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The sharp impact of a wooden mallet against, the wooden han, repeated at 

slow intervals then faster and faster, filling a large section of valley with sound 
of its roll-down. Further down the valley another han could be heard echoing 
each impact  of the first. Sleepy  monks began appearing in the doorways of 
cabins, chilly, their breaths making little clouds, straightening their layers of 
robes  and  heading  silently  along  various  paths  illuminated  by  kerosene 
lanterns converging up the hill outside the dimly lit zendo. It was a little after 
4 am.  The inside of the zendo was barely 15 degrees warmer than the outside

Having placed his shoes neatly on a wooden rack outside, a monk proceeded 
along the balcony, entered by stepping across the threshold with his right foot 
then  his  left,  brought  two  hands  together  in  gassho  just  inside  the  door, 
bowing at the waist toward Manjushri, the bodhisattva of wisdom  standing in 
the middle of the room. Then with hands clasped at sternum-level in shashu, 
and  hat  removed,  he  proceeded  up  the  aisle  taking  care  to  step  quietly, 
alongside  the  tan,  a  long platform supporting  a  row of  cushions,  until  he 
reached his seat. The monk then bowed in gassho toward his zafu as a greeting 
to those sharing his tan then turned clockwise to bow similarly to the others in 
the room. He mounted his zafu backwards, lifted his feet off the floor, taking 
care not to touch the board between the edge of the cushion and the edge of 
the han, and spun around clockwise to face the wall, cross-legged, his hands 
together on his lap forming the oval of the meditation mudra, swinging his 
torso back and forth a couple of times to settle into an erect upright posture. 
As others arrived near him he bowed in unison as they in turn made their 
greeting bows toward the han, at the fringes of his field of vision. 

A few minutes after the quiet flutter of the robes of entering monks had ended 
and all was otherwise still, he could perceive somewhere in the room behind 
him the hushed swish of the abbess accompanied by her jisha. The two would 
have  completed  a  quarter-mile  jundo, offering  incense  at  various  points 
throughout  the  monastery,  including  at  the  monastery  gate,  outside  the 
workshop and in  the kitchen before arriving in the zendo. The two were  now 
proceeding down all the aisles, the hands of the abbess raised as a greeting in 
persistent gassho and those of the jisha holding the final stick of incense, lit, 
carried at face level with two fingers of each hand,  as  both passed quietly 
behind all fifty seated participants in turn. The monk along with his neighbors 
raised  his hands in reply as  he perceived from the rustling of robes that the 
greeting of the abbess had reached the beginning of their  tan. Soon he heard 
three bells indicating that the abbess had finished offering the incense, had 
completed her prostrations and was just now taking her seat. 

These bells also marked the beginning of the first period of zazen. All monks 
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would sit here for the next two hours and twenty minutes, motionless, facing 
the  wall,  except  for  two  10-minute  periods  of  coordinated  slow  walking 
meditation, marked by bells and clackers. At the end they would convene for a 
service of bowing and chanting, then return to their seats to receive breakfast 
in their oryoki bowls, again seated in meditation position but now facing into 
the room so that they could formally receive food from servers. 

Each morning began exactly this way and most of the rest of the day was 
similar, spanning serving of meals, short silent work periods called soji, more 
meditation, class time, sewing time, more meditation, more chanting, a work 
period for temple maintenance, sometimes a ceremony, one-on-one  dokusan 
with  a  teacher,  han,  bells  and drum.  Almost  every minute  of  the  day  was 
scheduled  with exactly the same participants doing precisely the same things 
at the same times throughout like clockwork for the duration of this three-
month practice period. Breaks provided limited time for drinking coffee or tea, 
hiking or reading, conversation was permitted only for a short period during 
the afternoon.

The  place  was  Tassajara  Zen  Mountain  Monastery  secluded  deep  in  the 
California coastal mountains inland from Carmel.



Life Choices

In my late forty's I began to  ponder.  I began to reflect that I had  had  little 

idea what constitutes a worthwhile life, nor what set of values or operating 
principles I should profitably have embraced. I began to consider what goals 
and  range  of  behaviors  I  would  have  done well  to  undertake.  I  began  to 
contemplate how I should best have been spending these twenty-four hours of 
each day and what it would have taken for me to have lived harmlessly in the 
world. Moreover I realized I had very little I could pass on to my kids in the 
way of wisdom.  I had been living like an elephant in a match factory. 

I began to suspect that there was a  skill to life, just as there was a  skill to 
playing chess,  a  skill  to  conducting scholarly research,  a  skill  to  buying a 
cantaloupe, a skill to informing oneself about world events in spite of the spin, 
a skill  to life that  now probably at least half-way through  life  I had yet to 
discover. 

I was convinced I must have come at birth with a handy instruction manual,

Little Johnny®
Operator's Manual

… but my parents lost it. They must have! Where does that skill of life dwell, 
who can teach it to me? Dear Abby? Dale Carnegie? Steve Jobs? Friedrich 
Nietzsche? A good shrink? The Pope?  

“Aha,” I awoke one morning, “That must be what Religion is for!”

I  had  a hunch religion must  serve some purpose other than to vex scientists 
with alternative views of the origin of species,  of the age of the earth or  of 
what happens after we die  and  must have a  manifestation beyond  filling the 
airwaves with frosty snowmen and herald angles during the season to be jolly. 
Before this I had not known what.

“Smart but not wise.” 
How does someone who is smart but not wise become both smart and wise? 
Simple: He reads about people who are or were wise and about what they have 
had to say  or write, and  then he  thinks about  all this real hard.  A relentless 
student, I began reading in comparative religion, then about specific religions. 

The one thing I was pretty certain of is that meditation must be a component 
of the skillful life; my experiences in that area had been, if not profound, at 
least suggestive of deeper possibilities. My experience had revealed that it was 
possible,  for  instance, to  guide to  some degree  my own mind rather  than 
leaving it subject entirely to the slings and arrows of external circumstance, no 
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matter how outrageous or unfortunate these may be. I also hoped that a great 
deal of the skill of life was in exercising and developing my beloved but long 
neglected internal world  —  secluded, disciplined, reflective and resolute  — 
rather than in trying to manipulate outside conditions to my own satisfaction 
or advantage as I had been failing to do. I had mysteriously had a sense of this 
as a child. Somehow I had forgotten. 

At the beginning I was certainly most familiar with Christianity.  Aside from 
the osmosis that occurs when living in a Christian culture,  I had read all the 
way through the Bible a couple of decades earlier, mostly out of curiosity, and 
seemed to recall a tangled nest of inconsistency, except for one shining golden 
egg:  the  ministry  and  teachings  of  Jesus,  with  his emphasis  on  personal 
renunciation, a rich kingdom within,  and expansive kindness and service to 
others,  especially  to  the least fortunate. Unfortunately  the Christians in my 
circle of acquaintances  seemed to fall short of anything close to this  shining 
example,  though  one  day I  would  in  fact  meet  such  eggs.   Instead  my 
deliberations traveled eastward  from the  Semitic lands into India and China, 
toward the Wisdom traditions of Hinduism, Buddhism and Taoism. 

No lesser authorities than the Beatles had gone to India  long  before  to seek 
spiritual  guidance and enlightenment.  What's  more, my homeland,  the San 
Francisco Bay Area, had long been a hotbed of Buddhism. As a teenager I had 
been aware of the presence of Suzuki Roshi, the San Francisco Zen Center 
and the Tassajara Monastery, though I was not at that time sufficiently curious 
to  investigate  for  myself.  I  had  even oft  eaten of  Tassajara  Bakery  bread, 
produced, I understood, by Zen monks, and darn good bread, delivered to the 
finest hippie food stores and restaurants throughout the Bay Area. However, I 
now  found  myself  in  the  middle  of  the  country,  far  distant  from  such 
wholesome influences. For I now lived in Austin, Texas.

In my reading I was particularly struck by the simple logic of the Buddha's 
teaching, which in a nutshell runs like this: 

THIS   is the human dilemma, and THIS is what we do about it. 

Making no appeal to a questionable other  party,  the logic was  impeccably 
pragmatic. And when I read about said human dilemma it aligned remarkably 
closely  with  The  Young and the  Saṃsāric,  the  second book of  my  future 
autobiography.  Moreover  positive  Buddhist images filled  my mind from a 
source I  could not recall, of peace,  serenity and wisdom, of gentle  simple 
robed monks and nuns  meditating in deep forests  and on tall mountains, of 
haiku and rock gardens, of penetrating to the heart of matters.

I read widely and dusted off my near  dormant meditation practice.  I read of 
Zen masters and their crazy wisdom, of Tibetan lamas who lived in caves, of 
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wandering  mendicant  monks  meditating  serenely  at  the  roots  of  trees  and 
living on alms. I read of the the path of practice, of the perfection of kindness, 
compassion and virtue, of the development of wisdom, penetrating insight into 
the way things are and into one's own mind and being, and of the serene and 
blissful dwelling place of samādhi. Except for my tenuous connection through 
meditation, this was a world estranged from what I had inhabited in my adult 
years but seemed to call me back from a distant past.

I  read more deeply and meditated every day  without  fail  at  home.  Then I 
began to long for companionship on the Path, people I could practice with and 
discuss  Buddhist  teachings  with  and  learn  from.  I  knew there  were  other 
Buddhists out there, and not all Asians, in a cosmopolitan city like Austin. But 
what kind of Buddhism should I pursue? My reading told me there were three 
options:  There was Theravada,  orthodox and severe.  There  was Zen,  free-
wheeling  and  attuned  to  the  rhythms  of  nature.  Then  there  was  Tibetan, 
mysterious, dark and colorful.

At this point I did another smart but this time not so wise thing; I drew up a 
table that  listed  what  I  took  on  the  basis  of  my  reading  to  be  major 
distinguishing  features  of  the  three  major  traditions  of  Buddhism  and 
indicated my level of approval  at each intersection of feature and tradition, 
something like this:

Theravada Zen Tibetan

Ritual 0 + —

magic + + —

sound philosophy + + +

Metaphysics + + —

pessimistic/
optimistic

— + +

Spontaneity/
unorthodoxy

— + 0

... ... ... ...

+ good,  — bad,  0 neutral

Looking back I  recognize the hubris in  thinking I was at all  qualified at that 
early point to scrutinize and approve of any aspect of what I was taking on, as 
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if could possibly have any inkling whatever of what I was actually getting 
myself into.  For instance, under “ritual” I assumed that  the  absence  thereof 
was a good thing and that the presence was bad. So, the “+” allocated to Zen 
ritual thus reflects a positive view of its absence and the “-” given to Tibetan 
ritual corresponds to a negative view of its presence. Part of my naïveté about 
Zen  flowed from Alan  Watts,  whom  I  assumed  was one  of the  greatest 
authorities on the matter,  unaware that,  in spite of his literary abilities and 
enthusiasm for what he had discovered in Zen, he wasn't.  I would later learn 
that ritual is  in fact  a quite  pronounced aspect of Zen Buddhism but by that 
time also have evolved new criteria for assessing this. Silly as this table was in 
retrospect, I have never regretted the upshot: I would join a Zen group. I had 
in  any case quickly developed a fondness for the language of Zen, rich in 
nature images.

“People of the Way journey through the world responding to  
conditions, carefree and without constraint. Like clouds finally  

raining, like moonlight following the current, like orchids growing in  
shade, like spring arising in everything, they act without mind, they  

respond with certainty.” (Hongzhi)

The largest and most established Western Buddhist  entity in Austin at  that 
time was the Tibetan Austin Shambhala Center, which had had its own temple 
since 1975.  That would have been easy  for me  to find, but I could find no 
listing in the phone book for Zen. I searched the Internet and eventually found 
an obscure article that had appeared in some Austin newspaper a couple of 
years  before  and  made  reference  to  what  was called  the  Community  for 
Contemplative Practice,  which reportedly had a Zen orientation,  and to its 
facilitator, Dave, whom I reached by phone. He invited me to join the group in 
question at  the  Quaker  Friends  Meeting  House  on  Washington  Square  in 
Austin Thursday evenings at 7:30 pm. 

Dave  had  a  doctorate  in  psychology  and  a  broad  interest  in  religion  and 
particularly in contemplative traditions and most specifically in Zen. He had 
practiced at that very same  San Francisco Zen Center, which I  now  learned 
belonged to the Soto branch of Japanese Zen, the other branch being Rinzai. 
San Francisco Zen Center had been founded by Shunryu Suzuki Roshi, who 
had written a book, Zen Mind Beginner's Mind, which I procured and read. 
Dave had a thorough familiarity with  and genuine enthusiasm for the early 
koans, these  fascinatingly  inscrutable nuggets of  deep  wisdom that the Zen 
student needs to figure out for herself. 

Once, hearing the sound of wind in the chimes in the hall, Sogya-nandai  
asked Kayashata, “Is it the chimes ringing or the wind ringing?” 

Kayashata said, “It is neither the wind nor the chimes.
 It is just my mind ringing.”
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The format for the group was 30 minutes of zazen (seated meditation; “Zen” I 
learned  means  meditation), followed  by  about  an  hour  discussion,  very 
typical, I would learn, of Western Buddhist  sitting  groups.  In the past I had 
generally meditated in a plush chair with my knees pulled up to rest on the 
arms. Now I had to get used to sitting on the floor. People brought their own 
cushions, called  zafus and sometimes  spacious flat cushions to camp out on 
called  zabutans. (Hmmm, did everything in Zen  having to do with sitting 
have a “za” in it?) I soon procured a zafu and a zabutan of my own and began 
to bring them to our Thursday meetings.

Dave generally brought up a topic and the discussion would take off. I learned 
that  Dave was  a  frequent  participant  at  something  called sesshin,  a Zen 
meditation  retreat,  which  could held  at  various  locations,  generally  in 
California.  I learned that these could last as long as a week, with meditation 
filling up most of the time every day. Dave  also explained that in Soto Zen 
people practiced a kind of meditation called shikantaza, which he explained 
syllable by syllable  amounting  roughly  to “just sitting,” that enabled seeing 
things as they really are.

A monk asked Master Yunmen, “What does ‘sitting correctly and 
contemplating true reality’ really mean?” 

Yunmen said, “A coin lost in the river is found in the river.”

From Dave I  also  learned that  there  were  in  fact  four  weekly  Zen sitting 
groups in Austin, each of which I would visit in the coming months. 

Closer to my house was a weekly group that met Sunday mornings at the Live 
Oak Unitarian Church led by Peg, a university professor who had studied with 
a teacher in San Diego, Joko Beck, who had written a couple of books, which 
I procured and read. This quickly became  my second weekly Zen experience. 
A couple of peculiar features of this group were that we had to do three bows 
each week, things Alan Watts had explicitly  assured me I would not have to 
do, and ten minutes of strange walking meditation sandwiched between two 
meditation  periods.  However,  Peg  and  the  other  members  were  very 
welcoming and it was always a happy place to spend Sunday mornings.

Not so conveniently located for me was the Plum Blossom Sangha, which met 
Sunday  afternoons  in  a  yoga  studio  and  followed  the  tradition  not  of   a 
Japanese  but  of  a  Vietnamese  Zen  master  Thich  Nhat  Hanh,  the  great 
promoter of  engaged Buddhism and author of many many books, some of 
which I procured and read. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. had said of this noble 
monk at the time he had recommended him for the Nobel Peace Prize,

“Thich Nhat Hanh is a holy man, for he is humble and devout. He is a  
scholar of immense intellectual capacity.”
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The  fourth  group,  the  Clear  Spring  Zendo,  was  led  by  Flint  Sparks,  a 
psychotherapist.  I learned that Flint had also practiced at the San Francisco 
Zen Center, but it would be about a year before I visited Flint's group because 
I also heard that they did a lot more bows and chanting and stuff than even the 
Live Oak group did. There seem also to have been some Rinzai Zen groups in 
Austin that came and went, but they were harder to pinpoint.

Dave  had  for  some  years  already  been  inviting  a  teacher  from  the  San 
Francisco Zen Center to come to Texas once or twice a year to lead a two-day 
weekend event at a local retreat center, which involved both zazen and lecture. 
At  the  very  first  opportunity  I  signed  up,  enthused  but  also  a  little 
apprehensive that  I  would be able  to  sit  comfortably as  long and often as 
required. The teacher's name was Reb Anderson, he had once been the abbot 
of the San Francisco Zen Center, wore exotic robes, was mysteriously formal, 
had a bald head and was great. 

Once someone asked Reb, “What is emptiness.”

Reb reached for a bowl-shaped bell and placed it in front of his perfect 
lotus posture and bright and mindfully present blue eyes. “See this bell? This 
bell is everything in the whole world, except for the property of being a bell!”

I cherished the  years I spent sitting and learning  in these weekly meditation 
groups and in Reb's retreats, with Dave and Peg and with others of like delight 
and commitment. A new world and a new way of being was opening up for us 
as we found our way together into these profound practices and teachings. 

Over this period  I read and studied intently, absorbing one or two books a 
week at first, in spite of the work load in my hi-tech job. I was fascinated to 
learn  about  the  Four  Noble  Truths  and  the  Noble  Eightfold  Path,  of  the 
teachings  on  wisdom,  virtue  and  cultivation  of  mind,  on  impermanence, 
suffering and non-self.  I  learned  about the  brilliant philosopher-monks  like 
Nagarjuna  of the Northern Indian universities  like Nalanda still remembered 
in  the  Mahayana  countries.  I  read  about  the  later  development  of  the 
Mahayana school with its apocryphal sutras, emphasizing compassion and the 
bodhisattva ideal conveyed in richly mythic terms. I learned about the history 
of the early Saṅgha, the spread of Buddhism in all directions, including along 
the Silk Road into China, where Buddhism encountered Taoism and Zen was 
born.  I  also  learned  the  alternative  more  traditional  story of  red-haired 
curmudgeon Bodhi- “Vast Emptiness, Nothing Holy” -dharma, who is said to 
have brought Zen from India to China.  I learned about Zen koans and the 
spread of Zen to Korea and Japan, and about  Dogen and  Hakuin, the great 
Japanese Zen masters of the Soto and Rinzai schools respectively.

I  also  established a  relentless  personal  meditation  practice and  once  I  had 
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started  would not miss a single day of meditation for the next five and half 
years,  until  realizing  I  was  getting  “attached”  to  my  record  intentionally 
disrupted it for a day. Having learned many years before to follow the breath, 
I began experimenting with shikantaza, the practice of just sitting with upright 
posture and  full  awareness  and with no object of meditation  more specific 
than  the  mind  itself.  Shikantaza gave  me  headaches  at  first,  but  quickly 
became the foundation of my practice.  I became so relentless in my practice 
that my boss at work would be taken aback that I would abandon the others 
pounding out code for the next morning's demo to go sit.

I developed a greater awareness of my own mind, and  usually did not like 
what  I  found  there.  I  discovered,  for  instance,  that  I  was  remorselessly 
judgmental.  I  had never  thought  of  that  as a  characteristic  I  had to  worry 
about, but there it was.  I had just to look at someone and the judgment would 
come up,  “n'er-do-well  nerd,”  “misguided moron,” “confused cad,”  almost 
always something negative,  unless that  someone  happened to be a  “bonny 
babe.” I asked myself, “How can I possibly know so much about this person?” 
And I would answer, “It's the shoes,” or “He talks too much.” I embarrassed 
myself,  and that  embarrassment  became  the  shadow my judgmental  mind, 
until  both  began  to  fade  together in  a  year  or  two.  This  would  be an 
observable shift that gave me an early gratified sense that this mindfulness  of 
mind stuff really works.

Something else began weighing on me more than ever in these years:  my 
livelihood. During most of this time I was working at MCC, uncomfortably 
because this primarily concerned contracts that had DoD money behind them. 
I began seriously to question the benefit of my livelihood to the world at large. 
It is odd that you can be paid a lot for something that brings more harm than 
benefit,  but  I  suppose  it  is  a  widespread quality  of  our  economic  system, 
distorted as it  is  through corruption,  misinformation and externalization of 
costs. I began more than ever to feel I want no more part of this! That was a 
second shift.

A teaching  teaching that  hit  home for me quite  readily  was also  the most 
uniquely  Buddhist  teaching  of  all,  and  one  that  most  serious  students  of 
Buddhism grapple with for years before  barely getting  the smallest whiff of 
what it  might  mean. This was the teaching of   “non-self,”  which  in Zen  is 
often subsumed under “emptiness,” but in any case makes the point that we do 
not exist in anything like the way we think we do, which is as independent 
“things” that endure with the same identity if  not forever then at  least  for 
while.  Early  Chinese  Zen  master  Pai  Chang,  reeking  of  this  teaching, 
summarized it quite successfully as follows,

“All things never say that they are empty, nor do they say that they are  
form. They also do not say that they are right or wrong, pure or  
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impure. Neither is there any mind to bind anyone. It is only that people  
themselves create false attachments, thereby giving rise to all kinds of  

understanding, creating various views, desires and fears.

“Just realize that all things are not created by themselves; they all  
come into existence only because of a single false thought that wrongly  

attaches to appearances. If one perceives that the mind and 
phenomena do not mutually reach each other, then one is liberated at  

that very spot. All things are calm and extinct as they are, and that  
very place is bodhimanda.[the seat of enlightenment]”

Over thirty years  earlier I had had an experience that was still vivid  in my 
mind, the sense that every part and process of “Me” seemed to be present as 
usual, including the breathing, the walking and the thinking, but that now they 
were collaborating on their own without “Me.” Decisions were made, but they 
were not my decisions only  additional disembodied  processes.  I was simply 
nowhere to be found. Recall that in the aftermath  of this  early  experience I 
had  spun off thought experiments, for instance,  the one about the Star Trek 
transporter, and could not shake the feeling that I was an empty egg shell that 
could become thicker only through success and accomplishment, a project that 
would in fact determine much of what would be amiss in my subsequent life.

Now  the teaching of  non-self  told me what  it  was  I  had seen,  and finally 
assured me that it  was OK.  In the aftermath of discovering this teaching I 
began once again to spin off thought experiments, this time about donut holes 
and  clouds,  and  could  not  shake  a  newly  invigorated awareness  of  the 
tentative arising and falling of that very sense of self that told me that was not 
my bodhimanda, for I was still far from being liberated at that very place. 

For instance, immediately after  enjoying  zazen  with others I would rub my 
eyes and stretch my limbs,  and there  that sense of self would be,  wanting 
others to see I had just had a uniquely deep zazen experience, making me take 
an extra long time to return to reality. In discussion after that I would make a 
remark and there  that little guy was, wanting  me  to be more insightful than 
anyone else, making me use phrases like “nuanced epistemic bifurcation.” In 
the presence of an attractive woman he would simply go crazy, making me say 
things  I  could  scarcely  follow  nor  remember.  I  named  that  sense  of  self 
affectionately “Little Johnny,” and Little Johnny intruded repeatedly, except 
when he didn't.  I became adept at recognizing the little guy as he slipped in 
and out: He had “ME” written all over him, and “personal advantage” tattooed 
across his forehead.

The repeated awareness of Little Johnny was a  third measurable  shift  that I 
can attribute to Buddhist practice and understanding.  This  gave me  a lot of 
confidence  that  I was on the right track.  All  three shifts,  it  should  be  noted, 
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entailed discomfort in the form of a nagging awareness that had not been there 
in such a pronounced form before. However this was good because it helped 
to dispel the notion that my practice was about bliss, even though the stillness 
of  zazen  was  indeed  a  delight.  It  was  instead  about  awareness  and 
understanding, and that is truly in the end what is transformational.

In short, I  was like a bear taking to honey, a moth taking to a candle, bacon 
taking to eggs. After years of meditation practice, I had hit the ground running 
as a Buddhist.

The Engaged Buddhist
In 1998 the Hill Country Chapter of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship had begun 
meeting in San Marcos, half way between Austin and San Antonio, hoping to 
make  the  world  a  better  place. BPF  was  a  Berkeley-based  national 
organization affiliated with the interfaith Fellowship for Reconciliation. The 
initial Saturday chapter meetings were devoted to reading and discussion, and 
to planning in which we considered a long series of proposals for joint action 
to  grab  the  world  by  the  nose.  For  instance,  someone  suggested  that  we 
perform a play to convey to some imagined audience some important point or 
other that was  surely  Right,  but  the play idea  fell flat because of wild vari-
ations along the scales of enthusiasm, anticipated stage fright  and theatrical 
talent. 

Austin is an ideal place for political action because it is the capitol of Texas. 
Not only are there lawmakers at hand to be influenced, though usually lastly 
by us, but also there are appropriate venues for rallies and marches. Texas is 
infamous for its extraordinarily frequent application of  the death penalty, with 
more executions per year than any other state, and under Governor George W. 
Bush the  number  of  executions  was skyrocketing,  about  to peak  at 40 
executions in 1999, after which it would drop precipitously toward the end of 
2000 as  any new prospectively  controversial  executions  were  delayed that 
might provide the Gore campaign with a new issue. Executions in Texas were 
routinely scheduled for Wednesdays at 6:00 pm but sometimes there would be 
either a second execution on the following Thursday or two executions back 
to back on a single Wednesday. 

For many years there had already been a small rally across from the Gover-
nor’s  Mansion  on  Lavaca  Street  for  every  execution  starting  at  5:30  and 
ending at 6:30, that is, straddling the scheduled  execution  time. Generally a 
group dedicated and very pleasant people in polo shirts and printed dresses 
would  quietly  stand  with  signs  that  read,  “Catholics  for  Moratorium,”  or 
“Unitarians against the Death Penalty,” or “Stop Executions Now,” and so on. 
Someone  would  always  bring  a  pile  of  signs  for  newcomers,  sometimes 
requiring a temporary religious conversion after the pile had been picked over. 
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However, for controversial DP cases, for instance, in which the evidence of 
guilt seemed to be slim, or in which the candidate for execution was mentally 
retarded or emotionally impaired, or was  even a minor at the time a murder 
was committed, the rally would swell with the presence of the Loud, the Vocal 
and the Angry, one of which always brought a bullhorn to lead the others in 
chanting something like: 

“What Do We Want? “

“Moratorium!” 

“When Do We Want It?” 

“Now! “

A number of Buddhists decided to join the  almost weekly  rally, but  with a 
twist: We would  not to carry signs at all,  but  would  rather meditate on each 
occasion for one hour. We lined along the far edge of the sidewalk, under the 
picture  window  of  the  Texas  Motor  Vehicle  Department  across  from  the 
Governor's Mansion. Because of the convenient regularity of executions the 
vigil became a routine part of the  almost  weekly meditation schedule for a 
number of us. Part of the point was that we did not publicly advocate any 
position or declare ourselves to be Right about anything at all. We just sat. The 
surprising thing was that it felt so Right just to be there, even though we had 
no strategy nor intention to convince anyone of anything, only to be present. 

The  sign-bearers  considered  us  an  asset  because  we  seemed,  like  a  good 
undertaker, to lend so much gravity to the affair. And we appreciated the sign-
bearers because otherwise no one would have the slightest idea of why we 
were sitting so quietly in such an odd place.  However sometimes the sign-
bearers,  distracted by conversation  and eager  to be seen by passing cars  a 
split-second earlier, would slowly migrate up the street with their signs and I, 
who  personally  undertook  to  peek  periodically  out  to  the  world  beyond 
samadhi  for  such  mishaps,  would  jump up and  bring  them back  near  the 
meditators. As we sat sometimes we would hear shouts from cars and passers-
by, either pro-DP or con: “Right on!” “Kill them all!” “You wouldn’t be here 
if someone had murdered a loved-one!” A honking horn, I  quickly  learned, 
generally signaled approval for what we were doing, or rather not doing. 

With no particular intention other than to sit  publicly  in alignment with our 
convictions,  numerous  times  we  could  see  how  our  actions  made  small 
impacts. One of the sign-bearers told me when we were packing up after one 
sitting that as the meditators  had been absorbed in their samadhi the Bush 
family itself  had arrived in their limousine and that soon afterward the Bush 
daughter had come out to the fence to watch us, until the governor himself had 
appeared to retrieve her. 
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Later, during the Bush presidential campaign, the news media was constantly 
present outside of the Governor’s Mansion, along with many demonstrators of 
a variety of persuasions, making it hard for us to maintain our identity as part 
of the DP contingent.  This did however earn us an interview for local TV 
station once when a frustrated reporter could find no more interesting story to 
file that day. 

And once a reporter for Good Life, a local Austin periodical, composing an 
article on Engaged Buddhism, once visited our vigil with a staff photographer, 
who took a brilliant shot: He discovered that by positioning his camera  at a 
certain angle on Lavaca St., where we were sitting, he could get a  shot that 
included all sixteen meditators  and also caught the reflection of the stately 
State Capitol building about two blocks away centered in the picture window 
above our heads. A couple of years later Steve McCurry, the famous National 
Geographic  photographer,  would  discover  this  picture  on  line  while 
researching a project on Buddhism in Texas prisons and, enraptured,  would 
contact me about reenacting the same shot, until he, in a more sober moment, 
he would recall that someone else had already taken that shot.

In 1999 the Kosovo conflict escalated into bombing by UN forces, Someone 
in BPF suggested that we do a public Walking Meditation for Peace. Similar 
to the DP vigils, we were not to state a position, but only to reflect the gravity 
of the situation. A flier was created and distributed, permission was obtained 
to conduct this event on the South side of the Texas State Capitol Building, 
invitations were sent to email listservs, large signs were created to announce 
on-site not the purpose but the topic of the event. 

The procedure was simple: Participants walked mindfully from the Capitol 
steps southward, about four abreast, past Texas State troopers and wandering 
tourists, the latter often startled to see these odd silent people looming from 
behind over  their  shoulders,  slowly reached the  South  gate  of  the  Capitol 
grounds on 11th Street, then formed a big J as the vanguard began to turn 
around,  which  then  became  a big U, then a big backward J  as the  leaders 
slowly and mindfully arrived back to the South steps, altogether taking about 
40 minutes. 

We were astonished what a great mass of people showed up for this event; I 
had no idea who  most of them were,  not recognizing many from Austin’s 
Buddhist circles. After a few congratulatory words and  after we  starting to 
break  up  I  talked  to  a  number  of  unfamiliar  faces to  discover  Quakers, 
Unitarians, Catholics, presumably Secular Humanists, and many people who 
with no previous knowledge of the event had been passing by and thought it 
looked  like  a  cool  idea.  Most  of  all  I  was  astounded how  moving  an 
experience it  was  to  be publicly present  with so many many people,  each 
silently mindful of the suffering in Kosovo.
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Bernie  Glassman  Roshi,  an  American  Zen  teacher  and  engaged  Buddhist, 
often  writes  and  speaks  about  Bearing  Witness,  which  is  what  the  death 
penalty vigils and public walking meditations were about. In his words, 

When we bear witness, when we become the situation—homelessness,  
poverty, illness, violence, death—the right action arises by itself. We 

don’t have to worry about what to do. We don’t have to figure out  
solutions ahead of time. Peacemaking is the functioning of bearing 

witness. Once we listen with our entire body and mind, loving action  
arises. 

Loving action is right action. It’s as simple as giving a hand to someone who 
stumbles or picking up a  child  who has fallen on the floor.  We take such 
direct, natural actions every day of our lives without considering them special. 
And they’re not  special.  Each is  simply the best  possible  response to  that 
situation in that moment. I think of Bearing Witness as putting the heart right 
where it belongs. This is usually not where we want to place it, because it is  
easier to turn away. Bearing witness is the opposite of denial. In Buddhism 
you face your own demons and those of the world, and your practice grows 
from there. 

Walking  Meditations  for  Peace  became  rather  standard  fare  for  the  Hill 
Country Buddhist Peace Fellowship. In 2000 we bore witness to Land Mines, 
in October,  2001 to the invasion of Afghanistan by U.S. troops, in March, 
2003 to the invasion of Iraq (with around 350 participants) and in October, 
2007 to the Saffron Revolution in Burma. In May, 2003 we participated in an 
event called the Texas Showdown, in which many peace and social-justice 
groups joined together in a long march through the streets of Austin and up 
Congress Avenue to approach the Capitol Building, where a rally was held on 
the South Steps. The various activist groups maintained their integrity during 
the march but began to merge, mix, mingle and meld as they approached the 
Capitol  grounds.  I  expected  that  our  group,  in  silent  walking  meditation, 
would also be forced to dissolve at the same point, but was surprised that the 
other people on the South side parted very respectfully as we approached and 
our group of Walking Meditators held its integrity almost up the the South 
Steps.. 

For  the  invasion of  Afghanistan there  was an anti-war  rally  scheduled the 
same day  at  a  park  in  Austin,  so  we  intentionally  scheduled  our  walking 
meditation to take place about  one and a half hours later. One of the other 
BPFers, Pamela, and I also made arrangements to get on the speaker list at the 
anti-war  rally.  About  500 people  present  heard  the  usual  line  up  of  angry 
speakers, who also led chanting: 

“What Do We Want?”
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“No War! “

“When Do We Want It?” 

“Now!”

Pamela was with the Plum Blossom Sangha. Many members of BPF were, 
since they were disciples of Thich Nhat Hanh, also known as Thay. When it 
was our turn, Pamela read a statement that Thay had just made about the war 
the  day  before,  then  I  announced  our  walking  meditation  for  later  that 
afternoon and invited people to participate. 

Local TV news showed up at the Walking Meditation, along with about  one 
hundred fifty participants. 

After the walking meditation an angelic young woman walked up to 
me and said, “I was at the anti-war rally. Could you Buddhists please come to 
more demonstrations like that? You are so peaceful. Everyone else is so angry 
I don’t really like to go to these rallies, but feel I have to.” 

We  were pleased that evening that the local TV  ran a long, very respectful 
piece on our walking meditation.  The  huge  anti-war rally  got  only  a  brief 
disapproving mention. 

My political life had certainly shifted; in years past I had been given much too 
easily to anger to participate physically in any events that accorded with my 
sympathies..

A Leap of Faith
Something else shifted in my life:  I  had suffered lower back problems for 
thirty  years,  since  I  was  eighteen.  They  stopped!  I  cannot  unambiguously 
attribute this to Buddhist practice, for I had also right at this time dared to buy 
the book on back problems that I had resisted before, the book that promised 
to cure back problems simply by  being  read. I read  this book and my back 
problems  disappeared.  It's  technique  was  to  convince  me  that  my  back 
problems are psychosomatic, that they are based in repressed anger. It asked 
me to review my history of back problems in terms of what else was going on 
in  my  life  during  the  worst  episodes.  It  presented  evidence  from  false 
diagnoses and many case studies. Finally it told me: 

“You know all those support cushions you are using, like the one on 
the  driver's  seat  of  your  Toyota  Corolla?  The  ones  that  you  think  are 
indispensable lest you throw your back out?”

“Um, yes.”

“Throw them all away! Go ahead, right now, put them in the trash.”
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This was a great leap of faith. I hesitated, but I ultimately did as it instructed, 
and … it didn't matter. It has never mattered since! I was free!

Largely through Dave's encouragement and inspiration I began participating 
in weekend meditation retreats when they were offered in the area, and then 
traveling to other parts of the country to participate in week-long  sesshins. 
The  first  of  the  latter was  at  the  rustic  Southern  Dharma  Center  in  the 
mountains of North Carolina, which was led by Rev. Shohaku Okumura, a 
Japanese master, a year older than myself, who was later to become a major 
influence on my understanding of Buddhism. 

This retreat, just two weeks after my one-time girlfriend Marie's death, was a 
welcome time of contemplation for me. That sesshin became about my painful 
sense of loss and grief. The stillness, the regularity of the heavy bells calling 
us  to  the  zendo,  and the  chime that  began and ended  zazen,  the  smell  of 
incense, the many robes and the many hours of deepening concentration, all 
spoke  of  a  world  apart.  During  zazen  we  could  schedule  dokusan,  brief 
private interviews with the teacher to discuss practice. 

During breaks I  would take walks along the paths  on the ridge above the 
center  where  the  view was  magnificent.  I  wished  Marie  were beside  me, 
smiling laughing trying to spot a rare bird. I somehow expected to see Marie 
coming toward me as I rounded each corner. Then suddenly, there she was! I 
had come around a bend to a straight section of the path and there just to the 
right off the path stood, life-sized a white marble of  Guan Yin, the female 
incarnation of Avalokiteshvara, the Bodhisattva of compassion.

My corporate job allowed me a certain amount of vacation time each year and 
I began to spend it all in sesshin, which meant a couple of long sesshins each 
year. The next spring I want to the San Francisco Zen Center, in particular to 
Green Gulch Farm above the ocean in Marin County, to sit  a sesshin led by 
Rev. Norman Fischer. This was far more elaborate in form than anything I 
thought was possible. In fact I would suffer cultural shock for the next seven 
days.

Shortly after arrival, before the start of the sesshin in the evening, newbies 
were instructed in the fine art  of  oryoki.  This involves a ritual process of 
receiving and eating meals, and of cleaning one's bowls and utensils, all in the 
zendo,  seated  in  meditation  position.  In  unison  we  practitioners  open  our 
bowls,  initially  wrapped  in  cloth,  placing  wrapping cloth,  three  bowls, 
chopsticks, spoon, sestsu (cloth-tipped bowl scraper), wiping cloth, lap cloth 
and utensil  bag,  in  their  designated places,  each  cloth opened by grasping 
proper corners with proper fingers, and everything properly oriented. After a 
series of chants we receive food brought by servers and ladled into bowls, 
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with an exchange of bows before and after as the server moves down the row, 
and with the use of hand signals that communicate the amount to be offered. 
After all are served we chant, at designated phrases first placing the spoon at 
the 12 o'clock position in the first bowl and the chopsticks at an angle onto the 
rim of the second bowl, and then lifting the first bowl to face level to begin 
eating. 

At the conclusion of the meal we clean the bowls with  the setsu, depositing 
remnants in mouth, proceeding in proper bowl order, then receive hot water 
from the servers into the first bowl, exchanging bows as before. We then clean 
the bowls once again with hot water and setsu, drying each bowl in turn after 
pouring remaining water into the next bowl, and finally wrap all of the cloths, 
utensils  and  bowls  back  up,  each  cloth  folded  to  specification,  each 
component in its exact place and tie the bundle to the state it was in to begin, 
as if the meal had never happened. 

“Whew,” I interjected repeatedly to myself during the course of that 
week.

This  is not  all:  There  were precise  ways to  enter  the  zendo (for  instance, 
leading with the right foot, not with the left), to hold the hands as we walked, 
to bow toward those seated in our row then to those in the remaining rows, 
taking care to turn clockwise, then to sit  backwards on our  zafus and spin 
around to face the wall. For lecture we continued to sit cross-legged, not to 
raise our knees to our chins if we could stand it.  I longed for the days when 
not throwing spitballs or passing messages got my by. 

Service  was a complex affair with many bows, led by Fischer Roshi (in the 
role of, I would later learn, doshi), who offered incense initially with the help 
of an attendant (jisha) and who also at precise points in the chants would 
make additional bows or approach the alter to offer additional incense. We, in 
the meantime, held our chant books in a certain way and were to chant with 
energy. Behavior outside the zendo was also similarly regulated. We did not 
break  silence  but  bowed upon  encountering  each  other,  we  could make 
ourselves tea, but had to sit while we drank it, and so on.

Each morning at the beginning of service we chanted something I had not 
heard before, but which I inexplicably found very moving. In fact my eyes 
would tear up and I would get a lump in my throat every time. It went like 
this:

All my ancient twisted karma,
From beginningless greed, hate and delusion,

Born through body speech and mind,
I now fully avow.
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It was as if my whole twisted past, the mistakes I had made, the people I had 
hurt, the opportunities and energy I had squandered even in an unfathomable 
remote past  beyond memory, loomed  behind me but  as if  a door had been 
opened to escape its marching, forward momentum.

Most of the participants wore robes and of those who did there seem to be two 
classes: those with hair and those without hair. The robes of those with hair 
seemed rarely to fit right, and seemed to be placed over regular American t-
shirts,  sweaters  and  so  on.  The  robes  of  those  without  hair  were  clearly 
tailored, included an extra long cloth that went over the left shoulder draping 
elegantly,  and other  equally  exotic  but  less  visible  layers.  These  were  the 
robes of the priests.  The priests had the weird habit of putting on their outer 
robes only after the first periods of zazen in the morning, and then only after 
placing  the  still  folded  robes  on  their  bald  heads  and  chanting  together 
something very exotic about fields and emptiness. Of the baldies with robes, 
Fischer Roshi seemed to be unique in that his robes were brown rather than 
black. 

Of the minority with no robes,  I seemed to be the lone person in the sesshin 
who had not known to wear black or highly subdued colors. I wore things like 
green or blue., thankfully not yellow or orange Fortunately I was later relieved 
to see that, digging deeper into their suitcases during the week in search of a 
change  of  clothing,  other  participants  came  up  with  increasingly  brighter 
colors eventually to rival or surpass my own.

This was all amazing to me. Why would people do all this? This was not at all  
like the Zen described so vividly and accurately by Alan Watts, not like real 
Zen. It wasn't even cool and it entailed a lot of bother and stress. And this was 
on top of the agonizing pains in my knees and back from the unaccustomed 
long hours of sitting for seven days. As if to rub it in Norman Fischer broke 
tradition in honor of the recent death of Duke Ellington by having “It don't 
mean a thing if it ain't got that swing” played during the  very  last period of 
zazen in the sesshin. I was already suffering from Zendo Stress Disorder.

In  contemplating  the  challenge  to  my  cultural  sensibilities  and  natural 
inclination toward the casual, during the subsequent weeks I came up not so 
much with a resolution as with a way of arriving at one. The easiest response 
to my discomfort would have been, 

Balderdash! Ritual forms are nonsense, they are a perversion of real 
Buddhism, of real  Zen, or … or else  a cultural  artifact  of the East 
Asian  cultures  in  which  these  ritual  forms  arose  that  are  of  little 
relevance in the critical-thinking West. Ha! 

With this response in hand I would have been free to seek out retreat centers 
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that  loosened  up  on  this  nonsense.  I  did  not  know  at  the  time  of  the 
ubiquitousness  of such Buddhist  meditation  centers,  largely  to  satisfy the 
demands of  the  thriving “balderdash”  community. But  the  “balderdash” 
response  was  not  good  enough:  How  would  I  know  that  the  response is 
correct? 

In what for me was an almost unprecedented display of good judgment,  of 
smarts  and wisdom, I chose the opposite response: I accepted as a working 
assumption that there  is a purpose for all of these ritual forms  and  related 
nonsense that  I  simply  had  yet to  fathom.  How  could  something  persist 
generation  after  generation  with  no  purpose?  For  this  reason  I  make  the 
decision to begin sitting every week with … Flint Spark's group at the Clear 
Spring Zendo, the group infamous for its bows and ritual forms that until then 
had inhibited my participation.

I did not yet know it, but this is the moment when I fully aligned myself with 
Buddhism,  the  moment  when  I  acquired  Buddhist  “faith”  and  in  return 
relinquished the arrogant assumption that I already knew what I was doing. I 
had already learned in my career as a scientist that there was little danger in 
such a leap of faith as long as one did not thereby relinquish wisdom and 
discernment as well. I had given myself over to Generative Grammar on a 
similar basis  as a linguistics student,  and in fact  came eventually  around  to 
rejecting it  rather  soundly,  yet  in  the  meantime  developed  quickly  into a 
scholar. If the ritual and bowing thing did not work out, I would simply give it 
up and be all the wiser for it. What I did now was to establish a general policy 
to  accept  with  a  degree  of  wholeheartedness  whatever I  was  taught  by 
respected Buddhist teachers or texts, at least until I got to the bottom of it in 
my own experience. This policy would serve me well in the years to come and 
sustain an explorer's sense of curiosity throughout my career of training.

Faith is an often misunderstood thing. You might, as I did, think of yourself as 
a person of reason as opposed to a person of faith, but faith is not like that. 
We are  all persons of faith  all the time, not just in matters religious but in 
everything,  in  our  consumer  habits,  in  our  relationships,  in  our  hobbies. 
Whether we are rational or not we have no choice! The reason is that we live 
in  an  inherently  and  exceedingly uncertain  world  and  yet  need  to  make 
decisions in that world. The persistent gap between what we know and what 
we need to know is huge; faith  in all its guises  is that which leaps over that 
gap. But although we have no choice about whether or not to have faith, we 
do have a choice about how deliberate and discerning we  are in our faith, or 
what or whom we allow to inform out faith.

For instance, in the choice I made to embrace ritual and bowing I did not 
become more a person of faith, I only traded one faith for another in choosing 
to  let  experienced  Buddhist  practitioners  inform my faith.  The  balderdash 
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alternative would have rested on faith as well, which would have been the set 
of tacit unexamined assumptions that  had  inclined me so readily toward the 
“balderdash” response in the first place. What were those assumptions? Where 
did they come from? What is it that would have informed my faith in that case 
and why would that have been better than where I  now decided to place my 
faith? Let's look at that a moment.

The balderdash position is quite common in American culture, and goes hand 
in hand with a number of other positions. It is very common for  American 
Buddhists,  as  I  had  discovered  in  myself,  almost  in  the  same breath  with 
which they eschew ritual and bowing, to also reject: 

“Organized religion, hierarchy, bah!”

“Religious authority, priests, monks, rules, humbug!”

“Religious imagery, sacred objects, twaddle!”

“Religious doctrine, poppycock!”

These go hand-in-hand with:

“Rituals, bows, balderdash!”

The inherent evil of these things,  although obvious to  us keenly discerning 
modern  Americans, could  not  have  been obvious to  everyone at  all  times; 
otherwise  these features would not be so common in religious history, and 
otherwise they would not have close counterparts in  modern  secular realms 
where they are  more widely tolerated, such as  in the military,  which  a little 
reflection  will  reveal  to  have every  one  of  these  features,  or  their  exact 
counterparts. Why, we must ask, is their odiousness so obvious specifically in 
my culture, specifically with respect to the religious realm?

Cursory examination reveals that these things have “Reformation” written all 
over them; these are the very things that Protestant Christians objected to in 
the  Catholic  Church  and  sought  if  not  to  eliminate  altogether  at  least  to 
challenge and minimize. This Protestant confrontation with the structure and 
practices of the Catholic Church has a bitter and  painful history in Europe, 
including thirty years of bloody warfare, and has certainly left deep religious 
scars on Northern European and thereby American culture. Yet it  is due to a 
history that had  little to do with Buddhism,  which has  not only  its distinct 
history  but also a  different  way of  regarding and  relating  to each of these 
factors. If some of these particular factors were to have played at least at some 
time a pernicious role in the history of the Catholic Church,  on what basis 
would I assume that these issues  would play the same role in Buddhism?  I 
seemed quite blindly to have assumed the tacit faith of a Protestant; although I 
had never even been a Christian! Somehow I had absorbed his assumptions, 
perhaps  through constant interactions with those like him since undiscerning 
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childhood.  

Obviousness is the hallmark of blind faith,  and tacit  assumptions form the 
bulk of blind faith. From now on, when Buddhism rubbed me the wrong way, 
I  would try to  consider it an opportunity  not a problem. Embracing exactly 
that  sticking  point  with  an  open  mind  and  with  curiosity would put  me 
repeatedly in direct touch with my tacit assumptions.

Birth of a Zen Center
Flint had also trained briefly at the San Francisco Zen Center  and was quite 
infatuated with zazen and seemingly with all of the formal ritual aspects that 
that had challenged me at Green Gulch Farm. He had become a formal student 
of  Rev. Blanche Hartman, at that time co-abbot with Norman Fischer.  He 
had  remodeled  a  back  room  of  the  Clear  Spring  Yoga  Studio  in  an 
aesthetically appropriate  fashion for Zen practice.  It was a  cozy space that 
accommodated up to eight people seated against and facing the walls, as was 
the Soto custom that I had observed in my two sesshin experiences,

Flint was  understaffed  (there  was  only  one  of  him) and  still  as  a  layman 
technically underqualified to lead formal practice and especially to lay it on as 
thickly as  what  I  had  experienced  in  Norman's  retreat,  but  Flint tried  his 
darnedest as a kind of one-man band, offering incense, then ringing the bell 
for himself to provide an example  for others to follow along in bowing, then 
chanting while keeping beat on a small wooden fish (mokugyo) and ringing a 
small bell at appointed times. Flint's group also did not suffer the intrusion of 
words and letters of the sort permitted in the scheduled discussion periods of 
other Zen groups.  Flint's enthusiasm was infectious and he had a  sparkling 
talent for making people feel included even nonverbally.

I would see the same people  each of  the  two mornings  the group met  each 
week. There was a young guy who even arrived on his bicycle in the dark. We 
would  meditate,  chant,  then  all  go  home.  Since  there  was  no  discussion 
scheduled we had little  opportunity to  get  to  know each other,  just  a  few 
parting  words  in  the  parking  lot.  Some  months  later  our  little  group  had 
continued to grow steadily and was regularly filling up the little Clear Spring 
Zendo.

Then  one  day Flint  announced,  “I  would  like  to  suggest  that  after 
zazen those of us who can, meet at the coffee shop down the street.”

“Good idea.”

We then started to learn each others' names, “Bill,” who it turns out was the 
first person to begin sitting with Flint, “Carey,” “Robert,” … The guy on the 
bicycle  was  “Jim.”  And  the  group  continued  to  grow.  We  soon regularly 
overflowed the little zendo and the last people to arrive would have to sit in 
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the hall,  luckily also quiet at that wee hour of the morning.  But soon there 
were more people in the hall than in the zendo.

Then one day Flint announced, “I think we should begin meeting five 
mornings  a  week.  That  way it  will  not be so crowded;  people can spread 
themselves out over the week.”

“Good idea.”

Flint's  plan  failed  completely;  it  only  served  to  harden each  of  us  in  our 
meditation practice so that many of us, especially Jim and I along with Flint, 
began coming all five mornings  per week almost  without fail.  And that then 
inspired others to come more regularly so that  the overflow into the hall was 
became greater than  ever  and  the  little  zendo  was   unmanageable during 
service.

Flint  and Dave together had begun coordinating the use of a Dharma retreat 
center in the country northwest of Austin called Tenzo for occasional weekend 
retreats and Reb had begun teaching there on his visits to Texas. Flint's teacher 
Blanche, gaining confidence in Flint's promotional talents, assigned one of her 
new Dharma heirs Seirin Barbara Kohn, who was also at the time serving as 
president  of  San Francisco  Zen Center, to  oversee  Flint's  fledgling  group. 
Once  Flint arranged for Barbara to lead a weekend retreat  at Tenzo. I had 
never met Barbara, nor Blanche, before. However, this was not to be a normal 
meditation retreat.

It  seems  Barbara  had  once  been  an  improvisational  dancer  and  drawn  a 
connection between Zen spontaneity and improvisational dance.  Her retreat 
would not be the customary zazen, Dharma talks and food along with service, 
incense, bows and bells,, but  rather was entitled “Zen and Movement.” Flint 
was concerned that fear of the unknown was inhibiting people from signing up 
for her class, but then let us know one morning that Barbara had phoned him 
to reassure everybody that it was not as bad as it sounded;  it would be fun. 
Still a bit wary, I and others reluctantly signed up. In fact, it would be worse 
than it sounded.

The sessions alternated between zazen and improvisational exercises.  In one 
of the exercises, as an example, we formed two lines at two opposing walls of 
the room, facing each other. Opposing pairs were to maintain eye contact, and 
each  partner  on  one  side  of  the  room was to  walk  toward  the  respective 
partner, and with each step make a different funny face. That was it!

In another exercise people paired up together in the room and one partner was 
to  move  or  dance  randomly while  the other  provided vocal  sound effects, 
much like a Warner Brothers Cartoon. 
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Another exercise took place in the evening with the lights out. Everyone was 
instructed to lie on his or her back on the floor and to make sounds playing off 
the sounds of everyone else. At one point we all sounded like fog horns, later 
like crickets, and of course we ended up all agiggle.

During zazen periods we would take turns meeting with Barbara in dokusan. 
On the first opportunity I sat  across from her in zazen posture,  we settled 
down and I told her my name:  “John.”

She asked, “What do you think of Zen and Movement?”

I said, “Well, to be honest, I find it a bit tedious. Sorry.”

Without missing a beat  he said,  “I've done these before and people 
have used much stronger language that that to describe them.” She was clearly 
encouraging me to be quite frank and open, in what I took to be the finest 
standards of the Zen tradition.

“Well, it is like playing with my kids when they were young. Except it 
is a little embarrassing to be so silly with a bunch of grown-ups. For the life of 
me, I can't see what  any of this has to do with Zen. Why don't we just sit 
zazen?. ...” 

Once I got going I became quite critical,  while she listened attentively and 
made no attempt to rebut my persuasive arguments nor  defend against the 
irrefutable  logic  behind my views. Certainly for the remaining day  and the 
next she would be convinced that we should just sit zazen. However no such 
thing happened and I endured another full day of the same. 

At  the  end  of  the  workshop  Barbara assembled  the  little  group  for  a 
debriefing.

“Tell me what you thought of this retreat and what you got out of it.”

Now, during breaks I had heard or engaged in hushed discussions with other 
participants  that  clearly  indicated widespread disappointment  and localized 
flareups of anger. But the participants were now clearly too polite to express 
this as openly as I had in dokusan:

“I thought it was kinda … interesting, combining movement with, uh, 
Zen.”

“Who woulda thought. It is like you take the spontaneity of Zen and 
use that to do dance, and, uh, … other stuff.”

Suddenly Barbara turned to me and asked, “And what do you think, 
John?”

Wow, I hadn't seen that coming! She knew exactly what I would answer and 
that it would not be kind. But she was not looking for kind, she was looking 



172 Through the Looking Glass

for an honest opinion.

“Well, it is like playing with my kids when they were young. Except it 
is a little embarrassing to be so silly with a bunch of grown-ups. For the life of 
me, I can't see what  any of this has to do with Zen. Why don't we just sit 
zazen?. ...”  

That was one hell of a gutsy woman. The upshot was that within about two 
days I had decided to ask her to be my teacher. She had left Austin by that 
time, but I had planned a trip a few weeks later to San Francisco to visit my 
family. I arranged to meet with her at SFZC and she agreed to take me on as a 
student. For the most part we would communicate by email, but I let her know 
that I made frequent trips to San Francisco, my greater family's home base.

Although Flint's dedication and personality were largely responsible for the 
growth in  Zen practice  going on around him,  I  had  no small  role  in  this 
myself:  Remembering  the  initial  difficulty  I  had  in  locating  a  Zen  sitting 
group in Austin, and imagining others out there still making similar searches 
of cyberspace, I created a Web site called “Zen in Austin,” which gave contact 
information for all of the Zen groups I knew about. At this time setting up a 
Web site was not as obvious an option as it is now, so Clear Spring Zendo had 
thereby become a digital pioneer. The following was a common interchange:

Old timer: “How did you hear about the Clear Spring Zendo?”

Newbie: “I searched for 'Austin Zen' on line and found this helpful site 
someone had set up called 'Zen in Austin' and that gave me all the information 
I needed.”

One  day  Flint  announced  with  reference  to  this new  wave  of 
overcrowding, “This is a good problem to have. But it means we are going to 
have to make a decision: To get a larger place to sit. I think we need to rent a  
house.”

“Hmmm.”

And  with this  “hmmm” was born the Austin Zen Center.  We had to  raise 
funds, which meant we had to incorporate, which meant we needed a board of 
directors, which meant we needed by-laws and needed to learn rules of order. 

The Austin Zen Center occupied a house on West Avenue in Austin for one 
year. When we moved in we were uncertain we could raise the second month's 
rent. But membership and funds grew quickly. 

In fact, one day a few  short  months later Flint announced, “We are 
getting pretty big. We need a teacher.”

“Good idea.”
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The board discussed the proposal and the natural choice was Barbara. She had 
already  been given oversight of Flint's fledgling Clear Spring Zendo  by the 
teacher that she and Flint shared, and had already become my teacher and the 
teacher  of  Bill  and  some other  like-minded members  as  well.  She  readily 
accepted,  moved to Austin with her husband and many dogs,  and actively 
applied herself to organizing, teaching and offering dokusan.

Then one day a few short months later Barbara announced, “A wealthy 
benefactor has offered to buy a building for us. The Quaker Friends Meeting 
house is being sold and she says she will buy it for us if we want it.”

“Good idea.” 

“Let's go for it.”

This was the very building where I had begun my Zen practice, where Dave's 
Zen group had met  for years. The Quakers had now outgrown this beautiful 
space, a voluminous ninety-year-old two-story former wealthy family's home, 
allegedly even haunted.

Just before the establishment of the Austin Zen Center, in January of 2000, our 
community's  first lay ordination took place  at Tenzo. Lay ordination is also 
called  taking  the  precepts,  or  in  Japanese  jukai.  It  is  a  rite of  passage 
whereby one formally becomes a Buddhist. It consists of:

• Refuge in the Three Jewels: 

• The Buddha, 

• The Dharma,

• The Saṅgha,

• Three Pure Precepts:

• To avoid what is prohibited,

• To develop wholesome qualities,

• To benefit all beings,

• Ten Grave Precepts:

• Not to kill,

• Not to take what is not given,

• Not to misuse sexuality,

• Not to lie,

• Not to intoxicate self,

• Not to speak ill of others,

• Not to brag,
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• Not to harbor ill will,

• Not to be avaricious,

• Not to disparage the Three Jewels.

After jukai the ordainee is allowed to wear a blue rakusu at all Dharma events. 
The  rakusu is  a  rectangular  layered  piece  of  cloth  worn in  front  at  about 
chest/stomach level suspended from the neck by a strap that connects to the 
upper two corners. Often mistaken for a pouch — or for a bib in the case of 
the  childish  lay-ordainee  — the rakusu  in  fact  has  no  opening  but  is a 
miniature Buddha's robe: It is similar in design to the traditional monk's robe, 
which   was  conceived by the  Buddha and  implemented  by  Ānanda to  be 
composed of scraps of cloth arranged in a  staggered fashion to resemble the 
rice fields of the Ganges Valley. Adjoining scraps required two seams so that 
they both overlapped and interlocked. I would one day wear robes of similar 
construction but of Burmese manufacture.  The size of the rakusu might be 
appropriate for a squirrel  if  it were to ordain as a monk and wear the full 
body-length Buddha's robe. 

The rakusu would have been sewn by hand stitch by stitch  by the candidate 
for ordination, along with a cloth envelope to protect the rakusu when it was 
not  in  use.  The  cloth  envelope  itself  was  an  amazing  feat  of  origamic 
engineering  such  that  if  the  candidate  does  not  follow  instructions 
scrupulously  the  result  will  be  a  hopeless  snarl  of  outer  cloth,  lining  and 
thread.

Although  Bill  and  Jim  had formally  requested jukai  from Barbara.  I  was 
reluctant to commit because I thought of jukai primarily a way to distinguish 
oneself, to be able to wear the rakusu that advertises, “I am Zen.” One of the 
senior teachers at San Francisco Zen Center once reported that when she had 
first visited that center many years earlier and saw students wearing rakusus 
she assumed that they were the ones who had attained Enlightenment.  Flint 
had received jukai in San Francisco a few years earlier but it was natural that 
he should wear a rakusu: he was the leader of our community, until Barbara 
stepped on board, effectively giving us a dual leadership. 

When  I  discovered  Carolyn  would  also  be  ordained  I  began  to  consider 
differently, “This is a very august group of ordinees, one  to be included in 
which would certainly  be an honor.” This  group was  more or less the most 
committed of the committed  among the Zen students, absent me,  who was 
also pretty darned committed. In the end I decided to take on the craft project 
and requested jukai formally from Barbara.

Upon hearing that  I  had decided to ordain,  Flint  emailed me and reported 
having tears in his eyes. 

I thought, “Tears in his eyes?! It's a craft project!” 
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There was a ceremony for the four of us at Tenzo, with many in attendance, 
including my daughter  Kymrie. Many had tears in their eyes. For me it was 
enough just to remember my lines.  In jukai the ordainee is given an Sino-
Japanese name: Mine was  Kotaku Hosen,  which means “Vast  Virtue,  Free 
River.” I think it came from helping out a lot at the incipient Zen Center.

The reader might well be wondering, How did the leap of faith thing work out, 
especially all the bows? Reb Anderson once wrote,

By giving up our habitual personal styles of deportment and bringing  
our body, speech, and thought into accord with traditional forms and 

ceremonies, we merge in realization with buddha. We renounce our  
habit body and manifest the true dharma body.

A short time ago this would have been incomprehensible to me; now it made 
perfect sense. 

I discovered that learning ritual forms had gone through stages. The first was 
awkward.  There  was  uncertainty  whether I  was  doing  a  bow correctly  or 
holding  the  incense  properly.  My  self,  Little  Johnny,  was  manifestly 
embarrassed and hoping nobody was looking. 

The second  was smooth. I knew exactly how to do the bow,  where  to offer 
incense,  when to ring the bell,  how to walk, to hold the chant book, to open 
the oryoki bowls. Little Johnny was manifestly proud and hoping everybody 
was looking. They were of course too busy being either embarrassed or proud 
themselves. 

The third stage was  clear and serene. I knew to care for the form,  to  bring 
body and mind fully into accord. The last hint of Little Johnny dropped away, 
along with  his agenda,  along  with  his perpetual “what’s in it for me,”  along 
with his resistance and anxiety  on the one hand and with his pride on the 
other. For at least the moment I could experience what liberation must be like, 
complete perfect release from all the little self’s baggage. At that moment  a 
hammer struck emptiness, there was no actor, there was only the form and the 
awareness of body and mind following along. The form was doing me.

I had discovered a crucial Dharma gate that I had a short time been ready to 
dismiss on the basis of unexamined tacit assumptions. 

The Austin Zen Center grew and evolved quickly in the early days. Flint was 
ordained as a priest by his teacher in San Francisco, so that he and Barbara 
both  wore  priests' robes  in  the early  morning.  I  suspect  some new people 
assumed that  the two of them were simply too lazy to change out of their 
bathrobes, but for most it bestowed a well-earned respect. A new guy who 
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started coming, Colin, an ex-marine, was I think the first to begin wearing lay 
robes,  traditional  garb  which  anyone  was  free  to  wear  if  they  wanted. 
Interestingly it seemed to bestow up him a respectability that he had not yet 
earned — He was just a beginner at this point,  not even enlightened enough 
for a rakusu — but would earn many times over in the future. Jim, the early 
morning bicyclist decided to  take off  for California  to  live and  practice at 
Tassajara  Zen  monastery  in  California,  which  suddenly  opened  up  the 
possibility of a similar decision on my part.
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