
Closed Doors

Recently I’ve been
remembering a produc-
tion of Jean-Paul Sartre’s
No Exit that I directed
many years ago. I may 
not remember it with
complete accuracy, but
what’s been on my mind
is the distinction between
Sartre’s presentation of
the reality of human rela-
tions and the Buddha’s. 

The play has three
characters, a man and 
two women, locked into a
room for reasons they do
not initially comprehend.
As the play develops, they
find that each has powerful
needs for affirmation that
can never be met by the
others, for the others’
own needs pose a com-
plete barrier. The final line
(as I remember it) is
“L’enfer, c’est les autres.”
Hell is other people. They
are forever in hell, not the 
traditional hell of hellfire,
but a hell of being locked
into their self, unable to
communicate with others. 

And so it can be in 
our lives. We wish others
to confirm that we exist,
yet do not wish to accept
this confirmation unless 
it mirrors our own self-
understanding. The play’s
French title, Huis Clos,
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can also be translated as
“Behind closed doors.”

The Buddha tells 
us that liberation lies in
opening the closed doors
and allowing life to flow
in. Hiding behind closed
doors, we cannot reflect
others and they, equally,
cannot reflect us. We exist
like so many separate
black dots on a wide
sheet of paper.

Within Buddhist
teachings there are two
metaphors for the reality
of existence that differ
from those isolated dots:
Indra’s net and mirrors.
Both offer a view of life as
the dynamic functioning
of interdependence
through constant change.
In Shôbôgenzô, Dôgen
writes about this in
Kôkyo, a chapter whose
title is translated by Gudo
Nishijima as “the eternal
mirror,” implying a 
beginningless and 
endless process.

I would like to 
examine how Dôgen’s
mirrors relate to the 
multiple-faceted reflec-
tions of Indra’s net, 
but in so doing I’m not
pretending to tell you
what Dôgen meant. In
Dôgen’s talks in Eihei
Koroku in which he relates

exchanges between  old
Chinese masters he often
adds, “But I, Eihei, would
say.....” So this is what I,
Tonen, would say about
Dôgen’s words; this is
how they speak to my
current understanding.

In Kôkyo, Dôgen 
discusses two kinds of
mirror, the eternal mirror
and the clear mirror. The
eternal mirror reflects the
eternal illusory existence
and activities of all things.
It is as old as “all things.”
Things appear and disap-
pear in it, neither coming
nor going. It is activity,
the functioning of rela-
tionships, that creates 
the images in the mirror.
Here is a familiar exchange
between Nangaku 
and Baso:

One day Nangaku
goes to Baso’s hut and
asks, “What are you
doing these days?”

Baso replies, “Just 
sitting in zazen”

Nangaku asks, “What
is your aim?”

Baso replies, “To
become a buddha.”

Nangaku picks up a
tile and begins polishing it.

Baso: “What is the
Master doing?”

Nangaku: “Polishing 
a tile.”

Baso: “What is 
your aim?

Nangaku: “I am 
polishing it into a mirror.”

Baso: “How can 
polishing a tile make 
it into a mirror?”

Nangaku: “How can
sitting in zazen make you
into a buddha?”

Dôgen’s interpretation
of this exchange is 
surprising. He says:
“…the making of mirrors
through the polishing of
tiles has been dwelt in
and retained in the bones
and marrows of eternal
buddhas…we just polish
a tile as a tile. In this
state, the virtue of making
a mirror is realized and
this is just the effort of
the Buddhist patriarchs.”

Our actions are the
eternal mirror manifesting
itself. Whatever we do,
we are creating this 
mirror, so polishing a 
tile does indeed make 
a mirror, just as sitting
zazen does indeed make 
a buddha. This mirror of
activity has existed always.

And what is the clear
mirror? The clear mirror
reflects the function of
impermanence, the empty
space, the no-place, that
enables the coming into
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Milwaukee Zen Center – Schedule

September 
5 Introduction to Zen, 6:30 p.m.

October 
3 Introduction to Zen, 6:30 p.m.

20 All-day Sitting
6:15 a.m.-8:50 p.m.
Dharma Talk, 10:20 a.m.

21 All-day Sitting
6:15 a.m.-4:40 p.m.

November
7 Introduction to Zen, 6:30 p.m.

17 All-day Sitting
6:15 a.m.-8:50 p.m.
Dharma Talk, 10:20 a.m.

18 All-day Sitting
6:15 a.m.-4:40 p.m.

22 CLOSED for Thanksgiving

To see the entire 2007 Schedule and more 
information on Two-day sitting, visit our web site at
www.milwaukeezencenter.org
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being of the eternal mirror
that reflects the images of
all things. For there to be
images in a mirror, there
must first be no-images. 

Still, there is a 
disagreement between
Seppo and Gensa:

Seppo: “My concrete
state is like one face 
of the eternal mirror.
When a foreigner comes, 
a foreigner appears.
When a Chinaman comes,
a Chinaman appears.

Gensa: If suddenly a
clear mirror comes along,
what then?

Seppo: The foreigner
and the Chinaman both
become invisible.

Gensa: I am not 
like that.

Seppo: How is it 
in your case…If a clear
mirror comes along, 
what then?

Gensa: Smashed 
into hundreds of bits 
and pieces.”

Dôgen comments:
“…the truth should 
be expressed like that.”
So what’s going on here?
The problem is that
Seppo’s “they both
become invisible” implies
that they still exist some-
where shown neither by
the clear mirror nor the
eternal mirror. But in
actuality, we  perceive the
coming of the clear mirror
of impermanence as the
smashing into bits and
pieces that we call our
world of distinctions, 

the eternal mirror. Dôgen
says: “Therefore, the
place where smashed bits
and pieces are dangling is
the clear mirror.” We see
the clear mirror as the
activity of Indra’s net, all
reflections reflecting all
other reflections.

My daily life is an
expression of Indra’s net.
What I call “I” is myriads
of reflections responding
to other reflections. An
old Chinese expression
says, “When the donkey
looks into the well, the
well looks back.” We are
mutually dependent, in
each and every instant,
on all other things 
and they are dependent
upon us.  

The clear mirror that

reflects the possibility of
change is the other side
of the eternal mirror that
constantly reflects the
changing images of what
we call “this world.”

And why should we
care? Because we are
Indra’s net whether we
like it or not. If we do 
not understand this we
cannot accurately perceive
the sources of our own
actions and emotions. 
If we do not understand
this, we can unthinkingly
destroy lives, hopes,
dreams, this earth itself.  

It’s time to open the
closed door and walk out
of the prison of self. 

–Tonen O’Connor

Note: quotes from Dôgen are 
from Shôbôgenzô, Book 1, trans. 
by Nishijima & Cross

SAVE THE DATE
February 13-17, 2008

Rev. Shohaku Okumura, abbot of Sanshin Zen Community,
will be in residence at the Milwaukee Zen Center.

Rev. Okumura, who is an acclaimed translator and interpreter 
of the works of Dôgen Zenji, will present daily lectures on
“Jijuyu-zanmai – the Samadhi of the Self", written in 1737 
by Menzan Zuiho.

The schedule will include zazen and question and answer 
periods. Watch the November Newsletter for details
on reservations, cost, housing etc. This is an occasion not 
to be missed!



Happenings

This summer’s Great

Sky Sesshin, was a won-
derful experience, with
21 participants and 6
teachers, drawn from 7
states and Germany.
Hokyoji was as welcom-
ing as ever, thanks to 
the efforts of Dokai
Georgeson, the Resident
Teacher. A number of
physical improvements
were in place, with more
projected as the newly
independent Hokyoji Zen
Practice Community
takes shape. The 3 day
training period prior to
the sesshin was of con-
siderable assistance to
those performing the
duties that made the
sesshin go smoothly.
Tomon Marr was unfortu-
nately unable to attend,
so Tonen took her place
as Chief Tenzo, assisted
by a fine crew of daily
tenzos and assistants. All
in all, strong practice and
high morale made this
one of the strongest
sesshins to date.

Our sympathies go to
sangha member Joe
Franke, who suffered a
broken shoulder in a
bicycle accident. Though
the healing process is
slow, we send our wish
that it be successful. Joe’s
garden at the MZC has
flourished and drawn
admiring comments from
our neighbors.

Thanks to Bob
Balderson, who took 
care of Tonen’s cats while
she was away at sesshin
and also made a number
of significant repairs and
improvements around 
the MZC.

Welcome back to 
Tojun Cobb, who spent
the month of August in
the New York area taking
care of some necessary
family business.

We are pleased to
announce that the sum 
of $4,340 has been 
invested in the Calvert
Social Investment Money
Market Fund, specializing
in socially responsible
investing. This marks the
creation of the Dharma
Teacher’s Fund that we
hope will build over the
next years to serve as a
resource in support of a
new Resident Priest at
such time as Tonen may
retire. Due to Tozen
Akiyama’s employment 
at UWM and Tonen’s
access to Social Security,
we have yet to face 
the challenge of offering
more than housing to 
our Resident Priest, but
know that day may come.
Monthly deposits to the
fund are scheduled.

This month Tonen will
travel to San Francisco as
part of her responsibilities
as President of the Soto
Zen Buddhist Association,
and the first weekend in
October will see her at
Deep Spring Temple
(Pittsburgh Zen Center) 
as visiting teacher. She 
will also lead a workshop
in meditation for the
Wisconsin Chaplains
Association meeting 
at Green Lake on 
October 23.
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Hard to organize Americans…but we try.

Scenes from the Great Sky Sesshin

Don't tell me we've lost the Dharma AGAIN!



TITLE QTY PRICE TAX* TOTAL

Eiheiji Incense — Short 5.5” $ 7.00 .39 $

Long 10” $ 7.00 .39 $

$

TOTAL $

Please make checks payable to Milwaukee Zen Center

MILWAUKEE ZEN CENTER   2825 N. STOWELL AVE   
MILWAUKEE, WI  53211-3775

Name

Address

City/State/Zip+4

Phone

I am interested in a membership 
(tax deductible):

o General -$25/month
o Supporting – $30 or more/month
o Out-of-town – $10/month
o Participating - any amount you can afford $

o I would like to make a one-time contribution $
o Please add me to your mailing list
o Please remove me from your mailing list
o Please change my mailing address

#

Shipping - $3.00 first two boxes of 
incense and 50¢ per item thereafter.

Membership Information / Order Form

milwaukee zen center
2825 N. Stowell Ave. Milwaukee WI 53211-3775

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

NON PROFIT
ORGANIZATION
U. S. POSTAGE

P A I D
MILWAUKEE, WI

PERMIT NO. 2686

Wed., Thurs., Fri.

6:15 am Zazen 
(Zen sitting)

6:55 am Kinhin 
(Zen walking)

7:05 am Zazen
7:45 am Service
8:00 end of practice

6:30 pm Zazen
7:10 pm Kinhin
7:20 pm Zazen

Introduction to Zen

An informal presentation on Buddhism and Zen, 
followed by instruction in zen sitting, tea and discussion. 
6:30-8:30 p.m.–first Wednesday each month.

Zen sitting instruction and private interview available 
by appointment. Call 963-0526.

Saturday

6:15 am Zazen
6:55 am Kinhin
7:05 am Zazen
7:45 am Service
8:00 breakfast, oryoki
8:25 work period 
9:15 break, coffee & tea
9:30 study class*
10:30 end of practice
*except on all-day sitting days

MZC Contact Information

For messages: Phone: (414) 963-0526
Fax: (414) 963-0517  E-mail: kokyo-an@earthlink.net
For information and schedules:www.milwaukeezencenter.org

Useful Websites:

Soto Zen Buddhism: http//global.sotozen-net.or.jp/

Soto Zen in America: http//www.szba.org

*Only Wis. residents need include applicable sales tax.

 


