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Thursday Practice  

—An Experiment 

We’ve just come through a strong practice period, with more events and opportunities for 

practice than we’ve ever attempted in the past.  Nomon Tim Burnett, at the invitation of 

Zoketsu Norman Fisher, wholeheartedly took on the formal role of shuso, or head monk, 

and everyone in the sangha participated in the practice period in the way that was right for 

them.  Tim has transcribed the Shuso Question and Answer Ceremony (hosenshiki) that 

took place on March 7, at the conclusion of practice period, and juxtaposed that transcrip-

tion with his thoughts on what it meant to be shuso.  Read it slowly, and you will have a 

sense of what it was like to be there, even if you weren’t able to attend that day.  Deborah 

Poe has contributed a poem that grew out of her participation in Tim’s Heart Sutra class.   

At the same time we look forward to Samish Island and our annual sesshin there.  Chris 

Burkhart has contributed a poem that speaks to the feeling of that place—a beautiful, 

natural environment where you come in touch with water, weather, rocks, eagles, and her-

ons—and come home to your cushion to find yourself.    

Looking Back/   

Looking Forward 
 

Practice Period  / 

Heading into Spring 

Our next Sangha Retreat will be on Saturday, May 15,  from 5 pm to 8 pm at the Dharma 

Hall.  This will be the second time we have had one of these gatherings, and as we evolve, 

so have our thoughts about how to structure a short retreat that is enjoyable and helpful 

to everyone.  We are hoping that an evening get-together will fit more easily into every-

one’s busy schedule than our original idea of day-long Sangha Retreats.    

 

The idea of Sangha Retreats is to provide a place where group members can gather a few 

times a year outside of Thursday night practice to share, socialize, practice, and talk about 

what concerns us as a group.  The May meeting will have a workshop section devoted to 

forms practices:  zendo procedure, bowing, chanting, bell ringing, timekeeping, etc.  Those 

attending will have the opportunity to learn new skills or sharpen old ones.   

  

The evening will begin with a potluck meal, flow into workshop activities, and finish with a 

report from the Leadership Council and group discussion.  Anyone can bring topics, ideas, 

or concerns they want to discuss.  So come and learn the difference between shashu and 

gassho bows or learn to invite the bell the speak.  Come for the training, the discussion, or 

just for friendship and a great potluck dinner! 

We’re doing a two-month trial of a new schedule for Thursday nights (see details on page 

two).  We hope these changes will help us deepen our practice and also provide a more 

predictable format for Thursday night practice.  We hope to see you soon at a Thursday 

night, and we value your feedback about this schedule change.  Please give your thoughts 

to any Leadership Council member, or come to the the Sangha Evening Retreat on May 15 

and share your ideas there. 

Sangha Evening  

Retreat 
 

Saturday,  

May 15, 2004 

5 pm—8 pm 

 

Bellingham Dharma Hall 

What’s New at the Zendo? 



Thursday Practice—New Monthly Schedule April  

4/10 

 

4/19—4/24  

 

 

 

4/24 

 

4/30 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4/30—5/2 

Day retreat cancelled. 

 

Spring Retreat at Mar de Jade, Chacala, Mexico 

Zoketsu Norman Fischer.  Five-day retreat in a 

tropical setting. 

 

Leadership Council meeting.  3-5 pm. 

 

Workshop in Vancouver, B.C. 

Aging, Dying, Caring   Workshop with Zoketsu 

Norman Fischer.  9:30 am—3:30 pm.   

 

Spring Week-end Retreat In Vancouver, B.C.  

Peace in the World, Peace in the Heart 

Zoketsu Norman Fischer will lead this week-end 

retreat.  Retreat begins on Friday, 4/30 at 7pm 

and ends on Sunday 5/2 at 5pm.   

To register or for more information contact reg-

istrar, Michele Long at 604-253-4894 or email 

MountainRainZen@Yahoo.ca. 

 

May  

5/1—5/2 

 

 

5/15 

 

 

 

 

5/26 

Spring Week-end Retreat In Vancouver, B.C. 

concludes. 

 

Sangha Evening Retreat.  Saturday, 5 pm—8 

pm at the Bellingham Dharma Hall.  Potluck 

dinner, forms training, and meeting.  A new 

format for our Sangha Retreats. 

 

Leadership Council meeting.  7-9 pm. 

 

June  

6/6-6/12 Samish Island Sesshin 

Our annual week-long summer retreat with 

Zoketsu Norman Fischer.  Retreat begins on 

Sunday, June 6, at 4 pm and ends on Saturday, 

June 12, at noon.  For more information, see 

the enclosed registration flyer, or contact the 

registrar.  Email registrar@bellinghamzen.org or 

phone Chris Burkhart at 360-312-1094. 

July  

7/10 

 

7/15 

Sangha Potluck Picnic.  Saturday, 12:00-5:00.   

 

Summer Newsletter submission deadline. 

September  

9/10—9/12 Hiking Retreat.  Friday through Sunday.  Details 

to come. 

First Thursday—Zen Work Period (Samu) 

 7:00 Zazen / 7:30 Kinhin /  7:40 Zazen 

 8:10 Service 

 8:30 Work period 

 9:00 Closing 

 

Working quietly together in the spirit of meditation, we  fulfill our 

commitment to the Dharma Hall by cleaning the space, taking 

care of sangha jobs, and bringing the stillness of zazen into the 

busy work of activity. 

 

 

Second Thursday—Dharma Talk  

 7:00 Zazen / 7:30 Kinhin / 7:40 Zazen 

 8:10 Dharma Talk  and discussion 

 9:00 Refuges 

 

A formal dharma talk given by our resident priest, Nomon Tim 

Burnett, or a visiting speaker with authorization to give Dharma 

talks. 

 

 

Third Thursday—Bodhisattva Precepts Ceremony 

Full Moon Ceremony (Futatsu) 

 7:00 Zazen / 7:30 Kinhin / 7:40  Zazen 

 8:10 Precepts Ceremony 

 9:00 Closing 

 

The Bodhisattva Precepts Ceremony is an ancient ceremony in 

which we renew our intention to live ethically with kindness and 

regard for all beings.  It is a deep ceremony of return. 

 

 

Fourth Thursday—Student Talk  

 7:00 Zazen / 7:30 Kinhin / 7:40 Zazen 

 8:10 Service 

 8:20 Tea 

 8:30 Student Talk / tea and discussion 

 9:00 Closing 

 

Students are encouraged to prepare a short talk on their practice, 

which may be linked to a reading, followed by discussion.  If you 

are not sure if this is appropriate for you, please speak with Tim or 

any Leadership Council member. 

 

 

Fifth Thursday—Focus on Zazen 

 7:00 Zazen / 7:30 Kinhin / 7:40 Zazen 

 8:10 Kinhin / 8:20 Zazen 

 9:10 Service 

 

On those months with a 5th Thursday, we spend the 

whole evening deeply immersed in silent meditation prac-

tice.  A whole retreat in one evening! 
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LONG DAY ON THE WATER 

(written after a nice long paddle) 

 

I went out with my kayak 

feeling competent and strong 

ready for the miles ahead. 

 

But then, I noticed I was full of sorrow, 

so I gave it to the clouds, 

their view is higher and loftier than mine. 

 

And I gave my passion and love 

to the cool clear depth and the currents 

they are more transparent and deep. 

 

And I gave my wanderlust 

to the geese overhead 

who consistently wander more then I. 

 

I gave my roots 

to the rocks on the shore 

who are more stationary than I. 

 

I gave my arrogance to the gulls 

who dance the winds 

without effort. 

 

My loneliness 

I handed to a loon, 

whose cry echoed my soul. 

 

 

 
 

 

My hunger and greed 

I gave to the eagle, who 

while looking noble, steals most of his food. 

 

The hunting song that was brewing in my head 

I gifted to the heron, standing in the shallows 

for he seemed out of luck. 

 

Attachment I offered to the void 

begging "please take it." 

Exchange for detachment was rejected, too. 

 

My competence and strength 

I forgot 

in the rhythm of the miles. 

 

The ending (written after a long day at work): 

 

But when I got home, the clouds and the depth, 

and the geese sat on my front porch, drinking. 

The eagle, gull, heron and loon were arguing 

over a piece of dead fish while the rock just sat 

there. They all handed back the crap I had tried 

to palm off on them ... but the heron gave me a 

wink before he flew away. He must have liked 

hunting songs. 

 

   - Chris Burkhart 

From Sunday, June 6 through Saturday, June 12, we will engage in the important practice 

of sesshin together—six days of practice, breath by breath, allowing our hearts and minds 

to settle into the present moment of life. 

The Japanese word sesshin means to gather the heart, or to gather the mind.  Six days of 

zazen sounds difficult, and there can be moments of strong emotion—positive and nega-

tive.  But little by little, we learn that we can trust the practice to take care of us.  We gradu-

ally lighten up a little and see thoughts as just thoughts, emotions as just emotions.  We 

start to realize the mind that is soft and fluid—our difficulties and ideas become like clouds 

in the sky.  Real after a fashion, but also just passing through. 

We have wonderful vegetarian meals together, Zoketsu gives a talk every morning, we 

have dokusan (private interviews) with Norman, and there are several breaks daily.   

A priest ordination ceremony (tokudo) for Rick Spencer and Kelly Margulies Dennison will 

be held at the Samish Island Camp on the last evening of our summer sesshin. The cere-

mony will start at 7 pm on Friday, June 11, in the zendo. Guests are welcome to arrive any 

time after 6 pm. For more information please contact the ordainees or the Retreat Man-

ager, Tim Burnett.  

Samish Island 
 

Zoketsu Norman Fischer 

 

Six Day Retreat 

June 6—June 12, 2004 
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Walk the beach 

Fly a kite 

Eat 

Learn to kayak 

Play in the sand 

Eat 

Throw a frisbee 

Talk 

Eat 

Breathe ... 

      And just hang out  

Our guiding teacher, Zoketsu Norman Fischer, has given Nomon Tim Burnett permission to 

accept dana (donations) from sangha members for his teaching and other activities on be-

half of the sangha.  In our tradition, teachings are given freely and dana—a Sanskrit word 

meaning generosity—reflects the value of the teachings to the person making the dona-

tion.  To keep the amount of dana and the identity of the donor anonymous, anyone wish-

ing to make a donation to Tim may give checks, written to "Bellingham Zen Practice Group" 

with "Tim Dana" on the memo or cash contributions to our treasurer John Keith or our book-

keeper Les Ishimoto. At retreats the registrar, Chris Burkhart, will collect dana. Direct de-

posit to Tim's dana account at the Whatcom Educational Credit Union is also possible—see 

Les for details. 

Directions to Connie’s House 

4014 Saltspring Drive, Ferndale (Sandy Point) 

360-380-4112 

 

From I-5 take exit 260 – Slater Road. 

Go west on Slater for 7.6 miles. 

Stay on Slater as it winds downhill and curves 

south to become Beach Drive then Sucia Drive.  

Stay on the arterial (these are curves, rather than 

turns onto new roads) – this section .4 mile. 

Stay on Sucia Drive for 1 mile.  

  

Turn left onto Thetis.  In one block Thetis comes to 

a T with Saltspring.  Turn right onto Saltspring.  

Continue for 2 miles.  4014 Saltspring will be on 

your left, a grey house with white trim.   

 

Please carpool as there isn’t curbside parking 

available.  If the yard at 4014 is full, look for a sign 

re-directing you to a neighboring house where you 

can park.  

Saturday, July 10, 2004 

12:00—5:00 

RSVP to Connie Martin 

Please let me know  

 *If you are coming, and with how many people  

 *What you are bringing 

 

360-380-4112 or cssmartin@bellinghamzen.org 

Everyone Is Welcome! 

Nomon Tim Burnett, having completed his training as shuso, has been encouraged by 

Zoketsu Norman Fischer to offer practice discussion. Practice discussion is a private meet-

ing with Tim to discuss your practice and anything related to doing the practice. Much like 

dokusan, which we offer with teachers at retreats, practice discussion is an opportunity to 

enter into heart-felt dialog about our life as practitioners. When space is available, practice 

discussion with Tim will be offered during zazen at regular Zen Group retreats, including 

Thursday nights, or it can be scheduled individually with Tim. Please contact Tim directly 

with any questions. Email tim@bellinghamzen.org  or phone 360-647-2363. 

Practice  

Discussion with  

Nomon  

Tim Burnett  

Dana for  

Nomon  

Tim Burnett 

Other News  

Sangha Potluck Picnic!   4 



Ding, step step step, clack, step step step. The procession slowly makes its way into 
the Bellingham Dharma Hall. First the Ino, the leader of the meditation hall, carrying 
the bell, then the teacher with his ceremonial horse tail fly, then his attendant holding 
a lit stick of incense, then the shuso ï the head student of the practice period ï  fol-

lowed by his attendant, and finally a priest brings up the rear clacking the clackers in 
time.  
 
The Hall is full of people ï the thirty or so people who just completed a three -day ses-
shin (meditation retreat), ten or so other regular sitters with the Bellingham Zen Prac-
tice Group, and twenty more friends and relations of the shuso. Everyone waits quietly 
as the procession wends its way into the Hall.  

 
This ceremony marks an ending and also a beginning, a turning point, for the shuso 
and for the sangha. It is the conclusion of a six -week practice intensive and the ending 
of the shusoôs training period. It was a strong practice period with three extra zazen 

meetings each week, a four -week class taught by the shuso, an opening sesshin in 
Vancouver, and a closing sesshin in Bellingham.  

 
I had the honor of being the shuso, or head student, in Bellingham for this practice period. 

It was the first time we had used this powerful form from the Zen monastic tradition.  

 

In Japanese Zen, being shuso is an ordination step ï an empowerment ï for priests. Being 

shuso is stepping forward into the public eye of the Zen world. The emerging meaning in 

American Zen is two-fold. The student passing through the shuso gate is empowered as a 

dharma leader and given some additional responsibilities. And the sangha that is able to 

support and host the shusoôs practice is itself ennobled. Performing a strong practice pe-

riod with a shuso helps the sangha itself grow and mature. American Zen also recognizes 

the deep practice of committed lay people, and non-priests can also serve as shuso. 

 

When Norman asked me to be shuso he told me that the shuso sets the tone of the practice 

period, and that the shusoôs practice during the practice period is enabled, co-created, by 

the strong field of practice generated by the sangha. 

 
The procession reaches the altar, and with formal bows, the teacher and the shuso 
take their seats on raised platforms on either side of the altar. They sit in zazen facing 

the assembly, the shuso holding a special fan. The Heart Sutra is announced and 
chanted slowly, appropriate given that the shusoôs studies and lectures have focused 
on the Heart Sutra during this practice period. Then the shusoôs assistant rises and for-
mally approaches the teacher to request the Gateless Gate Koan Collection, which he 
carries carefully back to the shuso.  

 
Being shuso is practicing in the center. You sit in the center of the sangha and in the cen-

ter of your whole life of practice as you enter into each activity. The shusoôs schedule is 

demanding, I had to keep up a steady effort. This included attending all of the practice 

events and much study and preparation for the class on the Heart Sutra. 

 

It also included semi-formal meetings with other students to have tea and discuss our 

practice together. These meetings gave me great pleasure ï a privilege indeed to be al-

lowed into someone elseôs life to talk about zazen, our lives, our sangha, our kids, or 

whatever seemed important. To have a conversation supported by the deep feeling of the 

practice period. 

 
At the conclusion of the Heart Sutra, the shuso receives the Gateless Gate Koan Collec-
tion, unwraps the cloth covering and reads loud and clear the case selected by the 

teacher: case 19, ñEvery day mind is the way.ò A central case for the teacher, Zoketsu 
Norman Fischer, and for this sangha as we work to bring the heart of deep, complete 
practice into fruition in the middle of busy lives as lay people.  

Being Shuso  

 

Nomon  

Tim Burnett 
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The Dalai Lama writes in his wonderful book about the Heart Sutra that true practice al-

ways involves difficulty, challenges and some suffering as we work with our afflicted 

minds. In this practice period I struggled much with how to respond to the suffering and 

troubles of others. The practice period creates a container for us to work with, to react to, 

and to push against. Sometimes that facilitates great depth and commitment, such as for 

one student living in Vancouver who decided to drive down every week for the Heart Su-

tra classes. Other times that strong container is overwhelming and difficult, and some stu-

dents hardly made it to the zendo at all. How to support those who felt so overwhelmed by 

their lives? How to help those who were seeing the practice period as just another chore? I 

did my best to study my own reactiveness to this ï how much of wanting everyone to at-

tend all of the events was for my own self-aggrandizement? ï but mostly I practiced pa-

tience and humility, trying to forgive myself, and to forgive others, trying to really remem-

ber and understand that the depth of our lives is something much greater than any of these 

concerns. 

 
The shuso rises now and for the first time approaches the teacher. Returning the Gate-
less Gate, he prepares to receive the dharma staff from the teacher. The shuso and the 
teacher bow to each other, and the shuso turns to bow to the sangha ï thanking them 
for their support and encouragement  At last the shuso receives the staff ï a long and 
heavy staff rough -hewn from a cedar branch ï and carries it held aloft back to his seat. 
Sitting down with the help of his assistant he prepares to raise the dharma in a formal 

question and answer ceremony with the sangha.  

 
When we started the Bellingham Zen Practice Group in 1991, I had no goals or vision in 

mind other than a little support with sitting. I knew that I was unlikely to keep up the regu-

lar practice I had done at Green Gulch or the Santa Cruz Zendo while living in a new town 

with few friends and no other Zen students.  

 
I never envisioned the group having a visiting guiding teacher, or holding large retreats. I 

never imagined ordaining as a priest. I never thought of being able to give dharma talks 

and meet with people privately in practice discussion, as I am empowered to do now that I 

have been shuso. And I never imagined that a weekly sitting group could be such an agent 

for deep change in the lives of everyone involved in the sangha. I thought at the beginning 

that our sitting group might help to introduce people to the practice, but that they would 

have to go to a large center to experience the ñreal thing.ò I am amazed and so grateful that 

we have created the ñreal thingò right here in Bellingham. 

 
As the shuso sits facing the assembly, still holding the staff aloft horizontally over his 

head, his assistant, long - time practitioner Bob Penny, turns to deliver a poem inviting 
the shuso to speak.  
 
ñThis cedar branch from a dark windy forest, 
Within the bark the light of true nature is revealed.  

Living staff bloodline strikes pure heartwood.  
Now let us hear the shuso.ò 
 
The shuso then recites the traditional opening lines and the questions can begin:  
 
 ñThis is the Dharma staff five feet long; once a black snake on Vulture Peak, it became 
an Udambara flower.  At Shao -Lin temple it burst into the five petals of Zen.  Some-

times it is a dragon swallowing heaven and earth, sometimes a vajra sword bestowing 
life and death.  I now hold this staff. Although I am just a mosquito biting an iron bull, I 

canôt seem to let it go.  Dragons and elephants!  Let us call forth the Dharma! Please 
give me your questions.ò 

 

6 



I barely remember most of the period of question and answers. Somehow the mutual 

strength of our practice allowed the usual ñmeò to get out of the way. Somehow the inde-

scribable vast and empty reality, that we are each of us a focus point for, was able to 

manifest using my voice. I am not sure if itôs even right to say that ñI saidò any of these 

answers. I just did my best to show up for the ceremony and let it happen. Sometimes I 

am able to do this, sometimes not. This time everything flowed. The momentum and 

strength of the practice period and all of our years of practicing together was made mani-

fest in these few minutes. 

 
The questions begin, the shuso now holding the staff in one hand vertically, ready to 
strike a walnut block on the floor with a great thump. After each question the staff is 

struck, a strong punctuation at the end of each exchange.  
 

Student: Where nothing can be found outside of affinity and relationship, and each 
step of the path is taken alone, how does fidelity guide our way?  
Shuso: Iôll walk with you.  
 

The questions were asked by participants in this final meditation retreat and also those 

who participated in the practice period at whatever level suited them. Norman had asked 

everyone to speak as clearly as they could from the heart, saying that everyone has a 

question, and that the question can emerge through zazen practice. I shared my own ex-

periences of powerful performance anxiety asking questions in ceremonies like this. I 

said, ñDonôt worry about it. Try not preparing a question. Just open your mouth and a 

question will be there.ò And the questions were there ï deep, heartfelt questions that cut 

deeply to the root of our lives practicing together. 

 
Student: During zazen I feel rooted and solid, during kinhin I feel shaky and unstable. 
How do I maintain my concentration during kinhin?  
Shuso: When youôre dong kinhin, please feel shaky and unstable. 

 
Student: In Buddhism we talk about mindfulness and about training the mind, and Iôm 
taking care of someone who is losing what we think of as her mind. What is the mind 
and why should we pay so much attention to training it when we are going to lose it 
anyway?  
Shuso: Just take care of your mom, thatôs all you have to do. 
 

Student: How can the wayseeking mind be roused?  
Shuso: (mimes suddenly striking the staff)  
 
Student: You spoke of practice in the meditation hall, and you spoke of practice at 2 

am computer programming. If there is no difference, what is practice?  
Shuso: Practice is just living your life through and through, no holding back.  

 
Student: Tim, in our practice do the forms hold and contain the heart, or does the 
heart hold and contain the forms?  
Shuso: Our heart is so big, no forms can hold it, though we need the forms to hold 
our heart.  
 
Student: Is suffering grace?  

Shuso: When you really let yourself feel, there is no difference between suffering and 
grace.  

 
Student: You spoke of allowing the Buddha to slide these questions into our heart -
mind, a kind of giving up of control, how far do you want to take that?  

Shuso: Whatôs on your mind? (pauses,  student doesnôt speak)  Are we done? 
Student: Weôre done. 

Shuso: Good.  
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Student: In our values statement it says we should consider others before ourselves. 
Since we aspire to help all beings, why discriminate?  
Shuso: Because weôre caught and we need a ladder to climb up. (student shakes head 
in dissatisfaction)  Say more!  

Student: If we truly are one with all beings discrimination is unnecessary.  
Shuso: Then why do you come to the zendo?  
Student: To practice that.  
Shuso: Please continue.  
 
Student: Why do you practice?  
Shuso: It seems to be the way before me and I donôt know how else to go. 

Student: How do you practice?  
Shuso: Just responding as best I can and making mistakes.  
 

Student: Shuso, you said we only have one chance, so when my chance is up and I 
meet my death, and if no trace is no trace, then why do you speak of reincarnations if  
there some thread?  

Shuso: Did I say that?  
Student: You referred to Bodhisattvas being reincarnated as if there is a thread of 
that Bodhisattva through many lives.  
Shuso: Whatôs important for us is what are we going to do tomorrow morning. 

 
Student: How do we open our heart and keep our hearts open to those who do great 

harm and cause great suffering to others?  
Shuso: Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of compassion:  one of the ways sheôs de-
picted is she has very kind, gentle heads facing forward. But in case she needs them, 
she also has fierce, strong, outgoing heads on the other side. So please turn your 
head in the right way.  
 

Student: What is the relationship between truth and love?  

Shuso: (long pause) Theyôre the same thing! 
 
Student: In such a dark age, will this really be enough?  
Shuso: Even if it is not enough we still have to do it.  
 
Student: Whatôs so great about Buddhism? 

Shuso: Buddhism stinks!  
Student: Then why do it?  
Shuso: Well, what else do we have to do?  
 
Student: How do I find true acceptance when my son looks at my and signs, ñWhy 
Nathaniel not talk?ò 
Shuso: You have to really cry with him.  

 
Student: How can I stop struggling and just relax and open.  
Shuso: Hmé Keep breathingé thatôs pretty good! 
 
Student: With a Buddha and a Buddha, with you and your family, and me and my 
family, where is the Dharma?  
Shuso: At the site of the car crash, the Dharma is there.  

 
Student: Tim, what is death?  
Shuso: I donôt know.  Do we need to know? 
Student: I donôt know. 
Shuso: Letôs continue practicing together with that question, until we die. 
 

Student: Tim, this weekend one of my practices has been trying not to expect some-

thing to happen. Not waiting. Not expecting that Norman will walk in to open the Hall. 
Not expecting that they will start eating  lunch.  Are you expecting me to ask a ques-
tion?  And if so are you expecting to respond to it?  
Shuso: Iôm expecting to practice with the real you, may I do that? 
Student: Yes. Thank you.  
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Shuso: Good!  
Student: How can I let go of myself?  
Shuso: When we are practicing and the idea, ñhow can I let go of myselfò arises, please 
let go of that idea.  That is extra.  You really donôt need it.  

 
Student: Shuso!  
Shuso: Hi! (ñyesò in Japanese) 
Student: Advice please!  
Shuso: No way! (laughs)  
Student: How can I be a monk in the world?  
Shuso: Who told you you arenôt? 

 
Student: What are words and speech used for?  
Shuso: Telling each other we love each other.  

 
Student: Weôve been practicing for centuries to save all sentient beings from suffering,  
yet thereôs still suffering. Why do we not conclude that this isnôt working? 

Shuso: Weôre trying to deepen our patience practice.  (pause) Are you satisfied with 
that?  
Student:  Thank you.  
Shuso: Good, I got off easy!  
 
Student: Shuso! Heat and cold seem to figure prominently in our lives, our practice in 
this space. When nothing remains where will we find our true selves?  

Shuso: When the window is left open and the radiator is turned off, your true self is 
there. When the window is closed and the radiator is just right, your true self is there. 
(pause) You have more to say?  
Student: What if the power goes out?  
Shuso: Our vow is to practice no matter what, regardless of conditions.  

 
Student: Tim, what are thoughts?  

Shuso: Just little ripples on the surface that we think are tidal waves.  
 
Student: Shuso, Suzuki Roshi said that in just doing the practice of sitting our own true 
nature will be revealed. What is your own true nature?  
Shuso: Sometimes itôs a tree blowing gently in the wind, in the misty rain. Sometimes 
itôs an angry child. Depends on which day you ask me. 

Student: This day?  
Shuso: An Eagle! Soaring high with your help.  
 
Janet Martinson (Timôs wife): Shuso, what is generosity in practice? 
Shuso: Itôs not going to the retreat. Or itôs going to the retreat and really practicing and 
remembering who Iôm practicing for. 

 

Student: Shuso, without any hindrance, no fear, no fears exist. So what is there to be 
afraid of?  
Shuso: Thereôs nothing to be afraid of. 
Student: Youôre sure? 
Shuso: Yes.  
 
Student: When I sit zazen and even when I donôt sit zazen, my mind wonôt stop bother-

ing me. Why is this?  
Shuso: Your mind bothering you is zazen, please enter into that Dharma gate fully.  

 
Student: Shuso, Iôm one of those people that worries a lot about sesshin, I want to do 
a good job, I want everyone to have a good experience, I want to remember all of the 
details. I wish I could be more relaxed ï what do you suggest?  

Shuso: When desire, such as the desire to be relaxed arises, let it go.  

Student: I donôt want to. 
Shuso: We have an extended course! Iôll sign you up. 
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Ryuzen Robby Pellet: (slaps the floor loudly and shouts Timôs dharma name) Nomon!  
(Shuso doesnôt respond)  Nomon? 
Shuso: Is somebody calling?  

Ryuzen: I wonder who it is?  
Shuso: Only a Buddha and a Buddha can call.  
 
With the questions over, the shuso makes a final impromptu statement:  
 
ñHolding ourselves together as best we can faced by such joy, such suffering, we hold 
hands as we walk up the path. Thank you for walking with me, I hope we can continue.ò 

 
And the traditional closing statement:  
 

ñThrough the support of the lineage, and the teacher, and all of you, I have been shuso. 
I deeply appreciate your support.  But I am not worthy of it. My mistakes cover heaven 
and earth. Thereôs nowhere left for me to stand. If my words or actions  have misled 

you, please wash out your ears with the clear, pure silence of the Dharma, found within 
all sound, inside and outside. Please continue your practice, and I will continue mine.  
Let us practice together for the rest of this life and for times to come. Thank you very 
much.ò 

 
At my lay ordination in 1993, Norman gave me the name No-mon Do-an: Responding 

Gate, Peace and Harmony. Little by little over the years since, that has been my practice: 

just trying to respond. Responding to changing conditions in my life, in the sangha, in my 

family. Responding to the people I have the privilege to practice with. And as I respond, 

always trying to open ï like an old garden gate. Sometimes I need a little oil ï squeak! ï 

sometimes the gate just slides open of its own accord. This ceremony was a wonderful op-

portunity to practice response. I am humbled and honored by the sanghaôs questions and 

the sanghaôs trust. 

 
The shuso rises and returns the staff to the teacher, formally ending his tenure as 

shuso. With bows exchanged again between teacher and shuso and between the shuso 
and the sangha, the shuso returns to his seat and receives beautiful words of congratu-
lation from senior sangha members and finally these words from his teacher, Zoketsu 
Norman Fischer:  
 
ñThe sky is cloudy. The night is dark and cold. By ones and twos, and in little clumps, 
some people come ï chilly, frightened ï and stand before the temple gate, which is 

closed and locked. They stand there hoping and praying. And then they get busy with 
crowbars and chisels and hammers and saws. They work at it for a long time. Then they 

give up and just stand there together, hand in hand.  
 
ñAnd then, for no reason, other than the fact that the time is ripe, the gate responds 
and slowly falls open.  

 
ñThis has been a beautiful, beautiful ceremony, I feel like retiring and spending the rest 
of my time on the beach.ò 
 
Tim interjects: ñI already gave you the staff back!ò 
 

Norman continues: ñOkay, a little bit longer weôll go on.ò  

10 



Deconstruction 

 

Zen through the pores 

   the heart 

 

to explain how things get to words,  

a mangling 

 

   ( a  pile of white bones) 

 

    

 

It can't be obtained with words; it can't be obtained without words 

 or 

Without words, without silence 

 

  Empty of -isness1 

    emptiness 

 

 

    origin beyond understanding 

a lectern made of clouds 

vibrating electrons on the edge of wood 

    

we 

of the impermanence 

 

Oh emptiness, 

    and suffering 

     

the transparence of body language 

    

 

empty and connected  

   or empty because connected 

 

 

The sense organs dispossessed 
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A special thanks to people who contrib-

uted to the newsletter for the first time—

Chris Burkhart and Deborah Poe for 

sharing their poetry—and Laura Trippi for 

her interest and editorial help with the 

shuso article.   

   - Connie Martin 


