
Priestcraft 

Leaving Tassajara.  A line of cars  flowed in one direction, another in the 

opposite, wouldn't it be more efficient to swap destinations? I went into a deli 
with some of the other newly former monks on the drive from Tassajara to San 
Francisco and for the first  time realized how silly  background music was: 
music for not listening to. I flew back to Austin from San Francisco. Almost 
everybody I met, in markets, on streets, on the airplane, seemed on the point 
of  either  rage or tears, remorselessly restless to distraction  or else all smiles 
trying to sell me something.  How did people get to be like that?  During the 
last  month of my residency at  Tassajara Bush had unconscionably invaded 
Iraq  to create a neo-liberal paradise and  I had just missed a massive BPF-
sponsored  walking  meditation  for  peace  in  Austin.  The  world  outside  the 
monastery gates was flat-out wall-to-wall, careeningly fast-lane bonkers. What 
was I to do?

I was going to do the most sane things I could  think to  do  with my life: to 
return to  the calm of the  Austin Zen Center,  to  continue my meditation, my 
studies,  my  activism,  to  find  ways  to  benefit  humanity,  serve  the  AZC 
community,  to  teach and  to  help Buddhism take root in America.  What else 
else that might make any sense?

Putting on the Robes
A large crowd had assembled in the zendo for a dual-ordination that featured 
me and Colin. I had already more than fulfilled the standard SFZC ordination 
requirement  of  residency at  Tassajara,  and Barbara had planned that Colin 
would leave for Tassajara the following fall to make up the deficit in his case. 
Colin and I formed the core of a procession from the founder's alter upstairs to 
the zendo  reciting  a single line  in praise of the Buddha  repeatedly to drum 
roll-downs and bells. We were wearing simply tailored gray kimonos. I would 
learn  that  the kimono  is considered in Japan  to be equivalent to underwear: 
you  would  not  appear  in  one in  public,  but  there  we  were,  symbolically 
pristine and unencumbered.  We both formally  bowed to the teacher  to begin 
the ordination ceremony.

To share this  important step in my life I had invited  my mother,  who  had 
flown from San Francisco, and my  three kids,  who  had  taken the bus down 
from Springfield, Missouri.  Kymrie  was now twenty-two years old,  Warren 
nineteen,  and Alma would turn sixteen the day after  this ordination,  and my 
mom was, uh, pretty old. I  had  also invited  Linda, the  girlfriend  I had left 
behind almost a year and a half earlier when I had entered Tassajara. 

Colin and I  had been required to sit in meditation  for  about  three hours in a 
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room upstairs from the zendo prior to the ceremony to prepare our minds for 
this momentous step that would change everything, after which our heads had 
been shaved, we had bathed and put on said kimonos. I had had a chance to 
see my family in the upstairs hall after my sudden hair loss and the kids had 
wanted to rub my shorn head to ascertain that it felt like it looked but wasn't, 
like rubber. Linda had suddenly appeared from the room where my mom was 
staying, and had shrieked in surprise at my shiny new look.

The ceremony traditionally involves giving the candidates a lot of stuff, most 
of which are one by one ritually perfumed by adding a pinch of chip incense 
to a burning kubaku, touching the item to the forehead and passing it over the 
puff  of  ensuing  smoke,  before passing  it to  the  candidate  with  two hands 
giving and two receiving. Given to each of us were: black tailored  koromo 
with characteristic  ten-gallon sleeves, okesa  personality sewn but never yet 
worn lest one impersonate a priest in one's impatience, rakusu, priest's oryoki 
bowls,  bowing cloth and  the certificate of ordination.  The latter is called a 
blood line and fixes the new priest into a lineage beginning with the Buddha 
passing through the long line of ancestors through Barbara and to each of us. 

We dressed incrementally as priests during the course of the ceremony as we 
received  new  gear to  wear.  Since  the  clothes  were  so  unfamiliar  a  priest 
already experienced in the ways of traditional garb stood behind  each of us 
ready to assist. The previous Fall there had been a mishap in Jim's ordination, 
in that the strap that holds the okesa in place had been sewn on the wrong 
surface of the okesa and so  it  could not be properly  tied. For  our ordination 
everything went  smoothly,  except  that  words  failed me that  I  should have 
committed  more  thoroughly to memory in the  few days after returning from 
Tassajara.  

We were also each given a Dharma name. I had expected that Barbara would 
retain my lay  ordination name, “Kotaku Hosen” (“Vast Virtue, Free River”), 
but she changed  one syllable producing “Kojin Hosen”  (“Vast Compassion, 
Free River”). I would often tell people afterwards that Barbara had discovered 
that I was not so virtuous after all, but that I meant well.  People would now 
gradually with  time  call  me  “Kojin”  instead  of “John,”  mostly  through 
attrition since rarely did someone who had known me before ever get used to 
my new name.

One of the  remarkable things about the priest  ordination is  that the actual 
vows are no different from those undertaken with jukai, lay ordination, which 
I listed for your convenient reference a couple of chapters ago. This had made 
my question, ...

“What is a priest?” 

… that  all the more  pressing. In fact the only substantial  formal  differences 
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between priest  and lay ordination are that  the ordainee  in  the former case 
undertakes a much larger craft project, has to learn to wear a lot more clothes, 
and is honored with more ceremonial fanfare. The lay ordainee even receives 
the same blood line as the priest ordainee.

Flint had once called priesthood “cloth management.” The robes were difficult 
enough to wear and to keep neat, but also robes had to be properly folded and 
unfolded. To put the robe on it  is  first  placed on the head with a specific 
orientation, it is then grasped by two folded corners so that with one quick 
motion it can be unfolded and wrapped around the body. The bowing cloth 
drapes, believe it or not, evenly over the right wrist tucked under the koromo 
sleeve, meaning the right hand can never be lowered until the cloth is removed 
(the drooping sleeve would drag on the floor in any case, and that only if  the 
wearer  avoided stepping on it,  dashing him headlong onto the floor).  The 
bowing cloth is  wielded by grasping two corners  with the  proper fingers of 
both hands, pulling them apart and laying the cloth on the ground with quick 
motion that produces  a fold in the middle. The colored side always appears 
miraculously on top. 

The core principle of priestcraft is to appear as a wizard, on the body of which 
new layers and clothing appear or disappear, and from the body of which the 
bowing cloth extends and contracts  as precisely as a frog's tongue,  all  this 
executed almost instantaneously with barely any more effort than a flick of the 
wrist.   It would take me about a year just to wear  and  wrangle all this stuff 
with even minimal proficiency. For now it was a challenge just to keep it on 
until  the  end  of  the  ceremony  even  with  an  assistant  at  hand,  and  it  was 
slapstick to  extend my bowing cloth,  get it  placed on the floor  more or less 
properly and then do complete bows as I entangled myself in sleeves and felt 
my kesa easing off my shoulder.

Finally the audience was allowed to make congratulatory remarks to the two 
heaps  of  wardrobe  out  of  the  top  of  which Colin's and  my  bald  heads 
appeared. My mother had been asked the previous day to prepare a statement 
ahead of time but had kept asking me what she should say. She had a Master's 
degree in English and was a former actress, so I had no doubt she would come 
up  with  something  eloquent,  as  indeed  she  would,  yet  had  composed the 
following for her as a backup:

“Ever  since  Johnny was  an  odd little  boy he  was  always  into  one 
strange thing after another. But I have to say, this really takes the cake!”

However she would not make use of my material. I had also encouraged the 
kids to make some remarks but did not suspect they would. 

Various Zennies recounted how they were always inspired by Colin's or by my 
or  by both of our steady practice.  However a number of  new people had no 
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idea who I was, since I had just returned from almost a year and a half at 
Tassajara,  nor  why I  had  presumed to  insinuate  myself into  their  cozy 
community from a distant valley in another state. Colin's girlfriend recounted 
how they had first met on the phone when she had dialed up AZC  then how 
he had on her first visit to AZC exhibited uncannily Zenish intuitive powers, 
and ended by proclaiming her love for him. Her sharing fit awkwardly into my 
still incubating concept of what Zen priesthood was about and I was glad the 
normally loquacious Linda was now respectfully silent. 

Alma finally raised her hand and gave a little congratulatory speech that ended 
with:

“Way to go, Dad!”

Privately Barbara told Colin and me  on this auspicious day  something wise 
that I would keep in mind in the years to come:

“A priest  is  someone  who does  special  things.  He is  not  a  special 
person.” 

Finally, something that makes sense! … kinda. My task, as I understood it was 
completely to fill the role of priesthood, to learn the craft, the rituals, to wear 
the clothes, to serve the community, to enter the Buddha's Way unreservedly, 
and increasingly with time to teach. It was not to assume yet another identity, 
it was not to become someone special or otherwise, it was on the contrary to 
become no  one,  to  empty  myself  of  self,  to  evict  Little  Johnny  from the 
apartment once and for all. This was direction aplenty for my life. Dogen once 
put it this way:

“Empty inside, following along outside.”

I noticed immediately  however that after my ordination others had a  subtly 
different attitude toward me, both in Buddhist  and in interreligious circles. 
People  expected  me  to  take  renewed leadership  roles in  activities,  and  in 
group discussions, such as at BPF meetings, seemed to show special deference 
to  my  contribution.  The  robes  and  the  shaved  head  did  seem  to  convey 
meaning … outside.

Tales from the Center
Embarking from the Zen Center at 4:30 in the morning,  thirty  totally silent 
Zennies  proceeded single file to roam the back streets of Austin, with some 
rustling of robes and with some bald heads bouncing along. A car passed us, 
then screeched to a halt, then backed up even with the head of group.

A head popped out of the window, “What are you doing?” 

I had always secretly feared that the police would be the ones to spot us at this 
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uncanny hour, but no, it was just revelers.  Not wanting to break silence we 
simply continued walking one-by-one past the car  but the failure to respond 
only made an answer to the question that much more imperative. 

“What are you doing?” 

A significant event every year was Rohatsu Sesshin according to tradition held 
in the first week of December to celebrate the Buddha's sitting for seven days 
under the Bodhi tree, then seeing the Morning Star and attaining Awakening. 
Each year  on  the  final  morning of  this  seven-day  sesshin,  after  at  least  a 
couple of hardy and inspired practitioners had made a final push by sitting 
zazen through the final night and the rest of us had simply arisen particularly 
early, we  assembled in the morning to  reenact the Buddha's Awakening by 
filing out of the zendo at 4:30 in the morning to “Seek the Morning Star.” 
Afterwards we would listen to the head student recount in the zendo the story 
of the real Buddha's enlightenment.

To  seek  the  Morning  Star  we  would  walk  single  file,  mindfully,  in  deep 
concentration,  through  the  streets  of  Austin,  silently,  in  black  or  subdued 
clothes,  in  lay or  priests'  robes  for  those  who had  them,  led  by  the  head 
teacher or the head student, some bald heads bobbing along, looking skyward 
between the trees for the Morning Star. It did not matter if it were cloudy, nor 
that Austin is so forested that planets near the horizon are exceedingly hard to 
spot, we did this every year without fail, and never once did anyone actually 
suspect anything of being a Morning Star. 

This one year during such an early December pre-dawn excursion this car full 
of young people of mixed gender, obviously still partying late Saturday night 
while we walked early  Sunday morning,  drove  past our eerie  party of about 
thirty totally silent Zennies, screeched to a halt, then backed up even with the 
head of group.

A head popped out of the window, “What are you doing?” 

Of course no good Zennie wanted to break silence, so we proceeded forward, 
with concentration sharpened to a fine point in consequence of a full previous 
week of intense meditation, but the failure to respond only made an answer to 
the question that much more imperative. 

“What are you doing?” 

I began to consider that I, as a senior member, should break off to answer the 
question quietly but noticed that one of the more junior members at the tail 
end of our party, having now come up even with the car, was already doing so. 
By this time I was composing a possible explanation to satisfy the revelers in 
my head, and realized what a challenge that person at the rear of our party 
must have had. 
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What were we doing? 

Austin is a city the eschews mediocrity, living up to the slogan, 

“Keep Austin Weird,” 

… ubiquitous on bumper stickers, t-shirts and coffee mugs. It has never had a 
strong market for chain stores and restaurants,  but has long had a thriving 
counterculture, to such a degree that  one would be hard  put to identify who 
represents the counter- and who represents the conventional culture. Austin is 
quite proud of its diversity. I tried for a while to promote in our Zen Center 
public relations the use of the slogan, 

“Doing our Part to Keep Austin Weird!” 

I  suppose that  was  what  we were  doing.  I  always felt  we added color  to 
Austin: black.  Zen Center's next door neighbor,  Anne, once remarked about 
the experience of living in our presence, 

“Every day seems like Halloween!”

Once  a  year  we actually  would  celebrate  Halloween,  adapting  a  Japanese 
tradition that we moved from July to October and performing a ceremony to 
appease the hungry ghosts. People also wore masks as demanded by American 
tradition, so that before the ceremony the zendo you would see Frankenstein 
sitting silently facing the wall next to  Cinderella. Naturally our zendo dress 
code  was  suspended  on  this  special  occasion  to  make  room  for  colorful 
clowns or for Roaring Twenties party girls. 

Every  year,  usually  twice  a  year,  Reb  Anderson,  the priest  from the  San 
Francisco Zen Center would come to Austin to lead a sesshin.  As always he 
would inspire  us to probe deeper, then cast  us adrift on our own.  Reb was 
impressed with the number of Baptist  churches he could spot when  driving 
around in Texas. He once described a significant difference he had discovered 
between Texas and California: 

In  Texas  someone  — typically  a  big belly  under a  cowboy hat  — 
would ask him, “And what do you do for a living?”

Reb would answer, “I'm a Zen priest.” 

The follow-up was almost inevitably, “What's that?” 

In  California someone — typically tan and svelte  with sunglasses — 
would ask him, “And what do you do for a living?”

Reb would answer, “I'm a Zen priest.” 

The follow-up was  almost  inevitably, “I don't meditate as much as I 
should.” 
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Very  shortly  after  this  I  was  back  in  San  Francisco  visiting  my  mother. 
Strolling along Polk Street we came upon a very rickety elderly friend of hers, 
to whom my mom wished proudly to introduce her magnificent son. 

My mom explained to her friend, “He's a Zen priest.” 

Her friend replied, “I don't meditate as much as I should.” 

I first learned to chant properly only by taking on the role of ino, the officer in 
charge of daily practice. 

The ino cares for the zendo as hands-on manager, ensuring its cleanliness and 
orderliness,  the proper alignment of the zabutans,  the removal of stubs from 
the incense bowl. He doesn't have to be the one to do all of these things, but 
must ensure they are done and that people are trained to do them.

The ino is responsible for making sure there is a  doan available to ring the 
bells to time zazen and chanting, a kokyo available to announce and lead the 
chants. Often the doan  in practical terms  fills in if a doan or kokyo fails to 
arrive, but must ensure that people are trained to do these tasks.

The ino is  the  sheriff of the zendo,  checking that people hold their  hands 
properly as they walk, do their bows in the prescribed way, and chant robustly. 
When I had begun Zen practice I had once found silly and annoying many of 
these same rules that I had now to enforce. For instance, we were admonished 
never to  move a zafu  or  zabutan with our  feet.  However  I  realized I  had 
developed an unanticipated aptitude for inoship over the years when I began 
to experience shock and dismay whenever I witnessed the straightening of a 
cushion with a toe's nudge. 

For  sesshins  the  ino is  responsible  for  the  seating  arrangement,  for 
determining the schedule, for assigning server crews for meals, for posting all 
this information where people can see it. He makes announcements and issues 
admonitions  at  the beginning of  sesshins,  such as to  chant  robustly,  He is 
responsible  for  recovering  for  any  glitches  that  might  occur  in  zendo 
functions, for instance, when a visiting teacher  holds forth during a Dharma 
talk right into the time slot allocated for zazen and kinhin. During sesshins the 
ino's realm  extends even to outside of the zendo, where some skulduggerous 
scoundrel might sneak off to chat with a like-mindedly villainous rogue under 
a tree or behind a bush during breaks. 

In the early days  as at Tassajara my chanting had been a low  murmur; it  is 
what  seemed  to  come naturally.  This  fell  short  of  the  common  ino's 
admonition intoned  at  the beginning of  every  sesshin  that all  should chant 
with vigor.  Barbara had once,  in the middle of leading service,  even walked 
over to where I was standing with her hand to her ear to let me know that she 
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could not hear me. 

This all changed when I become ino for I felt responsible for instilling pep and 
vim  into  the  proceedings especially  among those  shirkerous slackers  who 
murmured or otherwise failed to contribute their fair quota to the group effort. 
I thereby recognized my own obligation to chant with enhanced vigor. 

My mother  tells stories about my loud voice as a young child; she had even 
considered that I might become an opera singer one day. Well, I rediscovered 
that voice. One of our members who had moved from Austin about the time I 
became ino and returned to visit some months later, was surprised that my 
voice now dominated the service.  This volume serves me well  to this  day 
since Burmese typically chant with oodles of energy.

Seniority by this time allowed me to occupy the nicest room upstairs in the 
Zen Center. It was the nicest because it had its own separate entrance with a 
little back porch  at  tree canopy level that made it  feel  like being in  a tree 
house  atop a winding wooden stairway into the back yard, that also allowed 
access for the orange temple cat, Miao Shin, who had first appeared during a 
sesshin a few years earlier. 

The  room was  also  the  designated  VIP room,  which  meant  we  kept  nice 
furniture in that room, most of which were antiques that I had donated to AZC 
a few years earlier  when I  had vacated my house  and which  now seemed 
unaccountably drawn back into my living space just as a few of the books I 
had once donated to produce the AZC library now repopulated my shelves. 
However, whenever a VIP, like Shohaku Okumura, arrived I simply vacated 
the VIP room, leaving behind lovely furniture, cat and back porch to the new 
occupant and moved down the hall into a plain guest cell, with bed, shelf and 
electric outlet. This was a good way to practice and convince myself of non-
attachment  to  material  things. Aside  from Shohaku,  Reb  Anderson,  David 
Loy,  Mu  Soeng,  Anshin  Thomas,  Blanche  Hartman  and  Ed  Brown  were 
among those who displaced me through their VIP status over the years.

I had a particular fondness for Okumura Sensei for a number of reasons. He 
had led the first sesshin I had ever  participated in several years earlier  and I 
had had my first dokusan with him. Having felt intimidated and in awe of him 
at that time, I discovered that he was really very gentle and humble, without 
any  of  the  harshness  expected of the  Japanese  master.  Instead  he  had  an 
infectious enthusiasm for Zen, zazen and Dogen.  In fact he is certainly the 
most important resource for Dogen studies in America.

Dogen, the Thirteenth Century founder of Soto Zen in Japan  and someone 
who would have  felt  at  home in  the  weirdness  of  Austin, was one  of  the 
greatest delights of my own tradition. A passage of his famous “Genjokoan,” 
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just to take an example, reads like this:

To study the Buddha Way is to study the self. To study the self is to  
forget the self. To forget the self is to be actualized by myriad things.  
When actualized by myriad things, your body and mind as well as the 
bodies and minds of others drop away. No trace of realization remains,  
and this no-trace continues endlessly.”

This  passage  always  reminds  me  of  siting  still  the  woods  and  letting  its 
inhabitants exhibit themselves to me by turns. But Dogen could also be one of 
the least  approachable delights of my tradition.  After reading and studying 
Dogen for years I was still surprised how obscure the more obscure passages 
could  be,  on  first  encounter almost  like  the  babbling  of  a solitary  wino 
mumbling about fish darting, present doubts  as opposed to previous doubts, 
“sometime things” hindering existences, skulls glowing from within and time 
flowing every which-way. 

Undaunted I would reread the passage again and again, and begin to connect 
phrases and a vague sense of the general topic would emerge. All at once, 
ZAPPO, it would be as if I suddenly peered seven and a half centuries through 
time, space and culture right into that amazing mind. In “Uji” he reveals the 
absurdity  of  a  fundamental  but  previously  unaddressed  way  in  which  we 
sustain a false sense of self: by imagining that this one same self can be found 
at distinct times past,  present and future, as if existence can ever be  made 
independent of time in this way, as if a wave could be ripped out of one water 
and placed into another

I  came  to  think  of  Dogen  as “Mr.  Nonduality”  and Nagarjuna  as  “Mr. 
Emptiness,”  but not at all like the opportunistically non-dualist philosopher-
hippies of long ago:

“Stealing? That's so dualistic, man.”

“You can't, like, 'own' a banana.”

No,  Dogen's nondualism simply incorporated any dualism you can  or would 
want to shake a stick at.  Words and Letters? Fine.  Dogen's was the seamless 
merging  of  form  and  emptiness,  a  strict  adherence  to  form,  to  ritual,  to 
convention, to tradition and at the same time relinquishing any sense of self, 
of goal,  while  viewing all  action as devoid of  doer or done,  possessing  only 
appropriateness of response, 

Okumura  had  attracted  some  very  distinguished  students  to  Bloomington, 
Indiana  where  he  had  constructed  his temple,  including  old  friends  Jim 
“Zenshin” Bradley and Marta de la Rosa,  who  each reordained to  become 
Shoryu and Shotai  respectively,  sharing  Shohaku's  first  syllable.  I  made a 
number of trips to Bloomington myself, including a one-month visit in which 
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I met with Shohaku one-on-one every morning to  discuss Dogen,  whom I 
spent the rest of the day reading and pondering.

Okumura's  teacher  in  Japan  had  been  Uchiyama  Roshi,  a  demanding 
meditation  teacher,  but  not  as  demanding  as  his  teacher,  Homeless  Kodo 
Roshi,  who  expected  monks  to  sit  all  night  during  sesshin,  yet  had  the 
leniency not to hit them with a stick if they dozed off while sitting in one of 
the wee hours. Both were old enough to have still been monks in the old style, 
with no wife and kids, with nothing in their lives outside of Buddhist practice 
and understanding.  Okumura had also lived most of his youth that way but 
was now married with children.

In one of Uchiyama's writings he laid out “Seven Points of Practice” for the 
Zen life. The fourth as I first read it stopped me dead. This was,

“Live by vow and root it deeply.”

For me this was the famous red hot iron ball that I could neither swallow nor 
spit out.  I  had always been a “keep my options open” guy  a “don't  paint 
yourself into a corner”  chap,  and so was about to  spit it out.  Yet  this phrase 
seemed so direct, so simple, so what I seemed to be doing in any case, so I 
should swallow it. This koan would stick in my throat for years, it would burn, 
haunt and vex.

I  would  live  at  the  Austin  Zen Center  for  almost  six  years.  It  was  a  rich 
environment in which to live, practice, teach and serve. It entailed a life of 
discipline, a relentless meditation schedule which at regular intervals escalated 
into sesshin; a life of stillness and introspection, with daily interactions with 
interesting people but mostly ample time for study and for falling back on my 
own inner resources; a life of devotion, of around the clock commitment to 
pursuing the Buddha's way; and a life of reflection and insight as the fruits of 
practice  grew  within  me.  I  was  grateful  for  this  opportunity  to  live  and 
practice in this rare environment.

The Reengaged Buddhist
I  had never thought I would be standing on Congress Avenue asking 

passersby “Spare Change?” But there I was.

Many refused to acknowledge my scruffy presence, others simply said 
“No!” or “Get a job!”  Rarely did someone establish  any semblance of  eye 
contact. 

After  a while I finally received  an offering, from a young man who looked 
like a software programmer and must have been particularly skilled at this, for 
he  quickly  and  silently  produced  and  handed  me  35¢,  not  only  without 
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looking toward me, but without even turning his head even slightly in my 
direction. I was living on the street homeless in sweltering July weather, living 
among Austin’s untouchables. 

What happened next defies explanation.  After I  received  the  35¢ I walked 
further  and targeted a little foreign-looking man in a business suit  walking 
toward me. But before I could speak he asked me for spare change! He didn’t 
fit into any recognizable demographic that I had heretofore discovered, but I 
gave him my hard-earned 35¢ anyway. I’ve often wondered since then if I had 
in that little man experienced a highly innovative, and perhaps even lucrative, 
defense against panhandlers.  Like many introverts slow on the uptake,  I had 
been too taken aback to ask his intentions before he gleefully scurried away 
with his 35¢. 

Our little band had collected at the Austin Shambhala Center in south Austin, 
and set out on foot from there, crossing the river to reach downtown. Hope, a 
member of the Shambhala Center, had invited Fleet Maull to instruct and lead 
our group.  Fleet was a Zen priest, a disciple of Bernie Glassman,  a former 
inmate, director of a prison program in Colorado, and an experienced street 
retreatant.  He  also  had the assistance of Grover Gauntt,  another priest  and 
experienced retreatant. 

Fleet had enjoyed his final night before the retreat with me at the Austin Zen 
Center.  People  there  at precisely that  period had been finishing Jizos for  the 
Jizos  for  Peace  Project,  a national  endeavor  that would  produce  270,000 
images of this Shinto-influenced child-like Bodhisattva, protector of children 
and venturer into the hell realms, to be presented by an American delegation 
to Hiroshima on the sixtieth anniversary of the atomic bombing of that city. 
There were big and little Jizos everywhere, stenciled Jizos, cloth Jizos, Jizo 
figurines. The next morning we had driven down to the Shambhala Center.

The Street Retreat,  Bernie  Glassman's  brain-child, has been described as a 
“plunge” experience, one in which all our familiar coordinates and comforts 
are knocked out from under us. We lived according to precise instructions to 
bring nothing but a backpack and a water bottle, ID, but no money, and not to 
bathe or shave for two days prior to the retreat, nor at all during the retreat. Of 
course  for  us  it  was  much  less  of  a  plunge  than  for  those  who  found 
themselves  thrown involuntarily  headlong into  homelessness;  we could  go 
home after five days. Bed, cat and fridge awaited me back at the Zen Center.

At regular intervals during each day of the retreat we gathered as a group for 
outdoor meditation and check-in about our experiences. We also found a place 
to sleep at night together, but not in a homeless shelter, for that would take a 
bed away from someone who might need it,  but rather outdoors,  which in 
Austin meant illegally, due to “camping” ordinances. For most of the day we 
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divided  into  pairs  for  independent  activities,  forming men-women 
partnerships  so that the women participants would  be less vulnerable  to the 
dangers of the streets. My partner was named June and she had come from 
Kentucky to join us. We spent a lot of time walking in the Texas summer heat. 
Our  quest was  a secret;  we  were  simply  to  blend  in  with  the  homeless, 
anonymously incognito.

Fleet was adept at  supplementing his assumed role  with  drama and flair. He 
decided that we should walk down Sixth Street, the center of Austin night life,  
on a Friday evening as a loosely bound group. As we worked our way down 
the street past bars emitting loud music, young women in short skirts and long 
stockings, street performers. Fleet spotted a window facing the street in which 
a man was selling pizza by the slice, broke away from our group, leaned into 
the window and implored,

“Hey, man, can you give me a slice? I'm out here on my own without 
any money.”

“Naw. Get outta here, ya bum.”

I've never been clear whether he wanted us to emulate him.

Food for the homeless, we discovered, is  actually  abundant in Austin.  There 
are soup kitchens, some of which obligated us to witness a short service and 
sermon, but were always very respectful of their clientèle. Other organizations 
offered handouts from trucks. Another organization just offered food in bulk, 
requiring that the homeless have at least a can opener and ideally a means of 
cooking.

Caritas  is  a  well-run  nonprofit  that  provides  a  variety  of  services  for  the 
destitute and nearly destitute, and the closest to gourmet-level food available 
in  an  Austin  soup  kitchen.  I  already  knew Caritas  because  a  Silent  Work 
Practice  team  from  the  Austin  Zen  Center  had,  for  a  couple  of  years 
volunteered once a week to offer incense then, working silently and mindfully, 
deep clean their kitchen, the food from which I now enjoyed as a non-paying 
customer. 

It is surprising how little you need to live on the streets. Before this retreat I 
had two major and related concerns with respect to comfort: What do I use for 
a  pillow when I  sleep?  What  do  I  use for  a  cushion (zafu)  when I  sit  in 
meditation? Some others in our party had suffered more substantial anxieties 
than this,  but this  is  the most I  could think of to worry about.  These two 
similar  concerns  had  a  single solution:  Shoes,  two  of  which  were  readily 
available, one on each of my feet. Stacking my shoes gave the desired height 
for sitting, and wrapping them in my shirt at night produced a pillow without 
the discomfort of chafed ear nor  shoe lace in nose. 
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Indeed the most difficult issue we faced every day was where to sleep. We 
always gathered and slept as a group, together discovering remote places in 
parks and once on an vacant lot. Fortunately no police ever discovered our 
sleeping places, and we’re not telling, in case we need them again some day. 
In  Austin  the  police  are  known  to  goad  sleepers  from slumber  who  then 
simply slip off sluggishly to get catch their quota of z’s elsewhere. In spite of 
the simplicity of life on the street you do not lose your taste for the finer 
things in life: One day we discovered a stack of collapsed discarded boxes; it 
was an enormous luxury to sleep on cardboard that night. I wadded up most of 
my piece the following morning and stuffed it into my backpack for future 
use.

A very small portion of the homeless thrive in this environment; these are the 
reborn monastics, they have passed through the looking glass. Grover told us 
he knows a number of homeless in New York City who intentionally lived this 
way  when  they  could  have  jobs,  bank  accounts,  pay  taxes,  go  to  fancy 
restaurants. During our unscheduled time June and I would find something to 
eat, panhandle if we wanted, gab with other homeless people  and hear their 
stories, hang out at the library, sleep under a tree, watch the Colorado River 
flow past, or whatever suited our fancy. Traditionally monks are called “home 
leavers”; they are homeless like these people, they are carefree because their 
requirements are small, because they let go. For those lucky few life is not a 
problem  because  they  don't  make  it  a  problem.  They  spend  their  days 
communing with like-minded homeless and with nature, writing poems and 
talking philosophy.

Nevertheless without this rare and special capacity for delight in renunciation 
homelessness is misery,  humiliation and distress, particularly the many newly 
homeless and the homeless families with children. Children on the streets are 
the most heartbreaking. A substantial portion of the homeless have only been 
on the streets only for a week or two, generally in a state of shock. A common 
story  we heard was that circumstances conspired to keep them from paying 
rent, often due to loss of room mate or partner or job. Others with substance 
abuse or emotional issues have been on the streets for years. 

Homelessness is also dangerous.  There is also a brisk market for drugs and 
even  guns  among  the  long-term  homeless  that can  make  it a  frightening 
existence.  In  contrast  to  this the  collegiality  of  most  of  the homeless  is 
impressive;  they  tend to  look out  for  one another,  they looked out  for  us, 
helping us find where we wanted to go or updating us on who is offering food 
where. 

Even in that short time of our adventure I was surprised to find myself seeing 
the world through homeless eyes. Idly standing on street corners, gabbing or 
waiting with no sense of hurry to  rendezvous with others,  I  found myself 
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wondering where all of these cars were going so fast, and why. We seemed to 
live  in  slow  motion  while  the  rest  of  the  world  buzzed  around  us,  so 
senselessly. 

I had given up keys and identification, had  passed through a metal detector 
and was now accompanied by a beefy uniformed guard through the steel gate 
that  clanged  shut  behind  me,  separating  freedom from imprisonment.  The 
guard gave me the distinct impression he didn't  like me much. Everything 
around me was metal and concrete, and clanged and echoed accordingly. I was 
escorted down a long corridor,  in which groups of inmates all in the same 
white scrubs moved in groups always escorted by a guard much like mine.

The first meeting of meditation class I taught was always on the topic “What 
is Meditation?”   I would pose  this question to the inmates and they would 
invariably identify “relaxation,” but never “insight into how things really are.” 
In fact our early meditation classes were classified in the “Relaxation” section 
of a Substance Abuse program, as an alternative to yoga, at the Travis County 
Correctional Complex in Del Valle. The second meeting generally featured a 
video,  Doing  Time,  Doing  Vipassana,  a  moving  documentary  about  the 
successful  implementation  of  a  meditation  program  in  India.  Meditation 
classes were always difficult  when we had a,  uh,  captive audience,  that is 
when inmates were required to come to meditation class as part of some other 
program, than if they were free to come if they signed up. In the former case 
most inmates had no interest in sitting still, in the latter they did and in fact 
many developed into dedicated meditators.

The  prison  meditation  program  had  started  out  of  AZC  while  I  was  at 
Tassajara, mostly under the auspices of Sozan, another priest, who was legally 
blind, and his black Labrador guide dog Zeke, and had spread from the county 
jail to the state jail and attracted a few volunteers. Poncho, our old family dog, 
had  been  a  flunk-out  from guide  dog  school.  In  Zeke  I  saw  the  kind  of 
qualifications  required of a guide dog and recognized why Poncho had not 
measured up. Zeke was smarter than me! (… but I hope not wiser.) Sozen 
used to present Zeke with little tests. Zeke could always find a car in a parking 
lot: Sozan had only to say, 

“Find the car, Zeke,” 

and Zeke would take  us  unerringly  and directly  to  the  car.  That's  already 
beyond my capability, but get this:  One day Sozan had arranged for another 
friend to drop him off for an appointment but for me to pick him up. I parked 
in a large mall parking lot and  walked from the car to the place where  Sozan 
and Zeke were and then left with them. 

Sozan said, “Let me try something. Zeke, find the car!”
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Zeke took us directly and unerringly to  a remote corner of the parting lot  to 
where my car  was located!  Zeke  like  all  dogs inhabited  and navigated  an 
olfactory world that mere humans can scarce imagine and Zeke knew how to 
navigate that world.

Zeke was also an asset for prison work  as well since the guards would let 
Zeke into the prison with us. We could tell the inmates were dog-deprived, 
longing for the company of a good dog, by the way they doted on Zeke.

One day Barbara got a call from the chaplain of Lockhart State Prison about 
forty minutes southeast of Austin. The chaplain, an Episcopalian, had received 
a request from an inmate to bring someone in to begin a Buddhist program. 
She  looked in  the  Austin  phone  book  under  “Religious  organizations  – 
Buddhist”  and found Austin Zen Center right near the beginning of the list. 
Barbara turned the call over to me and I replied to her request with something 
like,

“Boy, would we ever!”

Up  until  this  time  our  prison  work  had  been  concerned  with  teaching 
meditation, not with Buddhism. Soon Sozan and I were meeting weekly with a 
small group of prospective Buddhists behind bars, all white American except 
for a Cambodian-American who came once but could not reconcile what we 
were doing with his cultural experience of Buddhism.

We continued a weekly program at Lockhart for many years, backed by a few 
other  volunteers.  The  guys  in  our  program  thrived,  many  of  them  were 
released  eventually but continued their Buddhist practice  outside,  while  the 
ones inside  continued to  develope markedly in remarkable ways. Once the 
chaplain, who had gotten to know a couple of our guys and ended up giving 
them jobs in her office, said to me,

“I wish all of our inmates were Buddhist. They're so peaceful.”

The death penalty vigils reported a couple of chapters ago had continued for a 
quite a number of years now. However it seemed that after 9/11 something had 
changed; it was much more difficult to bring people together for this. After I 
returned to Austin from Tassajara in April, 2003, I discovered that people’s 
priorities  had  markedly  changed in  a  way that  was  reflected  in  dwindling 
numbers, both among the sign-bearers and among the meditators. I rejoined 
the DP vigils and was the very last holdout among the meditators, showing up 
a couple of times only to sit by myself.  Eventually I also stopped coming. 

Inter-Faith Perspectives
How did it happen that American Buddhists,  like Flint and Barbara,  Shoryu, 
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Colin and I, so quickly gained a monopoly on real Buddhism? We in the West 
certainly don't seem to  have gained  much  of a handle on Christianity  over 
many  centuries,  and  the  average  citizen  is  pretty  clueless  about science., 
history, and almost everything else outside of popular entertainment. Yet we 
were meditating and studying the self and forgetting the self while people in 
Asian temples were burning money and appeasing spirits through elaborate 
rituals.  How  were we the  ones  to arrive  at  this precise  understanding  of 
something as sophisticated and refined as Buddhist thought and practice? 

True,  American Buddhists  tend to be  much more  highly educated  than the 
general  population,  but I  feared  there  may  be  another answer:  American 
Buddhists have for the most part been teaching Buddhism to each other. What 
if we've  been drifting  off  in  our  own self-contained  cultic  bubble  of  self-
reassuring misconstrual?  How would we know?  I  decided boldly to venture 
where  few  had  dared, to  become  more  familiar  with Asian  Buddhist 
communities,  hopefully to learn what jewels of wisdom might be discovered 
there to take home. 

There is a large Taiwanese temple in Austin which I visited on he occasion of 
a Buddha Day celebration with a couple of people from BPF who were also a 
bit curious.  I joined the chanting in the huge shrine hall,  led by nuns whose 
voices were amplified and who  accompanied  on instruments  familiar  to me 
but much bigger than those at the Zen Center. Chanting was in Chinese, but a 
parallel conveniently Romanized text allowed me to attempt to mumble along. 
Every once in a while the whole congregation would drop to its knees and 
bow at seemingly arbitrary points in the chanting, so I dropped to mine a little 
behind each time and bowed about the time they were standing up. Afterwards 
in the plaza in front of the  hall we were treated to dancing dragons, acrobats 
and  other  splendid  spectacles.  We  were  able  to  buy  lunch  from  various 
families each of whom had brought some delight to offer for sale as a fund 
raiser. I dined and chatted with some Chinese devotees.

Wandering around I discovered at the doors to the shrine hall two huge copper 
engravings, one of which depicted a scene I recognized from Zen lore: The 
Buddha holding up a flower and Kassapa smiling. Somebody explained to me 
that the temple  offered a combination Chan  (Chinese Zen) and Pure Land, 
apparently  a  popular  combination  in  China,  and  that  the  other  engraving 
featured Amitabha Buddha. I also discovered a small bookstore in the temple 
with, alongside many books in undecipherable Chinese, a few by people like 
Jack Kornfield and Steven Heine that I was familiar with. I left with a happy 
feeling.  The lay Chinese seemed very happy to be there, to show off their 
temple to an outsider, to be a part of and supporters of a community.

There was also a  Burmese temple in  Austin.  I  found out  about  it through 
Wendy, an early visitor to the Zen Center. Whereas the Taiwanese temple was 
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splendid and lavish, the Burmese was just a couple of house trailers in the 
unkempt  woods in which four monks lived very quietly. I had never really 
conversed with monks before. An older monk seemed to speak no English but 
had a great smile that he put to good use. Three younger monks spoke English 
well, one of them, taller than the rest, particularly well,  even with a bit of a 
British accent. It turned out Ashin Punnobhassa was All But Dissertation at a 
university in India and had come to America in order to have the leisure to 
work on that dissertation.  These seemed to be Asians who knew a lot about 
Buddhism and were as strikingly warm and welcoming, as they were exotic.

I didn't suppose they thought of me as anything like them. I had worn my 
rakusu with black clothes, had a shaved head like them and had explained that 
I was a priest from the Austin Zen Center, but they were robed from head to 
foot in burgundy with right shoulders bared. On a second visit I brought my 
kesa,  perhaps  to  convince  them I  was  in  a  sense  kinda  one  of  them,  and 
unfolded it to demonstrate how Zen priests wear it. I was impressed myself 
that in spite of  almost two millennia  of historical  separation our robes were 
remarkably constructed  in  the  same  basic  rice  field  pattern  composed  of 
overlapping interlocking strips that the Buddha and Ānanda had once worked 
out. They were impressed that we sewed our own; theirs came from a factory 
in Burma. They had no hint of hubris nor need to assert the comparative purity 
of their own tradition or practice, only a lively curiosity about mine.

I soon thereafter invited the monks to come to the Zen Center, where Barbara 
greeted  them.  They were  very  curious  about  all  of  the  trappings,  the 
instruments that accompanied our chanting, what language we chanted in, the 
various sculpted Bodhisattvas, like Manjushri threateningly flashing his sword 
over  his  head that  famously  cuts  through  delusion,  the  great  number  of 
cushions in our meditation hall. The smiling older monk, not following the 
English conversation, simply plopped down on a zafu in the zendo  and sat, 
smiling as always. 

Ashin Punnobhasa was very interested to learn that one of our members, Greg, 
was about to begin teaching a class in Nargarjuna, the Second Century Indian 
philosopher-monk, who wrote a book on emptiness. I was both surprised and 
impressed  that this Theravada  monk  declared  that  he  was writing his 
dissertation  on  exactly  that  topic, on  someone  commonly regarded  as  the 
father of Mahayana  Buddhism.  He enrolled  in Greg's class  on the spot  and 
Barbara waived the  registration fee for such an eminent addition to the roster.

I did not participate in the class, but learned that between Ashin Punnobhasa 
and  Greg,  both  very  bright  and  outspoken  lovers  of  ideas,  it  was  very 
invigorating for all. I was personally thrilled at the legitimacy bestowed by a 
Theravada Buddhist  monk stepping out  of  a  car  in  full  robes  to  enter  the 
classroom across the street. You could not get more Buddhist nor exotic than 
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that!  Outspokenness  and  debate,  I  would  one  day  learn,  are not  common 
Burmese endowments,  but rather unique to Ashin Punnobhasa. I heard some 
months  later  that  he  had  been invited  as  a  Buddhist  representative  to  an 
interfaith event, which Greg also  had attended. Greg reported that the entire 
gathering  had  been  taken  aback when  during  the  Q&A after  one  of  the 
presentations Ashin Punnobhasa  had raised his hand and asked,

“I don't understand what the evidence is for this God thing.”

It turned out that Ashin Punnobhasa had all the time been balking, suffering 
from writer's  or  researcher's  block,  as  many PhD candidates  do.  However 
Greg's class apparently invigorated him so much that a short time later he had 
been invigorated all the way back to India to defend his dissertation and was 
thereby lost to Austin. I got word that he had finally returned to Burma. Soon 
a new monk had come from a monastery in Florida to assume responsibilities 
as abbot of the monastery in Austin, Ashin Ariyadhamma, who showed me a 
picture he had received from Burma of Dr. Punnobhasa  standing next to his 
much shorter father, who for his part had also recently ordained as a monk and 
was dressed in the same burgundy robes as his  less wrinkled and now much 
more senior son.

One hot April day a few people from the Zen Center returned to the Burmese 
monastery to attend the Water Festival I had learned about. We pulled up and I 
was surprised to see such a great crowd milling around what had always been 
such a sleepy place before. Hearing very exotic music in the background I led 
the group through a little  passageway between the kitchen and one of the 
trailers and as soon as I reached an open space a complete stranger,  short of 
stature and dark of  skin, dumped a  whole pitcher of  water  on me,  in  one 
splash clarifying why this was called a Water Festival. Looking around I saw 
water  sloshing this  way  and  that  and  squirt  guns  ablaze in  the  hands  of 
youngsters.  Another  stranger immediately  undertook to  orienting  our  little 
troop of foreigners, showing us where to place our shoes before stepping on 
the deck and recommending that we begin as most people do by paying our 
respects to the monks before enjoying the festivities. 

The monks were in the shrine room and families  came and went, bowing to 
the monks upon entry, waiting their turn to chat with one monk or another and 
then  bowing  upon  exit.  Ashin  Ariyadhamma recognized  me  while  we  did 
bows and smilingly waved our group over, taking me by the hand as we seated 
ourselves.  Outside they were making use of a karaoke machine programmed 
with Burmese tunes  with a recognizable Indian flavor  to which people were 
taking turns on stage displaying their talents in either dancing or singing, the 
dancers almost all women, of all ages. Food was prepared in the large kitchen 
or brought from home and offered first to the monks then to hungry revelers.  
Many  people  wanted  to  be  involved  in  each  step,  the  hospitality  was 
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exemplary and the food was delicious.

In San Antonio I visited a Vietnamese temple after being asked to lead a one-
day meditation retreat that an American sitting group had organized. I spotted 
some monks as we entered to begin our retreat and had a chance to talk with a 
couple of them at the end of the day. I noticed that the one who spoke the best 
English was dressed differently than the rest and asked him about this.

“I'm Tibetan,” he replied.

“Tibetan?!?! How did that happen? This is a Vietnamese monastery!”

“Well,  I  used to live in  a Tibetan monastery in  southern India.  We 
organized a chanting tour in America and Europe to raise some money. When 
we performed in San Antonio we were invited to stay here at this monastery. 
A couple of years ago I thought I might like to live in the United States and 
remembered how much I like everybody here. I wrote and asked if I could 
come to live here and they said 'Yes”.”

Devon, the proprietor of the Clear Spring Yoga Studio, where Flint's pre-AZC 
sitting group used to meet, once invited a group of Tibetan monks on chanting 
and mandala tour  to  sleep in  the southern branch of her  yoga studio.  She 
peaked in on them during the night to see how they were doing and remarked 
that they looked like puppies curled up sleeping together.

I  later  visited  the  Web  site  of  this  Vietnamese  temple  and  read  about  its 
history. It was built by leaders in the local Vietnamese community who then 
sought out monks to live in it, for, according to the Web site, 

“A temple without monks or nuns is like a house without furniture.”

I was beginning to recognize a remarkable uniformity in the structure of Asian 
Buddhist communities regardless their land of origin:  Monastics  play much 
the role of house pets that can teach Dharma. Cute. People delight in offering 
them generosity and hospitality,  though because these renunciates need little 
the people receive the benefit of a clergy to guard against intruders and keep 
mice  at  bey  at  relatively  little  cost.  The  structure  and  the  atmosphere of 
generosity  in  these  temples is  quite  distinct  from the  non-Asian  Buddhist 
centers. This was a jewel of wisdom to take home.

I was invited to participate in panel discussion on Death and Dying sponsored 
by the Austin Area Interreligious Ministries held at Congregation Beth Israel. 
The topic was “If you as a clergy person are required to give aid to someone 
who is dying but who belongs to another faith about which you know little, 
what do you say to comfort that person?” This situation might well occur in 
case of a natural disaster or of a terrorist attack. I was the last person chosen 
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for the panel, certainly because I was the most unknown. The Christian slot 
was filled by an archbishop. A rabbi had also been invited, an imam and a 
Hindu cleric, but it was harder to scare up a Buddhist.

AAIM was an association of churches,  temples,  synagogues,  mosques  and 
other organizations in Austin that encouraged interfaith communication and 
collaboration. Originally Christian in scope, in the 1940's, it came to include 
ample numbers of Muslims, Hindus, Jews and Scientologists. Buddhists were 
clearly underrepresented, for there was now a lot of Buddhism in Austin, but 
with  Barbara's  support  AZC  regularly  sent  delegates  to  their  meetings. 
Sometimes they would encourage full clerical garb and Barbara or I would 
show up in full robes, and people would have to ask what we were exactly.

AAIM had many interesting programs such as teaching English to refugees 
and  repairing  houses  for  the  elderly.  A prime  example  of  a  worthwhile 
program was started in response to the harassment of our Muslim friends in 
the wake of 9/11 when many Muslim women in particular became frightened 
to go shopping  or to run simple errands. Escorts were recruited from other 
faiths to accompany them in public places. This program had a few glitches at 
first; for instance participants quickly learned what had not occurred to non-
Muslims before, that  it  was not appropriate for strange men to show up to 
accompany Muslim women.

It had been decided that the members of the panel on Dying would begin the 
discussion by email a couple of weeks early so that they would already be 
fully engaged with the topic by the time of the public panel discussion, and 
this email discussion was already well underway before I joined. In fact the 
other members seemed to have already reached a consensus: Each of them 
would ensure the mysterious victim that, 

“God loves you.”  

If I had not joined the panel the public discussion may have ended up with this 
bland conclusion, but as it was I had to chime in, 

“Wait a minute ...” 

The Buddhist is commonly the most singular of the faithful. I had to explain 
that  the proposed reference to God would be totally  confusing to a Buddhist 
(“What  is  the  evidence  for  this  God  thing?”).  And  I  realized  I  was  also 
speaking on behalf of the atheists, agnostics,  Secular  Humanists, irreligious, 
irreverent and maybe even Wiccans. 

I discovered invariably in such interchanges that the Buddha's reputation had 
preceded  me.  Delegates  always  were  eager  to  hear the  Buddhist  view, 
expecting wisdom in its peculiarity. As his stand-in, I ventured the suggestion 
that what a cleric can always offer is to be present with the patient, that it 
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really is hit-or-miss and probably not that helpful to tell the patient something 
he or she might already disagree with. By the time of the panel I had refined 
this to say that  in general  clerics generally have a special capacity for being 
present,  that  they  can  approach  such  situations  with  a  calmness  that  is 
infectious. Just to be fully present is consoling to the dying. This view ended 
up to my surprise as the consensus of the panel.

What  I  just  mentioned  relates  to one of the most  remarkable things  I  had 
discovered in these interfaith meetings: This is that clerics and many others of 
other faiths could and often  did palpably  develop some remarkable personal 
qualities,  a  stillness  or  equanimity,  a  sense  of  fairness,  a  lack of  self-
righteousness,  a  refined  sense  of  compassion,  humility.  I  discovered  these 
same  qualities  in  devout  Jews,  Christians,  Muslims,  Hindus  as  well  as 
Buddhists. I often wondered about the others, “How do they do this without a 
Noble Eightfold Path?” 

One way, I realized, to my surprise, is with the God thing: One of the primary 
qualities generally observable in the religious, and one that underlies many of 
the  other  qualities, is  humility.  Now,  one  way  Buddhism develops  this  is 
through deconstructing the self, through the obscure teaching of non-self that 
hardly anybody can properly figure out. It also develops this perhaps more 
comprehensibly by developing a high regard for those who outshine our own 
spiritual attainments and thereby offer to us selfless role models. The God idea 
on the other hand is able at once to dethrone people at once from their central 
position in the universe in a way that even a child can understand. The main 
difference is that it requires a metaphysics, but  — hey  — whatever works! 
Money requires a metaphysics as well: it does not really exist, especially since 
it  is  no  longer  backed  by  gold  or  silver,  and  yet  it  is  functional  as  a 
determining  factor  in  human  affairs.  Myth-making  is  pervasive  in  human 
thought. 

Buddhism is rare in deconstructing dangerous myths, such as the myth of an 
independent self. I  am also aware that  metaphysics  and much of religious 
belief can be divisive especially when it encounters contrasting views beyond 
the  borders  of  the  particular  faith.  A personal  endorsement  from God,  for 
instance, provides  a  blanket  justification  for  all  of the  schemes and 
contrivances of  scalawags. I  appreciated  that  Buddhism is  fairly  adept  at 
steering clear of such things.

I  once  went to a conference at a Presbyterian church on social activism for 
people of faith,  a very  progressive affair  organized by the pastor,  whom I 
already  knew. I noticed a man walking around talking to other people and I 
knew at once by his sore-thumb deportment that he was not a religious person. 
I knew it. My confidence in that assessment surprised me; maybe I could tell 
because a few years earlier I  had moved and behaved in the same way. It 
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turned out that he was a keynote speaker, a well-known professor from UT, 
who was, as he acknowledged, indeed long-time skeptic of religion, who had 
however just decided very publicly to join this very Presbyterian church out of 
a specific need for community but pointedly not for faith. This confirmed for 
me that there are recognizable qualities in the religious personality that are 
indeed at least roughly universal across traditions.

My sister had  by this time  become a Catholic. As true San Franciscans my 
mom and dad have always respected my entry into the world of Buddhism, 
while many of my Texas-born colleagues had to hide their religious affiliation 
from their parents. On the other hand, my mom and dad, perhaps through not 
meditating enough, may well  have thought of  Katy as having gone off the 
deep end! Nonetheless, Katy and I have developed a mutual respect and a kind 
of report and understanding in spite of the radically different languages and 
methods of our faiths. At some level they are similar, but not the same. Of 
course the other members of our a-religious family really have no idea what 
Katy and I were  about.

If a bell rings Rinzai  Zen  practitioners move quickly  and mindfully, unlike 
their slow and mindful Soto counterparts, unlike me, for instance. If it is time 
to chant, they put their whole breath into it. They are a lot louder than Soto 
practitioners, but can be utterly silent as well.  There is a militant quality to 
Rinzai Zen, that doubtlessly derives from its erstwhile close association with 
samurai culture before the Meiji Restoration, while Soto thrived outside of the 
centers of power.

Roko Osho,  a Rinzai priest from Syracuse, began conducting sesshins at the 
Austin Zen Center for some of her disciples who practiced normally at an 
Akaido center; in fact they all practiced both Zen and this martial art together. 
Inquiring about the availability of AZC for retreats they had received a very 
welcoming  reply,  and  in  fact  Roko  Osho  and  Barbara  had  become  close 
friends.  Her retreats  at  AZC tended to attract  as many AZC, that  is,  Soto, 
people as Rinzai, including myself.

If the bell rings to end a period of zazen a good Soto student moves slowly 
and takes time to get up. We even instruct people to make sure their feet have 
not  fallen  asleep before standing up.  A Rinzai  student  will  have stood up 
before the striker has left the bell; she is apparently immune from foot doze, 
muscle stiff and blackout. Rinzai dokusan is very quick. Roko Osho would see 
receive a whole room of people individually in not much more than an hour. 
In fact this process had an astonishing aspect which I should recount.

One year her  dokusan  room was established across the street from the main 
AZC building and cushions were tiled in a small space so that people could sit 
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while waiting for dokusan. A bell outside the zendo rang to indicate that the 
master  was  ready  to  begin  receiving  students.  One  minute  everyone  was 
sitting in the zendo in perfect silence and about thirty seconds later the whole 
group was sitting in perfect silence across the street. What happened in those 
thirty seconds was astounding: People lept up and ran toward every possible 
exit as fast as they could, a mass of humanity poured across the street bringing 
traffic  to  a  screeching halt,  and  then  into every possible  entry  of  the new 
home,  filled  the  waiting  cushions, the  swiftest attaining the  most coveted 
cushions  closest  to  Roko Osho's  door,  and resumed zazen …  twenty-nine, 
thirty.

The competitiveness of this rush disturbed me a bit. The “me first” attitude 
seemed from a Buddhist perspective, and certainly from a Soto perspective, of 
questionable wholesomeness. I decided to make this my question for dokusan. 
The bell rang [ring] to dismiss the prior student and I quickly entered, bowed, 
sat  on  the  cushion  facing  Roko  Osho,  stated  my  practice  according  to 
convention, “Shikantaza!,” then stated my question:

“When students rush across the street for dokusan each one trying to 
be at the beginning of the line, isn't that a little, um, competitive?

She paused a second then said, “There is another way to look at it.”

“What is that?”

“It's fun.” [Ring.] 
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