they practice or
not.” Suzuki Roshi left behind grown children when he came to California;
two years later he was joined by his wife. He typified Japanese monks, who
often married when they left the monastery and took over a temple. He also
typified Japanese men, whatever their profession, whose ideas about family
and work presented no conflict in their lives. But for most American monks,
combining family and practice set off emotional as well as doctrinal con-
flicts.

With a deep sigh Baker slows down and says, “I did not heed his warn-
ings.” Not only did he dismiss his teacher’s warnings, but he dismissed them
in a big way. In order to build an institution that was going to transform
America, he needed people. He also needed to take charge of people and
places, to shelter and protect, as he had when he put himself on fire watch at
age SiX.

In Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, a collection of his lectures, Suzuki Roshi
said that when one practices, one’s spouse practices, whether formally or
not. “He certainly felt that a whole family could practice,” says Baker, “but
his view was—and my view has become—that for »:0st people, practice is
something they do when they are young, or something they do when there is
a crisis. Most people do not make it their whole life. They practice intensely
for a while and then they stop. Particularly if there is no career support for it.
It’s like being an artist. How many people paint all their lives whether they
sell their paintings or not? And how many people who make art are really
artists? And how many are artists in ways that change their lives?”

The answer may be few indeed, but in San Francisco in the early sixties it
seemed that everyone under thirty was busy being an artist, breaking
through to the other side, intent on transformation at any price. President
Kennedy promised to do it for the nation and only America could do it for the
world. Meanwhile, in the pedestrian outskirts of Camelot, transformation
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was increasingly pursued with mind-altering drugs. “You have to under-
stand,” says Baker, “the whole question of residency came up when ‘flower
power’ was in full bloom. Everybody was taking acid. Things were a little
out of hand. And I felt that we should take more responsibility. The turning
point for Suzuki Roshi came when he began to feel that the apartments had
become like buildings on the temple grounds; they were part of the temple.
At some point his feeling was that Zen Center should accept the responsi-
bility because, in effect, it already had the responsibility. But he always saw
common residences as an extension of the temple, not the organization of a
community.”

Baker himself never took acid, although he organized the first LSD con-
ference in the United States in 1966. Ten years earlier he had tried mescaline
and peyote but found their effects not that different from his ordinary state
of mind. “By the time the sixties came around, I decided to put all my eggs in
the Zen basket. People who had taken acid tended to getinto practice faster,
but after the initial immersion in practice leveled off, their experience of med-
itation would remain shaped by the taste of the psychedelic experience in
ways that were limiting. Particularly if they believed in the acid experience.
Butit did allow a lot of people to get into practice.”

According to Baker, Suzuki Roshi came away from Japan with no partic-
ular regard for monastic practice. “He thought that real Mayahana practice
should be done in the streets and with people and in ordinary circumstances.
And I accepted that. But [ think that after five years he decided that [ was the
only student who had made a success of this, that 1 was the only one who had
really gotten into Zen practice without any semblance of monastic training.
So he decided that we should have a country place where he could have more
concentrated contact with students. And I took the job of finding him a
place.”

That place is the remote Tassajara Hot Springs, 160 miles south of San
Francisco. Not unlike the spiritual path itself, the no-exit dirt road to get
there inspires fear and awe. The fourteen-mile ride from Jamesburg climbs
to 5,000 feet through the uninhabited Los Padres National Forest, then
nose-dives into an isolated valley of the Santa Lucia Mountains, thick with
maple, sycamore, and a perilous quantity of poison oak. Local Indians as-
cribed curative powers to the mineral springs that feed the Arroyo Seco River
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and made pilgrimages there to purify themselves. Later, Spanish settlers
gathered to dry their meat in the sun; the Spanish name Tassajara means
“drying place.”

Baker and his wife, Ginny, first came across Tassajara during a camping
trip to Jamesburg, formerly called China Camp for the Chinese laborers
who camped there in 1884 while building the stagecoach road into the
springs. After the road was built, Tassajara became the most popular resort
in Monterey County. An old newspaper clipping reports that the waters
were reputed to relieve “rheumatism, gout, dropsy, malaria, paralysis, liver
and stomach disorders and make the skin soft and velvety.” And the springs
were particularly appreciated during the winter months when the sun never
hits the bottom of the narrow ravine.

In the midst of negotiating the purchase of Tassajara, which would be the
first American Zen monastery, Baker said to his teacher, “We have to do this
thing seriously. All the priests cannot be Japanese.” His concern addressed
the custom at Sokoji of treating Japanese priests with a deference not ac-
corded the Americans. Baker had bridled under the impression that Ameri-
can lay students were categorically denigrated and he pressed his point that
Tassajara had to fully recognize American practitioners. Suzuki Roshi re-
plied: “Then you have to be a priest.”

“And Isaid, ‘Tknow.” And I was kind of offering myself. I felt like a sheep.”
Removing his glasses to wipe away tears, Baker says, “I did not do it for me.
I didn’t care about being a priest or not. I did it for American Buddhism.”

In 1966 anyone with Baker’s pragmatism could see the chances of Zen
going the way of the last psychedelic hallucination. The volcanic under-
ground had finally blown its top at the Be-in in San Francisco’s Golden Gate
Park. With LSD and dancing in the streets, the revolution had finally come,
freeing America at last from Uncle Sam Greed—or so it seemed in the eu-
phoria of the summer of love. Suzuki Roshi wandered through the park,
holding a flower handed to him by a smiling nymphet; Allen Ginsberg
chanted the Heart Sutra while Timothy Leary witnessed the astonishing suc-
cess of his vow to turn on America. But it became apparent all too soon that
while drugs could be an extraordinary agent, they weren’t an answer. Doz-
ens of answers were in the wind; but without conduits for grounding, they
would blow right out to sea—and most of them did. Baker already knew that
with no social context for altered states of consciousness, the meaning
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leaked out. He was beginning to see himself as instrumental in providing a
solid vehicle for change. By 1968, in fact, the trusting tribal celebrations of
Haight-Ashbury were destroyed by killer-speed drugs, crime, despair, and
suicide.

Not all elements of the counterculture bottomed out with the rapid abra-
sion of the Haight, but few retained the impulse to uplift society. With the
Vietnam War galvanizing every level of antiestablishment sentiment, de-
stroying the order became more appealing than trying to elevate its plat-
form. Kathy Fischer, who came to Zen Center in 1972 at the age of twenty
and is now a priest at Green Gulch, says, “Some hippies smoked dope and
went into computers. Some smoked dope and went into the hills and were
never heard from again. Some armed themselves and waited for the revolu-
tion. And others came to Zen Center and thought they could transform the
world.”

Suzuki Roshi performed Baker’s ordination at Tassajara the evening be-
fore the monastery’s opening ceremonies. Baker had his head shaved, wore
the robes that Suzuki Roshi had ordered from Japan—which were ex-
tremely uncomfortable in the heat of a Tassajara summer—dutifully went
through all the ceremonial chants in his teacher’s native tongue, and ac-
cepted his dharma name, Zentatsu Myoyu. After that he ran around with
blue jeans sticking out under his robes and repeated his objections to Japa-
nese formalities. With both true and mock arrogance, he flaunted his disdain
for ritual when interviewed for a 1968 Time magazine article on Zen Cen-
ter: “Japanese like huge ceremonies that go on for a week. Now the Roshi
will take a two-or-three-day ceremony and cut it down to two hours. Re-
cently I told him thatif he doesn’t cutit down to half an hour, I won’t come.”

In 1967 there were two hundred applications for the first three-month
training intensive at Tassajara. In July, 120 people attended the first week-
long sesshin. Among the summer residents were half a dozen close friends,
including the Bakers, who spent idyllic weekends at a nearby summer house.
“It was a group of friends who loved and were in love and had various levels
of physical and romantic and platonic love.” Whatever emotional commit-
ment Baker begrudgingly made to communalism, it was out of the simple—
if naive—desire to recapture this. “For me,” he says, “it was that sense of love
and friendship that we had, supporting each other emotionally and in prac-
tice that was so inspiring. Part of this inspiration was influenced by the six-
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ties. But it did not come from my thinking that ‘community’ in and of itself
was good. The last thing | would ever have done was start a commune. I'm
not interested in community and I always said that at Zen Center. It was
merely a way to create an opportunity for practice.”

Suzuki Roshi had no doubt that Tassajara would accommodate men and
women; and no departure from Japanese monasticism was more radical.
Summing up the situation with dispatch, Baker says, “Once you have men
and women you have fucking, and once you have fucking you have babies,
and once you have babies you have residential considerations, and there is no
way of stoppingit.”

Initially, however, the most pressing concerns at Tassajara were financial.
When Zen Center purchased Tassajara, there were only forty to fifty regular
members and its annual budget was $6,000. With the new property, Zen
Center had to pay out $300,000 over a period of seven years. But Tassajara
represented a solid foothold in the elusive struggle against established val-
ues, and it drew support from people who had no interest in actually doing
Zen practice. More than a thousand donors sent in contributions; Gary Sny-
der, Alan Watts, and Charlotte Selver, among others, did benefit readings
and workshops; a “Zenefit” at the Avalon Ballroom featured Big Brother
and the Holding Company, the Jefferson Airplane, and the Grateful Dead.
Most of the money, however, came through the fund-raising efforts Baker di-
rected toward East Coast Orientalists who had been interested in Krishna-
murti and Yogananda and were subsequently introduced to Zen by Nancy
Wilson Ross. Explains Baker, “In that generation of wealthy Wasp Ameri-
cans, there are no families who did not have some of its members involved
with Eastern religions.”

The first Zen Center business was the Tassajara guest season. From Me-
morial Day to Labor Day guests who had been enjoying the hot springs for
years could continue to use Tassajara as a resort. Suggested by Silas Hoadley,
one of Suzuki’s first students, the guest season proved to be a gold mine, even-
tually providing Zen Center with $2 50,000 net a year. The reservation desk
opens in March and within two weeks the season is booked. Guests are wel-
come to join any part of the monastic schedule. With an epicurean shift that
only the state of California could have sustained, the popularity of the resort
was not diminished by Zen management. Asin the old days, the rustic cabins
that line the creek have no electricity, television, or telephones. Unlike the old
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days, the Zen resort offers no booze, loose women, music, gambling, or all-
night dancing. At 4:40 in the morning a hand bell announces dawn zazen.
Guests have the option of getting up or going back to sleep. Itis, nonetheless,
noteveryone’sidea of vacation. In August, for an average of $ 500 per couple
per weekend, guests can leave their unair-conditioned cabins, stagger down
the path in 112 degrees in the shade, and cool off in sulfuric springs with tem-
peratures of 110 and the smell of rotten eggs. In addition to the gourmet
meals and the healing power of the waters, what guests derive from Tassajara
is some privileged inclusion in the rural peace of monastic life. Or as one cyn-
ical New Yorker said of her own annual pilgrimage, “It’s a dose of spiritual
virtue by osmosis.”

Baker’s reasons for initially supporting the guest season were not finan-
cial: “I thought we should practice in a way that did not exclude the people
who had been using Tassajara as a resort for years; they should be able to
continue to enjoy the hot springs. And also I thought it would be a way to
present Buddhism toa larger population. I thought, gee, business is giving us
an excuse to present Buddhism.”

Suzuki, who was not particularly interested in using business to present
Buddhism, was primarily concerned with providing a way for students to
support themselves in a situation conducive to practice, and that included
working with dharma friends. Baker says he shared this view but found that
the businesses were a “surprisingly effective means for communicating Bud-
dhism. Almost all of our doctors, lawyers, dentists became partly Buddhist
through the connection with the community. A large number of people who
dined at Greens started coming to the Sunday lecture.”

One spring day in 1968 Baker was walking down Bush Street when an-
other student came up and said, “I hear you’re going to Japan.” That was
news to him and he went looking for Suzuki Roshi. The following October
the Bakers sailed on the California Bear for Kobe, Japan. Except for short
visits they did not return until the fall of 1971. “Suzuki Roshi had already
told me that he wanted me to be his dharma heir. When he sent me to Japan,
he said, “You have to have the credibility of having been to Japan.’ Then he
said, “What will really give you credibility in America is if you have a Japa-
nese student. So in the future, [ hope Japanese people come to practice with
you.” Unbelievable as it sounds, he also told me that he wanted me to reform
Japanese Buddhism. And I said, ‘Suzuki Roshi, that’s a whole other level, do
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you really wantme todo that?’ Andin some sense I looked into it. [ had offers
in Japan to start temples and train Americans. But I didn’t care about it, and
I told Suzuki Roshi, “That’s the limit! 'm not going to do that.” And I don’t
even know why he thought I could. He was serious about it. But he also
thoughtI was better thanIam. And he always worried thatI would do things
too much my own way. He didn’tknow why [ was making Zen Centerso big.
He used to say, ‘But my wife thinks it’s all right.””

In Kyoto the Bakers settled into Gary Snyder’s house at the north end of
the city while Snyder was back in California. Richard and Ginny both stud-
ied the Japanese language assiduously, and Sally went to a local Japanese
school. Every evening Baker attended zazen at the Rinzai complex Daito-
kuji. Comparing the two main sects of Japanese Zen, he says: “Rinzai is
more aristocratic and artistic than Soto, more clipped and refined and pre-
cise. The whole thing has more juice, more sharpness. I don’t think it is nec-
essarily better, but in Japanese society it definitely has a higher style than
Soto. Rinzai buildings look great and Soto buildings look like barns. In Ja-
pan Soto is called ‘Farmers’ Zen’ and Rinzai is called ‘Aristocratic Zen.’ Su-
zuki Roshi was Soto but he didn’t think of himself as Soto. The Buddhism
that interested him was in China before Rinzai and Soto split into two
schools. But in Soto there is a very powerful tantric, esoteric tradition that
Suzuki Roshi is part of. The Soto school—not everybody in it, but the school
itself—got stuck in a certain socioeconomic niche. It’s big. It has a wide ap-
peal through its 30,000 temples, which are scattered all over Japan. Through
a kind of religious authenticity, Soto disdained the connections to the rich,
powerful samurai families associated with Rinzai. That’s where the money
and aesthetics were. So Soto, out of a kind of purity, got stuck with a pedes-
trian aesthetic. In its most ideal form, Soto is more generally Buddhist. Rin-
zaiis a more specialized school of Buddhism.”

For three months Baker left Kyoto for the Soto training center Eiheiji.
Sweeping the grounds with the other monks, he noticed a little pathway off
the end of the yard where pine needles had collected over a period of weeks.
“So I'would go over there and start sweeping. And they would get mad at me
because sweeping with everyone was more important, even if it was mean-
ingless work, than doing necessary work independently. So finally [ would
sweep with everyone else and feel like a fool. Thated samu. For an American,
it was one of the hardest things to do.”
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Baker has called Japanese Buddhism “Big-roofism,” a sardonic reference
to the innumerable temples that symbolize the materialistic sprawl of reli-
giosity. These temples, which stand above the roofs of every village, are the
site of much fine village education and community activity, however, and
Baker saw that within this social role—and not independent of It—private
religious aspiration was nurtured, and that it, in turn, reverberated back out
to society through cultural institutions. Baker was getting ready to return to
asociety that offered no support for Buddhism on any level, and he was pre-
paring to move out on all fronts.

He claims that he continued to run Zen Center from Japan, and that he
knew more in absentia about what was going on than most people who were
there. Without Baker’s immediate direction, however, the center changed
quite a bit—and along expansionist lines, even under Suzuki. In 1969 Suzuki
resigned his position at Sokoji to devote the last years of his life to establish-
ing Zen practice for Americans. That same year Zen Center purchased 300
Page Street, formerly the Emanu-el Residence for Jewish Women. Designed
in the thirties by Julia Morgan, the red-brick structure incorporates a lovely
courtyard but nevertheless rarely succeeds in its attempts to alleviate insti-
tutional banality. Suzuki Roshi and his wife moved into Page Street, and the
fifty-room residence quickly filled with students. As in the days on Bush
Street, members began to occupy the apartments in the immediate vicinity,
despite the hazards of living in a high-crime neighborhood. With Page Street
right in the heart of the city, practice and residence were no longer solely as-
sociated with the monastic routine of Tassajara.

With the publication of The Tassajara Bread Book in 1970 came another
major expansion. Under head cook Edward Espe Brown, the Tassajara
kitchens baked extra loaves of bread during guest seasons for purchase by
departing guests. Requests for the recipes soon followed and the cookbook
ensued. To date, itis one of the best-selling bread books in the world, putting
Zen in the kitchens of the unconverted and allying Tassajara with whole-
some living. The cookbook then led to the Tassajara Bread Bakery, a retail
bakery and coffee shop on the corner of Cole and Laguna streets that opened
in 1973. Suzuki Roshi did not endorse a bakery as Zen practice anymore
than he did communal living. His approval for the bakery was a response to
an existing situation, and he thought it would benefit students to work in
places where business ethics supported Zen training.
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Several Japanese teachers came to the United States to assist Suzuki
Roshi, but the most decisive influence on Zen Center was Tatsugami Roshi.
An ex-sumo wrestler, Tatsugami had spent the previous twelve years as prac-
tice leader at Eiheiji before coming to California in 1970. At Tassajara he
whipped the troops into shape with the same militaristic zeal he had un-
leashed on his Japanese novices. He demanded perfect sitting and walking
posture, taught the details of Buddhist services, enforced hierarchical dis-
tinctions based on seniority, and introduced the Japanese words for cere-
monies, positions, instruments, and vestments—all of which have stayed in
use.

A senior monk at Zen Center today says of Tatsugami’s rule: “As Ameri-
cans, there was a kind of insecurity in embarking on the Zen path. It was an
intimidating undertaking and the perfection that Tatsugami Roshi offered
provided a security that we wanted.” The athletic demands of zazen lend
themselves to perfectionism under any circumstances, but unlike the monks
at Eiheiji, many Americans besides Baker were using Zen to trade in past cul-
tural identities for new ones. Zen form became a new identity. Implicit was
the belief that the perfection of form embodied the spirit; and if that wasn’t
exactly true, with Suzuki Roshi around no one worried that the practice
might be too true to the letter.

Philip Whalen’s first trip to Tassajara reminded him of being back in the
army. “It took me several training periods to see that they weren’t trying to
kill you. Ali you had to do was follow the schedule and you wouldn’t have to
argue with anybody, not even yourself.” As a current zendo monitor remem-
bers it, “Suzuki Roshi did one of these great routines. He got this tough cop
in and he played nice guy.” But the rigidities lasted long after Tatsugami left,
contributing to Zen Center’s reputation for “holy style” practice, somewhat
stiff and picky. And despite Baker’s early refutation of Japanese Zen formal-
ities, he was the one who maintained them.

In December 1970 Suzuki Roshi, dying of liver cancer, made a brief trip
to Japan. At his former temple, Rinso-in, he formally transmitted the
dharma to Richard Baker, making him his dharma heir. Suzuki Roshi was
dying faster than he had expected. According to Reb Anderson, his main at-
tendant while Baker was in Japan, he had only six months when he thought
he had two years. The following fall, with Suzuki Roshi gravely ill, the Bakers
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returned to Page Street. When Baker went to see his teacher, Suzuki Roshi
said: “lam so sorry for whatI am about to do to you.”

“He started to cry,” says Baker. “He understood that Zen Center was
going to take over my life. I heard what he said. It didn’t discourage me or
daunt me because once I decide to do something, I’'m just going to do it and
not worry about the consequences.”

In November 1971 Suzuki Roshi, too sick to stand alone, installed Baker
as abbot of Zen Center in the service hall of Page Strect. Two weeks later, on
December 4th, Baker Roshi performed his first major ceremony as abbot of
Zen Center: Suzuki Roshi’s funeral.

When pressed, Suzuki Roshi had said that he personally knew nothing
aboutenlightenment, but no one believed him. Certainly, in keeping with his
Soto tradition, he wanted to unhook his students from a materialistic desire
to “get” enlightened. Once he said, “What do you want to get enlightened
for? You may not like it.”

In addition to who he was, Suzuki Roshi was also who he was supposed
to be, fulfilling the American preconceptions of an inscrutable, old Oriental
Zen master. That his personality remained largely unknown was not be-
cause he didn’t have one. Nor isit correct to say that all his life he manifested
only realized enlightenment. If he didn’t make himself clear to Americans, it
was by default, not design. The most pervasive American myth about en-
lightenment is that it eradicates any trace of personality. This derives partly
from early Western writings on Buddhism and translations in which “per-
sonality” and “ego” were used interchangeably; “dropping the ego”—the
prime guideline for Buddhist practice—became synonymous with having
no personality. In Buddhism “personality” may have more to do with the
doctrine of karma than psychoanalytic theory, but neither view leaves any-
one independent of inclinations, talents, and characteristics. Roughly
speaking, the extent to which one gets attached to one’s personality and al-
lows those attachments to control one’s identity and predetermine one’s ac-
tions is a matter of ego. According to Buddhist teachings, personality is not
where the juncture between teacher and student resides, and any attempt to
locate perfection in personality will result in disappointment. Ofall the Bud-
dhistschools, Zen in particular has not fostered anything comparable to the
Christian ideal of living saints. The continuation of the teachings has relied
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on the role of the master. Suzuki Roshi’s role as teacher was totally accepted
by his American students, but not necessarily because Americanshad anun-
derstanding of roles or accepted the inevitable limitations of personality. His
enigmatic Oriental qualities worked beneficially, postponing the encounter
between the American preoccupation with personality and the Buddhist re-
liance on role. That would come soon enough with American teachers. And
if, in Baker Roshi’s case, this turned out to be a time bomb, the transition has
not been easy for any American lineage holder who inherited students from
an Oriental teacher.

After Suzuki Roshi’s death dozens of new students faced an abbot they
didn’t know. Older students faced an abbot about whom they had serious
reservations, for the late master was not alone in his qualms about Baker
doing things too much his own way. Among senior students there was a per-
vasive anxiety that with the passing of Suzuki Roshi, Zen Center would be-
devoured by Richard Baker, for he had, as one student said, “more energy
than the rest of the community put together.” By Baker’s own admission
there was no one who didn’t have some difficulty with him. Nor was anyone
surprised that he would lead Zen Center. He was the right man for the job;
by most accounts, including his own, he was the only one. Still, for too many
people at Zen Center, if he wasn’t quite Suzuki Roshi, he was supposed to
be—not only because he had inherited the abbacy but because he had re-
ceived dharma transmission.

Once in a public meeting someone asked Suzuki Roshi, “Whatis dharma
transmission?” “You shouldn’t ask,” he replied. In response to another ques-
tion, he had once said, “Everyone’s enlightenment is different.” But since
transmission was not a subject for public discourse, the myth of dharma heir
as some kind of spiritual clone was in circulation, even before Baker became
abbot. Also taken for granted—by almost everyone except Baker—was an
intrinsic connection between the abbotship and dharma transmission. Both
seemed to affirm spiritual authority. As far as Baker is concerned, “If Suzuki
Roshi had not given me the lineage, had not done the transmission cere-
mony, [ still would have been head of Zen Center. Receiving dharma trans-
mission was a personal thing between me and Suzuki Roshi, and for me it
had almost nothing to do with Zen Center. Zen Center was designed around
the upper limits of my particular abilities. It could not survive without me.”

In 1971 the new abbot assumed that his role was granted by the fact that
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hehad the mostenergy for organizing the center, that he was the most willing
to do everything, that he did it better than anyone else. His authority, there-
fore, was not ephemeral and not based on the mysteries of transmission but
concrete and measurable. He presented himself as more sophisticated, bet-
ter educated, and more aesthetically evolved than his students. Few disa-
greed and no one challenged his judgments. “I had the authority because 1
was the founder of virtually everything at Zen Center. Look at where the
Buddha came from, the rug, the wall color, where the buildings came from.
It was amazing what [ did.” And from the perspective of New Mexico 1987,
he adds, “And it was probably wrong. It was a mistake because it made it too
much mine. It didn’t allow other people to participate. And I didn’t make
strategic accommodations to the problems that it caused. It was not
thoughtful to the students. But I just didn’t know. If we needed a Buddha, 1
went out and got one. It wouldn’t have gotten done without me, but it also
caused problems.

“Suzuki Roshi created the teaching and I created Zen Center. I don’t care
what other people think, it is correct to say that ] may have created the illu-
sion that Suzuki Roshi created Zen Center but basically, I did. Nothing like
Zen Center would have existed if  hadn’t been there to ‘translate,” to make
him accessible. And I overdid it. [ created too much structure so that any-
thing the students heard they thought was a teaching. But for me a good part
of the teaching was creating the arms, the structure that allows a person to
hear the teachings. When I came back from Japan, I knew why those people
were there and how they got there. 1 orchestrated it. [ was Suzuki Roshi’s
agentin a sense as well as his disciple. And 1 did all that because I felt that Zen
Buddhism was going to be an enormously powerful, formative influence in
the United States in the next decade.”

One of the biggest dilemmas that Baker set up for himself was that by de-
nying the spiritual authority invested in him he did not take responsibility for
it. According to Baker, “Because of my complex and intimate relationship to
Suzuki Roshi, 1 did not feel that those students were just Suzuki Roshi’s stu-
dents. They didn’t realize how much they were my students. But I had been
supplying the context that allowed them to study. And I already knew the
kind of personal authority I had with people. I did not know if I would have
the same teaching authority. But I knew that personal authority would go a
long way.”
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Eventually there was total confusion between spiritual authority and the
superior talents of community leadership. As far as the students were con-
cerned, they were certainly, in theory, not submitting their lives to Baker’s
personal authority. Their trust was not based on his aestheticism or his talent
for real-estate ventures or his energy for getting things done. But Baker was
right. His personal authority did go a long way. Within a couple of years his
teaching authority was accepted by most of the old Suzuki Roshi students,
but it was his domineering personality that controlled Zen Center and af-
firmed his entitlement. He says, “If I had thought my authority to run Zen
Center rested on something as personal as dharma transmission, [ would
have thought that was stupid. I wouldn’t have accepted authority on those
terms. I am not interested in ‘spiritual” anything. I don’t even know what
spiritual authority is.”

Before he died Suzuki Roshi spoke of one more expansion. Thecity center
worked well for single people, but he thought families would fare better in a
rural setting organized along secular, not monastic, lines. In 1972 Baker
Roshi proposed buying the 115-acre Green Gulch Farm for $200,000, a
price that represents a donation on the part of the owner, the property being
worth several times that on the open market. The summers were chilly and
foggy and the winters chilly and rainy; still, it was spectacular beach-front
farmland half an hour from San Francisco. For senior members the proposal
came too soon after Suzuki Roshi’s death. Baker says, “My intuition was just
the opposite. Take on a big project when things are shaky and everyone’s
shakiness goes into making it work and it’s inspiring. Also, two spaces are
claustrophobic. You’re either here or there. It is ab and ba. With three spaces,
you get ab, ba, ca, ba, cb, etc. Three spaces, you lose your balance.”

The board of directors opposed the purchase, and Baker threatened to
leave. If Baker left, he would take the lineage with him, severing Zen Center
from its formal link to Suzuki Roshi. Whatever this mysterious dharma
transmission entailed, the board communicated that Baker had it and they
did not; the board acquiesced. The showdown over buying Green Gulch
marks the start of what came to be vilified as Baker’s manipulative use of his
role. But in the immediate aftermath, Green Gulch became a huge hit. From
this confrontation another important message was soon delivered to the
new abbot: he could seec what people wanted, needed, and would appreciate
even if they could not.
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Green Gulch’s success reflected Baker’s continued ability to keep pace
with the times. For newcomers in their early twenties ripe for the back-to-
the-land movement, Green Gulch was an Aquarian Eden where every 1970s
organic bioexperiment had its day in the sun. Originally, it was operated as
an egg farm and grew produce in hand- and horse-cultivated fields. Alter-
native energy systems were installed along with a biodynamic garden started
by the English gardener Alan Chadwick. Today, with sixteen acres under
cultivation, the flower gardens alone resemble the estates of titled Europe-
ans. The vegetables supply the community kitchens and are marketed at
health-food stores and restaurants throughout the Bay Area as well as at the
Green Gulch Greengrocer, a Zen Center neighborhood store kitty-corner to
300 Page Street. A swimming pool and an enormous barn, which was sub-
sequently converted to a zendo, came with the property. Public buildings of
exquisite craftsmanship were later added. Visitors stop by on their way to
Muir Beach or Mount Tamalpais. A San Francisco writer recalls that, “Itwas
a comfortable place for someone who wanted to think of themselves as a
radical humanist-atheist-to-be.” Shaved monks ploughed the fields while
children played on the grass and cows and horses grazed in the pasture. The
work was hard and the days were long, starting at 3:40 A.M. with two pe-
riods of zazen, but that didn’t daunt New Age idealists. The concept of free-
dom taughtin American grade school was only a chauvinistic rally to power
politics; their doors of perception would be truly cleansed, their liberation
capable of transforming the superfluities of civilization. And the optimism
inspired by Green Gulch conquered most of the lingering doubts about the
new abbot. His role was affirmed by superhuman energy and an ingenious
ability to make things happen.

Yet Baker’s strategy contradicted Suzuki Roshi’s original intention. He
explains: “Suzuki Roshi didn’t want a monastic practice at Green Gulch in
which people felt that in order to be serious Zen students they had to follow
a monastic routine. His idea was to create a community dimension to the
practice, to help protect the integrity of the practice—but not to make it cen-
tral to the practice. He expected a Zen farm commune to be peripheral to the
community as a whole, and I made it central.”

Making it central subjected it to monastic standards. Initially Green
Gulch (and Tassajara) reverted to conventionally gendered activities. “The
big boys got to drive the trucks,” says Phil Whalen. While feminism was on
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the rise in the cities, country mothers stayed home with the children and in
the kitchens. At Green Gulch, in accordance with the hierarchy of role-
related activity, husbands were in the zendo more frequently than wives. But
for parents—men or women, ordained or not—the schedule offered contin-
ual conflicts. Lectures, meetings, guest speakers, and so on, demanded a
choice between practice and family, between attaining “the mind that abides
no-where” and grounding security for their households.

Even in the early days the mood behind the scenes was not serene. An ex-
acting administrator-in-chief, Baker was brilliant, impatient, and critical.
Those working in close contact with him were enchanted, intimidated, and
exhausted. Reb Anderson obeyed Suzuki Roshi’s request to remain at Zen
Center and help Baker Roshi. Now in his mid-forties, he long ago earned the
reputation of being Zen Center’s model student through his calm reserve and
ascetic devotions. In a ceremony in the winter of 1983, Anderson was ac-
knowledged as Baker’s first dharma heir, but their relationship soon deteri-
orated. Even though Baker has since cast aspersions on Anderson’s trans-
mission, Zen Center continues to acknowledge him as the lineage holder.
Anderson recalls that when Baker returned from Japan in 1970, “I told him,
“We don’t have to make everything so big with so much property and so
much money.’ But soon I got caught in the hysteria. He convinced us that we
were Bodhisattvas by making this historical contribution to America. And in
order to be historical, we had to expand, we had to keep busy, and we had to
keep the pace real fast.”

The integration of all three locations, as well as the businesses and the
membership, was entirely held together by Baker. He alone was the centrif-
ugal force, the creator and destroyer of all Zen Center reality. “He func-
tioned as the mind of everyone,” says Sarah Grayson, who followed Baker to
Santa Fe and has advocated his return to Zen Center. “Everyone was part of
him and he was part of everyone and that’s why people are still so attached to
him. That’s where the glue was. The glue was his mind. His big mind, not his
intellectual mind.”

Page Street functioned as the bureaucratic and academic wing of the cen-
ter. In 1973 it inaugurated the Shunryu Suzuki Study Center, which offered
classes on Buddhist texts and Oriental religious and cultural history. Within
the first year visiting lecturers included Trungpa Rinpoche, Aitken Roshi,
Nancy Wilson Ross, Houston Smith (current board member of the Dharma
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her mid-forties, she has confronted Baker with her criticisms in no uncertain
terms, but nothing undercuts her experiences at Tassajara: “In the intensity
of the kind of practice that Tassajara offers, you’re operating with a spiritual
mind within a spiritual bond. It’s removed from his emotional life and from
my emotional life—from anybody’s. It’s not about personality, it’s not about
ego. If people haven’t had that experience with Baker Roshi they don’t know
him as a nonego being. His ego is so overwhelming that when it’s in opera-
tion it can blast you away. But when he’s operating in the context of the mon-
astery and in dokusan and in sitting practice, then you are dealing with
someone else totally. I am only concerned with him in a practice relationship
and he can be extraordinary in that context. When he really sits, it’s utterly
amazing,. All the other things became problems. He’s very powerful. A lot of
people got a hit off his power and stayed stuck to that. But when he’s extraor-
dinary he’s extraordinary, and what made the community work was his
practice relationships.”

Baker Roshi saw students privately at all three locations, but dokusan,
like other aspects of practice, was intensified at Tassajara. Traditionally the
Zen master displays no interest in personal history, dramas, or any kind of
descriptive data. He is ideally a mind reader in the sense of reading the nature
of mind itself, of seeing where the flow of the small mind to the infinity of no-
mind s blocked, stuck, or cannot let go. Baker Roshi functioned this way for
some. But most Americans have confused dokusan with culture-bound con-
cepts of intimacy in which sharing private, secret, or painful personal details
defines the terms of intimacy. There is no consistency among American
teachers trained by Japanese Zen masters on how to address fundamental
differences in the ways Japanese and Americans think about themselves.
And very few have figured out how to draw the line between Zen teacher and
life counselor.

At Zen Center, dokusan became the place where students discussed their
marital problems, affairs, unwanted pregnancies, alcoholic parents, abused
childhoods, and so on. The disclosure of personal details is not where the in-
timacy of Zen practice resides, but Baker got caught in the entanglements of
giving advice, making suggestions, and often telling people what to do. “I
can have something to say on almost any topic. And if people ask me some-
thing, [justanswer. [t was justadvice. Butitwas hard to makeit just advice.”

Where Baker lacked the confidence required to define the parameters of
his teaching qualifications, the students willingly filled in the blanks. It was
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advice from one who supposedly knew them better than they knew them-
selves and was capable of getting himself out of the picture enough to advise
wholly on their behalf. Baker was told things that people didn’t tell each
other, contributing to psychological dependencies that he was not trained to
handle. He became the sole arbitrator of personal decisions and what ac-
tions did or did nothurt others or the community. Case by case this may have
hadits merits, butas a strategy for community harmony it became a disaster.
In addition to spiritual omniscience and paternalistic jurisdiction, it also in-
vested him with the very potent power of private information. This blocked
open communication, making it less accessible by placing Baker on an ever-
higher pedestal. The more students invested in him, the more perfect he had
to be in their eyes to justify that investment.

The community was not oriented toward psychological awareness. On
the contrary, a subtle repression of emotional matter persisted. A 1972
newspaper article on the peace and quiet of Tassajara quoted a senior monk
saying, “Anything one talks about in public isn’t very important,” a para-
phrase of a Zen virtue passed down from China to Japan. Imposed at Tas-
sajara, the virtue of silence was misconstrued in a way that retarded emo-
tional and psychological expression. At Tassajara the conformist militarism
of heroic practice discouraged personal reflections in public as petty and self-
centered. Criticism was dismissed as personal resistance. Ultimately this
ethic played a big role in the conspiracy of silence thatallowed mistrust to fes-
ter and that created a duplicitous schism between private doubt and public
affirmation. That silence had been idealized as a Zen virtue made its misuse
all the more pernicious. It also prescribed what Baker now calls “the official
discourse” in which everything was couched in Buddhist terms. For exam-
ple, no one could say they wanted to leave Tassajara for any reason other than
“It would be good for my practice.” It also meant that requests to the abbot
for job or residence changes were too often phrased in obsequious flattery,
appealing to his compassion rather than risking rejection. In general, the so-
cial organization of the community was informed by “official Buddhism,” a
style that came to be faulted for its self-conscious preoccupations. Then
again, a Zen center in America in the 1970s didn’t have too many other op-
tions.

Hakuin Zenji, Japan’s great Zen master of the eighteenth century, said that
aZenteacher has three obligations: to the laity, to monks, and toleaders. “To
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leaders,” explains Baker, “because they affect a lot of people. And Zen Cen-
ter had that connection more than any other group.” During Jerry Brown’s
governorship of California, from 1974 to 1982, Zen Center had a direct line
to Sacramento. Baker estimates that by 1980 thirty percent of the governor’s
staff had gotten to the state capital directly or indirectly through Zen Center.
Gary Snyder, Bob Gnaizda, Stewart Brand, Peter Coyote, Gregory Bateson,
and Sym Van der Ryn all held official state positions. In addition, unofficial
advisers like Brother David Steindl-Rast, Mike Murphy, and Alan Chad-
wick were familiar faces at Zen Center. For public-interest visionaries of the
New Age, progress in the seventies rested with institutionalizing the idealism
of the sixties. But for Richard Baker to have served Governor Brown for-
mally would have been a step down. He already had direct access to Brown
and everyone else in the administration. To the American Bodhisattvas at
Zen Center, their historical contribution never looked more promising.
Proximity to legislative power reinforced their resolve to make the future,
not choose it. And Brown’s election escalated the potential for Zen Center to
function as a resource for the larger society.

In 1979, after two years of preparation, Zen Center and Baker took a
giantstep into the public arena with the opening of the restaurant Greens. An
old warehouse at Fort Mason on the city’s waterfront was converted into a
palatial interior, overlooking San Francisco Bay and beyond to the Golden
Gate Bridge. When Baker argued for establishing Greens at this former
World War II naval station, it was dreary and isolated. But the restaurant’s
view, its interior, and its whole new approach to vegetarian cooking has
made it one of the most highly rated restaurants in the country. Until Greens,
vegetarian restaurants were associated with brown rice, aduki beans, serve-
yourself green tea, burlap curtains, and macrame plant holders. Greens filled
its space with huge abstract paintings by Edward Avedisian and served
meals that appealed to gourmets. As always, Baker controlled the look, se-
lecting the paintings, menus, napkins, plates, glassware. Wine lists accom-
panied the menus, but only after Baker discussed the ethics of serving liquor
in a Buddhist-owned establishment with Tibet’s Dalai Lama. There were
objections to Greens as there had been objections to Green Gulch, but again
Baker prevailed. While Green Gulch absorbed the ideals of back-to-the-land
hippies, Greens combined high-definition aesthetics with homegrown veg-
etables to make it the perfect enterprise for the yuppie decade.
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[ts press coverage alone glorified Zen even for established San Francisco
conservatives. It made Zen Center acceptable, and that sanctioned Zen
practice. Baker had deliberately kept the media out of Zen Center, turning
down innumerable requests for television documentaries and magazine ar-
ticles. “Greens was the kind of statement [ was willing to make,” he says. “As
a practice place, it interested me more from a customer’s point of view than
from the employee’s. We got ourselves out therein a visible way. I didn’t want
waiters wearing robes. 1 wanted it to be invisibly Buddhist. And except for
being vegetarian, it was. We emphasized service. | wanted businesses that re-
quired contact with people. And I think people did feel differentin the bakery
and at the restaurant than they did in other places. There’s a Buddhist expres-
sion that says if one person is practicing it affects fifty others—mother, fa-
ther, shopkeepers, guests. It’s true. So with the bakery and with Greens
people could actually feel your perception of them. They were not justa cus-
tomer or a means to make money; they were related in a direct, human way.”

At Greens, Baker was another fashionable diner, arriving with scores of
glamorous cronies, fast-lane movers and shakers whose company he ap-
peared to enjoy much more than that of his students. Like other wheeling
mavericks, he often mixed pleasure and business, discussing with the build-
ing commissioner ways of circumventing codes for the construction of the
traditional Japanese teahouse or giving opinions on civic projects to munic-
ipal officials. His lifestyle did not change with the opening of Greens, but it
was exposed in ways that few students had previously witnessed—and the
platform from which Baker’s Buddhism was to transform society suddenly
seemed to require a score of indentured serfs.

Lou Hartman, who at seventy-two is Zen Center’s most senior monk,
was once assigned to clean up the liquor bottles the morning after one of
Governor Brown’s private parties at Green Gulch. He obediently wentabout
his job, but it reenforced his sense that within Zen Center there was a kind of
elitist skull-and-bones society where all the important work was going on.
Mike Murphy, Stewart Brand, Jerry Brown, and Richard Baker became
identified as a club of Californian golden boys who traded favors and used
each other’s assistants, ideas, and resources. Students were both proud and
perplexed by Baker’s high-flying social life; they basked in the glory of his
connections, but also felt neglected. He alone was the adventurer, courting
exclusive realms that most could only enter on his coattails. Like good wives,
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they were relegated to vicarious triumphs and expected to accept their sta-
tion. As Yvonne Rand, who became Suzuki’s secretary in 1966 and has since
held every administrative position at Zen Center, says in retrospect, “With
Greens, Dick left the community behind. We all hung together because we
believed in the dream. He needed people to do the work—although maybe
itwould have been better for them to wander around.”

According to Baker, the abbot’s role demanded private and public enter-
taining: “Ninety-nine percent of what I did was for the sake of Zen Center. 1
needed to create the kinds of connections that enabled me to support Zen
Center and to create a social network for Zen Center to be a resource. If I
spent $6,000 a year taking people out to dinner, I could get that with a phone
call. But the students don’t think of it thac way. They re thinking, ‘I don’thave
enough money to go to the movies.” But I can’t fund-raise for them to go to
the movies. I felt that I was producing enough income for Zen Center to jus-
tify the money 1 was spending. Everyone thought I was spending their
money. Of course I created the money [ was spending. I saw the platform as
a way of presenting Buddhism, not myself. And it is true that | used the stu-
dents as part of that platform. But I did not think I was using them for per-
sonal gain, and I thought they shared my goal.”

Many did. But he managed to convince no one, not even his fans, that his
pursuits of the rich and famous were altruistic sacrifices for Buddhism in
America. A supporter who today advocates his return to Zen Center says,
“He thinks he’s capable of making the jump from a deep concentrated pres-
ence to media star with no loss of spiritual quality. That’s the side of him that
is wall-to-wall hype.” Increasingly, Baker was perceived as being corrupted
by fame and fortune, choosing people and places that gratified his seductive
intellect over the ego-killing practice of zazen.

With the addition of Greens, students felt more overworked and under-
paid than ever. Twenty to thirty years old in 1970, many now had children in
school and teenagers ready for college. Zen Center gave Baker Roshi an ad-
ditional $ 10,000 for each year that his elder daughter was at Brown Univer-
sity, but no such monies were available for other children. The more practical
reasons for traditional celibacy were becoming all too obvious. The more
Zen Center and its abbot acquired worldly status, the less appealing the
monk’s path of utmost simplicity looked to the work force. By 1980, despite
the success of Greens, Zen businesses were fast becoming an oxymoron for
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their staffs. On the one hand, the businesses were not “Zen-like” enough,
and on the other, stipends weren’t high enough to cover secular lifestyles.

Then came the infamous white BMW, the car that Baker bought in 1980
for $21,000 and that became the ultimate symbol of self-aggrandizement
and poor judgment. “What Baker transmitted,” said a senior priest, “was
power and arrogance and an attitude that ‘I have it and you don’t.”” How-
ever ethereal this “it” had been in the past, a white BMW suddenly became
its insignia. He was accused retroactively of having flaunted power by the
way he walked into a room, by the way he preferred to talk rather than listen,
and by the high-handed way that, as he admitted himself, he treated others.
Gestures, glances, and tone of voice had inhibited criticism and too often left
people hurt and angry. But unlike the car, gestures were too elusive to con-
front. And in the grand scheme of things, the complaints sounded trivial—to
Baker and the students; yet something in the irksome presence of this white
BMW got under the student’s skin, and the irritation would not go away.

Continuing to combine the roles of benevolent ruler and spiritual master,
by 1980 Baker involved himself in the antinuclear movement. He was con-
vinced that without immediate Herculean efforts there would be a nuclear
disaster, if not by intention then by accident, within ten years. In 1981 he
went to Russia with Mike Murphy as part of a track-two diplomacy pro-
gram sponsored by Esalen Institute in which their meetings circumvented
organized political channels. The platform had gone international. Despite
widespread support, the antinuclear raovement was still another sphere that
took Baker away from the community; butasa woman who has been at Zen
Center for twenty years says, “How much could we bitch about a car when
he was driving off to the airport to save the world from the nuclear holo-
caust?”

On April 8, 1983, the Zen Center mess began brewing in earnest. Baker
Roshi was leading a retreat at Tassajara and students at Green Gulch were
busy preparing for a peace vigil they had organized at the main plaza in Mill
Valley. While Buddhists throughout Japan as well as the United States were
celebrating the birthday of Gautama Shakyamuni, the directors of San Fran-
cisco Zen Center called a board meeting at Page Street. Three senior priests
announced that Baker Roshi was romantically involved with Anna Haw-
ken, a married woman who had been living at Green Gulch. Baker Roshi
had often referred to her husband, Paul Hawken, as his best friend, and in
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fact the couple and their children had moved to Green Gulch with special res-
idential provisos provided by the abbot. Paul Hawken, who had been per-
sonally informed of the romance by Baker, was now threatening to commit
suicide—but not before going public with the affair.

Dozens of students knew about several previous affairs and also knew
that Ginny Baker had not been caught off guard, that she and her husband
had arrived ata private understanding some time before. Many students sus-
pected as much but preferred not to know for sure. Of the several hundred
students living in or near Zen Center, most—including some of Baker’s per-
sonal attendants—never suspected anything of the sort. But for the first
time, an angry man was involved; not coincidentally, it was the first time
Baker’s conduct was used by an adversary to solicit sympathy from senior
male priests. And it was the first time that anyone had threatened to expose
Baker in ways intended to hurt Zen Center. The sixteen-member board
made two decisions: they would confront Baker Roshi and they would pro-
ceed calmly to inform community members about what had happened.

Allhell then broke loose with a bitterness that facts alone cannot explain.
The news hitlike a seismic bolt that blasted out from the undercurrents every
trace element of rage. The long absence of any open dialogue finally took its
toll with a vengeance. There was no component of the official discourse, nor
any inarticulated myth that bonded the community, that had not contrib-
uted to a communication blockage that was dying to burst. For many con-
temporaries outside Zen Center, Buddhists and not, the community’s re-
sponse has always been somewhat mystifying. After all, this was California
1983, and Zen Center had responded with the hellfire damnation of the Pu-
ritan Fathers.

By all accounts—except Baker’s—public disclosure of adultery was the
straw that broke the camel’s back. In Baker’s view alone, the Zen Center
mess was catalyzed by the irate husband—the Machiavellian magician who
overnight turned positive projections negative. For students, Paul Hawken
was a timely catalyst, but from an overall view neither he nor the affair itself
played a prominent role in what happened at Zen Center. They simply
sparked off a seizure of madness. In the contagion of fury, isolated acts of be-
trayal were thrown onto the communal bonfire to both exorcise and illume
Baker at his worst. The disclosure of adultery triggered memories of the time
he didn’t say hello in the hallway, the time he criticized someone publicly at
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Greens, the time he bought a $2,000 end table. Public airing of grievances
was long overdue. The conflagration took on a militant life of its own—and
it was coming straight for the abbot.

The pervasive understanding that adultery was off limits came directly
from Baker Roshi. If there was a puritanical edge to Zen Center, it was
mainly because the abbot himself encouraged it. He was therefore accused
of operating a double standard, which for most students was more incrimi-
nating than adultery. In the wake of national scandals like Watergate, the
cover-up became the object of mistrust more than the eventitself. According
to Baker, there was no ethic about adultery per se. In his talk at the Lindis-
farne conference in 1974 he had said: “The two most important rules of the
Sangha community are ‘do not hurt others’ and ‘do not deceive others.’
These are especially important in guiding members of the community in love
and sexual relationships. When these two commonsense rules are honestly
and carefully observed, almost all of the sexual problems that beset and in
fact often destroy most communities are avoided or solved. But you must be
able to find the general community’s good—the priority, ethics, and ethos of
everyone finding a way to live together—above your own particular satis-
factions. In a community it usually becomes very clear that when the price of
personal satisfaction is deception and pain, it is not worth it.”

“The double standard came up around the question of hurting others,”
says Baker. “I took the mode that if you weren’t disturbing the community,
you could operate any way you wanted. At the level of not disturbing the
community, it looked like I had a relationship with Ginny that was com-
pletely intact. Not true. But fundamentally it was intact and still is.”

Sex became another sphere in which Baker seemed to set himself above
the community. Like the BMW;, as opposed to all the nebulous, private in-
klings that had reluctantly added up to a reevaluation, adultery was a public
target. This time Zen Center would not hedge on its communication. “If we
had swallowed our silent screams one more time,” said a former attendant,
“we would have choked to death.”

What remains more ambiguous is the allegation that Baker randomly
slept with students. Several relationships, including the one that precipitated
the Zen Center mess, grew out of social friendships that had not been defined
by either the hierarchical or spiritual qualities of the teacher-student dy-
namic. Baker’s affairs had been heartfelt and long-lasting, not capricious. He
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says he stopped the affair with Anna Hawken in an effort to hold Zen Center
together, a decision he has since regretted, having openly claimed that she
was the love of his life. But he has denied that he abused his role to seduce fe-
male students or that extramarital sex was one of the perks of his job. “The
accusation of a teacher sleeping with students,” said Baker, “is generally
meant to imply someone who is using his power with women who are very
young or where there is a misuse of his authority. I have not done that.”

Even though rumors regarding Baker’s affairs got way out of hand, the
basic issue of trust remained. In the past, discontent and criticism had been
expressed only in one-on-one dialogues in which Baker’s reality had domi-
nated. Now, with the tables turned, and within a climate of extreme confu-
sion and disappointment, it was doubtful whether rebuilding that trust was
possible.

The meeting at which Baker was confronted left most board members
with the impression that the abbot did not comprehend the mood. Zen Cen-
ter had never been out of his control. He was asked not to lead services or give
talks. By the end of April 1983 he asked for a leave of absence for one year.
His expense accounts were stopped and his stipend limited. It was then that
Baker announced that he wanted to walk alone from Page Street to Tassa-
jara, a distance of 175 miles. His students enthusiastically interpreted this as
an act of penance, but Baker said that was never his intention. In any event
during this “walk” he showed up in New York and Palm Springs, was ru-
mored to be visiting Linda Ronstadt in Los Angeles, and eventually arrived
in France, where he visited the Viethamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh. In
short, intentionally or not, he added insult to injury. From France he sent a
letter to the sangha apologizing for the suffering he had caused. The letter
was interpreted as perfunctory and insincere. They wanted him to under-
stand the problems on their terms, to see himself as they saw him, and to ac-
knowledge moral wrongdoing that to this day he adamantly disclaims: “The
only scandalous thing that happened at Zen Center is how [ was treated.”

Having remained immune to the growing discontent and deafened by the
attack itself, Baker could not hear the complaints. They remain the accu-
mulated debris of what Baker calls “theirrational surge™; he still does not ac-
knowledge the psychological buildup that aggravated the circumstances.
From his perspective, things went from good to bad overnight—and it was
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anightmare. “They didn’t want me to apologize,” he says. “They wanted me
to submit to them and I wouldn’t do that.”

Baker was accused of using people’s weaknesses against themselves for
his personal and political benefit. This was a particular sore point with
women as the attributes of the obedient Zen studenthad played on classic fe-
male stereotypes in a male-dominated society: acquiescence, dependency,
desire to please, low self-esteem. In his determination to make Zen Center
the biggestand the best, he had satisfied the growing membership with hous-
ing, jobs, braces for children, hearing aids for the elderly. Materially, he had
tried hard to please everyone; but in his devotion to the institution, he had
not paid enough attention to human needs. Not long ago, a former student
said to him, “You are so naive about people.” “I’m just beginning to see that
now,” says Baker.

The opposition to Baker was led by senior board members, who cham-
pioned “the Suzuki Roshi revival,” a tactic in which the late master was used
asa weapon against Baker. From a conservative perspective, not trusting the
teacher is not trusting his teacher. This put Zen Center in direct confronta-
tion with Suzuki Roshi, dead or alive, and in order to deny Baker they had,
strictly speaking, to abrogate Suzuki Roshi’s authority. Instead, in the wake
of overt contradictions to the teachings of lineage, they created an idealized
Suzuki Roshi against whom to measure Baker. Recently, at his home in
Green Gulch, Reb Anderson said, “There are people here today who hardly
knew Suzuki Roshi and some who didn’t even like him that much. Today
they love him. He’s the one who can do no wrong.”

The Suzuki Roshi revival—and subsequent deification—was used to
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