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R 
OSHI KAPLEAU INSIST-

ED THAT BUDDHA FIG-

URES are not statues, 
because statues are lifeless 
and Buddha figures are 
alive. That is, they are liv-
ing representations of your 
own pristine true nature. 
As we found on pilgrimag-
es to Japan, China, and In-
dia, some figures inspire 
awe and deep devotion. 
Thomas Merton, a famous 
Trappist monk who 
learned much from Bud-
dhism, felt that he had met 
with the Living Dharma-
kaya upon seeing the Pa-
rinirvana Buddha at Gal 
Vihara in Sri Lanka.  

As Roshi Graef says, 
figures of Buddhas and 
Bodhisattvas absorb the 
energy of all those who 
practice with devotion, 
and radiate it back to those 
who come later. It is one of 
the beautiful mysteries of 
Zen that we can learn to 
practice more deeply in 
the presence of these fig-
ures.  

The Toronto Zen Centre 

is fortunate to have several 
beautiful figures on our al-
tars. The one on our main 
altar is a Nepalese Buddha, 
which Roshi Kapleau and his 
wife Delancy brought back 
from India and installed in 
the zendo at the Rochester 
Zen Center. Years later, 
Rochester sent it to us, in ex-
change for a Burmese figure 
of ours. Those of us who had 
sat sesshin in Rochester were 

deeply grateful to re-
ceive the figure that had 
presided over our ef-
forts there.   

Roshi Kapleau would 
sometimes scour the To-
ronto shops when he 
came here, and would 
“liberate” the Buddhas 
he found, often talking 
the shop owners into 
practically donating 
them.  David Lampert 
purchased one such fig-
ure, another Burmese 
Buddha, and he often 
lends it to the Centre for 
our Spring Temple 
Night.   

The Manjusri figure 
in our zendo arrived af-
ter we renovated the 
current Toronto Zen 
Centre in 1987. It too 
was a gift from Roches-
ter, made soon after 
Roshi Kjolhede became 
the head teacher there. 
He knew that his old 
friend and Dharma 
brother, Zenson Gifford, 
who was our teacher at 
the time, felt a special 
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affinity for it, having 
spent time with it in 
Japan while studying 
with Tangen-Roshi at 
Bukokuji. (Sensei 
Gifford also helped de-
sign our zendo, with the 
altar in the middle of the 
room, as it is in most 
training halls in Japan.)  

Usually Manjusri is 
shown brandishing the 
sword of wisdom, which 
cuts through delusion 
and restores the unity of 
all things - unlike most 
swords, which cleave 
that which is whole in 
two. Our Manjusri figure 
illustrates that Zazen is 
in fact that sword, and is 
the most direct way of 
cutting though delu-
sion!  

On our Kannon altar 

we have one of the most 
beautiful Kanzeon Bodhi-
sattvas you will see any-
where. It was discovered 
in a shop in Toronto in 
the early 1970s by Bob 
Schrei and Marcia Smith, 
our “resident leaders” at 
the time. The figure origi-
nated in Japan about 250 
years ago. A curator from 
the Royal Ontario Muse-
um told us she originally 
held a lotus blossom in 
her hands, representing 
your true nature coming 
up through the swamp. 
Even without the flower, 
she holds that perfection 
right in front of us. 

The two large wooden 
figures in the Buddha 
Hall were donated by Sa-
man Far, a former TZC 
member, and were part 

of a group of three san-
dalwood Buddhas from 
China’s Fushan province. 
There is still a faint fra-
grance emanating from 
those figures, which re-
minds one of the inter-
penetration of our true 
nature and our delusions. 
This intermingling leads 
us in the right direction 
even if we are not con-
scious of it. 

Every culture that has 
embraced Buddhism has 
slightly altered the fea-
tures of their Buddhas to 
resemble the peoples of 
those lands. With Canada 
being thoroughly multi-
cultural, it feels totally 
appropriate to have fig-
ures from around the 
Buddhist world in our 
Centre.  

Buddha and the Elephant’s Trunk 
by Robert Everett-Green  

T 
HE MONTREAL MU-

SEUM OF FINE ARTS 
is currently exhibit-

ing a 19th-century met-
al Buddha figure from 
Laos. This is how the 
museum describes the 
piece: “In accordance 
with the canon of ideal-
ized representation for 
heroes and gods in 

Thailand, Burma and 
Laos, [this Buddha] was 
fashioned with an egg-
shaped head, a parrot-
like beak and a mango 
stone-shaped chin, in ad-
dition to arms tapered to 
resemble an elephant’s 
trunk. This almost ethe-
real figure still exudes 
spiritual potency and 

awe today.” 
We could probably all 

agree with the last state-
ment. The part about the 
creatures whose attrib-
utes flowed into the Bud-
dha's image might seem 
strange, though it testi-
fies to how closely the 
Buddhadharma was seen 
by the makers of this 
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figure to be integrated 
with all beings. 

Figures of Buddhas 
and Bodhisattvas tend 
to be highly stylized. 
The Montreal Museum's 
Buddha shares some 
qualities with the golden 
figure on our main altar, 
including a tapered 
chest and smooth body, 
with little or no muscu-
lar definition.  

There are many hand 
positions or mudras used 
in Buddhist statuary, 
and various interpreta-
tions of what they mean. 
The Montreal Buddha 
displays a dhyana or 
meditation mudra, with 
both hands in the lap, 
while our Buddha's 
right fingertips touch 
the ground. This is com-
monly understood to 
indicate the moment 
when the Buddha called 
the earth to witness his 
enlightenment. 

One of the large 
wooden figures flanking 
our main altar holds the 
right palm facing out-
wards, indicating peace 
and benevolence. The 
other figure holds the 
left hand up, palm out-
wards, with the thumb 
and index finger touch-
ing. This is a protective 

gesture, intended to ward 
off misfortune or negative 
thoughts. Both figures 
hold a round begging 
bowl in the lap, symboliz-
ing humility and grati-
tude. 

As Roshi Taigen Hen-
derson notes elsewhere in 
this issue, our Manjusri 
figure in the zendo is un-
common, in that he does 
not brandish a sword as is 
usually the case. Many 
Manjusri figures also por-
tray him riding a lion, in-
dicating the majesty of 
prajna wisdom. Our figure 
shows him sitting cross-
legged on a lion that curls 
itself into the shape of a 

meditation cushion – 
another reason why this 
is an inspiring image to 
have at the centre of our 
zendo. 

Six years ago, I 
bought a handsome teak 
Buddha figure in a shop 
on Queen Street West. 
It's about the size of our 
Manjusri, and I face it 
every day when I sit on 
my cushion at home. 
My Buddha holds the 
right hand at chest 
height, perpendicular 
with the body, with the 
thumb and forefinger 
touching. Only when I 
did a little research did I 
discover that this mudra 
symbolizes the Bud-
dha's discourse and 
teaching. Now, when I 
finish sitting and do 
prostrations before this 
figure, I think about the 
teachings, and about 
how they have changed 
my life. I bought the fig-
ure to help focus my za-
zen, and now find that it 
also teaches me daily 
lessons about gratitude. 

Do you have a Bud-
dha or Bodhisattva fig-
ure on your home altar? 
What does it impart to 
you, through its pres-
ence, or its symbolic 
shape and gestures?  



Coming to Practice 
by Joe M 

I 
 HAVE FELT AN AFFINITY for 
Eastern cultures for as 
long as I can remember. 

Growing up, I often admired 
the many items in my grand-
parents’ apartment which 
had been brought back from 
Shanghai, where my grand-
mother lived as a girl.  

This fondness for Eastern 
traditions remained with me 
through most of my teenage 
years, though it didn’t lead 
me to a spiritual practice. In-
stead, I tried to resolve my 
anxieties and lack of identity 
by experimenting with dif-
ferent interests and groups of 
friends. I experimented with 
drugs, which initially made 
me feel more content and 
connected with others, but 
which eventually became my 
sole preoccupation.    

My drug use intensified 
until, at age 19, I was obliged 
to join a 12-step program. 
This ordeal showed me the 
power of following a spiritu-
al practice. Through surren-
der, faith and serving others, 
my desire to use drugs was 
removed.  

I discovered Zen during 
this period, but only through 
books, chiefly by Alan Watts 
and Brad Warner. The con-
cepts discussed in these texts 

resonated deeply with me, 
though the idea of being a 
“Buddhist” seemed very 
esoteric. I did not seek out 
a Zen community.  

Almost a year into my 
sobriety, I wanted to be 
“normal” again, like other 
people my age.  I wanted 
to go to university and 
have fun. But being 
“normal” did not work for 
me. My social drinking led 
me back to regular drug 
use. At the age of 22, I 
again hit rock bottom. No 
part of me wanted to use 
drugs again, but I couldn’t 
stop.   

I returned to my 12-step 
program, which in many 
ways was even harder than 
the first time. I was deter-
mined to get better, and 
after a few months things 
started to improve. I began 
to get my life back togeth-
er, and was even planning 
to move to Japan to teach 
English.   

Then in February, 2011, 
my younger sister Michelle 
died in a car accident. Her 
sudden passing at the age 
of 19 made some things 
very clear to me.  One, that 
I needed to be there for my 
family and to serve others, 

that my life was no longer 
just about what I wanted to 
do. Two, that I could never 
use drugs or alcohol again. 
And three, that I needed to 
commit to a spiritual life.  

I visited a couple of other 
meditation centres before 
attending an April work-
shop at the Toronto Zen 
Centre. When I arrived, I 
felt a strong karmic connec-
tion, as if I had returned to 
a familiar place.  

In the beginning, practice 
was invigorating at times, 
but could also be difficult. 
My first sesshin, a seven-
day in Toronto in the fall of 
2011, was extremely chal-
lenging, physically and psy-
chologically. I wanted to 
leave, but pushed on thanks 
to Roshi’s support - and be-
cause I knew that if I left, I 
would not return to the 
Centre. By the end of the 
sesshin, I had learned that 
the impossible was possi-
ble. 

Two months later, I at-
tended Rohatshu sesshin in 
Vermont. The new zendo 
building had just been com-
pleted, and was filled with 
about 50 practitioners from 
all over the world, many of 
whom had been sitting 
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I 
N 1994, DURING A VISIT 
TO BODHGAYA, I asked 
an English Buddhist 

why he had come to In-
dia and become a monk. 
He smiled and said, 
“Because it was easier 
[than the alternative]!” 
Coming off a bout of dys-
entery, I couldn’t see any-
thing easy about giving 
everything up to practise 
in an Indian monastery. 
Being a lay Buddhist in 
Canada looked much 
more appealing. 

It was only after my 
daughter Zoe was born in 
2011 that I started to un-
derstand what that monk 
was talking about. Our 
much-wanted seven-
pound bundle of joy did a 
real number on my Zen 
practice.  

My sleep was constantly 
disrupted, and further de-
graded by undiagnosed 
sleep apnea. Taking my 
share of childcare meant 
missing weekday morning 
sittings at the Centre. I was 

commuting two and a half 
hours a day on transit to 
teach at a high school for at
-risk teens. Every moment 
was spoken for, and I was 
bone tired.  

Zoe needed supervision 
all day, every day, as well 
as pick-up from daycare, 
lessons and play dates. I 
stopped going to sesshin 
and the term-student pro-
gram. I started to under-
stand why someone might 
disappear from practice 
once they had kids.    

Zen and the Art of Parenting 
by Tim Marshall 

Tail of the Ox 

I felt a strong  

karmic  

connection,  

as if I had  

returned to a  

familiar place. 

longer than I had been 
alive. The depth of their 
practice sustained me, 
and made sesshin easier. 

The next spring, I be-
came a resident at the To-
ronto Zen Centre, and 
stayed for two years. This 
deepened my practice and 
helped me integrate it 
more fully with my daily 
life. I occasionally felt my 
old yearning to be 
“normal,” but knew from 
past experience that this 
wasn’t an option. It 
helped that I made some 
true Dharma friends, who 

still support my practice 
today. 

Fourteen years of prac-
tice have helped me build 
a good life, though at times 
that good life makes it dif-
ficult to come to the Cen-
tre. Without practice, how-
ever, I would have noth-
ing. It’s my life line, so no 
matter how busy things 
get, I always make time for 
sitting, ceremonies, doku-
san and sesshin.   

I remain eternally grate-
ful to my teacher and sang-
ha. I couldn’t do it without 
them.   
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It’s easy to be peaceful 
in a zendo, but how 
about when your two-
year-old has a fever for 
two days?  Or when she 
won’t eat what you made 
for dinner?  Or when she 
misses a nap and has a 
meltdown when friends 
visit?  Small children 
don’t think about their 
parents’ needs, they just 
want what they want - 
RIGHT NOW!   

Having a teacher and 
sangha to support me re-
ally helped. It was a relief 
to sit in our calm, quiet 
zendo on a Sunday, and 
to go to dokusan. I saw 
other members who had 
raised families of their 
own, and had found 
ways to make it work. I 
resolved to try harder. 

At home, I tried my 
best to bring my full at-
tention to the tasks at 
hand, whether changing 
diapers, reading books 
aloud or playing games. I 
gradually improved at 
balancing Zen, family, 
and work. After the first 
year, I was finally able to 
go back to sesshin.   

I now have a rotating 
“number one” system. At 
certain times, when cere-
monies or sesshin are at 
hand, Zen is number one. 

At other times, family or 
work is number one. I talk 
with Andrea and Zoe a lot 
when there are scheduling 
conflicts, and try to find a 
way to keep everyone 
happy.   

It usually works - ex-
cept during the Term Stu-
dent program. Last fall 
was particularly tough. 
One Thursday evening, 
when I was due to attend 
the mandatory term-
student meeting, Andrea 
was working, and Zoe 
needed to be driven to a 
dance class.  What to 
do?  Sometimes I felt like I 
was spread too thin, and 
doing everything badly.  

Overall, however, I 
think parenting is a great 
form of Zen training. Zoe 

is 13 now, and things at 
home are generally a lot 
easier.  

I’m grateful that I’m 
part of a sangha that em-
braces lay life. Zen prac-
tice isn’t easy, but it 
leads us from suffering 
to joy. Why delay joy? 
My answer is that if I 
had stopped my Zen 
training for the sake of 
parenting, I would have 
missed a golden oppor-
tunity to put practice in-
to action. That would 
have been a real waste.   

Training while being a 
dad has made all the dif-
ference to me, and 
whether she knows it yet 
or not, Zoe has benefited 
from it too.   



selfless way of protecting 
others. The war ended be-
fore he could perform his 
fatal mission.  

After a period in a bru-
tal Soviet prisoner of war 
camp, he learned that his 
own country had been the 
aggressor, and was filled 
with despair. He began a 
deep questioning of the 
meaning of life and death, 
and vowed to do whatever 
he could to honour those 
young men who did not 
survive the war. 

He attended his first ses-
shin with a Buddhist nun 
who was a student of 
Daiun Sogaku Harada 

Roshi (1871-1961). “The 
zazen of even a beginner,” 
he writes, “manifests the 
whole essential nature.” At 
a 1947 meeting with Daiun 
Harada Roshi at Hosshin-
ji,  he vowed to realize his 
true nature and threw him-
self into practice.  

“You must give your 
all,” he writes. “Holding 
on to nothing, you must 
become your practice.” 

Tangen Roshi received 
Dharma transmission at 
age twenty-seven, and 
three years later became 
abbot of Bukkoku-ji, a 
small temple on the out-
skirts of a fishing town. 
There, he taught students 
from all over the world, for 
almost sixty years.  

The twenty-four dharma 
talks included in this book 
are breath-taking in their 
power, and full of heart. “I 
am always saying one 
thing and one thing only,” 
he writes. “There is…just 
this one great matter of life 
and death.”  

His teachings spur on 
beginning students and 
those who are longer in 
their practice, reminding 
us that the source of our 
anguish is separation.  

Throw Yourself into the 
House of Buddha: The 
Life and Zen Teachings 
of Tangen Harada Roshi, 
by Tangen Harada, trans-
lated by Belenda Attaway 
Yamakawa, edited by 
Kogen Czarnik, afterword 
by Bodhin Kjolhede. 
Shambala Publications, 
2023. 

~ 

THE AUTHOR OF THIS BOOK 
is the same Tangen Roshi 
(1924-2018) who drove 
Philip Kapleau Roshi to 
exert himself to the limit 
at sesshin in Japan, as re-
counted in the latter’s 
Three Pillars of Zen. Two 
remarkable men, two in-
spiring examples of dedi-
cation to practice. 

Tangen Roshi’s mother 
was perhaps his first 
teacher in compassion, 
who selflessly refused 
treatment for stomach 
cancer while he was 
growing in her womb. As 
a teenager, he vowed to 
become a chair for all be-
ings, unknowingly echo-
ing the Way of the Bodhi-
sattva. During World War 
II, he trained to become a 
kamikaze pilot, imagining 
that this too would be a 

You Must Give Your All 
book review by Fran Turner 
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Dip up water— 

   the moon lies in your hands; 

Touch a flower— 

   the fragrance fills your robes. 

 
~A Zen Forest 

“We are at war with 
what is,” he writes. With 
our practice, we can be 
“reborn to the world as it 
is.” 

Although the Dharma 
leaps through these pages, 
compelling and inspiring, 
Tangen Roshi warns against 
looking for answers in a 
text. Repeatedly he reminds 
students, “The only thing 
demanded of you is your 
noble urgency.” His own 
noble urgency echoes.  

“Practice what can not be 
practiced, endure what can 
not be endured,” he writes. 
“It is not only for our own 
small liberation; it is for the 
liberation of all beings.” 

We may feel that the 
world is clamouring for our 
attention, and stoking our 
anxieties, but for Tangen 
Roshi “this world is one 
that demands patience.” In 

fact, “the whole world is prac-
ticing perfect patience.” The 
pillar stands straight and 
holds up the roof, the flower 
blooms for anyone who hap-
pens to look at it. Roshi en-
courages us to give thanks for 
the Earth.  

Tangen Roshi’s humour, 
gentleness and generosity 
shine through in the Gratitude 
of a Cockroach chapter, in 
which a cockroach accompa-
nies him on his travels and 
expresses thanks to him on 
returning home. Each chapter 
of this book is coupled with 
one of Roshi’s beautiful callig-
raphies. 

There is a temptation to de-
vour this amazing and power-
ful book all at once. Better to 
savour these teachings, one 
profound chapter at a time.  

“Just do your practice with 
joy and confidence.” Take this 
one noble step.  
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