Resolutions

We are now two months and counting into the
year 2009. How many of us made New Year’s
resolutions at the very end of 20087 How many
of us, with or without a New Year’s resolution

to back it up, rose early this morning or came
home from work yesterday evening, full of in-
tention to go to the cushion, yet once more fell
short of actualizing it? Ouch?

Zen practice is not easy: For a long time we're
rowing upstream against our habit patterns of,
well, self-indulgence. Gary Snyder writes in his
foreword to Isabel Stirling’s book on the life of
Ruth Fuller Sasaki,*

The core Zen practices of long-term
sitting meditation and koan practice are
now available for a few hardy Ameri-
cans...

“..a few hardy Americans...” Self-indulgence
can be extremely subtle. By and large we are
fine, generous, people. But if we examine our
lives closely, most of us—at least, with the ben-
efit of ongoing practice—will be able to see
where we are caught in more ways than one.
Practice takes courage, commitment, a willing-
ness to see clearly where we don't really be-
have in ways we would like to think we would—
and a willingness to do what’s necessary to
uncover that perfect, shining Being that we are
and let go the habit patterns of greed, anger
and the illusion that we are separate, individual
people independent of all around us.

*The Life and Works of Ruth Fuller Sasaki, Zen
Pioneer, biography by Isabel Stirling, and including
various writings by Ruth Fuller Sasaki herself.

These are especially difficult times now—more
difficult than most Americans alive now have
experienced. Harsh loss and suffering are en-
demic, though in truth they are only more ob-
vious and more intense manifestations of the
loss and suffering we experience in small ways
every day. “Will | lose my job?” “What did my
wife/husband/boss/friend really mean when
they said...?” “Do they still like me?” “My best
friend is dying—how awkward | feel around
her—whatever can | do and say that won’t be
dumb or naive?” “My boyfriend left me! How
will | ever survive this pain?” “What a stupid
thing | said just then—how embarrassing! What
will people think of me now?” “Wrinkles!” “Oh
no! A bald spot!” As the Buddha said in his
very first talk after his great Awakening, we suf-
fer because we cling, because we hang onto
things, ideas, people, a self image—and in par-
ticular, the search for pleasure.

How can we relieve that discomfort? How do
we step off that path of suffering? How do

we let go? Through bringing ourselves to the
cushion and doing our practice regardless of
all the reasons not to: the myriad thoughts and
distractions, the fear of pain in the back, knees,
legs, the fear of failure, the pain of facing our-
selves—and all the other things that seem far
more important, far more enticing than sitting on
that cushion.

In past issues of this journal you've read the
comments of people personally re-learning
again and again the benefits of practice: more
focus, more spaciousness in life, more clarity,
more ease, a greater ability to deal with chal-
lenge, more joy. The further we take our prac-
tice—and this assumes we're doing quality,
regular practice of sufficient length and depth to
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reap these benefits—the more ease, joy, grati-
tude, kindness, peace, and equanimity will be
part of our ongoing day, regardless of outward
circumstances. The more easily we'll be able to
concentrate, both in our practice and in what-
ever is before us needing to be done, and the
more efficiently we’ll move through our day is
also part of this host of benefits. But perhaps
the most remarkable benefit of all is the incal-
culable freedom that comes from taking this
practice through kensho, Advanced Practice,
and the Long Maturation—the freedom of being
Nobody yet functioning fully, our innate compas-
sion and wisdom manifest in each and every
activity and word.
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Some Words About Repentance

Each year in February a Jukai Ceremony is
celebrated at the Center, and accordingly, on
Wednesday evening, February 4th, that cer-
emony was held in the zendo here. “Jukai” can
mean both “receiving” and “giving” [the Pre-
cepts], and the ceremony is one of both receiv-
ing and giving—in each of us simultaneously.
"Kai” is “Precept(s)”; the Precepts traditionally
taken in Zen are the sixteen Bodhisattva Pre-
cepts. Although the deepest meaning of each
of these Precepts is beyond words, there is
also value in exploring other levels of meaning
in them, and at the very basic levels they offer
a model of ethical behavior everyone, every-
where, would do well to emulate. Although it’s
easy to do that with many of these Precepts,
others—for example, the Precepts regarding
unskillful speech—can be more challenging.

Jukai is always preceded by a Repentance
Ceremony in order to enable participants to
clear their minds so as to truly receive these
Precepts. When we have something bother-
ing us—something in our past actions that

we don’t feel quite right about—it can be very
liberating to speak of it publicly within the
intimate group of Sangha brothers and sisters
gathering together to do the same. Owning our
past unskillful behavior is a necessary first step
to releasing the misperceptions and unskillful
habit patterns that set that behavior into motion

to begin with. This is especially true if we are
willing to allow to public view our deepest
errors and not just confess to something more
superficial. The Sangha is a particularly com-
passionate and understanding body of people,
by and large, and participants at the end of
these ceremonies will often say, “Wow! | could
have said any of those things myself! I've done
those things!”

Although these days a number of Zen students
are actually second-generation Buddhists, still
we can come into practice with misconceptions
about what “confession” means. For Sangha
members who have come from other religions it
can be even more so. A few words of clarifica-
tion, then, about the nature of confession and
repentance as understood within Rinzai Zen
Buddhism:

A traditional practice in Rinzai monasteries

in Japan—and Soto ones as well—is zange.
The practice of zange involves each day at

the end of the day the review of our actions,
thoughts, words, and as part of that, seeing
where we could have been more clear, less
attached, more skillful in these. This is often
simply a private practice, done on one’s own,
but it can also be a public—in the sense of our
Repentance ceremonies at HVZC or Mountain
Gate are public—practice. Whether private or
public, we are not doing it before an authority
of any kind; there is never anyone or anything
conceived of as having the power to absolve
us of our wrongdoings. Only we alone can
do this, and we do this through acknowledg-
ing the unskillful behavior, experiencing our
regret at having acted in that way, and resolv
ing to drop the habit patterns that are the
root of this negative behavior. Although the
public Confession/Repentance ceremonies
are led by an ordained person, that person is
not there as an absolver of sins and has no
power to do so. “Although retribution for past
actions must come,” indicates that karma has
been created and will manifest as a result of
a negative (or positive) action, and although
sometimes the above three steps of acknowl-
edging, regretting, and resolving to change
are sufficient to change the course of that
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karmic reaction, depending on the serious-
ness of the action engaged in, it may not be.
An example of this is someone who murders
another person. Simply taking those three
steps—though it does lighten the burden, as

it says in the ceremony—is not sufficient to
remove the karmic debt. In such a case, often,
the murderer requites the action only through
giving their own life. Still, no one is absolving
the murderer; that person alone is capable of it
and manifests it through his or her response to
the crime.

What this means is that we have a great deal
more control over our life than we may have
assumed we did. This does not mean nec-
essarily that in a flash we can change nega-
tive habit patterns simply because we know
we have them; anyone who has tried to quit
smoking or some other addiction knows this.
Nor does it mean that no one else can perhaps
help us see these habit patterns and guide us
on a path to changing them. However, in un-
derstanding that the responsibility for change
is ours alone we can move toward taking the
necessary steps, challenging as they may be,
to drop an unskillful pattern of body, speech or
mind. Taking part in these annual ceremonies
can greatly assist with that.

The Sixth Patriarch, through whom our current
Repentance Ceremony comes, always began
his teisho by asking the audience to purify their
minds. At the beginning of his teisho on Re-
pentance (Chapter VI of the Sutra of Hui Neng),
for example, he says:

In Buddhism, we should start from our
Essence of Mind. At all times let us
purify our own mind from one thought-
moment to another, tread the Path by
our own efforts, realize our own Dhar-
makaya [that from which all things arise],
realize the Buddha in our own mind, and
deliver ourselves by a personal obser-
vance of sila [ethical behavior].

Understanding the basis of confession and
repentance and practicing zange as well as
taking part in Jukai Ceremonies whenever pos-

sible, will ultimately make a great difference in
our practice and our life—and this is why they
are offered. . o o
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Website Changes

We are continuing, as always, to update our
HVZC website, making it increasingly helpful

to Sangha members as well to those unknown
to us searching for a place of practice. Those
of you who were at the January Sangha meet-
ing or listened to the recording of that website
posted on the Members’ Page know that this
section of the website in particular is expanding.
And now it is in the process of being further ex-
tended, thanks especially to the help of Sangha
member John McNew.

Soon, when you open up the HVZC website—
by entering www.hvzc.org in your web brows-
er—and arrive at the Home Page, then click on
the “Members” link on that page and enter the
I.D. and Password, you will arrive at a newer,
more extensive Members section. It will feature
not just one page, but a Members Home Page
with links to further pages, to include Announce-
ments (formerly “Sangha Messages”), Calendar,
Chanting (formerly “Sound Files”), and Term
Intensives, each with their own page or multiple
pages.

Already in place on the Members page is a cur-
rent calendar of events both at HVZC and at
Mountain Gate, as well as other relevant time-
related information. You'll note that on the first
day of each upcoming sesshin listed on the cal-
endar you can click on a link that will download
a current sesshin application directly to your
computer. You can page ahead in the calendar
to view future events months in advance—and
see now, for example, the dates of the August
7-day sesshin at HVZC as well as, of course,
dates of other future HVZC sesshin as well as
future sesshin at Mountain Gate.

Once the new Members’ section is up and run-
ning you'll be able to download a pdf file of the
chant book (which must be printed on legal-size
paper), hear sound files of certain chants, and
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also find information about chanting. As part of
this page there will be a section with questions
submitted by Sangha members and answered
by Sensei. An example of this is the following:

Q: I've noticed that | tend to tense my
body up too much during chanting. It’s
because I'm squeezing out the very last
of my breath so that | keep up with the
pace. [I've noticed that | tend to start
cramping up after a half hour of chant-
ing. I'm pretty certain this is what leads
me to have a lot of the back pain | feel
so often at sesshin. | feel it starting

by the end of chanting. Maybe | just
need to breathe more frequently. I'm
not sure. | like chanting, but it’s kind of
hard to figure out when to breathe when
the chants roll along at a constant pace.
Any suggestions?

A: I'm hearing at least one misconcep-
tion about chanting. First, it’s not ex-
pected of anyone that they chant every
single word. There will be “gaps” of
several words in a row where people are
breathing back in again in a natural way
at a natural time for them. Since these
inbreaths are usually staggered because
people breathe in and out at different
rates, the gaps are not noticeable in
group chanting. While taking in another
breath you can keep the chanting going
in your head so that you stay abreast of
where to dive back in again with voice
after that in-breath has been fully in-
haled. That’s important, as otherwise
it’s easy to get lost, since the chanting
isn’t necessarily distinct enough when
many people are chanting together to

be able to pick it up again easily when
you’re ready to voice it again. If you're
chanting on your own—say, at home
during a Term Intensive—then you sim-
ply continue the chant silently until that
breath has been taken, then return to the
vocal chanting as you breathe out.

On the new Term Intensive page you'll be able
to see dates of upcoming Term Intensives as

well as information about the nature of Term
Intensives, and you’ll be able to download the
forms for these scheduled Term Intensives as
well as for Personal Term Intensives—a new
offering. A Personal Term Intensive is exactly
that: one which a person can choose to set up
for himself or herself, according to a time line
available to you, outside of times when a group
Term Intensive is scheduled. In February two
members chose to do this—one for a week and
the other for two weeks. The basics still apply:
Whether doing a Term Intensive or a Personal
Term Intensive, the practitioner still maintains
regular contact with Sensei from the beginning
and throughout the Term Intensive via tele-
phone and/or email—and of course before the
Intensive begins, the Tl form is submitted to
Sensei. A Term Intensive is a wonderful way
to intensify your practice in general, to give it a
shot in the arm, or to engage in a spurt of more
intensive practice when such a level of practice
may not be an option for you for a longer period
of time. So take a moment and check out the
new Members’ pages!

Call for Questions

As you read in the previous article
on changes to the HVZC website,
we will be offering on the Chant-
ing page of the Members’ section,

questions and answers about
chanting. Here’s your chance
to ask a question that may be
tickling you and to hear Sensei’s
answer. Questions are listed anon-
ymously. If you have a question,
perhaps a fellow Sangha member
shares it, so go ahead and ask it!
email your question to:

hvzencenter@gmail.com
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Chan Master Sheng Yen

“The universe may one day perish, but my
vows are eternal.” So stated Chan [Zen] Mas-
ter Sheng Yen, who passed away on Febru-
ary 3rd this year, at the age of 80. Shifu, as he
was called by his students, was an exemplar of
Zen practice, as one can see even now if one
reads his autobiography, Footprints in the
Snow, published less than a year ago. Born in
1930 near Shanghai of a family who owned no
land but rented a plot on which his father built
a house and farmed, he was extremely poor
by middle-class American standards, and ev-
eryone in the family worked hard simply that
the family might survive. Sheng Yen was the
youngest in the family, weak and sickly, and did
not even walk until he was three, nor talk un-

til he was five. He had only four years’ total of
sporadic schooling in his youth, and became

a novice in a Buddhist monastery as a young
teenager because his family felt it was the only
way he would be able to survive. He was not
considered desirable as a husband even if his
family could have afforded to pay the dowry for
a wife for him, and it didn’t seem likely he could
survive on his own.

The temple he was taken to by a family friend,
and the one in which he was to become a
monk, was beautiful and well supported by the
laity when Sheng Yen began living there. But
soon after, the Communists began to take over
the area and people who normally provided for
the temple were too frightened to come there.
Eventually the monks left, both in order to sur-
vive and because the political situation had
become extremely dangerous for them. Sheng
Yen went as well, and as conditions deteriorated
in China, so did conditions in the temple he fled
to in Shanghai; he watched as monks desper-
ate to survive began to live in direct opposition
to their vows.

Eventually he joined the Nationalist Army in or-
der to escape the relentless destruction of the
Buddhist way of life by the Communists, but
found himself forced to continue Army life in a
chaotic Taiwan for ten years before he was able
once more to become a monk. In both places

his training was severe and intense; his new
Chan master seems to have understood how
the Tibetan master Marpa taught his disciple
Milarepa, and used these means of training on
Sheng Yen, who was by this time in his 30’s.
And Sheng Yen bridled at the treatment at first,
but eventually comprehended something much
deeper and found peace in the midst of it.

Master Sheng Yen'’s life itself was training. One
of his earliest memories as a child was during

a time of extensive flooding in the part of China
where his family was originally living—flood-
ing that completely wiped out their home on

an island in the Yangzi River, as well as carry-
ing away their land. Walking along the edge of
the receding flood, he saw that it was filled with
floating corpses—one of his earliest compre-
hensions of the ephemeral nature of life.

Intensely curious and an avid reader, Sheng
Yen was eventually able to go to Japan and
study Buddhist literature—that is, the sutras
[purported words of the Buddhal], shastras
[commentaries on these teachings], and vina-
ya [the rules of comportment for monks and
nuns]—at Rissho University, and to obtain a
Ph.D. there. He long felt that Buddhism—at
least in China—was so mixed with folk beliefs
and superstitions that it was vital to learn the
original teachings so that authentic Buddhism
could be practiced and taught. He had a deep
and strong faith in Kwan Yin [Kannon], the bo-
dhisattva of compassion, built out of personal
experiences in his own life. He also had strong
faith in the practice of doing prostrations, and
continued to do countless numbers of them dai-
ly throughout his life.

Ultimately Sheng Yen was given transmission
in both Caodong [Soto] and Linchi [Rinzai] lin-
eages, and taught the practices of both. He
wrote many books on Buddhism in general and
Chan in particular. Although his life all the way
through was filled with challenges—even as

a known teacher, for a period of time he had
no recourse but to live a homeless life on the
streets of New York City—he learned deep wis-
dom from each of them. His autobiography is
well worth reading for anyone practicing Zen.
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Personal Term Intensives

Recently there have been requests to do Term
Intensives when it was not possible to sched-
ule a group Term Intensive, and so the idea of
a Personal Term Intensive was born. Yearning
to push deeper into your practice? Wanting to
give some extra energy to it—a “wind sprint”
to take it to a new level? Is the idea of com-
mitting to a more intensive schedule long-term
too daunting at the moment, or seemingly
impossible given your current outside com-
mitments? Then a Personal Term Intensive
could be exactly right for you. Choose a period
of time as short as five days or even just an
upcoming weekend, or as long as a month

or five or six weeks. Download a Personal
Term Intensive form from the HVZC website’s
Members section, fill it out and email or mail it
to Sensei well enough in advance to discuss
your proposed intensive period with her, make
a final commitment by email or telephone or in
person, and you’re ready to go!

If you’re not an active member of HVZC
(anyone training with Sensei at Mountain Gate
is considered to be a member of HVZC as well),
then please contact Sensei regarding your wish
to do a Personal Term Intensive under her guid-
ance. If you are training with Sensei at Moun-
tain Gate, please contact Diane Vivanco at
HVZC with the specifics, to request the log-in
ID and password for the Members section of
the the HVZC website. The downloadable form
offers the option of entering the data once you
download it, and emailing it to Sensei, as well
as filling it in by hand once you’ve downloaded
it and snail-mailing it or handing it directly to
Sensei.

And of course group Term Intensives will con-
tinue to be offered.

This, from a Sangha member who has recently
completed a week-long Personal Term Inten-
sive with the determination to use it to increase
his basic level of practice:

“I have completed my intensive. And it was
intensive. | did a lot more zazen than | signed

up for since | went to HVZC both Tuesday and
Wednesday evenings. It has made a huge dif-
ference. I’m planning to continue sitting one
hour every morning.”

It's especially important to report in to Sensei
every few days while doing a Personal Term In-
tensive; don’t let a week go by without making
contact unless you know that Sensei is in
sesshin. Going it alone as compared to taking
part in a group Term Intensive can be more dif-
ficult, and sometimes you can get a shot in the
arm and renewed determination if your practice
is flagging or your commitment wobbling.

Despite the fact that a Personal Term Intensive
can be more difficult—or perhaps because of
it!—it contains the potential for truly taking your
practice to a new and deeper level.
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If one puts one’s life on the line, it
doesn’t matter: age, length of time
training. And in the same way, if we've
trained for 30 years but haven’t put our

life on the line, it won’t work.
—Harada Shodo-roshi
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Any intelligent fool can make things
bigger and more complex... It takes a
touch of genius—and a lot of courage—

to move in the opposite direction.
—Albert Einstein
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“Tilopa said to Naropa, Naropa said to
Marpa, Marpa said to Milarepa, Milarepa
said to Gampopa, and Gampopa said
to everybody, just observe the mind

without distraction.”
—from Tibetan Buddhism
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Upcoming Vesak Celebrations!

The Buddha’s Birthday celebration is approach-
ing! And with it, Temple Night, the Ceremony
of Bathing the Baby Buddha, and the Search
for the Sleeping Sage, followed by the Pot-
luck Lunch!

Friday evening, April 10, from 6:30 pm until
9 pm, the zendo will become a place of per-
sonal devotions, lit entirely by candlelight. As
with Temple Nights in the past, various altars
will be set up around the zendo (we’ll need your
help!), and the entire evening will be given to
whatever personal expression you wish to make
to the devotional side of your practice: prostra-
tions, offering incense, zazen, soft chanting.
There is no fixed schedule, no bells or clap-
pers—ijust...deep silence, possibly punctuated
from time to time by soft chanting. Children
are welcome for the earlier part of the eve-
ning, and there is always a special Children’s
Altar set up at a level that even toddlers can
easily see. This year we will have the loan of
some new figures, so you may see a different
altar or two from what you'’re accustomed to.

The following morning, Saturday, April 11, be-
ginning at 10 a.m., is a special time for chil-
dren, family and friends, all of whom are sin-
cerely invited to attend. First we will hold the
Ceremony of Bathing the Baby Buddha, also
in the zendo, and this year we will welcome a
new baby Buddha, the gift of a Sangha mem-
ber. This baby Buddha has come all the way
from Kyoto, Japan, to grace our Vesak altar.

As part of this ceremony, please bring a
flower or fruit offering to be given
at the Baby Buddha altar during the
ceremony.

Our new baby Buddha’s bath will be followed
by the Search for the Sleeping Sage. This
search may be especally challenging this year,
as it’s been reported that, due to the extreme-
ly cold temperatures occuring at the Center in
February (freezing! brrrr!!!!), the Sage has set
off in search of firewood and has not returned
home yet. Hopefully by the time we go to wake
him up for his annual story telling he’ll have re-

turned! His wife is quite worried about him; she
says he’s quite forgetful these days, but rec-
ognizes that that may be quite understandable
since he’s over 500 years old.

After we find (hopefully!) the Sleeping Sage
and hear some interesting stories, we’'ll troop
back to the Dining Hall for a sumptuous repast,
provided by everyone. As part of this, please
bring a vegetarian dish to share
with at least 10 or 12 people. A sign-
up list will be posted at the Center where you
can see what others have signed up to bring
and add your own entree, dessert, salad, sand-
wiches, or breads to the list.

We will also need help setting up and taking
down Temple Night and the Ceremony of Bath-
ing the Baby Buddha, as well as the Potluck
Lunch. If everyone chips in to help it will be a
rich and fulfilling event and enjoyable for every-
one. A sign-up sheet will also be posted on the
bulletin board in the zendo foyer where you can
add your pledge to help.

Vesak is our major ceremony of the year, and
it’s the one where family and friends are es-
pecially invited to join in. So please feel free
to invite to Saturday’s events anyone you feel
might be
interested

in attend-
ing, whether
or not they
consider
themselves
to be Bud-
dhist.

Jizo Altar from 2008. Jizo Bodhisattva is considered
ato be the embodiment of protective energy
for children and travellers.
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Upcoming Events

March 7 All-Day Workshop on Rinzai Zen,

9 am to 4 pm., taught by Sensei. Please see
our website (www.hvzc.org) for details and

to download a registration form. As with all
workshops, members may attend for free.
Sensei will be at HVZC March 5 - 12; while she
is here there will be formal zazen and sanzen
morning and evening except for the day of the
workshop, and she will give teisho during the
Sunday morning sitting/work practice March 8.

March 16 - 21 5-day Elder Sesshin at Moun-
tain Gate; deadline for applications is March 3.

March 27 - April 3 7-day sesshin at Moun-
tain Gate; deadline for applications is March
15. With two sesshin—a 5-day and a 7-day—
within less than a week of each other at Moun-
tain Gate, there’s a wonderful opportunity to
deepen your practice in a way not normally
available except for November/December.

Vesak [Buddha’s Birthday] Weekend - April
10-12; this will begin with Temple Night the
evening of April 10, and continue with the
Vesak Ceremonies on April 11; on April 12 the
usual Sunday morning sitting and chanting will
include a teisho by Mitra-sensei. She will be at
HVZC April 7-14, and there will be zazen and
sanzen morning and evening while she is here
except during the Vesak weekend. This special
celebratory weekend is a time for friends and
family, including children, as well as Sangha
members. More details regarding the Vesak
holiday will be given closer to the time.

April 18 - 25 7-day sesshin at Mountain
Gate; deadline for applications: April 4.

May 1 - 3 Work Sesshin; Sensei will be at
HVZC from April 30 - May 7. There will be
zazen and sanzen morning and evening while

she is here, except for the evening sesshin
begins.

May 5 Annual Meeting of Hidden Valley Zen
Center. This is the main time of the year when
Sangha members meet on topics regarding the
Center. Please mark this date on your calen-
dar! The meeting will begin at 7 pm.

May 16 Half-Day Introduction to Zen Medi-
tation, 9 a.m. to noon, led by senior members
of the Center. A registration form can be found
on our website, www.hvzc.org, along with
information on this half-day workshop.

Sensei is hoping once more to go to Japan
mid-May to mid-June, this year.

June 26 - 28 2-day sesshin Sensei will be at
HVZC June 24 - July 1, and there will be zazen
and sanzen morning and evening while she is
here.

July 11 - 17 7-day sesshin at Mountain Gate;
deadline for applications is July 1.

July 24 - 26 2-day sesshin Sensei will be at
HVZC July 22 - 29, and there will be zazen and
sanzen morning and evening while she is here.

August 7 - 14 7-day sesshin; deadline for
applications is August 2nd. A reminder that for
sesshin longer than two days, everyone must
submit a sesshin application form, regard-
less of whether they have been to sesshin at
HVZC before or not. Sensei will arrive August
5th and depart on Sunday, August 16. There
will be zazen and sanzen August 5th evening,
6th morning and evening, and 7th morning.
August 15 is a Free Day, with no formal zazen
or sanzen scheduled.

October 3 All-Day Workshop on Rinzai Zen,
9 am to 4 pm., taught by Sensei.
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A monk in all earnestness asked Joshu, “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the

West? Joshu answered, “The oak tree in the garden!”



