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Professors Carl Bielefeldt and Richard Jatfe (reprinted in this issue of
Wind Bell} described the changing social, political, and religious envi-
ronment of Japan during Suzuki Roshi's early life.

David Chadwick gave an overview of the first part of his forthcom-
ing biography of Suzuki Roshi, Crooked Cucurber: The Life and Zen
Teaching of Shunryu Suzuki. (“Crooked Cucumber” was a nickname given
the young Shunryu by his first master, Gyokujun So-on.) David spoke
about the period of Suzuki Roshi's life from his birth to his departure
for America. His biographical work has revealed many surprising aspects
of Suzuki Roshi’s life. For example, few in America would have sus-
pected how extensive Suzuki Roshi’s academic background and Zen
training were. He graduated from the distinguished Komazawa Univer-
sity second in his class (with a major in Buddhist and Zen Philosophy
and a minoer in English), completed a graduation thesis on a chapter
of the Shobogenzo, practiced at both Eiheiji and Sojiji monasteries, and
studied with several of the leading Soto Zen masters of Japan. David
also described the extreme poverty and discrimination that the son of a
Buddhist priest would have endured in the early 20th Century in Japan.

David spoke about the roots of many aspects of Suzuki Roshi's per-
sonality and character: his early love of animals and nature, his quick
temper, and his remarkable absentmindedness. His experiences in col-
lege had a deep impact on Suzuki Roshi: He realized that formal educa-
tion involves explanation, whereas actual education consists of letting
a moment simply exist without explanation.

A large part of the conference was devoted to recollections offered
by several of Suzuki Roshi’s earliest students, many of whom are now
senior dharma teachers themselves. Gil Fronsdal, in organizing the
conference, felt it was important to preserve not only Suzuki Roshi’s
teachings but the perspectives of his earliest students in America as
well.

His students spoke with eloquence and deep feeling of their love
for Suzuki Roshi as well as their appreciation of his faults. For Reb
Anderson, Suzuki Roshi was a teacher who allowed his students to
bring themselves fully to him, with all the vulnerability and trust
that such openness entails. Ed Brown described serving Suzuki Roshi
a nearly raw potato and watching him eat it with grace and aplomb.
Blanche Hartman said he made her feel that it was all right to be
exactly who she is. He never allowed her to give him more respect than
he gave her. But he also told her sternly: “Don’t ever imagine that you
can sit zazen. That’s a big mistake. Zazen sits zazen.” Les Kaye described
Suzuki Roshi as a fisherman on a vast ocean who used neither bait nor
hook, yet his students were eager to jump into his boat. Laura Kwong
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I T IS A PLEASURE TO BE HERE TODAY to speak about Suzuki Roshi
and the Soto denomination during the modern era. As many of you
know, I am now teaching about East Asian religions at North Carolina
State University. My path to becoming a Buddhist scholar passed
through Zen Center, where T practiced full-time from 1979 to 1985.

My years of practice have undoubtedly shaped my choice of research
questions. In fact, the topic of my dissertation, clerical marriage in
modern Japanese Buddhism, was catalyzed by a passage in Zen Mind,
Beginner’s Mind that stayed with me for many years. Suzuki Roshi states:
“Here in America we cannot define Zen Buddhists the same way we do
in Japan. American students are not priests and yet not completely
laymen. [ understand it this way: that you are not priests is an easy
matter, but that you are not exactly laymen is more difficult.” [Zen
Mind, Beginner’s Mind, p. 133]

Although I did not realize it when I first read that passage, Suzuki
Roshi was alluding to the self-description given by Shinran, the founder
of Shin Buddhism, in the Kyogyeshinsho [The True Teaching, Practice, and
Realization]. In the passage Shinran mentions that he, along with other
disciples of his teacher, Honen, had been sent into exile and now was
“neither monk nor layman.” Suzuki Roshi’s statement intrigued me,
and 1 became deeply interested in how American Zen students came to
practice in such a way. In reflecting on Suzuki Roshi’s life and teachings
after having spent several years studying the emergence of the openly
married clergy among the so-called “monastic denominations” in mod-
ern Japan, I see that Suzuki Roshi was not just describing American
Buddhism in that passage, but modern Japanese Soto Zen as well. In-
deed, it may well be that one reason Suzuki Roshi was comfortable in
the United States was precisely because the complexities of a hybrid
half-monk, half-lay practice were more openly acknowledged here than
in Japan.
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