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I 
N LATE OCTOBER, I and 
several other Toronto 
and Vermont Zen Cen-

tre members had the good 
fortune to travel to Casa 
Zen in Costa Rica for a 
momentous and moving 
ceremony: Shinsanshiki 
(Mountain Seat Ceremo-
ny), the installation of Bo-
dhi Murillo Rodríguez as 
the Casa’s new teacher. 

Casa Zen is part of the 
Triple Sangha, which at 
one time was all under the 
guidance of Roshi 
Sunyana Graef. As she 
mentioned during her 
farewells, Casa Zen was 
where she first began 
teaching, in 1988. 

In the days leading up 
to the ceremony, there 
were many rehearsals, and 
I wanted my small part to 
be perfect. Roshi Graef re-
minded us that mistakes 
were normal, and nothing 
we did would invalidate 
the ceremony. The rehears-
als were enlivened by the 
perennial humour of Zen 
students. At one point 
Roshi Graef banged her 

shakujo staff on the floor and 
Sensei Murillo jumped back, 
as if to save his toes from be-
ing crushed. 

Those rehearsal days were 
also a wonderful opportunity 
to spend time with Dharma 
brothers and sisters. It felt 
like an extended family reun-
ion, in a family full of love, 
good cheer and kindness. 

The ceremony itself took 
place in three parts. On the 
first day, Roshi Graef 
“descended the mountain,” 
leading a small group of 
priests and disciples from her 
quarters into the Bodhisattva 
Garden – a tiny gem bursting 

with orchids, palms and 
Reine de la Noche – and 
following its kinhin path 
into the temple. In the 
zendo, she offered incense 
and ascended the Moun-
tain Seat, a platform in 
front of the altar that sym-
bolized the teacher’s posi-
tion and evoked the moun-
tain monasteries of China 
and Japan. 

Facing the assembly of 
over 120 Zen students and 
guests, she spoke of Roshi 
Philip Kapleau’s deep con-
nection with Casa Zen, 
which he founded in 1974, 
and how grateful and in-
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spired she felt when she 
succeeded him there. A 
teacher must “raise up 

one or more seedlings,” she 

said, quoting Zen Master 
Hakuin, to ensure that the 
Dharma continues. She 
was confident that Sensei 
Murillo, an ordained 
priest who had served as 
Sangha leader for many 
years, would fill his new 
position well. 

We chanted the Prajna 
Paramita, and then mem-
bers of Casa Zen ex-
pressed their gratitude to 
Roshi Graef. Though I 
speak almost no Spanish, 
I understood their heart-
felt words on a deeper 
level, and shed tears as 
they spoke. 

That evening, in the 

private ceremony of Dhar-
ma Transmission, Roshi 
Graef presented Sensei 
Murillo with a gray teach-
ing rakusu, a hossu 
(ceremonial whisk), and 
kotsus (wooden scepters). 
He also received a docu-
ment attesting to his au-
thority to teach the Dhar-
ma in the lineage of Roshi 
Kapleau. 

On the second day, 
Sensei Murillo made his 
ascent. With Roshi Graef, 
Roshi Taigen Henderson 
and Roshi Mitra Bishop of 
Mountain Gate Zen Cen-
tre, he processed through 
the grounds and into the 
temple, followed by or-
dained and lay priests and 
senior students. At each of 
the three Kannon altars in 

the entryway, Sensei Muril-
lo, assisted by his brother 
and long-time sangha mem-
ber Alvaro, offered incense 
and recited poems he had 
written to the figures. In the 
zendo, he paid homage to 
Shakyamuni Buddha, Bo-
dhidharma, and the ances-
tors of our lineage, includ-
ing his first teacher, Roshi 
Kapleau.  

Sensei Murillo then with-
drew to replace his blue 
priest’s robe with his new 
teacher’s robe. When he re-
turned to the zendo, the 
Sangha presented him with 
his new teaching kesa 
(ceremonial over-robe). We 
could all feel the transfor-
mation taking place within 
him as he draped it over his 
left shoulder, secured it 
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around his body, and as-
cended the Mountain Seat. 
He offered incense and a 
prayer for world peace, 
and spoke of his gratitude 
to all his Zen ancestors and 
to past and present mem-
bers of Casa Zen.  

Senior and recent mem-
bers then approached the 
Mountain Seat and bowed 
to Sensei, expressing in si-
lence their desire for him 
to become the Sangha’s 
resident teacher, and to 
announce his teachings. 
Roshi Graef, taking the 
role of Manjusri Bodhisatt-
va, launched a Mondo 
(question and answer cere-
mony), by calling out: 
“Dragons and elephants in 
the assembly, reveal the 
Dharma!” Sangha mem-
bers quickly posed ques-

tions to the new teacher. 
When asked, “Do you go 
up the mountain or does 
the mountain come down 
to you?” he answered 
from the hara: “No me, no 
mountain!” He preached a 
brief summary of his 
teachings, and Roshi 
Graef, striking her staff on 
the floor, said “Clearly 
observe! The Dharma of 
the king of Dharma is just 
this!” 

I had the feeling of be-
ing transported back a 
millennium, into Zen’s 
rich history. How many 
thousands of teachers 
have transmitted the 
Dharma to their heirs? 
What fortunate karma, 
that we are the beneficiar-
ies of this unbroken line 
of compassion, wisdom 

and service! 
I also felt a deep sense 

of gratitude for my own 
teacher, Roshi Henderson. 
I was just three years into 
practice at the time of his 
Shinsanshiki, and didn’t 
fully appreciate the import 
of what was happening. I 
see now how important it 
is to have the guidance of 
a committed and qualified 
teacher, every day.  

I’m grateful to Roshi 
Graef for her selfless past 
service as teacher in To-
ronto and at Casa Zen. We 
should all bow to her heirs 
who are willing, as Zen 
Master Mumon says, to 
put on the iron yoke. We 
are plowing new ground 
in the West. Let’s lean into 
the work together!  

The Gift of Metta 
by Kyra Millan 

W 
HEN I BEGAN MEDI-

TATING four years 
ago, my two teenag-

ers were surprisingly re-
sistant to my new routine. 
Their suspicions grew 
when I joined the sangha. 
To help them see I hadn’t 
fallen off the shallow end 
into a “new-age, mid-life 
crisis,” as my first-born 
put it, I signed all three of 

us up for the Metta Bha-
vana course at TZC. I told 
them it would help us cul-
tivate loving kindness and 
goodwill toward our-
selves and others, and 
promised them a dinner 
out if they completed the 
course.  

This was during the 
pandemic, so we did the 
course remotely, first-

timers all. In week two, 
we were asked to send 
metta to someone we 
looked up to: a benefac-
tor, teacher or mentor. I 
am synthesthetic, mean-
ing that I see colours 
when I hear sounds or 
feel energy. My elder 
daughter began offering 
metta to me, and the 
room became filled with a 



pink vibrational cloud. I 
was taken by how strong 
this image was.   

At the end of the ses-
sion, both kids lay on the 
floor, boneless, giddy, and 
relaxed.  The course trans-
formed them and their un-
derstanding of why I re-
spected my teacher, and 
why I was practising medi-
tation.   

Practising metta for my-
self was thankfully not 
hard, and I enjoyed send-
ing metta to people I cared 
about. It was trickier to di-
rect metta to those who 
had irritated or harmed 
me. For a week I sent met-
ta to a very grouchy, rude 
neighbour, and a few 
weeks later, we had our 
first conversation. I saw a 
new aspect of him, and 
had a sense of the loneli-
ness that made him so 
prickly, and saw myself in 
that prickliness. Something 
had shifted to allow a sof-
tening and a connection 
between us. 

Sharing metta practice 
with others was powerful. 
A friend of mine, who 
grew up in an abusive 
household, began sobbing 
while uttering metta to 
herself. She now loves it, 
using it every day in the 
pool as she swims lengths. 
My first-born, now 20 and 

a post-partum doula, still 
practises, and offers metta 
to all of her baby clients. 

Over time, through met-
ta practice, I have discov-
ered a quiet but profound 
shift: a deepening compas-
sion for the quirks and 
compulsions of others, 
matched by a gentler un-
derstanding of my own. In 
learning to accept and to 
forgive myself, I have 
found it easier to extend 
that same grace to the 
world around me.   

This had a huge effect 
on my zazen. I became 
more patient with my men-
tal patterning. Narratives, 
labels, and hard beliefs be-
gan to peel away. I became 
more aware of the lenses 
through which we all see 
ourselves and the world; 
the hurts and needs we 
cling to, the stories we 
cloak ourselves in. I felt my 
heart’s capacity begin to 
grow. 

My synesthesia contin-
ued to reflect my experi-
ence of loving kindness. I 
often feel something shim-
mering behind me, passing 
into the unknown towards 
others.   

I frequently perform 
metta while waiting. The 
wait becomes immaterial, 
I’m reminded that we are 
all just being, and I can be 

patient and compassionate 
as I sit.  

One night, after some 
terrible event had been in 
the news, I was in a concert 
hall, waiting for the perfor-
mance to begin. I closed my 
eyes and began offering 
metta to everyone around 
me, and like fireflies light-
ing up the forest floor, I 
could feel metta coming 
from four distinct areas of 
the theatre. We sat together 
in that silent resonance for 
ten minutes before the con-
cert began.   

Metta is a tangible, trans-
formative offering, best 
done in as pure and empty 
a way possible, without ex-
pectation or thought about 
outcome. It has given me a 
sense of connection, in-
creased my compassion for 
myself and others, and re-
minded me again and again 
of the importance of zazen.    
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I 
 HAVE BEEN PRACTICING 
at the Toronto Zen Cen-
tre for many years now, 

and over time our ceremo-
nies have become some of 
the most meaningful parts 
of my path. I try to attend 
every one, because each 
touches a different aspect 
of life and transforms me 
in its own way. They bring 
vibrancy to my practice 
and keep me connected to 
what truly matters. 

At the end of October, 
we celebrated the annual 
Hungry Ghost ceremony. 
For me, this ritual is about 
expanding compassion 
toward the realm of hun-
gry ghosts, where there is 
so much pain and striving. 

It is also deeply healing, as 
it invites us to acknowledge 
our own hungry ghosts and 
release them into the fire, 
with the resolve to let go 
and do better. 

Family and friends are 
welcome to join in this cere-
mony. This year, my hus-
band Andrew came with 
me. Seeing him participate 
brought me so much joy. In 
a small but meaningful way, 
it allowed us to share the 
beauty of Zen practice with-
in our partnership. Partici-
pating in the ceremony to-
gether felt like a way we can 
continue to grow together. I 
feel very grateful for that. 

Of all of our ceremonies, 
the celebration of the New 

Year holds a special place in 
my heart. For me, it is the 
most natural and powerful 
way to let go of the past and 
step into the year ahead.  

We prepare for it by 
cleaning the temple and our 
homes, to create space for a 
fresh start. That simple act 
of cleaning together also 
clears something within me. 

The evening itself begins 
with reflection on the inten-
tions and changes we hope 
to cultivate in the coming 
year. This fills me with a 
sense of possibility and di-
rection. Then comes the re-
pentance ceremony, a time 
to acknowledge mistakes, 
ask forgiveness, and renew 
my commitment to living 
with greater awareness.   

Then we drive out de-
mons with chanting and 
noise, roving through the 
entire house. It’s an energet-
ic, joyful way of sweeping 
away lingering shadows, 
both around us and within 
us. This part of the ceremo-
ny reminds me to face my 
own inner demons honestly, 
and to recommit to trans-
forming my life and discov-
ering my true nature. 

The evening continues 
with Jukai, the ceremony of 
receiving the precepts. In 

Straight Into My Being 
by Mihaela Poca 
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also obliged to attend a 
weekly evening meeting 
where we talk about our 
challenges and whether 
we’ve been successful in 
keeping our commitments. 

During the pandemic, 
physical attendance at the 
Centre wasn’t possible. By 
the time I joined the 2024 
Term Student Program, 
Roshi Taigen Henderson 
had decided we needed to 
re-establish the habit of 
working together in per-
son. He insisted that any-
one at all close to the Cen-
tre attend sittings and the 
weekly meeting at the Cen-
tre. This sounded like a lot 
for someone living a few 
hours away, and it was. 
But I knew it was an op-
portunity I couldn’t miss. 
What I came to realize later 

is that just like chanting, 
cleaning or yard work at 
the centre, commuting 
offers its own opportuni-
ties to be present in the 
moment. 

Sometimes this practice 
is just zazen as most at 
the Centre would recog-
nize it. Though not the 
rarefied atmosphere of 
the zendo, the quiet zone 
on the GO Train is reason-
ably conducive to sitting. 
I would put on my head-
phones, open Insight Tim-
er (a meditation app) on 
my phone to time the 
round, and sit for 20 to 60 
minutes.  

Another option was 
chanting. For this, I 
would open the chant app 
I built a few years ago 
and silently repeat one or 

I 
 WAS HEADING BACK TO 
HAMILTON from the Zen 
Centre one Tuesday 

evening last fall, on the 
Lakeshore West GO train. 
Nearly six hours earlier, I 
had left, gotten off at Exhi-
bition station, and made it 
just in time for the 6:45 pm 
sitting. It would be after 10 
by the time I get home. All 
told, it was an awful lot of 
travel just for three rounds 
of zazen. Why do it? 

This was during the 
Term Student Program, 
when we pledge to increase 
our level of practice beyond 
what we would do normal-
ly. This means not only well 
over an hour of daily zazen, 
but also increased commit-
ments like daily chanting 
and coming to ceremonies 
and work periods. We’re 

Zen on the GO 
by Will Lachance 

that exchange, we formally 
dedicate ourselves to the 
Buddhist path, choosing 
again to live with sincerity, 
compassion, and aware-
ness. Finally, the New 
Year’s prayer is read, filling 
me with hope and spa-
ciousness. It reminds me 
that growth is always possi-
ble, and that kindness, in-

clusion, and care are the 
way forward. 

For me, there is no better 
way to begin the year than 
by joining the New Year’s 
Ceremony with my Sangha. 
It sets the tone for the year, 
with a spirit of clarity, com-
passion, and renewal that 
continues long after the cer-
emony ends. 

I feel deeply grateful to 
have found such a prac-
tice and to share in these 
traditions. Every ceremo-
ny enriches my spiritual 
life in a profound way. 
They do not simply touch 
my mind, but go straight 
into my being.  
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more of the chants done at 
the Zen Centre. This is how 
I memorized many chants, 
including the Dai Hi Shin 
Dharani. I’m now working 
on the Ancestral Line, and I 
think I’m close. 

Or I would just work. 
I’m a software engineer at a 
clean energy company. Vid-
eo calls are out of the ques-
tion on a train, but pro-
gramming or writing de-
sign documents aren’t. As 
with the work we do at the 
Centre, the way is to enter 
into it fully. Even decipher-
ing a poorly written and 
formatted Microsoft Word 
document can be practice. 

At times I drove a rented 
Communauto to the Cen-
tre, usually with Mihaela 
Poca, another Hamilton-
based Term Student. I 
would just focus on the 
driving, to arrive safely. On 
other occasions, when we 
were car-less, TZC member 
Gunda Chapman would 
drive us to or from the 
Oakville GO station. This 
helped reduce a two-hour 
commute to an hour and a 
half, and for her assistance 
I am immensely grateful. 

Reflecting back more 
than a year later, the main 
lesson from that bout of in-
tense commuting was that 

Tail of the Ox 

moving back and forth be-
tween two cities to practice 
Zen was more than just a 
hassle. The time spent cre-
ated opportunities for prac-
tice that I would not have 
had otherwise. While my 
commuting now is not 
quite on the same level as 
during that Term Student 
Program, I usually manage 
to come to the Centre at 
least once a week, some-
times even more often. I 
don’t plan on stopping. 
Many more Tuesday night 
rides on the Lakeshore 
West train await.  

Coming to Sesshin 
by Roshi Taigen Henderson 

I 
N THE EARLY DAYS OF 
PRACTICE at the Toronto 
Zen Centre, in the 1970s, 

the only opportunities for 
extended practice were all-
day sittings, or an occasional 
two-day sitting. These were 
rather grueling affairs. We 
would begin zazen at 8:00 
am, doing long, 35-minute 
rounds and short, five-
minute kinhins.  

After two hours there 
would be a taped teisho, 
which often lasted more 
than an hour. Then we sat 

zazen for two more hours, 
with a half hour lunch 
break, until the chanting 
service at 4:00 pm.  

The main difficulties with 
these sittings were that we 
were all new to the practice, 
and that there was no doku-
san or private instruction. 
Without guidance, our 
group of rank beginners ex-
perienced huge ups and 
downs during full-day sit-
tings. We learned a lot, but 
the group joriki, the special 
energy that arises during a 

well-run sesshin, was 
never  available, and so 
our practice floundered. 

When I finally man-
aged to attend sesshin at 
the Rochester Zen Cen-
tre, led by Roshi Philip 
Kapleau, the bad habits I 
had developed during 
two desperate years of 
struggle in Toronto en-
sured that this first prop-
er sesshin of my experi-
ence was also a grind. By 
the end of a subsequent 
five-day sesshin in Roch-
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ester, however, the group 
joriki that welled up gave 
me an experience of deeper 
practice that until then I had 
only dreamed of. That expe-
rience taught me that I need-
ed to keep going no matter 
what.  

Like most Zen practition-
ers in the West, we in Toron-
to have learned a lot since 
those early days. We know 
how to regulate the sesshin 
schedule, so practitioners 
can get the most out of the 
day without being over-
whelmed. We take care to 
make the experience availa-
ble to people of different 
abilities and requirements, 
whether they need a chair, 
bench or upright tan seat to 
do zazen. We encourage 
people to know and have 
faith that if they put them-
selves wholeheartedly into 
their sesshin practice, they 
can experience a taste of 
samadhi. 

That moment of insight 
teaches one the true gift of 
zazen, and it usually comes 
only during sesshin. All of us 
working together generate 
joriki, which by the last days 
and hours lifts us out of our-
selves. This spiritual energy 
has the transformative power 
that we are all looking for. It 
grants us the ability and de-
sire to plumb the depths of 
our True Nature, and to dis-
cover for ourselves the deep 
truth of the Dharma that has 
been handed down to us by 
an unbroken line of teachers 
extending back to Shakya-
muni Buddha himself. 

No one ever told me that 
they regretted coming to ses-
shin. This form of intense 
group practice is truly a gift 
from the Buddhas and Bo-
dhisattvas. You should avail 
yourselves of this incredible 
opportunity as often as 
possible.   

SMILING FACES, BODHIDHARMA SESSHIN, OCTOBER 2025 


