
Suzuki Roshi
Questions and Answers 

(continued from Fall 1991 issue) 

SR: Do you have some other questions? 

Q: You mentioned some practice that we 
could do daily besides zazen which might 
help us. 

SR: Although I said that, right now I 
would like to put emphasis on emotional 
activity rather than thinking mind. But it 
does not mean thinking mind is bad. It 
too is important. In our daily life it will 
help us to know this point. But actually 
the best way is to practice Zen and to have 
this kind of naturalness which can be ex
tended to your everyday life, your usual 
activities. That is more what we try to do. 

Q: The difficulty seems to be that I use my 
thinking mind to rid myself of the influ
ence it has on my thinking mind. 

SR: I think that knowing this kind of thing 
doesn't help much. Even though you know it, even though you have a lot of 
money in the bank, it doesn't help so much. When you actually use it, it will 
be a great help, but just to know something about it, this kind of teaching or 
explanation, is not much help actually. So, the best thing is to have actual 
practice to control your thinking mind, and just to use your thinking mind 
when it is necessary. Just to know this kind of thing is not enough. The only 
way to do it is to have the actual power to do it. And to obtain this kind of 
power we practice zazen. 

That is why, when you practice zazen, you must have strong determination 
or confidence in your practice. The way you practice zazen should not be 
like reading some book to find out something good, or being fascinated by 
some beautiful experience. This is very shallow and shows a lack of deter-

35 



mination. So, when you practice zazen, you must have strong confidence: 
'Whatever happens to me, I will not stop my zazen." You should be willing 
to die in your practice, that kind of attitude is necessary. It is not just to think 
something or to find out something. 

Q: There are many types of work we can do. We can do work which is just 
physical, however it is very tiring. And all these different kinds of work en
tail different considerations. Lately I've been giving it quite a bit of consider
ation and sometimes I don't really know what kind of work would be most 
beneficial for a frame of mind which would be good for zazen. I wanted to 
ask you if there are certain kinds of work or employment that should be 
avoided and certain kinds that are more beneficial. 

SR: Yes, it is of course better to choose your work. But I think there will be 
two kinds of work. One is physical work without using your mind so much 
and the other is the opposite, like office work or calculating. This kind of 
work is mental work during which you cannot practice koan study. You 
cannot practice koan study when you are counting something. But if it is 
just physical work, you can do it. I classified it in this way, but most work is 
not purely mental or physical-maybe a mixture of both. I think the best 
way is to be concentrated on what you are doing. That is how we apply our 
practice in our everyday life. Maybe most work is more mental than physi
cal. Don't you think so? 

Q: I think it must be better for us if it is more physical than mental. 

SR: I don't know which is better. Physical work is difficult and you will be 
very tired, physically tired. If you are too tired I don't think you can practice 
zazen after your work. So, even though you practice zazen it will not help 
you immediately. Little by little you will gain some power, but it will not 
help you like drinking some honey. When I cough if I take some water it 
helps a lot; zazen will not help so immediately. But what you gain in zazen 
will not go away; that is the advantage of our practice. Our practice makes 
our mind clear and makes our physical and emotional activity natural and 
strong, and your character will also be more like this, more natural. You will 
give your good feeling to others. This is also important; when you give your 
good feeling to others, at the same time you will have good feeling too. Do 
you agree with that? 

Q: What is the place of love and devotion in our practice? 

SR: Both love and devotion are very important, but love and d evotion 
should be defined. We do not believe in some label, love and devotion, or 
some beautiful words. That is just a paper picture. We are not so interested 
in just a picture; what it means is more important. Love or devotion is some
thing which can be recognized by others so they can respond with confi-
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dence. Even though you say, "I love you," "I love our practice," or "Oh, 
thank you," it doesn't mean much. So again naturalness is important. Some
thing that comes from the source of your hara is more important than some 
idea or some beautiful words. 

Q: For about the last hundred years, in western culture, the idea has 
emerged that we are civilized. Sigmund Freud said that the repression of 
many instincts, such as anger, may lead to more problems. U you allow the 
complete freedom of animal instincts you have chaos, but if you repress 
them too much people become unhappy and destroy themselves in other 
ways. How would Zen Buddhism look upon that problem and how would 
it resolve that? Freud could not see any resolution. 

SR: I couldn't clearly follow you, but as for Zen, our way is not like "this" or 
" that." We don' t like to say, "This is Zen" or, "That is Zen." "This is true 
way, that is not." Tonight I have no time to explain it, but we have some for
mula to avoid going to extremes, and to have always right judgment about 
things that you see, about what you do, or about what you want to do. 
There is some way, not teachings, but some way to observe things more ef
fectively and more clearly, and to know what is wrong with your activity, 
w hat you did or what you want to do. So, usually, I am sorry to say, when 
you ask questions you want to know exactly what is Zen, but we don' t want 
to say what is Zen because something which is said will create problems. 

Q: My question wasn't, "What is Zen." It's more, just, how to live? Maybe it 
would be simpler if I give an example. If I am angry at something and con
tinuously repress my anger it may be bad for me, for my life and for my 
practice. If I express it, I get rid of it but I may hurt som ebody else. So what 
am I going to do? 

SR: I think it's more harmless to express it than to repress it, but at the time 
you must know what anger is. Actually we cannot be angry with anything, 
you know. When you are angry with something you should at the same 
time understand something about yourself. To show, ''I am so foolish," you 
should be angry. Not to stop someone from doing something but to show 
your foolishness you should be angry. "Oh, I am sorry, I must be angry!" 
Then it will be a help to you and to others also. At that time you are free 
from anger, and being angry you will be helped because you don' t suppress 
your feelings. 

We have precepts like: Don't be angry. Dogen Zenji's explanation of it is: 
Anger will be like a beautiful cloud in the sky, or beautiful waves of water 
when the sun or the moon lights them. Anger is something like that. So ac
cording to him there is no need to repress it because it is so beautiful. But 
when you say it is beautiful it is not so beautiful. When you are just angry, 
like a boy, like a naughty boy, it may be very beautiful. That kind of 
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humbleness is more important. If you practice our way you will understand 
how difficult it is to be humble. It may be better just to be honest whatever 
you do. We should know that whatever we do or have done is not perfect, 
so we should say, "Oh, excuse me." If a master slaps his s tudent he should 
say, ''Excuse me." But usually after hitting someone you feel you should 
kick him too. That is not so good. 

Q: You have suggested to us that as students we should try to steal our 
teacher's way. 
SR: [He misunderstands "way'' as "wife."] Did I say this or not? I have no 
idea about my wife being stolen. 
Q: Will you please explain how we commit that crime? 
SR: H ow? Do you want to commit that crime? 
Q: Steal your way. 

SR: Oh, "way." I thought you said "wife." ''How can I steal my teacher's 
wife." Way! Oh, I shall be very glad if you steal my way. To steal your 
teacher's way may not be difficult, but it may take a pretty long time. If you 
are patient enough or if you like him, naturally you will eventually steal his 
way completely. It happens in that way. Even though you don't try to imi
tate his way, even though you hate to steal his way, it is quite so. I don' t 
know why it happens in that way. To be a teacher is awful, you know, be
cause we don't know w ho is stealing our way. You reminded me of an aw
ful thing. Students will learn something that a teacher will not want them to 
learn or to steal. If the teacher is forgetful, his student may be forgetful quite 
easily. And even if the teacher is very pa
tient it may take a long time for the student 
to be as patient as the teacher. Something 
that the teacher wants his students to steal 
from him they may not steal. Dogen Zenji 
says, ''We must practice hard for our de
scendants, for our disciples." Not for our
selves. If we know how important it is to 
have good disciples, then we will practice 
very hard. When we come to this point, our 
practice is not just for us. It is for our dis
ciples or for others rather than for ourselves. 
When we have real relationship of teacher 
and disciple, that relationship is much 
deeper than the relationship between you 
and your children, or you and your wife or 
husband. It is much deeper than tha t. 

Thank you very much. 
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