
Dropping Out At Last

In the spring of 2001 I was laid off by Isochron Corporation, and had no 

more interest in looking for another job and rebooting my corporate career yet 
once again. I got a bit of income from unemployment insurance and began to 
update my resume, but my heart was not in it. I wanted to fail. Back in my 
hippie days we used to talk about dropping out of conventional life, you know, 
the life with two cars in the garage and the boring job; we used to make fun of 
swimming pools. 

To drop out would be to be cool for a change. This was the time for me to do 
it.  What the hell: my kids were almost all out of high school, I knew their 
grandparents on their mother's side had set up trust funds that would provide 
support for education and enable them and launch their  own little careers, or 
even to be able to drop out themselves right off the bat. My life was by this 
time  now pretty  much  invested  in  Zen  Buddhism,  and that  is  all I  really 
wanted to do, to get to the bottom of Zen and soar to the heights of Buddhist 
practice. I did a bit of planning. I would:

1. sell my house,  

2. go live at Tassajara monastery in California for at least a couple of 
years, and 

3. devote my life to Zen study and practice, maybe eventually teaching. 

My  long forgotten monastic  proclivity was beginning to  come to life again, 
after all these years,  long buried in years of saṃsaric sludge, a boney hand 
breaking the surface finally triumphant.  I delighted in the thought of dusting 
myself  off  a  bit,  then becoming  utterly  simple,  not  needing  anything, 
accepting no role in the dramas of soap-operatic existence, settling into a life 
with no  problems, no stress,  thereby  to plunge  deep into  he depths  of the 
human mind, serene, content, ardent and aware, while life just runs its course 
around me like a storm  moving over a mountain, vines and moss growing on 
an  ancient  stone  wall,  or  mosquitoes  swarming  around  an  iron  bull, 
nevertheless to intervene responsively with certainty and with equanimity and 
out of compassion where benefit will ensue.

Preparations
There is a remarkable moment of acceptance when one fully lets go. Suddenly 
the clouds part and the sun shines forth, fear and distress vanish and joy takes 
their place. 

I  was simplifying my life as quickly as possible, shedding furniture, kitchen 
gadgets, emptying my house in the far north of Austin, and making a move to 
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AZC as a resident. I had already donated my tools to AZC. In the middle of 
this Barbara asked me if I would go visit a woman who was dying. I agreed, 
especially after realizing the the dying woman lived about half a mile from my 
house in the north. This was my first pastoral assignment. 

Robin  was forty-five years old, had lung cancer and had come to stay with 
her sister in Austin. She had been a closet Buddhist, and had once lived with 
her now divorced husband in a cabin on the property of a Tibetan Buddhist 
monastery. She wanted to reconnect with Buddhism and a friend of hers had 
found the Austin Zen Center in the phone book  to inquire if someone was 
available to make this possible. 

I knocked on the door,  proundly  wearing my  year-old blue rakusu, and her 
sister  opened  to  let  me into  the  living  room  where  Robin  was  lying  in  a 
hospital bed set up for her. She was very thin and pale and was hooked up to 
an oxygen tank. Her voice was week and she was visibly agitated and restless, 
hardly able to lie still, distracted, but clearly glad I had come. I inquired about 
her condition — her friend had told Barbara she was terminal — and learned 
that  she was being encouraged by an herbalist  that  she  was going to  pull 
through  this  and  live.  I  had  no  experience  with  the  dying  other  than  my 
conversations with Marie on the phone, but I was  confident that I was not 
going to  endorse  any false  hopes;  my job  was to  help  her  let  go and die 
peacefully. I did not try actively to talk her out of her herbalist's hope, though 
my lack of endorsement must surely have conveyed my view. I chatted about 
Buddhism, gave her a copy of the AZC chant book and chanted a bit for her. I 
think I also brought her a little Buddha for her bedside.

The next day — I would visit each day for a couple of hours — she was much 
the same, still under a lot of distress. However, her father had arrived from out 
of  town to help  care for  her.  He shared her  interest  in  Buddhism;  he had 
discovered this interest while in Vietnam many years earlier. We were able to 
help Robin out of bed and onto the back patio where the three of us had a 
lively conversation. When I left he followed me to the door then closed it 
behind him when we were both outside.

He said, “I wish I could do something. Maybe there is a specialist we 
can find. I just can't give up hope.”

I shook my head, “She's dying. You've got to.”

He nodded. He was in enormous pain, but my words were intended to steady 
his mind,  and it seemed to help. I gave him my phone numbers in case he 
wanted to  reach me.  I  could see that  my task extended beyond caring for 
Robin.

Robin declined day by day, her voice got weaker. One day her father met me 
in  front  of  the  house  as  I  arrived  and  announced  that  Robin's  spirits  had 
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greatly improved! I was a bit surprised, but after I entered the living room 
Robin let me know that she no longer believed the herbalist, that she knew she 
was dying. And she was now in good spirits! Her voice was so weak her father 
and I had to do most of the talking. 

At one point  exhausted  she gestured for me to come to her, put her 
mouth to my ear and whispered barely audibly, “I wish … I … could … chat.”

She had regained a sense of humor. She had let go, she had accepted what was 
happening.  The clouds  had  parted and the sun  was  shining forth,  fear and 
distress had vanished and joy had taken their place. From that day on I never 
had to worry about Robin's spirits; life was no longer a problem for her. Her 
family, especially her father, was another story.

One day her father called me up and said, “Robin would like you to 
arrange for her to be given a Buddhist funeral.”

I agreed.  I had no  notion of what that might entail,  but could not refuse. I 
began doing research, first by asking Barbara, who was quite familiar with the 
ceremony. I learned that the Zen tradition was to disturb the body as little as 
possible, not to embalm, and to allow the body to lie in state for three days 
before cremation. When I next visited Robin she was clearly comfortable with 
talking about these arrangements, in fact she was glad to see this being taken 
care of.

One of  my concerns  was to  protect  the family from the high  prices  often 
demanded by funeral  parlors;  her father was clearly too distraught to make 
these arrangements  intelligently. I discovered by chance that a woman who 
regularly  attended  BPF  meetings  belonged  to  a  watchdog  group  that 
monitored the funeral industry in Austin.  She told me embalming was not 
mandated  in  Texas,  recommended  a  reputable  parlor  and  even  provided 
money-saving tips,  such as do-it-yourself  preparation of the corpse  and its 
transportation by private pickup truck. This was all legal. She had researched 
all of this when because of her own health issues she had faced a highly risky 
surgery. Luckily her surgery was successful, she recovered and she was able to 
endow me with this  information.  I  don't  know if  her husband would have 
availed himself of all the money-saving tips, but I thought I would  maybe 
allow the funeral parlor to earn at least a little money.

The  next  time  I  visited  Robin  we  (her  father  and  I)  chatted  a  bit  about 
Buddhism and I read some passages to Robin that I had brought along. As I 
was about to leave,  Robin motioned me to her bedside and threw both frail 
arms around me to gave me the best attempt she could at a bear hug. 

The next morning her father phoned me and told me, “Robin has gone 
into a coma.”



180 Through the Looking Glass

“Would you like me to come over?”

“Yes.”

I had to drive up from AZC. When I arrived Robin had already died, lying in 
bed with her eyes open. This was twelve days after I had first visited her. 

Some people from the police department were already there in order that a 
death certificate could be issued — no autopsy would be necessary — and in 
order to collect any prescription narcotics she might have not used. Luckily I 
already  had the name of the reputable funeral parlor and called them on the 
spot.

I was on a steep learning curve. Robin's sister was not so keen on allowing 
Robin to lie in state in her living room for three days, so I made arrangements 
to bring the corpse to the Austin Shambhala Center where a shrine room was 
available to keep the body. I instructed the undertaker to disturb Robin's body 
as little as possible and told them where to  transport her.  They provided a 
casket, at my request the cheapest they had, but I discovered that they really 
had taken me at my word about disturbing the body as little as possible:  her 
hand was raised in a bit of an awkward position, her mouth was a bit open, 
and her eyes were wide open.  At my request they  made adjustments in my 
absence, fixing her mouth and hand but leaving the eyes open. They brought 
in dry ice to control the decay of the body.

The body was now available for viewing by the family in the shrine room of 
the Shambhala Center. I quickly learned that some family members wanted to 
see the body, others wanted only to see the coffin and to trust she was inside, 
others wanted not to come at all. I would open or close the casket according to 
who  was  approaching.  I  was  beginning  to  learn  what  it  was  to  be  an 
undertaker.   The  family  actually  came very  little during  those  three  days. 
Maybe that is good because I noticed that the cheap casket I had ordered was 
sagging  and  warping  because  of  the  moisture  of  the  cool  temperature 
maintained by the  dry  ice.  After  a  time the  lid  did  not  fit  properly  and I 
envisioned the possibility of the casket losing its integrity completely before 
we were done with it. I will leave it as an exercise for the reader to reconstruct 
the possible scenarios I imagined playing out during the service.

I  had  learned  that  Shambhala  had  its own  funeral  tradition.  It  coincided 
remarkably with the Zen tradition, including leaving the body undisturbed for 
three days and performing a follow-up memorial service after forty-nine days. 
However, Shambhala had an additional practice, what they called “practicing 
with the body.” While the body lay in state, someone should be with the body 
continuously  …  in  meditation.  The  Tibetan  belief  is  that Robin's 
consciousness might hover around the corpse in a state of confusion for up to 
three days and that a meditator would have a calming influence  that would 
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encourage a felicitous rebirth.  The members of the Shambhala had already 
drawn up a time schedule and time shifts were already being filled. I wrote my 
name in for a “graveyard” shift, 11:00 pm to 4:00 am.

Spending so much time with Robin's corpse was  an opportunity for me to 
connect  with the  nature  of  death,  both  daily  over  the  three  days  I  spent 
opening and closing the  casket,  during which  time I observed the  gradual 
wilting of the body  the progressive loss of luster of  the eyes  as they stared 
fixedly upward, and during the night I spent in zazen with the corpse, during 
which time I gained a new appreciation of how completely natural death is. 
What a wonderfully powerful practice,  whether Robin's consciousness might 
have been hovering about or not! A Zen monk once wrote the following poem 
immediately before dying in meditation posture.

Empty-handed I entered the world     
Barefoot I leave it.

My coming, my going —     
Two simple happenings      

That got entangled.  
 - Kozan Ichikyo, 1360      

Robin had let go  in the days before she died  such that life was no longer a 
problem. It was quite remarkable. But she had to approach death to reach that 
attainment. 

It was also the time in my life of Buddhist practice for me to let go, to begin to 
disengage myself from the snarl of my saṃsāric life, the things that keep me 
anxious, agitated, restless, harmful and stuck in endless becoming. There was 
so much to  let go of: all my identities,  my  pride, my  economic and social 
footprint, all the pleasures I clung to, Little Johnny himself. These are the very 
things we commonly think give us comfort. We live in a looking glass world; 
Thing are not as they seem. Each time I would let go of something it was like 
cutting through strings that I could not untangle through craft alone, thereby 
liberating me a little more on the spot. I would try my darnedest, but I would 
start with the easy things first. 

The most difficult belongings for me to let go of were books. I had been a 
student, a scholar and a bookworm for many years. My life was inseparable 
from my books: my German dictionaries, my Navajo grammar, many books 
on  American  Indians,  theoretical  linguistics,  my  first  meditation  book, 
artificial intelligence, philosophy of language, philosophy of mind, symbolic 
logic,  political  affairs,  economics,  computers,  neural  networks,  cognitive 
science,  Lithuanian  Made  Easy.  Books  on  Buddhism,  Alan  Watts,  Phillip 
Kapleau, by now filled a much needed gap in my library  and had already 
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become the hardest to let go of, aside from the books I had personally written. 

I was still using the Buddhist books, but there was a remedy in this case. The 
non-Buddhist books I began bringing to Half-Priced Books, a used book store, 
in exchange for disappointingly little money. But I decided to donate all of my 
Buddhist books to AZC, thereby starting the AZC library, and at the same time 
giving myself continued access to them.  Barbara, inspired by my example, 
donated a lot of books from her personal library at home and the AZC library 
came into being. This was a trick,  smart and wise, to make relinquishment a 
little less raw.

Jim,  my  Dharma  brother,  one  of  the  first  jukettes,  had  preceded  me  at 
Tassajara  by  a  year,  and was  the  first  original  member  of  the  Austin  Zen 
Center to complete a practice period at Tassajara. This inspired me to follow 
in his footsteps. He would still be there when I would arrive at the beginning 
of January, 2002. the  start of the next Practice Period for which I could still 
apply.  In  the  meantime  I  finished  my  move  into  the  Zen  Center  and 
determined to sell my house, to free myself from yet more of what bound me. 
I have already recounted the difficulties concerning my house that began with 
the water leak and continued through the dog urine incident,  difficulties that 
would reach an end only after my return from Tassajara.

Living in a room upstairs in the Zen Center building,  I had only to make it 
from my bed  to my cushion downstairs in the zendo to be ready for 5:30 am 
zazen. I used to joke about installing a firefighter's pole to drop me right onto 
my cushion, to avoid the inconvenience of using the stairs and to  be able to 
sleep that much later. I would not even have to fully dress, donning my blue 
bathrobe would suffice to give me much the appearance of Barbara and Flint 
and Colin. I loved living at the center, devoting myself to the tasks involved in 
running a Zen center, making house repairs, painting, improving and updating 
the Web site,  but mostly studying and sitting zazen.  I would tell people my 
name was “Cold Taco,” “Kotaku” having been given as my Dharma name.

In September I decided to make a trip to visit family in California as I had not 
been there this year. Colin,  who  also lived at the Zen Center  by this point, 
drove  me  to  the  airport  where  I  proceeded  to  security.  I  had  just  put  my 
backpack on the x-ray scanner and it had disappeared down the conveyor belt 
when a uniformed official came running out, yelling, “We need to shut this 
gate down.” He punched a button and my backpack came backward back out 
of the scanner; I didn't know that it could do that. Meanwhile other staff began 
closing a rolling metal gate into place barring all entry.

I  asked,  “How am I  going  to  get  to  my airplane,”  pointing  in  the 
direction in which I pictured my plane awaiting me at  a crowded  departure 
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gate.

“Nobody's going anywhere today.” After that not one official would 
talk with me. I noticed a lot of people looking quite frazzled, in a bit of panic.

“Well, doesn't that beat all,” I thought with a shrug of the shoulders, “I 
guess I'll go home.”

It  was in the taxi that I heard what the commotion was about.  The 
driver was listening to the radio and there were reports of a plane flying into 
one of the World Trade Center towers in Manhattan. I had once been to the top 
of one of the World Trade Towers on a visit to my brother James. I still did not 
realize what an errant pilot in NYC had to do with the airport in Austin and 
the taxi driver could provide no insight. Back at the Zen Center Collin, having 
just arrived back himself not ten minutes earlier, was surprised to see me. I 
told him what had happened and he got the official AZC TV out of the closet 
to  try  to  catch  some news.  “Holly  Cow!”  he  exclaimed  (he  came from a 
family of ranchers).

I waited until December to make my trip to California, with the intention of 
staying there for a prolonged period, moving down to Tassajara right after the 
New Year  to  begin  the  three-month  winter  practice  period.  After  9/11 the 
whole country had experienced a  communal  period of  zazen; the mind had 
stopped  collectively  and  we  as  a  nation  were  faced  with  denuded reality, 
things as they are,  heretofore  unseen  to most. The soap operas of our lives 
suddenly made no sense or appeared wildly out of proportion. The collective 
being present around me was  unexpected and  astonishing … for about two 
weeks  until  the  spin  doctors  and  pundits  slathered  a  new layer  of  denial, 
hatred and militarism over that raw reality for us  lest  some lasting  insight 
arise.  But I realized  I was moving in  a  very  special  circle  of good friends 
many  of  whom  saw the  moment  for  what  it  was, who  were  capable  of 
examining our  global  saṃsāric  condition with  due deliberation. My friend 
Peg,  who  led the  Live  Oak  Zen  group,  for  instance,  suddenly  became 
intimately involved in  the Austin  Zen Center  where she  would have  daily 
contact with good Dharma friends.

Venturing Into the Ventana
Tassajara Zen Mountain Center is the monastic branch of the San Francisco 
Zen  Center,  located  in  the  Ventana  Wilderness  deep  in  the  Santa  Lucia 
Mountains along the coast of California south of Monterey. A thirteen-mile 
long dirt road that is frequently washed out  provides the only  motor  access. 
Historically Tassajara has been a hot springs resort since about 1860. It  had 
been purchased as the first site of the San Francisco Zen Center about the time 
I had graduated from high school and enrolled as a math major at Berkeley. 
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To support  Zen practice Tassajara has remained  a hot springs under  Zennie 
occupation. During the warm and sunny part of the year it generates revenue 
by opening its gates to the public at large. Living in mostly old rustic cabins 
guests can rejuvenate themselves in the hot water that bubbles right out of the 
ground,  blended with  cold  water  from   Tassajara  Creek  to  produce  a 
temperature compatible with human life. The Tassajara calendar incorporates 
a long Guest Season lasting most of the warm and sunny spring and summer. 
To its guests Tassajara is known not only for its hot springs, but for its world-
class cuisine. It combines the rustic with the elegant,  functioning completely 
off  the  grid,  heating  with  wood  and  geothermal  energy  and  lighting  with 
kerosene, yet dining with real cloth napkins, French presses, crystal glassware 
and five-, or maybe four-, starish wait monks. Guests also understand that they 
are  at  a  monastery  which  permits no  late-night  partying  and  which  while 
offering  corkage does not sell alcohol.

Traditional  Zen  monasteries  support  two  intensive  three-month practice  
periods a year. The practice period is certainly based on the Rains Retreat in 
India, which also lasts three months but falls during the rainy season (hence its 
name), generally July to October. During the Rains Retreat monastic travel is 
proscribed so that it is a good opportunity to settle into steady daily meditation 
practice. To elbow out room for the guest season the two practice periods are 
forced back-to-back  at  the  other  side  of  the  year,  leaving  only a  short 
Christmas-New Year's break in between. During practice periods the center is 
almost  completely  isolated  from the  outside world with  about  fifty  monks 
living at the bottom of the now dark and cold valley.

Tassajara has an initiation tradition for incoming monks, a kind of five-day 
Zen hazing, called  tangaryo. Tangaryo has an ancient history. As the reader 
may be aware Buddhists are not renowned proselytizers, quite the opposite: 
Buddhist monks and nuns generally teach only if asked, and only if the would-
be  student  shows  due  respect  for  the  Three  Jewels.  In  the  forests  and 
mountains of China this assumed a new dimension:

Imagine a pair of Bodhidharma's Witnesses, going from house to house 
through a quaint and picturesque farming village in their short-sleaved 
white  shirts  and khaki  pants  carrying  copies  of  Watchpagoda 
magazine. One of them knocks on a door [knock knock], a young man 
named Wu Wei opens the door [fwoop]:

 “Yes, can I help you?” Wu Wei asks.

“We are just passing through your quaint and picturesque 
farming village introducing ourselves. Have you thought much about 
… the Buddha?”

“Can't say that I have. What's he got for me?”
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“Vast emptiness. Nothing holy!”

“Uh, …, O.... K. Who are you guys anyway?”

“We don't know!”

“Get outta here!” [Slam]

Traditionally  if  a  young man  wanted  to  become a  monk he  would 
knock on the monastery door. A couple of years later Wu Wei, in spite 
of his  unpromising first  encounter with the Dharma,  has decided to 
leave home, shave his head and lead the holy life.

[Knock knock. Fwoop.] “Whadya want?”

“I would like to leave home, shave my head and lead the holy 
life.”

“No holiness here!” [Slam]

[Knock knock. Fwoop.] “Can I become a monk, just like you?”

“No room! Only vast emptiness!” [Slam]

Determined, not taking “Mu” for an answer, Wu Wei sits in front of the 
monastery  gate  in  meditation  posture  … for  hours.  In  the  evening 
monks appear in the window to taunt him, pelt him with tomatoes and 
otherwise make him feel unwelcome. He ignores them and continues 
to sit. 

The next day is no different, although a kindly old man appears with a 
bowl of rice gruel at dawn, and again just before noon with a bowl of 
rice  and  pickled  radish.  The  following  day  is  just  the  same,  but  a 
determined Wu Wei continues to sit, relentlessly.  After five days  and 
nights  of  this  the  door  opens  unexpectedly  and  Wu  Wei  feels  an 
unanticipated hand on his shoulder.  He is invited inside,  the monks 
congratulate him, shave his head and give him robes.

“We had to make sure you were worthy!”

This is  roughly  the origin of  tangaryo as I understand it. With time, perhaps 
with the ordination of large numbers of of monks, this process began to be 
regulated. At Tassajara tangaryo  consistently lasts five days and nights, the 
monk actually  sits in the zendo, receives meals in the zendo,  and is given a 
real  bed  to  sleep  in,  from nine  at  night  to  three  fifty  the  next  morning. 
Otherwise the would-be monk has to be on his allocated cushion,  facing the 
wall, except  to  use  the  restroom,   never bathing  or  shaving,  while  other, 
established  monks  come  and  go  into  and  out  of  the  zendo, to  sit  zazen, 
practice  chanting  and  ringing  bells  and  to clean  the  zendo,  a  little  too 
cheerfully for my taste. Also, because monks arrive just prior to the practice 
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period there is generally a small group of them on the same schedule.  There 
were about fifteen of us, the women sitting on one side of the zendo, the men 
on the other.

Tangaryo is perhaps the most difficult thing I have ever done on purpose. It 
was impossible to actually sit zazen the whole time; apparently nobody ever 
does. I would start off OK for a  few of hours, then would have to relax and 
think about something, remember favorite songs, daydream. 

If  you find that your mind  has drifted away from the daydream  just  
bring it gently  back, letting go  naturally  of whatever  distraction has  
arisen and returning to the daydream. 

Later I would  return to actual zazen for a couple of more hours,  then try to 
recall my most interesting distraction thus far. With my meal I would drink as 
much liquid as I could so that I would have to go to the restroom more often, 
and then drink as much water as I could on the way back to the zendo. I would 
furtively glance at the women tangaryians facing the wall in their baggy robes 
on my way back to my seat, the greatest external thrill I could squeeze out of 
the day, except maybe for lunch; the women seemed much stiller to me than 
the men I was sitting next to, certainly than myself.

Finally  just  short  of one  hundred  and  twenty  hours  of  this  a  voice 
congratulated us, asked us to walk up the hill to the hot springs, bathe, to put 
on clean robes and to join the practice period as full-fledged participants. All 
fifteen of us had  sat it out, though I  would  learn  of would-be monks  of the 
past who had given up and gone home in a huff and with a sigh.

The tangaryo monks  were given an  additional  early  morning duty  for  the 
remainder of the practice period that they were to take turns performing: They 
were to light all of the kerosene lamps that illuminate the many paths monks 
use in the predawn hours, most especially to get to the zendo before four thirty 
zazen. This arduous task entailed getting up at 2:50  to fumble around with 
wicks and matches,  a  miner's  lamp strapped to the head,  trying to  protect 
feeble flames from the wiles of the wind.

Living in Cold Mountains
Making room for the Guest Season made the narrow valleys of Tassajara cold 
and dark during the practice periods with frequent rain and sometimes snow. 
Since most of the housing derived from the pre-Zen summer-occupancy-only 
era,  it  was largely unheated and uninsulated.  Many monks had to  sleep in 
blizzard-grade down mummy bags to keep warm as inside temperatures were 
seldom a degree or two above outside temperatures. One can sleep like that, 
but it made getting up in the morning most difficult. Some of the rooms were 
heated geothermally, through water pumped from the hot springs. Luckily for 
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me they had a rule that those above fifty years of age would be given priority 
in having heated housing. So except for a couple of weeks when the hot spring 
water pump malfunctioned, I experienced my first blast of cold air of the day 
only after I opened my cabin door in the morning.

The zendo, where everybody collected before four thirty every morning, was 
for its part inadequately heated  geothermally  from the hot springs generally 
about fifteen degrees warmer than outside temperature. The monks wore many 
layers, but were prohibited  according to Japanese custom from wearing hats 
during zazen. The warming rays of the sun reached the base of the narrow 
Tassajara valley where we dwelled only late in the morning and then withdrew 
early  in  the  afternoon.  The  bright  spot  was  that  we had full  use  of  these 
wonderful hot springs throughout the wee months, where we would soak our 
chilly bodies to the bone in the warm waters welling up from the depths of the 
earth.

All  the  monks at  Tassajara  were  required  to  wear robes.  For  the ordained 
priests these had multiple layers, draping elegantly with huge sleeves. We lay 
monks could sleep an extra ten minutes in the morning for the simplicity of 
our clothing: we just had the lay-robe and whatever street clothes we chose to 
wear under it. The lay robe has much more modest sleeves  than the priestly 
equivalent,  though  I  rarely could  walk  through  the  dining  hall  without 
catching a sleeve on the back of a chair, often with a clatter. Lay robes  also 
generally fit very poorly, lending the monk a dumpy appearance, while priests' 
robes are tailored,  although I couldn't help but noticing that  many of the lay 
women managed to make strategic adjustments and alterations to complement 
their figures. Mine fit me like a buffalo hide.

There are rules regulating sexual behavior at Tassajara, in layers much like the 
priests' robes. 

1. Couples  are  allowed but  should not  display affection publicly.  This 
seems  to  work;  usually  I  could  not  tell  who  was  a  couple  until  I 
noticed they seemed to live in the same cabin.

2. Otherwise  the  good  monk  should  come  with  the  intention  to  stay 
uninvolved. I was impressed by how uninvolved people actually were, 
especially considering the relative youth of many of the monks. It was 
nothing at all  like my days at the Deutsche Sommerschule am Pazifik.

3. Otherwise, the good monk should not get involved with anyone for at 
least six months.  The “six-month-rule” never entailed periodic waves 
of new involvements; people took monkly life seriously.

4. Otherwise  before  getting  involved,  whether  or  not  it  is  within  the 
guidelines above, he or she should talk to a practice leader first. People 
are  occasionally located to other practice centers.  I saw this happen 
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once.

The reason  for  all  this  is  not  that  sex is  a  sin  but  it  so easily  becomes a 
distraction from the serious practice for which people come to Tassajara. The 
seriousness  of  this  practice  is  what  makes  Tassajara  a  monastery,  and  its 
inmates monks.  Most readers will confirm that sex is a distraction in  almost 
any context, but don't generally mind being distracted in this way in most of 
them.  In  a  training  monastery however,  where  through  the  hours  of 
meditation, silence, stillness, and mindful ritual conduct, the mind becomes as 
serene and supple as a  crystalline mountain lake,  a  single  kiss can be like 
putting a power boat on that lake, an affair like adding a team of water skiers 
and a boom box. You might just as well go to Green Gulch and free up the 
zafu.  A  small unexpressed infatuation  of  the  kind  I  permitted  myself was 
maybe like a flock of ducks alighting on the lake.

The  function  of  the  crystalline  mountain  lake  is  to  see  the  mind  clearly. 
Whereas  motorboats  would  overwhelm  this  function  ducks  gave  me 
something to develop insight around. I spent a lot of time standing on an edge, 
an edge upon which I could  lean one way then the other  with astonishing 
results.  On  one  side  of  the  edge  were the  pretty  smile,  the  graceful 
comportment and  nothing  added.  On  the  other  side  was the  first hint  of 
reaching out,  the arising of the first little bit of lust. Leaning in one way was 
pleasant, leaning the other  was anguish.  What I saw at that edge was in fact 
the Second Noble Truth as plain as day, the arising of suffering much as the 
Buddha must have seen it one hundred generations ago, as a very real and 
tangible momentary experience, not as the abstract formula I had read about. 

As  soon  as  I  leaned  ever  so  slightly  forward  toward  grasping  the  world 
suddenly presented a problem. I needed something, someone I did not have. 
Little Johnny became Johnny on the spot trying to craft a scheme for gaining 
and keeping, arraying resources and isolating hindrances. A profound sense of 
lack   flared  up  accompanied  by restless  anxiety.  But  as  soon as  I  leaned 
slightly  back  the other way all of this vanished  in an instant,  back into the 
little bottle labeled with the pretty smile and the graceful comportment. When 
I  leaned  forward  out  spilled  problem,  neediness,  scheme,  Little  Johnny, 
resource, hindrance,  lack, restlessness, anxiety. When I leaned back all this 
was sucked back into the pretty  bottle. This  was  clearly  false  advertising: 
Label and contents were worlds apart.  Things are not as they seem.  I would 
soon recognize that I had dozens of similar bottles already sitting on my shelf. 

We spend the much of the long days of practice period in zazen, three periods 
before  breakfast,  again  after  and so  on.  The  afternoon  was  free  for  work 
period,  and  bathing  …  and  vocal  communication.  Every  fifth  day  had  a 
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reduced schedule allowing a bit of hiking. This five-day week meant no one 
ever had any idea what day of the seven-day week was being observed beyond 
our  valley.  Once  a  month  we  would  schedule  a  sesshin,  an  intensive 
meditation retreat, simply by allowing the afternoon work periods to gave way 
to zazen and canceling “weekends.” Ending sesshin was equally seamless.

All  meals  were  served  oryoki-style  in  the  zendo  throughout  the  practice 
period.  Rotating serving crews were set  up and trained. The serving crews 
learned to work like clockwork, coordinating not only their movements in the 
zendo — for  instance  servers  walk  in  unison up each  aisle  of  the  zendo, 
entering and arriving at the end and beginning serving at the same time — 
they also  coordinate  their  activities  with  a  drum and bells  at  the  onset  of 
mealtime.  I  had  first  noticed  how  systematically  the  servers'  pots  were 
arranged on a staging table while entering the zendo late at Green Gulch and it 
occurred to me then how it was that  the Japanese make such good cars. For 
my very first appearance on the zendo floor as server I had forgotten to take 
my hat off, to everyone's stifled amusement. 

Soon  I  became  very  fond  of  serving.  Service  to  others  turns  out  to  be  a 
powerful practice; not only does it focus the mind attentively on every detail 
but it cultivates a fluidity, an adaptability to circumstances. The key is that you 
have to take complete utterly selfless care of the other and respond to any 
mishap, such as soup spillage or chopstick droppage,  immediately with no 
thought, no judgment,  no blame, only service. I would one day discover that 
acting as  jisha, a senior priest's attendant, is the same way, but much more 
personal in that you learn a particular person's quirks. 

I was at Tassajara for three practice periods and one guest season. My second 
practice period I worked in the kitchen full-time. This was partially a sacrifice 
in that I was thereby unable to participate in the normal zazen schedule.  On 
the  other  hand,  it  presented  two  opportunities.  First,  work  practice  and 
particularly kitchen practice is in Soto Zen a kind of dynamic zazen, a very 
refined  practice  of  maintaining  mindfulness  and  stability  of  mind  while 
working efficiently and silently. Dogen had even written a book on kitchen 
practice,  Tenzo Kyokun.  I  found a lot of depth in kitchen practice. Second, 
Tassajara has a world-class kitchen that has spun of a series of well-known 
cook books. I learned a lot about cooking. I especially developed a fondness 
and aptitude for cooking soups.

During  the  other  practice  periods  I  worked  afternoons  in  the  shop  crew, 
primarily maintaining our old buildings. For instance, I replaced a door in the 
library  building.  This  was  a  challenging  affair  on  two  counts.  First,  the 
building was clearly 1960's vintage do-it-yourself hippie construction, full of 
interesting  nooks  and  crannies  but  not  well  constructed.  I  grew  up  as a 
remodeler of old houses,  so I  knew how to work with walls  that  were no 
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longer level or plumb. However the wall that was to accept the new door was 
not only  those but twisted  as well,  more  like the wall of a cave. Second, I 
could not keep my nose out of the books. I would see a book I had not noticed 
before  or  decide  to  look  something  up  and  would  be  engaged  for  long 
stretches in time. I worked on that library door for weeks.

One day the librarian, Judy, showed me a package she had just received, an 
old book with a note. It was from someone who had lived at Tassajara twenty-
three years earlier, had recently discovered this book in her attic and found the 
Tassajara  library  markings that announced, “Overdue.”  As the door project 
neared completion I had to hang a plastic barrier across the front of the library 
to contain the sheetrock dust from infiltrating the shelves of books. Everytime 
Judy heard someone walk by outside Judy would yell out to my chagrin from 
the interior of the barrier, “Help, help!” 

Tassajara lies deep in the wilderness, far from any other human habitation. 
Wildlife  abounds,  some of  which  is  dangerous.  Rattlesnakes  are  common. 
Every once in a while there would be a cougar warning; cougars, also called 
mountain lions,  are  what  they  sound like,  large  cats.  Generally  they leave 
humans  alone,  but  are  known  to  attack,  and  sometimes  kill,  joggers, 
apparently mistaking this atypical human activity for that of running deer. We 
also had a family of black widows living in a closet off the bath house. But the 
animals  that  are  the  greatest  pests  are  the  same ones  commonly  found in 
Californian cities as well: raccoons, mice and blue jays.

Raccoons  thrive  in  the  environs of  Tassajara  and  frustrate  every  effort  at 
control.  They are  simply  smarter  than  humans.  Their  interest  in  Tassajara 
focuses on three buildings in particular: the pantry, the kitchen and the dining 
hall, and every measure to bar their entry to these areas both for them and for 
mice had been implemented, from netting to thwart their  approach, careful 
attention to every joint or space around doors and windows, enforcement of 
routines for making sure these buildings were sealed and locked at night. Yet 
their population alone spoke of their successes in thwarting such measures. 
One evening someone was walking up one of the dimly lit paths and heard a 
sound by the dining hall. He had a flashlight and turned it in the direction of 
the sound to reveal two raccoons, one standing on the shoulders of the other in 
order to reach a window, the latch of which the upper 'coon had been caught 
trying to negotiate.

Mice were fairly effectively sealed out of the pantry, but one morning after a 
repair had been made on the door signs of their presence had been discovered. 
Close inspection sure enough revealed a crack big enough for entry had been a 
result of the repair, it was plugged, and the next morning no mouse activity 
could  be  discovered.  It  was  not  so  easy  to  keep  them out  of  the  cabins 
however,  where  they  would  eat  soap,  toilet  paper,  hidden  chocolate,  or 
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whatever  suited  them  at  the  time.  As  Buddhists  we  didn't  want  to  set 
conventional  mouse  traps,  but  instead  used humane traps,  essentially  little 
metal boxes with doors that were tripped when a mouse tried to eat the peanut 
butter or cheese to be found therein. Many mice were trapped in this way, and 
simply relocated about a mile or two away up the road.

A similar program was initiated to handle the blue jay population. Blue jays 
are robin-sized birds common in California known for their aggressiveness 
and for their  tendency to steal food,  in combination producing sudden and 
brazen  acts  of  daring.  During  Guest  Season  at  Tassajara  when  the 
unforewarned would  sit in the courtyard eating  a sandwich, say, it was not 
uncommon for them to come under attack. Blue jays were sometimes known 
to draw blood as they attempted to grab something from an uplifted hand.

Someone, name of David, got it into his heat to catch blue jays and relocate 
them like we did for mice. Now, catching a blue jay is challenging since they 
are both fast and mean. He would provide them with a trail of  bread crumbs 
that led into a small dark inner room of the workshop, would crouch in there 
wearing big gloves, then grab the jay as soon as it appeared. To everyone's 
great  astonishment it worked!  Blue jays are apparently not as smart as they 
are bold, because they never caught on to the danger,  allowing David to fill 
cages with blue jays and then release them about twenty miles away. Now, the 
question  arose  even before  the  first  jay  was caught:  Will  a  blue  jay  once 
released find its way back? Dave  had the foresight to  keep a spool of blue 
painter's tape in the dark little room and every time he caught one he pinched 
a little piece of blue tape around one leg. The result: the jay population did not 
decrease one jot but now sported little blue leg tags.

Sewing Robes
Communication  with  the  outside  world  was  restricted  to  a  funky  phone 
connection and mail received at a little house at the head of the thirteen-mile 
dirt  road.  One  phone  in  a  kind  of  wooden  phone  booth  was  shared  by 
everybody at Tassajara except for the business office. It communicated via a 
radio relay on the top of the ridge and if when it worked at all the connection 
was  invariably very poor.  Traditional (snail)  mail  was the most reliable;  it 
would arrive and be sorted alphabetically whenever our supply truck made the 
long trip into town. I had been using email for over twenty years by this time, 
but surprisingly experienced the forced reliance on these more archaic forms 
of communication less as a burden and more as a relief. Things are not as they 
seem. 

It was by hand-written letter that I got word from Barbara of a new wave of 
lay ordinations. Upon hearing of these tears came to my eyes so moved was I 
by the sincere aspirations I knew lay behind this crucial step and the courage 
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to express them publicly.  My own blue craft project felt to me like a link to 
my home temple and now to my new Dharma brothers and sisters.

One day I got a letter  from Barbara in which she expressed her expectation 
that  after  a  sufficient  period  of  training  I  would  return  to  Austin  from 
Tassajara, ordain as a priest and undertake a traditional path of priest training 
at the Austin Zen Center.  I am sure that  yet-to-ordain Tassajara  monks get 
letters just like this from their home teachers temples with almost every mail 
delivery, yet somehow my letter caught me by surprise,  I  suppose because I 
was not prepared for the questions I would have to ask myself before I would 
consent.

The first question had to do with my relationship to Barbara. I had asked her 
to be my teacher, and in the Zen tradition parental-like authority is granted to 
teachers, even with regard to decisions about where the student would train. I 
had to decide if I really was willing to grant Barbara that kind of authority for 
this  decision  and  for  the  duration  of  priest  training.  The  proper  Japanese 
course would be to shoot a reply to Barbara's letter back immediately, short 
and to the point:

“Hai!”

But I didn't just yet.

The second question had to do with returning to Austin. Since I had given up 
my career  and books and was trying my darnedest to give up my house, the 
only  tie  I  had  to  Austin  was  the  Austin  Zen Center.  I  was  now living  in 
California,  where  my  parents  and  brother  Arthur still  lived,  and  where 
opportunities for Buddhist practice abounded, and had considered remaining 
here in  my home state.  However,  the more I  thought  about  it,  the more I 
recognized my tie to Austin and the Austin Zen Center.  They felt  like my 
home. I found I identified myself  to others at Tassajara as  being from Texas 
rather than from California,  though this might have been because I enjoyed 
the little shock this produced in Californians, who tended to think of Texas as 
a land of steer, cowboys and tumbleweeds.

The third question had to do with assuming the role as a teacher, as priesthood 
would eventually entail.  Although I felt I had much to learn, I  could easily 
envision  this  former  professor  in  this  role,  and  had  already  become quite 
enjoyably active in meditation instruction at AZC. I was pretty confident that 
this was in my future.

The fourth question had to do with the meaning of priesthood itself. Of course 
priests and monks were two different things in the San Francisco Zen Center 
tradition: monks were the people, ordained or not, male or female, who lived 
at  Tassajara  during  practice  periods.  These  were  clearly the  ones  who 
connected most substantially with ancient traditional monastic tradition: they 
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lived as renunciates: simply, with little material comfort; they were generally 
celibate  as  long  as  they  remained  at  Tassajara  (with  the exceptions  noted 
above); they engaged in virtually no entertainment, did not imbibe alcohol. 

The priests on the other hand were the ones with the formal connection to the 
ancient monastic tradition through the robes and other  trappings,  but only in 
its symbolic aspects: Beyond our valley many priests were married, or dated, 
went out with buddies to drink beer, sold insurance.  Although everyone at 
Tassajara was required to wear robes, the priests had the biggest sleeves. What 
were they?

Famously someone had asked Suzuki Roshi many years before,,

“What is a priest?”

“I don't know,” was his immediate reply. 

Everybody assumed that Suzuki Roshi certainly knew what a priest was, but 
was  presenting  them  with  a  koan,  a  subject  of  contemplation  that  would 
ultimately result in an “Aha!” moment for each aspirant. 

I thought about it real hard, but the koan would not crack open for me. So I 
asked.  I  asked  everyone  I  could  think  of  who  might  know.  I  asked  the 
ordained  priests  at  Tassajara.  I  asked  those  who  were  in  the  process  of 
preparing for ordination.  The latter were easy to spot because  they could be 
seen sewing their own robes.

I am afraid my questioning had at least one unintended consequence. I asked a 
man  who  was  already  sewing  robes,  who  I  knew  was  married  and  who 
normally lived at Green Gulch Farm,

“What is a priest?”

He immediately looked puzzled and said, “I never really thought about 
it. That's a good question. Let me think about it and I will get back to you.” 

I could tell from his expression that he really was stumped by the question, 
and saw in the following days that this expression did not change back to its 
earlier passive contentment. About a week later I learned from another monk 
that he had decided not to ordain and had quit sewing his robes.  His  whole 
clerical career seems to have shipwrecked on my rocky question.

The answers I got from others to the question “What is a priest?” did have a 
remarkable consistency nonetheless: The ordination aspirants consistently did 
not know, and the already ordained always knew, never knew the same thing, 
but did however without exception consider ordination  to have been a very 
meaningful step in their own practice lives. I don't recall specific answers, but 
the following conveys the composite flavor:
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“What is a priest?”

“A priest  is  someone who connects  himself  into  an ancient  lineage 
beginning with the Buddha,  passing through the eminent  great  teachers  of 
India, like Nagarjuna and Vasubandhu, carried by Bodhidharma to China,  by 
Dogen to Japan and by Suzuki Roshi to America.  Placing themselves in this 
lineage conveys both their aspirations and their understanding.”

“But weren't they all monks until recently? They were renunciates.”

“Yes, and that is why we shave off our hair as a symbol of renuncia-
tion.”

“But aren't you supposed to  actually  give up a lot of other things as 
well?”

“Renunciation is in the mind, because attachment is in the mind. We 
use zazen to learn to practice renunciation. Or come to Tassajara and give up 
other things for a while as training.”

“Then why did all those other guys give things up more noticeably for 
their whole life? And can't you do all that in any case without ordaining as a 
priest?”

“Each serious student of Zen is free to find his own way.”

I  knew  I  had  a  lot  of  scriptural  authority  behind  my particular  line  of 
questioning, not only the Buddha, but Dogen. Dogen, not always easy to pin 
down, was pretty clear about what he expected in this regard:

“If you have a home, leave your home. If you have beloved ones, leave  
them. If you have fame, abandon it. If you have gain, escape from it. If  
you have fields, get rid of them. If you have relatives, separate from  
them.”

You can't get  much  clearer than that. Nonetheless, most of the priests that I 
had met up to that time  had  impressed me greatly.  Each had an enormous 
amount of training, had discipline and reverence, was a contemplative. Is that 
what a priest is? 

On the other hand there were non-priests with similar qualities. Some of these 
were people who had been with the San Francisco Zen Center for decades, or 
had even lived at Tassajara for decades, were clearly entirely devoted to Zen 
practice, yet had always declined invitations to ordain. My sense was that for 
the most part they had some understanding of what a priest was, but did not 
see  themselves  matching  that  understanding.  Sometimes  the  ritual,  the 
trappings or the enhanced status did not appeal to them; sometimes being bald 
did not appeal, especially to the women.
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Two priests, Marta from Colombia and Kosho from Maine, stood out for me 
because  their  aspirations  seemed  to  be unabashedly  monastic;  they 
represented the intersection. They seemed to have no life outside of practice, 
no partner, no partying. They were as far as I could see true renunciates. They 
were also both practice leaders at Tassajara during the entire time I was there, 
and I found dokusan with them particularly fruitful.

I could clearly see the value for myself of that particular “own way,” the way 
of renunciation. It was obvious from my own life history that life otherwise 
was like trying to share an apartment with a rattle snake who could help pay 
the  rent.  Life  was  inherently  a  beastly problem,  particularly  in  its  most 
attractive aspects. We live in a looking-glass world. Things are not as they 
seem. Realizing this, I found great inspiration in the discipline and deportment 
of these two priests and wished to emulate it.

In the end, I formulated my own answer to fit my own aspirations,  my own 
way:

You take the precepts when you decide you want to bring in Buddhist  
practice as an integral part of your life. You ordain as a priest when  
you realize that Buddhist practice IS your life.

However I had not really found a satisfying answer to the question “What is a 
priest?” and one day my clerical career would  also  shipwreck on that very 
rocky question. At the time, unable to come to a better decision, I decided to 
trust Barbara's wisdom and to defer to her authority. 

“Hai!” 

She was a bit taken aback, but pleased, how readily I yielded that authority to 
her. I didn't tell her I didn't know what else to do with it.

Having made my decision, I find myself frequently undressing the priests with 
my eyes.  It has been observed that the layers  of priestly attire  evolved  over 
time from  outer  to  inner  tracing precisely  the  history of  the  spread of 
Buddhism:

The outer robe was the traditional Buddha's  robe,  the  okesa,  a  rectangular 
black or brown cloth that drapes from over the left shoulder, and was worn by 
the Buddha and his order in the hot climate of India.  Outside the zendo this 
was generally replaced by the smaller rakusu of Chinese origin.

Next,  inside  the  okesa,  is  a  large  black  or  brown  robe  with  sleeves,  the 
koromo, the robe of the Chinese aristocrat, that overlaps around the belly and 
is fastened with a cord. The sleeves are so large and that they will drag on the 
floor if the tired monk's arms begin to sag, and so voluminous that they can 
easily scoop up furniture, pets and small children as the monk moves about. 
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Under the koromo is the Japanese kimono, generally gray and under that the 
white  jibon,  also  of  Japanese  origin,  which  serves  to  enhance  the  elegant 
multi-colored V-neck to which all the layers contribute. 

Finally  under  everything  is  Fruit  of  the  Loom  or  whatever  underwear  of 
American origin the well-attired priest might prefer.

There  were  material,  thread,  tables,  scissors,  chalk,  space  and  instructors 
already at hand in the cold mountains and forthwith I began sewing robes for 
myself.  I had  already  gained some experience sewing a rakusu prior to my 
jukai a couple of years earlier. The design and the technique is exactly the 
same, the rice paddy patches sewn together at the edges in an interlocking 
fashion, only the size is hugely different. A lot of hand stitches go into a large 
Buddha's  robe,  the  okesa.  I also had to sew a new rakusu, a black one to 
replace the previous blue lay rakusu. This time, looking at the funky stitches 
of the blue rakusu around my neck, I was determined to make every stitch 
perfect  and  would  frequently remove stitches after seeing them under better 
lighting.

I sewed on my robe during every break, and during sewing class, an hour each 
morning in which priest aspirants were allowed to miss a period of zazen in 
order  to  sew  in  the  dining  hall.  I  sewed  for  months.  A friend  of  mine, 
Catherine, was a student of Reb Anderson and intended to ordain as a priest, 
but Reb had asked her not to begin sewing until she had completed her first 
practice period at Tassajara. Since she was anxious to begin nonetheless, we 
devised a plan: She would help me sew my robe during the present practice 
period, allowing me to finish prematurely, after which I would help her sew 
her robe with all of the free time I would have thereby gained. This is exactly 
what we did. My robe became in this way the “practice robe” in that for both 
of us our initially faulty stitching had been refined nearly to perfection by the 
time we began sewing her robe. 

Almost  one  year  and  three  months  after  first  arriving  at  Tassajara  I  was 
preparing to return to Austin with finished robes neatly folded in origami-style 
cloth  envelopes.  The  reader  might  well  be  wondering,  How  was  this 
renunciation thing  working out, especially  with regard to sex?  Dogen  had 
once  admonished  his  students  with  respect  to  the  Four  Requisites  of  the 
monastic, food, shelter, housing and medicine: 

“There are not five requisites!” 

A short time ago this would have been incomprehensible to me; now it kinda 
made sense. I had always adored women, had rarely been without a girlfriend, 
or wife,  or both, in my adult life, but this  source of sustenance had been a 
continuous  locus of  imbalance.  It  was  difficult  to  reconcile  this  with  my 
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practice aspirations, that is,  with the ongoing disentanglement from saṃsāric 
life.

I discovered over the many months and seasons at Tassajara that I had taken 
my monastic considerations very much to heart. Looking back on my life I 
realized that I had a lot of baggage to renounce, and had taken serious steps to 
do so.  I longed for simplicity, for living lightly, for minimizing my footprint 
so  much  that  life  would no  longer  be  a  problem.  The rattle  snake  in  my 
apartment was “Me,” it  was  exactly Little Johnny. I  needed to evict  “Me” 
from my apartment. I would in the future just practice and study and teach. I 
didn't need stuff. I didn't need a high-paying job. I didn't need to be famous. 
And I  certainly  didn't  need  … well,  I  needed  to  do  something  about  my 
relations with women.

I found it helpful to think in terms of increasingly restrictive constraints and 
progressively constraining restrictions. If I were an alcoholic I would probably 
start with a rule not to drink before 5pm. Then maybe add a rule not to drink 
when alone.  A conversation with Kosho suggested a rather similar stricture I 
could, and for independent reasons should, live with.

The topic was affairs between teachers or anyone in authority, and students or 
anyone in a  more vulnerable position.  The San Francisco Zen Center very 
famously had been badly shaken a number of years earlier when its abbot and 
first  American  successor  of  its  founder  was  involved  in  a  number  of 
improprieties,  some of  which  concerned shoes  outside  his door  and all  of 
which  were  damaging  to  the  community.  SFZC had  since become  very 
sensitive to issues of power,  trust  and  lust.  After  I  would return to Austin 
Barbara  would be  very clear  for instance  that a relationship was improper 
between a teacher and one of his formal students; they would have to end the 
student-teacher relationship first. 

Kosho advocated a stronger position and even recommended a book that made 
his point, which  I procured from the Tassajara library  and read.  This would 
effectively preclude a relationship with any woman at the Zen Center unless 
she  had  an  ordination  at  least  equal  to  my  own.  Since  I  would  have 
considerable  seniority  and  my  social  life  was  not  likely  to  extend  much 
beyond  the  Zen  Center,  endorsing  Kosho's  guidelines placed a  hefty 
constraints  on  any tendency to  dissipate energy,  keep  my life off  balance, 
complicate my life and cause harm to others through sexual relations. 

I recognized that the danger  of sex  is how easily sex gets ensnarled with so 
much else. My own life had been a testimony to that, and I submit it is true for 
virtually anyone else if they care to look. I yearned for simplicity, for freedom 
from the endless becoming and rebecoming of soap-operatic life. I felt if I cut 
through  that one  cord a large part of the snarl  of my life would come un-
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raveled at once. But that one cord would be just about the most difficult of all 
to cut.  I held hopes that almost unprecedented in human history I would be 
clever enough to untangle that one cord,  weave it  out and  free  it from the 
snarl,  without  having  to  cut  it,  to  preserve  it  intact  yet  nonetheless  be 
liberated.

Until then I was kinda resolved to be celibate … -ish. 
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