
I’ve been thinking deeply about this ever since Flint proposed this topic for our 
intensive. When I’m not with you, I’m always thinking about what I want to share 
with you, and making little notes until...well, you can see what happens!

Many of us squirmed through enough ceremonies as children and teenagers and 
even adults to carry a residue of dislike for them. For one thing they seemed 
interminable, for another, as children we usually didn’t know or care about what 
was going on. Everyone was taking the whole thing so seriously, but we just 
longed for it all to end. Some people have not even attended their own college 
graduations. And many have an aversion above all to anything that hints of being 
a religious ceremony.  The worst are funerals, which have all the elements of 
every other ceremony plus everyone is sad, or supposed to be. We just don’t 
want to be there. I understand that, because after all we are Americans, and we 
like to do only what we feel like doing. Probably the most common response to 
an invitation to any kind of ceremony is do I have to go?

So what makes something a ceremony?

Usually there is a dedicated place, and a gathering of at least a few other people 
to witness it. There is an entering into the ceremony, and a welcome for the 
participants and the guests. We use special, ceremonial language, sometimes 
very different from ordinary ways of speaking. This language is what James 
Austin, the linguistics scholar, called performative. That is, the language itself 
performs the action. Some examples of performative language are declarations 
of war, and I now pronounce you husband and wife, and we find the defendant 
guilty. The specialized language of ceremonies reminds us that something 
mysterious and profound is being enacted through the special words and actions 
that are performed. 

So ceremonies can evoke non-ordinary states in both participants and 
witnesses, experiences of being outside of time and space, yet very obviously in 
them, in the most ordinary way. They bring together the private and the public, 
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the individual and the community, the extraordinary and the mundane. In the 
middle of my priest ordination, at specific moments in the ceremony there were 
two claps of thunder out of a clear blue sky, and an orange cat walked into the 
Zendo and sat down. 

There is often heightened and also numbed sensory awareness. If asked a 
question, the person has to come from a long way to answer it. Offered a 
complex statement, the person usually can’t fathom it. A simple question, such 
as Are you hungry, may be unanswerable. That is why, when we do weddings, 
we have to feed simple lines to the bride and groom, and we have to rehearse 
even quite basic answers to the ceremony’s questions, answers like, I do. The 
vows they’ve written themselves have to be read from print copies, and they 
seem suddenly incomprehensible. 

Things seem to happen very, very slowly, but also with astonishing speed. 
Suddenly you are in front of some officiant, making some responses to 
something vast that is wheeling across the cosmos. It doesn’t matter if the 
officiant is the pope or just your best buddy from college. Or whether the 
ceremony is witnessed by two people or thousands, or whether you “believe” in it 
or not, or whether you agree with the particular language in it or not. It doesn’t 
matter if it is happening in a high school auditorium, in the middle of the woods, 
or in some vast cathedral, there is a sense of being exalted, and somehow 
changed. 

Ceremonies may be formal, structured and bound by tradition, or they may even 
be impromptu. Many weddings in the 60’s were like this. And recently my 
nephew got married by texting his friends to meet him at the lakefront at sunrise 
the next morning, for a makeshift service provided by one of my sister’s therapy 
clients. Then everyone went for waffles. Despite the casual format he still ended 
up a married man, with a wife, part of a couple. 

In a funeral, a person is transformed once more, from corpse to departed being, 
as we acknowledge the dropping of body and mind in a formal way. We too are 
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transformed by the ceremony of a memorial or funeral, in ways we could not 
explain. Where there is no transformation, there is no ceremony. Where there is 
no vow, there is no ceremony. What is the vow at a funeral? Most often it is 
probably something like, We honor your liberation from this life, the great 
mystery, and we will not forget you. 

Most people don't understand what a ceremony is or does, so when they decide 
to make up their own, often it seems unsatisfying, even when it gets the job 
done. 

What about in Zen?

I think people may be confused about the differences or relationships among 
forms, rituals, and ceremonies. And you may wonder, what does all that have to 
do with vow?

Forms are well-named. A paper form, even for some ordinary purpose such as 
getting a driver’s license, is a structure that is empty and needs to be filled it out 
with our personal information in order for it to have any meaning. In the same 
way, Zen forms need us, our human expression of them, to fill them out, before 
they can have any reality or meaning. They provide a shape for practice, but 
they don’t determine what goes into that shape. We fill them in with who we are. 
Even a simple bow in entering the zendo expresses this. 

In landscape construction, we talk about concrete forms, the wooden scaffolding 
into which the concrete is poured. But you could pour jello into those forms, or 
frogs or whatever you like. They will be held in that shape. Of course, not 
everything can hold that defined shape once the forms are removed (probably 
not the frogs, for instance). This is also true for us, in our everyday lives. If our 
vow is strong, we can keep our bodhisattva intention, even when we do not have 
the forms of the Zendo to hold us up. Those forms help us cultivate the capacity 
to “cure” our vow or aspiration powerfully into a strong foundation for our lives. 

3



Well, what about rituals? Not every ritual is spiritual, but every ritual conveys 
some intention and gathers our attention. You may have a ritual cup of tea in the 
morning, or a ritual warmup routine before your run; baseball pitchers famously 
have special (often bizarre) rituals before pitching. A ritual differs from a habit in 
this quality of intention and attention. 

Our Zen rituals are practices that enact and carry forward some traditions that 
connect us back through all the ancestors, and all the cultures that Zen has 
moved through. Each culture has contributed to the rituals associated with Zen. 
To enact those rituals, sitting on the cushion, bowing, offering incense, chanting, 
is to recognize and appreciate our connection with all that has come before us to 
bring the dharma to us in our own time and place. And we in the West mindfully 
and carefully create new rituals that reflect our respect for this practice and its 
ancestors and teachings. 

Ceremony is a transformational ritual. It is a public expression of vow. Through it, 
we are utterly changed. In a college graduation ceremony, a student is 
transformed into an adult, nominally, at least. In a wedding ceremony, two single 
people become transformed into what we could call “not two,” that is, both bride 
and groom, and a married couple. It is a fundamental identity shift. This identity 
shift may take a while to process, and we have to live our way into it, but it is 
absolute and irreversible. I will repeat: ceremonies are not reversible.You may 
get divorced, and become an ex-wife, but you can never again become unwed. 
Most of us come out of our own ceremonies thinking what on earth does this 
mean? Now I am a graduate, a wife, a priest, what am I supposed to do, or say, 
or think next?

When I was in the last stages of the process of preparing to be ordained, 
Shohaku Okumura came to Austin Zen Center to do a study sesshin, or Genzo-e 
there. Although he does not typically offer practice discussion or dokusan in his 
regular teaching, he agreed to do this for AZC Zen students. I was in anguish. He  
had been, or maybe still was, the head of education for the Japanese Soto Shu, 
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here in the U.S. I knew from his teaching that he was deeply learned and trained 
in Japanese Zen. I felt such deep shame for my own shallow understanding and 
training, and a sense that he must be silently rolling his eyes at the thought that I 
somehow imagined I, an American woman in this little Zen center in Texas, and a 
householder to boot, could become a priest. So of course I asked to see him in 
dokusan. I said, from the depths of my shame, I can only imagine how 
presumptuous and inappropriate my upcoming ordination must be for you. But I 
have to ask you, from your understanding, what is a priest? I was terrified to hear 
his answer, which I assumed would be some polite variant of whatever you are 
not or could ever be. I don’t even remember what he said, something like, I don’t 
know, in his kindly way, and I stammered a thank you and left, feeling deeply 
humiliated and unworthy. Two or three years later, he returned to Austin Zen 
Center, and I was given the job of taking him to lunch. As we were driving to the 
restaurant, suddenly he turned to me and asked, well, did you find out? I said, 
puzzled, find out what? What is a priest? He asked. I couldn’t believe he had 
remembered! I didn’t have an answer, I really didn’t know what to say, so I 
blurted out the only thing that came into my mind: Shohaku, I ask myself that 
question every single day. Ceremonies don’t settle anything, although we 
imagine that they will. They are explosive devices that blow us out into the world 
clinging to our vow and struggling to make sense of who we have become. 

Following precepts study, we have a ceremony that in Japanese tradition is 
called jukai. In this ceremony, we become transformed in our public vows to 
follow the teachings of the precepts, the path of the Buddha. In the formal 
Japanese tradition in which we both trained, participants receive a new, Buddhist 
name, recognizing the transformation in our identity, and a special document 
called a kechimyaku that traces the lineage from the Buddha right down to us. 
We have formally and publicly acknowledged that our feet are on the Buddhist 
path, and we have become the child of Buddha. When we ordain as priests, 
there is another ceremony, called Shukke Tokudo, in which we received a new 
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Buddhist name, new clothes (robes), new documents, and new bowls, and we 
made public our bodhisattva vows, our commitment to the liberation of all beings. 

In Zen, the use of ceremonies varies widely. In large temples in Japan, there are 
many ceremonies, some as elaborate as high mass at the Vatican. Tibetan 
Buddhists, too, love rich, ornate ceremonies. Perhaps if you lived in such an 
austere, challenging, often bleak environment as the Himalayas you would love 
the color and music and movement of ceremonies too. Yet in many Zen centers 
and monasteries, including Antaiji, but especially here in the west, ceremonies 
are minimal or virtually non-existent. Westerners, it seems, have a real antipathy 
to ceremonies, and particularly to religious ceremonies. 

I never saw a single ceremony at Joko’s Zen center. No precepts ceremonies, no 
priest ordinations. She would even designate a dharma heir privately, with a 
single sentence, and later there would be a small announcement in the 
newsletter. No fuss. 
I understand Joko’s wish to create a practice appropriate for contemporary 
Western practitioners in everyday lives. She stripped away much of the cultural 
accretions to focus cleanly and entirely on Zazen, dharma talks, sesshins, and 
daisan (practice discussion). She wasn’t even convinced that a Zen center was a 
good idea. Of course, she herself had experienced the full-blown Japanese form 
of Zen training, and participated in the full slate of ceremonies at Zen Center Los 
Angeles, headed up by Maezumi Roshi. She had nine years in residence there, 
and mastered all of the forms and ceremonies. She just relinquished them when 
it became apparent to her that they did not serve her sangha in San Diego. And 
without monastic residents, it was almost impossible to train people in the proper 
ways of doing them. 

But in a sense, I think she may have thrown out the baby with the bathwater. 
Ceremonies have profound, complex, profound and mysterious dimensions, and 
serve many purposes, both in the lives of individuals and the life of a community. 
Without them, the immense transformational moments of our lives go 
unrecognized, uncelebrated, unwitnessed and unappreciated, and a spiritual 
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community can become just a club of interested individuals. There is no medium 
for the expression of vow, and the witnessing of this transformation in the life of 
an individual and the community. 

I sometimes think of ceremony as having these three facets, the facets of the 
triple treasure: 

Buddha: the ceremony as expression of buddha nature, the transformation that 
more deeply connects and commits us personally and intimately to the 
Bodhisattva vow, and to waking up to the Buddha that we are. It is the aspect of 
deep personal transformation. 

Dharma: the teachings conveyed in the ceremony, the teachings of the precepts 
and the bodhisattva vow, and the connection through the teachings to our Zen 
ancestors. Over the course of our study of the precepts, for example, we 
immerse ourselves deeply in the meanings of the precepts in our own, everyday 
lives. These teachings are also offered, through the ceremony, to all those who 
witness it, instructing and reminding us of their importance and profound 
wisdom. 

Sangha: Ceremonies are very important in the life of the community. They bring 
us together and celebrate the transformations not only of the celebrant, but of 
our community of practice. We come to know our community as warmly 
connected not only to each other, but to the deep spiritual nourishment offered 
by the dharma. They remind us who we are together, and the path that we share, 
supporting and encouraging and celebrating each other. Just as there is a 
deepening of our personal realization, the sangha, too, deepens its collective 
realization, its place in the world and its collective aspiration. 

So you may be wondering:
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Is it necessary to have a ceremony to deeply practice the bodhisattva way, to 
follow the path of the Buddha, the path of waking up and growing up? Of course 
not. Norman Fischer says, 

Making our vows explicit and clear helps us to strengthen them. This 
can be done through ceremonies of vowing, or in a more personal 
way by reflecting on your own vows for a long time, until they become 
formed into words within your heart. 
I have often advised students to write down these words and carefully 
compose phrases that express their feeling and sound like intentions 
they can live by. Some students aspire to have a profound effect on 
the world. But most find their vows to be about inner work, about ways 
of living or feeling. Some may write words like, “I vow to live in 
kindness,” or, “I vow to listen, to let go of self-interest, to be the kind of 
parent to my children my parents could not be to me.” Such a vow 
could be the product of many hours of tearful reflection and gathering 
determination. You can place written vows like these on a personal 
home altar so that they become a daily inspiration and reminder for 
your practice. You can also repeat them during your meditation, or 
even as you take a moment for reflection during any part of your day. 
Sometimes sharing our vows with others helps to strengthen them. 

You know, this place and everything Flint and I do are are actually the 
manifestation of our vow. It means our natural life is an ongoing ceremony. 

And for each of us sitting zazen, our regular, ordinary meditation practice also 
enacts a profound ceremony. We enter the space for meditation mindfully, and 
bow as we enter. Coming to our seat, the Buddha’s seat, we bow toward it, and 
then we turn and bow away from it. Finally,  we sit and turn to face the wall. This 
small ceremony marks and celebrates the full realization and expression of 
Buddha, of ourselves as Buddha, rather than some activity that will, with enough 
time and effort, potentially turn us into Buddhas. Sitting as Buddha, we become 
transformed. But often, we are not aware of this transformation. Joko used to say 
we don’t notice it because the change is happening at the cellular level. Still, no 
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matter how brief your meditation period may be, you stand up from it a different 
being. And the longer you maintain this practice and continue to re-enact this 
humble ceremony, the more clarity you will have about who you truly are. This 
ridiculously simple practice, so modest and small, contains and supports and 
resonates throughout the whole cosmos, expressing and embodying our vow. It 
is the most important ceremony in the whole Zen tradition. So let’s celebrate 
joyfully together, this marvelous ceremony. 
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