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Just [ike that. I was stunned.

Often we don't think so much about birth and death until someone close to
us—particularly a contemporary or someone younger than us—is suddenly dying,
and then we get it that our life is impermanenc. In the Mahabarata, a great sage is
asked: “Sir, of all of the things you've observed in life, what is the most amazing?”
And he responds: “That a man seeing all around him die, never thinks that he
will die.” That's certainly the way T was unril my friend Pat died.

In my agitated frame of mind what I wanted to know was “Well, if you
know you're going to die, how do you live?” It may feel like we've got plenty of
time to figure that out. But the encouraging part about noticing that everything
changes is the reminder in the Gakudo yojin shu where Dogen-zenji quotes

Nagarjuna:

“The mind that fully sees into the uncertain world of birth and death

is called the thought of enlightenment: hodhicitta. Thus if we maintain
this mind, this mind can becone the thought of enlightennient. Indeed,
when you understand discontinuity, the notion of self does not come
into being. Ideas of name and gain do not arise. Fearing the swift
passage of the sunlight, practice the way as though saving your head
from fire. Reflecting on this ephemeral life, make endeavor in the

manner of Buddha raising his foot.”

So, we can take this realization of impermanence when it comes to us and
turn it into a powerful support for living the life we want to live—for living right
now as we really want to and not putting it oft.

Death is the great mystery. We don’t know what it is. We don’t know what
happens when we die. A monk asked a Zen master, “What happens when you
die?” The Zen master replied, “I don’t know.” The monk said, “What do you
ntean, you don’t know? Aren’t you a Zen master?” And the Zen Master replied,

“Yes, but 'm not a dead one.” '

Suzuki-roshi said toward the end of his life “Things teach best when
they’re dying.” I am certainly appreciating that with John. [John King, a long-
time student and teacher who died on August 8.] It's really generous of him to
share with us his experience as it is happening and to encourage us to explore
our feelings and fears around death. He is exemplifying the teaching of dana
paramita—the bodhisateva's perfection of giving—that a monk gives Dharma and
tearlessness.

Suzuki-roshi said: “If, when I die, the mement I'm dying, if I suffer, that
is all right you know, That is suffering Buddha, Ne¢ confusion in it. Maybe









“What is fearlessness?” It doesn’t seem to be never experiencing fear. It’s maybe
not being overwhelmed by fear. Being able to be with fear and see it arise and
subside. I think again that John is being a true monk. He is showing us how not
to be overwhelmed by fear of dying; by being with us, among us, not going off
somewhere to hide out, but being right here with us, teaching and eating and
playing and loving and hugging and whatever—being John.

We had a ceremony to give John a new okesa that we had sewn for him.
Later that day John came back over to City Center to officiate at evening service
and then he went over to the jail to teach zazen and then he went to a meeting
about a project called “Coming Home.” This is a project the Buddhist Peace
Fellowship is working on to develop ways for people to re-enter society after they
get out of prison. So, John is still living his life in the middle of his dying.

On his way to Tassajara for a visit, Abbot Paul Haller visited John. He asked
John if he had a message for the studeuts there. John said, “Tell everyone there
that I love them so much.” After Paul had left he said, *Call Paul and tell him to
tell them, “Water is water.”

The world we live in is not made up of things that other people do as much
as it 1s the result of our attitudes and our actions. And when we live a life of
kindness, when we live a life of compassion, when we live a life of generosity, we
get to live that life. What could be better? It doesn’t depend on what other people
say or do. It depends on what we say and do. It's wonderful when people meet
us and want to live that life together with us in that way, But whatever someone
else does, it does not impede ws in following, for exampie, the Four Methods of
Guidance: geuerosity, kind speech, beneficial action and cooperation. These are
guides for our life that don't depend on other people. They depend ou us. Kobun
Chino said,

When vou realize how rare and precious your life is, and how it’s
completely your responsibility how you live it, how you manifest it,
that’s such a big responsibility that naturally such a person sits down

for a while. It’s not an intended action. Its a natural action.

That's what our zazen is—it is sitting down for a while and coming to rest here
in this body and mind and generating the heart of generosity, kind speech,
beneficial action and identity action. Sirting down and observing what comes
up in my mind that hinders me from living the way I want to live. Allowing
our awareness of impermanence to be the mind of awakening, to be an
encouragement to wake up to “things as-it-is” and find out how we want to live

this life we have been given right here, right now.
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and sit zazen. Forms were loose and the fledgling group relied on Paul’s promise
to return twice every year to lead sesshin. This provided focus and direction
enough to keep the group together. Daigu Michael O'Keefe, a Zen priest and
student of Tetsugen Bernie Glassman, also came to lead sesshin and worked
closely with Paul.

By 2003 numbers were growing and another group had sprung up in Larne.
Together the two groups had enough committed members to consider how
things could move forward. Through consultation with Paul, the local sangha
decided it was ready to take on the financial and administrative responsibilities of
full time premises, and Michael kindly made a substantial donation to the start-up
costs of this wonderfnl venture, to be known as Belfast Meditation Centre,

With the Centre opening in 2004, a real turning point was reached. We had
a “real” zendo, a space set aside exclusively for formal Zen practice and made
“sacred” both by Paul’s consecration of the space during the Opening Ceremony,
and by the dedication of those who now had an opportunity to sit together
regnlarly. Quite a change from meeting twice a week for an hour in a rented
room, we now had the chance to open the zendo at 7 a.m. every morning to the
public. As well as the established Tuesday evening and Sunday sitting, we added
a Priday evening sitting. On Monday evenings we held a shorter sitting foilowed
by a dharma discussion. Yoga classes and Chi Gong workshops have also been
offered.

Zen is never about numbers, vet the reality was that we had a smal] handfnl
of practitioners who were now spending as much time facilitating sittings, taking
care of business, and organising sesshins, as they did with their families and
careers.

There was also the financial concern of an ongoing city centre rent to be
paid. Common sense seemed to say that we needed more members. With our
faith in Paul, in ourselves, in the tradition and the practice, we trusted that chings
would work out; if they didn’t, we would just have to deal with that.

Fortunately by word of mouth and with www.belfastmeditationcentre.org
established, new people kept arriving. Some came with an interest in general
meditation, some came 10 learn more abour Buddhism, some came having read
tales of eccentric Zen masters in ancient China and Japan. Perhaps the hardes:
lesson of this period for the local sangha was that Zen isn't for everyone. Of every
five who came, one stayed around. Were we doing something wrong? We learned
to be more welcoming to newcomers and to just accept that “Hey, maybe people
won't stay around but we'll keep doing our best.” Maybe we learned not to attach
to results. Seill it was noticed that many who came and have staved around untii

the present were those who had the opportunity to sit wicth us during one of
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- Branching Streams exists to explore odr interconnectedness, to nourish each other’s

practice and to find new ways to benefit each other.

At this meeting, the group elected a Coordinating Comumittee for the

upcoming year and gave itself the following tasks:

1.

S

To make the glossary of temple terms and forms from San Francisco Zen
Center available to any member group requesting it.

To provide help in developing classes and srudy aids for member groups.
To make available a DVD of Suzuki Roshi video footage and lectures.
To create materials for a series of Introduction to Meditation classes.

To provide printed zazen instruction.

To create a website, linked to the SFZC one, for all member groups.

To research needs of lay-led/lay-founded groups.

If you would like more information about Branching Streams, please contact

Dairyu Michael Wenger at dairyu49@hotmail.com.

An expanded and updated list of Zen Center’s Related Groups can be found

on our website at www.sfzc.org,
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