
Boundless Life

Recently, while making
the drive from Green Bay
to Milwaukee on a glori-
ous summer day, I was
struck by the seemingly
boundless nature of the
world through which I
passed. Indeed, at the
horizon line before me
the blue of the sky
seemed to fold inward
into the land, a variegated
carpet of greens made up
of trees, bushes, grasses,
reeds, all sweeping toward
me and past me to rejoin
the sky at the horizon 
line behind me. I was
simultaneously part of,
yet moving through, 
this infinite. vast life, 
my little red Honda on
cruise control and my
sore knees stretched 
out in front of me. There
seemed to be no limits to
the life surrounding me,
each tree, each waving
piece of grass free to be
fully itself.

I thought then that
this may be one way of
understanding the meaning
of liberation: no limits to
our full realization of self.
It is true that the tree can
only be a tree, but it does
so fully, with no limitation
to completely fulfilling its
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final destiny as a tree. It
made me wonder 
why we humans are so
cramped by fear, so afraid
of expanding into the full-
ness of our life. Why do
we feel so imprisoned, 
so bound, when life 
itself is boundless?

There are a couple 
of exchanges between 
Zen masters and their 
students that I think are
relevant to this conun-
drum. They appear in
Andy Ferguson’s splendid
compilation of the histories
of Chan masters, Zen’s
Chinese Heritage. The first
exchange, and perhaps
the more familiar to Zen
students, occurs in the
section on Shitou Xiqian
(Jap. Sêkito Kisen), who
lived from 700-790 C.E.
and who is a key figure 
in early Zen. Three of the
five traditional schools of
Chinese Zen traced their
origins to Shitou and his
heirs. We know him best
today as the author of
Harmony of Difference and
Equality (Jap. Sandôkai)
Here is Shitou’s exchange
with some monks:

A monk asked, “What
is liberation?”

Shitou said, “Who has
bound you?”

Another monk asked,
“What is the Pure Land?”

Shitou said, “Who has
polluted you?”

Another monk asked,
“What is nirvana?”

Shitou said, “Who 
has given you birth 
and death?”

The second exchange
I’d like to examine is
from the record of
Fenyang Shanzao (Jap.
Fun’yô Zenshô) who 
lived a little over 200
years later, from 947-
1024 C.E.. Fenyang’s
teaching drew widely
from different schools
and he is known as the
first Linji (Jap. Rinzai)
master to utilize the
Caodong (Jap. Sôtô)
school system of “five
ranks.” This exchange
between Fenyang and 
a monk strikingly resem-
bles Shitou’s comments,
but with a crystal clear
pointer as to the source
of our troubles.

A monk asked, 
“What should be done 
if the mind-ground is
troubled?”

Fenyang said, “Who is
troubling you?”

The monk said, “How
can one deal with this?”

Fenyang said, “What

you do, you receive.”
Let’s examine these

exchanges. In the first, 
a monk asks to know 
the nature of liberation,
how to free his self from
external circumstances,
but Shitou counters by
asking him to look at 
the true nature of his
problem. Shitou asks 
him to identify the 
source of his sense of
being enchained. And
that sense arises from 
his mind. He has bound
himself by thinking it so.

The same thing 
happens with the 
question about the 
Pure Land. We need 
to identify a Pure Land
only if we think we are
surrounded by pollution.
The Pure Land arises only
because we think we are
in an Impure Land.

Finally, a more 
difficult question: “What
is nirvana?” Clearly the
monk is expecting it to 
be some place other 
than this life of birth
and death. Yet Shitou 
asks him who has given
him birth and death –
who is it that identifies
our appearance and 
disappearance within the
great stream of life as a
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Milwaukee Zen Center – Schedule

August 2008
6 Introduction to Zen 6:30 p.m.

6-8* Pre-sesshin training period
Hokyoji in Minnesota

9-16* Great Sky Sesshin, Hokyoji
*Milwaukee Zen Center remains

open for practice.

September 2008
3 Introduction to Zen 6:30 p.m.

October 2008
1 Introduction to Zen 6:30 p.m.

11 Ordination ceremony, 
Victoria Brundage

18 All-day sitting
Dharma Talk 10:20 a.m.

19 All-day sitting

To see the entire 2008 Schedule and more 
information on Two-day sitting, visit our web 
site at www.milwaukeezencenter.org
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beginning and an end?
Again, we do. Instead of
appreciating this life we
have, we worry about
how it began and what
will happen after it ends.
Nirvana is not within our
grasp, for it exists only in
the present and our
minds are fixed on the
past and the future.

Let’s now move on to
Fenyang. His questioner
is perhaps a bit more
direct, for he realizes 
that his mind-ground 
is troubled. Yet, still 

again he seeks outside
relief and Fenyang turns
the question back onto
him. It is his mind-
ground, and if it is 
troubled it is his affair.
The monk then asks
plaintively how to deal
with his problem and the
answer is succinct.
“What you do, you
receive.” Thus it is in our
hands to be troubled or
not to be troubled.
Thinking ourselves trou-
bled, we find trouble.

There is another sense
in which we also can
interpret Fenyang’s
words: what we put into
life is what we receive
from life. If we offer fear, 
a sense of inadequacy,
self-concern, a horror of
the future, that is how 
we will receive the life
around us.

A tree simply strives 
as best it can to realize 
its full potential as a tree.
It may be limited by
external circumstances,
leaning at an acute angle
under the constant force
of wind, but it is not self-
limiting. We are all too
often self-limiting. Some
of our difficulty arises
from the huge range of
possibilities before us.
Our task is not as simple
as that of a tree. How 
do we know in which
direction to grow? As
Shitou implies, we are
bound only by our self,
and it may be that this

boundary-less existence
drives us, not to expand
in liberation, but to erect
narrow boundaries built
upon fear. Built upon fear,
they imprison us and we
plaintively ask others:
“What is liberation?”

Our consciousness
opens horizons to us that
are not available to the
tree, however glorious,
green and tall it may
grow. Our consciousness
can also stunt our growth.
The tree cannot feel 
inadequate and so it
grows. We feel inade-
quate, stunt our own
growth and huddle 
within the chains of our
fears, at the same time
complaining that we are
bound. To find our way
out of this impasse, it
helps if we can let go 
of our discriminating
mind – the one that
insists that this is an
Impure Land – and rely
with more confidence
upon prajna, our innate
compass that points the
way to harmonious
growth within the life 
circumstances we face.

When all else fails, 
I look up at the limitless
sky to see the way it
blends into the limitless
life of the earth and
remember that this
boundless life is also
mine. And I am grateful.

– Tonen O’Connor

 



Happenings

Tonen traveled to
Tokyo to attend a 
symposium sponsored 
by Soto Zen International
and deliver a report on
prison programs and
other socially conscious
activities currently taking
place at American Zen
centers. Soto priests from
Brazil and Norway 
also made extremely 
interesting presentations.

Tojun Cobb traveled to
Sanshinji in Bloomington,
IN, to participate in a
shuso ceremony for 
one of Shohaku
Okumura’s students. 

July 17-20, Tonen
attended the American
Zen Teachers Association
annual conference, hosted
this year at the Vermont
Zen Center in Burlington,
VT.  Calendar conflicts
over the past several 
years have prevented 
her attendance and 
so she enjoyed seeing 
old friends.

The Great Sky Sesshin,
that will take place at
Hokyoji in mid-August, 
is completely booked. 
We expect 26 participants
from 10 states and 
six teachers will be 
in residence. Here at
home, the MZC will
remain open for practice
during this time

On June 13, David Hill
at Racine Correctional
Institution received the
precepts and the Buddhist
name Tôtatsu (Tô=cave,
tatsu=mastery, to
achieve) and on June 30
Dwight Wilkerson at
Green Bay Correctional
also received the precepts
and the Buddhist name
Tôjitsu (Tô=cave,
jitsu=truth, reality).
Our best wishes to them
as they step out on the
Buddha Way.

The MZC gardens are
flourishing with all the
rain, although in some
cases there has been more
rain than seedlings can
handle. Thanks to Tori
Brundage for setting in
lovely petunias in the 
circle beneath the pine
tree in the front yard, 
and Jim Gother for 
the contribution of 
peppers and kohlrabi 
for our garden.

We’re happy to 
welcome Bob Balderson
back to regular practice.
Bob has had knee replace-
ment surgery on both
knees and come through
it like the champ he is.
Way to go, Bob!

There is an extremely easy way to become Buddha. If you 

refrain from all evil, do not cling to birth-and-death; work in 

deep compassion for all sentient beings, respecting those over

you and showing compassion for those below you, without 

any detesting or desiring, worrying or lamentation – that is

Buddhahood. Do not search beyond it.

– Eihei Dôgen, Shôji (trans. Abe & Waddell)



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
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NON PROFIT
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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.

 


