
Chinese Ch’an master Hongzhi said,

With thoughts clear, sitting silently, wander into the center of the circle and wonder.

Introduction

You have all gathered here probably for a variety of reasons. Some of you have known me as a teacher or 

a friend, some of you may just be curious about this kind of ceremony, and some of you may not even 

know why you are here. You may be wondering how all of this relates to you. Whatever it may mean to 

you, it is wonderful to see you all. And I am really grateful that you have made space and time in your 

busy lives to join us here. Now, you can just allow yourself to relax and attend to what unfolds, absorbing 

whatever is meaningful for your own path. Because what I will talk about today is not really about me, or 

about you, but about these lives we share and something timeless and deathless in the ancient teachings 

and practices of Zen.

The great adventure

Zen has a way of calling our attention to the great adventure that is our life. The possibility of liberation 

and some new, deeper sense of meaning and depth, some spacious equanimity in the midst of our 

hectic lives seems so appealing to our troubled minds and hearts. We long to belong to something much 

larger and more meaningful than our narrow daily preoccupations, something vast and illuminated. Or at 

least friendly and welcoming and safe. 

Resistance to change

But change is hard. It takes time, and most people resist the effort. The need for daily practice, the 

physical discomfort of sitting, the boredom, the strange customs, the confusion of watching our own 

thoughts usually send us fleeing. Zen was fun in college, but soon I had a husband and a baby, and a 

growing landscape business to tend to. I did try to sit when I could, but it was uneven at best. You are 

awfully busy too, probably. It’s hard to make room in our lives for practicing meditation, especially when 

the rewards seem so elusive. Yet it is the heart of Zen, the central function.

Appearance of a teacher

Often, it is an encounter with a teacher that somehow helps us overcome that initial resistance. 

Something about the way the teacher is, some sense of a powerful presence at ease and filled with 

compassion and curiosity may literally stop us in our tracks. As a manifestation of the life of practice, a 

teacher can help us find the courage to embark on this adventure. 
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Sometimes our teacher isn’t even a person, but a life-threatening illness, or the loss of a loved one, or a 

shocking event in the news, or just watching a child growing up. We sense, in some inexplicable way, that 

Zen offers us something we deeply need, something absolutely essential to our lives. 

For me, it was the initial encounter with Joko that helped me see Zen practice as a kind of rock solid 

foundation for building a possible life in the midst of totalizing grief and suffering. Then, ten years ago 

today the nation suffered a shocking blow that devastated us—the attacks of 9/11. I couldn’t imagine how 

we could survive its bitter fruits. In the grip of a crushing despair, I came to AZC, and there it was Flint’s 

grace and compassion in the tiniest gesture that helped me see a way out of that devastating spiral of 

rage and terror that threatened to consume the world. I wanted to learn how to offer that too. So this ten 

year anniversary marks both a powerful, heart-breaking tragedy and a profoundly liberating, heart-opening 

connection. 

I hope you too have encountered people who have supported you in your deepest aspiration in these 

ways, or that you will as you open your minds and hearts to that possibility. 

Invitation to the path

If we heed this invitation, at some point we cross a threshold and we begin to practice with some 

dedication, drawn to the practice path and galvanized by the new world open to our explorations. At first 

we may be intermittent, unable to sustain a regular and consistent daily practice, but gradually we gain 

steadiness. Our intention becomes clearer. I began to sit regularly at AZC, and to take on more 

responsibilities and roles, because it seemed important to provide an opportunity for others to benefit 

from this practice, and because I was just so curious about it. And somehow, I was gaining more and 

more capacity to rest in the moment with some spaciousness and peace. 

Struggles at the start

Still there are difficulties. That person sitting next to you is breathing so loudly! Here come the garbage 

trucks, how can you concentrate on your meditation? And your boss, well, he is just impossible. You can’t 

stop thinking about what he said to you. Why are your thoughts so chaotic? Are you actually this crazy? 

The whole business is unsettling.

Maybe you even decide to undertake a sesshin or intensive, and struggle with the ups and downs of this 

test of your resolve. Fortunately, you are sitting with others, and by now you realize that they are your 

allies in this process. The teacher, too, becomes your ally and support, reminding you that discipline is 

simply recalling what you want. 

Exploring new worlds

I was already having regular practice discussion with my teachers; now I began to make room for regular 

sesshins—intensives—and classes to learn more about this whole world of Zen teachings. Maybe you 

have been drawn to explore these things too, in your own spiritual practice. They open new ways of 

seeing the world, hearten us, and bring more spaciousness in our everyday lives. 
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The words of the old masters serve as inspiration and encouragement. Even so, you think, they never 

had to deal with what I have on my plate every day. Can this practice really help with all that—being a 

single parent, working three jobs, going to school, finishing a big project, family “issues,” my own dread 

and anxiety? How can you believe in teachings first given 2,500 years ago in a country and a culture far, 

far away?

The mystery deepens

But Zen is not a matter of belief or faith; it is a relentless investigation. You begin to be serious about this 

practice in a new way: maybe you begin studying Zen texts, taking classes, using the teacher in a deeper 

way. You learn some of the temple roles and feel connected to this profound tradition. In time I became a 

doan, a kokyo, a tenzo, an Ino, a jisha, a shuso or head student, a monk. You discover the many ways that 

you belong with these people, this place, and this practice. That shift happened for me when I recognized 

that I was on a path toward priest ordination. This realization was filled with wonder for me. I had no idea 

what that meant, I couldn’t figure it out, and no one could tell me. 

But this might also happen any time that you recognize that you are preparing for some transformational 

change you don’t even understand. 

Obstacles and setbacks

Now the real ordeal begins. There are big changes taking place in your life, and managing the 

transformation taxes everything you have. The battle between your egoic conditioning and...your true life 

becomes intense. Sometimes you are not sure whether you are being brutally defeated or whether you 

are on the edge of a major breakthrough. At other times it is like trudging through an endless desert 

without a single landmark. 

 All you really know is that your world has been turned upside down, and the paradoxes of Zen are 

uncomfortably real, not just quaint, puzzling stories any more. Great doubt flattens you, and whispers 

constantly that you are wasting your time, that you don’t have what it takes, that this just isn’t working. 

Still, somehow, you sit, mute with stubborn determination. Maybe you too have been through a crisis of 

the spirit in this way. 

Clarifying the way

And even despite my own inadequacies and doubts, as I was sewing this robe, with each tiny stitch, I 

was chanting the traditional chant, namu kie butsu, which roughly translates as “Here I plunge my life into 

Buddha.” Throughout this entire process, Flint was my unflagging support and guide.

Then, at some point, you have, perhaps, an opening or kensho experience, where your boundaries 

dissolve, and you may experience radiant cosmic bliss, exquisite light and visions of inexpressible beauty, 

or pass through terrifying hell realms of total destruction and desolation, all projections of the mind. Body 

and mind drop off, and immediately, you see reality with utter clarity, the interdependence of everything 

in the universe, and your deepest wisdom begins to unfold itself. You might think, Now I have it!  But you 

are still only at the edge of the frontier—not at the end of practice, but at its true beginning. 
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Freshly energized, you no longer have to make yourself sit; the refreshing nourishment of practice is 

natural and free flowing. Inspired, you renew your efforts. You feel supported and connected with this 

community of practice. Sometimes you get discouraged, but you keep coming back. You can’t unknow 

what you have witnessed. 

Leaving home

Probably you have had transformational experiences like this at powerful moments in your lives, when 

you have a child, for example, or lose a parent, when you leave a job, fall in love, or move to a new city, 

and suddenly the entire world shifts. For me, ordination was a pivotal moment, in which my life was 

transformed from my own project, my personal agenda, my dreams and ambitions, into a public utility or 

resource, as I sometimes say, like a lake or a park. A vow runs through it, and Its domain is the liberation 

of the entire universe and all of its beings. 

All of this was possible because I was loved enough. Our teachers actually love us into being. 

At this point, you become committed to steady, ordinary mind practice, simple and at ease, but with a 

clear intention. Your resolve is steadfast and you sit like a green mountain. You have come to understand 

that this is a lifetime path that will end only with your last breath. 

You have truly been born into a another life. When I looked around that vast, horizonless new world, filled 

with luminous possibility, I discovered this remarkable teaching partnership with Flint at the heart of it, 

much to my amazement. It has been a dazzling miracle in my life.

Expressing the dharma

Six years ago, I turned my efforts and attention entirely to this sangha, to a pure reflection of Zen in this 

particular place and time. In addition to my on-campus teaching experience, for the past 23 years, I 

completed training programs in Hakomi, Internal Family Systems, Spiral Dynamics, Right Use of Power, 

and Appreciative Inquiry, in the service of my work here. In 2006 both Joko and Flint authorized me to 

teach, and a year later, Flint joined me here. Together with Flint, I have devoted myself to supporting the 

development of Appamada as an expression of all we have learned about the powerful effects of mindful, 

energetic care, and the profound capacity of every single person for enlightening activity, for waking up 

and growing up. That enlightening activity is continuously generated and renewed in our practice and in 

the improvisation of our relationships.  

Belonging everywhere

So on this path at some point, maybe unnoticed and maybe momentous, you simply pass through an 

unmarked doorway and your transformation is irrevocable. There is no going back, no concern with 

outcomes or attainment, no clinging to anything or anybody, only a life that unfolds in an utterly free and 

natural way. Although you will always have your conditioning, you can see through it and are no longer a 

prisoner of it. You have genuine intimacy with all that is. 
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Now, as your life continues to throw many circumstances and challenges at you on this path, you begin 

to recognize that you are meeting them entirely differently than you could have even imagined only a year 

or two ago. In fact, you greet each situation as a new opportunity for enlightening activity. 

Aspiration and vow

Your life becomes about the liberation of all beings in the context of everyday, ordinary living. Like a jazz 

musician, you can improvise in any key, in any situation, in ways that skillfully respond and collaborate 

with others to create even a bit more spaciousness, harmony, freedom, and kindness, moment by 

moment, measure by measure. I am still learning, still curious, still working at this frontier, and it is in the 

context of our intimate connection that I learn the most. 

This is a story of a journey, a kind of epic quest….But maybe you are content with Zen practice as a 

pleasant, peaceful interlude in a busy life, and that is perfectly fine too. There is truly nowhere to get to, 

nothing to attain that is apart from you in any way. We have returned precisely to where we started, in 

our own bodies, our own minds, our own hearts, our ordinary lives and the beings around us—to utter 

simplicity. 

At home in the cosmos

Yet just as our everyday lives are expanded by any journey, Zen practice and inquiry open us to the whole 

cosmos. We are no longer the prisoners of our own limited views and opinions, our own painful 

constraints of conditioning, our family history, our circumstances, our confusion, greed, and anger. We 

can meet the people in our lives, the world and all that it brings with open curiosity and wonder, a 

wonder that is not the naive ignorance of a child, but a wonder permeated with wisdom and clarity. 

I think that’s a pretty nice outcome for a practice in which you sit quite still and there is nothing to do or 

say. 

Here and now

So, returning to this present moment, now, and this beautiful place, with a clear, fresh mind, please know 

that I am humbled and keenly aware of my many limitations as a Zen student and teacher, the skillful 

means I have yet to cultivate. But I am heartened and consoled by my absolute conviction in your 

capacity to actualize your own enlightening activity in any situation, if only you are loved enough. 

Gratitude

For our Zen students: your care, sincere practice, and dedication to our work together have called me 

forth and formed me as a teacher: the teachings arise in our meeting.  For each of you, our encounters 

are rich and meaningful and inspiring  to me.  I thank you for your willingness and trust in sharing your 

practice path so intimately with me. 

I am very grateful to the sangha and the Board of Appamada—Joel Barna, Patty Olwell, Jason Still, and 

Liz Young, and Erin Curtis— for your ever-present support and encouragement. And I am profoundly 

grateful for those who have taught me and challenged me and supported me on this path, starting with 
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Suzuki Roshi and Joko, and also including many other wonderful teachers, some of whom I worked with 

directly, as well as those who touched me through their written words. 

Thank you Kosho, not only for your participation today, but for your friendship and the warm connections 

you’ve fostered between our sanghas. May this ceremony heal any remaining wounds of the past and 

affirm our shared aspiration in serving the dharma. 

Most of all I want to thank Flint, my luminous teacher, friend, teaching partner, and inspiration. Your 

mindful, clear care has permeated my life with such beauty and joy that it is inexpressible. These Zen 

teachings have passed through you truly warm hand to warm hand, open heart to open heart, boundless 

mind to boundless mind. Gazing out at the way that lies ahead, I am just so delighted that we are 

traveling this path and creating this fresh expression of Zen teaching and training together. 

Relational Zen and four noble truths

Generation after generation of scholars have studied the Buddha’s teachings without mastering them. 

Monks and priests have devoted their lives to following the Buddha’s path, without ever coming to the 

end of it. Yet a child, a farmer, an old man, a fish, or a bird effortlessly embody this priceless dharma. It is 

truly subtle, profound, difficult to comprehend—yet it is utterly simple and true. 

Dukkha

If you turn to look at someone next to you for just a moment, you may become aware of this actual 

presence right in front of you. Go ahead, find a partner and simply look. It’s Ok if there are three of you; 

everyone belongs. It may feel a bit awkward at first, but it’s OK; you are in good company. Allow yourself 

just to be aware of the light of aliveness in the person in front of you. And just suppose while you are 

looking, you realize that this person has experienced suffering, trouble, distress:  the accidents and 

illnesses of childhood, separation, shame, disappointment, loss of what is loved.  And further, there is 

more suffering ahead: pain, sickness, aging, loss, and death. Together with all of that, there is joy and 

contentment. Just to know that, fully, is to attune to that which is quivering and alive in each living being. 

To see this truth is noble. And also, to allow yourself to be truly seen in this way is noble. 

Samudaya

And as you are looking, you may deeply understand what arises in that person in response to pain, 

disappointment, and loss: the thirst or longing that this not be so. We can’t accept it, we struggle with it, 

we want it to be over and vanished from our lives. And even in happiness, there is a longing to make it 

last. This person in front of you has that thirst too, just as you do. To feel this truth and to know that 

others feel it in you, is noble, too. 

Nirodha

As you sit in silence, there, together, you can hold all of that knowing. Without trying to fix or help in any 

way, just sitting like this in silence together, you provide a container that is full not only of the pain and 

suffering and longing you see, but the connection and presence and care that makes it bearable. There is 

a light in it, like a friendly candle in a dark room. We can’t help anyone hold on to happiness, and we may 
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not be able to end their suffering. It may only be relieved through the impermanence that marks all of our 

experience. But our warm connection and care can hold it. To be able to contain all of this, and to allow 

yourself to be held in this compassionate way is also noble.

Marga

When you are able to see every living thing as just this, your life unfolds in a way the Buddha described 

as an 8-fold path, a path that is in accord with life as it is. Such a path expresses our intimate relationship 

with the world and a boundless life of connection, wisdom, and care. It may not be a life as we wish, or 

predict, or expect, or plan. Instead of clinging to your own perspective, your view will be in accord with 

life. Because of this, your intention will also accord with life. With this intention, your speech will be in 

accord with life, and so will your actions. Consequently, your livelihood will come into accord with life, so 

that your effort will be in accord with life. And ultimately, then, your mindfulness and concentration are in 

accord with life.  

We call such a path a noble way of living. And this is why we bow to each other, and to life as it is, just as 

you may bow to your partner now. 

Waking up and growing up with Buddha, dharma, and sangha

This is not rocket science. Illiterate peasants can embody it. Yet it is, truly, subtle, profound, and hard to 

comprehend. To study it takes a lifetime, yet it is practiced moment by moment, and it is still only what 

the Buddha called a “handful of leaves” in the whole forest of his understanding and his teachings. 

So finally, here we are, all together, fully energized and wide awake. Bodhisattvas, mahasattvas, please 

concentrate your hearts on me. I am looking forward to your questions. 

As Joko said, at last, “This too is wonder.” 
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