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We don’t talk explicitly about the different orientations we take to the 

spaces and situations we encounter in a Zen center like this. So I thought 

I would talk today about this. It is a function, always, of the evolution and 

maturing of the sangha, and what is evoked in the container we provide 

together for this practice. 

When we started this little  sitting group, we were using the sanctuary of 

the Live Oak Unitarian church, which was in its infancy, in a storefront on 

183. We would sit before the regular Sunday morning service, in a room 

like a big office space. Then there was a fire in the office above the church 

space, and we were displaced. We met in the cafeteria of an elementary 

school, on a gray linoleum floor, under the buzzing fluorescent lights. 

Obviously, under such circumstances, our forms were minimal. Later the 

church relocated to a series of spaces in a former strip shopping and 

office center, and we were provided a spare room a few doors down from 

the sanctuary. Each week we would fold up the folding chairs in the room 

and set out our cushions in front of a huge colorful mural that had been 

painted by the Sunday school kids. Our altar was a candle, a flower and a 

stone on a folding chair.  Sometimes we would arrive to find the room full 

of teenagers in sleeping bags, sometimes a newcomer pancake breakfast 

was in full swing. 

So we just made do as best we could, with very little fuss and ceremony 

and no service. We sat, we walked, and we read a chapter in Joko’s book. 

There were no classes, no inquiry, no intensives, no practice discussion. 

It was simple but heartfelt. We moved to a tiny Zendo in Clear Spring 

yoga studio, and then to AZC. With each change of place, a change of 

forms was necessary to accommodate the place and the number of 

people. When we moved here, I was able to finally adopt some of the 

forms and practices that Joko used. The space was finally ours, and the 

sangha began to mature in a wonderful way. As it matures, the necessary 

forms and practices to support our work together also are emergent. 

They are neither simply imported from traditional Japanese Zen centers, 

nor are they just made up. They are a response to the needs of the 

sangha, in our encounter with Zen practice. Flint and I reflect together 

quite often about what is needed, and what will benefit our sangha on 



our path together. And the teachings include the ways that we 

understand our relationship with each space and situation. Most of us 

easily and automatically learn how to orient ourselves and navigate our 

habitual situations: a grocery store, a restaurant, a birthday party. But this 

situation is different, and we may need a bit of guidance or even a 

reminder about how to move through it appropriately.

When we enter the Zendo, for example, we make a bow. This bow is a 

kind of greeting for the room, and an acknowledgment that this is not a 

casual place, a coffee shop, or a dentist’s office,  or a room in someone’s 

home. It is a place for the practice of zazen. As we take our own practice 

path seriously, it expresses our respect for what we are about to 

undertake: a courageously direct and immediate encounter with our lives, 

in a container of silence, stillness, and spaciousness, together with 

others. We bow toward our seat and then turn clockwise and bow toward 

the room, rather than simply flinging ourselves onto our cushion. This is a 

tiny ceremony that recognizes and celebrates the reality that we are 

sitting as Buddha, not to try to become a buddha. By moving our bodies 

in these mindful and somewhat formal ways, we call our own attention to 

our aspiration and our connection to each other and to this path, and we 

orient ourselves in time and space—this moment, right now.  At the end 

of zazen, we chant, hearing the sounds we make together, and feeling 

the words enter our bodies, and then we do three bows. These three 

bows carry meanings you can only know in your own body, and you may 

never be able to express them in words, but they are very important, not 

just the last thing you have to do before you leave. In the zendo, we do 

not chat or make casual conversation. Instead, we straighten our 

cushions and then move to another space, the study, the kitchen or the 

deck, for those kinds of warm friendly connections. In those spaces, we 

recognize a difference and orient ourselves naturally to discussion or 

typical social interactions. 

When we are in classes, this room takes on a different quality. We come 

with a different intention and we organize ourselves in ways appropriate 

to that function, of learning together and interacting as students. And in 

inquiry the room is arranged in still a different way, and we enter, organize 

ourselves physically and psychologically for that encounter. Unlike a class, 

we sit in silence, but unlike zazen, we are focused on the encounter of 

two people, holding the space and witnessing with support and 

compassion. 

2



Usually, we don’t need to be told how to navigate these different 

situations. Mostly, just like in any unfamiliar situation, we get our cues 

from watching others, hoping that we are not watching someone as new 

or clueless as we are. After a while, the different forms begin to make 

sense. There is a foundational reason for every single one.  That reason 

doesn’t come from a traditional Japanese template, nor is it just 

fabricated. It is both a responsive and an expressive function. It responds 

to a situation as a whole complex that includes Zen students, a particular 

architecture, movement and traffic, timing, teaching and learning, and the 

dharma. It reflects a certain evolution of the sangha. Most importantly, it 

expresses the sincere aspirations of the teachers and Zen students for 

waking up together with all beings, and the timeless thread that connects 

us directly to the Buddha through all the Zen ancestors. 

Now I want to talk about a particular situation, because it is one that is 

most unfamiliar to most of you, yet it is one of the most potent, and you 

don’t have any opportunities to simply observe it.  That is the practice 

discussion with a teacher. Most people, and I certainly include myself in 

this group, feel a little bit anxious about this encounter with a teacher. 

That is appropriate. We worry about having a good question, or whether 

we have a question at all. We often project onto it other situations: talking 

with a friend, teachers at school, confession in church, or therapy 

sessions. Yet it is not really like any of these. There is nothing casual 

about this meeting, and some part of you knows that. So your 

conditioning might lead you to resist or avoid practice discussion 

altogether, or you may use it badly. 

What do I mean by using practice discussion badly? Whenever you are 

not directly addressing your core practice issues, you are losing a valuable 

opportunity. But you may protest, I don’t even know what my core 

practice issue are! That, of course, is something to bring to practice 

discussion. Where else would you discover them? Meanwhile, you 

continue sitting in a fog, practicing who knows what, but usually 

something you’ve read in a book or decided for yourself. That is not our 

Zen way. It is an American tendency, but it is not good practice. 

Do not try to “pre-think” what you will bring to practice discussion. Don’t 

plan a topic, a question, a thought or an idea. Focus on your practice. 

What is your practice? The practice you’ve been given by your teacher. 

Not a practice you read about, heard about from a friend, or just made up

—the practice you’ve been given by your teacher. If you don’t work with a 
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teacher yet, that is OK. You can sit and it is peaceful and quiet here and 

you can probably relieve some stress and gain some benefit from sitting. 

And you can do that as long as you like. But at some point, you are going 

to begin to doubt your ability to go it alone, and wonder whether you 

might be able to make use of a teacher. Fortunately for you, we are right 

here. I felt keenly the significance of that closeness when I moved to 

Austin from San Diego, far away from my teacher Joko. 

So practice discussion and working with a teacher is a very important part 

of the Zen path, the path of waking up and growing up. Otherwise, you 

risk continuing to go around in a fog of your own emotions, sensations, 

and thoughts, which is also fine, if that is what you prefer to do. 

So entering into the space of practice discussion is done with some 

intention and care. It begins the moment you are tapped, as you arise and 

mindfully arrange your cushions, bowing first to your seat and then to the 

room. You proceed directly to the practice discussion room. As you enter 

the room, you close the door and bow to the altar. Then you step to the 

end of the bowing mat, and the teacher and student bow to each other. 

Settle into a comfortable but respectful sitting position. Then state your 

name, “My name is Peg Syverson.” 

Why should you do this? Doesn’t the teacher remember your name? Why 

have this little bit of formality? Actually, this statement is for you. It is not 

so that the teacher remembers who you are, but so that you do. 

By it you are declaring, “This is me, this is who I am. I am bringing myself 

fully here to this meeting, in this very moment.” And it is a heartfelt 

request for the teacher to meet you directly and truthfully. 

The second thing you state is your practice: “My practice is following my 

breath,” or “my practice is labeling my thoughts,” for example.

Now you may be doing many things on the cushion. You may have ideas 

about what you should be doing, and you may also encounter your own 

resistance to being told what to do. But your practice is whatever your 

teacher has asked you to practice. That is the only thing that can be called 

“your practice” in this particular encounter. If you have not been given a 

practice by a teacher, that is the very first order of business, the first 

thing to ask about. Don’t make things up.
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So practice discussion is not like a casual conversation, not like a class 

lesson, not like therapy. These small forms remind us of the special 

quality of this meeting. Of course we love to chat with you, and we are 

very interested in the many aspects of your life that you share with us, 

but practice discussion is not that. And of course we deeply care about 

your well-being, struggles, and relationships with others. All of these 

more general conversations are welcome outside of practice discussion. 

Practice discussion focuses directly on practice. 

What is happening with your practice? How is it moving in your 

meditation and in your life? What questions, struggles or insights does it 

evoke in you? What hindrances are  you encountering, or what signs of 

movement or transformation? You may feel a bit embarrassed because it 

seems like “nothing is happening.” It is important to talk about these 

times, too. We all hope to bring moments of deep insight or vast 

awakening to our teachers; I certainly felt that way with Joko. Instead I 

felt like week after week I was just going in and saying, well, “more of 

the same,” or “I can’t seem to do the practice very well,” or “I’m 

distracted by my thoughts,” or  “do you think you should give me another 

practice? Because this just isn’t working.” Thank goodness I was going in 

every week, or I would have believed all that nonsense. Of course it is 

perfectly appropriate to discuss how your real-life koan is going: your 

realization of your ongoing judgmental mind, or your difficulty managing 

anger or frustration, your worry about a child or a partner, or your anxiety 

about the state of the world. What I am trying to do is help you use us 

wisely. Very few people know how to use a teacher; I know I certainly 

didn’t for years with Joko. I just didn’t understand how to use her. But I 

kept at it and I learned as the intimacy deepened between us. 

At the end of the practice discussion, the teacher and student bow to 

each other, then you stand up and do a standing bow at the end of the 

mat. These bows express our connection and appreciation for each other. 

On leaving the room, we do not bow to the altar. 

So I hope this is a helpful explanation of that mysterious encounter we 

call practice discussion. You can only discover what it means for you 

through a kind of curious and friendly exploration. It is not intended to be 

intimidating or threatening in any way, nor as some kind of guidance or 

indoctrination, but rather supportive of your own path of waking up and 

growing up. And so we take it quite seriously and quite sincerely, 

teachers and students alike. 
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The forms in Zen evolved in a purposeful way. The architect Christopher 

Alexander explains that the elements of architecture exist to resolve 

dynamic tensions between two or more forces that might be material, 

social, psychological, or physical—and I would add to this list spiritual 

forces as well. Those elements define relationships. For example, a door 

may be any shape, may be made of any material, and still we recognize it 

as a door, because it defines a certain flexible, penetrable relationship 

between “inside” and “outside.” We can tell which room is a kitchen in 

any culture, no matter how it is outfitted or equipped, because it is clear 

that the space supports certain kinds of activities—of preparing and 

sharing food. 

Our forms define our Zen practice, resolving dynamic tensions between 

simply following your own preferences and opinions, and your aspiration 

for this process of waking up and growing up. Some of them resolve 

issues of moving people harmoniously in these spaces without confusion 

or running into each other, some of them are ways of communicating or 

managing time. They may seem baffling or unfamiliar at first, but in time, 

your body and mind find support and encouragement in them. They are 

both responsive and expressive. 

As teachers, we learn so much about each one of you just in the ways 

that you uniquely embody the forms, and the ways that your expression 

of them changes over time. So if you are new, please do ask about any of 

the forms you are curious about, and if you are a more experienced 

practitioner, keep wondering about your own relationship to the forms: 

have you fallen into mindless performance of them while thinking of 

other things? Do you rush through them to “get where you are going?”  

Is each expression of a form wholehearted and complete? It is not an 

attempt to control you or “tell you what to do.” This is a lifelong practice, 

the response to and expression of the full measure of Zen. That is to say, 

a way of being utterly and naturally yourself. It is paradoxical that the 

structure of the forms does not hinder us but enables the free flowing of 

our energies in meeting our lives, not simply in the zendo, but 

everywhere. So let’s keep practicing together in this shared aspiration for 

waking up, moment by moment. 
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