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Thursday talk: Peg Syverson
Part 4: Fukanzazengi

Taking stock of where we are so far.
We started with our hopes and expectations, which were met with the confusion and 
unfamiliarity of a new place. There’s a bit of a scramble getting settled and making 
arrangements, a bit more of a trial for the teachers and coaches and coordinators even 
than for the rest of you. Everything was different from home, different from work and our 
daily routines, the food we usually eat, and right away we had opinions about those 
differences, both pro and con. Yet we were informed that the Way is basically perfect 
and all-pervading. 
 
The first full day was a day of irritation and annoyance for many folks, as well as 
negotiations to try to get things the way that would suit you. We were living out this line: 
if there is the slightest discrepancy, the Way is as distant as heaven from earth. We 
began our study in earnest, looking closely at the Fukanzazengi and some writing about 
it. A challenging day for most of us. Yet we were reminded that since this was also the 
case for the Buddha and the Zen ancestors of old, how could we dispense with 
negotiation of the way?

Tuesday, we sat together, did service together, ate together, listened to a dharma talk 
apparently about meat, tried to figure out our roles, and in general began to settle in. We 
had a suitably quiet room, enough food, and some distance from our involvements and 
affairs. In the afternoon, we shared deeply the reading by Reb Anderson, speaking and 
listening to each member of the sangha. The evening study period invited a deeper 
intimacy with who we are, with all of the voices of our parts, and a warm closeness with 
our other sangha members. We began taking the backward step that turns the light 
inwardly to illuminate ourself. 

Most of the irritation and annoyance had dissipated like scattered clouds. Deeper 
weather was moving in. 

Wednesday, we expanded our practice when we encountered a magnificent bodhisattva 
cypress, which generously sheltered us and supported us as we immersed ourselves 
deeply in the natural beauty and interconnectedness of the world. Sitting in that 
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welcoming space we could experience directly the dharma gate of repose and bliss. 
Then in the afternoon we met in small groups offering reflections and care to each other, 
and we encountered two koans. Dullness and distraction were struck aside. 
We were beginning to see the possibility of a life deeply liberated, profoundly 
interconnected, and generously lived. What is it that you were doing to make all this 
happen? Could it be understood by discriminative thinking? Your wholehearted 
participation is what has made it happen: deportment beyond hearing and seeing. And 
regardless of what was happening, what miscues or struggles, upset or floundering you 
were experiencing, your own practice-realization, and that of others, was naturally 
undefiled. And so it was that going forward became a matter of everydayness. 

So now we come to the last section of the Fukanzazengi, but that does not mean our 
study of it or this intensive, for that matter, is coming to a conclusion. It is only beginning 
to open out as the rest of our life. So let’s begin.

I like taking these things apart and looking closely at the text, bit by bit. I think that 
generally we read too fast, think too fast, and rush past what can only be apprehended 
through mindful attention and patient reflection, like a close friend, a memorial service, a 
bird, a doe, or a flower. 

I’m a speed demon, I used to read a book a day, furiously, and I know I tend to operate 
in a fast-paced way; maybe it is different for you, I don’t know. But I think it’s rewarding to 
look closely and see what we can discover when we are a bit more patient and attentive. 
I’m learning to slow down so that I can more deeply connect and appreciate what is before 
me. 

1. The first line of this section reads:
In general, this world, and other worlds as well, both in India and China, equally hold 

the Buddha-seal, and over all prevails the character of this school, which is simply 
devotion to sitting, total engagement in immobile sitting. 

Sometimes you might feel a kind of longing, a nostalgia for something you’ve never 
experienced, imagining that in the Buddha’s time, in India or in the golden age of Chan in 
China, or in a Japanese monastery, in some other place or lifetime you would have had a 
better opportunity or more conducive conditions for awakening. Maybe if you had the time 
and resources to go to Tassajara for a practice period, where things were done properly, 
the true Zen could be found. Is there some place that is better than another for waking up? 
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Wimberley? San Francisco? Hawaii? We may believe we are just amateurs, struggling to 
make sense of Zen in a clumsy, partial, and poorly informed way, in the wrong place and 
time somehow. Here Dogen both acknowledges and demolishes such sentimental notions 
with a directness and decisiveness that is bracing. Every form in Zen, every role and ritual, 
every commentary and teaching has evolved in support of this simple, fundamental 
practice of upright sitting. That’s it. That’s the whole deal. 

And what about this Buddha Seal, anyway? 
Like a seal on a document that verifies it as authentic, the Buddha Seal or Buddha Mind 

Seal is a traditional term for the verification of true realization, enlightenment. It is like a 
wax seal that holds the impression and form of what has stamped it. We are like that, we 
carry the embodied impact of all that has made its impression on us. Now it will be this 
intensive, and the mark it makes on you. Maezumi says: “It is nothing but our lives and 
awareness and wisdom, the transmitted understanding about our lives which is the 
“character of this school.”  And he repeats, “It all depends on our devoting ourselves to 
sitting, ‘total engagement in immobile sitting.’” This is what distinguishes Zen even from 
other schools of Buddhism. 

But any businesswoman in a meeting, any old man in front of a checkerboard, any 
mother at her child’s bedside, any student at his desk is sitting, often with full 
concentration. In the tiny town in Wisconsin where I was a teenager, nearly everyone had 
a daily sitting practice: the plumber, the electrician, the carpenter, the realtor, all were 
single-mindedly devoted to sitting at the little lakefront bar, each in their customary place 
on their regular cushions called barstools. If you needed some kind of service, in fact, you 
would phone the bar and interrupt this devoted sitting practice to make a request. 

So what’s the big deal? OK, so you’re suggesting a cushion on the ground, but 
still….devotion to sitting? Total engagement with immobile sitting? 

You’re kidding, right? Do you, like have to go to classes for that? Get a teacher? Read 
books about it? Go off to some special place in the country? And you say it’s hard, 
somehow? Maybe for those guys in the olden days in India and Japan, before cell phones 
and computers, and well, chairs for god’s sake. Sounds pretty easy to me, especially if 
there’s beer and television involved. 

How do you respond to that? 
Over the course of this intensive, where have you seen or felt this expressed: In 

general, this world, and other worlds as well, both in India and China, equally hold the 
Buddha-seal, and over all prevails the character of this school, which is simply devotion to 
sitting, total engagement in immobile sitting?
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2. Dogen continues,
Although it is said that there are as many minds as there are persons, still they all 

negotiate the way solely in zazen.
A bold claim. It’s true, everyone is different: their circumstances are different, their 

conditioning is different, their histories are different, even their perceptions are different. 
You are unique. No one just like you has ever lived before or will ever live again. We 
celebrate these differences and cherish them, as you recognized in yesterday’s small 
groups. And certainly people can have peak experiences, big openings, cosmic oneness, 
and all manner of “awakenings” without ever engaging in zazen. It’s actually not that 
difficult to induce them. So what is negotiating the way? And how can Dogen make such a 
blanket statement? Well, think about it a moment. 

When it comes to your own life, not in some special environment or state of 
consciousness, how will you manage? When the proverbial commodity hits the fan—a 
dear friend commits suicide, your husband gets sick, you lose your job, you get in a car 
wreck, at the moment of getting some terrible news on the phone, how will your “peak 
experience” from your last retreat help you? 

As Kobun Chino famously said, “The more you sense the rareness and value of your 
own life, the more you realize that how you use it, how you manifest it, is all your 
responsibility. We face such a big task, so naturally a person sits down for a while. It's 
not an intended action, it is a natural action.”

Over the course of this intensive, how specifically have you noticed that there are as 
many minds as there are persons, and in what ways can you say they all negotiate the 
way in zazen? As Yasutani Roshi used to say, thousands of Buddhas are living, taking 
care of us and of everything else. How do we relate to them?” 

What has caused you to recognize the monumental task of manifesting your life so that 
you naturally had to “sit down”?

3. And yet...
Why leave behind the seat that exists in your home and go aimlessly off to the dusty 

realms of other lands? 
Good point! Well, why? You have a perfectly good home where you could happily sit at 

a time convenient for you, and for as long as or a short as you choose. To come to an 
intensive, you have to make a real effort. Your decision probably affects others in your life. 
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There are arrangements to be made, family, work, pets. There is an expense, money that 
could certainly be used in other ways. You have to pack the things you will need, hoping 
you’ve planned correctly, and drive or make arrangements for a ride out to a place you’ve 
never been before. And it’s not even a special Buddhist place, a temple or shrine or 
monastery. You are probably pretty close to some kind of response to this by now. How 
would you answer that question, how did you answer it when your loved ones asked it? 
And what do you feel in your heart?

4. Yet...
If you make one misstep, you go astray from the Way directly before you. 
Whoa! What is this doing here? This is a major trigger for the judgmental, perfectionistic 

parts inside us. And every day we have to learn yet another new role! The potential for 
missteps is astronomical. But...

If the Way is already perfect and all-pervading,  what is a misstep? How can you go 
astray? How can you miss a pivotal opportunity for liberation? What gets in the way? 
Perhaps you have made a mistake or two in a role or a form. Or maybe it is just Flint and 
I? Is such a mistake a misstep that takes us astray? 

At a sesshin one time with Joko, I had a kind of hopeless feeling about how poorly I was 
sitting. At one point I had literally thought I was covered with fleas, at another I was in such 
anguish that I had to shift my position, and the monitor barked please sit still. At night, the 
people in the house across the street had decided to host a huge party with a rock band 
and a major outdoor amplification system. The band was a thrash metal band, and not 
very practiced even at that. I couldn’t manage to concentrate at all in zazen, couldn’t “clear 
my mind,” I couldn’t even feel my breath, much less follow it in the terrible clamor. I bowed 
at the wrong time and had to sit in a chair by evening. I was in a state of collapse, a 
complete failure. I thought I am such a bad Zen student. Then I almost laughed out loud, 
thinking, what would that mean? I’ve made extensive arrangements for my son to be cared 
for, I carved out time from my work schedule and my teaching to come to the sesshin, I’ve 
faithfully sat every period, and showed up for my work practice, I have walked with others 
in kinhin, worked alongside them during work period, and attended daisan with Joko, 
bringing my muddled confused notions to her for clarifying. It is true I was struggling, but a 
bad Zen student? 

Then I began trying to think of ways you could be a bad Zen student. Annoy others? 
Humming in the Zendo? Scratching yourself or leaning on your neighbor? Crying? Once 
Joko had sent someone to get me, an unprecedented (and never repeated) event. I was 
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deep in whatever confusion I was currently enjoying, but I leapt right up, unaware that my 
legs had fallen completely asleep, and immediately fell over on top of the person sitting 
next to me. Was that being a bad Zen student? Another sesshin had started while I had a 
racking cough,  I was literally braying like a donkey, but I had traveled all the way from 
Austin, and I didn’t want to give up. I knew I was not contagious, but what should a “good” 
Zen student do? I said to Joko I have a terrible cough, should I leave? She said, why? I 
said, well, I am worried that I am bothering people. She said, that’s their problem! But if 
you feel badly and would like to lie down, you can do a zazen period any time lying down 
in the side house. Most likely you will improve over the course of the sesshin. And she was 
right. 

Actually, there was one sesshin when I was not only humming, but I started everyone 
humming in the Zendo. It was a rohatsu session, which was unfortunately timed to 
coincide with Flint’s birthday. I was the tenzo, and during the work period I baked a 
chocolate cake for afternoon tea. So when we brought it in, well, what can I say, some 
happy birthday humming happened.

So I am a terrible Zen student who has nevertheless not made a single misstep on the 
Way before me. Why? Because I will never, ever give up this path, no matter how clumsy 
my expression of it is, no matter how much I still have to learn.  

I watched the whole kinhin line during outdoor walking meditation on the circle 
yesterday, just noticing how each person was a complete and perfect expression of him or 
herself, enacting kinhin, both in a unique way, and yet interdependently connected and 
following the form. And the deer bounding gracefully ahead of us, did a single one make a 
misstep? Were they part of our kinhin? Or not? 

What have you noticed, over the course of the intensive, of your own missteps? Were 
they missteps that lead you astray from this Path? Have you noticed any missteps by 
others? What are our real missteps? What might lead you astray from the Way—not the 
Buddha’s way, your true way? 

5. And so...
You have gained the pivotal opportunity of human form. 
What is that opportunity? What is so special about this human existence? How is it 

different from the cypress tree in the stream, or the scissortail with his manic window 
tapping, or the deer standing up to browse the tender new leaves on the trees, or a gravel 
driveway, for that matter? What is it, exactly, that this existence offers us, as humans? We 
might say the opportunity for enlightenment, but I think it is so far beyond enlightenment 
that there are no words for it except Bodhisattva’s Vow. We make of our lives an offering 
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for the benefit of others. Yet, we cannot even perceive or imagine how that unfolds. Flint 
called the big cypress in the creek a Bodhisattva, and certainly it has an amazing 
presence. It can shelter and support us beautifully. But what is it that it cannot do? Think 
about it. How does your human form allow you to manifest your own being in ways that do 
not merely nourish or protect, support or care for, but actually liberate others? Or, to turn it 
around, during this intensive, how has the humanness of those around you manifested in 
ways that have awakened or liberated you?

Is there something someone can do? What really helps us?
Or is it, rather, something doing itself through us?

6. And therefore...
Do not use your time in vain. 
Oh boy, more admonishments. This sounds like Benjamin Franklin. And yet, you have 

gone to considerable trouble, as I mentioned, getting here, and it is challenging to be here. 
How can you best use this time? It is only a reflection of the larger inquiry about how you 
use the rest of your life. Do you agonize over how fleeting it is, becoming paralyzed over 
what you should do? Do you try to keep yourself busy with things that are “worthwhile,” or 
constantly distracted so this blunt fact isn’t overwhelming you? We all have our strategies 
for meeting this dilemma. You can hear it echoed in the introduction of Case 12 in the 
Book of Serenity, the koan I used for leading the practice period during the summer 
intensive at AZC, when I was the head student. 

 DIZANG PLANTING THE FIELDS

The introduction:
Scholars plow with the pen, orators plow with the tongue. We patchrobed mendicants 

lazily watch a white ox on open ground, not paying attention to the rootless auspicious 
grass. How to pass the days?

The case:

Dizang asked Xiushan, “Where do you come from?”
Xiushan said, “From the South.”

Dizang said, “how is Buddhism in the South these days?”
Xiushan said, “There’s extensive discussion.”

Dizang said, “How can that compare to me here planting the fields and making rice to 
eat?”
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Xiushan said, “What can you do about the world?”

Dizang said, “What do you call the world?”

The Book of Serenity

How does all of our study and dharma talks and discussions compare with arranging 
the flowers, cleaning a bathroom, brushing off cushions, sifting an incensor, or ringing a 
bell? 

You say “It is Thursday and I am at the intensive,” but as Suzuki Roshi pointed out, 
Thursday is the intensive, and the intensive is Thursday. 

How are this time and this world inextricable? What is your Thursday? Is it half over or 
just beginning or actually inseparable from who you are right now? This is what we call the 
world right now.

Here at the intensive, what has been your experience of the time, and how have you 
been using it?

7. In these ways...
You are maintaining the essential working of the Buddha-Way. 
No matter what your opinions about this matter may be, this is quite a truthful 

statement. Together we are enacting this intensive, which conveys the essential working of 
the Buddha Way. Indeed, the Way cannot exist or continue, cannot be conveyed to the 
next generations, without such expressions, every one imperfect, every one flawed, every 
one misguided, and every one complete, just as it is, a wholehearted expression of the 
way.

Have you noticed here any evidence of the essential working of the Buddha Way?

8. And so...
Who would take wasteful delight in the spark from the flintstone? 

Flint’s favorite line...Well, who would? And what does this mean, anyway? Here’s another 
translation of this line that might be a little clearer: why pursue worthless pleasures that are 
like sparks from a flint? 
Hmmm, isn’t that mostly what we are doing all day long, pursuing fleeting little pleasures or 
comforts? So the answer to the “who” question is “us, I guess.” And why is delight 
“wasteful?” Or maybe a better way to put it is, under what conditions is delight wasteful? A 
drunk delights in another drink, a smoker delights in that first cigarette of the day, a baby 
delights in a brightly colored toy. Not everything we delight in opens the path of liberation. I 
think about Paula Poundstone talking about coming into the room and seeing her cat 
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climbing the curtains, shredding them as she clawed her way up. And spotting Paula she 
just looked delighted: “See how high I am!” 
Paula said, What if it’s the same for the rest of us, just proud of all the wrong things? As if a 
policeman stops you when you are driving, and you look brightly up at him and say, guess 
how fast I was going! 
What do we delight in? It’s not bad or wrong to appreciate everything life is offering us. In 
fact that is a path of gratitude. This isn’t about that. It’s about the ways we derail ourselves 
with our distractions, and miss our opportunities to manifest our lives fully. 

9. 
Besides, form and substance are like the dew on the grass, destiny like the dart of 

lightning—emptied in an instant, vanished in a flash.
Poetic way to say, life is very, very short, intensives are very, very short. This precious 

day is very, very short. The moment we connect with another, the intimacy of direct 
expression and relating, the lives of the people we love are very, very short. Even 
interminable zazen periods are very, very short. We have to take time in order to 
appreciate this fully. Everything is fleeting, and requires our full attention. 

During the intensive, has anything struck you this way, emptied in an instant, vanished 
in a flash—the oatmeal, perhaps? 

10. Dogen urgently exhorts us...
Please, honored followers of Zen, long accustomed to groping for the elephant, do not 

be suspicious of the true dragon. 
Everyone is familiar with the Buddha’s story of the blind men and the elephant, each 

convinced he had discovered the essential reality of the animal by the part he had 
grasped; one grasping the tail and saying an elephant is like a rope, another catching hold 
of an ear saying an elephant is like a fan, still another wrapping his arms around a leg and 
saying an elephant is like a tree trunk, and so on. But what about this dragon? That is a 
reference to an old Chinese story about a man who was fascinated by dragons. He had 
statues of dragons, paintings of dragons, and shelves of books about dragons. One day a 
real dragon, who had heard of this man’s devotion, poked his head in one window and his 
tail in another, just to see. The man fled in terror, unable to face the real dragon. Foolish 
man! We would never be so ridiculous. 

Or would we? We are fascinated by Zen, reading books and studying sutras, coming for 
zazen and dharma talks and inquiry. We must be fearless, curious, and compassionate in 
facing the very real dragons that are invited by our interest and enthusiasm. 
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Have you noticed, during the intensive, any dragons poking their heads and tails into 
your windows? How did you respond? Do you think anyone else here has met some true 
dragons? How do you know?

11. Please, Dogen implores,
Devote your energies to a Way that directly indicates the absolute. 
Well, it is true, we have only these limited bodies, these limited minds, and limited 

energy. We might want to be mindful about how they are deployed. Do we have time for 
side trips and fantasies? If you are not sure, you might want to focus on that which offers 
liberation. Because that is something you don’t want to leave on the table when you have 
to depart, willingly or unwillingly, this life. Like Maezumi said, it is like a duel, where if you 
blink you could lose your life. Wholeheartedness is the key, but it is also important to have 
a directional focus for that wholeheartedness. For liberating all beings, there is not a 
moment to lose. What does it mean to devote your energies? And what is the way that 
directly indicates the absolute? If we pay attention, we mostly notice the ways that we 
fritter our energies in low-level, often mindless pursuits. If you had just this day, just the 
rest of this morning, this afternoon, and this evening, how intensely would you meet 
everything that is arising? How would you regard each person and each interaction? What 
would you stop doing to trouble yourself, and what forms of suffering would you be willing 
to let go of, for just this day?

12. 
Revere the person of complete attainment who is beyond all human agency. 
Where can such a person be found? Who would it be, exactly? How about within 

yourself? How about the person sitting next to you? This isn’t about finding a magical 
teacher and worshiping him or her (although of course who wouldn’t love that!) It is about a 
quality of respect and reverence you owe to that part of yourself that was described so 
beautifully by Honghzi, and whether you believe that person of complete attainment exists 
in you or not, it is constantly present, constantly shining its luminous light. We see it in you, 
and so do others. With that in mind, you are encouraged to...

13.
Gain accord with the enlightenment of the Buddhas; succeed to the legitimate lineage 

of the ancestors’ samadhi. 
Where and when, during this intensive, have you felt some accord, no matter how 

slight, with the teachings, with the practice, with the forms, with your fellow participants? 
When you perform the ceremony of zazen, you are placing your body in accord with the 
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enlightenment of the Buddhas, and you are, right there, succeeding to the legitimate 
lineage of the ancestor’s samadhi. You are exactly that. Nothing more is required. 

14. From here, 
Constantly perform in such a manner and you are assured of being a person such as 

they. Your treasure-store will open of itself, and you will use it at will. 
Dogen urges us to have confidence in ourselves and in this practice. This is his ironclad 

guarantee: constantly perform in such a manner and you are assured of being a person 
such as they, the enlightened ones we read and hear about. Notice he doesn’t say, you will 
have a good chance of being a pretty good person. Or if you try hard you can be kind of 
like those old Zen ancestors. This is a strong statement: you are assured of being a person 
such as they—a Buddha. And there is nothing you have to do to make this happen: Your 
treasure store will open of itself and you will use it at will. What is that treasure store? 

At Flint’s retreat in Hawaii, on the island of Molokai, we take one early morning walk up 
to watch the sunrise over the ocean. We leave at 5:00 AM, and in silence, we walk up a 
trail through the woods above the highest sea cliffs in the world. Spread far below us are 
the lights of the leper colony established there so long ago, a place of anguish and 
abandonment, hope and tender care—a story for another time. This particular morning 
was misty and cool, and we watched the fog race up the hills covered with trees. It was a 
bit rainy, and we didn’t know whether we would actually see a sunrise, or only a thinning of 
the drizzle. I stood on the overlook as the sky gradually brightened and the rain moved 
past. Below me, the lights were winking out as the day was born. Just as the sun broke 
through the clouds on the horizon in a glorious display of rose pink and gold, I clearly 
heard this: Simply radiate the great light that you are. 

This is my hope for you, that you will find your own ways to simply radiate the great light 
that you are. That is your treasure store, and it is not dependent on anything you think, say 
or do. It’s your choice whether to use it or not, of course. But it’s all there, and there is 
nothing whatsoever that is lacking. This is the fulfillment of the Fukanzazengi. Dogen wrote 
this piece when he was 28 years old, and by age 53 he was gone. The great light it 
radiates has come to us through more than 800 years, and three languages, through 
numerous wars, kings, cultural upheavals of every kind, through famine, through 
epidemics, through prosperity and adversity. It was almost lost in obscurity for hundreds of 
years, yet it was rediscovered and appreciated even after all that time. I can’t imagine 
anything I write or teach now will endure that long, or will offer such rich teachings to 
inform and enlighten generation after generation of Zen teachers and students. But the 
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light it bears I can carry forward, and so can each of you, to illuminate your own life, to 
enrich and deepen your relationships, and to support the path of awakening and liberation 
for all beings. 


