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Looking Out and Looking In

ehind a long row

of brown-robed

backs, a pane of
sunlight moves slowly
across the polished wood-
en floor, while dust motes
swirl in the beam of light.
It is an afternoon during
sesshin, and a deep si-
lence has enveloped the
zendo.

Sesshin has been un-
derway for a few days
and everyone is digging
in. The routines of the day
are well-established, and
there is nothing to impede
our practice. I'm on my
mat, facing into the zendo,
because my sesshin job is
to be a monitor.

When Taigen Roshi
tirst asked me if I would
serve as a monitor, I won-
dered what effect it would
have on my experience of
sesshin. The instructions
read out at the beginning
of every sesshin end with
the words: “Above all,
pay no attention to any-
thing or anyone, but re-
main firmly focused on

by Jim MacKinnon

your practice.” How could
I do that, when required to
remain alert to my sur-
roundings, and to be ready
to react when needed?
At first, I found it chal-

lenging to focus on prac-
tice while keeping track of

Monitoring is
practice, just as any
kind of work during

sesshin is practice.

a monitor’s responsibili-
ties. I would try to make
up for this by sitting
through breaks, and at
night, after the formal end
of the daily schedule. In
my mind, practice was one
thing, and monitoring was
another - and this other
thing was filled with mis-
takes. I would forget to
ring a bell, or omit an an-

nouncement, or strike clap-
pers at the wrong time.

There was a time when
gaffes like these would
have stuck with me, some-
times for days. I took ref-
uge in the advice we have
often heard: that by staying
in my hara and letting go
of pointless mental narra-
tion, I can dwell in the mo-
ment, deal with my errors,
and move on.

Gradually, over a num-
ber of sesshins, practice
and monitoring began to
merge. My supervisory
role showed me another
facet of letting go of an im-
age of myself, as “monitor”
or anything else. I discov-
ered that monitoring is
practice, just as any kind of
work during sesshin is
practice.

Monitoring includes
many tasks. If the kitchen
runs out of butternut
squash, a monitor calls the
sesshin shopper - someone
not in sesshin who has vol-
unteered to help with sup-
plies when needed. Win-
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dows need to be open or
closed, and heating or cool-
ing maintained at suitable
levels. During dokusan, a
monitor must keep an eye
on the dokusan line, an-
nounce when the next des-
ignated group may go, and
respond when Roshi needs
assistance. If a participant
has trouble remaining still
during rounds of sitting, or
rejoining the kinhin line,
the monitor leaves them a
note. If someone isn’t feel-

ing well, the monitor offers
help. And if someone miss-
es the wakeup bell, a mon-
itor must dash upstairs to
rouse them.

So many things, but
they are all practice.

This journey is ongoing.
I can still be clumsy and
forgetful at times - and not
just while monitoring! -
but Roshi and the other
monitors with whom I've
worked have invariably
been patient and support-

ive, as have my Sangha
brothers and sisters.

The pane of sunlight has
moved further across the
floor. It will soon be time
to slip off my mat and pre-
pare the Buddha Hall for
the afternoon chanting ser-
vice. I feel such joy and
gratitude for the oppor-
tunity to work in this way,
for the Sangha and for our
teacher, in this exact mo-
ment, with hands palm to
palm. &

Polishing the Sangha Jewel

by Marielle LeBlanc

ike others in the

Sangha, I've long

felt enriched by do-
ing volunteer work at the
Zen Centre. I enjoy fre-
quent attendance at morn-
ing sittings, and often stay
afterwards to work. This
brings out one of the ways
in which sitting meditation
intertwines with samu -
physical work, one of the
“outer”aspects of our prac-
tice. The mutual support
between inner and outer
practice applies to any
kind of volunteering, at
any time, at the Centre.

Roshi Kapleau used to

say that well maintained
altars and sangha spaces

offer us beautiful and pure
sensory experiences, which
naturally arouse our grati-
tude and inspiration for
practice. This insight en-
riches one of my regular
tasks: tending to the altars.
I dust the altars and Bud-
dha and bodhisattva fig-
ures, and feel an exchange
of energy between me and
what I am dusting. I clean
the incense pots with focus
and carefully tamp the
sand, both to restore an at-
tractive appearance and so
that incense sticks stand up
well. I trim the candles
with full attention so as to
leave the tops even and
smooth. I change the water

and grain offerings, and
feel as if I am practicing
meditation in motion. All
this work affords a special
intimacy with our inspir-
ing altar figures and their
offerings and accessories.
Sangha friends share the
altar work with me. Fran
Turner, for instance, per-
forms this responsibility on
alternate weeks, so this
feels like genuine - if re-
mote - teamwork. The
same is true of indoor
plant-watering, which I
share with Kyra Millan.
Care of the plants also in-
volves trimming them as
needed, and discarding
plants whose life has gone.
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In an important sense,
this resonates with our
caring for our sitting
practice as it matures and
as our needs change.

Tending to altars and
indoor plants is solitary
work. So are some jobs
outside, such as mowing
the lawns, watering the
grass and flower beds,
and clearing the snow in
winter.

Other jobs invite us to
work simultaneously.
This too is a marvelous
expression of our love of
Sangha, expressed in
these cases in the dance
of working with each
other harmoniously.

Gardening days, for
example, allow us to
share our energies while
in each others’ company.
So does preparing the
house for sesshin and for

our beautiful ceremonies,
and cleaning the house af-
ter Sunday sittings. At such
times, I feel immense grati-
tude for the synergistic ef-
forts of Centre members,
old and new, striving to-
gether to create and main-
tain an atmosphere of
shared inspiration and joy.
For me, the result is an am-
bience of depth and bright-
ness, and a kind of won-
derful mystery.

In these and other ways,
volunteering at the Centre
is extremely gratifying! It is
an expression of “the many
helping hands of Kan-
non,”and helps to open our
hearts to Buddha, Dharma,
and Sangha. Thus, our vol-
unteer work can greatly
enrich our presence at the
Centre - and the Presence,
so to speak, of the Centre
itself. &

A Zen Novice Comes to Work Practice

by Emily Tyhurst

he first job I am

asked to do is to

clean the wooden
stairs. I'm handed a
sheet of detailed instruc-
tions, at which I think:
my mother would love
this! Someone shows me
where to find a brush

and dustpan, rags and
wood-cleaner.

In spite of all the feet
passing up and down them,
the stairs are immaculate. I
sweep what I cannot see. I
spray where I am instructed
to spray. Look, I say to my-
self, a hair, a piece of dust!

There’s something here af-
ter all.

Another Sunday, I am
assigned bathroomes. I
smile and think: this is
good, I'm trusted with a
messy job. It occurs to me
that I could spin any job in
this way: get an easy job,
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be happy that it's easy; get
a messy job, be glad you've
been trusted with it. Then I
remember what Dogen
says: Do not think of good
or bad.

In my bedroom, while
sitting zazen, I notice that
dust is gathering along the
floor moulding. Another
occasion for work practice;
it has followed me home.

After one Sunday sit-
ting, I tell other sangha
members about the
lampshade I have been
working on. It’s picky, pa-
tient hand-sewing, with
fragile fabric, and it has
taken me a year to do.
Someone says: would you
consider sewing new cur-
tains for the library?

I love the idea, in theo-
ry. The library and its sun-

room are a glowing space
that have called to me ever
since I joined the sangha.
Someone tells a story about
Roshi Graef sitting on the
floor with a sewing ma-
chine, crafting an earlier
set of curtains from old
bedsheets. But for me,
eight curtains sounds like a
daunting task. I have no
experience making cur-
tains.

New shelves appear in
the storage closet for the
zendo cushions. I learn lat-
er that someone in the
sangha built them. Noth-
ing happens unless some-
one does it.

I finish my lampshade,
and think: if I can do that,
perhaps...The next Sun-
day, I put myself forward
to take on the curtains.

I attend my first sesshin.
My daily job is to clean the
dining room. In between
clouds of dusty thoughts
about sesshin itself, I occa-
sionally taste the tsh-tsh-
tsh of just sweeping. After
sesshin, when I'm gentle
and open, the curtains are
like this. Nothing but mov-
ing around a swath of fab-
ric, nothing but seams.

It turns out that the cur-
tains are too much for me
alone. My room just isn’t
big enough for the job.
Someone else comes for-
ward (Damien Keogh),
with a bigger room and a
talented pair of hands, and
we work in tandem. Quick-
er than I would have imag-
ined, eight curtains line the
sun-drenched, library sit-
ting-room.

I end this with a thank
you, to all those I know,
and those I don’t know,
whose hands have shaped
our practice spaces. I offer
thanks for the treasure of
sangha, which somehow
gets everything done. &
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Two Fall Ceremonies
by Jeff Irving

was fortunate to at-

tend the July sesshin

in Toronto, from
which two memories lin-
ger. Their persistence tells
me they still have some-
thing to teach me.

On the first morning, as
we began the fast kinhin, a
monitor called out “Close
the gaps!” encouraging us
to rouse our energies and
move together quickly
through the zendo and
Buddha Hall. Each day
started with this intention
to close the gaps between
us, as our practice together

unfolded.

At the first lunch, a
monitor reminded us to be
moderate, mindful, and to
not waste anything. “Leave
no traces!”

Close the gaps. Leave no
traces. The last bells of ses-
shin have rung, but its in-
fluence persists.

Since I was a boy, I have
always associated the fall
with new beginnings and
renewed energy. Fall is al-
so the season of the Hun-
gry Ghost and Jukai cere-
monies, two opportunities
to leverage this energy of

renewal, and to deepen our
practice.

The Hungry Ghost cere-
mony, conducted in late
October, centres on teach-
ings the Buddha gave to a
disciple whose mother had
fallen into a realm of end-
less craving. The Buddha
taught that she had pro-
duced this karma through
her own selfishness, and
showed the disciple how to
help her. The Hungry
Ghost ceremony shows us
how to offer this kind of
help, and to do so together.
With some reflection, we

FROM THE GAKI ZOSHI: SCROLL OF THE HUNGRY GHOSTS
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see that we too have ma-
turing to do, and unskillful
habit patterns to overcome.
One special feature of
this event is that it wel-
comes our friends and
family into the Centre to
participate. The ceremony
includes story-telling,
chanting and food offer-
ings. There’s also a ritual
releasing our personal
ghosts, of people no longer
with us, and of desires that
haunt us. We form a circle,
say a few words, and puri-
ty our heart-mind. Letting
go of those personal ghosts
is a step towards a healthi-
er way of living, with few-
er traces left in our wake.
And of course, Halloween
costumes are encouraged,
with treats for children and
those young at heart!
November is the time of
Jukai, a ceremony during

It's a ceremony
that’s both solemn
and joyous, with
many smiles at the
end, illuminating
the Buddha Hall.

which we formally take
refuge in the Three Jewels,
take the Precepts, and en-
ter the Buddha’s family.
Roshi guides us through
repentance for our unskill-
ful actions, commitment to
ethical behaviour, and ad-
herence to the way of the
Buddha. Each vow is re-
peated three times in
responsive recitation.
With each repetition, we

move from hearing the
words, to appreciating
their significance, to letting
them into our heart. We
become the vows, and
close the gap between our-
selves and the Way. It's a
ceremony that’s both sol-
emn and joyous, with
many smiles at the end,
illuminating the Buddha
Hall.

As with all major events
at the Centre, work days
are needed for set-up and
take-down. Participating in
these collective efforts is an
important commitment,
which further involves us
in the ceremonies. It's
amazing how everything
comes together, through
the work of many hands,
and then returns to its usu-
al state. Another expres-
sion of closing the gap and
leaving no traces. -

The Hungry Ghost ceremony takes place at the Toronto Zen Centre on October 26. Jukai will be

celebrated on November 16.

Other fall events at the Centre include:
World Peace ceremony on September 21;
Ceremony of gratitude on October 5;
Bodhidharma sesshin on October 17;

Finding Your Seat meetings on November 10

and December 1.
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Seeing the Buddha, Seeing Ourselves

Book review by Anne-Marie Burrus

A Zen Life of Buddha
by Rafe Martin
The Sumeru Press, 2022

If you have ever attended
one of Roshi Rafe Martin’s
Jataka Tales sesshins, his
tone of voice, subtle inflec-
tion, measured pacing and
judicious repetition will
spring from the pages of
this book into your ear. He
is the founding teacher of
Endless Path Zendo and a
former student of Roshi
Philip Kapleau, Roshi Rob-
ert Aitken and Roshi
Danan Henry, who gave
him his dharma transmis-
sion. Through the five sto-
ries in this book, Roshi
Martin aims to clarify the
role of the Buddha's life in
Zen practice.

Zen tells us that we are
Buddha, but also that we
must forget about Buddha.
This book doesn’t try to
resolve such mysteries.
Zen is “a teaching not de-
pendent on words or let-
ters,” writes Roshi Martin.
What his Zen life of the
Buddha offers are glimpses
of “what the core of Zen
practice is about,” and of
how to make it our own.

Roshi Martin divides the
Buddha’s life into five stag-

es: Birth, Leaving Home,
Enlightenment, Teaching,
and Parinirvana (Death).
He demonstrates how
these turning points are
equally milestones in our
own lives, weaving these
shared transitions together
with the golden thread of
the Buddha's teaching.

He tells of how the Bud-
dha was born into a rain of
blossoms and heavenly
ambrosia, and of how he
immediately “took seven
steps, lotus flowers open-
ing beneath his feet.” What
does this legend have to do
with us? It teaches that
each of us is a miracle. Our
practice is born the mo-
ment we place our faith in
Buddha, and is reborn with
each attentive moment as it
arises, just as it is, full of

potential.

When Prince Siddhartha
left the shelter of his palace
and encountered the suf-
ferings of his fellow beings,
he resolved to abandon his
home in search of answers
to his questions. We too
leave home, literally or
metaphorically, drawn or
driven, seeking what's true
or escaping what’s false.
As we practice we realize
that the path is our true
home.

Roshi Martin’s dramatic
account of the Buddha's
quest for enlightenment is
a version of a text he first
wrote in the 1970s, which
is read aloud at many Zen
centres as part of the Bud-
dha’s Enlightenment Cere-
mony. Roshi presents evoc-
ative images of the Bud-
dha’s struggles, failures
and wrong turns. These are
the same doubts and obsta-
cles we must face in our
own practice, if we want
“to uncover our original,
unblemished intimacy”
with life, death and the
universe.

After his enlightenment,
the Buddha puzzled over
how to teach his realiza-
tion. He determined that
he could show the way to
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the path, though each of us
must follow it alone. We
may never consciously take
on the role of teacher, but,
Roshi writes, “we come to
some understanding that
we express as our life.”

For the Buddha, we read,
death and parinirvana were
“a complete giving into the
actuality of realization.” For
us, exerting ourselves in
practice, and releasing what
we cling to, are forms of
gradual ego extinction or
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death. “Such dying is the
essence of fullest living,”
Roshi writes.

From the story of the
Buddha’s life, he writes, “no
philosophy” can be drawn.
But to those who can see, it
“offers living truth.”

A Zen Life of Buddha is
available from the Toronto
Zen Centre, and for those
outside of Toronto, from
Roshi Martin’s Canadian
publisher, sumeru-
books.com/. -
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BUDDHA AT KAMAKURA BY KAWASE HASUI
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