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                                                   Dharma Connection 

Shinge Roko Sherry Chayat Roshi, abbot of the Zen Center of Syracuse Hoen-ji and  the 

Zen Studies Society, leads sesshins at Hoen-ji and Dai Bosatsu Zendo Kongo-ji in the Catskill 

Mountains.  ZCS retreats begin at 7 p.m. Thursdays and end at 5 p.m. Sundays.  Dates and times 

vary for DBZ retreats.  For details, fees or to purchase Jihatsu (meal bowl sets), 

e-mail admin@hoenji.org.  More information also is available on the websites,

 www.zencenterofsyracuse.org or www.zenstudies.org.

Sesshin Schedule 2012-2013

Rohatsu 2012 
Sesshin Nov. 30-Dec. 8, 2012 at DBZ; daily 

morning and evening sittings at ZCS

Zen Center of Syracuse 2013 sesshins
Winter Sesshin: Jan. 10-13
Spring Sesshin: April 25-28

Summer Sesshin: July 25-28
Fall Sesshin: Oct. 17-20

Dai Bosatsu Zendo 2013 sesshins
March On Sesshin: March 7-10  
Holy Days Sesshin: April 6-13  

Nyogen Senzaki Sesshin: May 4-9  
Anniversary Sesshin: June 29-July 6  

Golden Wind Sesshin: Sept. 28-Oct. 5  
Harvest Sesshin: Nov. 2-7

Rohatsu Sesshin: Nov. 30-Dec. 8  

Newcomers welcome; please arrive at least 20 minutes early
for instruction in sitting posture and zendo procedures

Sundays, 9 a.m.-noon: chanting service, zazen, teisho or dokusan
Mondays, 7-7:45 a.m.: short service, zazen

Tuesdays, 8:30-9:30 a.m.: zazen
Wednesdays, 6-7:45 a.m.: chanting service, zazen

Thursdays, 7-7:45 a.m. and 6-8 p.m.: short service, zazen
First Thursday of the month: tea and discussion following zazen

Second Sunday of the month: Dharma Study, 7-9 p.m.

 Daily Schedule

Tibetan practice: Saturdays, 10-11 a.m. 
First Saturday of the month: Tibetan Dharma Study, 11:30 a.m.
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Dear Shinge Roshi,     

         

I am so very grateful for such an amazingly peaceful experience at the 

Zen Center Syracuse (during the Relic Tour visit September 21 to 23).  It will 

always hold a very special place in my heart, not only because of how lovely 

the center is inside and out, and not only because of the wonderful and helpful 

volunteers, and not only because so many people were blessed this weekend, 

but because the Zen Center is the first place my family was able to see the 

Holy Relics.  My family and I will share the memory in our hearts for as long as 

space remains.  How extraordinary.  Thank you for all that you do and for help-

ing to create such a magical beautiful place. 

Many Blessings, 

Amanda S. Russell 

Relic Tour manager

Dear Roshi and Hoen-ji Sangha,

 

Thank you from the bottom of my heart for hosting the Loving-Kindness 

Relic Tour at the Zen Center this past weekend. I was deeply touched to be 

able to relate to all of the relics and, most especially, the relics of two of my 

teachers in this lifetime as well as all of the lineage masters linked directly 

back to Shakyamuni Buddha himself.

It was a wonderful, heartwarming and heart-opening experience and a great 

inspiration to practice.

Thank you, thank you, thank you, 

Madalyn Smith  

Rangrin Yeshe Tibetan group coordinator

Letters  

Maitreya Buddha.  
 Photo by Dick Waghorne  

ENGO’S INTRODUCTION

 Cease and desist and an iron tree blossoms.  Can you 

demonstrate this?  Even if you’re clever, you will eventually 

get your come-uppance.  Even if you excel in every way, 

you can’t escape being taken in tow.  Tell me – where are 

the complications?  

MAIN SUBJECT

 Riku Taifu was talking with Nansen and remarked: 

“Master Jo said, ‘Heaven and earth and I have the same 

root.  Myriad things and I are of one substance.’  Isn’t that 

uncanny?”

 Nansen pointed to a fl ower in the garden and said:  

“People nowadays see this fl ower as if in a dream.”  

SETCHO’S VERSE

Hearing, seeing, touching and knowing, are not one and 

one.  Mountains and rivers are not viewed in a mirror. The 

frosty sky, the setting moon at midnight.  With whom will it 

cast a refl ection, cold in the serene pool?  

T
oday is the second day of our 

summer sesshin.  The fi rst day, 

people were in a heightened state, 

having concern for my health after my 

episode when I stopped breathing last 

week, not knowing if I would be doing 

all of sesshin, and really sensing how 

all of us are just hanging by a thread, 

so everyone was attuned to this rare 

opportunity to do intensive practice 

together.  

 But by the second day – “Oh, she’s still here.  She’s giv-

ing dokusan.  She’s even giving teisho.  Not to worry.  I can 

go back to sleep.” And then all the little whiny complaints 

start up: “I’m so tired.”  “I can’t focus.”  “I have a lot of 

pain.”  

 Some wonderful person came to me and said, “I just 

realized that there are other people in the room who have 

pain.”  Wonderful moment of enlightenment.  “Oh, others, 

too, have pain.”  And guess what?   You can do something 

about their pain.  Instead of huddling in your own little pity 

party, you can say, “Let me take it.  Give me your pain.  Let 

me have it all.”  Try it.  You’ll like it.

 It’s so easy to forget, and crawl back into your hole.  It’s 

The Blue 
Cliff 

Record 
Case 40; 
Nansen’s 

“This 
Flower”

Teisho by 

Shinge Roshi,  
Summer Sesshin, 

Hoen-ji

Shinge Roshi.
 Photo byTogan Tim 

Kohlbrenner 
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familiar.  But remember what Zen Master Takuan said: “The diffi culty in zazen 

is not sleepiness or pain.  The diffi culty lies in not having a vow.”  Every day 

we chant, “Shujo mu hen sei gan do.”  But how many of us are really vowing?  

Without this vow, of course, there’s no point to all our painful sitting.  Might as 

well give it up.

 Someone said, “I’m so concerned about you.”  Thank you, but – ZAZEN.  

This practice revives us, if we give ourselves to it completely.  What’s holding 

you back?  As I said the fi rst night, we have these perceived limitations in our 

minds.  “I can’t do that.”  “This isn’t the practice for me.  It’s too painful.  I want 

a spa.”  There are plenty of them.  Be my guest.  

 But to sit for all beings – this is really something.  To sit with your last 

breath.  That’s what we’re here for, not 

some temporary amelioration.  Right?  If 

we’re dying – OK.  Great.  Die in zazen.  

So that we may truly live; so that others 

may benefi t from our vow.  

 You may feel an inner lassitude, a 

lazy, drifting mind, or great resistance, 

certain that your own diffi culties far 

outweigh those of anyone else.  But you can do something about it, right here, 

right now.  

 First of all, erect your spine.  Don’t slump.  If you do, you’re already de-

feated.  Find your lower back.  Do you have one?  Put your hand back there.  

Push it in.  Now grow up.  This is what we’re doing.  We’re growing up.  We’re 

not babies any more.  We’re here to grow up.  Open your heart.  Now, fi nd your 

hara.  Can you fi nd it?  Yes?  All right.

 Now breathe out, all the way.  Exhale to the very last drop.  When you get to 

that last drop, exhale some more.  Don’t inhale yet.  I didn’t tell you to inhale.  

Exhale some more.  Go to that place of total alertness.  “Wow,” your mind is 

saying, “Huh.  I’m going to die if I don’t take a breath.”  Good.  

 Now.  AWAKE, take a breath.  Let the hara fi ll with energy.  And repeat the 

process – over and over, every zazen period.  Exhale to the very last drop.  

Don’t assume you have another breath.  It is a terrible thing we do to ourselves, 

making that assumption.  And of course you may feel, “Uuhhh, I don’t like it.  I 

can’t do this,” because you’ve forgotten something really important: The next 

breath may be the only breath, the only one you ever have again, until next 

lifetime.

 If you keep this in mind, then no problem.  Sometimes pain – OK.  Some-

times sadness – fi ne, cry.  Sometimes a great sense of humor comes from this 

kind of zazen – you may start laughing, quietly. The point is, it’s you alone who 

can change your mind.  It’s the mind, not the body, that needs adjustment.  Of 

course, the mind is in the body and it’s one mind, one body, no separation.  

But if your mind is clear and committed, then whatever happens is OK.  Tears?  

“Exhale some more.    
...’Wow,’ your mind is 
saying, ‘Huh.  I’m going 
to die if I don’t take a 
breath.’  Good.” 

Fine.  “Ugh, I’ll never be able to get it.”  Fine.  Just return to your exhalation and 

with absolute awareness, exhale to the very last drop.

 Just to be one with this very breath changes the mind.  Perhaps internally 

you are thinking, “No, it doesn’t.  I tried it, and it didn’t work.  I’m still feeling 

miserable.”  OK.  This life, another life ...

 Let’s look at Case 40.  Master Nansen Fugan Zenji lived from 748 to 835 

in China, where he was one of the greatest Zen masters.  Almost every time I 

present on a case, I say that.  Ummon is the greatest Zen master.  Joshu is the 

greatest Zen master.  Nansen … That’s why we have these collections – be-

cause these teachers were fabulous.  And they’re our friends.  Don’t think they 

lived in Tang Dynasty China.  They’re right here with us, helping us to wake up.

 Nansen received transmission from another great Zen giant, Baso Do-itsu, 

and Nansen’s most important disciple was Joshu.  In this koan, we meet Riku 

Taifu, who lived from 764 to 834.  He died just before Nansen died.  He was 

a high government offi cial, and it was due to Riku that Nansen left his hut on 

Mount Nansen, where he had spent thirty years polishing his understanding.  

Riku persuaded him to be his teacher.  With this kind of offi cial recognition, 

Nansen’s reputation soared, and many hundreds of students, including Joshu, 

came from all over China to study with him.

 Riku, who attained clear understanding with Nansen, loved the writings of 

Master Sojo, who lived in India from 382 to 414.  This Sojo, or Jo, as he’s called 

in this koan, was one of the four disciples of our Indian ancestor, Kumarajiva.  

When we chant the lineage, this is Kumorata Sonja (Japanese pronunciation).  

 Master Jo wrote many discourses, and in one of them is the saying quoted 

by Riku.  Sojo himself was a renowned Buddhist scholar.  He went to China 

from India about a hundred years before Bodhidharma.  He translated many 

sutras and had a great infl uence on the development of Chinese Buddhism.  

So when Bodhidharma got there, Buddhism already had strong roots because 

of Master Jo.  

 You may remember him from The Gateless Gate, Case 24, “Fuketsu’s 

Speech and Silence,” in which the principles of ri and bi are cited.  Inward truth 

is ri; outward activity is bi.  Those two terms are from Master Jo’s writings.

 What happened to him?  He was executed in his thirties, when he refused 

to obey a decree that he felt was in violation of Buddhist teachings.  But his 

words expressing his realization live on.

 So let’s look at Engo’s Introduction.  “Cease and desist.”  What is it to cease 

and desist?  What is it that we must cease doing?  What makes us miser-

able?  The Three Poisons: greed (desire), anger and folly.  The endless round of 

thought constructs that are based on a separated identity.  We get caught up 

in right and wrong, good and bad, gain and loss, all the dualistic thinking that 

leads to fear, blame, disappointment and suffering.

 That’s why it’s so helpful just to return to Mu.  What is Mu?  Cease and 

desist. Muuuuuuu!   Right in the midst of “I can’t do this,” Mu.  It’s an all-out 
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 What do you think the iron tree blossoming refers to?  Something impos-

sible?  This blossoming is beyond conventional reality.  We awaken to this true 

reality, unlimited reality, unbounded reality, unconditioned reality.  We experi-

ence something rare, beyond intellectual comprehension.  We blossom.  “The 

iron tree blossoms” means we open.  We blossom into oneness with every-

thing – everything is blossoming.  Nothing has independent reality as tree or 

blossom, or self.  As Shakyamuni Buddha put it when he awakened: “I and all 

beings together are perfect and complete.”  In his commentary on The Blue 

Cliff Record in this case, Hakuin says, “When these blossoms open” – these 

blossoms of your awakening – “the whole universe is perfumed with their fra-

grance.”

 This tree is also the rootless 

tree of non-attachment.  Not of 

this illusory world that we take 

for real.  Then Engo asks:  “Can 

you demonstrate this?”   Has this 

happened to you?  Can you show 

it?  Can you express it?  How do 

you demonstrate it?  It’s being 

demonstrated right here, all the 

time.  

 Nyogen Senzaki often would end his teisho by saying, “Have a cup of tea.”  

We’re so busy looking for something that has some special quality, or some 

little bit of illusory comfort, that we miss it.  

 Engo says, “Even if you’re clever, you will eventually get your come-up-

pance.”  Even if you do have some insight.  He’s referring to RikuTaifu, and to 

us.  Riku might have been a longtime student of Nansen and a widely respect-

ed government offi cial known for his clear understanding, but even he gets his 

come-uppance.

 Engo continues, “Even if you excel in every way, you can’t escape being 

taken in tow.”  Not any one of us can escape this when Nansen is on the 

scene.  “Taken in tow” means getting pulled or swayed by something.  Now why 

is Engo saying that’s what Nansen is doing to Riku?  What is there about Riku’s 

understanding that causes him to get taken in tow?  What are the complica-

tions, the entanglements of this koan?

 He’s still holding on to what’s remarkable.  There’s some kind of lingering 

vestige.  He has not reached the traceless realm.  Maybe there’s complacency, 

too.  He’s sitting with his teacher and quoting Master Jo, as if to say, “Master 

Jo said it; I got it.” And Nansen is like, “You got it?  OK.  I’ll take care of that.”  

Because Nansen has completely seen through, he sees through to what’s still 

lingering in Riku.

 Thus Engo brings us to the Main Subject:  Riku Taifu is talking with Nansen 

and remarks, “Master Jo said,  ‘Heaven and earth and I have the same root.  

effort. When we’re feeling as though we’re just drifting from one horrible situa-

tion to another, we can do something about it.  

 We say, “My practice is Mu.”  What does “my practice” mean?  Taking 

responsibility for your own life, your own mind, right?  But to come to dokusan 

and say “My practice is mu?”  Already there’s a problem.  Just Mu.  To under-

stand this means you are taking responsibility.  No one can do it for you.   

 No matter what thoughts come, cease and desist.  What is the Third Noble 

Truth but cease and desist?  You know about suffering.  “Yeah, OK, I know 

about suffering.  I see that suffering has roots in my clinging to this ego-entity 

that’s always saying, ‘If only…’ and ‘I need this’ and ‘I can’t do that.’  OK.  Ah, 

I see.  Second Noble Truth.  Maybe I can take responsibility.  And if I do, then 

what?”

 Then nothing.  Just cease and desist.  The Third Noble Truth of cessation is 

none other than Nirvana, right?  It’s not gradual, it’s immediate.  It’s – bam – 

cease and desist.  Gone.  Samadhi.  Nirvana.  This is what is meant by taking 

responsibility for your own vow. 

 We never know.  This is clear.  Just one week ago, I wasn’t here.  I wasn’t 

here, I wasn’t anywhere.  So we never know.  Right here, right now.  That 

means all times, all ways; never take it for granted.  Don’t be concerned with 

aspects; just give yourself to total cessation.  That’s what Engo is saying.  

Cease and desist.  And in order to do sesshin, we really must commit to this.  

Otherwise, we become a miserable prisoner of preferential mind, dragged back 

into the same old dualistic patterns. 

 In Sosan Zenji’s “On Believing in Mind,” we read:  “To set up what you 

like against what you dislike, this is the disease of the mind. …  When the 

deep meaning of the Way is not understood, peace of mind is disturbed to no 

purpose. …  Pursue not the outer entanglements.  Dwell not in the inner void.  

Be serene in the oneness of things [Muuuuu] and dualism vanishes by itself.”  

Circumstances completely disappear.

  “Cease and desist and an iron tree blossoms.”  What happens?  Samadhi: 

absolute cessation.  Now remember, just as you’re thinking, “I can’t do that.  

Maybe she can do that, but I can’t,” remember, Yes, you can.  Yes, yes, you 

can.  We all can, right?  Yes.  It’s very important.  We have an election coming 

up.  I’m not being political here.  We always have an election coming up.  We 

can elect a life of vow or we can elect, you know what.  The endless crud, right?  

We’re all familiar with it.  We don’t have to continue it, though.  Right now, Yes 

we can.  

 Now, this iron tree is no ordinary tree.  Is there such a thing as an iron tree 

in the natural world?  There’s ironwood, which does produce some small blos-

soms.  Perhaps Engo knew about this ironwood tree.  But he was talking about 

a tree that is not a specifi c genus. If we get stuck thinking that the real must be 

rational, that’s a problem.  With koans, we have to drop our attachment to what 

makes sense.  

“What do you think the iron 
tree blossoming refers to?  
Something impossible?  This 
blossoming is beyond con-
ventional reality.  We awaken 
to this true reality, unlimited 
reality, unbounded reality ...” 
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Myriad things and I are of one substance.’ ”

 This is such a beautiful saying.  When you have the experience, there is 

really no gap.  A fl ower blooms from your own substance.  But Nansen senses 

something extra in Riku. 

 Contemporary Zen Master Shodo Harada notes,  “No matter what kind of 

experience you have, the meaning is not in the past.  It has to be immediate 

and on the spot.  It has to be right here, right now, or it is not Zen.  There’s no 

point in saying, ‘I had this experience.’ Our awareness is changing in every mo-

ment.  No matter what wonderful experience we might have had, if it becomes 

a stain on our perceptions, it is not the true source.” 

 Of course, there’s nothing wrong with Riku’s quoting Master Jo, feeling that 

his own experience is perfectly expressed by, “Heaven and earth and I have the 

same root.”  When we feel the absolute intimacy of Oak Tree. Cicadas.  Thun-

der.  Heaven and earth and I – truly one root.  The iron tree blossoms, and it’s 

not something out there.  We have the same root.  We can say, Buddha-nature; 

we can say dog; we can say ripples on the creek …

 In “On Believing in Mind,” Sosan says,  “In one Emptiness, the two are not 

distinguished, and each contains in itself all the ten thousand things.  When no 

discrimination is made between this and that, how can a one-sided and preju-

diced view arise?”

 Riku fi nds no discrimination between his experience and Jo’s words.  Those 

words seem to come from him, from his own heart.  And so he happily recites 

them to Nansen, adding, “Isn’t that uncanny?”  He means, “I’m feeling exactly 

like that.”  This original word is kikai, which means strange or weird.  Some 

translations use “fantastic” or “marvelous.”  But I think “uncanny” captures it 

better.  Isn’t that uncanny?   

 Riku attests that Jo conveys what he himself has experienced.  But Engo 

says in his notes to this case:  “He’s making a living in a ghost cave.”  What 

does that mean?  He’s using the words of a long-deceased person.  It’s like the 

saying, “A picture of a rice cake cannot satisfy hunger.”

 We all know how diffi cult it is to articulate some profound experience; our 

words can’t possibly describe it.  But if there’s some beautiful poetic expres-

sion we come upon, like “Heaven and earth and I have the same root,” ah.  

Nonetheless, we’re using somebody else’s expression.

 This iron tree is rootless.  “Have the same root.”  This one substance is sub-

stanceless.  I, not-I, one substance is no-substance, rootless root.  If we cling to 

it, this root, what are we attaching to?  “A dream, a fantasy….”  

 Nansen pointed to a fl ower in the garden and said, “People nowadays see 

this fl ower as if in a dream.”  Probably the fl ower was a tree peony, very com-

mon in China.  It was nothing special.  Shakyamuni Buddha held up a fl ower, 

silently, before the assembly.  Everyone was waiting for him to speak, to give 

his teaching.  And he did.  The fl ower smiled.  Mahakashyapa smiled, the only 

one who got it.  And it was the fi rst transmission in Buddhism, just like that.  

Flower.  Smile.  Instant.  Intimate.

 Nansen said, pointing to the fl ower, “People nowadays see this fl ower as if 

in a dream.” When is “nowadays?”  Shakyamuni Buddha’s time?  A thousand 

people standing there, only one smiled.  Nansen’s time, Tang Dynasty China?  

Our own time?  As you know quite well, so much of the time, our lives are led 

as if in a dream. 

 Are we here for this fl ower?  Has it already passed us by?  We can’t hold 

onto it.  Yet we want to grab it, put it under a bell jar, or in formaldehyde, so we 

can regard it and say, “What a Zen experience.”  That’s not what Nansen was 

pointing to.

 “As if in a dream.”  We slide into complacency.  We see, but we’re not really 

seeing.  Someone points to a fl ower.  Oh, yeah, fl ower.  We hear, but we’re not 

really hearing.  

 If we’re not here for our lives, we’re not here for our deaths, either.  That’s 

why Shido Bunan Zenji said, “When alive, be a dead person, thoroughly dead, 

and all will be well.”  This is the opposite of what you may think.  It doesn’t 

mean be dead to the world.  It means, be dead to all that dualistic, condi-

tioned, mental agitation that keeps you from being truly one with this.  Die to 

all that delusive thinking that you and all people mistakenly identify as, what? 

– your self.  This is not who you are.  You are not the product of your condition-

ing.  Sadly, we think that’s what we are.  We’re not.  We are these amazing 

beings.  We are buddhas.  We ARE buddhas.  

 So, cut the root of all your delusory thinking, all the misconceptions about 

who you really are, and truly look inside, and ask, Who am I?  What is my true 

nature?  Part those veils.  Spirit world.  Real world.  Heaven, earth and I…  This 

is only realized when the “I” drops away.  It’s cut at the root.  Then, truly, I and 

all beings together, are fully present, fully alive.  Ready to respond, ready to act 

when action is needed.  Feeling this magnanimous heart opening, opening; 

nothing in the way.  This is what we are here to do.  

 Setcho’s verse says, in poetry, what we have just talked about:  “not one 

and one.”  Hearing, seeing, touching, knowing are not separated.  “Moun-

tains and rivers are not viewed in a mirror.” Rearing up right here, mountain 

is mountain; fl owing through right here, river is river.  The frosty sky of clear 

insight.  The setting moon at midnight –no traces can be distinguished in the 

utter darkness of Mu.  Is anyone refl ected in this cold, serene pool?  Don’t wait 

for the moon to set.  Discover this for yourself.      
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In 2012, the Zen Center of Syracuse Hoen-ji celebrates its 

40th anniversary.  It is a sister temple of the Zen Studies 

Society Shobo-ji, in New York City.  Both are under the 

direction of Shinge Roko Sherry Chayat Roshi, abbot, 

whose lineage reaches back to Shakyamuni Buddha.  On 

the occasion of his recognition as a Dharma teacher in the 

lineage, Nikyu Robert Strickland spoke about the centers’ 

history at a Dharma talk April 6, during Holy Days Ses-

shin at Dai Bosatsu Zendo, the ZSS‘s monastery in the 

Catskills. What follows is an abridged version of his talk.

T
oday is a special day.  Of course, 

yesterday was a special day, also, and, 

no doubt, tomorrow is going to be a 

special day.  And the day before yesterday 

was unquestionably a special day, and 

the day after tomorrow has every good 

indication of being a special day, also.  And 

so forth, backward and forward.  We can 

paraphrase Master Ummon and say that, 

“Every day is a special day.”  

 Every day is an extraordinary day. Our 

local newspaper has a section called “This 

Day in History.”  Something has happened 

on every day that I’ve ever read.  So it’s in 

this spirit of special days that we sit here 

together today. 

 History is made going forward, but you 

only know it’s history if you turn around and 

look backward.  In our own tradition, we go all the way 

back to Bodhidharma.  Shakyamuni Buddha was the be-

ginning of the insight, but this way of doing it, so to speak, 

begins with Bodhidharma.  But if we were to go back and 

try to pick him out, we’d fi nd that very diffi cult, because at 

that time, China was awash with people teaching medi-

tation of this and that school, this and that approach.  

Bodhidharma was just one of the charging herd, and most 

probably we would have missed him all together.

 Then we can go forward, a whole lot, to the World 

Parliament of Religions in 1893.  The big draw at that time 

was Madame Blavatsky, a spiritual innovator in the late 

nineteenth century.  Soyen Shaku Roshi also attended 

this meeting, representing Rinzai Zen Buddhism.  But his 

participation might charitably be classifi ed under the head-

This Day Is 
Special

A talk by 

Nikyu Robert 

Strickland

Shinge Roshi 
and Nikyu Robert 
Strickland during 
his ceremony at Dai 
Bosatsu Zendo.

ing of “also present.”  If we had been there and trying to fi gure out who was 

important, he probably wouldn’t have been our fi rst choice.

 Yet, because of him, D.T. Suzuki started coming to North America and 

eventually taught at Columbia University in the 1950s.  It was because of 

Soyen Roshi that Nyogen Senzaki came to America in the early 1900s.  Sen-

zaki settled in San Francisco and started to practice by himself.  However, if we 

had been in San Francisco at that time, he’s probably not the man we would 

have picked out as being of historical importance.  The Zen Studies Society 

was organized to help Suzuki while he was at Columbia.  When he left, The Zen 

Studies Society became a cardboard box with dusty papers in it.

 Meanwhile, Nyogen Senzaki learned about Soen Nakagawa Roshi, then 

a monk, and after World War II, they were fi nally able to meet.  Soen Roshi 

decided to send Eido Shimano Roshi, then a monk, to America to help Senzaki.  

However, Senzaki died unexpectedly, and Eido Roshi ended up in New York 

City working for a Japanese bank.  He eventually located the dusty box, and 

like a phoenix, like the Dharma, the Zen Studies Society was alive once again.  

So there was another special day.  Now, we know it’s special, but at the time 

nobody noticed at all.   

 Now, all of these days have been special for our Sangha.  So, we’ll use 

today as a stand in for all of these other days.  What’s special about today?  

Take a moment to look at each other.  What do you see?  You’re all second-, 

third-generation Dharma students.  There is nobody here from the outside 

helping us do this.  This is the Sangha, right here.  People who have been here, 

people who will eventually be here, all of us are the living practice, a repository 

of this tradition.

 If you want to know what it means to be a lineage teacher, you can ask 

Shinge Roshi.  She’s sitting right over there and she knows all about it.  She’s 

shaking her head, no!  Now that’s profoundly true, because none of us really 

knows anything.  But she knows a little.  And she’s sitting right over there.  

When we’re gathered for morning service and at other times, there’s a lot of 

chanting, bells and gongs.  You need somebody who knows how to do that. 

Well, that person is sitting right here, the ino.  If you want to know what it 

means to be jisha, ask them.  They’re sitting right there.  Bryan can tell us 

about being the jokei.  Kimpu can tell us about being the inji.  If you need to 

know how to run the kitchen, we’ve got somebody who knows about that, too. 

The tenzo is sitting right over there.  

 So, this IS the practice, right here, including all those who are just beyond 

our sight.  For the last seven days, this living Dharma has been celebrated 

here.  And we, this generation, hold this tradition.  We hold it like a lantern in 

the night.  And that makes this very special.  

 So, there I was, 1971, in Bandit Bob’s Bookstore on Marshall Street.  You 

could buy academic texts there in addition to other strange and interesting 

books.  Somehow or other, I got the idea of meditation, and there I was in the 
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weird area of Bandit Bob’s.  A student from Upstate Medical School happened 

to be standing there.  He recommended Kapleau Roshi’s book, The Three Pil-

lars of Zen.  It’s an anthology.  That means I don’t have to read it from start to 

fi nish.  I can just dive in any place.  I’m a big fan of anthologies.  

 I went outside and started reading the introduction, by Huston Smith, and I 

came to the story about Ikkyu Sojen Zenji, 15th-century Japanese Zen master.  

In the story, a man comes a long distance and asks to receive a teaching from 

Master Ikkyu.  Master Ikkyu writes, “Attention.” 

 “Well, I have come a long way. Could you amplify on that a bit?” asks the 

man.

 “Attention!  Attention!” writes Ikkyu.

 “Please, Master Ikkyu.”  

 “Attention.  Attention.  Attention.”  Ikkyu writes three times.

  “Will you please say something about this?” the man asks.

 “Attention simply means attention,” says Ikkyu.

I felt like Ikkyu had reached out across the years, grabbed all my vital organs 

and given them a vital yank.  I had become a Zen student. 

 Now this gets around to another reason why today is special.  It’s right here, 

like the Dharma, the most nakedly available thing in existence.  It is we who 

cover our eyes for various reasons, in various ways.  So right here, this monas-

tery, this Dharma Hall.  This monastery is the responsibility of Shobo-ji with as-

sistance from Hoen-ji. While it’s on Shobo-ji’s books, Hoen-ji offers its spiritual 

and human support.  Sitting over there we have a lineage teacher from Hoen-ji.  

Also, Shobo-ji and Dai Bosatsu Zendo.  This interaction, this dharma coopera-

tion, makes these days, in this place, special.

 Some may think that this is a rather recent coming-together.  But, in fact, it 

is an amplifi cation of something that goes all the way back to the ’70s and to 

Bandit Bob’s.  In those days, Darryl Fasching, Hogen Howard Blair and I – all 

grad students – were part of a group that was exploring meditation.  Once a 

week we gathered in a subterranean lecture hall in the Newhouse Communica-

tions School to try out different forms of meditation.  We tried all sorts of things 

and got a very liberal education in meditation. 

 At the same time, with an invitation from Professor Richard Pilgrim, of the 

Syracuse University religion department, Eido Roshi came to Syracuse to speak 

about Japanese religions and Zen in particular. Because of Ikkyu’s “Attention!” 

I decided to sit in on his presentation and learn something fi rst hand about 

Zen. 

 Then, Darryl, Howard and I started talking about our mutual interest in Zen.  

“I felt like Ikkyu had reached out across the years, 
grabbed all my vital organs and given them a vital 
yank.  I had become a Zen student.” 

We left the meditation group and started sitting in the basement of an old 

house used by the campus chapel as an outreach facility.  You could just about 

see the moisture oozing out of the walls.  After a while, and with Darryl’s inside 

contacts, we were promoted out of the aquarium and up to the second fl oor.  

We got some cushions, put in an altar and sat a topaz or red Buddha – from 

Mexico, I think – on it.  You could fi t ten, maybe twelve people in there.  We 

didn’t think we were doing anything noteworthy.  We tried to chant The Heart 

Sutra and the Great Vows.  When learning something in a foreign language, you 

tend to learn it as a chain sequence:  Ma ka hannya ha ra mi ta shin gyo kan 

ji zai bo sa gyo. … We’d get about a sentence or two into it and have to start 

over.  It was really a special event when we eventually got all the way through 

this thing from start to fi nish.  We went out and had a beer or something.  That 

was what it was all about.  Because of this activity, the next time Eido Roshi 

came to Syracuse, he dedicated our group and gave it the name Hoen Zendo: 

Dharma Salt. 

 During our time in that place, called Community House, a young woman, 

Sherry Chayat, moved to Syracuse.  She found out about our group and started 

sitting with us.  Because of her, the group started to take on form, direction.  

One thing led to another, until in 1998, Eido Roshi recognized Roko Sherry 

Chayat as a Dharma heir.  

 Now, in some fashion this string of special days hangs together.  But every 

link is a one-in-a-thousand shot.  Suppose Bodhidharma hadn’t … suppose 

Soyen Roshi hadn’t … suppose I hadn’t ... suppose Darryl hadn’t …  suppose 

Shinge Roshi hadn’t. … Yet, on this particular special day, we have a lineage 

teacher from Hoen-ji guiding sesshin at Dai Bosatsu Zendo, like Shobo-ji, 

owned and operated by the Zen Studies Society.  From where I sit, this string of 

special days, this intermingling is somehow what is supposed to happen.  

 We know there are many streams of Dharma in this country.  But I dare say 

that there are probably not more than a small handful of Rinzai centers that 

have a lineage teacher, if that.  Of that small handful, how many have a moun-

tain monastery in one of the most beautiful places in this country?  The answer 

is, one, and we’re sitting in it.  

 This result of the labors of Eido Shimano Roshi and many others is now, in 

a manner of speaking, that this monastery is held in the hands of the Sangha 

of Shobo-ji, in New York City, and Hoen-ji, in Syracuse.  Through these karmic 

events the story of Shobo-ji and Hoen-ji have become intermingled.  From my 

perspective of 40 years, this is one Sangha.  And it’s not that big.  If you get 

all the members and friends from Hoen-ji and from Shobo-ji, and put them all 

together, my guess is that they would just about fi t in the zendo.  Yet as the 

jockey says in the movie Seabiscuit, “Small we be, but with big heart.”  

 And so, this stream of Dharma…  Yes, there are others, but we’re respon-

sible for this stream.  We don’t have the clarity of hindsight to look back and 

say, “This stream grew; that one didn’t.”  Similar to Bodhidharma, we’re just 
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As I Know Her

I sat beside you one morning in the middle of autumn.

You were a gray tambourine. Gravity layered in wool.

Your eyes curtained in fog. Your music pulsed smoothly – 

juice in forgotten ripe fruit.

As tethered to my presence as salt grains to salt pile.

Your gaze a broken headlight, emptied into the smoke

of your daily incense. Murmuring, you dissolved

into the tunnel of your simple wishes. 

Soft blue hydrangea of your veins running toward me.

Your nimble mind loaded behind clouded eyes, 

recalled a dragon eye tree which was once yours.

Gray tambourine, jingles with sharp edges, heart taut like drum skin –

toward which my suitcase drifts, and light kisses 

disappear on the placid dunes of your face.

Front and back of your hands. Bird swooping 

down from your mental image of bird.

Your pillow is of steamed pear, quarters 

tossed into the air, and a dog that disappears 

in its stillness. From the center 

of your eyes, clouds thicken.

Your hair like dried corn silk, 

braiding the autumns.

                            – Rengetsu Kaity Cheng

__________________________________________________________________

16                                                                        DHARMA CONNECTION                                                          

another itinerant Dharma group that happens to be gifted with this magnifi cent 

monastery.  But I think the best attitude to take is to assume that we’re the 

only stream, and to support each other – not just in our individual sanghas but 

through this monastery – so that this stream can fl ow with vitality, with good 

humor, with mutual encouragement.  And that’s what makes today – special. 

S
hinge Roko Sherry Chayat Roshi ordained three 

monks and one nun in ceremonies this year.  Two of 

the new clergy members are from the Zen Center of 

Syracuse. 

Jisho Judy Fancher took her vows on April 22 during 

Spring Sesshin at the Zen Center of Syracuse.  Her ordina-

tion name is Enro, which means 

Garden Revealed.  Jisho is doing her 

training at Hoen-ji and is going to 

Dai Bosatsu Zendo as much as her 

health permits.

Kaijo Matt Russell, a former resi-

dent of Hoen-ji who has been prac-

ticing at Dai Bosatsu Zendo since 

August 2011, was ordained October 

6 during Golden Wind Sesshin at the 

monastery.  His ordination name is 

Goshin, meaning Awakening Heart/

Mind.  Kaijo has begun the tradition-

al 1,000-day training period at the monastery.  Ordained 

with him were Ryoju John Lynch, whose ordination name is 

Eishin (Everlasting Heart/Mind), and Kogen Carlos Cer-

vantes, whose ordination name is Jakushin (Silent Heart/

Mind).

Throughout the seven-day 

sesshin, the novitiates’ winter 

and summer robes rested on 

the altar and were purified 

daily.  On the final day of the 

retreat, each monk’s head 

was shaved by his spiritual 

guide, leaving only the Bud-

dha-knot of hair to be shaved 

by Roshi during the cer-

emony.  Kaijo’s mother, Amy 

Russell, who had attended 

sesshin with him, shaved her son’s head, having stepped 

in as his guide when Jikyo Bonnie Shoultz was called away 

because of her mother’s imminent death.

The spiritual guides led the novitiates, wearing their 

white kimonos, into the Dharma Hall, as shakuhachi 

master Nyogetsu Ronnie Seldin played.  After prostrations, 

they were seated before Roshi and chanted Purification, 

 Sangha’s 
New Monks 

and Nun

Shinge Roshi and Jisho 
Judy Fancher during 

her ordination in April.

Shinge Roshi and three 
newly ordained monks 
(from left) Ryoju, Kaijo 

and Kogen. 
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Late Night Sit

Wind howling outside

or dharma fl owing through me?

Yes!

    – Jika Lauren Melnikow

Refl ection

Early life practice

mostly attached to outcomes.

Happy for this chance.

  – Jika Lauren Melnikow
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Tisarana (the Three Refuges) and the verses of Renunciation and Shaving. 

“At last we have come to this day,” Roshi said.  “The three of you have 

prepared well…. You undertook strenuous practice the week before sesshin, 

walking up to the monastery from the gatehouse and doing niwazume – sitting 

bowed down at the monastery’s front steps and begging for admission, being 

told to go away; after two days of that, doing zazen for five more days, separate 

from the rest of the residents, in tangaryo.

“You may think that was difficult, but let me tell you, that was a piece of 

cake compared to what you are going to be faced with in the coming days and 

years.  Shugyo – true monastic training – is, as Bodhidharma told us, a matter 

of assiduity.  You must cut, cut and cut – not your arm, as Eka did, but even 

the sneakiest and most hidden of your ego-protection strategies.  Cut them at 

the root,” she admonished.

“This is the hardest part of becoming a nun or monk: giving up ego-cherish-

ing, that clinging to agency, to feeling that you are entitled to your opinion, that 

you should be able to decide what’s best for you.  Surrender does not come 

easily, but it must be the guiding light for your practice to be true practice.

“Always remember the Verse of Renunciation: ‘only by cutting through the 

strings of delusions may you become men of true freedom.’  The very meaning 

of tokudo is to attain emancipation from the entanglements of samsara, not 

only of worldly concerns, but on the subtle plane of thought-constructs, based 

on self-addiction.  You have been doing the hard work of cutting through your 

inner entanglements, all of which have their root in the illusion of a separated 

identity, an ego-entity, a self to hang onto and protect.

“The renunciation of tokudo must be radical.  In the life of the Zen Buddhist 

monastic and the serious layperson, too, there is no entitlement.  None.  You 

are here to serve and save all sentient beings; to do so, you must realize that 

One Shining Alone; you must attain true insight.

“Meet the challenges that are provided to you by your karma with a willing 

heart, a cheerful spirit and a determination to purify, purify.  Penetrate the 

koans of the Precepts to the marrow.  In times of doubt or confusion, return to 

zazen.  Sit with it, all of it, bravely facing what you need to learn.  When you cut 

through entanglements that you yourself have created, you are no longer cut 

off from the great mystery of oneness with all that is, all that has been, all that 

will ever be.”  

O
n Christmas Eve 2011, my 22-year-old son, Adrian, 

is admitted to the Comprehensive Psychiatric 

Emergency Program (CPEP) at St. Joseph’s Hospital.  

Adrian has suffered a “psychotic break.”  Those two simple 

words will never encompass the fear, horror, uncertainty, 

confusion and devastation of that time. 

 When the call for submissions to the Dharma Connec-

tion went out this August, I told Meigetsu, the editor of 

the Dharma Connection, that I 

would not be able to submit an 

article this year.   I knew there 

was only one thing I could write 

about – this experience with my 

son.  But it would be too raw, too 

intimate.  What about Adrian’s 

privacy?  Sharing this story would 

call for transparency from both 

of us – which is fi ne for me, but 

how could I ask that of him?  After 

much consideration, I mentioned 

to Adrian that I was thinking about writing about our 

experiences and what did he think?  He enthusiastically 

agreed.  Adrian brings his own unabashed honesty and 

transparency to the world, a gift and virtue that I have 

always appreciated in him.  With Adrian’s blessing and his 

full editorial review rights, this article came into being.

   For many years through high school and college, Adrian 

seemed to struggle with an emotional roller coaster that 

would take him into periods of high performance before 

plummeting him into dark valleys of self-doubt, self-shame 

and immobilization.  His grade performance was either 

stellar (teaching himself calculus and passing the high 

school AP exam with a score of 5/5) or the polar opposite 

(failing courses due to missed and incomplete assign-

ments).  One of the downward swings necessitated his 

withdrawal midway through a semester of college.  After 

two months at home, Adrian returned to school.  In addi-

tion to a full course load and great grades, he worked 20 

to 30 hours a week.  Over the next year, he once again 

began the descent into immobilization, coupled with anger 

and depression.  In May 2011, Adrian made the diffi cult 

decision to leave college to fi gure out what to do next.  He 

was living in Ithaca, working the night shift at a local grill 

Losing Your 
Mind

By Senju Dave 

Fisher

Senju Dave Fisher and 
his son, Adrian   

Photo by Senju Dave 
Fisher
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and coming back home to Syracuse to visit for Christmas.

 When Adrian arrived home in the early afternoon on Christmas Eve, we 

found that he had not slept for several days.  He talked nonstop about the as-

trological signifi cance of our signs, a current passion of his.  He was obsessed 

and yet pliable.  He and Jenny, his girlfriend, were slated to spend the evening 

at his mom’s for dinner, so I suggested that Adrian lie down to get some sleep, 

hoping that his frenetic behavior was symptomatic of sleep deprivation and not 

something more serious.  After a few hours of sleep, he did seem better.  Later 

that evening we received a call from his mom that they were going to CPEP.  His 

condition spiraled downward while he was there, resulting in a full psychotic 

episode.   Adrian spoke with unbounded conviction and passion that he un-

derstood the mysteries of whom and what we are, and he proclaimed he was 

the prophet of the new age who would bring about world peace.  His mind had 

become unmoored.  As we checked him into CPEP, we were terrifi ed because 

we did not know if he would, or could, ever come back to us.

 During the admittance process on Christmas Eve, the intake therapist 

asked Adrian, “If there was a medication we could give you that would help 

you, would you take it?”  Adrian, in a moment of lucidity, forcefully responded, 

“If you can get me out of this hell, YES!”  I choked back sobs at this moment of 

clarity.  In the midst of his mental maelstrom, we saw a glimpse of the Adrian 

we knew.  In the next moment, he was back to the energetically bright, care-

free, manic-psychosis as he explained that he was going to design the video 

game that would bring about world peace when people played it.

 After two long nights and days in the highly charged environment of the 

critically mentally ill at CPEP, Adrian was transferred to St. Joseph’s inpatient 

psychiatric ward, where he stayed for the next two weeks.  There he continued 

to suffer a neurological maelstrom.  His mind was on fi re, caught in an agitated 

state of manic psychosis.  Adrian was given a diagnosis of Bipolar I Disorder.  

 Several mood stabilizers and an anti-psychotic medication later, Adrian was 

ready for discharge.  Yes, his mind returned to a more functional state and he 

was able to assess the here-and-now accurately and lucidly, but the fall-out 

from the mania, psychosis and anti-psychotic drugs had taken its toll.  He and 

Jenny agreed to come home to live with his stepmother and me while Adrian re-

gained his balance and life footing.  It was an extremely diffi cult time for Adrian.

 During the fi rst couple of months at home, Adrian’s mood would move 

through periods of depression and apathy in his worst moments to a kind of 

refl ective withdrawal in better ones.  One day he and I were in the kitchen 

talking about his situation and future possibilities.  With his hands planted on 

either side of the stove, Adrian stood with shoulders slumped and head bowed.  

He slowly turned to look at me and, in a moment of despair, said challengingly, 

“Dad, what do I have to hope for?”  With a dismal college record, minimum 

wage work history and bipolar condition, it was diffi cult to see any brightness in 

the long road to recovery that was stretching out before him.

 Seven months after Adrian’s hospitalization, he took a summer psychology 

course on personality at LeMoyne College.  At the conclusion of the course, he 

wrote a 26-page response paper to Eugene Perticone’s book, The Art of Being 

Better.  In his paper, Adrian shares a candid account of his journey into psycho-

sis and back:

In psychosis, I very nearly completely lost the ability to access 

objective awareness. I felt like I had split open wide and I was 

uncontrollably channeling the other. My own self was still present, 

but lost in the mix.  I felt oneness and a connection everything – 

but not in the context where you voluntarily release your own ego to 

join the other.  It was like the other was taking me and Adrian was 

disappearing into the void.  My impersonal self was fading and all 

that remained was my uninhibited, unrestricted ego and the other.

In Tarot, The Star represents the process of realizing your imper-

sonal self.  It requires that you release your ego’s needs, and 

sometimes some of your preconceived notions.  From this posi-

tion of objective awareness, you enjoy the ability to make clearer 

choices, free from your ego’s distortions.  Attaining this can be 

challenging with a sane mind; I was hardly able to do it at all while 

psychotic. 

He then later writes:

Focusing on the transcendent perspective … I’ve been able to get 

closer to transforming my “need” to be successful into a “want” to 

be successful, for its own sake and not as a condition to enable 

happiness.  This chapter [in Perticone’s book] includes an excerpt 

from Krishnamurti that does well to capture the nature of the path 

to experiencing The World [transcendence]: 

Verbally we can only go so far:  what lies beyond cannot 

be put into words because the word is not the thing. … 

What will open the door is daily awareness and attention-

awareness. …  Then perhaps, if you are lucky, the window 

will open and the breeze will come in.  Or it may not.  It 

depends on the state of your mind.  And that state of 

mind can be understood only by yourself by watching it 

and never trying to shape it, never taking sides, never op-

posing, never agreeing, never justifying, never condemn-

ing, never judging – which means watching it without any 

choice.  And out of this choiceless awareness perhaps 
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the door will open and you will know what that dimension 

is in which there is no confl ict and no time. 

There was once that [during psychosis] I felt a glimpse of that 

dimension, where time simultaneously stops and goes in every 

direction and nothing is in confl ict; everything just simply is. 

 How often in Zen practice do we lose our minds, only to have everything 

come crashing in with resounding profundity?  Once all the fi lters, expecta-

tions, preferences and preconceptions fall away; what is left is unutterable and 

pristine, direct and amazing.  And how closely related are these experiences for 

those who lose their minds and cross into the world we call psychosis – losing 

along with it their inner compass and moorings?  Their experiences broadcast 

some of the same messages that rise out of our practice – there is something 

profoundly unutterable and yet intimately communicated. 

With no hindrance in the mind, no hindrance, therefore no fear.  

Far beyond deluded thoughts, this is nirvana. [Heart Sutra]

 There is mind that, when truly unfettered, experiences that “nothing is in 

confl ict; everything just simply is.”  So what is the difference between being un-

fettered vs. being unmoored?  Both produce similar insight, and yet one leads 

to nirvana (the extinguishing of the mind’s constant absorption in desires) 

whereas the other leads to confusion and the reinforcement of the ego’s sense 

of self-importance.

 And yet, we experience both in practice.  After a particularly strong kensho 

experience or deep insight, we can feel like we “get it” or “got something” (and 

in that moment actually lose everything).  We need to beware of the subtle ar-

rogance that can reinforce our ego’s infatuation with the “results” and insights 

of practice.  Adrian’s psychosis had elements of a kensho experience.  He de-

scribed the experience to me as prolonged, unimaginably intense and uncon-

trollable.  I believe that his experience should not be understood as dissimilar, 

and in the least as a matter of scale and spectrum.

 Over the next several months of Adrian’s recovery, I was vigilant in my own 

responses to Adrian, ferreting out any parental need to “fi x” him in favor of just 

being with him, non-critically, in his experience.  There were many times that 

my own pain in response to him was excruciating.  And yet, what greater solace 

to Adrian than to be present with him in that experience rather than force a 

mandate of “to-do’s” and expectations based on my own agenda and sense of 

what “should be?”  As he reviewed this article, he circled the previous sen-

tence and wrote “YES!” in the margin.

 This does not mean that we do not act when it is time to act, but that we 

do so without critical judgment or need to “fi x.”  We act from intimacy rather 

than separateness, from “right time” rather than “my time.”  Sometimes it was 

diffi cult to avoid the trap of parent-child relational judgments, whether from 

his expectation of them or my subtle assertion of them.  But it became criti-

cally important that I be highly aware of any such judgments and their effect 

on Adrian.  For Adrian’s highly sensitive emotional nature, such judgments are 

anathema.  In his paper he writes:

He [Perticone] describes meditation as “a realm of awareness 

that is free of self-judgment.”   The suggestion that I could go to a 

place where I don’t have to judge myself brings such intense relief 

it brings tears to my eyes.  As I reached the end of The Art of Being 

Better, I realized that I have spent too much of my time and energy 

concerned with the need to be better; always analyzing, scrutiniz-

ing, observing, judging, thinking, developing.

 This became a source of constant practice for me as I navigated my own 

responses.  As parents and Zen practitioners, we must learn to simply be pres-

ent with our adult children, removing our own expectations or anxieties from 

obstructing their path.  This is its own worthy koan.  And once understood, sets 

them, as well as ourselves, truly free.

 Adrian and Jenny have decided to move to California.  Jenny was born and 

raised in northern California and she wants to return there.  Adrian fell in love 

with the place during his fi rst visit this past May.  When they told me of their 

plans, my fi rst response was alarm – it’s so far away!  What if he has another 

manic or psychotic episode?  How can I be there for him if he is all the way on 

the other side of the country?  But even as these concerns arose, I knew my 

own issues were asserting themselves between Adrian and me.  I was reacting 

out of fear and showing a lack of faith and trust in him.  So, now what?  Back to 

the cushion.  Back to the work we do over and over again – cutting that which 

we hold most tightly off at the root.  Cutting takes courage.  It is a true letting 

go – falling to one’s own death in order to live, losing one’s own mind in order 

to fi nd it.  To truly walk the path of actualizing our practice, this must be done 

again and again.  So for several mornings of zazen, I sat with my fears and 

concerns.  And each time, with great resolve, CUT! To the root.

 It is now October 2012.  Adrian leaves for California in a couple of days.  I 

am excited and happy for him.  He walks his own life.  He meets the varied 

twists and turns of his life with the same diligent spirit that has always served 

him well.  He is constantly drawn into a deep dialogue of his life, striving to truly 

understand who and what he is.  I have no doubt that he is doing exactly what 

he needs to do.  He will fi nd the answers he is seeking, whether here or there – 

no matter. 

 So it is with a full heart that I say to you Adrian:  I believe in you.  I will al-

ways be there for you.  And I love you. ~ Dad   
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M
orning service today is in the Forman House attic 

zendo.  Fall breezes and chants intermingle.  I 

am caught in the overlap of time, with all the 

sensations of being in this very place, immersed in this 

mysterious thing called sesshin.  Fourteen years ago … 

today … I am here.  It is my fi rst morning service ever.  The 

jisha, Meigetsu, is seated next to me.  Thank goodness.  

It’s my fi rst chanting, my fi rst everything.  Even so, my fi rst 

step into the dark Sunday morning zendo fi lls me with 

so much gratitude.  I am feeling that this place, in this 

moment, with these people, is … perfect.

 The feeling continues.  The Sangha continues.  Friends, 

old and new, are here.  This place is … here.  It is an amaz-

ing thing!  It is born from a vow, a vow for which I am so 

grateful.  Shinge Roshi, as all those before her, is a living 

vow.  Alive, the Dharma Wheel keeps turning.  The fi rst 

“step” into the zendo is a step onto the Dharma Wheel.

 I am here today, fi lled with so much gratitude, that all 

beings may take this “step.”  It is a step into seeing our 

true nature – a step into accepting all feelings, without 

judgment.  It is a step into just “being.”  With each foot-

step  we discover – we experience – that we are beings of 

compassion.  We are compassion.  This thing called Zen is 

nothing but compassion in action. 

 My bow into the zendo – be it attic, carriage house, 

monastery or home – is my wordless expression of vast 

appreciation and gratitude.  I thank all of you … my dear 

teacher, my dedicated Sangha brothers and sisters, our or-

dained and our residents.  Your vow is precious.  It relieves 

suffering.  It makes it possible for all beings to feel the true 

joy of living … whatever the circumstances.  

 Our bow into the zendo, our fi rst step, is where it all 

begins.  

 Where It 
All Begins

 By Jika Lauren 

Melnikow

Leaving 
Home

By Jiryu Caroline 

Savage

A
lmost exactly four years ago, I visited Dai Bosatsu 

Zendo for the fi rst time.  I had been meditating for a 

year, but I thought of it more as a stress reduction 

technique than a spiritual practice.  So when, on my fi rst 

visit, I was overwhelmed with a silent, inexplicable call to 

service, I was destitute of context for what I was feeling.  

Later, I would label it a call to leave home.

Fast forward to today.  I was offered a job at Indiana 

State University, and I have left my 

home at Hoen-ji.  I left for a small town 

in Indiana where, instead of disencum-

bering myself of worldly possessions, I 

have accumulated enough of them to 

fill a small apartment, and, rather than 

seeking refuge in the Sangha, I have 

sought refuge in the likelihood that I will 

pay off my student loans within the next 

two years.

Huh?  Where’s the Dharma in that?

I perennially dread the question, 

“Where did you move from?” because 

my response seems invariably to be met with, “Oooooh, New York?  This must 

be such a change for you!”  No, not really.  We are all human beings; Hoosiers 

and New Yorkers are not so very different.  Change is training myself not to 

gassho when the intern hands me a pen, or bow to my boss when he praises 

my work, or say, “Hai!” to the president of the university. 

So much for my Zen training, right?

“Practice,” Roshi once said, “is not what you think it is.  Practice is not what 

you think.” 

It’s too bad that my next sesshin is so far away, because I find myself 

feeling a great deal of empathy with any long-term Sangha member who has 

returned for three days of meditation, only to find that Jihatsu rules have 

undergone some arbitrary change again, and you’ll have to go through an-

other orientation.  Because all of these cues I was once taught as a matter of 

practice, as a matter of attention, are now a point of focus for when I am not in 

this moment, this Dharma, incomparably profound and minutely subtle, not in 

a monastery, but right here, in “the real world.” 

I suspected that practice would change when I severed my three-year 

tenure as a resident of one Zen community or the other.  What I didn’t suspect 

was how much practice wouldn’t change.  Sitting.  Being present.  Completely 

spacing out and realizing later, I said what?  Equally as accessible in a temple 

as out of a temple.

And this practice is not what I thought mine was supposed to be.  Calls are 

for answering.  Kaijo is a true home-leaver. What does that make me?

But this is what happens, I have learned, when we think we know better 

than the Dharma. I arrived in Syracuse in 2006 to study toward becoming an 

international peacemaker, so I thought. What I really came to do was embark 

on the journey of my life – the journey of actually living my life – and when my 

heart accepted that journey, I tacitly abandoned control of the route.

Being unemployed is excellent practice.  For the six months between receiv-

ing my master’s degree and being offered this job, I was confronted daily with 

Jiryu at the Indiana State University in Terre 
Haute, Indiana, where she now works. 

Photo by Jiryu Caroline Savage
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Driver’s End

Fleeing towards

afternoon

hands in my 

hair

righting it.

The car

waiting for

its lost keys.

My feet

in slippers

sliding toward

the door,

all hope

wavering

on this one 

chore.

This ability

gone.

   

       – Amy Doherty

not knowing what comes next.  No expectations.  Most 

days, it felt like hell on earth.  Faith in the Dharma is 

all well and good, but is it going to buy my groceries?  

Three months in.  Only one interview.  Job not offered.  

Fail.  Cry, panic, regroup.  Try again.  Next application:  

Indiana State University.  Want to give up, go hide out 

in monastery.  Don’t give up.  Want to give up.  Keep 

going.  You can do this.

And, I did this.

We seem to need to see things to believe them.  

We seem to need proof of what holds us together, 

forgetting that we are being held.  To me, there could 

be no clearer proof that the Dharma is at work and 

holding me than my six years in Syracuse.  Only in 

hindsight is it clear to me that I had a purpose in Syra-

cuse, but not the purpose on my agenda.  It is clear to 

me now that every day, every struggle, every joy and 

every painful moment was only to bring me deeper in 

to that purpose.  Once I had served that purpose, the 

next opportunity, the next purpose came along. 

For all my planning and strategizing about how my 

life should turn out, for all my thinking that I know bet-

ter than the Dharma, I know now how wrong I was.   

For me, leaving home didn’t mean shaving my 

head and committing to the familiar.  No.  For some-

one who had never lived alone, “leaving home” meant 

making my own home, my own adventure.

A favorite band of mine sings the lyric, “If you never 

leave home, you never let go; you’ll never make it to 

the great unknown.”  Indeed, how can we grow if we stay in the familiar?  For 

Kaijo, Kimpu, Yao, and others attending this kessei, leaving home means the 

intimacy with This that only DBZ can provide.  For me, it means the intimacy 

with myself I have up to this point avoided, that is not other than This. 

It is tempting to believe that my time at my two beloved temples has ended.  

I am not there, I have to work, work is here, the end.  But the end of this story 

has not yet been written.  And while I am not so deluded to suggest I will never 

again doubt that things are as they should be, this arriving and leaving Syra-

cuse, the Salt City, purifying salt, Dharma salt, Dharma connection … will at 

least help me to ask, the next time I am so sure of my own will:

“Is that so?”   

Monastery Nights

Oil lamp burns.

Crack of bamboo on cabin walls.

Books closed. Pen still.

A page of moon

has drifted to the wood fl oor.

Slouched against the wall,

robes splayed around me

after a day of dish washing,

shoveling, meditation

and cleaning.

Clouds of breath rise,

usher me into my blankets,

so I will wake in time

for the last cup of starlight.

    

             – Rengetsu Kaity Cheng

Hoen Monica Bradbury's painting, Emerging Brook, in acrylic on canvas.
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The Gift 
of Loving-
Kindness 

By Tori 

DeAngelis

and Meigetsu 

Rebecca Beers

T
he two Heart Shrine Relic Tour managers pause 

briefl y beside the han door of the zendo. One woman 

is named Dana, like the First Paramita, giving, a 

fi tting appellation for one who brings the precious relics of 

Buddhist masters from across the centuries.

 Each woman stands with two golden stupas containing 

the relics of Shakyamuni Buddha and Kashyapa Buddha 

raised to the crown of her head.  They walk regally in a 

clockwise direction around the great altar in the center of 

the Zen Center of Syracuse zendo, bow before the life-

sized Maitreya Buddha, then move to the fi rst of fi ve Plexi-

glas viewing cases.  Inside, a sign with a picture of Buddha 

reads: 

Most extremely precious one

Shakyamuni Buddha

500 BCE

 There is a palpable stillness in the room; the music is 

soft and melodic. The relics are, in turn, carried two by two 

in this reverent procession: hair and sky relics, bone and 

head relics, blood relics, each the physical embodiment 

of the master’s enlightened state.  One relic, a tiny white 

bead in its appearance, has been offered by the Dalai 

Lama, a sign says.  

 The second case is fi lled with relics from some of 

Buddha’s principal disciples, Ven. Shariputra (whom 

Avalokiteshvara addresses in the Heart Sutra); Ven. 

Ananda (Buddha’s famous scribe, “… thus have I heard”); 

Ven. Maudgalyayana, Rahula (Buddha’s son); Nagarjuna; 

and others. The third case contains the relics of ancient 

Tibetan masters: Milarepa, 1135; Geshe Chekawa, 1295; 

Longchenpa, 1364.  Then come the more recent tulkus 

and lamas.  The last case contains relics from masters of 

the current day, who died between 1997 and 2007, includ-

ing Geshe Lama Konchog, whose reincarnation search 

was captured in the fi lm “Unmistaken Child,” shown in 

advance of the Relics Tour. 

 Besides the relics, the altar is decorated with small 

golden statues of the Buddha and Buddhist deities, along 

with gently fl ickering candles, jewels and crystals, bowls of 

saffron water and other holy objects, including a copy of 

the Sutra of Golden Light, which promises enlightenment 

for those who attempt to read and understand it. Visitors 

are invited to ring bells and strike a gong as a “sound 

  Relics Tour manager Amanda Russell carries relics in a stupa above her head.  
Photo by Dick Waghorne

offering to delight your spiritual guide.”  At the front of the altar is a statue of 

the Baby Buddha, standing atop a bowl of saffron water.  Visitors are encour-

aged to bathe the child in the water upon entering.  A nearby sign says: “May 

I eliminate all negative thoughts.  May I cultivate good deeds.  May I help save 

all living beings.” 

       In all, the relics come from 49 masters.  Most of them are “ringsel,” the 

Tibetan word for the pearl-like crystals of different sizes, shapes and colors 

that are found amidst Buddhist masters’ cremated remains.  Once scattered 

across many countries and among many followers, the collection was brought 

together for the benefi t of viewers throughout the world.  The Maitreya Project 

Heart Shrine Relic Tour has been circumambulating the globe for eleven years, 

raising money for a large-scale humanitarian project in Bihar, the poorest state 
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in India and the place where Shakyamuni Buddha attained enlightenment.  

Headed by the Ven. Zopa Rinpoche, a Tibetan lama, the foundation oversees 

The Maitreya Project (www.maitreyaproject.org), of which the relics tour is a 

part. 

 “We just bring the relics and leave a space for the people to do their 

practice,” says Dana Lissy, who travels 

around the world managing the tour 

along with Amanda Russell.

*     *     *

 And come they do, practicing in 

many forms.

 Some are members of our own Zen 

Sangha, wearing brown robes with black 

rakusus, hands in gassho peering into 

the cases and bowing.  At one point, 

Shinge Roko Sherry Chayat Roshi, our 

abbot, enters the sanctuary and does 

three prostrations in the Zen style, on 

her knees with palms raised, before 

stepping forward to bathe the Baby Bud-

 People fi lled the zendo throughout the weekend.     Photo by Amanda Russell 

 Julia Gordon with her daughters, Neve (left) 
and Mira.   Photo by Amanda Russell 

dha.  Beside her, a young Tibetan practitio-

ner in jeans and an orange shirt bows in the 

style of his tradition, fully prostrate on the 

fl oor with his hands stretched far above his 

head.  A bell tinkles in the background. 

 There are young couples talking softly 

and families holding up their young children 

to see the relics.  They point and whisper, 

their heads touching.  As the weekend un-

folds, people from a variety of backgrounds 

appear: young and old; those of Christian, 

Hindu, Buddhist and Jewish faiths or none 

at all; refugees from 

Bhutan and Nepal.  

A tone of hushed 

reverence prevails 

as the onlookers 

experience the spiri-

tual energy of beings who spent their lives liberating 

themselves and others from suffering.  

  “I’ve never seen anything like this,” says Jackie War-

ren-Moore, poet and author, who brought her grand-

daughter, Nya Jordan, 4, for a blessing. “It’s wonderful, 

the peacefulness that surrounds these relics.  I wept.  

Anything that promotes love is so good – there is such 

a woeful lack of it.”  Warren-Moore plans to bring her grandson the next day.

 Willie Putmon Jr., a graphic designer in Syracuse, was so intrigued after 

visiting the 

relics on Friday 

that he went 

home and 

read all about 

the ringsel.

  

“To be aware 

of yourself 

beyond the 

physical form 

and be able 

to do some-

thing like this 

(leave behind 

crystalline 

 Onondaga County Executive Joanne 
Mahoney.   Photo by Dick Waghorne

Tour managers Amanda 
Russell (left) and Dana 

Lissy. Photo by Dick Waghorne

Shugetsu Sandra Kistler-Connolly.   Photo by Dick Waghorne
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remains) is really incredible,” 

Putmon says.  “They show 

the potential of humankind.”  

What would the world look 

like if more people cultivated 

themselves the way the 

Buddhist masters did, he 

wonders? 

 “These relics show what 

we might be able to do if we 

shed some of the mindsets 

that keep us at war and in 

negativity – where we could 

go if we let go of some of that 

stuff.”

*             *           *

 Besides a steady fl ow of visitors, the weekend is marked by several special 

events.  On Friday evening, a group of community faith and political leaders 

give introductory remarks, including Shinge Roshi, Onondaga County Executive 

Joanne Mahoney, the Very Rev. Bill Redfi eld, who chairs the Round Table of 

Faith Leaders of Interfaith Works; the Rev. Tiffany Steinwert, dean of Hendricks 

Chapel; and the Rev. Beth DuBois, pastor of the Onondaga Valley Presbyte-

rian Church across the street from the Zen Center.  The relics seem to spark 

a heightened level of thoughtfulness and intentionality, as the speakers move 

easily into the spirit of the event and make their remarks accordingly. 

 Redfi eld, the pastor of Trinity Episcopal Church in Fayetteville, says the rel-

ics represent 

something 

that Chris-

tians call “thin 

places” – lo-

cations where 

the boundar-

ies between 

heaven and 

earth are 

especially 

porous.

       “Some-

times in 

specifi c 

places and 

in particular 

 Shinge Roshi blesses Jikyo Bonnie Shoultz. Behind them 
are the Rev. Beth DuBois (left), the Rev.Tiffany Steinwert 

and the Rev. William Redfi eld.    Photo by Dick Waghorne 

  A steady stream of people fi lled the zendo throughout the weekend.
 Photo by Togan Tim Kohlbrenner  

objects, there is a concentrated form of aliveness and blessing,” he says.  “In 

our encounters with these holy places and holy relics, our challenge is not just 

to be observers of their energy and blessing, but to be full participants with 

them.”

 Steinwert adds that holy relics have the opportunity to transform not just us 

as individuals, but also the world through us. 

 “May this experience be for all of us a time in which our hearts are awak-

ened, our minds 

enlightened, our bod-

ies healed, our lives 

so inspired that we 

become the agents 

of loving-kindness, 

compassion and 

peace throughout the 

ends of the earth,” 

she says. 

 On Saturday 

morning, Buddhist 

monks from area 

Buddhist communi-

ties come to pay 

reverence.  Three 

Cambodian monks 

from the Wat Sa-

theathek Uticaram 

Buddhist Community in Utica chant in Pali, their voices resonating through the 

zendo.  Next, a Vietnamese monk, two nuns and 14 lay people of all ages from 

the Chua Di Lac Temple on Park Street, in Syracuse, offer chanting in their na-

tive language. 

 The schedule also incorporates two special blessings: one for children on 

Saturday and another for animals on Sunday. 

 At the children’s blessing, Sierra Trammel and Juliette Cota, both 8, are 

among those who receive blessings.    

 “I liked the ash and the stones, and when you got to wash the Buddha,” 

says Sierra, a vivacious, round-faced girl.  Juliette, who visits the center regu-

larly with her mother, Myoko Jennifer Waters, proclaims this her favorite visit so 

far. 

 Juliette and Sierra also wondered about one item on the altar – a winsome 

stuffed toy pelican positioned to the right of the Baby Buddha.  It turns out that 

Maitreya Project leader Lama Zopa, an animal lover, receives many  stuffed 

animals, which he gives to children.  He gave some to the tour to distribute 

to children, and the pelican is the last of these, says Lissy.  “We thought we’d 

Nyogetsu Ronnie Seldin plays shakuhachi at the opening ceremony.
 Photo by  Dick Waghorne 
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keep it and put it on the altar, so there would be 

something for kids to relate to,” she says.

 Will Davis, 10, a slim, quiet boy wearing 

a baseball jacket, says he also enjoyed pouring 

water over the statue of the Baby Buddha.  “It was 

interesting,” he says.  “I also liked ringing the bell.”  

While he says he felt no different than he did before 

Shinge Roshi blessed him, when asked if he wants 

to come back, he nods thoughtfully. “Yes,” he says.

 Blessings are given throughout the weekend 

by Zen Center of Syracuse clergy: Shinge Roshi; 

Jisho Judy Fancher; Andy Hassinger, leader of the 

Tibetan group that meets 

at the Zen Center; Gyoshin 

Virginia Lawson; Doshin David 

Schubert and Jikyo Bonnie 

Shoultz.  

 “People would kneel be-

fore you, and you placed the 

artifacts on their heads, and 

the words would come,” says 

Gyoshin.  Nothing was con-

ceptualized, and most of the 

people were unknown to the 

clergy doing the blessings.  

 “I don’t know why I would 

say this to this person and 

that to that person.  The words 

were there, and I spoke from my heart and the very fact of practice.  You were 

completely in this bubble of love and kindness.  And they would react like, ‘Oh, 

yeah.  Oh, yeah.’  Or the tears would come and people would say, ‘Thank you.  

Thank you.’  Their reaction was a blessing back to me.”

 On Sunday, just before the animal blessings, Chief Irving Powless, of the 

Onondaga Nation, arrives in the zendo.  He views the relics thoughtfully and 

approaches Jikyo for a blessing.  As she raises the stupa with the Buddha’s rel-

ics above his head, he begins speaking to her in his native language.  “He was 

giving me a blessing, too,” she says. She repeats his fi nal word back to him, not 

knowing what it meant, only the spirit in which it was given.

                                                     *     *     *

 The animal blessings bring a mix of loving-kindness and humor, as people 

come with their yapping yet well-behaved dogs and squirming cats to be 

blessed on the zendo lawn.

 Two young women, Nicolette Pascarella and her friend Danielle Tyson, carry 

 Stuffed penguin on the altar. 
Photo by  Diane Grimes 

a small, unkempt gray kitten with bluish-green eyes that looks up plaintively as 

he awaits his blessing. Nicolette had seen the stray on the street on the way to 

the tour and decided to bring him for a blessing.  Jisho Judy Fancher blesses 

the cats and Shinge Roshi blesses the dogs, holding khata-wrapped golden 

stupas with the Buddha’s relics on the animals’ temples.  Jisho smiles as she 

blesses the little stray cat, noting the 

presence of extra toes. “That signifi es 

good luck,” she says, grinning.  After 

the blessing, Danielle says she plans 

to keep the cat and names it Relic on 

the spot. 

 Lisa Hofstead, who sits with the 

center’s Tibetan Buddhist Sangha, 

brings pictures of two Cockatiels and 

four horses, two of them living and 

two deceased. She especially wants 

blessings for one horse who has 

passed away, because he taught her 

the art of equine healing, she says.  

By snorting, stamping, blinking and 

other gestures, he communicated to her what was wrong, and she learned to 

provide the right kind of massage and acupuncture to relieve his pain.     

 “Horses have clear minds, so it doesn’t take much for them to release their 

pain,” she says.  “They’ve taught me to use my brain and think and realize, ‘OK, 

they have an opinion. They are buddhas, they are bodhisattvas, so listen to 

them.’ ’’ 

 One unexpected and resourceful animal visi-

tor arrives on his own an hour before the animal 

blessing is offi cially under way.  The guest is a 

two-foot-long snapping turtle, who has wended 

his way up to the Zen Center from nearby Onon-

daga Creek.  True Heart Chuck Price, a longtime 

Canadian friend of the center, spots the turtle 

and gently picks him up.  Grandfather Turtle 

is agitated and keeps trying to bite his carrier.  

Then tour manager Dana Lissy appears with a 

relic stupa, places it on the turtle’s shell and 

recites the Medicine Buddha mantra, ensur-

ing him a fortunate rebirth.  Grandfather Turtle 

calms down immediately, and is carried peacefully to the creek, where he 

waddles down and swims away.

 Throughout the weekend, the weather provides a fi tting backdrop.  A steady 

rain on Friday night, September 23, morphs into an evening of spangly stars, 

Anne Beffel’s dog gets a blessing from Roshi.  
Photo by Togan Tim Kohlbrenner  

 Relic Tour manager Dana Lissy 
gives a blessing to Grandfather 

Turtle held by True Heart 
Chuck Price.   Photo by Togan Tim 

Kohlbrenner  

Shinge Roshi offers a blessing to a young man and 
the photo of his recently deceased mother.  

Photo by Dick Waghorne
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and Saturday demonstrates an artist’s eye for the dramatic, moving from 

gentle rain to breaks of sunshine to clouds that mimic Himalayan Mountains.  

Sunday is a picture-perfect day of sunshine, 70-degree temperatures and trees 

just starting to turn to their fall shades. 

                                                      *    *     *

 Tour manager Amanda Russell says she has been consistently moved 

by what people in Syracuse and elsewhere tell her about their experiences 

encountering the relics.  Nearly everyone reports some kind of change or shift, 

whether it is releasing physical or emotional pain or experiencing a profound 

 The missing link? 
By Tori DeAngelis

 While she was in the room, something happened.  “I felt such a strong 

energy, something beyond my conceptual mind,” she said.  “It’s diffi cult to 

describe.  There you have these crystals, these pieces of stones, and they have 

this power.  And really I felt connected. I almost fainted, actually.” 

 Shortly after that, the international director of the Relic Tour, Victoria Cole-

man, was looking for someone to accompany the Relic Tour to Africa. Lissy 

offered to help, and Coleman immediately said, “Yes!”  Since July, Lissy has 

traveled to Africa, to Israel and now to the United States, driving from city to city 

in a van with fellow tour manager Amanda Russell to share the spiritual wealth 

of the holy objects with as many people as possible. 

 As she has spent time doing this work, Lissy has had time to ponder their 

meaning in the larger context of the Dharma.

 “For historical reasons, the Dharma is dying in Tibet, the lamas are leaving 

this Earth,” she said.  “And for the last forty to fi fty years, they have given us 

everything in the form of teachings, the highest level of the teachings, but we 

didn’t progress too much in the West.  Do you know an enlightened Western-

er?” she said with a laugh.  “Probably not.” 

 “So I thought, ‘What is the weak point here?’  And when I started to see the 

effects of the relics on people, I thought, ‘This is it – it’s devotion.  This is what 

was missing.’  Our teachers are dying in their bodies, but now they are remani-

festing as objects of devotion and inspiration.  That is what they are giving us 

now.” 

 The combination of the teachings and devotion or inspiration is a powerful 

one, and in her mind, will help fi ll the missing gap.  Devotion and inspiration 

help cultivate loving-kindness and compassion – qualities women tend to be 

more connected to, Lissy added. So it is fi tting that devotion is on the rise at a 

time when the Dharma in the West is largely being spread by women, she said.  

 “Perhaps in the future, if we work very hard to have realizations, they will 

come about because people are practicing these two things together: the 

teachings and devotion. At the end of the day, that is what our teachers want 

for us: They want us to become realized, to become Buddhas.”    

I
n the 1990s, Dana Lissy, one of the 

managers of the Heart Shrine Relic Tour 

who visited the Zen Center of Syracuse 

in September, was working as a successful 

medical scientist in Geneva, Switzerland. 

 “Then at one point I realized it wasn’t 

enough, that I needed to do something more 

meaningful,” she said.  “When I looked inside, 

the answer was to go to India.”

 While there, a friend encouraged her to go 

to a public talk by His Holiness the Dalai Lama in his exiled home of Dharamsa-

la.

 “I wasn’t that drawn to going, actually,” she said.  “But once His Holiness 

gives you a few seconds of his love – unconditional love and compassion, 

really – it transforms something.  I knew that eventually I wanted to know his 

secrets.”

 But fi rst, she traveled around the globe, including to Africa with the Interna-

tional Red Cross between 1996-2006.  Then her heart found its way back to 

Dharamsala, where she has lived ever since. 

 As part of her time there, she met and became a student of Lama Zopa 

Rinpoche, who founded the Foundation for the Preservation of Mahayana 

Tradition and the Maitreya Project, of which the Relic Tour is a part.  Her in-

troduction to the relics was innocuous enough: In visiting Lama Zopa’s Kopan 

Monastery in Kathmandu, Nepal, she and a group of students were taken to 

a room housing relics of Lama Konchog, featured in the 2008 documentary 

about reincarnation, “Unmistaken Child.”

 “I was like, ‘OK, OK – it’s this Tibetan cultural thing,’ ” Lissy recalled think-

ing.  

Dana Lissy stands with His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama, after a private 

audience she had with him.

sense of peace, she says.   

 At a recent event in Des Moines, Iowa, for instance, she blessed a young 

Iraqi War veteran who had been experiencing debilitating symptoms of post-

traumatic stress disorder since returning to the United States three years 

earlier.  When Russell placed the relics on his head, she thought, wow, some-

thing powerful is happening for him. “It was almost like his head was rocking a 

little bit,” she says.  After the blessing, the young man went on his way, and she 

assumed she’d seen the last of him.

 Three hours later, she spotted him and his wife making their way toward 

her through a large crowd.  When he reached her, the young man was in tears.  

     Continued on Page 41
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I was aware that, over the past years, the Relic Tour had been well received 

in many countries and cultures.  When I heard that Hoen-ji would be host to 

this tour, I reflected on my early ideas surrounding relics.  As part of my grade 

school Catholic education, I was introduced to the relic as some object, notably 

part of the body or clothes, remaining as a memorial of a departed saint.  The 

common opinion of the theologians of that time was that relics were to be 

honored, not adored.  We were to honor the relics, not for themselves, but with 

a view “beyond” to the saint they commemorated.  The lesson was that the rel-

ics came from bodies that “were once the temples of the Holy Spirit, and would 

someday return to the glorious body of Jesus.”  We memorized, further, that 

“Even though a soul is not present, a virtue resides in the body.” 

 My experience of the recent Relic Tour was quite a different thing.  With no 

expectation in mind, I experienced nothing of the “once was,”  “would return 

to” or “not present.”  All I could feel was … This.  This … is.  Sitting in zazen, im-

mersed in the atmosphere, the impact was … Always.  Never born, never died.

 As I refl ected later, I was taken back to my fi rst Hoen-ji teaching, profound 

and deep, through Shinge Roshi’s presence and teaching in the meditation 

class then called “The Healing Breath.”  Upon completion of the class, Roshi 

gave me a copy of the book she had recently edited, Subtle Sound, and I was 

touched by a Dharma talk in which Maurine Stuart Roshi explored the unfold-

ing of time:         

All that we actually experience is in the immediate present – Now – and 

we can never experience anything beyond this Now.  There has never been 

anything other than this Now, this moment.  No matter how many periods 

of time, even tens of thousands of them that we can think of, they consist 

of nothing but the present moment, the absolute Now.  All existence, all 

worlds are realized in each temporal particularity.

Always.

 Words fail.  It is far easier to describe the majesty of the golden life-sized 

Buddha that was front and center in the relics display, the simple accessibility 

to all with hands-on bathing of the Baby Buddha, the visual display of the relics 

of the ancestral teachers, the striking of the bowl and the ringing of the bell, 

all adorned in gold draping.  It was special to hear the heartfelt remarks made 

by various local clergy and representatives during Friday evening’s opening 

ceremony. I was most touched by the experience, during the Saturday morning 

chanting, of the different traditions not only present in the zendo, but alive with 

practice.  These included Cambodian Theravada monks from the Utica temple 

and the Mahayana Vietnamese monk, nuns and lay practitioners from the Park 

Refl ections on the Relic Tour
By Jika Lauren Melnikow

Finding the Relic Tour and Hoen-ji
By Xudong Lu

My name is Xudong Lu.  I am a student of Syracuse University.  I am from 

China, a country that has deep karma with Buddhism.  I define myself as a 

Buddhist although I have never been initiated into monkhood in a temple. 

By coincidence, I found the Hoen-ji and the Heart Shrine Relic Tour on a 

flier in a Korean market on Friday.  I was so glad and happy that there would 

be a relic tour in Syracuse.  Moreover, I realized that there is a temple in Syra-

cuse, which is just five minutes away from my apartment.  I went to Hoen-ji on 

Saturday afternoon.  When I saw the temple, I didn’t realize that it is Hoen-ji.  

However, when I walked through a passage into zendo, I felt tranquility and 

homage. 

At the entrance of zendo, Shinge Roko Sherry Chayat Roshi welcomed me 

and briefly introduced the tour. After taking off shoes, I went into the zendo 

and saw the precious and holy relics.  Revering all the Buddhas and masters 

was my only thought at that moment.  I prostrated myself before Buddha and 

these holy relics, and really appreciated that Hoen-ji was providing this great 

opportunity.  I carefully watched every relic, with  respect for each of them.  

Although Buddha and these masters are in Parinirvana, the relics they left are 

still mentoring and leading us into real Buddhism.  At the end of the tour, I was 

blessed under a Buddha relic, and I felt the Holy Spirit fulfill my body.  I felt 

really peaceful and pure after the blessing.  The Heart Shrine Relic Tour made 

me receive the great teaching form Buddha, and know Hoen-ji. 

I decided to join the membership in Hoen-ji after the tour because I felt it 

is really a peaceful and wonderful place to practice the Buddha’s teaching.  Fi-

nally, the name of the temple could express all my feeling “Hoen” (       ), which 

means the karma with Buddha.   

Street temple – all voicing their traditional chanting.

 The capping experience of the weekend was the unexpected blessing of-

fered to each person present on Friday evening – the pressing of the Buddha 

relics upon the head, by Roshi, as she spoke a personal blessing to each.

 The whole of the experience, for me, extended to the collective and live 

compassion that knows no time.  This.  Suchness.  Always.   
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Shinge Roshi and Babette Teich-Visco, who 
were instrumental in bringing the Relic Tour to 

Syracuse. Photo by Dick Waghorne 

He explained he had experienced a 

profound healing during the blessing, 

in essence, feeling an evil force lifting 

from his body.  His wife began weep-

ing, too, and said he hadn’t talked 

with her in any meaningful way for the 

entire time he had been back. 

 The three of them talked for two 

more hours, until the tour ended. 

“Then he carried the Buddha to the 

car for us,” Russell recalls. “You never 

know what these relics are going to do 

for people.”    
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 Company Coming to Hoen-Ji
By Meigetsu Rebecca Beers

When you’re expecting company, what do you do?  Spruce up the place.

That’s exactly what happened at the Zen Center of Syracuse in the weeks 

preceding the Heart Shrine Relic Tour.  We cleaned, we fixed, we painted, we 

weeded, we replaced stuff in a great frenzy of work and energy, and with lots of 

loving-kindness.

First, Sangha members teamed up to remove everything – every stick of fur-

niture, every teacup, every sutra book – 

from the Carriage House.  The zendo was 

moved to the third floor of the Forman 

House, where it was first located 15 years 

ago.  Marinich Construction, a renovation 

company, replaced disintegrating boards 

in the Carriage House foyer floor that 

were damaged by beetles imported long 

ago with the barn wood flooring. Marinich 

repaired, sanded and refinished, leaving 

a beautiful new zendo foyer floor.  

Then, Daigan David Arnold said, “This 

is a great opportunity to paint.  Everything 

is out of the zendo.”  So we painted – two coats on the ceiling and interior of 

the Carriage House zendo and foyer.  There were new blinds for the zendo, and 

paint or stain on all of the Forman House and Carriage House stairs, decks, 

walkways and railings.  Dan Fassett, our favorite handyman, replaced dilapi-

dated fences on both sides of the residence driveway and built new stairs at 

the end of the ramp.  Fugan Sam Gordon completed a beautiful, new stone 

entranceway to the zendo and rear of the Forman House.  The front porch got 

ten new chairs.

Another crew of volunteers worked on the grounds during the two weeks be-

fore the event.  They weeded stones and flower beds, replaced fencing around 

bushes and trees, repaired and replaced solar lights, mowed lawns and much 

more.  

Last but hardly least was an extensive cleaning.  Windows, toilets, rugs, 

blinds, bathtubs, altars, cabinets and statues all were carefully scrubbed and 

scoured.  A Herculean cleaning effort was required after the sawdust settled 

from the newly refurbished zendo floor and to transform the Forman House 

basement apartment into a suitable information center for the tour. 

There were three volunteer teams, each with a coordinator: Togan Tim 

Kohlbrenner, facilities; Myorin Catherine Landis, grounds; Shugetsu Sandra 

Kistler-Connolly, cleaning.  Sangha volunteers included Daigan David Arnold, 

Daigan David Arnold in the half-painted 
zendo.      Photo by Togan Tim Kohnbrenner  

Meigetsu Rebecca Beers, Anne 

Beffel, Richard Bell, Jim Bellini, 

Taigen Rick Braaten, Steve Brad-

ley, Fred Conroy, Daishin Paul 

Cook, Lily Fein, Diane Grimes, 

Anne Helfer, Tenbu Erin Mackie, 

Jika Lauren Melnikow, Chimon 

Bill Mitrus, Kentoku Joe O’Brien, 

Jushin Barb Rauscher, Keishin 

Jen Reid, Jennifer Santorelli, 

Stefany Thomas, Myoko Jen-

nifer Waters and her daughter, 

Juliette, and True Heart Charles 

Price, who created new railings 

for the residence deck and fixed 

everything everywhere. 

 Getting ready was a Sangha-wide effort.  It originated last year with Shinge 

Roko Sherry Chayat Roshi and Babette Teich-Visco, who were joined by 

Mokuon Karen Nezelek and Meigetsu Rebecca Beers in organizing the event.  

Others on the committee included Tori DeAngelis, Jisho Judy Fancher, Fugan 

Sam Gordon, Shugetsu Sandra Kistler-Connolly and Jikyo Bonnie Shoultz.  Also 

helping with food preparation, moving or Relic Tour setup were Joraku Joann 

Cooke, Senju David Fisher, Gyoshin Virginia Lawson, Kyung-Ha Lee, Marie 

Luther, Cindy Petters and Nikyu Robert Strickland.

It was, indeed, a great effort.  And the property looked beautiful.   

Daishin Paul Cook and Diane Grimes during painting.     
Photo by Togan Tim Kohnbrenner  

Continued from Page  37
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With 
Apologies 
to a Tree

By Myorin 

Catherine Landis

I
n one of my earliest memories, I’m in the cellar of 

our house on Chester Road, in Westvale, digging 

through a burlap sack of black walnuts collected by 

my grandfather, Joseph Gibbs.  I remember looking at the 

opened fruit and being amazed by the inner intricacy of 

the nut structure.  I was probably two years old, since my 

grandfather died when I was three. 

 Around Hoen-ji, black walnuts grow like weeds, so 

there’s a tendency to treat them that way. But this tree is 

 picky and won’t just 

grow anywhere. It 

prefers rich bot-

tomland sites along 

slow moving rivers 

and deep soils. 

It’s really more of 

a southern tree, 

its natural range 

reaching only as far 

north as southern 

Pennsylvania. 

However, it leap-

frogs into New York 

state where the 

tree can be found 

in discontinuous 

patches that match 

indigenous settle-

ment along the line where the New York State Thruway 

runs today.  So the tree was possibly brought north by 

indigenous people to plant around village sites.

 The Forest Service Silvics Manual calls black walnut 

“one of the scarcest and most coveted native hardwoods” 

and praises the fi ne, straight-grained wood of this tree. 

“The distinctive tasting nuts,” it goes on, “are in demand 

for baked goods and ice cream, but people must be quick 

to harvest them before the squirrels.”

 One Tuesday during morning meeting, Shinge Roshi 

held up an article she read in The New York Times, about 

people hit and maimed when city trees fell down without 

any warning. The big, lightning-scarred black walnut in our 

back yard, she said, had to come down.  It was that simple.  

I heard this – and took a deep breath. The walnut was still 

Thirty-inch-wide black walnut is more than 80 years old.
Photo by Myorin Catherine Landis

standing. There was time for that tree to have its day in court.

 Later Roshi asked me to mark with yellow fl ags trees that possibly should 

be removed.  I could not put a fl ag around the big walnut; it seemed incredibly 

presumptuous. Who was I, who were we to take that tree down?  It withstood 

the Labor Day windstorm. It stood strong through drought, bitter cold and 

insults of human presence over eighty or ninety years. The fact that it had that 

lightning scar only made it seem stronger to me, more resilient. A tall, undaunt-

ed, wounded warrior.

 Later I read the Times story about trees falling, and it was true.  Perfectly 

blue, clear day and a family picnic under a tree.  Loud crack, and the tree falls 

down.  People die or become disabled.  I got some idea of where Roshi was 

coming from. I had taken forest pathology at State University College of Envi-

ronmental Science and Forestry, as well as hazard tree training when I worked 

for the Forest Service.  I knew the problems were real, and that you had to bal-

ance safety concerns with tree values. 

 All things arise and pass away; all trees eventually fall down. The trick is to 

discern when we need to intervene with our fossil fuel-powered cutting equip-

ment to end the life of a tree. The decision is seldom cut and dried. The easiest 

course of action is to simply take the tree down – then there is no more prob-

lem, right? The question then becomes: What is the cost of this “simplicity”?  

What do we lose? 

 Large, older trees are exponentially more valuable in the landscape than 

small ones. They are our elders, and often become magnets for insects, birds 

and other wildlife. In urban settings, large trees also clean the air. Trees thirty 

inches in diameter remove about sixty to seventy times more air pollution an-

nually (about three pounds a year) than small trees.  Large trees also remove 

about eight hundred to nine hundred times more carbon annually than small 

trees and store far more carbon.  In a time of climate change accelerated by 

excess CO
2
 emissions, carbon sequestration and storage are critical tasks 

best performed by large trees.  So my vote was that we proceed slowly and not 

condemn the large walnut without careful deliberation. 

 I expressed my concerns and confusion to Diane Grimes, who helped me 

see that any decision about the walnut needed to be made within the context 

of a larger conversation where all voices were heard.  Relieved by this notion, 

I wrote a list of questions for the arborist who was coming that very day.  None 

of the questions was answered, partly because I was not able to attend that 

meeting.

 Then one day an e-mail crossed my desk – Tree Bids.  Tree bids, I thought. 

What?  Has the decision already been made?  Everyone seemed to agree 

about taking the walnut down.  This train was speeding down the tracks and 

fast. What happened to the complex process Diane and I had discussed? 

Alarmed and vexed, I watched the votes pile up for cutting the tree down.  I 

responded with an e-mail asking to for a reprieve while I spoke to an indepen-
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dent person at ESF.

 It was not so important to me that the tree remain standing, although that 

would be my choice.  What bothered me was the process.  It felt disrespectful, 

when I would have liked to see something more deliberate, mindful, in the case 

of this particular tree. Something Thich Nhat Hanh once said kept popping into 

my head:

I stand before a tree with the greatest humility and respect.  A tree 

is the Kingdom of Heaven.  It is a cathedral.  To me, more lovely 

than a cathedral.  I bow to the tree.

 Cathedral or liability?  Maybe a little of both, but the process didn’t seem 

to acknowledge the former.  Wasn’t there a way to protect, not only the people 

who come to see the Native American clan sculpture by Tom Huff, but the tree 

itself?  Those people may or may not come, but the tree is there 24/7. Shad-

ing. Ameliorating urban heat island effects. Providing nuts and homes.  It is an 

extraordinary sculpture itself.  It seemed unfair to condemn this tree because 

of where we decided to put the sculpture.  I found it rather ironic that we might 

cut down a tree in order to protect a statue representative of a culture that 

deeply honors trees along with the entire web of life. 

 That day I e-mailed photos of the tree to Dr. Paul Manion, emeritus profes-

sor of forest pathology and my teacher at ESF.  Manion was knowledgeable 

T
he big black walnut now lies cut up 

on the ground like the Buddha at the 

hands of the Raja of Kalinga.  As a 

Zen student, I ask myself what practice 

lessons can we take away from this pain-

ful sight? I’d like to share with you some 

of my mistakes in this process and the 

lessons I learned. 

 Be proactive and pre-emptive.  I 

should have cored the tree as soon as I 

got the increment borer.  Then we would 

have had that evidence much sooner.  I 

regret that I wasn’t more of a warrior in 

speaking out for this tree.

   Don’t rely on Roshi to solve all the 

problems.  I sent the tree “biopsy” results 

to Roshi at sesshin, thinking she might in-

tervene to slow the decision-making racing 

toward the tree’s demise.  I never heard back and should not have been sur-

prised.  She was leading a sesshin of thirty-three people and ordaining three of 

them.  Not a good time to expect her help.  We/I have been dependent on her 

skillful means and discerning eye for many years.  We’ll still need her wisdom, 

but we need to tap other Sangha resources and practice working things out 

skillfully ourselves with one another.  That’s an exciting prospect, like exploring 

for new plants in a patch of forest or swamp you are visiting for the fi rst time.  I 

should have called on other Sangha leaders, especially board members. 

 Improve communication.  Everyone, including myself, could have commu-

nicated better in terms of asking questions, sharing expertise, informing the 

Fate of the Tree: A Few Things I Learned
By Myorin Catherine Landis

The black walnut on the ground. 
Photo by Myorin Catherine Landis

Sangha of plans, meeting with the arborists and other aspects of this project.  

For big, controversial projects like this one, it also might help to tap Sangha 

members with skills in problem solving (e.g. Diane Grimes) to help guide us 

through. 

 Make sure all the evidence is in before big decisions are made, as much 

as possible.  In this case, the words of the arborists should have been ex-

amined along with the independent assessment of Dr. Paul Manion, and the 

results of the increment boring.  Any processes or unclear terms should be 

explained.  For example, dead wood is not the same as rotting wood (look, for 

example, at furnishings or at the Zendo fl oor – dead yes, rotten no). The decay 

process proceeds more quickly in some species of trees than others. Trees 

respond to wounds with their own healing system, which can often compensate 

for parts that are killed (such as a lightning scar).  I should have laid out this 

information, so it could be carefully weighed. 

 Patience.  I’m going to quote Meigetsu Rebecca Beers here, since I think 

she addresses really well how this Paramita applies to our lives and to this situ-

ation in particular.  “When I’m anxious and wanting to push and fi nd a resolu-

tion quickly, it’s a good time to do nothing,” she wrote in an e-mail after the 

tree came down.  “Just wait and see, and some wisdom will shake out.  I wish 

we’d done that.  Often the right choice is the more troublesome choice, and 

you have to jerk yourself around to avoid avoiding it.”

 Rely on the Dharma.  The Paramitas, Eightfold Path and Ten Precepts offer 

practical information about addressing challenging issues like this one.  People 

throughout history have caused enormous suffering, made serious mistakes 

and then turned things around.  They used the energy of remorse to serve the 

Dharma and others. Well, we can, too. 

 It’s no coincidence that the walnut was cut on the day of the Dalai Lama’s 

visit.  His Holiness reminded us that we need to condemn wrongdoing coura-

geously, but also to look for the good in “bad” situations. To belong to a sangha 

means to develop relationships and work out diffi culties in amicable ways.  

What great practice.   

Continued on Page 46 
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and generous with that knowledge.  He taught us to see beyond tree diseases 

to think of the whole forest and roles of death and disease in cycles of forest 

“health.”  I found his response really useful:

One has to be careful in suggesting a particular tree does not rep-

resent a hazard, particularly when someone else thinks it does.  All 

trees represent a hazard since they will eventually fall down.  I don’t 

know of anyone who can predict reliably when a tree will fall down.

Some points to consider with the particular tree in question.  It 

clearly has a lightning strike some years back.  Walnut is a very 

decay-resistant wood and, therefore, extensive rot would be unlikely.  

Do you see any real indicators of decay?  I don’t see any indications 

of a lean that would suggest that it will fall in a particular direction.  

Why is there concern for it falling? 

A forty-inch (actually, it’s closer to thirty inches) walnut is a very signifi -

cant tree.  It is going to be very expensive to have it taken down.  Why not 

consider some pruning and shaping of the top?  Bring it into the landscape 

setting and enjoy it for what it is.  I do not understand the signifi cance of 

the particular statue but to my way of thinking, a tree of this size is a very 

signifi cant part of the natural landscape.

 Roshi agreed to put off taking down the tree until after the Relic Tour in 

September.  I think she really wanted to fi nd some way to save the tree or 

at least honor its passing.  I think we all breathed a sigh of relief; I know I 

did. Roshi also said that we would have a memorial service for the tree and 

discussed ways we could use the beautiful wood once the tree was harvested, 

perhaps for rakusu rings. 

 There remained just one thing to be done, and that was to assess the ex-

tent of the rot with an increment borer that I borrowed from ESF.  I carried the 

thing around in my car for days, got busy with school and waited for someone 

strong enough to crank the drill into the hard walnut wood.

 Then one Thursday Daigan David Arnold told me the tree people were 

coming Monday to cut down the tree. Monday!  This news alarmed me, and I 

rushed to pull out the increment borer.  Daigan had to drill the tree because 

the wood was so hard. As the drill went deeper, I saw him straining and tiring, 

which surprised me.  If there was extensive rot, it should be easy to turn the 

drill crank. Not so. 

 Finally, we had driven the borer in as far as it would go, and inserted the 

sleeve to extract the core.  Out it came in a single long piece, black and bubbly 

with tree juices.  I thought at fi rst the core was black with decay. Not so. The 

black was the beautiful dark heartwood of the walnut, revealed to us in that 

moment like a secret jewel, an inner relic.  I pinched the little core its entire 

length.  There was about two inches of pale sapwood, and the rest was the 

heartwood – dark like the darkest of bittersweet chocolate.  

 “Hard as a rock,” I said to Daigan.

 I have cored many trees.  If there is any rot at all, the fragile cores fall apart 

in your hands.  What this core suggested to me is that Manion was right when 

he said extensive rot was unlikely in this tree, since it’s very rot- resistant.  My 

guess was that the dead wood was localized around the lightning scar and 

the rest of the trunk was as hard as that core, that there was little, if any, ac-

tive decay and that the tree had compensated for the wound and retained its 

strength.  But I had no proof, and we can’t drill a tree multiple times to know 

for sure. Again, to quote Manion, all trees fall down eventually.  But I did hope 

this new evidence might slow the process and perhaps lead to a reprieve for 

the tree.

It was too late, however, though I waited two hours to intercept the arbor-

ist on the tree’s death day to show him the core and see what he thought.  He 

was late, and I missed him.      

Continued from Page 45

Now that I’m coming to the end of my second year as abbot of both Hoen-ji 

and the Zen Studies Society, moving seamlessly from sesshin to sesshin, it’s 

as if all is just one sitting, one breath, and all of you here and at Dai Bosatsu 

and New York Zendo are joining with me in what Soen Roshi called “the 

profundity of profundity.” Nevertheless, in the realm of the relative, which is 

completely intertwined with the absolute, there are mistakes, losses and cau-

tionary lessons to be attended to. 

On Oct. 25, we held a ceremony for our late and deeply mourned 85-year-

old walnut tree. Myorin had sent me an email about the tree’s healthy core, 

but it came near the end of Golden Wind Sesshin, while I was preparing the 

complex ordination ceremony. I have been practicing non-interference, allow-

ing Sangha members to grow and take more responsibility on their own, and I 

wrongly assumed others would take this new information into account, and at 

least delay the removal of such a stately presence until further discussion.

I returned to Syracuse Sunday night, October 7; the next day, while many 

of us were attending one of His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s symposia, the tree 

was unceremoniously cut down. An additional mistake was that no one from 

Hoen-ji was there to supervise the tree company, and as a result the men 

took down all four of the maples by the little horse trough pond we created on 

From the Abbot
by Shinge Roshi
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D
ear Shinge Roshi and Hoen-ji Sangha, 

   It is cold and rainy today.  Heavy low mists cover 

the mountains across Dunmanus Bay.  The rain 

puddles on the gravel in the courtyard-like space between 

the three old stone farm buildings of our remote little 

compound. Turf smoke rises 

from some of the chimneys.  No 

surprise.  It has been the coldest, 

wettest spring, summer and fall in 

West Cork in more than fi fty years.  

And it’s just great. 

 Ireland is not the postcard 

Ireland of thatched cottages and 

donkey carts.  It is a sophisticated 

member of the European Union, 

with one of the highest literacy 

rates in Europe.  Major high-tech 

companies, such as Apple, have 

their European headquarters here.  But it is also, outside 

of Dublin and Cork City, one of the most rural countries in 

Europe.

 The other day I had to drop everything to run out and 

shoo a cow from Jikai’s garden.  A cow, however placid, 

is a big, lumbering creature that can do a lot of damage 

in a confi ned space.  And it’s really big when you see it in 

the context of a home garden.  I had to chase her down a 

long, wet, grassy slope, using as a prod one of the willow 

wands Jikai had clipped to hold up her runner beans.  The 

cow had broken into the tiny reclaimed orchard, which had 

been nearly strangled to death by bracken and brambles.  

Perhaps this is an apt metaphor for some of us in our prac-

Letter from 
West Cork, 
Ireland

tice, lumbering creatures in need of a little prodding away from our desires.  

This particular cow was pastured with a friend and their two fi ve-week-old 

calves in a meadow just below us.  She broke out twice more.  And why, Sub-

huti?  Because they had been in that meadow for over a week and the grass on 

our side of the fence was greener.  

 Many people have 

asked us why, at this 

rather late stage in 

our lives, Jikai and 

I decided to pull up 

stakes and move 

our lives and all the 

possessions we did 

not shed (including 

our two cats) to a 

remote corner of 

Ireland.  We were 

then living in what 

friends thought of 

as our dream house 

in a protected wooded area in Maryland.  Jikai had retired and thrown herself 

with great passion into gardening.  She blossomed out into new friendships 

and was able to put aside the highly pressured, driven culture of the corporate 

world.  I was beginning what turns out to be one of the most creative periods of 

my life.  Why, when most people are looking to settle down, were we starting off 

on a major new adventure?  Did we have problems we were running from? Did 

we have any clue what we were getting into? Were we simply blinded by the old 

bovine delusion that the grass is greener elsewhere?     

       Well, for starters, the grass is greener here.  Although the yeses, nos or 

other possible answers to the above questions may have infl uenced us, the 

real reasons go deeper.  We felt the extraordinarily beautiful, rugged and 

silent landscape of West Cork calling to us. We had been visiting family here 

for years, often saying to ourselves, wouldn’t it be nice to live on this ground, 

breathe this air, walk these wild hills and rocky shores every day?  Then, at the 

height of some maddeningly complex, painful and endless seeming matters in 

Maryland, we asked, “If not now, when?” A very Zen question.  

 For us it was something more than just grabbing our main chance to get 

away from untenable issues.  One of us was facing for a second time a very 

nearly fatal heart event, and the other a life-long chronic health condition.  We 

were shocked into an understanding of what is truly important.  Life is limited, 

fragile.  We simply didn’t have time anymore to piddle around with what didn’t 

matter.  Dr. Johnson once said, “Depend upon it, sir, when a man knows he is 

to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.” 

Saigyo as the stage Irishman, after hanging out three loads of 
laundry (something an Irishman would never do). 

Photo by Saigyo Terry Keenan

9/11/2001, instead of just the two that had been marked for cutting by yellow 

ribbons.

We will use every bit of the beautiful walnut. I contacted Tom Matsuda and 

Tom Huff, who are enthusiastic about carving sculptures from it, and we also 

plan to rent a portable sawmill to cut boards for woodworking, so that the living 

spirit of the tree will continue in new forms. Nonetheless, we are heartsick at 

this loss, and offer our apologies to the tree and to all the birds, insects, and 

animals that called it home.   

View of Dunmanus 
Bay and the Atlantic 
from the two-thousand-
year-old ring fort fi ve 
minutes from Saigyo 
and Jikai’s house.  
 Photo by Saigyo Terry 
Keenan  
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 So, what matters?  No doubt, it differs for each of us.  Many of us never 

learn.  “To let go or to hold fast,” it says over and over in the Hekiganroku.  In 

our Practice we are forever hearing about letting go, releasing our greed, anger 

and folly, our desire for results from our discipline.  But it is also – as Katsuki 

Sekida frequently reminds us – accepting, through that giving up, what is con-

structive, adaptable and life-giving in what we do.  We are told to hold fast to 

our single-minded effort to walk the Way and to wake up.  Yet it also suggests 

that we must grasp what it means to really be in the world as we are.

 There is a story I often tell of an experience I had when I was fi ve.  I asked 

my grandfather, who was an artist, why he painted.  He told me art was a way 

to talk to God.  I then asked my grandmother why she didn’t paint, given what 

my grandfather had just told me.  She told me her home was her art.  I knew 

even then it wasn’t a matter of belief, but an opportunity to be open to what is 

really the truth of things, the greatest of great conversations.  Why would we 

want any other?  And the art can be in anything at all that we do.  I have carried 

that lesson with me for sixty years, though for many of them I thought I had lost 

its meaning.  

 When we were moving to 

Maryland, following Jikai’s career, 

I was very ill, having been told 

I had fi ve years to live.  Shinge 

Roshi told me it was time for me 

to focus on my writing and my 

art.  My fi rst reaction to my condi-

tion was not a good one, despite 

years of Practice and good loving 

people around me.  I created a 

lot of hurt and destruction before 

I got back on track.  I learned I 

had to get rid of the “shoulds” in 

my life, especially other people’s 

“shoulds.”   It was then I discov-

ered there is nothing wrong with joy.  But joy is not what we think it is.  Not just 

brilliance across the dark, but the dark as well. 

 I also learned that I had to show up – for my work, the art and writing, 

which I was forever putting off in order to accomplish all my “shoulds” fi rst, but 

also to show up for life.  Jikai has begun anew that great conversation through 

her gardening, where soil, root, branch and blossom articulate a living silence.  

Through our Practice together and especially through our long love for one 

another, we have guided ourselves back to the art of life, letting go and holding 

fast.

 Now we have shown up for life in Ireland.  It is the one place of all the many 

places I have lived where I have felt completely at home.  Life here is blessedly 

Jikai happy by the little waterfall on the way to the
 ring fort.    Photo by Saigyo Terry Keenan 

uneventful.  But life in the country does provide 

color.  Jikai is now famous at our local pub for 

asking out loud if anyone had some old-fash-

ioned composted solid manure to sell.  It got 

quite a laugh, especially from the farmers and 

commercial fi shermen.  Our resident fox and 

badger are out hunting more, leaving droppings 

around which Barley, the new pup, loves to eat. 

Wild ivy is blooming among the hedgerows, 

escarpments, and trees.  Thousands of bees 

are working the blossoms before the weather 

turns really cool.  The air hums with them.  John 

Driscoll from Durrus, our nearest village, brings 

our winter’s turf (peat) in used bags of “Ewe Nuts,” which sounds like a con-

tradiction in terms to me.  Clouds of gulls and rooks are feasting on the dug-up 

worms and grubs in turned fi elds.  Jikai recently had a massive bonfi re from 

the equally massive amounts of yard debris we’ve collected.  She was happy 

as a child playing with fi re and toasting marshmallows.  The smell of smoke 

in the autumn evening touches something fundamental in the heart.  Our fi rst 

apple harvest is coming in from the trees we salvaged.  Despite serious fungal 

diseases and no pruning for years, there are many good apples, including 

lovely Bramleys for baking.  From our kitchen we see Dunmanus Bay.  From the 

two-thousand-year-old Ring Fort, fi ve minutes away down the lane and up a hill, 

we can see the Atlantic.

 I went to Maryland ex-

pecting to die.  We’ve come 

to Ireland expecting to live.  

The name of our property is 

Baile (bawl-ya), which means 

“home” or “place” in Irish, 

but home in a profound 

sense.  I have an old friend 

who has lived all his life in 

Canandaigua.  I once asked 

him what the Iroquois name 

meant.  He said simply, “The 

Place Where We Are.” That is 

what we mean by calling our 

home, Baile.  Not house, not 

cozy cottage, but the place 

where we truly are.   

                    

Gassho,

Saigyo Terry Keenan   

3

Perceiving the Ox

There is an old tower, old walls.

No one knows who looked from there

nor how the long twilights

worried the summer nights,

nor how the departures

woke the dark lips and petals of love,

nor with what wind they blew

nameless across the grasses,

nor how they heard the complete universe

at daybreak in the broken world.

Comment:  The six senses merge,

   the gate is entered.

The sun defi nes the stones,

always coming unbidden

this time of day.

                             -Saigyo Terry Keenan

Oxherding Number 3,  

Perceiving the Ox.  
Painting by Saigyo Terry Keenan
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T
ake a couple of breaths.  Close your eyes and 

imagine there are no Buddhist services.  No Buddhist 

study group.  No partial day sittings.  That is to say, 

no Sangha.  Imagine we pass each other in the yard.  We 

don’t know each other’s stories, each other’s humanity.  

Imagine no connection to Buddhists beyond these walls.  

Maybe we come across media about Auburn prison.  We 

come across an old article about Syracuse Zen Center.  

Maybe a name is mentioned or a photo.  Our eyes pass 

over the words and photos disconnectedly.  There is no 

Sangha.  We come into contact with the Dharma through 

books or magazines.  Our practice isn’t fully embodied 

w ith the third treasure.  We are sangha-less.  Now open 

your eyes.  We see one another.  We are sitting in O-Higan 

Sangha together.  We have a Sangha connection.  Maybe 

this helps us have gratitude for one another, for our group 

practice.  The Sangha supports our practice.  We don’t do 

Sangha; it does us.

Reflecting one another, we cannot run from ourselves.  

Just as we practice discipline to sit, to direct our attention, 

to stay mindful, Sangha “practices” groundedness, cen-

teredness and mostly showing its 

members to themselves.  The ego 

is subtle and shifty; it can lull itself 

into an idea or delusion about who 

it is and its state of mind.  Sangha 

rubs us up against one another 

and, like rocks and fabric in a 

washer, what doesn’t come out in 

the wash comes out in the rinse.  

It is difficult to hide from ourselves 

when Sangha keeps putting us in 

plain sight of one another.

A fellow Sangha member is 

locked in his cell twenty-three 

hours a day.  He communicates 

his challenges.  I respond in a 

flippant way – “Hey, whatever 

The 
Sangha 
Dance

By Michael 

Shane Hale

The following article is adapted from a Dharma talk Sept. 

21, 2012, at the Auburn Correctional Facility, where 

the O-Higan Sangha, a Zen Center of Syracuse affi liate, 

practices regularly. 

Sho Shin

This Buddha sculpture, 
carved from soap by 
Srisdin Kidkarndee, a 

member of the Sho Shin 
Sangha at Auburn Prison, 
was donated to the Zen 

Center of Syracuse.
  Photo by  Elizabeth Brown  

you do, don’t meditate.  That stuff will only strengthen your mind and body.  

So whatever you do, don’t meditate!”  His response describing the noise, the 

lights, the fact that he didn’t have a strong practice to begin with wash over me 

like a sobering splash of cold water.  My words added to his suffering.  When 

I first began my prison practice nearly twelve years ago, it was limited to the 

calm and quiet of Buddhist services.  As my motivation grew to face my reality 

and all of its noises and lights, it allowed me to confront my reality, my mind.  

My friend just needed someone to listen, but I was so full of myself I was sure I 

had his answers in my experience.   

As our practices develop, as we attempt to strengthen our foundation for 

Sangha, let us practice openness as the Sangha dance turns from one part-

ner to another, from one cushion to the next, until we are returned to our true 

nature.   

Dust

How often it appears in ancient texts,

 that image of the world’s precipitates

and the mind’s profuse defi lements. How often, too,

 the thing itself appears on chairs and tables,

reminding us that nothing can stay clean

 for very long, not pottery nor framed

photos of the living and the dead.

But let me now recall another text

 in which the dust that gathers in our houses

and fi lls the vacant spaces on our shelves

 signifi es our origins and endings.

I think of it this morning, watching motes

 drift swiftly down, their presence palpable,

their shifting forms imbued with morning light.

Where, if anywhere, might those old texts

 conjoin? And where might that bright entity

that some would call the soul and some the self

 be found, if it consists of nothing more

than breath and dust, and if the fi nite world

 that it inhabits is itself a phantom,

which never was and never will be born?

    – Shiju Ben Howard
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For Now

For now it is enough to watch the blue jays

       and to catch a whiff of sandalwood arising

in the morning air. Enough to note the shallow

       puddles left on the deck from last night’s rain

and to feel against my wrist the touch of hemp,

       which is neither coarse nor soft, stiff nor supple,

but something in between. Be positive,

      said Hemingway, not meaning to uplift

our laden hearts or maketh us lie down

      in pastures conjured from our hearts’ desires,

but rather to enjoin us to take heed

     of what is here, eschewing what is not.

How right he was, I think, hearing the traffi c’s

      pulsing din, the dove’s disconsolate vowel.

    – Shiju Ben Howard

Thank you does not seem to be 

enough to express the gratitude for 

all of the wonderful things that have 

been taking place at Hoen-Ji.  You 

can read about many of them in this 

issue of the Dharma Connection.  

We experienced an amazing turn-

out for the Heart Shrine Relics Tour 

our.  Many Sangha members and friends pitched in to prepare for the event.  

Those who came during the weekend experienced the deep sense of serenity 

that permeated the grounds. 

 On Sunday, as I was heading to the residence for lunch, I stopped to put 

back a section of fence that had fallen into the driveway.  Looking down, I saw 

what appeared to be a concrete gray turtle statue.  As I bent down for a closer 

look, the turtle moved his head.  From snout to tail, he stretched close to two 

feet.  His arrival was just in time for the animal blessing.  The relics of Shakya-

muni Buddha were placed on the turtle and he was blessed, despite his best 

attempts to transmit his One Finger Zen to True Heart Charles Price.  Then he 

was returned to Onondaga Creek.  

President’s Message
 By Togan Tim Kohlbrenner

Grandfather Turtle.  Photo by Togan Tim Kohlbrenner 

The following are highlights of key activities of the Zen Center of Syracuse 

Board of Trustees during 2012:

Tax-exempt at last

     The Zen Center of Syracuse residence is officially tax-exempt, after many 

years of legal efforts, trials, hearings and considerable opportunity to practice 

patience.  The final decision came through an Appellate Division ruling in Roch-

ester, after the city appealed a state Supreme Court decision to exempt our 

property at 276 W. Seneca Turnpike.

     Many thanks to our attorney, Cliff Forstadt, who has worked diligently on our 

behalf over the years.  Also, to Robert Temple, who represented us before the 

Appellate Division in Rochester.

Mortgage payoff

     After fi fteen years, the Zen Center of Syracuse Board of Trustees voted to 

pay off the center’s mortgage by April  2013.  The early payoff is due at least in 

part to the success of our 2010 Capital Campaign; the diligence of our trea-

surer, Toku Ellen Grapensteter; and the generosity of our members. 

Work on our property

     Two of the most signifi cant 

improvements to the Zen 

Center’s property this year were 

to the Carriage House zendo.  

The decaying, fi fteen-year-old 

deck leading into the zendo was 

replaced, and the zendo foyer 

fl oor was repaired, sanded and 

refi nished.  These much-needed 

repairs preceded the arrival of 

the Heart Shrine Relics Tour.  

     Other work on the property:

• The interior of the Carriage House zendo and foyer were painted.

• A beautiful stone entranceway to the zendo and rear of the Forman 

House was created by Fugan Sam Gordon.

• Several damaged trees were removed along the kinhin path and from 

the fountain area.

• Dilapidated fences on either side of the residence driveway were 

replaced.

• Holes along the eaves of the residence were repaired to prevent 

access by squirrels.

• The porch roof of the Forman House was repaired to prevent damage 

Board of Trustees Report
 By Meigetsu Rebecca Beers

Chimon Bill Mitrus repairs the deck before staining. 
Togan Tim Kohlbrenner photo
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Throw Buddha in the sea

Tear out the morning glories

Lose the coffee pot

  - Toku Ellen Grapensteter
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T
his year has held many wonderful moments.  As treasurer, the August 

board of trustees meeting had special signifi cance for me.  The board 

endorsed a plan to pay the balance of our mortgage by the end of April 

2013.  

Since refinancing our mortgage in 2002, the Zen Center will have achieved 

full ownership of the buildings and land on West Seneca Turnpike in less than 

eleven years. The generous leadership gift that kicked off the 2010 Capital 

Campaign, the hard work of many volunteers and residents, and Roshi’s stew-

ardship have made this possible.  

I am so honored to work with such dedicated individuals.  Each donation 

and gift is applied mindfully to continue the work begun here 40 years ago.  A 

deep bow of gratitude to each friend and member of the Sangha for this con-

tinuing dana.  

Treasurer’s Report
By Toku Ellen Grapensteter

to the roof and porch deck.

• A new humidifi er was purchased for the residence.

• Fresh wood chips were spread on the kinhin path.

• New stairs leading from the ramp toward the residence front porch 

replaced a narrow staircase that was a safety concern.

The Board of Trustees

The Zen Center of Syracuse Board of Trustees, which has fiduciary respon-

sibility for the Zen Center of Syracuse, includes ten members: Shinge Roko 

Sherry Chayat Roshi, abbot; Togan Tim Kohlbrenner, president; Fugan Sam 

Gordon, vice president; Toku Ellen Grapensteter, treasurer; GetsuAn Ann Mar-

shall, secretary; Meigetsu Rebecca Beers, corresponding secretary; Nikyu Rob-

ert Strickland, Chris Lord, Jika Lauren Melnikow and Gyoshin Virginia Lawson. 

Tisarana Council of Elders

     The Tisarana Council, a committee of long-term practitioners, meets month-

ly to help guide the spiritual well-being of the Sangha and respond to its mem-

bers.  Members are Shinge Roshi, Daigan David Arnold, Jisho Judith Fancher, 

Gyoshin Virginia Lawson, Jika Lauren Melnikow, Mokuon Karen Nezelek, 

Doshin David Schubert, Jikyo Bonnie Shoultz and Nikyu Robert Strickland.  

 Passages 

New Dharma Teacher

At DBZ’s Holy Days Sesshin last April, Shinge Roshi authorized Hoen-ji 

founding member Nikyu Robert Strickland as a Dharma Teacher.  Nikyu has 

been giving monthly Dharma Talks when Shinge Roshi is away, and is a wise 

and compassionate mentor for the Hoen-ji Sangha.  

New members

The Sangha welcomed three new members during a ceremonies during the 

summer and fall sesshins.  They are Richard Bell, Frederick Conroy, Kayphet 

Mavady, Nicolette Pascarella and Steffany Thomas.

Jukai Celebrants

Eight Sangha members took pre-

cepts during the Winter Sesshin in 

January at Hoen-ji.  The celebrants and 

the meaning of their Dharma names: 

Taigen Rick Braaten (Peace Origin); 

Rengetsu Kaity Cheng (Lotus Moon); 

Tenbu Erin Mackie (Celestial Dance); 

Kentoku Joe O’Brien (Insight Attaining); 

Keishin Jen Reid (Reverential Heart); 

Kaijo Matt Russell (Ocean Samadhi); 

Jiryu Caroline Savage (Compassionate 

Dragon); and Reiko Cynthia VanZoren 

(Spirit Lake). 

Ordinations

Kaijo Matt Russell, a former resident of Hoen-ji, who has been studying at 

Dai Bosatsu Zendo since August, was among three people ordained at Golden 

Wind Sesshin in October at the monastery.  His ordination name is Goshin, 

meaning Awakened Heart/Mind.  Ordained with him were Ryoju John Lynch, 

whose ordination name is Eishin (Everlasting Heart/Mind), and Kogen Carlos 

Cervantes, whose ordination name is Jakushin (Silent Heart/Mind).

Jisho Judy Fancher, a resident of Hoen-ji, was ordained in a ceremony at the 

Zen Center of Syracuse during Spring Sesshin.  Her ordination name is Enro, 

which means Garden Revealed.

 Deaths

Robert Blumenthal –  longtime Sangha member, past board member and 

former treasurer of the  Zen Center of Syracuse – died Dec. 15, 2011, after a 

The 2012 Jukai class during the ceremony in 
January.   Photo by Togan Tim Kohlbrenner 
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   Ishin Bill Cross, Ph.D., LMFT 

Individual, marriage and family therapist

Sliding scale. Some insurances accepted.

315-474-3762

Syracuse and Manlius

exhale – the world ends

inhale – it all is made new

lilac bush rapture!

 – Toku Ellen Grapensteter
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long struggle with multiple sclerosis.  He was our treasurer during Hoen-Ji’s 

early years at 266 W. Seneca Turnpike.  He is missed. 

Louise Goodrum, sister of long-ago Sangha member Ralph Goodrum, died 

Dec. 18, 2011.

Frances Ethel Hazel, mother of Sangha clergy member Jikyo Bonnie 

Shoultz, died Oct. 12.

Alice Lois Nielsen Lawson, mother of Sangha clergy member Gyoshin Vir-

ginia Lawson, died Sept. 3.

Helen Obrist, close friend of Sangha clergy members Jikyo Bonnie Shoultz 

and Jisho July Fancher, died March 13.

Frank Anthony Santorelli, grandfather-in-law of Sangha member Jennifer 

Santorelli, died June 4.

Cheryl Spear, dear friend of Sangha clergy member Jikyo Bonnie Shoultz 

and friend of the Sangha, died Dec. 11, 2011.

Wedding

Erin Michel Shultz, daughter of Sangha member Meigetsu Rebecca Beers 

and Bill Steinbacher, and Drew Larison were married Sept. 29 in Kokomo, IN, 

where the couple live and work.   

Year-end 2011

Judy Antoine

Kriste n Aust

Louise Bayer

Meigetsu Rebecca Beers

Anne Beffel

Horen Vaughn Bell

Carol Berrigan

Carol Biesemeyer

Bruce Bitz

Ken and Cathy Bobis

Beverly Brown

Bill Burch

Robert and Mary Burdick

Shinge Roko Sherry

  Chayat Roshi

Sanghyeon Cheon

Joan Coff

Rudolph Colao

Daishin Paul Cook

Lyn Coyle

Mushin Thomas Crisman

Terry Culbertson

Daphine DeRosa

Richard Ellison

James Emmons

H. Brainard Fancher

Jisho Judith Fancher

Wendy Foulke

Great Vow Zen Monastery

Diane Grimes

Gary and Bonnie  

  Grossman

Frederick Guereschi

Karen Gutelius

Wendy Harris

Anne Helfer

Charlotte Hess

Ed Hinchey

Shiju Ben Howard

Myoun Lorraine Huang

Edward Hubben

David Humphrey

Lawson Inada

Jikai Jane Keenan

James Kelly

Julia Ketcham

Stewart King

John Kitchen

Paul Kocak

Myorin Catherine Landis

Cheryl LaRochelle

Gyoshin Virginia Lawson

Laura Leso

Elana Levy

Christian Lord

Amber Lough

Tenbu Erin Mackie

GetsuAn Ann Marshall

Rafe Martin

Peter Mathe

Tom Matsuda

Dennis McCort

Michael and Alice 

  McGrath

Jika Lauren and Walter         

  Melnikow

Reiho Ellen Meyers

Gay Montague

Peter Ogden

David and Jane Pajak

Walt Patulski

Kishan and Dawn Petera

Ann Pia

Richard and Neva Pilgrim

Jeannette Powell

Kofu Carol-Anne Pugliese

David Richards

Jikyo Bonnie Shoultz

Mai-Liem Slade

Jeffrey Sneider

Ryushin Michael Sobel

Nikyu Robert Strickland

James Thompson

Bryan Toporzycki

Mary Traynor

Sal and Dianne Villano

Thomas Walsh

Konreki Randlett Walster

Myoko Jennifer Waters

Fred Zolna

Memorial 2012

Meigetsu Rebecca Beers

Philip Goodrum

Jika Lauren and Walter      

  Melnikow

Jennifer Santorelli

Naoko Sasaki

Konreki Randlett Walster

Thank you to our donors
The following people generously gave year-end and

memorial donations.  We bow in gratitude for your support.
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